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ABSTRACT 
The ways of life of hunters, fishers and gatherers are noticeably different from those of 
farmers. Surviving evidence of their cultures is very rare. Although we are aware that it 
is very difficult to interpret and compare them, sometimes external similarities can be 
observed, such as in the depiction of human figures, particularly female figurines (also 
in zoomorphic sculptures) in the Upper Palaeolithic (‘the Cult of Hunters’) and in the 
Neolithic (‘Field Fertility Cult’ and ‘Domestic Animals Fertility Cult’). The depiction of 
a woman and three men with their arms stretched upwards on a famous vase of Moravi-
an – East-Austrian group, Phase MOG IIa (around 4525–4375 BC)  of the Painted Pottery 
culture from Střelice in the Czech Republic is significant, and has been interpreted by the 
author as an example of hieros gamos (i.e. a dialogue with space). This vase has consider-
able similarity with a petroglyph of a circular dance, again obviously depicting a woman 
and three men holding hands, from Alta in northern Norway, one of the central ‘galleries’ 
of hunters (5 stages, the oldest being 5300 BC). We can only assume (with just a certain 
amount of probability) that they depict a story (rite or myth?) in the form of a ‘language 
of symbols’ (e.g. a restoration of ‘Mother Earth’).
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I. INTRODUCTION

In this article, we set ourselves the task of solving the question of possible 
semantic conformity of a specific figural representation in Mesolithic hunters, 
fishers and gatherers (Alta locality, Norway) and Neolithic farmers (settle-
ment near Střelice, Czech Republic). We will therefore look for arguments and 
consider possible analogies.

We have noted two images that probably depict dancing, which are from 
two areas, which are completely different in terms of development (cultur-
ally, economically) and also differ in location and climate. The first image is 
a petroglyph (a motif chiseled, hammered or chased by stone into a rock) from 
a hunter-gatherers culture at Alta (Finnmark) in the polar region of Northern 
Norway (Fig. 1). The second image is a formally similar dance scene, proba-
bly of one woman and three men, on a vase-like amphora of the Moravian – 
East-Austrian group of the Painted Pottery culture from the end of the Late Ne-
olithic and beginning of the Early Eneolithic found near the village of Střelice 
in the Znojmo District (southeastern Czech Republic – southwest Moravia).1 

The crucial question is, whether it possible to compare these finds at all. 
They may be seen secondarily as manifestations of prehistoric art (of early 
developmental stages) or as applied art? We are aware of many pitfalls and 
of the fact that such comparisons may easily be questioned, but will proceed 
cautiously; otherwise, we could not work with any analogies or parallels. This 
article is an archaeological elaboration of topics from the spiritual life (reli-
gion or mythology) of hunters/gatherers and Neolithic farmers.

We are aware that the presented article, in a way, the character of an essay 
have, because we try to interpret formally similar topics without direct links. 
We fully accept the opinion of J. Puhvel (1997, 21–28) that parallels from nat-
ural, native nations can be used if the whole system agrees with the analyzed 
examples. However, the system of religious ideas from prehistory is unknown. 
According to our ideas, we relate to the cult only some artefacts in which we 

1	 The Painted Pottery culture in Middle Danube has a west branch the Moravi-
an – East-Austrian group (in other words the Moravian Painted Pottery) and an 
east branch the Lengyel culture. There are two opinions on the relative chronology 
of phase IIa of the Moravian – East-Austrian group or the 3rd or 4th stage of the 
Lengyel culture with white-painted ceramics. Some researchers put these findings 
before the end of the Late Neolithic, while others consider them part of the Early 
Eneolithic. 
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see a possible connection. In ritual life, higher constructions in the form of 
metaphors and metonyms could also be applied not only to words, but also 
to artefacts. We assume that the spiritual world was presented in a relatively 
transformed form.

Epistemological approach

Throughout the article, the subjunctive is used to constantly emphasize the 
awareness of the relativity of the analyses and conclusions. Due to the nature 
of the objects, the only possible approach is to use the fact that they are similar 

FIG. 1. Map of the sites: Alta, Finnmark, northern Norway; Střelice, southwest Moravia, 
the Czech Republic (after https://earth.google.com)
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in some ways and thus can be compared. In addition, the analyses use com-
parisons (by analogy) with established facts from the fields of ethnology or 
cultural and social anthropology, although they are spatially and temporally 
distant. Furthermore, similarities between otherwise independent storylines 
(parallels) will be used.

Both images were supposed to serve specific activities, of which their au-
thors were aware. Both themes could express very old cosmogonic/cosmologi-
cal ideas about the origin of the Universe and Earth, the genesis and existence 
of man. Therefore, they created these images not only as artists, but took fu-
ture users or observers into account as well. They knew that these images were 
and would be a means of dialogue with their users or observers through the 
ages, especially with the subjects ‘hammered’ into a rock at the Alta site. From 
this point of view we must take into account the active role of the objects in 
their ‘materiality’. They could have served as ‘external symbolic storage’ (e.g. 
Renfrew 1998) in the ‘mythic’ (the hunter, fishers and gathererś  Alta petro-
glyph) or in the ‘symbolic material culture’ stage of the humanity (the vase-
like amphora from Střelice). From this point of view the images helped to 
preserve and periodically recollect the narratives tied to them. In the course 
of time they probably served (esp. the more durable Alta petroglyphs) “… As 
the focus for stories and narratives, for histories and for song, just as we see in 
hunter-gatherer communities today …” (Renfrew 2003, 114).  

II. UNDERSTANDING THE REALITY OF PREHISTORIC HUNTERS 
AND FARMERS

We presume that differences between the religious ideas of hunters, fishmen, 
gatherers and farmers did exist. The existence and subsistence of hunters and 
gatherers depends more directly on the surrounding ‘giving environment’, to 
which they are fully connected (Gjerde 2010, 420 etc.). The Pygmies, for ex-
ample, understand to the surrounding nature as to the loving parent, ever 
providing their children with all necessities, such as food, clothing and shelter. 
On the contrary, the cultivator-hunters of Africa regard the nature as the re-
ciprocating ancestor: “... When descendants make offerings and follow the cus-
tomary code of behaviour, the ancestors bless them with success in their hunting 
and in cultivation. If the descendants fail to satisfy the ancestors, harvest and 
hunts fail. ...” (Bird-David 1990, 190). Generally, the hunters and gatherers 
see themselves as a part of the nature, which is mindful and aware of them 
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as much as they are aware of the nature itself. The separation of men and 
their mind from the nature seen as a world of animate and inanimate objects, 
common in the Western society, has no place in their thought and practice 
(Ingold 2000, 42). Also the recent ethnographic studies from the circumpolar 
areas inform us about the close, intimate relationship of the hunters, fishers, 
gatherers and pastorals with the knowing (i.e. mindful) environment. For ex-
ample the Koyukon people of Alaska “... Perceive the environment as conscious, 
sensate, personified entity, suffused with spiritual powers, whose blessings are 
given only to the reverent. ...” (Nelson 1986, 226). The general hunters and gath-
erers ‘attitude towards the nature was coined, by the Western scientists, as the 
‘sentient ecology’ or the ‘sacred ecology’, which express the deep and detailed 
understanding to the inhabited land based on the close relationship with it 
(Anderson 2000, 116–131; Berkes 1999).  

Even if we witness behavior which could be seen as meaningless ‘over-
hunting’ or even spoiling of the prey (i.e. Willerslev 2007, 34; 48–49)2, the 
members of the hunter and gatherers societies usually take only as much as 
is really necessary; and moreover, that they would have gradually destroyed 
their food sources and thus destroyed themselves. The reason for the ‘sen-
tient-ecological’ attitude towards the nature should not be seen as existing 
purely on the basis of the intuitive understanding to the principles of ecology. 
An ideology – or religion – plays an important role as well. The hunter and 
gathereŕ s societies make an effort to keep their traditional territories: Indig-
enous peoples today have a much closer relationship with their landscape (e.g. 
Wolf 1970, 22)3, regarding it as sacred land of their ancestors.

2	 The author describes slaughter of several elks killed by the indigenous experienced 
Yukaghir hunters during the flow on the Omulevka river. The hunters took only the 
best parts of the carcasses and let the rest of meat (several hundred kilograms) rot. 
The hunters explained to the author, that they would have offended the master spirit 
of the river if they would not have taken the offered pray. 

3	 For example, the Bushmen (San, Sho, Basarwa, Kung, Khwe, Damara people), hunt-
er/gatherers, the original inhabitants of southern Africa, do not want to sleep on 
beds because they cannot hear the earth, as opposed to when they sleep on its natural 
surface (Jelínek 2006, 337, 341, 343). They are convinced that they would not then 
be able to understand the earth (and nature) and thus would not be able to intuit 
things that are essential to them. It cannot be ruled out that it could also be evidence 
of observance of ‘sacred’ ancestral lifestyle traditions. It could be another parallel, 
where members of natural nations, similar as hunters and gatherers, probably could 
consider the earth maybe as their sacred ‘Mother Earth’, or ‘the Mother Nature’.
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Hunters and gatherers tried to ‘grab’ the space, landscape (hunting grounds), 
while farmers from the Neolithic especially time (agricultural time limits). An 
individual’s relationship to religion stems from the ecosystem and livelihood. 
Hunters, fishmen and gatherers focused on game and this natural environment 
(forests, meadows, rivers, i.e. hunting grounds, herbs and fruits) and sought to 
identify with nature and animals. Farmers put into the spheres of their vital 
interests villages, domesticated plants in the fields, domesticated animals and 
pasture land. Neolithic farmers and herdsmen also sometimes identified with 
(domesticated) animals, eventually they believed in the spirits of these animals, 
which could significantly affect their lives (Kovárník 2019, 79, Fig. 22). We be-
lieve that both hunters and gatherers, as well as farmers and herders, have not 
forgotten other parts of ‘their world’, such as the cyclically recurring seasons, 
the journey of the sun’s disk across the sky, and the observation of the recur-
ring positions of planets and stars. All these interactions between humans, flora 
and fauna, whether wild or domesticated, the natural environment, including 
the observation of the motion of the most visible stars, planets and the Moon, 
have taken place through thoughtful-intellectual observation of many genera-
tions. The knowledge gained was passed down from generation to generation in 
a traditionally narrative manner. It was about the cognitive side and variability 
in relation to the natural environment and individual stages of the economy. 
Prehistoric hunters, gatherers, herdsmen and farmers created material cul-
ture. Her higher-level page was represented by symbols. We consider it to be 
a very archaic form of religiosity, a symbolic-religious system (Eliade 1995, 20).

Every hunting ground or river has its own guarding spirit, as well as each 
of the animal species (e.g. Hultkrantz 1961, 53–64). The hunters and gather-
ers are fully aware of the presence of such watchful and attentive spirits and 
care not to arouse their anger by an impropriate behavior (such as killing 
without need). We have also noted that the amount of the hunted prey has 
its existential meaning. The Siberian hunters (for example) believe that they 
have predetermined amount of prey in their lives and when they exceed this 
amount, they die (Brož, Willerslev 2012). The rules of the hunting ethics are 
part of the verbal and customary ‘laws’, like the zakon tundry (the law of tun-
dra, Russian) of the Siberian hunters and pastorals (e.g. Stammler 2005). The 
hunters and gatherers maintain such sets of ‘laws’ as well as their way of life 
as important heritage (e.g. Wolf 1970, 23).4 This phenomena indicates why are 

4	 Dreams were also of great importance to indigenous people. This is how indigenous 
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the hunter and gatherers’ societies very conservative, traditionalistic and sus-
picious towards the innovations.    

Regarding their property, they were basically ‘non-accumulative’ or 
‘pre-accumulative’ communities. In other words, we presume that the pre-
historic societies of the hunters and gatherers belonged among the ‘imme-
diate return system societies’ instead of the ‘delayed return system societies’ 
group to which naturally belong all of the agricultural societies (Ingold 1987, 
199). The ‘storage’ of the hunters and gatherers prehistoric communities was 
the nature itself, “... So long as they are free to move and unencumbered with 
provisions ...” (Ingold 1987, 199). On the other hand we should not underes-
timate the ‘delayed return system’ qualities of the prehistoric societies of 
the hunters and gatherers and their capacity to make storages of any valua-
bles including food. The summarizing ethnographic study (Woodburn 1982, 
433) lists only five (sub)recent societies of the ‘immediate return system’, e.g. 
societies of pure hunters and gatherers making no storage and provisions 
of any kind.5 We know from the ethnographic evidence that the hunters 
and gatherers societies know and use technologies of preserving perishable 
goods and food and there is no reason to believe that their prehistoric coun-
terparts have not used such methods as well.6 Nonetheless the importance 
of storage (esp. the storage of the food and of the seeds) increased unques-
tionably in the Neolithic.     

The mentality of the hunters and gatherers was focused on harmony with 
the nature and the universe. This way of thinking shows a high degree of 

Australians answer questions about their knowledge or successful prediction of 
events: …This I have from my dreaming…” Members of the Achuar tribe of the Am-
azon make contact with supernatural beings through dreams. The soul of man can 
become detached from the body in a dream and can then enter the world of myth-
ological figures (ghosts) or commune with the spirits of animals and plants. These 
are good dreams, sent by good spirits, guides and absent relatives or dead ancestors 
(Bouzek 1996, 125). Also the traditional way of life is very important for indigenous 
peoples in various parts of the world. Indians in Venezuela have experienced a situa-
tion when one of them went to a city for some time. After returning to the jungle, he 
lost ‘night vision’ for hunting at night. A shaman had to help him with a spell. 

5	 Including, for example the well known Pygmies of Zair and Kung San people of 
Bostwana.

6	 We must into account the fact that significant part of the food resources of the Meso-
lithic societis of temperate parts of Europe consist of quite durable and storing-able 
crop such as hazelnuts or water chestnuts (e.g. Zvelebil 2008, 31).
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knowledge of reality, which formed the basis for ‘sapiential wisdom’. Neolithic 
agriculture surely drew inspiration from this ‘know-how’ for activities in the 
process of domestication and subsequent breeding of domestic animals and 
cultivation of plants. The transition from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic was 
probably a gradual evolutionary process with many intermediate stages from 
hunting and gathering to pastoralism and farming (grain production). 

The progressive change in production changed also the way of percep-
tion of the time. Many indigenous peoples do not perceive time as a very im-
portant or rather they do not hurry; they let things to take their course and 
perform their activities (such as hunting) in due time. This means that they 
do not ‘seize’ time. We assume that they have learnt about time by watching, 
and see its beginning in the form of birth, and death as its end, but death is 
not demonized. They also measure time according to the celestial bodies and 
the time of equinoxes and solstices probably governed the times of their main 
feasts and gatherings (according to the subrecent analogies).    

This situation seems to have changed for farmers, who basically entered 
the process of species development by natural selection (Beneš 1987, 251). They 
began to seize time to ensure the proper conduct of agricultural activities; 
time then started to ‘tie’ them. They began to consciously create provisions 
(initially in the form of the seed they required); they started to ‘accumulate’. 
Gradually, they added yet other ‘commodities’, which then became property 
and exchange goods (and further increased assets). This led to the beginnings 
of social stratification based on the material culture (e.g. Renfrew 1986).   

Scene with four figures in a circle from the site of Ole Pedersen  
at Alta, Finnmark, Norway

We present here the petroglyphic depiction of four figures in a circle found 
in a ‘rock gallery’ in the polar setting of Alta – Ole Pedersen (Fig. 2: 1–2).7 
The dating is not precise; abundant petroglyphic scenes are assumed to date 
to perhaps as soon as around 5300–5200 BC, i.e. the Mesolithic, then in 

7	 North Norwegian Alta is located at the northern tip of the Scandinavian Peninsula 
in the administrative region of Finnmark. The current town is situated at about 
69°58 2́2.76´́  North, 23°21́ 21.02́ ´ East in the protected environment of Alta Fjord. The 
rock gallery with a number of petroglyphs is located on the southwestern outskirts of 
the city near a small bay, and has an impressive geographical position at 69° 56 4́6.49́ ´ 
North and 23°11́ 46.49́ ´ East. 
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FIG. 2. 1. Alta, Finnmark, northern Norway: depiction of a ritual (?) scene with a female 
figure and three male figures (shamans, ghosts, supernatural beings / powers?) along with 
other pecked scenes (photo by A. Cvak). 2. Alta, Finnmark, northern Norway: depiction 
of a ritual (?) scene with a female figure and three male figures (after www.Museum.Alta.
Norway). 3. Vardenis mountains, Armenia: Sun symbol (?) with four silhouettes in each 
quadrant of the circle divided by cross (after Kšica 1984, Fig. 283)
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the Neolithic, Eneolithic, the Bronze Age, the Iron Age and also in the first 
centuries AD (Gjerde 2010, 246–255, 285, 392–395, Fig. 151–155, 175, 275).8 The 
oldest engravings, pecked motifs, are farthest from the coast. They are be-
lieved to have been made in five stages from the Mesolithic 5300/5200 BC 
to 200 AD (Tansem, Johansen 2008, 65; Gjerde 2010, 252, 285, Fig.152–153; 
2019a, 1, 4).9 What is certain is that these pecked motifs were created by hunt-
ers.10 The placement of petroglyphs on the shore above sea level was apparent-
ly intentional. It was an impressive, mysterious place on the ‘edge of the world’, 
of secular territory and a world of infinite and deep sea, a sacred territory (the 
other world, spiritual world, and the like). 

The symbolic motif of three men and one woman in the scene in the rock 
gallery in Alta made with a petroglyphic, pecked technique clearly departs from 
other hunting scenes (of bear, elk and reindeer, fishing or motifs of boats etc.).

It shows four figures in movement (Gjerde 2010, 243). The view from above 
emphasizes the circular dance and also compensates for the lack of knowledge 
of perspective (Fig. 2: 1–2: 2). The figures are holding hands, which appear to 
be raised. It would be possible that this scene would may emphasize a festive 
moment or happiness. Ritual dance in hunter societies was apparently thanks 
to ‘nature’ to enable them to hunt successfully. One of the figures differs from 
the others. Its pelvis is thicker and it has two ‘bulges’ on the body (breasts?), 

8	 It is clear that this part of the old continent must have been settled after signifi-
cant climate changes, when the Scandinavian ice retreated toward the interior of the 
country and when it was significantly warmer. Warm ocean flow in the form of the 
North Atlantic Current (as a part of the original North Equatorial Current changing 
into the Gulf Stream in the Gulf of Mexico) has always had a significant impact on 
warming the local climate. Of course, this is a very simplified model. Warming of 
the north-west and northern coasts of Europe and melting of glaciers caused rising 
sea levels, the flooding of the adjacent coast and formation of shallow stretches of 
the sea suitable for safe shipping. These sea routes undoubtedly led to the relatively 
quick settlement of the coast of Scandinavia, where the conditions for sustained hu-
man survival had been already created. This is reported to have happened sometime 
between 5000-4000 BC. In the case of the North Swedish hunting site at Vuollerim 
near Jokkmokk in Lapland (with slightly recessed oval dwellings) the age increases 
up to 5000 BC (Mesolithic: Knutsson K., Knutsson H. 2012 etc.).

9	 The criterion of relative chronology of petroglyphs is their distance from the coast: 
the higher above sea level, the older and vice versa.

10	 We, however, also take into consideration the views of the presence of reindeer cor-
rals (Helskog 2011).
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typical female features. We know an analogous depiction of a female figure 
from the Early Neolithic period, the Linear Pottery culture, on a vessel from 
Kolešovice, Rakovník District, in Central Bohemia (Tomašovičová 2018, Fig. 
7: 2). The remaining figures are slim and their phalli are visible, which sug-
gests that they are men. The female figure is the largest; the second largest is 
opposite her. They comprise the dominant (?) pair of characters.

A very similar theme of a circle (‘circle of time’?) divided by a cross, with 
four characters, beings in each quadrant (Fig. 2.3) is visible on a petroglyph in 
the Vardenis Mountains in Armenia (Kšica 1984, 283, Fig.). Many petroglyphs 
have cosmic and astronomical, probably a (cosmological) cosmogonic themes, 
which also includes representations of the Earth, Sun, Moon and major plan-
ets in the form of a bronze casting from a burial Lchashen at Lake Sevan dat-
ing to the 3rd millennium BC (Kšica 1984, 283–284, Fig.).

The four human figures in a circle could represent four important points, 
periods, or time limits on a circle. We know that things, or even natural phe-
nomena, have been personified in antiquity (see literary works in ancient 
Summer; Lamentation over the city of Ur: Matouš, ed., 1978, 51; 48, 53, 56; etc.). 
It could have been likewise in prehistory.

In any case, the image at Alta – Ole Pedersen was worth recording in the 
form of a relatively elaborate and durable petroglyph in a ‘gallery’ of sacred 
symbols including a cross, reindeer, elk and bear hunting and fishing. It had 
a precise meaning. The fact that their hands are linked is also very interesting. 
The larger pair of figures (a woman and man) create an oval (irregular circle) 
with their conjoined hands, or each of them creates a circle. Other two male 
figures join them from each side at angles of 90°. Are the figures human, or 
are they supposed to depict higher powers, spirits etc.? Images of women are 
usually associated with fertility cults (e.g. Franz 1937; Kšica, Kšicová, Maršál, 
Podborský 2006, 65–101; Podborský 2006, 117–120, 147–152). Here, the female 
figure is emphasized. All four figures are arranged in a symbolic cross; at its 
centre, the joined hands create a circular shape. It is known that the combi-
nation of the cross and circle is an ancient solar symbol; they can be found in 
several places, including Sweden, as at Boglösa, Boglösaby, Böttbergs, Rickeby, 
Vårfrukyrka (Coles 1994, 25, 53, 57–58, 72–74, Fig. 11: a, c, 30, 35, 36, 55, 57; 2000, 
38–47, Pl. 48–52, 118, 141), or Nämforsen (Baudau 1995, 81–91, Fig. 66).

Engravings, pecked motifs of the sun are, of course, also present at Alta 
(Tansem, Johansen 2008, Fig. 8). The symbol of the cross is also understood 
to divide space into four cardinal points, or to divide the world into four ele-
ments. The horizontal line may mark profane space and the vertical line the 
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sacred part; the cross interconnects them. The four figures linked to the circle 
could also represent the four seasons, which have been observed by people 
from their beginnings and which were so important to them. Late Neolith-
ic monumental circular ditches of rondels in the Iclod group, Csőszhalom 
group, Lengyel culture (LGK I), Moravian – East-Austrian group (MOG Ia) of 
the Painted Pottery culture (PPC), Stroked Pottery culture (SBK IVa), Ober-
lauterbach (OLB) group, Grossgartach group (GG) and Rössen culture I create 
a combination of a circle and cross. Their four entrances are astronomically 
oriented (according to the cardinal points, to the sunrise or moonrise).

Very interesting is the pot of the Moravian – East-Austrian group (MOG), 
MOG Ib phase of the Painted Pottery culture (Late Neolithic) from Hluboké 
Mašůvky (Fig. 3: 2), with a very sophisticated depiction of human faces using 
a system of rows of dimples and four protrusions for maximum convexity 
(Fig. 4: 1). The lower part of the pot has not been preserved. The creator of 
this unique vessel was fully aware that he had created two faces, but in such 
a way that by turning 90°, four faces were displayed (Kovárník 2004, 172, Fig. 
2: 3; 2019, 77–78, Fig. 17). A smaller cult vessel of the Moravian – East-Austrian 
group, Phase MOG Ia from the settlement Střelice-Klobouček, Znojmo dist. 
(Fig. 3: 1), with four miniature vessels regularly spaced 90° around its wall in 
the cross (Fig. 4: 2), could again serve to sacrifice either the four corners of 
the world or to four mythical beings. We classified this vessel as pseudony-
mous kernos (Kovárník 2004, 196, Fig. 3: 4; 2019, 78, Fig. 18). Part of the vessel 
(Kazdová 1984, tab. 80) from Těšetice-Kyjovice, Znojmo dist. (Fig. 3: 3), clay 
mining pit no. 170, bears on the surface an excellent motif of a disk and radial 
stripes painted with yellow mineral pigment and with red stripes as contours 
(Fig. 4: 3). On the wall of the whole vessel there were again four of these mo-
tifs. We interpret these disks as the sun with the sun’s rays (Kovárník 1997, 77, 
Fig. 36). This is not an isolated matter. A similar decorative motif made by the 
groove technique with four circular symbols divided by a cross into four parts 
(Fig. 5) comes from the Bükk culture (Točík 1970, 102, Tab. XXV) of the Mid-
dle Neolithic from the Gemer region in southeastern Slovakia (Kovárník 1997, 
77, Fig. 35). We can say that the circle, the wheel has been a universal sacred 
symbol in different parts of the world since ancient times. The stupa (e.g. Am-
aravati, Sanchi, etc.), a circular structure built on top of the Buddha’s remains, 
sometimes also shows the general principle of orientation towards the world’s 
major parties, cardinal points. It is an expression of the symbolic ‘wheel of 
time’, the kalachakra, and the ‘cycles of time’ (Kovárník 1997, 43, Fig. 23). The 
kalachakra is depicted as a harmony of a square in a circle (‘cross’ motif).
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We have to agree with C. Lévi-Strauss (1996, 15) when he says that, to 
indigenous peoples, the world is a subject of their thoughts as well as a means 
of satisfying their need. The dance scene is evidence of this assertion. Ances-
tors were closely connected with nature and therefore had very well devel-
oped sensory perception and were also very skilled at perceiving all aspects 
of nature and its changes. This applies in particular to hunting communities 
that followed the herds of hunted game passing through the vast landscape. 
They undoubtedly knew the sources of usable raw materials, plant species im-
portant for both themselves and the game, and also the behaviour of many 
animals; but they especially knew how to survive most effectively. The hunters’ 
knowledge was also important for the oldest farmers. This was mainly knowl-
edge of the reproductive cycle of certain species of plants (peasants) and ani-
mals (herders). As well as botanical knowledge, farmers certainly also sought 

FIG. 3. Map of the settlements Střelice-Sklep, Střelice-Klobouček. 1: Hluboké Mašůvky, 2: 
Těšetice-Kyjovice, 3: of the MOG, Miroslav, 4: of the Horákov culture, and Oblekovice, 
5: of the Middle Danube Urnfield culture, Znojmo District, south and south-western 
Moravia, the Czech Republic
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FIG. 4. 1. Hluboké Mašůvky, Znojmo District, the Czech Republic: a pot of the MOG Ib 
phase with two (or four) faces realized by a system of small oval dimples on the wall of 
the vessel (after Kovárník 2004, 172, Fig. 2: 3). 2. Střelice-Klobouček, Znojmo District, the 
Czech Republic: a pseudomous kernos of the MOG Ia phase with four small bowls around 
the circumference of the vessel (Kovárník 2019, 78–79, Fig. 18). 3. Těšetice-Kyjovice, 
Znojmo District, the Czech Republic: part of a large vessel of the MOG Ia phase with a 
motif of (four) yellow disks with rays lined with red contours as symbols of the sun (after 
Lička 2001, 105, Tab. 20: cat. No. 183; without scale)
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FIG. 5. Gemer region in south-eastern Slovakia: a decorative motif with four circular 
symbols divided by a cross into four parts made by the groove technique. From the 
Bükk culture of the Middle Neolithic (after Kovárník 1997, Fig. 35/Točík 1970, Tab. XXV/, 
without scale)
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the ‘pharmacological wisdom’ of shamans (magicians, healers) concerning 
the effects of certain plants.11

What is very important in the image from Alta is that this elaborate scene 
of four figures holding hands depicts a particular action. It combines artistic 
elements into motifs, and the motifs into the overall story (prayer, chanting, 
celebration etc.). Also, having been created as a particular symbol, it illus-
trates the presence of abstract thinking. 

It is quite obvious, due to the Arctic climate, that the petroglyphs were 
created to be viewed only in favourable conditions, from the thaw of the old 
snow until the fall of the new. This may suggest an importance and relation 
with this particular time of year (of the polar day, with the important date of 
21st June) for growing vegetation, whether for grazing herds of game, or for 
collecting herbs and forest fruit for enriching their diet, or for creating a stock 
of dry food for the period of the polar night (Binford 2001, Fig. 8.04). 

It is the time after the end of dormancy, when nature awakens cyclically to 
new life. It would be correct to say that the sun is doubly the ‘alpha and omega’ 
of life in polar areas. It undoubtedly has positive psychological effects; it takes 
supremacy over the polar night and over the harsh winter climate, accompanied 
in ancient times by inactivity and associated diseases (and higher mortality).12

Guessing the links

Perhaps symbolic circles in ancient times represented eternal return, cycli-
cality, infinity, i.e. they were representations of time, the absolute and unity, 
but also the Earth or the Universe. A circle is an ideal and versatile shape 
and a mysterious symbol. Circles evoked comparable meanings for people 
in different places and different times (the principle of the ‘anthropological 

11	 The vocabulary of the native tribes was enriched in this respect. For example, the 
Hopi Indians names for 350 plants and the Navajo for 500 plants. The Subanuns of 
the southern Philippines have more than 1,000 expressions and the indigenous tribes 
of Gabon about 8,000 names for the local flora (Lévi-Strauss 1996, 18). 

12	 Polar days start in Alta on 18th May and end on 23rd July. Polar nights are between 23rd 
November and 19th January. There is no permafrost around Alta, thanks to the favorable 
climatic conditions (http://met.no/English/Climate_in_Norway/; www.nordnorge.
com/de/?News=60; https://translate.google.cz/translate?hl=cs&sl=en&u=http://self.
gutenberg.org/article/whebn0000057612/geography%2520of%2520norway&prev=-
search).
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constant’). Round dancing (by individual or group) takes place around a ver-
tical axis. It can be said that the vertical axis connects heaven and earth, the 
sacred and the profane environments.13    

For this reason, we extrapolate the symbol of the circle. In Christianity, 
a circle was a symbol of God and eternity, and it is the main solar symbol in 
Buddhism, for example. Other symbols are based on circles, such as the volute, 
triskelion and swastika.14 It is assumed that they represented the importance 
of the sun. E. Ruttkay (1983–1984, 232) saw the symbol of the circle as repre-
senting the sun. The same meaning of the circle symbol (as well as the symbol 
of the cross) is presented also by others (Kovárník 1997, 29, 37, 77, Fig. 35, 36; 
Podborský 2006, 169 etc.), who considered it in the framework of the Indo-Eu-
ropean religion. He argues that the circle is a reflection of the sun and symbol-
izes life and death, that is, the eternal cycle. N. Burdo (2008, 121–122, 126–140), 
however, considers the symbol of the circle as representing the moon.15 The 
volute was a very widespread primeval solar symbol, but it could also have 
represented infinity, growth, development or (universal) energy. Both its ap-
pearance and meaning are similar to that of the triskelion and the Ouroboros. 
It is connected with the cult of fertility, of the ‘Great Mother’, as nature and 
the earth from which everything arises and to which also everything returns 

13	 The anti-clockwise dance of the dervishes, members of the Mawlawi Order, is a spe-
cial zikr with sun symbolism. Dervishes profess an alternative Islamic religion. Der-
vishes are often followers of the Sufi mystical order of Tariq. They renounce worldly 
pleasures and seek to approach God through mysticism (https://www.britannica.
com/topic/Islamic-arts/Dervish-dancing). 

14	 These four halves of the solar disc were depicted on the inner edge, and a swastika 
on the bottom of a cup of the Horákov culture (the Early Iron Age) from Miroslav, 
Znojmo district (Nekvasil 1993, 343, Fig. 222: 11 etc.).

15	 The triskellion (meaning ‘three-legged’) consists of three interlocking bent legs, 
or spirals. The triskelion is found on prehistoric pottery of the Iron age (Sile-
sian-Platěnice, Bylany and Horákov cultures of the Hallstatt period: Nekvasil 1993, 
343, Fig. 224: 19; Říman, Štěpánek, ed. 1987a, 952; Koutecký 1978, 469, 472, Fig. 139: 
29; 2007,  51, Fig. 15, Pl. 5: 6) and on the La Tène period artefacts (Filip 1956, 245–246; 
Pleiner 1978, 658, 673; Čižmář 1993, Fig. 264: 5–6, 275: 18 etc.). The right-rotating swas-
tika represented the male principle, the left-rotating one the female principle. The 
swastika appears from the Neolithic in different parts of the world. It is very likely 
that it developed from a cross in a circle, the so-called solar cross (Podlaha, ed. 1930, 
347; Soudský 1950, 50, 132, 139, Fig. 16: 57–58, 32d: 85–89, 93–95; Říman, Štěpánek et al. 
1987b, 289; Nekvasil 1993, 343, Fig. 222: 11, 21, 224: 6, 19, 20 etc.).
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(eternal ‘cradle and grave’). Again, it is a ‘cosmopolitan’ symbol with a sta-
ble meaning, and is present already in the Old Kingdom of Ancient Egypt as 
world’s periodic renewal (Hornung 1999, 38, 77–78; 2002, 18; Verner, Bareš, 
Vachala 2007, 487 etc.). A symbol with a similar meaning appears in the Ori-
ent, and is evidence of (formally) similar phenomena over a wide area at dif-
ferent times in groups with different levels of development, which may sup-
port a hypothesis about the possibility of comparing them, including their 
internal nature.16 A circle is called a chakra in Indian mythology (Sanskrit). 
It expresses the cycle of arising and passing away. In Buddhism, this main 
sun symbol is understood as the ‘Wheel of Law’ (Kvasil et al. 1984, 756–757).

Four dancing figures at the Late Neolithic settlement  
in Střelice-Sklep (southwest Moravia, the Czech Republic)

A similar image, which however, comes from territorially remote (a direct dis-
tance of ca. 2365 km) and totally different environment in terms of period, 
culture and economy, i.e. the beginning of the Early Eneolithic in Central 
Europe (Fig. 1, 3: 1). It is an amphora (Fig. 6–7) dated to phase IIa (ca 4523–4375 
BC: Stadler, Ruttkay 2007, 130, 142, Tab. 7) of the Moravian – East-Austrian 
group of the Painted Pottery culture (Vildomec 1940, 5, Fig. 3). 

We believe that a certain critical comparison with the Alta image is pos-
sible. A formally similar (?) story shows the decorative motif on the vessel. 
This amphora comes from the Střelice-Sklep settlement of the MOG IIa phase. 
The image on the amphora is composed of incisions filled by a white paste. 

The image on the amphora emphasizes a circular dance (?) scene 
(Fig.  6–7). It consists of four figures separated by twin rhomboid shapes, all 
of which have a pair of elements in the form of scrolls in the corners, which 
are explained as symbolizing the womb. It is probably a depiction of three 
male characters and one female being (Vildomec 1940, 4–5). The bodies 
and limbs of the figures consist of strips of three rows of circular punctures. 

16	 The Voluta of Life and the Ouroboros were symbols semantically similar to the phoe-
nix. The phoenix has a very old origin as well (Soudský 1950, 128, 137, Fig. 32b: 33–39; 
Pavlů 1978, 201; Pleiner 1978, 673; Kvasil, Štěpánek et al. 1985, 411 etc.). It is a motif of 
a snake that has occurred since the Neolithic. It is an apotropaic symbol. It means 
infinity, continuous return from the end to the beginning and vice versa (Točík ed. 
1970, 53–54, Pl. XVIII: 2; Anthes 1977, 26; Kovárník 1997, 46; Podborský 2006, 169; 
Burdo 2008, 107–117, 129, 132–133, 152, 157–158, 162–163, 172, 285 etc.).
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The standing male figures are simple (the feet are visible and together). The 
lower half of the female figuré s body is conically enlarged towards the base. 
It is framed (on each side) by strips of only two rows of punctures. A strip of 
three rows of punctures coming from the body area is placed in the middle of 
the lower enlarged part. It is terminated below by an element in the form of 
a short horizontal rectangular ‘U’ profile. 

This unique vessel has very rich plastic decoration. There were small sculp-
tures of four goats in a vertical position on the edge. The zoomorphic sculptures 
are separated from the main image by a horizontal strip (of three rows of punc-
tures) with four ‘suspended’ triangular motifs. These motifs are formed in one 
case by triple punctures, and in the remaining three cases by double punctures. 
Their apexes are oriented between the heads of the anthropomorphic figures. 
We explain this motif as the sun, with again four triangular rays. This solar 
(sacred) ‘circle’ is connected with the edge (i.e. the mouth) of the vessel by two 
vertical strips situated along two of the four animal figures. This fact is probably 
very important, because it combines the whole apparently mythical story not 
only with the vessel, but also with its content, which was poured in and out. 

On the convexity of this vase-like amphora under gynaecomorphic sym-
bols are applied also four small probably animal heads with horns. The heads 
are rotated against the plastic applications at the edge at 45°. There is also 
a horizontal dividing strip of four rows of punctures surrounding the bottom 
edge of the probably important scene. A question arises as to whether this 
represents the earth (the profane element). Also, four garlands in the form 
of strips consisting of four rows of punctures decorate the lower half of this 
vessel. These arcs begin (and end too) in places of applied zoomorphic heads 
on the convexity of the amphora. 

We reinterpret the above scene on the ceremonial vessel from Střelice-
Sklep as a depiction of an important myth of Neolithic/Eneolithic farmers, 
with the central (theomorphic?) figures:  personifying the four seasons (or car-
dinal points) in anthropomorphic form (one female, three male). It cannot be 
excluded that this central topic is bordered by what is probably a symbolic 
solar ‘circle’ at the top and by a band representing the earth encircling the 
vessel at the bottom. Could it also be a symbolic, personified representation 
of four elements (the nature of the world in the understanding of Neolithic 
farmers) such as fertile earth, heat and light (sun), water (rain), air (?)17. These 

17	 In antique philosophy were fire, air, water, earth.
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four characters inspire both the notion of the world’s essentials, as well as 
the generality, as well as certain basic stability such as four limbs (humans 
and animals), or a four-wall house and so on. Therefore, the scene could rep-
resent a basic myth at that time which tells the story of the connection be-
tween Earth and the Sun, which could be understand as a ‘dialogue with the 
universe’ (Kovárník 1997, 31, 50; 2003, 332–333). It could probably be an older 

FIG. 6. Střelice-Sklep, Znojmo District, the Czech Republic: an amphora of the MOG 
IIa phase with the cult (shamans, ghosts, supernatural beings/powers?) image, story 
(archaeological collection of the MOG of F. Vildomeć s in their family villa in Boskovštejn, 
photo by the author; without scale)
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FIG. 7. Střelice-Sklep, Znojmo District, Czech Republic: a slim thin-walled vase-like 
amphora of the MOG IIa phase with four stroke-ornamented human figures (one female, 
three male) separated by twin rhomboid shapes (ritual dance?, ritual story?), with four 
horned goat heads on the maximal convexity and four goat figurines on the neck (after 
Vildomec 1940, Fig. 3)
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religious tradition. The image is apparently of cultic significance and repre-
sents perhaps a depiction of the ritual of the ‘holy wedding’ (hieros gamos), 
characteristic for agricultural communities (Kovárník 1997, 40, 60–71; 2003, 
333; Podborský 2006, 156; Podborský, Kovárník 2006, 62).

What is notable is the recurrent representation of the number four on 
the decorative elements and motifs. There are four little zoomorphic statues 
applied at the edge, four triangular shapes hanging on the ‘ring’ around the 
bottom of the neck, perhaps like the rays of a life-giving sun, which ‘illumi-
nate’ or ‘consecrate’ the entire composition on the vessel. Very important are 
these four anthropomorphic (theomorphic) figures of the central theme and 
four double rhomboid motifs (gynaecomorphic symbols?) with volute among 
these characters, four zoomorphic heads with horns (goats?) on the convexity 
and four garlands at the lower half of the vessel. More than 150 fragments of 
the vessel were found in the entire contents of the 380 x 300 cm pit (Vildomec 
1940, 3). The light-colored fragments of this vessel show a completely different 
colour of the other black fragments with a polished surface, because some 
shards were secondarily oxidatively fired. We ask ourselves, was the vessel 
ritually broken and thrown into the fire? 

All this creates a unity of multiple crosses and circles (inclined by 45°). 
The number four could be associated with ‘personification’ of the four seasons 
(which were simply observed), which are caused by the four marginal posi-
tions of the Sun with respect to the Earth (the winter solstice, spring equinox, 
summer solstice and autumn equinox). Probably four suns are painted also 
on the edge of the cup and a swastika (Fig. 8) on the bottom (the Horákov 
culture, Early Iron Age) from Miroslav, Znojmo District (Fig. 3.4). And other 
possible associations could be the four cardinal points and four parts of the 
day (marginal positions of the sun, morning sunrise, upper culmination at 
the zenith at high noon, sunset in the evening and lower culmination at mid-
night; see Kovárník 1997, 77, 89; 2003, 332–333).

The scene of four anthropomorphic images holding hands, together with 
other ‘decorative’ motifs on the ceremonial amphora from Střelice is in this 
respect very similar to the important petroglyph motif at Alta in northern 
Norway. 

A similar motif of ritual, perhaps even of sacred dance, could be seen in 
the reliefs of five figures holding hands on a globular vessel shape from the 
settlement of the younger stage of the Linear Pottery culture at Vedrovice, 
Znojmo District (South Moravia, the Czech Republic; Kruta, Lička 2001, 68, 
Pl. 11.95). Their hands create a zigzag line. The faces are turned into the circle. 
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Their heads (with flat caps) exceed the edge, so they can see each other and 
also appear to be peering into the container (at its important contents). A sim-
ilar figure was also found on a vessel fragment from Barleben (Saxony-Anhalt, 
Germany; Behrens 1973, 222, Fig. 88: c; Kaufmann 1976, 67, Fig. 4: b). A plastic 
representation of a similar figure with hand gestures is preserved on a large 
container of the earliest stage of the Eastern Linear Pottery culture from the 
settlement of Červený rak near Košice in eastern Slovakia (Šiška 1989, 107, 
Pl.  4: 5, 7–10). A similar theme has been found at Tiszavasvári-Paptelékhát 

FIG. 8. Miroslav, Znojmo District, Czech Republic: a cup with a painted swastika as a sun 
symbol on the bottom and four solar disks on the edge of the Horákov culture (author’s 
archive)
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in Hungary (Kalicz, Makkay 1977, 61, Pl. 83: 4a, b; 186, 21), at Sarvaš in Slavo-
nia (Hansen 2007, Fig. 110, 6) Čataj in Slovakia (Točík 1970, 31, Pl. VII: 3a–b), 
Nová Ves in Moravia (Podborský 1993, 93, Fig. 50: 1, 3; Kovárník 2000, 184; 
Kruta, Lička 2001, 68, Pl. 11.96), from the settlement of the Lengyel culture in 
Villánykövesd in southern Hungary (Kalicz 1970, 56, 84, Fig. 52), of the Mal-
ice culture in Targowisko 11 (Czekaj-Zastawny, Grabowska, Zastawny 2007, 
488, 491, 496, 499 Fig. 9–10) and Targowisko 11 and 14 (Czerniak, Golański, 
Kadrow 2007, 474, 475, Fig. 5) in western Lesser Poland  etc. A similar list of 
findings of depictions of characters in presumed dance movements is given by 
Y. Garfinkel (2010, 208–211). He considers two ‘layers’ of their occurrence in 
the Upper Paleolithic and the Neolithic. He assumes that the dance was part 
of the ceremonies for both successful sowing of grain and thanks for a good 
harvest. He is believed that it has spread to us along with the cultivation of 
grain from the Near East (Garfinkel 2010, 212). He also includes two female 
and two male statuettes from Dumeşti as dancers, which were found in one 
vessel (Garfinkel 2010, Fig. 7). However, we believe that these figurines are the 
usual forms of female and male idols used during the rituals of the cult of the 
fertility and fruitfulness. The above examples of characters in the presented 
dance pose enumerated M. Novotná and L. Novotný (2016).

An SBK platter from the settlement in Magdeburg-Neustadt in Ger-
many also features figures in a circle (Kaufmann 1976, Pl. 38: 8). There are 
four characters (or eight characters), who are holding their hands in a way 
that creates an eight-point star symbol, and thus also an astral symbol. Four 
figures without heads and with arms raised in a gesture of supplication are 
engraved on a vessel, along with a cross motif from the locality of Trebur 
in Germany (Groneborn 2005, 120, Fig. 5.4). A similar depiction of figures 
in a circle holding hands was found on a wall of an SBK vessel from Lho-
ta-Stará skála, Česká Lípa District, North Bohemia (Peša 1999; Kruta, Lič-
ka 2001, 75–76, Cat.  n. 124). A pair of bulges on the wall represent female 
breasts.18 The bodies of the figures are rhomboid, which may also have a sym-
bolic meaning (related to a fertility cult). Four figures and four rhomboid 
shapes are also repeated on the vessel from Střelice-Sklep. A gynaecomorphic 
theme also exists in the rock gallery near Alta. The human figure is located 
probably in the female genitalia (https://www.altamuseum.no/en/the-rock-
art-of-alta/rock-art-figures/vulva). Can it mean symbolic birth, childbirth?

18	 Vessels of this type are referred to as gynecomorphic ceramic shapes.
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A pair of figures holding hands (apparently a human couple) is finely en-
graved on a vessel of the Bükk culture found in the Domica cave in the mu-
nicipality of Kečovo (Pavúk 1981, Fig. 8). A bowl (Fig. 9) with an edge curved 
in four arches in whose vertices there are (four) little human heads almost 
identical to those on the famous sculpture ‘Venus’ from Hluboké Mašůvky, 
was found at the well-known settlement near Hluboké Mašůvky-Niva, Zno-
jmo district (Fig. 3.2). The concept of this bowl is again based on the model 
of four anthropomorphic beings (ghosts, deities?, etc.), characters holding 
hands. The joined upper limbs form the arc-shaped edge of this ceremonial 
bowl (Kovárník 1997, 46, Fig. 25). The characters fix their gazes to the cope of 
heaven (Fig. 9) as an expression of dialogue with the universe. Similarly, the 
‘Venus’ of Hluboké Mašůvky (Fig. 10) was portrayed, whose upper limbs do 
not represent gestures of adoration, but incarnation (Kovárník 1997, 46–47, 50, 
Fig. 24; 2019, 73, Fig. 11).

Two apparently dancing figures were painted on the vessel of the Trypil-
lian culture from the settlement Žvanec, Ukraine (Burdo 2008, 138). The close 
and intimate relationship between a man and a woman express probably the 
representations (paintings, engravings, reliefs and statuettes) of a human cou-
ple. Images of men and women are for our topic very important. Terracottas 
in the form of a man embracing a woman were found e.g. in the settlements 
Sultana and Gumelniţa of the horizon Karanovo VI (Hansen 2007, Tab. 425, 
431.1). Relief figures of a men and a women are on vessels from the settlements 
Vinča (Müller-Karpe 1980, 54–55, Fig. 30, 31), Dumeşti (Maxim-Alaiba 1987, 
Fig. 13) or Scînteia of the Cucuteni culture, phase A3 (Mantu 1993 Fig. 2–3) and 
Gneiding in Bavaria (Müller-Karpe 1980, 54–55, Fig. 30). Geometrically-ren-
dered figures appeared on the painted vessel of the Cucuteni culture (classi-
cal stage) in the settlement Traian in northeastern Romania (Müller-Karpe 
1980, 87, Fig. 64). We also enumerate human couple on the ‘wedding’ cup of the 
Münchshöfen group from Murr in Bavaria (Neumair 1997, 43–44; 2000, 104–
105, Fig. 4. 3). These views are explained as a holy marriage, while the figures 
with stretched arms upwards are described as adoring people. Another archae-
ologist interpret this finds as a birth-giving person (Maxim-Alaiba 1987, 270) 
and so on. Some statuettes have under the current concept erotic theme, such 
as e.g. relief women on a fragment of vessel from settlement Sarvaš in Slavonia, 
the Vinča culture (e.g. Hansen 2007, Tab. 110. 6; Šošić-Klindžić, Hršak 2014, 20, 
Fig., 26, 27). The terracotta of a men and a women during sexual act was discov-
ered on the hilltop settlement Hradisko near Kramolín of the late stage MOG 
II (Koštuřík 1975–1976, 109, Fig. 5. 2; Koštuřík 1986, 78, Fig. 17. 1, Tab. XI, XIII). 
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FIG. 9. Hluboké Mašůvky, Znojmo District, the Czech Republic: a bowl with four little 
human heads of the Moravian – East-Austrian group of the Painted Pottery culture (the 
MOG archaeological collection of F. Vildomec, photo by the author)
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Some old characters (rhomboids) on sculptures, cult hangers or vessels un-
doubtedly related to the rite of hieros gamos (Ruttkay 1998; 1999). 

Nine characters were engraved on an annular stem on the bottom of 
a small amphora of the transitional ‘Klentnice – Oblekovice’ chronological 
stage of the Middle Danube Urnfield culture (the Late Bronze Age), which 
probably comes from a cremation grave of a necropolis in Oblekovice (Fig. 3.5) 
at Znojmo (South Moravia, the Czech Republic). Each character consists of 
bundles of triple engraved lines. These nine figures hold hands in a circle 
(Fig.  11).19 Their legs, which are united around the circumference of the am-
phora’s stem, form a negative nine-point star, sun. 

19	 Their bodies are formed by a bundle of vertical channels, hands and legs by bundles 
of obliquely projecting lines. The stripe with nine figures binds a bunch of three ver-
tical engraved lines at the upper edge towards the bulge of the vessel and the circuit 
of the amphorá s foot at the bottom. 

FIG. 10. Hluboké Mašůvky, Znojmo 
District: a Venus of the MOG IIa pha-
se from, with a gaze fixed on the cope 
of heaven (a ‘dialogue with universe’) 
and with the incarnation gesture of 
the upper limbs (after Kovárník 1997, 
Fig. 24)
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FIG. 11. Oblekovice, Znojmo District, the Czech Republic: an amphora of the Middle 
Danube Urnfield culture with nine human figures (drawing by Jana Kovárníková)
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The important features of all these images of human figures are their 
disposition in the circle and the fact that they are holding hands. This may 
indicate a strong human connection, close relationship, togetherness. Thus, 
representing an earthly relationship between a man a woman, or also a sym-
bolic connection in the form of sacred marriage (hieros gamos) between the 
feminine and masculine principles, between the earth and sky.

These finds of vessels with motifs of circular dances with several charac-
ters can be roughly attributed to the area of the old agricultural cult of fertility 
and its apotheosis. The vessels could have been used during ritual sacrifices, 
or for the ritual use of food and drink. 

An amphora from Střelice-Sklep has, from the current perspective, 
a character of an artwork like prehistoric anthropomorphic idols (replacing 
the mythical model) or zoomorphic sculpture, although its function was quite 
different. The creators of this ritual vessel tried to apply the aesthetic aspect 
here, which undoubtedly emphasised its uniqueness and solemnity. It  has 
been said that cult celebrations are related to certain myths. Lévi-Strauss 
(1996, 44, 46) pointed out that myths include, inter alia, a system of abstract 
relations and are also expressions of aesthetic concepts.

III. DISCUSSION

Generally speaking, the production of both images, from Alta and from 
Střelice, were significant events? It was necessary to visually process them and 
thus preserve them for the future. Their essence was then known to all, so they 
could be expressed only in a simple visual form. The aim was their further 
(ceremonial?) use.

They certainly had a mystical charge and were understandable to the peo-
ple of the time, although put in this simple visual form. Illiterate societies ex-
press (important) messages, such as myths, through stories (Eliade 1995, 38–39; 
Hodge et al. 2002). Depicting a certain scene is a visual communication of a cer-
tain event, a certain action or story. Motifs of dance in a circle pecked in rock 
are known not only from the Alta – Ole Pedersen (Tansem, Johansen 2008, 67), 
but also from other localities (Hallström IQ1, Ytre Kåfjord in Alta). There are 
also hunting dance scenes, like with masks reindeer or elk. The best hunter, ac-
tor danced the leader of the herd. Another very interestingly petroglyph from 
Alta shows a group of people in a circle holding hands. In the middle is the sil-
houette of a bear? or a man (Gjerde 2010, 59, 275, 401, 443–444, Fig. 78, 144, 178). 
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The great composition with cosmological meaning from the oldest period 
on the “panel” in Ole Pedersen near Alta should have aconnection with the 
then real world of hunters and gatherers (Fuglestvedt, Goldham 2012, 252, Fig. 
14.7; Gjerde 2019a, 4, 5, Fig. 7). Mesolithic hunters and gatherers made pecked 
reliefs in the Finnmark area of northern Norway on deliberately selected plac-
es of rocks. They used naturally shaped rocks as a model of a real landscape. 
Hunters, fishers and gatherers perceived the landscape as a woman because 
of some important elements, such as fjords (Mandt 2001; Fuglestvedt, Gold-
ham, 2012, 253). Some scientists associate game (reindeers, elks, seals, whales 
etc.) with a woman (Fuglestvedt, Goldham 2012, 243). We might think that 
these hunters, fishermen and gatherers perceived the landscape as a life-giv-
ing ‘Great Mother’, Mother Nature’ that gave them everything they needed 
to live. Such intentionally created units also included depictions of people 
in various scenes, especially hunting scenes. Ships sailed on the water. J. M. 
Gjerde (e.g. 2019a, 4, Fig. 6, 10) sees connections between scenes pecked on 
deliberately selected rock ‘slabs’ and the local landscape. The rock crevices 
were the rivers that divided these areas. The depressions in the rock, often 
filled with rainwater, represented fjords and the edges of the sea, or lakes. 
The ridges on the rocks depicted hills and mountains, the dominants of the 
real landscape. J. M. Gjerde (2019a, 4, Fig. 11) interprets some petroglyphs as 
aurora borealis, among others. He describes a complex of scenes as an im-
aginary landscape in cosmography from Alta – Hjemmeluft, Bergbukten 
4B also in interaction with the local landscape, with a view of the fjord with 
a “mirror” of sea level. In his opinion, the whole scene consists of a macro 
and a micro landscape, of a real but also of a spiritual landscape (Gjerde 
2019b, 197–198, 201, 203, 204–205, Fig. 1–5). Petroglyph makers have deployed 
both individual pecked animals and herds of animals in such models. Cor-
rals for reindeers are located on the panel No. 1 from Alta – Hjemmeluft  
(Gjerde 2019a, 4, Fig. 6). 

Dance is primarily a social event that has a festive atmosphere. It is 
a ‘means of expression’ with which one can also express feelings such as joy 
and pain; several kinds of ritual dance are known from ethnology (e.g. Kubi-
ca 1983, 214–217). Indigenous peoples have dances to select brides or grooms. 
Others include mourning dances during funeral rites (Eliade 1995, 22–23), 
warrior dances or ritual dances in which the participants fall into a trance. 
They are in a state of deep ecstasy which was considered a spiritual perception 
(communication with spirits of the dead, forces of nature, etc.). These people 
were then considered exceptional: they could prophesy. 
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Dance is complemented by melody (alternating tones complemented by 
rhythm), whether sung or instrumental, or it can be accompanied by rhythmic 
speech (certain formulations etc.). Dance is an expression of human motion, 
which always stands out from ordinary movements and is associated with 
certain events. Dance is also an aspect of performativity. It could concern 
either the internal motive of one person (individual) or a group. For example, 
young men use dance creations in regions with old folk traditions to present 
themselves to girls and attract their attention within the period of human 
life called courtship or wooing. However, dances could also be hierarchically 
higher ritual matters in a cult (prehistoric religion). Dances have probably 
always emphasized the importance of such moments.

Dances are still preserved in folklore in some places (Moravia, for ex-
ample) as an important part of various celebrations, including astronomical-
ly and religiously significant dates of the year, such as Shrovetide (Carnival), 
Easter, May festivities, or end of the autumn harvest in the form of harvest 
celebrations and so on (Matuszková 2000, 324–327).

In Scandinavia, round dancing is still a part of the ‘Midsummerfest’ 
(Swahn 1997, 26–27). It is a celebration of the summer solstice in which every-
one holds hands, rejoices and is equal (reminiscence of greater social equality? 
from ancient times). The old girl dance with singing called ‘chorovod’ in Slav-
ic ethnic groups is associated with spring and summer celebrations, celebrat-
ing the sun, love and marriage (Niederle 1925, 712). 

Both dance motifs, from the hunting locality of Alta and from the farm-
ing settlement dated to the end of the Late Neolithic or the beginning of the 
Early Eneolithic in Střelice have the same formal features. They can therefore 
be very cautiously interpreted as playing a part in ceremonies to ensure good 
conditions for their creators, both hunters and farmers. The common features 
of the cults of hunters/gatherers and farmers therefore may include, for ex-
ample, rituals to ward off evil forces (basically to ensure subsistence) or cel-
ebrations of the sun (which influences the regeneration of nature, vegetative 
forces, flora and fauna, and is necessary for all hunters/gatherers and farmers), 
ensuring the success of the hunt and, similarly, successful livestock husband-
ry and cultivation. Prayers or thanksgiving for successful hunting, for good 
crops or for successful animal breeding could be celebrations common to 
both the hunting and farming ways of life. The importance of dance scenes 
could oscillate within these options which have an anthropological constant 
(the conditions necessary for hunters and farmers to flourish). Comes to mind 
the question of whether they could have cosmological essence.
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The arrival of spring was probably very eagerly awaited by ancestors. Nu-
merous ceremonies seem to have been held at the beginning of spring (vernal 
equinox), which represented the rebirth of nature. Of course, astronomical 
knowledge obtained by watching the cyclically repeating positions of stars 
could have been used for this.20 

Similar celebrations could be associated with the summer solstice, when 
the sun is at its highest point in the sky and takes full control of nature (days 
are longest and average daily temperatures rise). It is the date of birth of St. 
John the Baptist (Kovárník 2003, 333). This date is of great importance, par-
ticularly in areas around the Arctic Circle.

The perspective of the social aspect

Such festivities (important dates in human lives or the year) probably divided 
the time of individuals or groups into stages. Dances could have accompanied 
and highlighted certain moments of individuals and their loved ones, such as 
family celebrations of childbirth, a child ś transition to adulthood, marriage, 
and perhaps also funeral ceremonies. These are natural and traditional mo-
ments in human life. It can be assumed that people since the prehistoric times 
have divided the course of time during a year by these important dates, prob-
ably within the cyclic changes of the nature, to avoid monotony. The need for 
festivals is a socially contingent matter (an integral part of the phenomenon 
of rooming), where ‘liberation’ from everyday worries and work and meeting 
other people play an important role. It is an expression of shared joy, and 
seems to have been enriched by other activities, such as rituals. 

However, the essential question is whether these dance images from the 
rock gallery of the hunting locality of Alta or from the vase-like amphora 
from a Late Neolithic settlement or Early Eneolithic farmers in Střelice-Sklep 
were intended only for people or whether they addressed higher natural 
forces (like ritual itself or cult feasting). Another important issue is, to the 
celebration of which holiday do the depictions of the dancing and praying? 
scenes belong? 

As we lack the essential verbal elements that the bear the literal meaning 
of these dance rituals? of certain cult celebrations, we have greater freedom in 

20	 Blackfoot determined the onset of spring according to the developmental stages of 
buffalo embryos removed from hunted buffalo females (Lévi-Strauss 1996, 25). 
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handling their interpretation. Our aim, however, is the difficult task of achiev-
ing the maximum possible ‘narrowing of the confines’ to arrive at something 
approximating a correct interpretation. The aesthetic impression, especially 
of the Alta image, is not very strong, due to the possibilities of petroglyphs. 
This is why the motive for its realization on rock resulted from the core mean-
ing of the scene.

Assessment of basis of the cult activities

Since the Paleolithic, cult practices went through a certain process of evolu-
tion and change. Nevertheless, we assume that the Paleolithic and Neolithic 
cult practices had certain common features. In the Neolithic, sacrificial ritu-
als (libation, mactation, oblation and fumigation) were added (e.g. Lazarovici 
1990–1991, 22). Rituals performed only by ‘chosen’ individuals formed part 
of cult celebrations in which all members of the congregation took part. 
Enriching these activities with feasting (the collective consumption of food 
and beverages) would certainly have been pleasant for everybody; the ritual 
vessel from Střelice and its analogues may be evidence of this. Perhaps peo-
ple also renewed their sense of belonging here. So these collective religious 
events could also have been opportunities to resolve other important social 
issues, such as organizational issues, unification procedures of joint activities, 
and also the communication of news, exchange of objects?, meetings of young 
people etc. 

The above-mentioned artefacts, both the dance scenes (from Alta in 
northern Norway and from Střelice in southwestern Moravia) can be viewed 
from a different perspective. Making use of a third analogy – the beliefs of 
indigenous populations that “… Every sacred thing must be in place. …” (Lévi-
Strauss 1996, 24), artefacts are not only manifestations of worship, but also 
the basis of the thought of hunters and farmers. A certain (formal) sameness 
can be observed in both scenes, so it probably also existed in hunterś  and 
farmerś  minds. Both scenes must have occupied an important place in the 
intellectual world of their creators and were elements in the whole order of the 
world (cosmos). We know that our analysis lacks details of the actual rituals 
themselves, which were very important to their organizers and participants – 
they determined the order of the cosmos. 

Ancestors probably causally associated all living and non-living things 
with one another, but especially with spirits and their activities, which is why 
they did not neglect anything in their lives. Their deep knowledge of their 
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environment stemmed from this fact. This extremely large range of causal 
relations (the cosmos is complex) could have been affected by magic (judged 
ethnologically), which has been called natural philosophy (Lévi-Strauss 1996, 
26). Especially in philosophical Hermeticism, magic is considered a science 
to control the laws of nature and people by means that are scientifically un-
verifiable. The Hermetic postulates are very important, however; they seek 
the unity of the universe (what is in the firmament is also down on Earth), 
the unity of all things and the ubiquity of higher forces (in all things).21 They 
reflect earlier patterns, and therefore are characterized as certain levels of de-
velopment of human knowledge (Kvasil, Štěpánek et al. 1985, 345; Hornung 
2002, 21–22, 185 etc.).

Sometimes magic is considered as aspect of prehistoric religion and sha-
manism. However, shamanism is often based on rituals intended only for in-
siders, i.e. individuals. In contrast, magic should be seen as the philosophy of 
native societies, or, in modern terminology, as a certain world view. On the 
other hand, it is important to recognize that much of this original knowledge 
observed throughout the ages primarily in relations in animate and inani-
mate nature was gradually, with growing levels of civilization, completely for-
gotten (Lévi-Strauss 1996, 19).

In these two different images of four figures dancing in a circle, one 
woman and four men, from totally different environments, one from the 
area of hunters and gatherers at the northern Norwegian site of Alta and 
the other from farmers from the turn of the Late Neolithic and the Early 
Eneolithic at the settlement of Střelice-Sklep, the theme is formally the same. 
Their unmistakable unity lies in the fact that they are probably schemes of 
mythical stories. Their effect on the viewer is the same. The images transform 
the viewer into an active agent seeking to explain their meaning objectively, 
i.e. to monitor the relation between their form and content. This activity, of 
course, multiplies, when the observer discovers, as in this case, similar ideas 
in areas that are culturally, economically, geographically and climatically so 
different. We are trying to find the meaning and the context in both works 
(Alta – Střelice).

21	 These premises are so ‘all-inclusive’ that they were incorporated to many religions, 
e.g. in ancient Egypt and later in the Jewish religion, Christianity, in Islam, in Bud-
dhism and many others. The features of Hermeticism were summarized for example 
by E. Hornug (2002). 
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It is clear that the observer becomes absorbed, in the spirit of Lévi-Strauss 
(1996, 42), in the action or actions which could be expressed by the scenes. The 
observer invents stories to arrive at different modalities of their meaning (and 
unwittingly becomes their creator). But this is a secondary, perhaps unintend-
ed role of these very interesting dance scenes. Both works were valid both for 
themselves and for us. 

We reiterate that their meaning was probably generally known at the time 
of their creation, but it is an important aspect of the epistemological process, 
because each of the modalities we create reveals other points of view for un-
derstanding these works and then refining our judgments. It can be said that 
both dance scenes are visual metaphors.

The extent of symbolism in prehistoric times

The symbol of the circle was very common in the primeval age. Some exam-
ples are stated above. An image which is very valuable from our perspective 
is a depiction of a yellow target with rays and red contours from a settlement 
with a rondel in Těšetice-Kyjovice, Znojmo District (Kazdová 1984, Pl. 80). We 
believe that it is a representation of the solar disc (Kovárník 1997, 77, Fig. 36; 
2003, 332–333). The combination of decorative motifs of stars and circles (for 
example, at the bottoms of bowls of the Moravian – East-Austrian group of 
the Painted Pottery) is also explained as an astral motif. The theme of the vault 
of the sky could be reflected in decoration in the form of four circular targets, 
which are divided into crosses inside. They appear on a bottle-shaped vessel 
of the Bükk culture from the Domica cave near Kečovo, Rimavská Sobota 
District, South Slovakia (Točík 1970, 102, Pl. XXV; Kovárník 1997, 77, Fig. 35).

In the Moravian – East-Austrian group of the Painted Pottery culture, in 
the Stroked Pottery culture and and other archaeological cultures in Central 
Europe of the Late Neolithic circular ditches called rondels, these anonymous 
monuments, are clearly symbolic. 

The symbol of the circle – Late Neolithic circular enclosures (rondels)

Rondels and rondeloids always demarcated a certain exceptional or even ‘sa-
cred’ space. They are assumed to have had an ideological basis in the form of 
a harvest and fertility cult traditionally represented by ‘sacred plowing and 
marriage’ – the so-called hieros gamos (Kovárník 1997, 39–40, 89, Fig. 21–22; 
2003, 333). Orienting the eastern entrance at Těšetice-Kyjovice towards the 
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sunrise during the spring equinox (Ministr 1999, 240–241) is evidence of its 
role, inter alia, as a Late Neolithic farmers’ places for (spring) celebrations. It 
should be noted, that fragments of primarily female statuettes were found in 
the ditches of the rondels (Těšetice-Kyjovice).

E. Lenneis (1977, 69) and I. Pavlů (1982, 187) were the first to review the 
social and cultic (multifunctional) meanings of the rondels (e.g. Podborský 
1988, 258–276; Kovárník 1997, 24–86; 2003; Melichar, Neubauer 2010, 18; Pavlů, 
Metlička 2013, 134–139). J. Petrasch (1990, 447), H. Stäuble (2007, 178–180, Fig. 
3–4) and others associated rondels with symbolic meanings. Other authors 
proposed different interpretations of the role of rondels: meeting places for 
ritual ceremonies (Neubauer, Trnka 2005, 3–9 etc.), astronomic observato-
ries (Becker 1996; Podborský 1999a; 1999b; Gervautz, Neubauer 2005, 73–74; 
Kastowski, Löcker, Neubauer, Zotti 2005, 80–82; Zotti 2005, 75–79; Barna 
2007, 369–370; Bertemes 2008; Zotti, Neubauer 2010, 136–167 etc.), game fields 
(Květina, Květinová, Řídký 2009) or fortifications (Svodín, Ružindol-Bor-
ová: Němejcová-Pavúková 1995, 214–215; 1997, 117–118; Pavúk, Karlovský  
2004, 262) etc. 

The spring equinox marking the astronomical beginning of spring was, 
and has been for millennia, the most important date (in temperate regions) 
for farmers (Hruška 1987, 220–224).22 Spring festivals also took place in Ca-
naan, in the Jewish religion, and take place in Christianity (Easter). Four en-
trances in rondels of the Lengyel culture, the Moravian – East-Austrian group 
of the Painted Pottery and the Stroked Pottery culture in the directions of 
the four cardinal points divide the circular ditch into four quadrants, which 
could have symbolized the observable four seasons (Kovárník 1997, 37, 78–80;  
2003, 332–333). 

The entrances would also have included the basic directions of sunrise 
or sunset (or moonrise and moonset). The east is sacred even in the Old Tes-
tament in Ezekiel’s prophecy about the eastern gate of the ‘New Jerusalem’:  

22	 The vernal equinox was very important as soon as in ancient Sumer, where it was 
understood as the New Year’s Day. New Year celebrations took place here within the 
two weeks around that date. Its culmination was the holy (divine) marriage, hieros 
gamos, between the mythical herdsman Dumuzi, represented by a king of the city-
state, and the ancient goddess of fertility and love Inanna, personified by the high 
priestess of the local temple. It was set in the shrine atop the ziggurat (probably as 
close to the sun as possible) and the crop was blessed this way every year (Hruška 
1987, 220–224).
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“… Then the man brought me back to the gate that faces east, and I saw the glory 
of the God of Israel coming from the east. …” (Ez 43: 1–2).

The most valuable ancient documents include those of ancient Sumer and 
Akkad, Babylonia, but also Jewish and Christian religious texts, which un-
doubtedly hide the oldest, originally oral, tradition of rituals, especially reli-
gious ones. Knowledge of astronomical regularities could be of this tradition. 
They were, of course, wrapped in cloak of cult (Kovárník 1997, 71, 90; 2003, 
332–333; Podborský, Kovárník 2005, 150; 2006, 60, 62).23 

To summarize our current knowledge: three dates were of crucial impor-
tance to ancient farmers; the winter solstice was the harbinger of spring and 
the end of winter hardship; the spring equinox marked the time for plowing 
and planting new crops; and the summer solstice symbolized the longest day 
etc. The Neolithic peasants must have observed the four seasons and the asso-
ciated changes in the environment. 

23	 We have monitored the date of the spring equinox and its importance for lives of old 
farmers in a wide area from the Near East to the heart of Europe from antiquity to 
the Early Middle Ages. Let us now expand this assumption briefly. The period from 
the spring equinox (21st March) to the winter solstice (21st December) is nine months 
long, which is the time needed for prenatal human development. The Aramaic name 
of Christ is bar ’enāš or bar ’enāšā, which means ‘The Son of Man’ (The Holy Bibel 
2020, e.g. Da 7: 13; Matt 8: 20; Jn 5: 27 etc.). It is therefore very likely that the important 
moment of the Birth (21st to 24th December) was preceded by the symbolical sacred 
marriage, associated with the sacred plowing by old farmers. It is the biblical An-
nunciation. Archangel Gabriel comes to Virgin Mary with the famous words (L 1: 
26-38). Easter is traditionally the largest Christian religious feast. It includes the Cru-
cifixion, but especially the Resurrection in the period of the spring equinox, and sym-
bolizes eternal life. Two dates are thus included in these important biblical stories 

– the spring equinox and the winter solstice, important for agricultural civilizations. 
Knowledge of the remaining two astronomic dates with a significant position of the 
Earth towards the Sun, the autumnal equinox and the summer solstice, is evidenced 
in the Bible by the character of the last prophet of the Old Testament and the first 
one of the New Testament – John the Baptist with his mother, St. Elizabeth. We know 
that in the Prediction of Jesuś  birth, i.e. in the time of the Annunciation of Mary, 
St. Elizabeth was in her sixth month of pregnancy (L 1: 36, 39-45, 56-57). John the 
Baptist was conceived half a year earlier, in the time of the autumnal equinox, 23rd 
September, and born on the day of the summer solstice, 21/24 June – the midsum-
mer night, St. Johń s Eve (Kovárník 1997, 71; 2003, 333; Podborský – Kovárník 2005, 
150; 2006, 60, 62).
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The directions of the entrances into rondels then corresponded either to 
the basic direction determined by sunrise and sunset; or, in circular ditch-
es, the four entrances were determined by the cardinal points. We believe 
that two entrances could have symbolized, among other things, the two basic 
halves of the agricultural year: the active or also vegetative (between the sum-
mer and autumnal equinoxes) and passive or idle periods, from autumn to 
spring, with the simplest division. The four entrances could have represented 
the four seasons (Kovárník 1997, 37, 39–40; 2003, 332–333; Podborský, Kovárník 
2005, 149–150; 2006, 60, 62). Connecting lines of opposite pairs intersect at 
the centre of the circle (Neugebauer-Maresch 2005).24 We assume that they 
had even more accurate knowledge of how to divide a year into months. The 
twelve large holes inside the rondel in Prašník (Kuzma 2002; Karlovský, Kuz-
ma, Tirpák 2007) in southwestern Slovakia are surprising. They are regularly 
spaced by threes in each of their quadrants (Kovárník 2019, 74, Fig. 14). 

Again, everything suggests a link between the rondels and the fertility 
cult of fields and domestic animals (and consequent reproduction of the hu-
man race). A rondel could also have been an expression of the experience of 

24	 Returning to the close interrelationship of rondels with astronomy and its other 
role as Neolithic calendars, it is necessary to state calculations of the paleoastrono-
mer Z. Ministr (1999, 240–241) regarding the directing of the circular enclosure in 
Těšetice-Kyjovice. He was another one to show that its builders knew the so-called 
Neolithic equinox, which differs only slightly from the astronomical equinox. On 
the equinox, the Sun rises in any place of the planet in geographic east and sets in 
a straight line in the west. Z. Ministr believes that the rondel in Těšetice-Kyjovice 
was intentionally located on a hillside with sweeping views of the Dyje-Svratka Val-
ley with a prominent feature of the Pavlovské Hills. He has calculated that the Sun 
was rising to latitude of 48.9° at declination of 3°18´ over the top of Děvín (550 m a.s.l.) 
in spring and in autumn. In a six-month cycle, the spring term falls on 12th March, 
which was and still is the beginning of the most important agricultural work.

The triple rondel of the Stroked Pottery culture near Plotiště nad Labem, Hra-
dec Králové district, is directed in another way (50°13'52.695"N, 15°48'7.683"E). The ar-
chaeologically investigated northwestern entrance is directed at the angle of ca 305°.  
In case of the ideal arrangement of the entrances in a cross (always making an angle 
of 90°), the southeast entrance would be directed in the angle of 125°. The northeast 
entrance would form an angle of 35° and the southeast 215°. Perhaps the directing of 
the entrances is connected with other important astronomical dates. Direction of 
sunrise and sunset could be influenced by the relief of the local landscape (by the 
Orlické Mountains during the sunrise and the hilly relief in the west direction such 
as the Železné Hills, Central Bohemian Uplands etc. (Kovárník 2016, 345, Fig. 4, 18).
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time and space and their projection into repeated cycles of agricultural work, 
which enables the concept of circular time and space and a cosmic cycle in the 
rhythm of birth – death – rebirth. The sacred place where Neolithic peasants 
performed rituals to contact supernatural forces (beings) became not only the 
centre of their world, consisting of the house and the settlement with sur-
rounding fields in the horizontal view, but part of that world.

IV. CONCLUSION

Both geographically very distant motifs (2356 km) depicting ritual dance 
scenes of one woman and three men as symbols of natural forces, or real ‘ritu-
al people’ from very different social environments, in the form of a petroglyph 
in the rock gallery at Alta (the polar region of northern Norway) and on the 
vase-shaped amphora of farmers of the Late Neolithic and beginning of the 
Early Eneolithic from Střelice (a mild climatic zone) are linked by the fact 
that both creators considered it necessary to share these images with their 
companions, possibly also with their descendants or to higher forces (spir-
its or natural deities)25 for cult reasons. The large number of petroglyphs in 
the Alta rock gallery may indicate that was a sacred place, a locus sacrus, for 
millennia, immediately on the seashore, and therefore this communication 
could have been addressed to future generations as well. It cannot be une-
quivocally proven or ruled out that this was a place of religious ritual which 
was accompanied, for example, by such dancing, verbal formulae (invoca-
tion), singing etc. 

It is more than likely that the amphora from Střelice had a specific use, 
a special purpose, from the moment it was planned. Everything was probably 
associated with its ceremonial use in a certain ritual within the cult of the 
oldest farmers at the turn of the Late Neolithic and Early Eneolithic. As we 
tried to find the most probable analogies, it could have been a celebration of 
the sun in spring (the spring equinox) or in summer (the summer solstice).26 

25	 The Ojibwa Indian tribe included supernatural beings into the real world and gave 
them human attributes of the male and female gender, ability to start a family, as well 
as intelligence, emotions, friendly and hostile behavior. Similarly the Hawaiians ‘ad-
opted’ spirits into the sphere of normal consciousness (Lévi-Strauss 1996, 55). The an-
cient mythology was based on the same principles; nothing human was alien to gods. 

26	 These dates are valid for the northern hemisphere. 
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The motif ‘hammered’ by a stone into the rock in Alta also indicates the sea-
son of its creation. It must have been when snow no longer covered the local 
rocky subsoil. We will come closest to the truth if we consider that it was 
intended for the same season. 

This special purpose could have been common to both hunters/gather-
ers and farmers/herdsmen. Both depictions could demonstrate a historically 
non-contingent value which has remained valid since the Palaeolithic. This 
supports our view about the existence of the so-called anthropological con-
stant, when the members of the genus Homo or the species Homo sapiens 
sapiens behave in similar ways in similar living conditions. It is the essence 
of the ‘cultural unity of societies in time and space’ (Kovárník 1997, 10, 23, 
28 etc.). Moreover, the dance in which they are holding hands creates a feel-
ing of belonging, friendship, equality, security etc., which are very important, 
universally human (social) values. Dance is thought to have been part of the 
‘Neolithic package’ (Garfinkel 2010, 212). We state that dance was already an 
integral element in the ‘(Upper) Palaeolithic package’, among others, on the 
petroglyph in Alta. We know that the images here are not the same age. We 
also support this view by the presence of depictions of a human figure with 
a drum in a rock gallery in Alta (Fig. 12). The drum apparently served as a mu-
sical instrument during rituals and set the rhythm in ritual dances from an-
cient times (e.g. Kovárník 2019, 68–70, Fig. 5–6). Whistles and flutes also come 
from the Upper Paleolithic (Divje babe cave, Slovenia; Geissenklösterle cave 
and Hohle Fels cave, Baden-Württemberg, southern Germany – echo as ‘com-
munication’ with ghosts?; Grubgraben, Lower Austria, etc.), which also testify 
to music (and dancing?).

Despite the fundamental difference between hunting (and gathering in 
the Paleolithic and the Mesolithic) and agriculture/arable and pastoral farm-
ing (since the Neolithic), human existence has always been influenced by the 
same basic conditions. In any case, we may say that both hunters and peasants 
and herders have always depended on the renewal of vegetative forces. There-
fore, it is possible to compare the circular dance scene from the unique site at 
Alta above the Arctic Circle with a similar theme on a vase of the Moravian – 
East-Austrian group of the Painted Pottery culture. The life-giving role of the 
sun (and rain) is universal. In conclusion, we can state from the analysis of 
archaeological and ethnological sources that both hunters and gatherers, as 
well as (Neolithic) farmers depicted, ie believed in four beings (ghosts, since 
the Neolithic unknown deities). Pecked depiction of one woman and three 
men during an iconic dance by hunters and gatherers in a rock gallery in Alta 
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– Ole Pedersen, Finnmark, Norway and a scene of late Neolithic and oldest, 
Early Eneolithic farmers on a vessel from the Střelice-Sklep settlement told 
very important stories for the society of that time. It is generally assumed that 
hunters and gatherers (from northern Scandinavia) considered the landscape 
to be a woman (‘sentient or sacred ecology’), specifically with such impor-
tant landscaping elements as fjords. These features also included valleys and 
rivers, see, or hills. We could probably compare this to the cult of ‘Mother 
Earth’, or ‘Great Mother’, the cult of fertility and fruitfulness of farmers in 
the late Neolithic and oldest, Early Eneolithic. The worship of the landscape 
in the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic we could call the cult of the ‘Great Mother’, 
‘Mother Nature’, who gave people her fruits, game animals, fishes, edible fruits 
and plants, necessary wood and the like. We are considering the possibility 
that such cosmological depictions or reconstructions could be an ‘ode’ to the 
iconic, life-giving landscape. Hunters and gatherers in the Palaeolithic and 
Mesolithic were fixed mainly on the area, landscape, while farmers on the Ne-
olithic and Eneolithic were fixed on the time due to adhering to agrotechnical 
time limits. Of course, everything always happened in space-time.

Levitating animal figures can also be a reflection of the reincarnation 
of shamans. Rock art in Scandinavia, as well as rare depictions of ‘stories’ in 
the Neolithic and Eneolithic of Central Europe, has its essence in cosmology 
and myths.

FIG. 12. Alta, Finnmark, northern 
Norway: a man probably with 
a  drum (after https://www.alta-
museum.no/en/the-rock-art-of-
-alta/rock-art-figures/drum)
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