
as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the 
world are eternally justified"" . While Kateb may refused 
to seek aesthetic satisfaction in social phenomena36

, Ar
taud would probe into an alternative aestheticism other 
than Nietzsche's formulation or what Kateb discerned 
as "democratic aestheticism': to heal the woulds and 
diseases in cultural inter-relationship. 
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The aesthetic experience of bad art: 
from the point of view of the evaluative 

approach to aesthetic experience 

ABSTRACT 

In contemporary aesthetics, there is a continuing 
debate on aesthetic experience: the content approach 
vs. the evaluative approach. Recently Noel Carroll has 
claimed that the evaluative approach cannot properly 
explain the aesthetic value of bad art. The aim of my pa
per is to examine Carroll's objection and to reconsider 
the aesthetic experience of bad art from the point of 
view of the evaluative approach. ! assert that there might 
be a miscommunication at the base of Carroll's criticism 
and that this miscommunication arises from the differ
ence of terminology of "valuable (valued) for its own 
sake:' 

D. INTRODUCTION 

In the history of aesthetics, there have been many 
debates on the nature of aesthetic experience. In this 
paper, 1 focus on a continuing and ongoing debate on 
aesthetic experience: the dispute between the content 
approach and the evaluative approach. On the one 
hand, those who advocate the content approach define 
aesthetic experience as focusing on certain properties. 
On the other hand, those who advocate the evaluative 
approach distinguish between aesthetic experience and 
the mere recognition of such properties. According to 
this approach, mere focus ing on such properties is not 
sufficient for aesthetic experience. Something more is 
necessary. -!hey think it is a certain sort of evaluation. 

Recently one of the advocates of the content ap
proach, Noel Carroll, has claimed that the evaluative 
approach cannot properly explain the aesthetic value of 
bad art.' According to the evaluative approach, Carroll 
says, aesthetic experiences of bad art are at best instru
mentally valuable and not valuable for their own sake. 

But how should we understand the value of bad art? Is 

'Carroll (2015, 172). 
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the Carroll's criticism appropriate? The aim of this paper 
is to re-examine the aesthetic experience of bad art fro m 
the point of view of the evaluative approach and to make 
clear the various types of evaluation of bad art.' 

1. THE CONTENT APPROACH VS. 
THE EVALUATIVE APPROACH 

Let us start by surveying the claims of two approaches: 
the content approach,' recently supported by Noel Car
roll, and the evaluative approach,' recently advocated 
by Robert Stecker and Jesse Prinz. 

According to the content approach, aesthetic experi
ence is defined as focusing on certain properties. Carroll 
posits these as aesthetic, formal, or expressive proper
ties ' This conception of aesthetic experience is disjunc
tive. So focusing on at least one of these properties is 
sufficient for aesthetic experience. 

For the purposes of this paper, the most important 
point of this approach is that no evaluation is required 
for aesthetic experience. Carroll says, 

"it is a deflationary account because it does not 
require that aesthetic experience involve some 
special evaluative dimension , such as that the 
experience be valued for its own sake, a desid
eratum commonly associated with aesthetic ex-

'Another recent debate pi IS Carroll against Alan Goldman. This debate 
mainly focuses on the extension of aesthet ic experiences. See Gold
man (2013) and Carroll (2015). Firs!, Goldman argues for a broad view 
of aesthetic experience. He claims that we should expand the e;\1en
sion of aesthetic experience and admit the ro le of moral or inteiJectual 
faculty in the experience. Second, Goldman claims that carrolrs con
ception of form is too broad. Third, Goldman charges that Carroll is 
inconsistent about the relation between moral property and aesthetic 
property. Carroll (2015) carefully replies 10 these objections. Although 
my presentation does not deal with this debate, this difference sheds 
light on Carroll's conception of aesthetic experience from another per
spective. 
'Carroll (2012, 2015). 
'Stecker (2006b, 2010), Prinz(2011). 
5Another champion of th is approach would be Monroe Beardsley. He 
proposes such properties as intensity, complexity, and unity. 
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perience in many of the leading accounts of the 
phenomenon" (Carroll 2015, 172). 

On the other hand, the evaluative approach, as its 
name suggests, requires a certain sort of evaluation. 
Of course, aesthetic experience is traditionally con
nected to some special sorts of evaluation, which has 
been characterized by the phrases "disinterestedness" 
or "valuable for its own sake." In this sense, the evalua
tive approach is not at all uncommon. It is, in fact, a very 
traditional approach. Recent advocates, such as Robert 
Stecker and Jesse Prinz, try to elaborate on the charac
terization of this evaluative attitude so as to capture our 
ordinary conception of aesthetic experience. For exam
ple, Robert Stecker proposes "the minimal conception:• 
According to this view, aesthetic experience is 

"the experience derived from attending in a 
discriminating manner to forms , qualities or 
meaningful features of things, attending to these 
for their own sake or the sake of a payoff intrinsic 
to this very experience" (Stecker 2010, 52-53). 

As this quote shows, Stecker carefully avoids confining 
the type of evaluation to "evaluation for its own sake:' 
That is, he leaves room for attending to some properties 
for the sake of "a payoff intrinsic to this very experience." 
So we should not simply equate Stecker's view with 
those traditional accounts that were objects of Dickie's 
severe criticism in the second half of the 20th century.' 

2. CARROLL'S CRITICISM OF THE EVALUATIVE 
APPROACH:"INSTRUMENTALLY VALUABLE" OR 

"VALUABLE FOR ITS OWN SAKE" 

Given these differences, let us look closely at Carroll 's 
criticism of the evaluative approach. He said, 

"[p]erhaps the defender of the evaluative view 
of aesthetic experience will argue that experienc
es of bad art are valuable because they teach us 
about badness in art. But even if that is coherent 
it shows, at best, that these experiences are in
strumentally valuable, not that they are valuable 
for their own sake" (Carroll2015, note 1). 

Carroll thinks that according to the evaluative ap
proach, experiencing bad art is not valuable for its own 
sake (and that such artworks are, at best, instrumentally 
valuable). But why? Let us examine this closely. 

2.1 On the Meaning of"Valuable for Its Own Sake" 

We need to examine the implications of the phrase 
"valuable for its own sake:• Specifically, how should we 
understand the term "valuable"? 

' For example, Dickie (1964). 
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In one interpretation, the term "valuable" implies that 
its object is valued positively. Carroll interprets it in this 
way. Thus, he criticizes the evaluative approach and 
claims that the content approach's advantage is that it 
can accommodate negative aesthetic experience.' 

But should we understand the phrase "valuable fo r 
its own sake" only in the narrow sense? In another in
terpretation, its valence might be positive or negative. 
Those who adopt this interpretation understand the 
word "valuable" to mean "assessable." Of course, the 
term "valuable" itself has a positive nuance. Thus, not 
always but usually, Stecker seems to choose the term 
"valued" instead of "valuable:'' That is, Stecker uses the 
phrase "valued for its own sake;• regardless of whether 
its valence is positive or negative.'·" Furthermore, 
Stecker leaves room for indifferent aesthetic experience. 
The reason is that "(t]o find an experience indifferent is 
to evaluate it. It is to put it at the zero point on a scale of 
value" (Stecker 2006b, 284). 

To be honest, I myself prefer this latter position; I 
would like to leave room for the negative and "valuable" 
aesthetic experience. But in this paper, I do not make 
any explicit argument on this issue. !leave it open. In
stead, I simply consider the nature of negative aesthetic 
experience on behalf of the evaluative approach. 

2.2 Severa l Options 

Note that how we should understand the meaning of 
"valuable" is one issue, and whether we should choose 

1"A second advantage of my version of the content approach is that 
it allows for negative aesthetic experiences, whereas, arguably, the 
evaluative approach does not. It seems undeniable that many of our 
encounters l\'ith artworks can be negative or indifferent. But it does 
not seem that these count as aesthetic experiences on the view that 
aesthetic experiences are self-reward ing. For it sounds like a contra
diction in terms to say that an unhappy experience of an unintention
ally incoherent novel is self-rewarding" (Carroll2015, 172-173). 
' For example, in Stecker (2010)'s summary of Chapter 3, he- no doubt 
intentiona lly-uses the word "valued " instead of "valuable." After 
comparing the minimal view (of the evaluative approach) with the 
content approach, he said, "we have argued that the minimal view is 
superior because it, unlike the content oriented approach, captures 
the idea that aesthetic experiences are va lued for their own sake" 
(Stecker 2010, W-61). 
90f course, whether we should accept the negative aesthetic experi
ence is debatable, so we have to be careful that this is not a knock 
down argument. In fact, Stecker says it is a semantic problem. TI1at is, 
on the interpretation of this phrase, he does not commit strongly to 
one side. Stecker modestly claims that his view can accommodate this 
type of interpretation. Stecker says: "Is aesthetic experience always 
something positively valued? The answer is that this is a semantic 
matter, but we can certainly recognize negatively valued aesthetic 
experiences, consistent with the idea that such experiences are valued 
for themselves. All that is needed is that the negative evaluation is of 
the experience itself rather than further things it brings to us~ (Stecker 
2010, 55). 
100n the other hand, Dura-Vila (20 16) strongly mainta ins that we 
should accept the negative experience. 
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the evaluative approach or the content approach is an
other issue. They are separate issues. But it seems that 
the difference in terminology is what causes the dis
agreement between Carroll and Stecker. 

Let us see this debate from a different point of view. 
We can see several options here. 

Q. Aesthetic experiences are ... 
a. only positive experiences. 
b. variably evalua ted experiences. (The valence 

could be positive, negative, or indifferent.) 
Q. The valence of "valuable (or valued) fo r its own 

sake" is ... 
a. only positive. 
p. variable. (The valence could be positive, negative, 

or indifferent.) 
Q. Aesthetic exper ience is defined by •.. 

A. The non-evaluative approach. (Content approach) 
B. The one-way evaluative approach. (The valence is 

only positive.) 
C. The variable-way evaluative approach. (The va

lence could be positive, negative, or indifferent.) 
Since Stecker leaves room for the negative or indiffer

ent aesthetic experience, he can, at least theoretically, 
choose the position b-P-C." The option b-P-C can read
ily explain the aesthetic experience of bad art. 

To be fair to Carroll, we should note that he does not 
ignore the possibility of b (negatively aesthetic experi
ence). As I said earlier, he admits the negative aesthetic 
experience, and he even claims it as an advantage of his 
view that his view can accommodate such an experi
ence. So, concerning the extension of aesthetic experi
ence, Stecker and Carroll could agree to choose b. 

But let us look closely at Carroll's terminology. Carroll 
proposes an interpretation of the phrase "valuable fo r 
its own sake:• He says that "(t]he evaluative view of aes
thetic experience claims that aesthetic experiences are 
necessarily self-rewarding" (Carroll2015, 173). Since we 
have already seen Stecker's view, which was close to po
sition b-p-C, it may seem odd that Carroll characterizes 
the evaluative view in this way. As far as I know, Stecker 
himself does not claim that aesthetic experiences are 
necessarily self-rewarding, but Carroll construes Stecker 
so. 

I suspect that this miscommunication derives from 
Carroll's interpretation of "valuable for its own sake:' As 
we have seen, Stecker carefully avoids using the term 
"valuable" and uses the term "valued:' On the o ther 
hand, Carroll understands "valuable" only in a positive 

11To be precise, he does not clearly advocate this position. He modestly 
says that his theory is coherent to this position and that h e can accom
modate the indifferent aesthetic experience. In any case, it is certa in 
that he cares about this possibility of the position b·P-C. But I do not 
think it is clear whether Stecker accepts the option a-o:-B. 
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way. That is, Carroll chooses interpretation a. Depend
ing on this terminology, Carroll seems to claim that the 
evaluative view is "self-contradictory" about negative 
aesthetic experience," so he goes to conclusion A (the 
content approach). Finally, Carroll's position would be 
b-a-A. 

As Stecker says, how to deal with the "negative aes
thetic experience" might be a semantic problem. But in 
any case, to advance the debate, it would be useful to 
look closely at the natme of the negatively evaluated aes
thetic experience. In the next section, I examine such an 
experience by discussing two cases: ugly art and bad art. 
Through this discussion, we shall make clear the various 
types of evaluation of bad art. 

3. THE VARIOUS TYPES OF EVALUATION 
THROUGH NEGATIVE AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE: 

DEMIEN HIRST AND BAD ART 

How should we understand the negatively evaluated 
aesthetic experience? Is it ever possible? If it is, how is 
it possible? To demonstrate that the possibility of such 
an experience is not just conceptual, we must examine 
some actual cases. 

Participants of this debate offer some examples of a 
negative experience. Bad art is one of the examples. As 
I said in the introduction of this paper, Carroll himself 
mentions bad art. But exactly what example Carroll has 
in his mind seems ambiguous. Is it aesthetically bad 
art or artistically bad art? In what follows, I discuss two 
cases: 

1) ugly and artistically good art and 2) artistically bad 
art. Let us consider how we could evaluate them. The 
main question here is How can we appreciate bad art 
aesthetically? But before tackling this question, le t us 
consider ugly art. 

3.1 The Works of Demien Hirst 

The firs t case we examine is works that are aestheti
cally negative and a rtistically positive. Demien Hirst's 
Mother and Child (Divided) is one such work. This is 
one of the masterpieces of contemporary art. After being 
shocked into silence by his work, many viewers think 
that it does have great artistic value. We have to explain 
how this work draws so many viewers and is so well re
ceived. 

First, let us consider the aesthetic aspect of Hirst's 
work. How should we explain its aesthetic aspect? Car-

12carroll says "it appears vi rtually self-contrad ictory to maintain that 
the unfortunate experiencing with understanding of an incoheren t 
drama is self-rewarding" (Carroll2015, 173). 
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roll does not have a problem here, because in his view, 
we need only focus on properties. Even if the experience 
is negative, just focusing makes the experience aesthet
ic. 

Stecker also admits the possibility that Hirst's work 
gives us aesthetic experience. Given his view, this is to 
be expected. As we saw earlier, he thinks that all that is 
needed is evaluation, whether its valence is positive or 
negative. But in order to see that Stecker's position is not 
just theoretical but substantial, let us look closely at his 
view. 

In his book Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art, 
Stecker proposes some ways of evaluating Hirst's work. 
On the one hand, Stecker appreciated it in terms of its 
instrumental value. He says, 

"suppose, after attending an exhibit of a bi
sected cow, we say, "It was just like visiting the 
dentist; 1 hated being there, but I'm better off for 
it. 1 can deal better with things that disgust me:' 
Here we find positive instrumental (even perhaps 
survival) value in the experience, but we would 
not count it as positive aesthetically, if we count it 
an aesthetic experience at all" (Stecker 2010, 56). 

And on the other hand, Stecker admits the possibility 
of positive and aesthetic evaluation of Hirst's work. 

"Carroll replies that enjoyment per se is not 
required for (positively valued) aesthetic experi
ence. Again this is true. We aesthetically appre
ciate grotesque works like those of Grunewald, 
and some might be able to similarly appreciate 
Damien Hirst's bisected cows. Enjoyment might 
not be quite the right word here, but what is in 
question is an experience that we value for itself 
and not simply for some heightening of our abili
ties that it brings about" (Stecker 2010, 62). 

Thus Stecker admits that at least two types of evalu
ation of Hirst's work are possible: instrumental (and 
positive) evaluation, and aesthetic and positive evalua
tion. Both evaluations seem to lead readily to its artistic 
value. 

How about the third option: aesthetic and negative 
evaluation? As I said earlier, Stecker admits the possibil
ity of such an evaluation. But could such an evaluation 
promote the work's artistic value? Yes, for the evaluative 
scheme is not the same between aesthetic value and 
artistic value. In some cases, being aesthetically good 
might constitute a defect in the work, depending on the 
work's purpose. For example, in a realistic tragedy, a 
beautiful gesture might detract from its artistic value. 13 

Being aesthetically good is not necessary for being ar
tistically good, and in some cases, being aesthetically 
good might cause artistic defect. Furthermore-and this 
is important for us-being aesthetically bad might suit 
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its artistic purpose. Hirst's work is just such a case. lt is 
designed to elicit shock and fear from us, and one of the 
points of this work is to motivate us to think about our 
life and death. lhe emotion and feeling it stirs in us fit 
the work's purpose. Being aesthetically bad could pro
mote its artistic value. 

In this way, the artistic value of Hirst's work can be ex
plained in terms of the artist's achievement. Both Steck
er and Carroll understand artistic value in terms of a 
sort of achievement. According to the achievement view 
of artistic value, artistically good works are works that 
achieve something in terms of their art form, art kind, 
genre, and so on." In this sense, artistic value is a sort of 
institutionalized value.'; Its evaluation axis depends on 
the institution that the work and its viewer are in."·" 

At this stage, we should note Kant's remark in Section 
48 of Critique of Judgment. Kant says that we cannot ap
preciate ugliness that arouses loathing in us." That is, 
if the work is so grotesque that we have an intolerably 
unpleasant reaction to it, we cannot appreciate the work 
aesthetically." 

But it is worth noting that the borderline between 
such terribly ugly works and works whose purpose is to 
get us to appreciate their (relatively weak) ugliness is 
not so clear. I admit, in line with Stecker, that if we focus 
on an object's ugliness in a discriminating manner and 
with understanding, the experience might become an 

u"(T]hough grace is usually a property that gives the object that pas· 
sesses it positive value, on some occasions it may detract from the 
overall value of the object of appreciation. An arnvork intent on exhib· 
iting the brutality of war would not help itself by rendering its dying 
figures gracefully' (Stecker 2010, 68}. 
H"Ideally the arnvork has been formally, expressively, and/or aes
thetically contrived in ways that advance its purposes. j ... JWhere the 
means of embodying the purposes of the work succeed, we appreciate 
the work and regard our experience of it as worthy of our attention" 
(Carroll2015, 175}. 
15"Artistic value comprises a diverse set of values because it is any 
vaJue relevant to the evaluation of artworks as art, or, in other words, it 
is any value that we derive from works existing within art institutions 
or practices when appreciated as members of those institutions or 
p,ractices' (Stecker 2012, 361 }. 
'Concerning the fact that the contrivance of this work achieves its ar
tistic purpose, Carroll would explain this as a formal property the work 

g~~~~~~~
5

~xplanation of negative aesthetic experience is a bit com
plicated. He proposes a two-stage theory of aesthetic experience. He 
seems to think that some positive aspect is required for aesthetic ex
perience. This might be the difference between his view and Stecker's. 
SeePrinz(2011}. 
·~ [ 0 Jnly one kind of ugliness cannot be represented in a way adequate 
to nature without destroying all aesthetic satisfaction, hence beauty 
in art, namely, that which arouses loathing. For since in this strange 
sensation, resting on sheer imagination, the objecl is represented as 
if it were imposing the enjoyment which we are nevertheless forcibly 
resisting, the artistic representation of the object is no longer distin
guished in our sensation itself from the nature of the object itse lf, and 
il then becomes impossible for the former to be taken as beautiful~ 
(Kant 2000, 190}. 
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aesthetic appreciation. In such an experience, various 
types of evaluation might be involved. Typically, many 
hideous artworks do not seek only to elicit loathing in 
us. 1here is a moment in which we are pushed to reflect 
and engage in introspection. And while reflecting on 
ourselves, we continue to focus on the work's formal 
and/or expressive properties. 

Of course, we can appreciate instrwnental or cogni
tive value in such an experience. These are clearly posi
tive values. But in the experience, and in the process of 
the reflective thinking, we do not turn away from the 
negative property. The valence of our affection or feeling 
should be negative, and we appreciate the work because 
of the negativity. (Otherwise, the work's purpose is not 
achieved. Ugly art should be distinguished from art that 
pleases the viewer or leaves him/her indifferent.) So in 
experiencing these works, at least, we depreciate their 
negative aesthetic value and appreciate their positive 
instrumental or cognitive value. 

3.2 Bad Art 

Let us turn to the second case: bad art. 
Though the term "bad art" is commonly used, its 

meaning is not so clear. Some might understand it to 
refer to aesthetically bad (or unmoving) art. But in what 
follows, to distinguish it from ugly art, I use this term to 
mean "artistically-not-positive:' Bad art is art that fails to 
achieve its artistic purpose and does not possess posi
live artistic value. This is the crucial contrast to Hirst's 
work. 

Note that the aesthetic experience of bad art is not 
necessarily negative. Since the essential point of bad art 
lies simply in its artistic failure, bad art does not imply 
that the experience is aesthetically negative. Of course, 
most bad works of art do not give us a positive aesthetic 
experience, but in some cases bad art might possess 
aesthetic value. 

But this could not be the case Carroll had in mind 
when Carroll posed the criticism. '!he point of Carroll's 
criticism is that the evaluative approach cannot prop
erly explain the value of bad art. Artistically negative 
and aesthetically positive work does not fit into Carroll's 

1'Furthermore, Kanl's passage might evoke the idea of psychical dis
tance. Edward Bullough (1912} claims that aesthetically appreciating 
something might require some degree of "psyclzica/ distance ... Al
though this concept itse lf has historically become a focus of continu
ing criticisms (see, e.g., Dickie 1964), it might be worth reconsidering 
this concept in relation to Kanl's passage. That is, th is concept might 
be useful to explain our negative aesthetic appreciation. In one inter
pretation, this state of mind seems to be that in which, while our atten
tion is on an object or its property, our consciousness is not strongly 
connected to our affec1ive or emotional aspecr. (Comparing this idea 
'''ith Prinz's theory of emotion would be a fruitful topic for future in
quiry.} 

www.ica2016.org 

argument. Carroll must have another case in mind. 
So let us consider the bad art that does not seem to 

have aesthetic value. The typical reaction to these works 
is pleasure-less, bored, or unpleasant disparagement. In 
some cases, the experience is negative, or in other cases, 
it is neutral or indifferent. Usually, we find little or no 
positive value in these works. But even in disparaging a 
work, we can focus on the features of the work in a dis
criminating manner. Imagine that you are in a museum. 
You encounter a friend, who whispers, "Hey, look at this 
picture. Its choice of colors is hideous ... I want you to 
share this feeling:• So you focus on the picture's colors 
and the feelings they generate in you, and you also try to 
point out how bad the picture is2 0 

There is no positive aesthetic experience here. But can 
it be said that there is no aesthetic experience here? Not 
necessarily, according to Stecker. Although the valence 
is negative or indifferent, this experience is not the same 
as a merely unpleasant perception. In looking at the bad 
picture, you focus on the features with understanding 
and in a discriminating manner. You examine the ways 
in which the picture is terrible. You take an evaluative 
attitude during the experience, and you engage in evalu
ation for its own sake. If so, advocates of the evaluative 
approach, at least Stecker, may admit that it is an aes
thetic experience (although Prinz might object to th is 
terminology). 

Finally, let us consider the case in which we dare to 
(positively) appreciate bad artworks that do not have 
any positive aesthetic aspect." I contend that whether 
such an appreciation is possible is open to debate. And 
even if such an appreciation is possible, it should be an 
unofficial appreciation. But we do not have to limit such 
an appreciation to a personal or idiosyncratic one. In a 
small group, members might be able to share the feeling 
and communicate it with each other." In any case, as 1 
said of ugly art, if the negativity is too strong, the appre
ciation is corrupted. 

In sum, if we judge that a work's artistic purpose is 
successfully achieved, then the work is artistically good 
even if the experience is aesthetically negative. And if we 
judge that a work's artistic purpose is not achieved, then 
the work is bad art even if the experience is aesthetically 
positive. 

20An example of what T have in mind as bad art is Lucy In the Field Wirh 
Flowers. l11is image is available at the website of Museum of Bad Art 
(http:/ /www.museumofbadart.org/collection/portraiture- l. php ). 
" Prinz (2011} considers such a case. 
n-rhe Museum of Bad Art (www.museumofbadart.org) is one such 
project. 

521 



The evaluative approach's explanation of "bad art" 
could vary depending on the interpretation of "bad art." 
In the case of ugly and artistically successful art, a nega
tive aesthetic experience could still be aesthetic, and a 
negative aesthetic experience could contribute to the 
work's artistic success. Even in the case of artis tically un
successful art, the experience could be aesthetic in the 
sense that the focus is placed on the work's properties, 
in a discriminating manner, and with understanding of 
the work. Adding to this, the evaluative approach could 
explain the case in which we unofficially and arbitrarily 
enjoy the putative bad art. 

These explanations owe a debt to the terminology that 
accommodates the negatively- or indifferently-evaluat
ed aesthetic experience. But if we adopt Carroll's (and 
Prinz's) terminology, which does not accommodate 
such types of evaluation, it would be difficult to explain 
such an experience. I suspect that the miscommunica
tion between Carroll and Stecker is caused by this differ
ence in terminology. 
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Do rock carvings tell stories?: 
aspects of narrativity in Scandinavian 

bronze age petroglyphs 

ABSTRACT 

Rock art constitutes the most expressive, widespread 
and accumulated corpus of images with a prehistoric 
date, the oldest ones dating back to at least 40.000 BCE. 
In Europe, Scandinavia holds the largest concentration 
of rock art (i.e. petroglyphs), created c. 9000 - 1st centu
ry BCE, numerous of them showing figurative represen
tations. Since the beginning of rock art research in the 
18t century, these images have given rise to vivid inter
pretations, related to stories and myths found in Saami 
ethnography, Old Norse religion, and Indo-European 
mythology. However, we still do not know in detail their 
purpose and meaning. not least their potential narrative 
content. 

Are they indeed telling stories, and if so, to which 
extent? A basic problem concerning these approaches 
above is the lack of a deeper theoretical discussion 
concerning what constitutes narrativity in non-verbal, 
visual media, like petroglyphs in our case. How could 
we at all know whether they depict events? Despite an 
increasing interest in narratology within the humani
ties during the last 50 years, as a research area it is still 
mostly predominant among literary analysts, linguists, 
and semioticians. 

In this paper, I will discuss possible narratological ap
proaches extended to visual media such as petroglyphs. 
We might reasonably distinguish between three levels of 
pictorial narrativity: representations of (i) single events, 
understood as the transition from one state of affairs to 
another, usually involving (groups of) agents; (ii) stories, 
i.e. particular sequences of related events that are situ
ated in the past and retold for e.g. ideological purposes; 
and (iii) by implication, master-narratives being deeply 
embedded in a culture, which provide cosmological 
explanations and a pattern for cultural life and social 
structure. Some concrete examples of petroglyphs will 
be presented and analysed from a narratological and 
iconographical perspective.' 
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1. ROCK CARVINGS AND ICONOLOGY 

Rock carvings, rock art, o r petroglyphs are images 
created by removing parts of a rock surface by incising. 
picking, carving, or scratching, normally using lithic 
flakes or hammerstones as tools. Such petroglyphs, 
which should be distinguished from petrographs, i.e. 
images such as cave paintings drawn or painted on rock 
surfaces, can be found all over the world (except for Ant
arctica), some of the earliest examples in Australia, as 
much as 27 ka old. In Europe, the oldest ones were pro
duced since the Upper Paleolithic ( 40 -10 ka), most of 
them found in Portugal in the C6a Valley (22 - 10 ka), in 
Italy in Valcamonica (12 ka) - and not least in Northern 
Europe, most of them from the Bronze and the earliest 
Iron Age ( 1, 700- 200 BCE). 

Indeed, the largest concentration of European petro 
glyphs can be found in Scandinavia, with about 30,000 
registered sites, c. 20% of them with figurative images 
and the rest consisting of non-figurative configurations 
such as cup marks and cupules.' As to the motifs of the 
figurative images, we may discern representations of hu
man figures (e.g. warriors, hunters, dancers), footsteps, 
prey and domestic animals (e.g. wild boars, bulls, deer), 
wagons, instruments (e.g. lures), weapons and tools (e.g. 
bows, swords, axes, ploughs), suncrosses/ -symbols -
and a large amount of ships (though, interestingly, no 
houses)' Moreover, the constellations and renderings of 
these figures are often very vivid and dynamic, suggest
ing various forms of social (inter-) action, such as fishing 
or hunting activities, dancing, combat scenes, and also 
scenes of sexual intercourse between anthropomorphic 
beings (cf.jigure 1). 

11 would like to thank Peter Skoglund, Anna Cabak RCdei, and Tomas 
Persson for valuable comments and discussions on earlier drafts of 
this paper. 
' Goldhahn & Ling (2013), p. 270. 
'cr. Skoglund, Li ng, & Bertilsson (2015); Helskog (2012); Ung (2012); 
Goldhahn & ling (2013). 
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