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Background
Footprints are an image type often represented on prehistoric petroglyphs. The author made
a first study of its design, sprawl, dating and interpretation in the archaeological source material
as part of a further investigation of this theme (Bertilsson 2013). Case studies of signi4cant
rock art sites in Sweden, Norway, Italy and Israel showed that the footprint is quite a general
phenomenon, occurring in all these areas during the time period starting c. 3000 BC and
continuing until at least 500 BC. The earliest dating applies to Har Karkom in Israel, and the
youngest, Zurla in Valcamonica in Italy. The widespread occurrence of the symbol on the
prehistoric rock pictures means that it must be perceived as a pictogram or an archetypal symbol
(Anati 1993, Fredell 2003: 9). The footprints have been interpreted in di6erent ways; as the
epitome of an otherwise invisible deity, a sign of reverence or as a symbol of a dead person
(Almgren 1962, Anati 1994, Gavaldo 2009) (for a series of further proposals for
interpretation of footprints see Coles 2005: 52).

Early research: Oscar Almgren
One of the first archeologists to describe the footprint, occurrence and interpretation was the
Swedish archeology professor, Oscar Almgren, in his well-known work about the rock carvings in
Tanum in Bohuslän, Sweden, Hällristningar och kultbruk (Petroglyphs and cults, translated here)
(Almgren 1926–7). When Almgren in this study discusses the footprints, he describes several
di6erent types. Those which have marked toes he believed depicted bare feet and those having
two horizontal cross bands inside an outer contour to depict sandal-clad feet. He reported
examples of the first type from Ryxö in Brastad and the second from Underslös in Tanum
(Almgren 1926–7: 213, Bertilsson 2013: 172). His interpretation of the contour-carved foot with
two transverse bands he supported by an earthen vessel with a foot, showing the same form
elements on its underside. The vessel was found at Stassfurt in Saxony and belongs to the Lausitz
culture, with a dating to the late Bronze Age or early Iron Age (Almgren 1926–7: 212).
Regarding the interpretation of the footprints on the rock carvings, Almgren made the following
reflection: ‘Particularly noteworthy seems to me to be that footprints occur adjacent to both those
as gods, or representatives of gods interpreted, large anthropomorphic images Fig. 92, 93 and at
several of the solar cult images: Fig. 9, 60, 80’, Almgren 1926–7: 213, translated here). The
carvings Almgren discusses are in the first case, Backa in Brastad with ‘The Shoemaker’, and
Litsleby in Tanum with ‘Thee Spear God’, and in the last case the carvings at Kalleby, Disåsen in
Brastad and Fossum Tanum. On the first two are, indeed, images of naked footprints in direct
proximity to wheel crosses, being interpreted as a sign of the sun (Figs. 1 and 2).

Figure1. Footprints in the form of a
pair of naked feet depicted together
with a ringcross that is supported by
three anthropomorphic figures.
Source: www.shfa.se.
Rubbing: Dietrich Evers.

Figure 2. A pair of naked feet in
combination with solar symbols
represented by two ring-crosses and
a spoked wheel that together forms a
chariot at Disåsen, Brastad.
Source: www.shfa.se.
Rubbing: Dietrich Evers.

On the latter there is in the upper left part a fully carved pair of footprints along with a figure
that has been interpreted as the sun disk being pulled across the sky by birds (Fig. 3). This
illustrates the importance of the depiction of the sun disk’s journey across the sky being a most
important part of Bronze Age mythological narratives, and that can also be embodied in the form
of a ‘solar horse’, an image n that was more common in Scandinavian Bronze Age rock art (Kaul
2004,Kristiansen and Larsson 2005).
Almgren presented, however, a different interpretation of the figures connected to the solar disk
at Rossum and on the big Aspeberg carving. He suggested that they are instead dancing adorants,
and referred to a similar, but more stylized, figurative representation, which is engraved
on the famous Wismar Horn from the Bronze Age dated to c. 1400 BC (Almgren 1926–7: 90),
recently revised to c. 1600 (Kristiansen and Larsson 2005: 195). Without penetrating too deeply
into the solar cult mysteries that may be hidden in Bohuslän rock art, we wish to state that all the
footprints that we have referred to which occur in this connection are completely carved and
often provided with toes. This seems to correspond well with a dating of this type of footprint to
the Early Bronze Age, which we have suggested for these at Järrestad (Bertilsson 2013; see
Skoglund 2013 with references).
Figure 3. Footprint pair without
marked toes and a solar disk that is
supported by birds. Immediately
below these 4gures is an
anthropomorphic 4gure with a
circular body, thin legs and two
heads and a sword sheath from the
Bronze Age.
Source: www.shfa.se.
Rubbing: Dietrich Evers.

For those who have studied Almgren and his contemporary colleagues’ research into the symbols
and images of the petroglyphs, it is obvious that they perceived these images as manifestations of
religion and cult. Although this approach has been questioned and criticized, it nevertheless, in
modified and developed form, has survived to the present day (Kristiansen 2012). A very broad,
in-depth and critical analysis of these causes has recently been presented in the study: Fornnordisk
religionsforskning mellan teori och empiri. Kulten av anfäder, solen och vegetationsandar i idéhistorisk
belysning (Old Norse religion research between theory and empirical data. The cult of ancestors,
the sun and vegetation spirits in the history of ideas lighting) by Andreas Nordberg (2013, title
translated here). This is also evident from the following quotation:
Like the 1800s solar nature mythologists mainly perceived the sun as a medium in which the Infinite (holy,
transcendent) was manifested, perceived many archaeological representative of the same school in
Scandinavia sun as an indirect mediator of supernatural, sacred or divine power. Although, it is obvious this
interpretation is liberal Protestant theology close. Possibly it is also this implicit heritage that has made the solar
mythology as viable (Nordberg 2013: 389 translated here).

Nordberg also notes something interesting to us, in view of the introduction to this article,
namely that:
In the history of religions perspective must Almgren’s interpretations of ‘ Petroglyphs and cults’ despite their age
are considered as the most plausible attempts to explain the contents of the Scandinavian rock art motifs
(Nordberg 2013: 221 translated here).

Design and execution of the footprints – nude or shod?
After this digression into religious and historical research, we now want to return to the theme of
this article that consists of pictorial representations of footprints in prehistoric rock art. Of
interest in this context may also be the reason why the footprints were designed in several
different ways. In our first example from Bohuslän, it was entirely carved and fitted with clearly
marked toes, in this respect showing similarities to many footprints on the large rock carving at
Järrestad on Österlen in Scania (Bertilsson 2013: 171). The footprints on Fossum carving in
Tanum partly look different because, although also being completely carved, they lack marked
toes. One may wonder why it looks that way. One possibility is that although there were certain
conventions how the footprints would be designed and depicted, they were just determined to a
certain degree, leaving the detailed design and final finishing to those who made the pictures. We
deliberately use ‘those who’, since the wide variation of the design indicates that the images were
performed by many different individuals. This would then be an example of an existing artistic
freedom during the Early Bronze Age. Whether this was really the case, we cannot reasonably
answer here, but only reflect on the possible cause. The issue becomes even more complicated if
we bring yet another example into our investigation, this time from the Listleby (Fig. 4). To the
left of ‘The Spear God’ there are two contour-carved footprints with toes, which thus gives us
another variation on this particular prehistoric design theme.

Figure 4. The Litsleby carving dominated by the 2.40-m
tall ‘Spear God’ with a sun symbol connected to his phallus,
and to the left of this two contour-carved, pairs of
footprints with marked toes.
Source: www.shfa.se. Photo: Åsa Fredell.

Figure 5. Graphic depiction of the rock carving at
Aspeberget with two anthropomorphic 4gures with round
torsos, decorated with concentric circles and a (solar) cross.
Source: www.shfa.se. Graphics: THU.

The same is true, in fact, about the manner in which the solar symbols were executed. They occur
in several variants, as a wheel cross, as a spoked wheel or as a fully carved disk. Overall, therefore,
it seems as though there was no fully controlling convention on how the footprints or solar
symbols would be executed. One thing was, however, obvious: the importance of being placed
near each other on the rock surface, indicating that the combination of the two symbols was
highly significant. It is also noteworthy that the fully carved soles with toes at Järrestad differ
from those in our examples from Tanum in detail. A very typical trait of the former is that the
arch is often clearly marked, although there are examples with completely straight sides. There are
also several similar Early Bronze axes in the shape (Bertilsson 2013: 171, Kaul et al. 2005: 64).
An example of an integration of two di6erent elements, one materially valuable, and one
physically expressive, in the Bronze Age world view that, as far as hitherto known, is missing in
Tanum, and other areas with rock art in Sweden, except for Lökeberg in Foss, Bohuslän where,
out of a total of 73 carved feet, there are several displaying some similarity, but also one having
the clear shape of a flat copper axe from the transitional period between the Neolithic and Bronze
Age, the Chalcolithic (Fig. 8 and Montelius 1971:12, I:2). Indeed, there is at least one other
example of such a shape, this time on the big rock carving at Madsebakke on Bornholm in
Denmark. This axe-foot is located about 1 m above the familiar wheel-cross with a cup mark
enrolled in each quadrant, with 16 cup marks surrounding the wheel (Kaul 2005: 59). Some
meters away is a footprint with toes, and in addition two ring-crosses (Fig. 9). Immediately
adjacent is one that is probably intended as a ship’s prow with a spiral, and another incomplete
boat, that with some imagination could possibly be a halberd. Although this interpretation may
seem far-fetched, its shaft being certainly very short, it has an angled bottom which otherwise can
be seen on carved axes from the Early Bronze Age in Valcamonica in Italy (e.g. Anati 1976: 106–
07). There is also a possible axe-foot in Portugal that consists of a putative footprint at a hill fort
at Briteiros in Guimarães (Fig. 12).

Figure 6. Part of Järrestad panel with three pairs of footprints illustrating the transformation process to wheel-crosses.
Source: www.shfa.se. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson.

But there are also anthropomorphic figures of a different type, with circular torsos, sometimes in
the form of wheel crosses, considered to symbolize a shield, like the so-called Wismar warrior.
The shield has often also been considered to represent the sun, and if so, in the form of an image
transformation consisting of an anthropomorphic figure and an element of nature. This
relationship was discussed in earlier research, and the Danish religious scholar Vilhelm La Cour
claimed they were actual representations of the sun god himself and a testament to his
‘anthropomorphization’ (Almgren 1926–7: 93, Kristiansen and Larsson 2005: 196 and Fig. 5).
The integration of those two elements also signals the presence of a sliding scale of values and an
‘animistication’ of material things. But we can hardly call these phenomena merely animist
transformations, since they also contain human bodily elements. In this context it may be
appropriate to point out that the newer, postmodern research has also addressed this field. The
footprints have been interpreted as representing single individuals and expressions of personhood,
rather than deities or other higher beings:
It is argued that these images (feet and shoe) represented ideas of dress and nakedness and that these concepts
were ambiguous and manifold: nakedness was used in certain social and ritual contexts to express authority and
rank, while in other contexts nakedness was used to express community and equality
(Skoglund 2013: 1).

Figure 7. Pair of footprints with pendent adorant at front, pierced by a spear and 4tted with a sword sheath of Bronze Age type at
Borg in Norrköping, Sweden. Source: www.shfa.se. Drawing: Botark.

There can be little doubt that this approach reflects individual-centred postmodernism as it is
expressed in some of today’s archeological research. It may seem to be characterized by a certain

lack of overall perspective and a desire for both de-contextualization and deconstruction, but
perhaps this is what has made it attractive. The chronological positioning of the various types of
footprints, where the bare foot belongs to the older part of the Bronze Age and the sandal-clad
to the late Bronze Age and early Iron Age shows that a temporal contextualization is still needed.
But it is important to pay attention to the fact that the detailed design of these images often
appears regionally or locally minted even down to a micro level. In this regard, it is interesting to
note that on Järrestad a number of footprints look different, more stylized and looking like an
integrated pair of footprints intended to be perceived as a wheel cross (Fig. 6). Let us, for a
moment, reflect upon what this might mean for our understanding of what the footprint, as
image and symbol, may represent. A footprint, alone or in pairs, according to the scientists that
we have referred to, may represent a deity and especially when combined with a wheel cross or a
circular disk; or it may represent an individual whose naked foot was depicted with an intention
to communicate social status or rank for example. Then we must pose the question regarding the
intention behind the representation of the integrated and stylized footprints on the Järrestad
panel. It can hardly be reasonable to interpret them as a direct representation or depiction of a
particular individual’s feet. In this case, it seems more probable that it was a conscious effort
towards a more stylized, abstract form, intended to symbolize, represent and communicate a
phenomenon of more general, ideological significance for those who had the opportunity to see
them when the place still had an active function (cf. the concept of ‘the iconic order’ in Aijmer
2001, here referenced from Ling 2008).
Dating-wise, this also helps to make the interpretation of rock carving a tad more complicated. If
you strictly follow the suggested dating (Skoglund 2013, with references), so this hybridized
symbol would date to the Late Bronze Age or early Iron Age. This should then also be applicable
to other carvings of the same kind. Simultaneously we know that the sun cross, in its more
original form or in combination with other images, appears on petroglyphs, in a context that
suggests considerably earlier dating, like the Wismar warrior at Aspeberget in Tanum, possibly
from Montelius Period 1 (Fig. 5). This suggests that the various forms of footprints may have
more complex relationships that manifest themselves in a partly sliding form scale, which is also
related to the time factor. Overall, this means that the footprints really stand out as symbols of
great vitality and length and spread in the prehistoric imagery and world of conceptions. 5is in
turn indicates that they can be attributed archetypal characteristics, and represent a phenomenon
that in recent research has been termed a core universal.

Figure 8. Group with pairs of footprints at Lökeberg in Foss, Bohuslän where three di6erent types occur, all being carved out but
one above lacking toes, the one below right, having toes, and the one below left, having only four toes and something looking like
an axe-blade being placed between the feet. Source: www.shfa.se. Photo: Andreas Toreld.

Footprints from other areas
We have in other contexts studied footprints from other areas and in other archeological contexts,
among others from Har Karkom in Israel and from Valcamonica in Italy. In the former case,
dating to the Bronze Age, which means the third millennium BC, and in the latter the Iron Age,
which means from c. 700 BC. Despite the large difference in time and archeological affiliation,
there is a palpable shape similarity between the types of footprint found in the two areas. They
are contour-carved and lack transverse bands. It is also the practice to place additional characters
within its contour line at both locations. In one case, at Har Karkom, it consists of an
anthropomorphic figure with the arms in a hip-attached pose similar to some terracotta figurines
appearing in the Eastern Mediterranean Bronze Age cultures (Anati 2001: 134). In the Early Iron
Age footprints in Valcamonica, the figures that are inserted within the footprints’ contours are
also of anthropomorphic type, but in the example from Zurla are spear-armed adorants
(Bertilsson 2013). It seems that these carvings in their obvious stylized form have been designed
according to a fairly strict standard, which also applies to the repertoire with depictions of
warriors or adorers. In relation to the Israeli case, they may seem more narrative than depicting,
even if the story itself also seems to have been rather limited and often repeated.

Figure 9. Denmark’s biggest rock carving, with boats, wheel-crosses, a naked foot with toes, a Pat axe and a possible halberd.
Source: www.shfa.se. Photo: Gerhard Milstreu.

A footprint also linked to an anthropomorphic figure is found in Borg in Norrköping, Sweden,
where an adorer is positioned on the fore end of the foot, seemingly in order to visualize the
creature that the footprints belong to. There are also some other attributes: a spear that pierces
the footprints and an attached scabbard (Fig. 7). An engraving of a similar representation is also
found at Campanine Alta in Valcamonica (Gavaldo 2009: 299). There the footprints are carved
over the lower part of the legs of an adorant and thereby made later. There are four additional
footprints, fully or partially carved of the same type.
A similar motif, but far more naturalistically portrayed, is found at Kåfjord in Alta in Norway,
but there the feet are replaced with snowshoes. The image is elegantly made with fine details such
as the network on the snowshoes. The difficulty of depicting various elements of the image in
proper perspective is evident from the fact that the snowshoes as well as its carrier are depicted
from the front with his leg in a curved shape outside the snowshoes (Helskog 2012: 55). This
reflects the same problem, as the carver at Borg must have experienced, although the execution
did not reach the same artistic level. If it reflects a presentation of a similar prehistoric conception
we find less likely, although still possible.

Figure10. Rock carving at Gärde, Offerdal in Jämtland with an elk, to which leads up a row of ten anthropomorphic footprints.
To the left there are two times two elk tracks in pairs and an idol-like 4gure. Source: www.shfa.se. Photo: Ulf Bertilsson.

Footprints in motion
The footprints that we have so far discussed, with the exception of some at Järrestad, may be
called stationary, i.e. intentionally carved in a certain place and in a particular context of symbols
with special meanings, such as wheel crosses. But there are footprints that were inscribed with the
intention to convey something more than simply confirmation or repetition of an already known
symbolic significance. We are thinking of carvings with footprints that can give the impression
that an anthropomorphic figure has been walking across the rock. An exciting example of this is
found at Gärde rapids in Offerdal, Jämtland where, among the naturalistically contour-carved
elks, there also is a smaller, c. 40-cm large such figure with a highlighted heart. And leading up to
its hind legs, there is a row of 10 anthropomorphic footprints, and in front of it is four, in two
pairs, of elk track marks going in a direction away from the elk. To the left of these is a lying,
idol-like image (Figs. 10/10b). A few yards further up the same rock surface is another elk of the
same type, behind which is also a double track stamp of an elk. These two elks are carved with a
technique similar to the one used in southern carvings and for that matter also at Glösa and
Nämforsen, with relatively wide lines. This scene seems to convey that an anthropomorphic
being is moving in the direction of the elk, probably to give the impression of a man sneaking up
on an elk from behind as an expression of a kind of hunting magic? But maybe the scene has a
deeper meaning than that? It is perhaps instead intended to convey that both man and elk were
here, in a kind of physical and spiritual presence and contact, manifested in the rock carvings.
And maybe it was that, by analogy with the theory of the invisible deity that the man could
not be imaged except for in form of footprints, while the animal, the elk, was probably also
considered as divine, and actually could be depicted in his whole figure, but also in the form of

his track stamps, to make him equal with the human god. And it is easy to realize that it was right
here in this magical place, in the deep valley with the water-polished rock surfaces and the
powerful and magical shimmering rapids that these two beings could get into close contact with
each other. Elks visited this site to drink water, usually at dusk, during thousands of years, as
evidenced by the older, almost supernaturally large, cut and polished images of this magnificent
animal, which to this day is called the king of the forest. When you visit the place it is easy to still
perceive the shamanistic potential and the fact that it became the stage for this extremely rare but
vibrant animistic integration, orchestrated almost 4,000 years ago (Bertilsson 2004).
Figure 10b. Contour-carved elk
with marked heart, and a pair of
elk track stamps at Gärde rapids in
Offerdal, Jämtland in Sweden.
Source: www.shfa.se.
Photo: Ulf Bertilsson.

Pictures of elks and footprints are also represented on several carvings in Alta, but nowhere where
do they consist of track stamps with clear hooves, but instead are more schematically depicted.
Footprints of bear directly linked to images of the animal itself, however, are frequent (Helskog
2012: 21,47, 82). Another more widely known scene is one where man and elk hold the lead
roles, found on an engraving at Zalavruga in Belomorsk in Russia. There, two or three hunters
with bows and spears and on skis pursue two elks. It also depicted clearly on the carving how they
catch up with two of the elks and drive a spear into the back of one of them, and shoot arrows
into the other (Bertilsson 2004: 77). The essence of this scene seems to be hunting and killing,
unlike the one at Gärde that seems to be marked by a more respectful relationship with the elk.

We will now leave the rock art in the north, and again turn our gaze south to see if there are any
pictures of footprints in motion there. After a review of more than 1,000 images with footprints
found in SHFA’s comprehensive database, including the most significant rock art sites in Sweden
and Denmark, it is clear that this is not so. One can certainly get the impression that some
footprints on the Järrestad panel are in motion, but because they usually comprise of right feet, or
are over-stylized, it is less likely. A similar example is found on a carving at Tisselskog in Högsbyn
Dalsland, where some 10 carved feet with toes look as if they move across a gently curved
outcrop. There is only one problem with that interpretation: all are left feet, which in this case
would mean that the owner must have hopped on one leg. However, there is one example from
Kyrkoryk in Tanum where a series of three contour-carved footprints with cross bands give the
impression of moving to the left in a horizontal direction on the upper part of the panel. Further,
there is actually a fourth that may seem to move back in the opposite direction (Fig. 11).
After this survey, we note that virtually all feet except from the three above depicted in
petroglyphs are intended to be static representations, and not to give the impression of being in
motion. It probably means that they were primarily meant to serve as iconic symbols, and not as
an illustrative basis for a story. The geographically widespread, frequent repetition of images of
these types, also suggests that there was a need at recurring intervals to confirm prevailing beliefs,
religious and ideological elements, essential for society’s stability and survival. In this context it is
also interesting to note that, especially in some major places, like Järrestad and Rickeby
www.shfa.se, Up Boglösa 138 Rickeby Almgren B 1983), the complete model series of feet from
the nude to the shoe-clad, to the stylized, wheel cross similar type is represented. In light of the
reasoning above, this should primarily be considered as having chronological implications,
representing a change through time.

Figure 11. Photo of Bronze Age rock carving from Kyrkoryk in Tanum where, in the upper part, there is a horizontal
row of three footprints with heel lines that seems to walk across the panel from right to left. Below the footprints there are two
wheel-crosses superimposed on boats. Photo: Ellen Meier.

Footprints in hill forts
We will now briefly look at a completely different type of footprint that has been found in a
completely different archeological context: the footprint in hill forts, of which we will present
three examples from different parts of Europe. The first and most famous is from the hill fort at
Dunadd, on the way to the carvings at Kilmartin in Scotland. The name, meaning ‘the fortress on
the River Add’, indicates the significance of the place. On a rock high up on the hill are several
carvings, and a wild boar in the Pictish style, an inscription in Ogham, and finally, a carving of a
footprint. The carvings can be dated to around 800 AD. According to tradition, the footprint
and an adjacent carved-out basin played an important role in the coronation rituals of the Dalrida
kings, originally arriving from Ireland in the Argyle area (Butter 1999: 12, 98). Finds from the
excavations show that the site was inhabited in different periods starting from around 500 AD.
During the first centuries, the Scotti (the name of the people who came from Ireland) occupied
the fort. In recent research, it is believed that the carvings and the inscription were actually
accomplished by them and not by the Picts. The Dunadd footprint certainly resembles a foot,
being deeply carved, having a slightly curved shape at the heel and forefoot, although looking
much different from the older types of prehistoric footprint that we have discussed above.
In connection with Österlens Museum Rock Art Course on Ascension Day in May 2009 an
excursion was undertaken to the hill-fort on Stenshuvud, where the goal was also to look at the
feet carved into a rock on the mountain’s crest. The foot has been locally known, but unclear for
how long, and to have been made in modern times, although its eventual age has been just as
unclear. The question therefore is whether the opinion is true and if it is possible to date the
carved foot closer. The carved footprint was documented through photography, and also in the
form of frottage (Fig. 13, showing the photo). The footprint is placed on the crest of Stenshuvud
and is composed of five toes and forefoot, while the arch, rear footpad and heel are missing. To
the right of the foot is one of the National Land Survey’s fixed points marking the highest point
of the mountain. If one examines the foot thoroughly in terms of its design, appearance and
location, it seems not to have been carved with modern tools or in recent times because of its
patination and overgrowth of slow-growing lichen; the appearance is anatomically correct but also
designed in a way that is hardly reminiscent of older carvings; the placement of the crest of the
cliff in the hill-fort with extensive views also suggest that the location is selected with great care.
The extensive view means that in clear weather you can see the island of Bornholm, which is
about 30 km away and the same distance from the Blekinge coast. That probably reflects the
specific function and significance of the carving and can be seen as a symbolic illustration of the
crowned king’s power, at the footprint, and perhaps of the geographical area that constituted his
domains, too.
It seems possible to assume that the footprints on Stenshuvud and Dunadd constitute expressions
of a similar phenomenon. A phenomenon implicating both constituted an important element in
the rituals of the coronation ceremonies for a new king dating to the migration period. There are
in both cases the rock carvings premises from the Bronze Age in adjacent areas, although these
particular places lack such. Unlike the hill-fort on Stenshuvud, in Dunadd archeological
excavations have been conducted and several datable objects have been found. On Stenshuvud,
the dating has been obtained through a C-14 analysis of coal residue from a wood structure that
was part of the construction for the original embankment. The footprint in Portugal was placed
inside a hill-fort too, and might of course be a result of a similar royal coronation process, like

their counterparts in Scotland and Sweden (Figs. 12/12b, Coimbra 2008: 115 with references).
The fact that it actually seems to have a shape looking very much like a flat copper axe is,
however, an exciting complication. That is, however, a circumstance that we, unfortunately, have
not has had the opportunity to delve further into here. In Portugal, there are simultaneously some
footprints, usually naked with toes, already during the Early Bronze Age, while another main
type, the sandal-clad, is considered to represent a younger stage from the Late Bronze Age and
early Iron Age.

Figures 12 (left) and 12b (right) Putative footprints from Briteiros hill fort (Guimarães) Portugal, showing a
great resemblance to similar carvings in Scandinavia, here interpreted as depictions of Chalcolithic Pat axes of
copper. Photo: Fernando Coimbra.

The end of the walk
We note that footprints occur early: in a Bronze Age context, in the archeological complex of Har
Karkom in Israel; and late, during the early Iron Age, in one of the largest petroglyph
concentrations in Valcamonica in Italy, both of the contour-carved type. Early Iron Age there
means about 800–500 BC, and therefore corresponds to the Late Bronze Age in Scandinavia,
the geographic area that we put the most focus on here. This type of footprint is frequent at
Järrestad too, where it is suggested to belong to the Late Bronze Age or the Early Iron Age, and
preceded by the naked foot with toes that is older, at least from the Early Bronze Age. The author
has previously stated that there it is also a type that originally has a great shape consistent with
copper flat axes from the Chalcolithic period (Bertilsson 2013). Here is also presented further
examples of this type, from Lökeberg in Bohuslän and Madsebakke on Bornholm. This
relationship indicates that there has been a complicated connection between man and metal,
which has been manifested and sealed in the carved rock, a relationship that also reveals the
presence of a world where humans and matter have been integrated into an ideological discourse
in a similar way as happened with humans and animals, or animals and matter both during the
Stone Age and the Bronze Age in various types of animist transformations (Ling and Rowlands in
press). If we look back at the various proposals of the meaning of footprints presented, we may
conclude that this very careful, but memorable, reflection of John Coles can probably be
considered as confirmed: ‘this seems a simplistic view and there may well be more profound
ideologies involved’ (2005: 52). It has also been suggested that the footprints at Järrestad and in
Bohuslän represented the ‘soles of the dead’, directing and commemorating the road from the
grave to the sea of the dead (Bradley 1999: 665).

Figure 13. The deeply carved footprint placed on the crest of a hill fort, Stenshuvud, in Simrishamn, Scania. The hill fort
has been dated to the migration period. The footprint is constituted of five toes and a forefoot while the arch, the rear footpad and
heel are missing. To the right of the foot is one of Lantmäteriets/National Land Survey’s fixed points marking the highest level of
the rock. Photo: Catarina Bertilsson, SHFA.

This could well be a plausible explanation, but however appealing it may appear, there are
actually some complicating facts, such that some feet actually go upwards, and some also with a
clear fusion of feet and wheel crosses. And besides, we have to consider the temporal discrepancy
between the early, bare foot-type, and the tombs, relatively speaking, of a much later date.
Richard Bradley later developed his view of this subject further, by contrasting the engraved
images on the Bronze Age metalwork and in the rock art in Scandinavia (Bradley 2006, 2009).
Our observation of the integration of metal axes and footprints suggests that the footprints after
all are not to be perceived as of ordinary people or individuals, but instead of more divine beings
but perhaps of people generally. Could early metal axes seem to possess almost supernatural
qualities that could only be compared with those possessed by gods, and consequently,
characteristics that made them extremely worthy of worship? That, if anything could be a good
reason to carve axe feet on the Scandinavian rocks. This is also supported by the following
quotation: ‘But religion is, in culture stages, corresponding to the Nordic Bronze Age, particularly
practical: people through religious acts want to obtain something from the divine powers’
(Almgren 1914: 596, translated here). According to Almgren, it is also clear that the soles of the
feet represent divine beings and apparitions that through the legends are still (2014 included)
connected to the footprints, whether they be Buddha’s or Christ’s, or for that matter a Catholic
Saint’s, and represents a modernization of the ancient pagan beliefs. This seems also a plausible
explanation for the footprints’ resurrection in the royal coronation rituals in the Iron Age hill
forts.
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