Mikkel Christian Dam Hansen

Interpreting a Bronze Age motif

- Revisiting the hand signs of southern Scandinavia

Skepticism is, in many ways, a reasonable
attitude towards the act of interpreting
prehistoric rock art. Can we even begin
to hope to uncover the original intent
behind the creation of the various petro-
glyphs and, in continuation hereof, each
motif's associated meaning(s)? Could it
be that the mind of modern man simply
is not wired to comprehend the flow of
thoughts and reasoning of our distant
ancestors? The validity of such questions is
hard to dispute. | would argue, however,
that if we were to declare the mystery

of the prehistoric motifs unsolvable and
turn our attention towards other, more
measurable, research fields, we would be
neglecting our responsibility as archae-
ologists. Unless we wish to return to old
customs where a petroglyph is merely
identified, registered and then left to
itself (Tilley 1991, 11 f.), it is our duty as
archaeologists to try and discover any
traceable logic stored in the prehistoric
iconography — however inconceivable the
task may seem at first. Because if we do
not, no one will. We cannot hope to reach
a point where we can claim to have solved
the puzzles of the petroglyphs in their
entirety, but with every plausible inter-
pretation committed to the study of their
symbolism we move closer to a better un-
derstanding of their raison d’étre.

The approach

But how then do we approach this self-
imposed duty? From my perspective, a
plausible interpretation of a prehistoric
motif takes more than a sudden associa-
tive notion materializing in the mind of
the beholder (Hansen 2019, 94). Otherwise
| fail to see why our impressions as archae-

ologists should hold more value than that
of any other observer.

In this regard, Flemming Kaul has
shown (1998; 2004) a convincing path
to an evidence-based interpretation of
the Bronze Age iconography of southern
Scandinavia. In short, he has discovered
how circle motifs on bronze razors in more
than 50 instances appear in combination
with ships sailing in a specific direction,
towards the right, while they are never
seen together with ships sailing towards
the left — except in one case where both
a ship sailing right and one sailing left
are present (Kaul 2004, 242; Kaul 2020).
Through this observation, and by includ-
ing the Trundholm chariot, whose golden
side is similarly visible when it is moving

Fig. 1: The hand sign from Udby Vig.
Photo by Mikkel C. D. Hansen
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Fig. 2: The daily journey of the sun, as shown on the bronze razors, combined with the wheel cross.

Illustration after (Kaul 2004)

towards the right, he puts forward a di-
rection-based thesis that offers to explain
the Bronze Age people’s conception of the
sun’s daily movement across the sky (ibid.)
(fig. 2). The strength of this interpretation
is that it goes beyond mental connec-
tions and gut-feelings, as the statistical
testimony of the motifs on the razors, and
the corresponding logic of the Trundholm
chariot, serve as a foundation for Kaul's
reasoning. This approach served as inspira-
tion when | first began my work with the
hand signs of southern Scandinavia (fig. 1
& fig. 3).

But before we get to the matter of the
hand signs, there is another relevant phe-
nomenon we must address: the multifac-
eted nature of a symbol.

Unlike the variety of signs that trans-
parently signify what they represent, a
symbol can be defined by its ability to
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move through and beyond its primary
meaning to opaque, latent secondary
meanings (Ricoeur 1967, 115 f.; 2005,

Fig. 3: The hand sign from Rudebo. Photo by Sven-
Gunnar Brostrém (source SHFA.se)




12; 2016, 110 ff.; Hansen 2019, 94). The
symbol is, in other words, polysemic in
nature, or multivocal, and thus may take
on different meanings depending on the
context in which it appears (Turner 1967,
50 f.; Hansen 2019, 94). Ethnographic
studies even show how several mean-
ings connected to a symbol may be active
at once (Turner 1967, 51; Morphy 1991,
118 ff.). During the Ndembu people of
northwestern Zambia’s circumcision ritu-
als, the bleeding boys are placed on a log
from the mukula tree, which secretes a
distinctive red gum that quickly coagu-
lates (Turner 1967, 51). Here the mukula
log symbolizes the masculinity of an adult
male, who as a hunter and warrior must
shed blood, but at the same time also
the wish that the boys’ wounds will heal
quickly (ibid.).

It is essential that we keep this poly-
semy in mind when trying to decipher
prehistoric iconography, as it is too sim-
plistic to uncover one potential meaning
connected to a specific motif and expect
it to fit all contexts in which that image is
found (Hansen 2019, 94 f.). Rock art too
is of a multivocal nature (Goldhahn 2004,
127 f.; Wold 2005, 525 f.; Schaafsma 2013,
1, 21; Hansen 2019, 94). A Bronze Age mo-
tif of southern Scandinavia that exempli-
fies this rather well is the wheel cross. It is
suspected to symbolize a number of differ-
ent things including the sun, wheel, year,
day and night, orbit (Kaul 2010, 35 ff.),
as well as the moon and synodic month
(Lindstrom 2009, 398 f., 403; Hansen 2019,
97 f.).

Considering the above, the task of
interpreting prehistoric iconography can
easily be perceived as an arbitrary or even
chaotic process at first glance, where any
proposed meaning connected to a motif
can be justified by stating that "it might
also symbolize this and that” (Hansen
2019, 98). Luckily, this is only partially
true. As we saw in the previous exam-
ple with the wheel cross, and also know
from ethnographic studies (Turner 1967,
28 f.; Munn 1973, 172; Tilley 1991, 125;
Morphy 1999, 14 f.), the different mean-
ings associated with a symbol are often

related; thus the multivocal motif is not
completely robbed of logic (Hansen 2019,
98). Furthermore, while a symbol’s second-
ary meanings tend to be of an abstract
nature, its primary meaning is bound to
phenomena of the physical world (Tilley
1991, 125; Hansen 2019, 98 f.). This is why
an approach where one initially seeks

to uncover the denotative meaning of a
prehistoric motif might prove advanta-
geous (Wold 2005, 526), as it subsequently
allows for a comparative search for closely
related connotations amongst the existing
interpretations of the image in question
(Hansen 2019, 99). If fruitful, such a fusion
of interpretations could help us uncloak
a, for lack of a better term, “basic logical
framework” of the examined prehistoric
symbol, in the current case the hand sign
of southern Scandinavia, which yet again
may bring us closer to a better under-
standing of it (ibid.).

The hand signs
of southern Scandinavia

One of the incentives behind my initial
work with the hand signs (Hansen 2019)
was to gather and exhibit all known hand
signs in one publication. At the time, there
had not been a confirmed discovery of a
new hand sign in roughly 30 years, but
just as the article hit the press, a new one
was found in Ejby, Hornsherred, Zealand.
Unfortunately, the untimely discovery
meant that my catalogue was incomplete
and outdated before it was even pub-

Fig. 4: The hand sign from Ejby. Photo by Bettina Balslev
Bruun
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Fig. 5: The hand sign from Ejby. Photo and frottage by
Gerhard Milstreu.

lished, which is why | am pleased to be
able to include the Ejby stone here (fig. 4
& fig. 5).

The stone was found back in 1983
during plowing, is covered with approxi-
mately 50 cupmarks and, as was confirmed
during the late fall of 2019, bears a hand
sign only barely visible to the naked eye
(Bruun & Hansen 2020, 14). The stone
itself is of the following dimensions: 110
x 120 cm (www.kulturarv.dk, Toftegard)
—roughly — which makes it both longer
and wider than any other stone bearing a
hand sign found to this date (for compari-
son, see Hansen 2019, 123 ff.).

With the 25 other

il = Tha matil from hspebergen
B = Asiaghe teem
. = Famr ttaeus an the name leality
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confirmed hand signs
(Hansen 2019, 89) the
Ejby stone brings us to
a total of 26 known
stones bearing this mo-
tif. Stones with hand
sign petroglyphs are
known from Sweden,
Norway and Denmark,
but it is especially in
the northern part of
Zealand that they are
found (Hansen 2019,
90). As of now, 18
discoveries have been
made in this area,
whereas only three
such stones are known
throughout the rest
of Denmark, as well
as three stones from
Bohuslan, Sweden, and
two near Fredrikstad
in Norway (Johansen
1971, 173; Hansen
2019, 90) (fig. 6).
Eight of the 26
stones were found in
situ on five different

Fig. 6: The 26 known hand
signs and the motif from As-
peberget. lllustration by Jesper
Andersen



Fig. 7: The four hand signs from Sandagergard. Frottages by Gerhard Milstreu.

localities and all have one thing in com-
mon: They are associated with graves. In
four of the cases, the stone slabs bearing
the hand signs were used in relation to
secondary burials in mounds/cairns, where
they served as parts for stone cists (Nor-
ling-Christensen 1941, 49, 52; Glob 1969,
88, 210 ff.; Thrane 1975, 178; Hansen 2019,
90 f.). Interestingly, in at least two of these
instances the hand signs were turned
inwards, directed towards the human
remains of the deceased (ibid.). The four
hand signs discovered outside the Sand-
agergard cult house (fig. 7), in which three
urn graves were found, were lying flat on
the ground with the hand motifs pointing
towards the cult structure (Kaul 1987, 36
f.; 2004, 105 f.; Hansen 2019, 91).

All of the seven stones that it has been
possible to date belong to period IV of the
Bronze Age, although one of them, the
hand sign from Reevebakke, alternatively
could be from late period Il (Glob 1969,
85, 207, 212, 220; Kaul 1987, 41 f.; Hansen
2019, 92, 123).

The hand signs as motifs are rather
consistent in their design: A hand with
stretched fingers appears under four hori-
zontal lines. These lines do, however, come
in two main variants: one where all are of
the same length and one where the two
middle lines are longer than the top and
bottom one (Hansen 2019, 88, 92). The
former variant is known from 14 stones,
the latter from eight (ibid.). Often the
palm of the hand motif is carved deeper
than the fingers, which has made several
archaeologists suggest that it represents
the inside of the hand, leading to the

conclusion that the hand signs depict right
hands (Johansen 1971, 177, 181 f.; Gold-
hahn 2007, 46; 2010, 95; Melheim 2008,
546; Knudsen 2014, 113; Hansen 2019,
88, 92 f.). Lastly, although the majority of
the hand signs only consist of the hand,
arm and four horizontal lines, ten of the
known stones do include some atypical
elements (Hansen 2019, 92). The details
of these divergent hand signs will be dis-
cussed at a later point.

Previous
interpretations of the hand sign

The previous interpretations of the hand
sign play a central role in this work, but
except for the three that will prove of
particular importance for the approach
undertaken by this author it will only be
possible to present them briefly below.

The first discovery of a hand sign was
made by none other than Frederik VIl of
Denmark and his men back in 1858, who
reasoned that the horizontal lines above
the hand motif were a reference to the
four graves they found in the mound
where the symbol was located (Glob 1969,
210 f.). The first known attempt to inter-
pret a hand sign was thus made.

In 1922 a rather alternative point of
view was presented by curator Hans Kjeer
of the National Museum of Denmark,
who believed the hand signs to portray
trees (Hallstrom 1922, 16; Brgndsted 1941,
119 f.). He interpreted the motifs as signs
created to protect against lightning with
reference to the old superstition where a
tree that is hit by lightning becomes holy
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and acquires protective abilities (Norling-
Christensen 1941, 59).

The tree-thesis withered, however,
as a series of new interpretations were
presented during the Second World War,
where the hand signs were proposed to
be depictions of a force originating from
a large-handed god (Brgndsted 1939, 139
f.; 1941, 124 1), a tattooist's logo (Winther
1940, 136 ff., 146 f.), and, more vaguely,
a motif related to religious thoughts and
ideas from the eastern parts of the Medi-
terranean (Norling-Christensen 1941, 58
f.).

In 1955 the archaeologist Knud A.
Larsen suggested that the hand sign was a
sun-related symbol. He believed the hand
motifs represented the hand of the sun
god and the horizontal lines depicted the
reflection of the morning light upon the
waves of the sea (Larsen 1955, 52 f.).

The archaeologist Sverre Marstrander
stressed that the meaning of hand motifs
in general depended on their context,
and considered the hand signs found at
gravesites to be safeguards against des-
ecration (Marstrander 1963, 222 f.). The
four horizontal lines were to be under-
stood as details meant to enhance the
potency of the symbol’s magical powers
(ibid.).

P.V. Glob offered (1969, 90) a straight-
forward explanation of the hand sign’s
symbolism in his comprehensive work
from 1969 on the subject of the Danish
petroglyphs. He deduced that the five fin-
gers of the hand and the four horizontal
lines represented a combined symbolic
numeric value, nine, and saw it as a pos-
sible reference to the nine synodic months
of the human pregnancy (Glob 1969, 90;
Hansen 2019, 99 f.). This led to the inter-
pretation that the hand signs should be
understood as symbols of rebirth (ibid.).

In 1971 the archaeologist Erling Jo-
hansen presented his view on the symbol,
and suggested that the four horizontal
lines depicted the front of a fist, and that
the hand signs were perhaps meant to
bind the dead to their graves (Johansen
1971, 184 1.).
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When Flemming Kaul first considered
the symbolism of the hand signs, in con-
nection with the excavation of the cult
house from Sandagergard, he suggested
evolving Glob’s rebirth metaphor, as the
four horizontal lines of the hand signs
could also represent the four seasons of
the year and thus the death and rebirth of
nature (Kaul 1987, 31, 37 f., 41 ff.; Hansen
2019, 100). At a later point he added that
the four lines should perhaps be under-
stood as the four spokes of the wheel
cross that some force, represented by the
hand, had torn loose (Kaul 2004, 108 ff.;
2006, 109; Hansen 2019, 100). The hand
signs would then depict a divine power
with the ability to stop the cyclic nature of
time (ibid.).

Several interpretations have been
presented during the last 30 years or so,
including suggestions that the hand signs
refer to 2 x 2 holy twins (Nancke-Krogh
19893, 4 f.), beings from another world
related to death (Karlsson 2005, 468 ff.),
competence, creativity and resurrection
(Melheim 2008, 547 ff.) and a hand ges-
ture used to measure the time to the next
full or new moon (Lindstrém 2009, 400
f.).

Lastly, a relatively new and refreshing
approach to interpreting the hand signs
should not be overlooked. The archaeolo-
gist Thomas R. Knudsen'’s contribution to
the study of the hand signs was rooted in
his belief that the visual expression of the
prehistoric iconography was created inten-
tionally, and is thus charged with meaning
and closely connected to the creators of
the motifs (Knudsen 2014, 111 f., 114 ff,;
Hansen 2019, 100). By focusing on the
artistic choices and details of the images
it should be possible to deduce meaning
from them, Knudsen reasoned, which is
why he applied an analytical framework
originally designed to extract meaningful
details from modern art (ibid.). In order
to do this, he presented two relevant con-
cepts: suspicious coincidence and meton-
ymy (ibid.). Suspicious coincidence can be
exemplified by the depiction of a jumping
horse, as it represents an unsustainable sit-
uation due to the law of gravity that will



swiftly force it back down to the ground
(ibid.). The fact that this very moment is
portrayed implies an intentional artistic
choice and therefore hints that the spe-
cific detail bears meaning — not unlike the
stretched fingers of the hand sign, which
do not constitute a relaxed natural pose
(ibid.). Metonymy, originally conceived as
a linguistic term but nowadays also consid-
ered to be a cognitive phenomenon, refers
to an isolated component of a whole rep-
resenting that entire something, which is
why Knudsen suspects that the hand motif
might symbolize a whole person (ibid.).

One of the benefits of Knudsen'’s ap-
proach is that it raises a series of new
questions (Knudsen 2014, 117; Hansen
2019, 100). By questioning the reason
behind certain suspicious details we can
test an interpretation on a new parameter
and, arguably, reach a less arbitrary end
product (Hansen 2019, 100).

The hand stones’ own statement

It seems reasonable that a search for
meaning related to prehistoric petro-
glyphs should begin with the motifs them-
selves (Malmer 1989, 93; Kaul 2004, 27 f.).
Unfortunately, the hand sign does not do
us many favors in the pursuit of its symbol-
ism (Hansen 2019, 101). The four horizon-
tal lines represent so modest a sum that
they might refer to a wide range of differ-
ent things, while the (right) hand below
the lines likewise has the potency to serve
as a symbol of almost anything due to the
hands’ function as our primary means of
interacting with the world (Knudsen 2014,
116; Hansen 2019, 101). So although any
credible interpretation must naturally ac-
count for the hand sign’s horizontal lines
and hand motif, the road to a better un-
derstanding of the symbol does not neces-
sarily begin with these two core elements
(Hansen 2019, 101).

Instead the ten stones with atypical de-
tails might hold some clues. Four of these
ten stones are difficult to extract meaning
from as the extra details merely consist of
additional hands and/or horizontal lines
and in one case a frame enclosing the

very same lines (Hansen 2019, 101, 103,
124, 127, 130, 138). Five other stones with
added details (a footprint, a cross, a circle,
and in two instances a semicircle) have
something in common, however, as these
extra details might refer to time and the
celestial bodies according to existing inter-
pretations of their symbolism (Kaul 1998;
2004; Bradley 2009, 195 ff.; Jensen 2011, 4,
7 f.; Skoglund, Nimura & Bradley 2017, 292
f., 301; Hansen 2019, 101 ff., 125, 131, 133,
137, 147).

Lastly, the Ejby stone also holds an atyp-
ical hand sign, as the four horizontal lines
seem to have been replaced by roughly
50 cupmarks. In a way, the combination
of hand sign and cupmarks makes sense,
as cupmarks too are known from stones
used for burials, and at times, similar to
the hand sign, are even directed inwards
towards the remains of the dead (Glob
1969, 123, 125; Matthes 2016, 169 f.). The
interpretations of cupmarks are numerous,
and it seems fair to assume that these par-
ticular petroglyphs must have held several
different meanings, but amongst them, it
has been argued, the cupmark could serve
as a symbol of the sun, moon, stars and
time (Albrechtsen 1966, 174; Horn 2015,
32 ff.; Matthes 2016, 167; Foss & Johansen
2018, 31, 38; Dodd & Milstreu 2018, 5 ff.).

In summary, six of the ten hand signs
with atypical details have one thing in
common: it is possible to link the added
details to time and the celestial bodies,
while the remaining four stones are more
secretive when it comes to their symbol-
ism (Hansen 2019, 103). This observation
might hint at the hand sign’s general sym-
bolism, although we, admittedly, are deal-
ing with indications of a relatively weak
nature (ibid.).

The motif from Aspeberget

A motif with a relatively explicit testimony
can be found on a rock surface from Aspe-
berget in Tanum, Bohuslan, where an an-
thropomorphic figure holds up a forearm,
palm and fingers towards 29 cupmarks ar-
ranged in four rows of seven with a single
cupmark isolated above the rest (Hansen
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Fig. 8: The motif from Aspeberget. Photo by Gerhard
Milstreu.

2019, 103) (fig. 8). The sum, 29, is interest-
ing, as it is likely to be a reference to the
synodic month, which is 29.5 days long on
average (Lindstrom 2009, 399) — the time
between each new moon (Hansen 2019,
103). Moreover, this motif has many simi-
larities with the hand sign (ibid.).

The depicted individual’s feet suggest
that the person has his or her front facing
towards the viewer, which would make
the raised hand a right hand (ibid.). The
four rows of cupmarks are placed directly
over the hand just like the hand sign’s four
horizontal lines (ibid.). Furthermore, keep-
ing the length of the rows of cupmarks
even seems to have been a priority for the
creator of this motif, as the second row
from the top was already of equal length
with the other rows after the placement
of the sixth cupmark, but instead of plac-
ing the seventh in continuation of the
other cupmarks (making that row longer
than its counterparts), the artist appears
to have squeezed it in a bit awkwardly be-
tween two of that row’s other cupmarks,
thereby maintaining the overall structure
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of the sequence (Hansen 2019, 103 f.).
Considering that more than half of the
known hand signs were correspondingly
made with four horizontal lines of even
length, it does seem fair to suggest a pos-
sible connection between the motif from
Aspeberget and the hand signs (ibid.).

There are, however, also differences.
Firstly, the motif from Aspeberget depicts
a whole individual with only four fingers
on his or her hand, not five, and the in-
dividual moreover appears to be part of
a larger composition (ibid.). Unlike the
26 known stones bearing hand signs, the
motif from Aspeberget is carved on a rock
surface, as opposed to a portable stone,
and does not seem to be related to any
grave (ibid.). Naturally, these inconsisten-
cies must be addressed before we can
render a connection between the two
phenomena probable (ibid.).

It has previously been suggested that
Bohuslan (where the motif from Aspeber-
get and all the known Swedish hand signs
are from) served as a religious center in
the Bronze Age, which people travelled
to from as far away as northern Zealand
and Jutland (Nancke-Krogh 1989a, 7, 11 f.;
Kaul 2004, 101 ff., 221, 281; Hansen 2019,
104). If this was the case, it does not seem
unreasonable that some of the petro-
glyphs could have been made by people
from these areas, which could explain
why a motif that seems to be especially
popular on the northern part of Zealand
made its way to a rock surface in Bohuslan
(ibid.).

The Algonkian tribes near Ottawa
River, Georgian Bay and Lake Superior in
Canada lived in small groups from autumn
to spring, but then gathered over the
summer in larger political and social units
(Vastokas & Vastokas 1973, 29 ff., 50 ff.;
Hansen 2019, 104). As this was the only
time the entire band was assembled, it
was during the summer gatherings that
religious activities and initiation rituals
took place, and thus the petroglyph sites
most likely served as a ceremonial center
of the world (ibid.). Due to everyone be-
ing dependent on the canoe for transport,
these meeting places were always close to



water (ibid.), which was likewise charac-
teristic of Aspeberget during the Bronze
Age (Ling 2008, 109, 117, 119 ff.).

But how do we explain the atypical
context and choice in medium of the
Aspeberget motif (Hansen 2019, 105)? A
recurring tendency during the creation of
symbolic motifs across cultures and con-
tinents is that the most holy and esoteric
meanings are tied to abstract forms, while
the exoteric meanings are bound to more
naturalistic outlines (Vastokas & Vastokas
1973, 45, 134; Layton 1992, 54, Morphy
1999, 18; Goldhahn 2007, 107; Hansen
2019, 105). Moreover, knowledge of a mo-
tif's symbolism is subject to a strict hierar-
chy, which is why only a few ritual special-
ists master the full spectrum of associated
meanings (Vastokas & Vastokas 1973, 37,
45; Keen 1994, 226 f., 242 f.; Morphy 1999,
13 ff.; Goldhahn 2007, 106; Hansen 2019,
95). Interestingly, when a novice is taught
a new meaning connected to a motif, he
or she will at times be presented with an
explanatory image that makes the particu-
lar connection explicit (Taylor 1996, 255;
Hansen 2019, 105).

This could perhaps explain the motif
from Aspeberget’s placement on the rock
surface (Hansen 2019, 106). If the area was
a religious center in the Bronze Age where
people gathered from near and far and
ritual activities were carried out, it would
be an obvious place to present those nov-
ices who were found worthy with petro-
glyphs that could give them an increased
understanding of the symbolism of the
iconography (ibid.).

In other words, the abnormal context in
which the motif from Aspeberget appears
in comparison to the hand signs does not
necessarily rule out a connection between
the two phenomena (ibid.). The fact that
the anthropomorphic figure seems to be
part of a larger composition could just
mean that the meaning ‘synodic month’
was rooted in a myth (ibid.).

Unfortunately, it is still problematic
to declare that the lunar month is con-
nected to the symbolism of the hand signs
(Hansen 2019, 106). Although the six pre-
viously mentioned hand signs with atypi-

cal details seem to support the explicit tes-
timony of the motif from Aspeberget, we
are, at this point, mainly basing our inter-
pretation on a single petroglyph — which
is far from ideal (ibid.). Furthermore, we
are yet to fulfil the ambition of deducing
the denotative meaning of the hand sign,
which is why our attention should now be
turned southwards (ibid.).

The numerical system
of the Urnfield culture

In the southern part of the German state
of Saxony-Anhalt, the river Saale makes its
way through the landscape (Hansen 2019,
107). In the area surrounding Saale more
than 600 bronze sickles have been found,
of which almost all date to the second
half of period Ill or the first half of period
IV of the Bronze Age (Sommerfeld 1994,
208 ff.; 2004, 118; Hansen 2019, 107). The
bronze sickles of this area are rarely bare,
but are instead covered with different
systems of signs; one system, placed at

the bottom of the blade, appears to con-
stitute a numerical system (Sommerfeld
1994, 236 f. 251; 2004, 118, 120; Hansen
2019, 107). In its simplicity, it is made up of
two different marks, slash and backslash
in modern terms, that represent ones

and fives respectively (ibid.). It has been
suggested that the numerical system in
question ranges from 0 to 29 and hereby
refers to the synodic month, which again
could explain the choice in media, as the
bronze sickles bear a great resemblance

to the crescent moon (ibid.). Interestingly,
99.17% of the sums appearing on the sick-
les fall within the range of 0 to 30, despite
the fact that the system’s logic would al-
low for higher sums, as one could merely
place more marks (ibid.). The fact that

the sums of this numerical system seem to
align with the number of days of the lunar
month favors the proposed connection be-
tween the two phenomena (ibid.).

In this regard it is important to mention
that although it makes sense to symbol-
ize the synodic month using the number
29, as all lunar months are at least 29 days
long, it is still meaningful to include the
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number 30 in a numerical system that
follows the phases of the moon (Hansen
2019, 108). This is due to the fact that the
length of the synodic month is not con-
stant, but varies within a range of 29.27
to 29.84 days, which is why the number
30 would have been useful during the
lengthy lunar months (eclipse.gsfc.nasa.
gov, Synodic month; Hansen 2019, 108).
The reason the archaeologist Christoph
Sommerfeld proposes a numerical system
that only ranges from 0 to 29 is that he
suspects that elements of the other sys-
tems of signs on the bronze sickles might
have been included to represent the 30t
day of the lengthy synodic months (Som-
merfeld 1994, 252; 2004, 120; Hansen
2019, 108). Considering that Sommerfeld
also includes the number zero in his pro-
posed numerical system, one could alter-
natively argue that this sum could have
been used as a placeholder of sorts dur-
ing the long lunar months (Hansen 2019,
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108). But due to the number zero being a
rather abstract phenomenon that only a
few numerical systems of the world have
included throughout human history (Ifrah
1998, 340 ff.), both of the above sugges-
tions seem somewhat far-fetched (Hansen
2019, 108). Since the numeral 30 actually
appears on several of the sickles (Som-
merfeld 1994, 237 f.), and seems to fit well
into both the numerical system and the
proposed moon symbolism, | argue that it
should be regarded as part of the numeri-
cal system of the Urnfield culture (Hansen
2019, 108) (fig. 9).

Now, one might ask why the numerical
system of the Urnfield culture is divided
into units of ‘ones’ and ‘fives’ (Hansen
2019, 109). The answer may be quite
straightforward. Almost all of the world’s
numerical systems relate to the fingers
(Ifrah 1987, 26, 32, 37 f.; Hansen 2019, 109,
112). In multiple languages the name for
'hand’ and ‘five’ is even one and the same
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Fig. 10: The numerals of the Urnfield culture counted on the hands. lllustration by Jesper Andersen

(ibid.). This may be due to the fingers’
ability to show both sequence and total at
the same time, thereby making counting
intuitive (ibid.). Keeping this observation
in mind while looking at the numerical
system of the Urnfield culture, the two
different marks, “/" and “\", leaning in
opposite directions do make a convincing
metaphor for the left and right hands’
fingers respectively (Hansen 2019, 109,
112). Employing the two distinct types of
units the system would allow you to count
‘ones’ on one hand, and ‘fives’ on the
other, thereby extending the highest sum
you may represent, using your fingers, be-
yond 10 (ibid.).

Now, if we look to our own hands and
attempt to imitate the numerical system
of the Urnfield culture most accurately,
this is done by stretching out those fingers
that total the desired sum while having
the fingers of the left hand lean towards
the ones on the right and vice versa (ibid.)

(fig. 10). Counting is done by holding out
one finger on the left hand at a time until
you reach ‘4" and then folding the left
hand fingers back into a clenched fist, re-
placing them with one finger on the right
hand, representing the sum ‘5’ (ibid.). You
then count up to ‘9’ using the fingers on
the left hand again one at a time, only to
clench them into a fist once more when
you reach '10’, replacing them with an-
other extended finger on the right hand
(ibid.). By counting in this fashion, you
will not run out of fingers to represent
sums before you reach either ‘29" or ‘307,
depending on whether or not the system’s
logic allows you to hold out a fifth finger
on the left hand, since no more than a
maximum of four left hand fingers are in
use at any other given time during the
counting sequence (ibid.).

When counting the Urnfield culture’s
numerals on the fingers they prove espe-
cially interesting if we compare them with
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Fig. 11: The hand gesture representing the number 29 compared with the hand sign. lllustration by Jesper Andersen

the hand signs of southern Scandinavia
(Hansen 2019, 109). Because if we once
again put our hands to use and stretch out
the fingers needed in order to represent
the sum ‘29’ (///A\\) while leaning the

left hand fingers towards the ones on the
right and vice versa, we are all of a sudden
mirroring the composition of the hand
sign: a right hand with five stretched fin-
gers beneath four transverse lines (ibid.)
(fig. 11).

As the two fingers in the middle, the
ring- and middle finger, are longer than
the index- and little finger on most people
(Manning 2002, 19 ff.), this specific hand
gesture would also explain why the hand
signs’ four horizontal lines at times are
depicted as two long lines flanked by a
shorter one on either side (Hansen 2019,
19).

The number 29 appears to have been of
particular importance, as it is also known
from other contemporary findings within
Germany (Hansen 2019, 110). A beaker
from a burial site in Coswig near Dres-
den, dated to 1200-1000 BC, bears the
mark of 29 next to concentric circles, and
in Ruthen, south of Rostock in northern
Germany, a stamp forming the number 29
has been found as well (Sommerfeld 2004,
120, 122 f.; Hansen 2019, 110). That a tool
was made with which to stamp the mark
of 29 onto items seems to indicate that
that particular sum was of great signifi-
cance (Hansen 2019, 110).

Returning to the hand sign, there is
little evidence that the symbol spread
to southern Scandinavia from Germany
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(ibid). Although hand motifs do appear on
stones there as well, they are not seen in
compositions similar to the Scandinavian
hand signs (see Schwantes 1939, 256, 266;
Capelle 1972, 233 f.). But while the hand
signs as a phenomenon do appear to origi-
nate from southern Scandinavia, their de-
sign suggests that the numerical system of
the Urnfield culture, specifically the hand
gesture representing the sum 29, served
as inspiration during their initial creation
(Hansen 2019, 110, 112).

The denotative
meaning of the hand signs

Considering that we have now been pre-
sented with two phenomena, the motif
from Aspeberget and the proposed hand
gesture of the Urnfield culture, inde-
pendently representing the same sum,
29, and both bearing great resemblance
to the physical appearance of the hand
sign, it seems fair to suggest a connection
between the hand sign and the meaning
‘synodic month’ (Hansen 2019, 112 f.) (fig.
12). The six previously mentioned hand
signs with atypical details seem to agree
with such an interpretation (ibid.). Taking
the suggested hand gesture represent-
ing the sum of 29 into account, as well as
the earlier mentioned observation that

a symbol’s denotative meaning is bound
to a phenomenon of the physical world,
it even seems reasonable to propose the
meaning ‘synodic month’ as the primary
meaning of the hand sign (ibid.). If the
hand gesture portraying the number 29



was the main inspiration during the sym-
bol’s birth, it is unlikely that we in the
deduced meaning are dealing with a pe-
ripheral connotation (ibid.).

Drawing on Thomas R. Knudsen's ap-
proach (Knudsen 2014), the proposed
denotative meaning also provides answers
to the questions that the artistic details
of the hand sign raise (Hansen 2019, 113
f.). The hand gesture representing the
number 29 explains the choice of a hand
as a motif (ibid.). It also accounts for the
hand sign’s case of suspicious coincidence
as the stretched fingers emphasize that
the numerical value, 29, is active, and even
clarifies why the symbol’s depicted hand
is a right hand, as we have learned that it
was the right hand that the units of fives
were counted on (ibid.). Lastly, the hand
signs include a case of metonymy, as only
part of the left hand is included - the four
fingers in use (ibid.).

The rebirth metaphor

In order to examine the multivocal nature
of the hand sign, the time has come to
compare the deduced denotative meaning
to potential related secondary meanings
by including previous interpretations of
the symbol (Hansen 2019, 114).

Glob’s rebirth metaphor with the nine
months merges well with the proposed
denotative meaning, as nine synodic
months equal the average human preg-
nancy duration (ibid.). But in this regard it
is important to remember that this poten-
tial rebirth metaphor does not begin with
the hand signs, but with the sum 29 in
the numerical system of the Urnfield cul-
ture, as that specific number is also made
up of nine marks (///A\\\) (Hansen 2019,
115). And considering that this numerical
system appears to have been designed to
follow the synodic month (due to the near
complete lack of sums higher than 30 on

Fig. 12: Both the proposed hand gesture and the Aspeberget motif represent the number 29 and bear great resem-

blance to the hand sign. lllustration by Jesper Andersen
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the sickles), it does not seem unreasonable
that a rebirth symbolism could have been
incorporated during its creation (ibid.).
Not only would this explain the popularity
of the number 29 represented by the Ru-
then-stamp, but also that sum’s presence
on the Coswig-beaker from the contempo-
rary burial site (ibid.).

Returning to southern Scandinavia the
hand sign also seems to host more than
the primary meaning (ibid.). Consider-
ing how well the visual expression of the
wheel cross corresponds with the contrast-
ing phases of the moon (fig. 13), | would
argue that a wheel cross could have been
carved in the hand sign’s place if the latter
did not hold a higher symbolic complexity
than the suggested denotative meaning
(Hansen 2019, 97 f., 115). Here the fusion
of the synodic month and the number
nine (the rebirth of the moon combined
with pregnancy and childbirth) could rep-
resent an adopted intent in the design of
the hand sign, enhancing the metaphor
and constituting a closely related second-
ary meaning (ibid.).

Due to their round shapes the mounds
of southern Scandinavia have been associ-
ated with the female gender and thereby
interpreted as symbols of rebirth, while
the buried dead have been compared
to planted seeds (Graslund 1994, 24 f.;
Goldhahn 1999, 189 f., 192, 297; Hansen
2019, 115). And if we look at the oak-
coffin graves of the early Bronze Age of
southern Scandinavia the symbolism seems
even more distinct: a round form with an
inner watery core in which an individual is
present (Holst & Breuning-Madsen 1995;
Holst, Breuning-Madsen & Rasmussen
1996; 2001; 2004; Randsborg 2006; 3 ff.,
23; Hansen 2019, 115). This phenomenon
fits the proposed rebirth metaphor of the
hand signs rather well, and might explain
why three of the five places where stones
with such petroglyphs have been found in
situ are secondary burials in older mounds
(Hansen 2019, 116). The same morphologi-
cal symbolism could be argued for the
cairns as well, thus it is only the presence
of the hand signs at the Sandagergard cult
house that truly contrasts this tendency
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D B

Fig. 13: The contrasting phases of the moon integrated
in the logic of the wheel cross. lllustration by Jesper
Andersen

(ibid.). In this regard it should be added
that the notion of transformation by re-
turning to the womb is rooted in many so-
called primitive cultures (Eliade 1965, 36 f.,
51, 57 ff.; Hansen 2019, 116).

The four spokes of the wheel cross

The proposed denotative meaning ‘syn-
odic month’ also seems to fit Flemming
Kaul's interpretation of the four horizon-
tal lines as representations of the spokes
of the wheel cross (Hansen 2019, 116). Be-
cause if the wheel cross, as suggested, can
likewise hold the meaning ‘synodic month’
it makes sense to incorporate it into the
design of the hand sign (ibid.). That mes-
sage also seems to be conveyed by the
motif from Aspeberget through its four
rows of seven cupmarks with even length,
which furthermore would explain why the
29" cupmark is isolated above the rest (as
opposed to a placement at the end of one
of the rows), as the spokes of the wheel
cross are naturally of even length (ibid.).
As mentioned, more than half of the
hand signs have horizontal lines of even
length, and it would seem that these spe-
cific motifs included the four spokes of the
wheel cross in their symbolism at the cost
of the naturalistic appearance of the four
left hand fingers of uneven length (ibid.).



Thus the four horizontal lines represented
both the left hand fingers and the spokes
of the wheel cross at the same time (ibid.).

Conclusion

An approach that seeks to uncover a clus-
ter of closely related meanings connected
to a Bronze Age motif through the fusion
of personal observations and previous
interpretations might be unorthodox. But
| would argue that it meets the multifac-
eted motifs on their own terms, at least to
a higher degree than a practice where a
single isolated interpretation is presented
and assumed to explain all aspects of a
symbol.

A basic logical framework that unites
the denotative meaning ‘synodic month’
with both a rebirth metaphor and the
wheel cross has been put forward. It offers
a way to explain why the hand sign is con-
stituted by a right hand, why its fingers
are extended and why the four horizontal
lines at times are made up of two long
ones flanked by a shorter line on either
side and at other times of four lines of
even length. Moreover the rebirth symbol-
ism would explain the hand signs’ close
connection to graves.

It would seem that the merging of
ideas is not without its merits when inter-
preting Bronze Age motifs.
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