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When most think of rock art, one of two images come to mind: some think of the cave paintings of France and Spain 
seemingly dancing in the air. Others undoubtedly dismiss them as scribbling that probably have no meaning and 
certainly no importance. 
 

 

 
However, both of these ideas are far from complete. Rock art can 
be so much more than just scribbling overinterpreted by 
contemporary archaeologists.   And ancient rock art is not 
confined to western Europe. It’s a worldwide phenomenon. In 
Alta, Norway for instance, approximately 6000 different images 
have been found, constituting one of the largest collections of 
rock art in the world. We explore today the beauty of that art, its 
significance and enduring legacy in the philately of Norway. 
 
But first a little background. One can think of the eras of ancient 
Norway as being 3-prong. First, we have the Stone Age, that age 
from when we know man may have existed to around 4000 BC. 
This is the era of hunting and of living off the land. We don’t 
have established settlements, as the ancients followed potential 
food sources such as elk and caribou. 

 

The second stage, the Neolithic era, characterized by the domestication of animals, started in the area around 4000 BC. 
It actually began in southern Scandinavia, and slowly crept its way north. Most archaeologists and ancient historians 
believe these skills came all the way from the Middle East. No longer following herds around nomadically, permanent 
settlements sprang up in Norway. 
 

Next came the Bronze Age. For Northern Norway, this era began around 2000 BC., and 
is exemplified by the development of agriculture. In such a harsh environment, 
agriculture is difficult even during the best of times.  However, rock art of this era clearly 
demonstrates farming activity. 
 
As the suggest to focus on one area of around Alta Norway. But where is Alta, Norway? 
It’s not exactly on the beaten path. Alta is in the present Norwegian state of Finnmark 
which is in the northernmost area of Norway. It is along the coast of the Norwegian Sea, 
at a fjord. 

(cont’d pg 3) 

 

 
Norway Alta Fjord Rock 
Art, Scott #1121, issued 
April 18, 1996 

   

 The Old World Archaeologist  /  April  2019 



The Rock Art of Alta Fjord, Norway 
by Christopher Kolker, MD      (Cont’d. from pg 1) 
 

Because of its relatively remote location, knowledge of this artwork was seemingly lost.  Fredrik Falsen was the first to 
discover an example of the art while plowing a field in 1950.  He found a carving on a stone that actually doesn’t 
resemble many of the other Alta paintings. It was nicknamed the Pippi stone because it resembled Pippi Longstocking 
from the children’s book written by Astrid Lindgren. Unbelievably, the next set of rock art was not found for almost 20 
years. 
 

 
The Pippi Stone,   
Photo Ralph Frenken 2012 

 
 
A plethora of art was eventually found, 
with four sites of carvings and one site of 
painted art-  approximately 6000 drawings 
in total.  After these discoveries, researchers 
first tried to figure out how old they were.  
Two theories exist. 
 
First is what may be called the traditional 
theory.  This is the theory that you might 
read about a local museum called Tromso 
Museum, and is based on the work of Prof. 
Knut Helskog, who dated the rock carvings 
from 4200 BC to 200AD.  
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
Sweden "Pippi Long-
stocking".  Written by Astrid 
Lindgren, and illustrated by  
I. Vang Nyman, Scott #839, 
issued Nov 17, 1969 for use 
on Christmas Cards.   

 

 

Specifically, Helskog divides the art into five different phases: 
Phase 1: 4200 to 3300 BC 
Phase 2: 3300 to 1800 BC 
Phase 3: 1800 to 900 BC 
Phase 4: 900 to 100 BC 
Phase 5: 100 BC to 200 AD 
 
Subsequent research by PhD candidate Jan Magne-Gjerde suggests that the rock carvings of Alta are approximately 
1000 years older than was previously assumed: 
 

Phase 1: 5200 to 4200 BC 
Phase 2: 4200 to 3000 BC 
Phase 3: 3000 to 2000 BC 
Phase 4: 1700 to 1200 BC 
Phase 5: 1100 to 200 BC 
 

Rock paintings and engravings are banded. What that means is they are not found at random places in the rock; instead, 
they are found in bands along the rock shoreline around Alta fjord. Specifically, the art has been drawn in the area 
between low and high tide (the intertidal area).  This phenomenon is quite logical. This is the only place where snow, ice 
and lichen simply can’t accumulate.  The drawings are done during low tide, and protected by the high tide. 
 

This creates the slightly unusual situation where the oldest carvings are generally the ones that are the highest on any 
particular rock cliff just off the water line. This is because of a phenomenon called isostasy. At the end of the last Ice 
Age as the glaciers eventually moved away the land rebounded to a higher elevation- it lifted itself up after the pressure 
of all that ice receded.  
 

That rebounding continues slowly to this day. Because of isostasy the land seems to lift itself even further out of the 
water. Therefore, it can be said that the mountains are higher now they have been but also that band area around the 
water is further lifted every year. Over thousands of years new areas would arise where new rock art could be placed 
right below where original rock art had already been done. 
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What is rock art actually about? It shows a myriad of activities. Those of the Stone Age predictably concern hunting, 
while other older images simply depict geometric figures. Those of the Bronze Age are more likely to be about farming. 
During this time, sailing becomes a common theme, as well as what appears to be shamans engaging in bear worship.  
 

Ingenuity is shown as well. Several images exist of hunters trapping elk in a pit, while fishing with a rod has been drawn 
several times over.  Sexuality also seems to be key, as certain rock art has a sexual theme, and images of pregnant 
animals abound. 
 

Alta fjord has also been a boon for finding archaeological material. Curved rods, some small and some have been found 
in this area, forty-eight in all. All have been burnished and polished, and most of them seem to feature elk heads. 
 

This site has not escaped the attention of the archaeological community. Websites are now devoted to it, explaining the 
rock art in incredible detail.   The World Heritage Rock Art Centre- Alta Museum has been created and is dedicated to 
the preservation the promotion of understanding of this rock art. Symposiums now talk about how to preserve this 
rock art while still making it accessible to tourists. The Norwegians seem to understand the importance of their ancient 
archaeological treasure.  
 

 

Now it seems that the world understands leads to a certain extent. This 
area was made a World Heritage Site in 1995 because of the important 
archaeology found in this area. Different ways of preserving this area are 
currently being tried. From limiting access, to simply covering them up, 
to re-painting fading images, a variety of different methods are currently 
being used. However, the latter is certainly not without its controversy: 
while one can obviously see the image better after repainting, it simply 
becomes a different work of art. Future symposiums will continue to 
struggle with the difficult questions of conservation. 
 

Rock art has been featured on Norwegians stamps, but it certainly 
cannot be said that it is prominently featured. However, the Norwegian 
series of 1933 features rock art in a very simple way.  It is not explained 
or exploited, but is part of the background of the simply elegant set that 
served as the mainstay for Norwegians postage for several years.  While 

  
 

Norwegian philately has in a small way contributed to promoting their archaeological heritage, this author wishes that
more would be done. 
 

 
Norway 416-30 of 1962-63 - the entire set 

 
 
 
 
Nos. 416-419 have been 
redrawn and are similar to 
1910-1929 issue, with 
vertical lines inside oval and 
horizontal lines in oval 
frame 
 
Also nos. 462-470,  608-615 
 
Nos 416-19, 462, and 466 
have been issued on both 
ordinary and phosphores-
cent paper. 
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<< The red lines 
represent areas 25 
meters above sea level.  
The red dots represent 
rock art sites, while the 
green dots represent 
rock carving areas.  The 
light blue area around 
the Alta River represents 
an area that was 
submerged in ancient 
times, but is not now 
under water. 
 

 
Taken from the website of the World 
Heritage Rock Art Center- Alta Museum, this 
is a representative sample of the carvings in 
the area. 

 

 

 
The Hunting Fence - a classic example of the rock art 
of Alta 

 

 
 

 
A very busy scene! 

       
 

<<Norway Scott #420, 1962 
featuring rock art 
 
Norway Scott #423 1962 with 
more rock art 
 
Norway Scott #430 1963 
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