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V

Vorwort

Die frühgeshihtlihe Arhäologie Miteleuropas kennt mit den 
„Grundproblemen der frühgeshihtlihen Entwiklung im Mitel-
donauraum“ und dem „Internationalen Sahsensymposion“ zwei 
weit verzweigte Netzwerke, in denen sih Wissenshatlerinnen 
und Wissenshatler aus vierzehn Ländern Mitel- und Nordeuro-
pas in jährlihen Tagungen zusammeninden. Es lag auf der Hand, 
beide Kreise in einer Konferenz zusammenzuführen, auf der 
grundlegende Fragen der Frühgeshihte Europas dargestellt und 
diskutiert werden sollten. Vor diesem Hintergrund entwikelte ein 
Gremium von zehn Wissenshatlerinnen und Wissenshatlern 
seit 2006 ein Tagungskonzept, das unter dem Thema „Glaube, Kult 
und Herrshat. Phänomene des Religiösen im 1. Jahrtausend in 
Mitel- und Nordeuropa“ beide Kreise zur inhaltlihen Diskus-
sion, aber auh zum näheren Kennenlernen zusammenbringen 
sollte. Vom 8. bis 14. November 2008 fand shließlih diese Konfe-
renz im Arhäologishen Museum der Stadt Frankfurt in Frankfurt  
am Main stat, ermögliht durh die inanzielle Förderung des 
 Arhäologishen Museums sowie der Römish-Germanishen 
Kommission des Deutshen Arhäologishen Instituts und der 
 österreihishen Akademie der Wissenshaten.

„Glaube, Kult und Herrshat“ war das große Rahmenthema 
dieser Tagung. Aufgelöst in die drei Zeitsheiben „Römishe Kai-
serzeit“, „Völkerwanderungszeit“ und „Frühes Mitelalter“ sowie 
ferner ergänzt durh einen diahronen Blok wurden zentrale 
Themen dieses Problemkreises erörtert. Im Mitelpunkt eines ers-
ten Abshnites stand dabei die Manifestation von Maht im Reli-
giösen, wofür sih in unserem Arbeitsgebiet sowohl aus dem Im-
perium als auh im Barbaricum herausragende Beispiele aus dem 
1. bis 10. Jahrhundert inden lassen. Dabei kommt den eigentlihen 
Kulthandlungen und deren arhäologisher Evidenz eine zentrale 
Bedeutung zu. Daneben zu stellen sind die Bestatungen und das 
Bestatungszeremoniell der Herrshenden, aber auh die Arhi-
tektur von Kultbauten im weitesten Sinne. In diahronem Ansatz 
konnte so der Vergleih zwishen herausragenden Denkmalkom-
plexen, königlihen Grablegen und den frühen Kirhen gewagt 
werden. Dabei durten die paganen Riten der frühgeshihtlihen 
Ethnien Ostmiteleuropas niht vernahlässigt werden, selbst wenn 
die arhäologishe Basis für weiterführende Interpretationen niht 
immer so tragfähig ist wie in anderen Regionen West- und Nord-
europas.



VI Vorwort

Eine lange, kulturhistorish und mentalitätsgeshihtlih 
grundlegende Traditionslinie lässt sih im Bereih der Amulete 
und der Kultbilder nahvollziehen. Die Amulete stellen basale 
Formen der Volksreligiosität mit einer erstaunlihen Traditions-
beständigkeit dar. In der Auseinandersetzung zwishen Hoh-
kultur und Barbaricum entwikelt sih in der ersten Hälte des  
1. nahhristlihen Jahrtausends eine Symbolsprahe, die zunähst 
in den germanish geprägten Kulturen und dann in der Bildspra-
he des hristlihen Frühmitelalters erste überregionale und damit 
europäishe Verständigungsebenen indet.

Es war den Mitgliedern des vorbereitenden Ausshusses durh-
aus bewusst, dass im Rahmen dieser Konferenz kaum ein abshlie-
ßendes oder gar vollständiges Bild entwikelt werden konnte. Das 
wissenshatlihe Konzept zielte vielmehr auf die Integration ein-
zelner Themenkomplexe aus jenen Bereihen und Regionen Euro-
pas, für die die „Grundprobleme“ und das „Sahsensymposion“ 
seit vielen Jahren wesentliher Motor wissenshatliher Diskus-
sion und arhäologishen Erkenntnisgewinnes sind. Wir sind uns 
allerdings siher, dass so ein umfassender Einblik in zentrale Fra-
gen zur Arhäologie von „Glaube, Kult und Herrshat“ gewonnen 
werden konnte, wofür der vorliegende Band ein eindruksvolles 
Zeugnis ist.

Unser Dank gilt den Kolleginnen und Kollegen, die sih so 
intensiv und kooperativ für die Vorbereitung der gemeinsamen 
Konferenz engagiert haben: Für die Grundprobleme im Mitel-
donauraum sind dies Prof. Dr. C. Bálint (Budapest), Prof. Dr. F. 
Daim (Mainz), Dr. K. Pieta (Nitra), Dr. A. Stuppner (Wien) sowie 
Dr. J. Tejral (Brünn), für das Internationale Sahsensymposion  
Dr. U. von Freeden (Frankfurt), Prof. Dr. E. Wamers (Frankfurt) und 
Dr. L. Webster (London) sowie die Unterzeihnenden. Der Römish-
Germanishen Kommission und ihrem Direktor, Herrn Prof. Dr.  
Friedrih Lüth danken wir für ihre Gastfreundshat vor und wäh-
rend der Tagung. Die RGK erklärte sih zudem bereit, den vorlie-
genden Band in ihre Reihe Kollquien zur Vor- und Frühgeshihte 
aufzunehmen, wofür wir ebenfalls besonders dankbar sind. Unser 
ganz besonderer Dank gilt Dr. Uta von Freeden und Herrn Prof. 
Dr. Egon Wamers sowie den Mitarbeiterinnen und Mitarbeitern 
der Römish-Germanishen Kommission und des Arhäologishen 
Museums, die die Konferenz selbst in großer Gastfreundshat und 
Herzlihkeit organisierten und die den vorliegenden Band shon 
ein Jahr nah der Frankfurter Tagung der Fahöfentlihkeit vor-
legen.

Claus von Carnap-Bornheim Herwig Friesinger
Shleswig Wien
August 2009 August 2009
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329Pre-Christian cult at aristocratic residences and settlement complexes in southern Scandinavia

In the years 1935 – 1942 Poul Nørlund excavated the 
Viking Age fort Trelleborg in Zealand. The fort area 
was fully investigated and the results of the exca-
vations were presented in 1948 2. The Viking fort is 
well known internationally; less well known are a 
range of older features that were found in connec-
tion with the excavation. These include a number 
of wells and circular ditch systems that belong to 
the time before the fort was built. Nørlund already 
described these features in his publication as repre-
senting “a sacriicial site” because of their notable 
ind material 3. In the fort area, ive wells and four 
ditch features were investigated (ig. 1). The wells 
are unlikely to have functioned as ordinary wells, 
partly since several drew litle or no water despite a 
depth of up to three metres, and partly because they 
all lack traces of the well casing that is necessary to 
ensure clean well water and to prevent soil sliding 
in. Their function was clearly something diferent, 
as underscored clearly by their contents. In two of 
the features, B  47 and B  121, skeletons of children 4 
and 7 years old and several animal skeletons were 
found, as well as jewellery, weapons and other ob-
jects from the Viking Age. Both the children and 
several of the animals had clearly been thrown into 
the wells in intact condition. Several of the animal 
bones also exhibit traces of ire. The inds in the ive 
funnel-shaped well features comprise: 
B  47: Skeletons of two children, 4 and 7 years old, 

as well as bones of horse, cow, pig, goat, dog and 
jackdaw. Bowl-shaped brooches, a bowl balance, 
an arrowhead, two bone pins, two iron mount-
ings, fragments of warp weights, ired clay.

B  117: Two bone pins, a bone comb and a whet-
stone.

B  121: Skeletons of two 4-year-old children, four 
horses, two cows, six pigs, two sheep, a dog, a 
red deer and a peregrine falcon. Also three strap 
clasps, a knife and various pieces of iron.

B  123: Axe blade.

B  125: Shield boss, rotating mill and the skull of a c. 
35-year-old man (ig. 2).
Close beside the features B  117, 121 and 123 lay a 

circular ditch feature with an opening or entrance 
in the south-east. Another ditch feature was found 
inside the northern gateway of the fort. The ditches 
do not seem to have contained a bearing structure, 
but it is more likely they had a fence. The function 
of the ditch features is uncertain, but a link with 
the three funnel-shaped wells seems on the face of 
it to be a natural conclusion. Nørlund interpreted 
the ive pits as sacriicial wells, and the three ditch 
features at B  117, 121 and 123 as the site of the ac-
tual sacriice before the humans and animals were 
thrown into the wells.

Doubt was cast later on Nørlund’s interpretation 
of the well and ditch features as representing a pre-
Christian cultic area from the time before the build-
ing of the fort. In his doctoral dissertation from 
1966, however, Olaf Olsen did not question Nør-
lund’s interpretation of the sacriicial pits, though 
he was more doubtful about the claim that they 
were contemporary with the three nearby ditch 
features 4. In principle this cannot in fact be decided 
because of the lack of stratigraphy, but that they are 
connected does seem likely; similar ditch features 
have subsequently appeared at the Viking Age 
magnate’s residence at the lake Tissø in Denmark 5.

Poul Nørlund proposed his interpretation of the 
features from Trelleborg at a time when several 
other Scandinavian researchers were preoccupied 

 1 My warm thanks to Professor Olaf Olsen, Lone G. Thomsen 
MA, National Museum, and Dr. Torun Zachrisson, Univer-
sity of Stockholm, for stimulating discussions of aspects of 
the article.

 2 Nørlund 1948.
 3 Nørlund 1948, 39 f.
 4 Olsen 1966, 234.
 5 Cf. below p. 338 f.

Pre-Christian cult at aristocratic residences and setlement  
complexes in southern Scandinavia in the 3rd – 10th centuries ad

Lars Jørgensen 1
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with demonstrating the existence of pre-Christian 
cult sites from the Late Iron Age and Viking Age. 
The Icelandic sagas, the Eddic poems and a number 
of historical sources from the Early Middle Ages in-
clude a variety of descriptions with references to 
the sacriicial sites, customs and other elements of 
the pre-Christian religion. Sune Lindqvist’s excava-
tions in and under Uppsala Church in 1926 result-
ed, for example, in the presentation of reconstruc-
tion proposals for the “heathen” temple in Uppsala 
that Adam of Bremen described around 1072 in 
Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontiicum 6. Anoth-
er example is Dyggve’s work on the royal monu-
ments in Jelling, Denmark, and his interpretation 
of a huge stone seting (today probably identiied 
as a huge ship seting) as a pagan “vi” 7. The subject 
was therefore topical in Scandinavian research, and 
the proposals and interpretations were many.

However, archaeologists had great diiculty 
presenting convincing documentation in the form 
of inds and especially structures that supported 
and conirmed the information given by the early 
writen sources. In his pioneering monograph from 
1966, “Hørg, Hov og Kirke” (hörgr, hof and church), 
Olaf Olsen subjected the whole complex of prob-
lems to critical reassessment 8. The statements in 
the sources were gathered and systematized with 
a view to evaluation in the context of the known 
archaeological material. Olsen’s primary intention 
was to elucidate the possibility of cult continuity 
from pre-Christian to Christian times – from the 
pagan cult site to the Christian church. However, 
in his work Olsen also reviewed the whole com-
plex and carried out a source-critical analysis of 
the previously postulated pre-Christian cult sites. 
Olsen’s reassessment and analysis still stands as 
the best introduction to the writen sources deal-
ing with this set of questions in Scandinavia. His 
comparison of the testimony of the writen sources 
in their descriptions of the pre-Christian hörgr, hof 
and blót with the archaeological inds was ground-
breaking. Olsen’s conclusion was that with few ex-
ceptions, for example the structures at Trelleborg, 
there were no features or structures that could be 
identiied with the terms in the sources. Archaeol-
ogy was simply not ready to furnish structures of 
this type. However, Olsen was quite convinced that 
if the sources’ statements were to be veriied or con-
irmed, it would be through archaeology and new 
excavations 9.

117

123

121

125

47

1 Trelleborg, Denmark. Plan emphasizing the ritual fea-
tures from the 9th – 10th century before the establishment of 
the military garrison in 980/81. These comprise ive wells  
(47, 117, 121, 123, 125) up to 3 m deep. In addition there are four 
circular ditch features, three of which are related to one well 
each. In the north a square, stave-built construction is also 
emphasized; Poul Nørlund interpreted this as a gatehouse 
belonging to the fort phase, but it could also belong to the 

features from before the establishment of the fort.

2 Trelleborg, Denmark. The sacriicial well B  125 during the 
excavation in 1937. At the bottom one can see a human skull 

and a rotating quernstone.

 6 Lindqvist 1929; Nordahl 1996.
 7 Dyggve 1948; id. 1954.
 8 For a research history see also Andrén 2002, 300 f.
 9 Olsen 1966, 235.
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Over the past 20 years archaeological excava-
tions at several sites in Scandinavia have conirmed 
Olaf Olsen in his assumption that archaeology 
would furnish the proofs. New, comprehensive ex-
cavations and inds mean that today we can begin 
to give form and content to the hörgr, hof and blót of 
the sources. Olsen noted in his investigation that 
the writen sources’ statements and descriptions of 
these main elements in the pre-Christian religion, 
called forn siðr, were extremely heterogeneous and 
diverse. In one source a hörgr (a sacriicial and cultic 
site) was described as a timbered building, while in 
another source it appeared as a sacriicial site in the 
open landscape. This meant of course that many re-
searchers questioned the veracity and credibility of 
the sources. Today, however, the archaeological ex-
cavations show that the variations in the pre-Chris-
tian religion were in fact real and very great. The 
cult sites emerge as extremely heterogeneous, and 
large central places do seem to have been linked 
not with a single cultic or sacriicial site but with a 
system of contemporaneous sites – in the form of 
both buildings and open sites in the surrounding 
landscape.

Especially since the beginning of the 1990s, sev-
eral Scandinavian researchers have taken up the 
subject in the light of the increasing number of 
excavations that could furnish inds and features 
elucidating aspects of the pre-Christian religion 
and its organization. It has mainly been Swedish 
researchers who have done cross-disciplinary work 
with these issues as whole and individual aspects of 
them 10. In the years 2000 – 2007 the burgeoning ac-
tivity in this ield of research resulted in the Swed-
ish research project Roads to Midgard – Old Norse 
religion in long-term perspectives under the leader-
ship of Andres Andrén in collaboration with Kris-
tina Jennbert and Catharina Raudvere. This was a 
multidisciplinary research project on Scandinavian 
paganism and its modern reception. Both the mate-
rial and the writen sources for the pre-Christian 
religion were collected, analysed, interpreted and 
presented in a number of publications. The project 
has laid a solid foundation for a renewed treatment 
of the whole complex issue of the pre-Christian re-
ligion in Scandinavia in the 1st century ad. It has 
refuted the view that Norse pre-Christian religion 
was a confessional religion based on speciic texts. 
In the preserved sources the pre-Christian religion 
appears as forn siðr, which can be translated as “the 
customs of earlier times”. The expression already 
reveals the Norse religion as a far more diferen-
tiated phenomenon where there was obvious po-
tential for geographical and social diferences and 
variations in ritual practice, its expressions and its 

mental content. Already now, as the archaeological 
traces irst begin to appear in larger numbers, we 
see variations in both time and space.

In this article the main focus will be on the large 
central places from the 1st millennium ad, which 
can also be assumed to have functioned as regional 
centres for the pre-Christian religion. Over the last 
two decades several new setlement sites repre-
senting the top of the Iron Age and Viking Age elite 
have been investigated in Scandinavia. The classic 
sites such as Gudme, Uppåkra, Uppsala, Helgö 
and Lejre are today accompanied by a number 
of similar sites. There are certain great structural 
similarities, but also diferences between the sites 
that perhaps relect variations in their function and 
position in society. In general the excavations and 
the inds prove that the Scandinavian elite were in 
control of an important aspect such as religion. The 
inds show that the hof and hörgr of the Norse Eddic 
poetry were integrated into the building structure 
of the elite residences as early as the 3rd century ad.

Special enclosed areas around presumed cult 
buildings in connection with central hall buildings 
have for example now been identiied at several 
southern Scandinavian magnates’ residences. This 
is the case, for example, at the large residence at Jär-
restad in Scania 11, Totegård in Zealand 12, Lisbjerg 
in Jutland 13 and Erritsø in Jutland 14. To these we can 
add a number of setlements where several smaller 
buildings have been noted, succeeding one another 
and directly connected with the prestigious hall. 
This has been demonstrated at the so-called Royal 
Seat in Old Lejre 15, at the central magnate’s com-
plex in Gudme 16, at Borg in Västmannland 17 and at 
the Swedish place at Lunda in Sörmland 18. The sites 
also have many other structures and features which 
can very probably be associated with activities and 
actions related to the pre-Christian religion. In the 
following an overview will be presented, covering 
a number of the most notable sites in Scandinavia 
(ig. 3). The overview should not be viewed as com-
plete, simply as illustrating paterns and variations 
in the physical expression of the places.

 10 Cf. Brink 1996; id. 2004; Andrén 2002; id. 2006; Fabech 2006, 
Hedeager 2001; Zachrisson 2004b; Åqvist 1996; id. 2004; 
Nielsen 1997; Vikstrand 2004.

 11 Söderberg 2003; id. 2005.
 12 Tornbjerg 1998.
 13 Jeppesen 2004.
 14 Unpubl.
 15 Christensen 1991; id. 1997; Jørgensen 1998.
 16 Sørensen 1994.
 17 Nielsen 1997; Nielsen  /  Lindeblad 1999.
 18 Andersson  /  Skyllberg 2008.
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First-generation sites

The large, high-ranking sites under the control of 
an elite can generally be divided into two groups or 
generations. Sites such as Gudme and Sorte Muld 
in Denmark, and Uppåkra and Helgö in Sweden, 
make up the irst generation, and they are charac-
terized by an accumulation of cratsmen’s farms 
or dwellings grouped around an elite residence – 
a structure and organization they retain over the 
subsequent centuries. Perhaps forthcoming ex-
cavations will also prove that the Norwegian site 
Avaldsnes should be added to the group of sites 
belonging to the irst generation.

Gudme 

The great central site at Gudme on Funen (Den-
mark), along with its trading site at Lundeborg, are 
among the earliest centres in southern Scandinavia 
belonging to the group of irst-generation sites. The 
name Gudme means “home of the gods” and the 
setlement is encircled by three hills with sacral 
place-names such as Oferbjerget (Sacriicial Hill), 
Helligdomsbjerget (Sacred Hill) and Gudernes bjerg 
(Hill of the Gods), indicating that in pre-Christian 
times this must have been an important religious 

centre. Lote Hedeager has called the Gudme com-
plex a parallel to the Asgard of the Norse mythol-
ogy, and much of the archaeological evidence in-
dicates that this idea very probably holds some 
truth 19.

The setlement in Gudme covers one square kilo-
metre and reached its peak in terms of size and ac-
tivity in the period 200 – 600 ad (ig. 4). At the setle-
ment area more than 6,000 metal objects have been 
found dating to the period 200 – 1100 ad. Among 
the inds are six gold hoards and ive silver hoards 
from the 4th – 6th century. One of the special features 
of Gudme is that a large number of the farms show 
metal crat production consisting of goldsmith and 
silversmith work as well as bronze casting. In an-
other part of the setlement, by contrast, an aris-
tocratic residence of the 3rd – 6th century has been 
excavated, comprising two buildings of quite un-
usual dimensions. At the close of the 6th century 
Gudme’s position declined; however, the trading 
and crat activities continued up to and including 
the Viking period.

The setlement consists of a complicated patch-
work of several smaller setlement areas sepa-
rated by wetlands. In the central setlement area 
a number of larger excavations have revealed the 
structure (ig. 4). In the northern part the mag-
nate’s residence has been investigated. To the west 
a larger excavation area contains several smaller 
farms, and additional farms can be documented in 
the areas only covered by trial trenches. Unlike the 
“wandering farms” known from Jutland, the farms 
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at Gudme stayed at the same spot for several centu-
ries because of the topographical conditions. Sever-
al farms can be traced through several phases over 
a period of up to 500 years. In the Late Roman and 
Migration period Gudme seems to have consisted 
of up to 50 farms with a total population of around 
500 individuals.

The large, dominant residence is situated in the 
centre of the setlement (ig. 5). The main house is a 
building of almost 500 m 2, and is thus the biggest 
from this period in Denmark 20. Close to the great 
building lay a smaller hall with a loor area of about 
200 – 250 m 2 that can be traced through ive phases. 
This complex was established in the last half of 
the 3rd century. Later, in the irst half of the 5th cen-
tury, the large hall was replaced by a smaller hall 
situated 30 m to the east. The old smaller hall, by 
contrast, remained in place, and the complex still 
consisted of only two buildings. The residence was 
closed down and probably moved to another loca-
tion in Gudme in the early 6th century. Aterwards 
an ordinary farm occupied the old manorial area.

In terms of both location and construction, the 
large residence would have appeared monumen-
tal, difering distinctly from the far smaller crat 
farms. The hall buildings are of extremely solid 
construction and well built. The ind material from 
the main building area is rich: Roman hack silver, 
bronze and glass objects, gold-ornamented silver 
neck-rings, silver igurines and more than 50 de-
narii have been found. However, the amount of 
material from metalworking activities is limited. 
In the youngest hall, from the late ith or the be-

ginning of the 6th century, in the group comprising 
the sequence of smaller hall buildings, a small gold 
hoard and a face of silver were found in the post-
holes (ig. 6).

The magnate’s residence enjoyed a special posi-
tion in the large setlement. During its lifespan it 
consisted only of the two large buildings, and ap-
parently had no utility buildings. No production 
of foodstufs or cratsmanship can be seen to have 
been associated with the large residence complex. 
What one does see is a number of features of ac-
tivity areas indicating that a range of cult activities 
were associated with the residence. In the area im-
mediately east and south-east of the two hall build-
ings there is a concentration of pits and culture 
layers that contained inds beyond the usual types 
from the 3rd – 6th century: gold and silver objects, 
Roman denarii, jewellery and parts of jewellery 
(ig. 6). The inds are unlikely to represent acciden-
tally lost objects, but seem to have been deposited 
deliberately in the low-lying area south-east of the 
buildings. Several of the objects are exclusive items 
of jewellery and valuable metal, and both pits and 

 20 Cf. Sørensen 1994; Sørensen et al., forthcoming.
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5 Gudme, Denmark. Main residence. The great main build-
ing and the sequence of smaller buildings to the south are 
the only contemporary buildings in the complex. The large 
main building was succeeded by the N – S building situated 
to the east. The ordinary longhouse in between succeeds the 

manor.

6 Gudme, Denmark. Ritually deposited objects from the 
magnate’s residence 4th – 6th century. Top: Gold ring and 
glass-inlaid pendant from the culture layer south-east of the 
hall. Bottom left: Objects from the plough layer and culture 
layers south-west of the hall. The silver mask and the gold 
objects to the right are from post-holes in the youngest hall 

from c. 500.
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culture layers must be the result of special depo-
sitions. There are several possible explanations of 
the formation process for the culture layers and ob-
jects. On the one hand they may represent primary 
oferings  /  depositions of valuables at the spot, or 
they may be the result of a secondary deposition of 
the remains of meals and objects from rituals held 
in the hall buildings. This cannot be directly deter-
mined, but the occurrence of similar features, inds 
and ind situations at several other Scandinavian 
places of the same character suggests that these are 
genuine feature types that are not simply due to 
casual deposits of cultural refuse, but should pos-
sibly be atributed to sacriicial rituals and related 
activities at the elite residence complex.

Helgö

A parallel to Gudme (central Sweden) can be found 
in the so-called Building Group 2 at the classic 
Swedish site on Helgö in central Sweden, investi-
gated back in the 1950s – 60s 21. The setlement com-
plex on the island of Helgö in the Lake Mälaren, 
which comprises several farm groups and burial 
sites from the 3rd – 10th century, was the irst of the 
Scandinavian workshop setlements where major 
investigations were conducted. Although Helgö is 
considerably smaller than Gudme, in a number of 
crucial respects it forms a parallel to Gudme in terms 
of both organization and function. As at Gudme, 
at Helgö one sees a number of farms with notable 
elements of metalworking among other things in 
the period from the 3rd to the 6th century. However, 
Helgö’s Building Group 2 (ig. 7) difers from the 
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7 Helgö, Sweden. Building Group 2. In Foundation I, which includes a building from the 6th – 8th century, most of the gold-foil 
igures of the site and two bracteates were found. In a possible succeeding building from the 9th – 10th century a Buddha igure 
(1), the head of an Irish bishop’s crozier (2), a silver dish and a Coptic bronze laddle (3) were found. Distributed over the area in 
and around Foundation I, 50 % of the Viking Age amulets (Thor’s hammers, miniature strike-a-lights, lances, knives etc.) were 

found.

 21 Holmqvist 1961; Holmqvist  /  Arrhenius 1964.
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other farms of the place in having a number of 
special inds and building structures. The building 
group comprises a large main building (Founda-
tion III) of several phases and a maximum length of 
43 m. Close to the residential building lay a smaller 
hall with a length a litle above 20 m (Foundation I). 
F. Herschend irst identiied this smaller hall in a 
later analysis 22. The smaller hall too seems on the 
face of it to have had more phases (IA – B) covering 
the period from the 6th to the 10th century. It was in 
and around this smaller hall IA that a number of 
special inds emerged in the form of the bulk of 26 
gold-foil igures (guldgubbar) from Building Group 
2 and two gold bracteates 23, as well as a silver bowl 
with a Christian cross motif and a Mediterranean 
(Coptic?) bronze ladle which was found at the west 
gable of the building (ig. 7,3). There were also sev-
eral shards of reticella glass from the 8th century. 
The gold-foil igures too have been dated to the 
8th century 24, and the hall appears to have been in 
use in the 5th  /  6th – 8th century. On the same terrace 
and possibly in a succeeding hall, a north-western 
Indian Buddha igure from the 6th century and the 
head of an Irish bishop’s crozier from the late 8th 
or early 9th century were found together with glass 
shards of 9th century funnel beakers 25 among other 
things. Most of the Viking Age amulets in the form 
of Thor’s hammers and miniature sickles etc. were 
found in the same area 26, which indicates that in 
the 9th century a new building may have succeeded 
the older hall. About 50 % of the Viking Age amu-
lets in Building Group 2 were found in or close by 
Foundation I, which comprises less than 10 % of 
the investigated area.

An area with signiicant culture layer deposits, 
Foundation IV, was investigated some 20 m east 
of Hall I and culture layers up to 1 m thick were 
found, containing inds from the 3rd – 9th century 
and covering an area of c. 250 sq. m. The sequence 
of culture layers was sealed at the top by a triangu-
lar stone seting from the 9th century, incidentally 
interpreted by A. Andrén as a symbolic representa-
tion of the World Tree of Norse mythology, Ygg-
drasil 27. Since the excavation the inds from the 
culture deposits have been analysed and reinter-
preted as representing continuous deposits from 
the preparation of ritual meals and sacriices 28. 
T. Zachrisson has reviewed the inds from the de-
posits and has described the objects that occur in 
the time sequence: 
1) Layers from the Late Roman Iron Age and early 

Migration period containing scissors, knives, 
surgical instruments, jewellery and beads, bread, 
cereals, birch bark containers and resin sealing.

2) Layers from the late Migration and early Merov-

ingian period containing knives, tongs, tools, 
bars, nails and rivets, bread, whetstones.

3) Layers from the late Merovingian and Viking pe-
riod mainly containing iron objects in the form 
of tongs, tools, arrowheads, miniature lances, 
surgical instruments, beads, amulets, bars, nails 
and rivets.
All the layers contained large quantities of pot-

sherds and animal bones as well as ire-britle 
stones. It could be established, mainly through the 
occurrence of ireplaces in the lower layers of Foun-
dation IV, that the activities clearly took place at the 
site itself. At intervals clay layers seem to have been 
applied to seal of periods of activity or events.

In connection with Building Group 2 on Helgö 
it can thus be ascertained that the same main ele-
ments appear at Gudme and on Helgö: a large resi-
dential building, a smaller hall building containing 
ritual depositions and a nearby open sacriicial site 
where the deposits contain a wide range of difer-
ent objects and traces of activity. Although there 
are of course structural and temporal diferences 
in the open sacriicial sites of the two places, the 
deposits appear to relect actions that were related, 
but which involved diferent inventories of objects.

Uppåkra

One of the most fascinating and stimulating sites 
in Scandinavia is Uppåkra in southern Sweden, 
where metal detector reconnaissances and exca-
vations have been carried out in recent years 29. 
There is every indication that the large setlement 
site, which covers an area of c. 1 sq. km, is more 
or less of the same structure and organization as 
the other Scandinavian places belonging to the irst 
generation. The central feature of the site is clear-
ly a magnate’s residence and around this there is 
a large group of farm units corresponding to the 
picture we have from Gudme. Uppåkra functioned 
throughout the 1st millennium ad, and the long set-
tlement period has resulted in an extensive accu-
mulation of culture layers with remains of refuse 
and repeated demolitions of houses. The irst ma-
jor excavation of the site resulted in the localiza-

 22 Herschend 1995.
 23 Axboe 2004; Lamm 2004.
 24 Lamm 2004, 41 f.
 25 Gyllenssvärd 2004; Harbison 2004.
 26 Cf. also Jensen 2009.
 27 Andrén 2004.
 28 Zachrisson 2004b, 147 f.
 29 Hårdh  /  Larsson 2007; Hårdh  /  Lenntorp in this volume 

p. 355 – 358.
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The cult house in Uppåkra contained exciting 
ind material exhibiting a characteristic distribu-
tion. At the ireplace in the middle of Building 12 
a glass bowl and a gold-foil-decorated silver cup 
were deposited under the loor in the 7th or 8th cen-
tury. The deposition was clearly ritual and is as-
sumed to have happened in connection with the 
closing of Building 12 31. In the same building sev-
eral gold objects, more than 100 gold-foil igures 
and shards of drinking glasses have been found in 
several areas. There are clear parallels between the 
cult house in Uppåkra and the partly contempora-
neous hall in Gudme. Both houses exhibit remark-
able temporal continuity, they are both very solidly 
built, and both have inds in the form of gold ob-
jects and other special inds. There is much to sug-
gest that both should be regarded as cult buildings 
associated with an aristocratic residence.

In connection with the cult building in Uppåkra 
sacriices have also been noted outside the cult 
house. Both to the north and south of the building 
concentrations of weapons, especially spears and 
lances, from the 3rd – 9th century have been excavat-
ed. The concentration north of the hall is particu-
larly noteworthy, since over 100 spears and lances 
were found there within a limited area. The weap-
ons in this concentration belong to the 3rd – 9th cen-
tury, and it has not yet been clariied whether they 
are the result of continuous sacriices or whether 
there are perhaps only a few concentrated deposi-
tions of several weapons – perhaps cleared out of 
the cult house. However, the sacriiced weapons 
in Uppåkra have an interesting parallel in a pre-
sumed magnate-residence site at the contemporary 
setlement complex Sorte Muld on the island of 
Bornholm.

Sorte Muld

The picture of the large places where many crat 
farms were gathered around a central magnate’s 
residence complex as in Gudme and Uppåkra will 
very likely also appear from excavations at the cen-
tral place Sorte Muld on Bornholm (Denmark) 32. 
Hitherto only a few minor excavations have been 
conducted at the setlement complex, which with 
its area of c. 1 sq. km corresponds to Gudme and 
Uppåkra. Phosphate analyses show the extent and 
structuring of the setlement complex, which is 

 30 Larsson  /  Lenntorp 2004.
 31 Larsson  /  Lenntorp 2004, 24.
 32 Klindt-Jensen 1957; Adamsen et al. 2008.

8 Uppåkra, Sweden. 1 Plan of the central area with cult 
house (D), house remains (A, C, E) and sacriicial sites mainly 
containing weapons (F – G). New excavations in 2008 in the 
area between A and C west of the cult house have demon-
strated a largish building in several phases from the Roman 
Iron Age to the Viking Age. – 2 The cult house with the dis-
tribution of various types of gold-foil igures and a sacriicial 
ind consisting of a gold-foil-decorated silver cup and a glass 
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tion and partial excavation of Uppåkra’s residence 
complex. During excavation at the highest point 
in the area a cult house emerged, surrounded by 
several sacriicial areas and at least one contempo-
rary large building (ig. 8) 30. The buildings could be 
traced through several phases thanks to preserved 
loor layers, and the house had been in the same 
place from the 3rd century to some point in the 9th 
century. Throughout the period the building re-
tained its original size and construction. The house, 
which was just 13.5 m long, was very solidly built 
and its two pairs of roof-bearing posts were pow-
erfully dimensioned in both size and the depth of 
their foundations in the subsoil. This might suggest 
that the house was tall, in keeping with the formu-
lations in the Eddic poems Grímnismál and Völuspá, 
where cult buildings are described as exactly that 
– “tall-timbered hörgs”.
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very much determined by the topography of the 
landscape and the distribution of wetlands and 
suitable setlement areas (ig. 9). Central to the 
Sorte Muld complex is the eponymous site Sorte 
Muld, named ater the striking black culture soil 
of the place, which in fact contains the highest con-
centrations of phosphate on Bornholm and indeed 
in the whole of Denmark. Several hoard inds con-
taining dress brooches, gold bracteates and gold 
coins from the 5th – 6th century have been found at 
the setlement site. One of the most fascinating 
inds comprises more than 2500 gold-foil igures 
which have appeared since 1985 from excavations 
within a limited area of the central setlement com-
plex Sorte Muld 33. Spread through the plough layer 
in the same area, several spears and lances from the 
1st – 6th century were found 34.

In 2008, Harald Stümpel conducted a geomag-
netic survey of parts of the central area (ig. 10). At 
the highest point of the site a clear signal was regis-
tered in the area where the several thousand gold-
foil objects were found. The geomagnetic survey re-
veals a possible enclosure ditch around a c. 30 × 50 
metre area close to the highest point of the site. The 
concentration of gold-foil igures here seems to be 
related to a possible building in the enclosed area. 
North of this enclosed area one sees several con-
spicuous geomagnetic anomalies, which may indi-

cate more, larger buildings in the area. The picture 
from Sorte Muld indicates that there was a similar 
magnate’s residence there with related cult activity, 
as in Gudme and Uppåkra.

Second-generation sites

Aristocratic sites that were founded in the 6th – 7th 
century make up the second-generation sites. On 
Zealand we have Tissø, Lejre and Totegård 35. In 
southern Sweden there is Järrestad on the east 
coast of Scania 36. So far we have not been able to 
demonstrate any sites of this type with such an 
early dating in western Denmark. The western 
Danish aristocratic sites such as Lisbjerg and Jell-
ing seem to have been established at the earliest 
in the 8th or more probably in the 9th century 37. 

 33 Watt 1991; id. 2004.
 34 Iversen 2008.
 35 Jørgensen 2003; id. 2005; Christensen 1991; id. 1997; id. 2008; 

Tornbjerg 1998.
 36 Söderberg 2005.
 37 Jeppesen 2004; Andersen et al. 2008.
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9 Sorte Muld on Bornholm, Denmark. Phosphate mapping 
of the settlement complex. The division into smaller settle-
ment groups was primarily determined by the topography 
of the site. Sorte Muld itself is the central settlement area; 
several inds indicate that the magnate’s residence at the site 

with its related cult area is here.

10 Sorte Muld on Bornholm, Denmark. At the settlement 
complex a geomagnetic survey in 2008 revealed the con-
tours of a possible cult area and cult building at the top of 
the hill in the central settlement area. Excavations since 1985 
have among other things found more than 2,500 gold-foil 
igures as well as several spears and lances from the 4th – 6th 
century. The red line demarcates the ind area with the gold-

foil igures.



338 Lars Jørgensen 

This clear regional diference between eastern and 
western Denmark may be due to fundamental dif-
ferences in the ownership of land and other social 
aspects. Compared with the irst-generation sites, 
the structure and organization have changed in the 
later places. The many permanent farms with crat 
activities found at Gudme and on Helgö do not ap-
pear at these places, where they seem to have been 
superseded by seasonal market places. Only at the 
old sites from the irst generation does the Late Ro-
man organizational picture continue with a large 
residence surrounded by sedentary cratsmen.

Tissø

The best elucidated of the second-generation com-
plexes is the site at Lake Tissø in western Zealand 
(Denmark) 38. The setlement is situated on the 
west bank of the lake (ig. 12) at a distance of some 
seven kilometres from the coast. At the mouth of 
the river Halleby Å, sheltered from the west wind 
behind the Reersø peninsula, there is a large quay 
with inds and activities from the period 600 – 1000. 
Ater transshipment of any goods, it was possible 
to sail up Halleby Å and into Tissø. Several other 
waterways run into the lake, and in terms of traic 
the setlement had a strategic position. The setle-
ment extends along the west bank of the lake over 
a stretch of 1.5 km with a width of 200 – 300 m. The 
total setlement area is about 50 hectares. Over the 
past 100 years there have been inds of sacriiced 
weapons, jewellery and tools from the 6th – 11th cen-
tury at the botom of Tissø. The bulk of the objects 
are swords, axes and lances from the Viking Age. 
At the present bridge over Halleby Å two graves 
with executed men have been excavated, and have 
been  14C-dated to the time around 1030 – 1040. 
At the same place the remains of a 50-metre long 
bridge across the stream from the Viking period 
have been investigated.

In an excavation campaign in 1995 – 2003, c. 
85,000 m 2 of the setlement area were investigated. 
This resulted in the discovery of two magnates’ 
residences with related market and workshop ar-
eas. The oldest of the residences was found in the 
northernmost part of the setlement at Bulbrogård 
(ig. 11). It was built in the middle of the 500s, and 
covers an area of c. 10,000 m 2. The farm area alone 
is three times larger than ordinary farms from this 
period in Denmark. The main building is almost 
40 m long and unusually solidly built. The farm 
comprises several buildings around a smaller en-
closure, a house of the same type as the main build-
ing, about 23 m long, and a smaller building. The 

inds comprise two gold pendants with inlaid gar-
nets, a gold bead and hilt mountings from swords 
that conirm the aristocratic milieu of the complex. 
The two large buildings show clear traces of ire, 
and everything indicates that the farm burned 
down in the later half of the 7th century.

Ater the ire a new residence was built at Fug-
ledegård, about 600 m farther south (ig. 13). The 
earliest  14C datings from this farm are from around 
700. This large farm complex was not closed down 
until the irst half of the 11th century. A single pit-
house in the southern workshop area of the setle-
ment even has a dating to the late 11th century, so 
there was probably activity at the site ater the large 
residence had gone. Several thousand metal objects 
from the large farm at Fugledegård testify to the 
owners’ high status. There is a higher percentage 
of tin-plated and gilded objects of bronze and sil-
ver than at other metal-rich setlements from the 
same period, and prestigious objects in general ap-
pear more frequently at the magnate’s seat. Shards 
of Frankish drinking glasses, for example, are con-
centrated here. Several pommels and other mount-
ings from swords have also been found. Most of 
the c. 100 weapons and weapon parts from the 
setlement area were found at the magnate’s seat, 
and the prosperous milieu is further underscored 
by inds of equestrian equipment like bridles and 
spurs. The cosmopolitan status of the owners is ev-
ident from objects from what is now Germany and 
England  /  Ireland: sword belt mountings, jewellery 
and coins.

Only small parts of the large workshop and mar-
ket areas outside the elite residences have been 
excavated. About 80 pit-houses have been exca-
vated 39, and the total number must be several hun-
dred. In addition, traces of small houses or mar-
ket booths have been found, and judging from the 
number of post-holes there were many of them. 
More distinctive inds from the southern workshop 
area are one large gold neck-ring and two silver 
hoards from the 10th century. On older maps from 
the 18th century the ield name Guldageren (Gold 
Field) is indicated here, testifying to earlier inds of 
precious metal.

In its lifespan of more than 300 years the later 
residence of course underwent many changes, 
and we can trace its development in size, struc-
ture and building types through four main phases 
(ig. 14). The irst two main phases, 1 – 2, which cov-
er the 8th – 9th century, show a complex that gradu-

 38 Cf. also Jørgensen 2003; id. 2005; id. 2008.
 39 Cf. Thomsen in this volume p. 501 – 510.
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ally grows in size, both in overall area and in the 
number of buildings. A monumental hall of c. 350 
m 2 forms the centre of the complex. In the eastern 
part of the hall shards from drinking-glasses have 
been found as well as a tuning-peg for a lyre, a Fri-
sian sceata in mint condition from the late 7th cen-
tury and a few other metal objects. A large number 
of animal bones include those of „aristocratic’ 
birds like osprey and spoonbill. The western half 
of the hall, on the other hand, is largely devoid of 
inds except for fragments of a dish of copper alloy 
among other items. This highly characteristic ind 
distribution shows that the prestigious activities 
such as banquets and ritual meals took place in the 
eastern part, while the western part was probably 
a private area. Associated with the hall is a smaller 
enclosed area, which underwent major rebuilding 
ater it was established. Throughout the process 
a smallish building was inside the enclosure. The 
combination of hall and enclosure can be traced 
through Phases 1 – 3, while a varying number of 
buildings can be seen in the other farm area.

Associated with the hall area are a number of fea-
tures whose purpose should probably be viewed in 

connection with ritual functions related to the hall 
and the special enclosure. Immediately north-west 
of the hall lay a large heap of several cubic metres 
of stones. There were no inds among the stones, 
and no traces of charcoal or soot to suggest cooking 
stones. Similar mainly sterile heaps of ire-britle 
stones have been noted at the magnates’ residences 
in Lejre and Järrestad in southern Sweden 40. At the 
south-eastern corner of the small special enclosure 
a row of 34 pits began, dug in a straight line over 
a stretch of almost 80 m towards the south. One pit 
cut through one of the older fences, and the row 
of pits probably belongs to the residence complex. 
The pits have a thin layer of charcoal at the bot-
tom, but were otherwise empty of inds. They were 
laid out very systematically and the start of the 
row at the corner of the enclosure may not be co-
incidental. Another interesting area was found in 
the northernmost part of the residential complex, 
where there was a pit-house. East of this was the 
forge of the complex, and beside this thick deposits 
were found with culture layers containing animal 

11 Tissø, Denmark. The oldest magnate’s residence from the 6th – 7th century at Bulbrogård.

 40 Christensen 2008; Söderberg 2005, 261 f.
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13 Tissø, Denmark. The magnate’s residence at Fugledegård in Phase 2, primarily from the eighth and possibly the beginning 
of the 9th century. The residence area is c. 15,000 m 2, parts of which towards the east have been dug away by modern gravel 
quarrying. In the south fences one sees a gate c. 4 m wide. A number of pit-houses and a forge are the only other buildings 
apart from the hall and the small fenced-in cult building. The residence is dominated by features related to pre-Christian cult 
activity, and the absence of utility buildings is conspicuous. The pit-houses contain an inventory of inds that suggests that 

they also had more ritual functions. The pits running due south probably belong to the residential complex.
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bones, charcoal and other objects, for example new 
strike-a-lights, sickles and other tools. Clearly this 
is no ordinary refuse, and the deposits seem to be 
the result of deliberate deposition. Looking at the 
appearance of the large residence in Phase 2, it is 
striking that the whole area of the complex is full of 
features and buildings, which on the whole appear 
to have been connected with pre-Christian rituals 
(ig. 13). There are no utility buildings, unless they 
lay in the eastern part, which has been dug away. 
Even the three pit-houses seem to have functioned 
as ritual features, judging from their distinctive 
ind inventory, which includes the jaw of a 7-year-

old child 41. There is every indication that the com-
plex did not function as a production unit, but that 
the resources were brought to the complex.

In the later Phases 3 – 4 from the 10th – 11th cen-
tury the complex reached its peak with a paddock 
area of at least 25,000 m 2. A new and considerably 
larger hall succeeded the older one. The loor area 
was probably c. 500 m 2 (ig. 14). In its predecessor 
ive pairs of stout posts formed the roof-bearing 
structure of the building, but this sunken bearing 

0 20 m 0 20 m

0 20 m
0 20 m

14 Tissø, Denmark. The sequence of development with the four main phases, 1 – 4, of the hall area of the magnate’s residence, 
from c. 700 to 1000 AD. Probably late in the 10th century, the fenced-in special area disappears.

 41 See also Thomsen in this volume p. 501 – 510.

Phase 1: 8th century Phase 2: 8th – 9th century

Phase 3: 9th – 10th century Phase 4: 10th – 11th century
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construction cannot be seen in the new building. 
No traces of roof-bearing posts have been discov-
ered, and the preserved post-holes seem to repre-
sent holes for the diagonal supporting posts of the 
building. The actual course of the wall and door-
posts is entirely missing, except for a pair of ga-
ble posts. This might indicate that both the walls 
and the roof-bearing posts had foundation stones 
that have been ploughed away today. Quantities 
of large stones were found lying in the gravel pit 
immediately east of the hall, and these had been 
removed from this area in connection with plough-
ing. They may well have been the foundation 
stones of the house.

The monumental hall was of course the repre-
sentative public face of the magnate’s residence, 
while the related special area with the single build-
ing undoubtedly had a special function. A phos-
phate analysis conducted before the excavation 
showed a higher concentration in this very area, 
indicating ploughed-up bone material. Within the 
residential area many amulets and items of jewel-
lery were found with motifs from Norse mythol-
ogy: Thor’s hammers, pendants with valkyries and 
costume pins with possible Odin images. There are 
relatively few inds from the area, which suggests 
a low level of activity as far as the handling of ob-

jects is concerned. The same is true of the halls. The 
buildings are moreover beter and more solidly 
constructed than the presumed utility and resi-
dential buildings of the complex. In the two oldest 
phases there was also direct access from the west 
end of the halls to the special area. Only in Phase 3 
was the fenced-in area separated from the hall.

Yet another element helps to support the cultic 
aspect of the Tissø complex. At the highest point 
in the area depressions with thick layers of bone 
refuse and burnt stones have been investigated 
(ig. 15). A Norse Haithabu coin from c. 825 and 
bowl-shaped ibulae from the layers point to a dat-
ing in the 9th – 10th century. A quantity of hack silver, 
Carolingian coins and jewellery, a few arrowheads 
and burnt stones have been found in the same area. 
There are scatered post-holes in the area, but no 
trace of a ixed setlement. From the hilltop down 
to the lake stretches an area with a higher phos-
phate concentration in the plough layer. This indi-
cates that modern ploughing has worn down the 
hilltop and ploughed away the upper deposits in 
the depressions, and carried the phosphate-rich 
bone material down the hill. The preserved accu-
mulations of bones, burnt stones and objects in the 
depressions can hardly be interpreted as anything 
but the remains of ritual meals and sacriices on the 
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15 Tissø, Denmark. Aerial photo showing the situation in the landscape of the magnate’s residence 
and the various cult-related places.
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hilltop. The hill has an open sacrii cial site, a hörgr, 
of the kind described in several of the historical 
sources 42.

If we put the above-mentioned elements togeth-
er the picture gradually emerges of a magnate’s 
residence complex at Tissø, with a number of pre-
Christian cult activities related to it (i g. 15):
Magnate’s residence with fenced-in cult building 

(timbered hörgr). A possible sacrii cial area at the 
forge, and pit-houses with possible sacrii cial 
i nds. A heap of stones and a row of pits rel ects 
brewing or cooking in connection with ritual 
meals (blót feasts).

Cult area on the hilltop with traces of ritual meals 
and of erings of objects (hörgr).

Of erings of weapons, jewellery and tools in Tissø.
Of erings of weapons and a toolbox in Halleby Å.
Grave with executed men and marking monolith.
Horse sacrii ces in the bog area Maderne.

A similar picture, where several cultic and sac-
rii cial sites are seen in connection with one and 
the same place, can probably also be demonstrated 
at several of the above-mentioned sites of suprar-
egional importance. So far, however, only Tissø ex-
hibits this wide range in terms of the spatial placing 
of the cult sites and their character in connection 
with this type of set lement. This is primarily due 
to the direct archaeological accessibility of the site 
in combination with the extent of the archaeologi-
cal excavations.

Lejre

Lejre (Denmark) comprises three large residential 
complexes, succeeding one another from the 6th 
century to some time in the 11th century. The old-
est of the three, Fredshøj, is in the northernmost 
part of the set lement area and functioned from the 
early 6th century until some point in the early 7th 
century 43. At er this the residence was closed down 
and a new one was built in the mid-seventh cen-
tury at Mysselhøjgård, c. 500 m south of Fredshøj. 
Mysselhøjgård is known as the classic magnate’s 
residence in Lejre, where the i rst excavations were 
conducted 44. The residence at Mysselhøjgård func-
tioned until the end of the 10th century, when it was 
closed down and moved to the area just north of 
Mysselhøjgård. This residential complex is known 
from minor excavations and sondage trenches in 
the form of a very large paddock enclosure and a 
number of building structures. As yet none of the 
three residential features has been fully investi-
gated, and a description of the Lejre complex is of 
course subject to several uncertainties.

Judging from the excavations so far, the mag-
nate’s residence at Fredshøj consisted of only two 
buildings, a hall 47 m in length and a smaller, but 
solidly constructed building (i g. 16). In its structure 
Fredshøj is thus identical to the picture we have of 
the slightly older magnate’s residence at Gudme 
from the 3rd – 6th century and the contemporary 
magnate’s residence at Tissø from the 6th – 7th cen-
tury 45. Each of them has a large residential building 
and a smaller building. At Fredshøj parts of a larg-
er culture layer just 20 m from the largest building 
have also been investigated. The layer contained 
large quantities of bones and burnt stones, as well 
as pieces of gold wire, gold foil, glass from jewellery 
inlays, shards of drinking-glasses, glass beads, gilt 
mounting and potsherds of a hitherto unique type. 
This culture layer in many ways recalls the similar 
deposits in connection with the hall in Gudme and 
at the hall on Helgö, Building Group 2. In the same 
area at Fredshøj a large heap of i re-brit le stones 
was also found, corresponding completely to the 
stone heap at the later magnate’s residence at Tissø 
and the later magnate’s residence in Lejre at Mys-
selhøjgård.
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16 Lejre Fredshøj, Denmark. Magnate’s residence. As in 
Gudme, the oldest elite residence in Lejre from the 6th cen-
tury consists only of a large hall building and a smaller but 
solidly built cult house. At the foot of the hill there is a large 
heap of stones in an area with a dark culture layer. Note the 
position immediately adjacent to a large barrow from the 

Bronze Age.

 42 Cf. Olsen 1966, 111.
 43 Christensen 2008.
 44 Cf. Christensen 1991; id. 1997.
 45 Cf. Jørgensen 2005, 621.
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The succeeding farm complex at Mysselhøjgård 
may cover an enclosed area of about 40,000 sq. m. 
At present we have traces of about i t y houses, 
which can be dated to the period from the mid-
seventh to the 10th century. One of Denmark’s i n-
est silver hoards from the Viking Age, including 
four silver bowls, was found in the mid-nineteenth 
century in the area just west of the set lement. The 
number of house remains is large, four of which 
are large halls of 48 × 11.5 m (i g. 17), while four are 
smaller ones of 42 × 6 m. The i nd material num-
bers c. 4,000 items, many of which are decorated 
bronze objects in the form of jewellery and mount-
ings. The i nd material has objects of high quality 
which were clearly reserved for the elite: gilt jew-
ellery, casket i t ings, coins, weights, bars of silver 
and bronze, moulds, riding equipment, imported 
jewellery, mountings and glass of Carolingian and 
Anglo-Saxon origin.

In particular, excavations in the residential area 
have led to surprising results, since it has been pos-
sible to localize several large halls. From the 7th cen-
tury until the 10th century the set lement remained 
at the same place. New excavations in 2008 – 2009 
have however shown that the picture is more com-

plicated than hitherto reckoned. Trial trenches and 
excavations in the area just north to Mysselhøjgård 
have revealed a very large, fenced-in complex of 
c. 200 × 200 m and remains of substantial buildings 
(fig. 17). We have to wait for further news concern-
ing the dating and layout of this huge complex.

Tot egård

The residential complex at Tot egård on Zealand 
(Denmark) was identii ed in 1995, and since then 
c. 30,000 m 2 have been excavated and c. 50 buildings 
have been documented 46. The total set lement area 
covers c. 225,000 m 2. The complex was established at 
the beginning of the 7th century and was abandoned 
in the 10th century. It can be divided into a central 
magnate’s residence covering c. 10,000 m 2, where 
i ve large hall buildings (c. 10 × 37 – 40 m) have been 
revealed (i g. 18). Directly adjacent to the halls is 
an enclosed special area containing a sequence of 
three smaller houses. The material contains c. 3,000 
i nds, many of which are gilded silver and bronze 
objects in the form of jewellery and mountings. 
The material further includes coins, weights, and 
bars of silver and bronze, moulds, riding equip-
ment, imported jewellery, mountings and glass of 
Carolingian and Anglo-Saxon origin. In one of the 
postholes for a roof-bearing post in the hall from 
the 8th – 9th century, six gold-foil i gures were found. 
A further i ve gold-foil i gures were found in the 
topsoil. The i nd distribution at Tot egård is clear, 
since all high-status objects are concentrated in the 
hall area of the main residence. All i nds of gold-
foil i gures, Frankish drinking glasses, weapons 
and riding equipment are concentrated in this area. 
The internal hierarchy is clear at Tot egård. Similar 
dif erences can be observed at the aristocratic sites 
from Tissø and Lejre. One interesting element is the 
many pits containing i re-brit le stones that appear 
in the area by the halls. They tend to lie in three 
largish groups, and perhaps each of the individual 
groups relates to its own hall phase. In structure 
and content they greatly resemble the row of pits 
that issues from the presumed cult area of the mag-
nate’s residence at Tissø, but their true function has 
not been clarii ed at Tot egård either. Considering 
their placing in the exclusive hall area, though, it 
seems reasonable to believe that they had a func-
tion in connection with the ritual meals consumed 
in the halls.
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17 Mysselhøjgård  /  Lejre, Denmark. Plan of the manor com-
plex from the 7th – 10th century with the residential area and 
workshop area to the east. North of the residence from the 
7th – 10th century an impressive residential complex from the 
11th century has been demonstrated, comprising an area of 

about 40,000 m 2.

 46 Tornbjerg 1998.
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like the one from Tissø. Järrestad was established in 
the last part of the 6th century and abandoned some 
way into the 11th century. As at the Tissø complex 
one can trace the development of Järrestad through 
several phases, but because of the absence of pre-
served fencing the relative chronological devel-
opment of the complex is only well elucidated by 
the stratigraphy. Despite the great question marks 
surrounding the structural development, there is 
much to suggest that Järrestad had a development 
like that of Tissø.

However, in this context it is in fact the well-
documented hall area that is important. In Järres-
tad Phase 2 we see an enclosed special area built 
together with the hall walls in the same way as in 
Tissø Phase 1 – 2 48. Within the enclosure there is a 
smaller but solidly constructed building. In one of 
the post-holes of the building an ofering of tools 
was deposited 49. As at Tissø we also see higher 
phosphate levels in and immediately around this 
enclosure 50. About 30 m east of the hall, in a wet 
depression, an area was investigated where up to 
60 m 3 of ire-britle stones had been deposited. As 
at Tissø and Lejre, there were hardly any inds in 
the striking stone layers. On the other hand there 
were several wells in same area that could be dated 
to the 9th – 10th century 51. One of the wells was actu-
ally a succession of wells established in the same 
place. The inds in the wells included a consider-
ably quantity of animal bones (horse, catle, sheep 
and pig). There were a markedly higher percentage 
of horse skulls in particular 52. The animal bones 
found have been interpreted as sacriices, and Jär-
restad is therefore one of the irst places where pos-
sible sacriicial wells have been found since the ex-
cavation of the wells at Trelleborg. At Järrestad the 
many skulls and limb-bones have been seen as in-
dicating that these parts were separated out for sac-
riice in connection with the ritual blót meals. The 
central hall area at Järrestad thus exhibits several 
of the elements and cultic features demonstrated 
at the other elite residence complexes: an enclosed 
cult area, sacriicial wells and heaps of ire-britle 
stones.
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18 Toftegård, Denmark. Plan of the complex. In the south-
ern part the central manor area can be seen, with ive halls 
from the 7th – 10th century and many ireplace pits. In the east-
ern part of this area there is a fenced-in special area with a 
sequence of smaller buildings. The picture recalls the con-
temporary manor complex at Tissø. North of the halls and 
ireplace pits there are more ordinary houses, utility build-

ings and pit-houses.

Järrestad

Järrestad in Scania (southern Sweden) is in many 
ways a parallel to the Tissø complex in Denmark 
(ig. 19). Like many of the eastern Scandinavian 
sites belonging to the second generation of the 
aristocratic places, the magnate’s residence at Jär-
restad was established in the 6th century 47. Unfortu-
nately the site was investigated in connection with 
road building, and this meant that only the actual 
course of the road was excavated. It was therefore 
only the central hall area that was investigated, and 
the overall size and structural development of the 
complex is unfortunately unknown. However, the 
excavation of the hall area has resulted in very in-
teresting inds and a picture of development very 

 47 Söderberg 2003; id. 2005.
 48 Söderberg 2005, 78.
 49 Söderberg 2005, 230.
 50 Söderberg 2005, 235.
 51 Söderberg 2005, 255.
 52 Nilsson 2003.
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Open-air cult sites

Lærkefryd

In the 1990s metal detector reconnaissance was 
carried out during a small excavation at the site 
Lærkefryd near the village of Jørlunde in north-
eastern Zealand (Denmark) 53. As early as 1814, 
gold bracteates from the 5th century had been 
found there, and in the bog Rappendam Mose 
just a few hundred metres from Lærkefryd many 
wagon wheels and parts had been found earlier, as 
well as a human skeleton and animal bones from 
the late Pre-Roman Iron Age and the early Roman 
Iron Age. The site at Lærkefryd seems to have suc-
ceeded the sacriicial site in Rappendam Mose, and 
lies on a hillside. When the gold bracteates were 
found, a c. 30 cm thick black culture layer with 
small stones was also found at the site. The dark 
culture earth could still be seen during the excava-
tion in 1992. The excavation covered a smallish area 
of c. 120 m 2 and resulted in inds of 47 Roman de-
narii, 15 pieces of hack gold, ive gold inger rings, 
gilt bronze ibulae and pendants, hack silver in the 
form of a chopped-up horse harness, a sword hilt, 
an axe, an Arab dirhem etc. (ig. 20). Several of the 
larger objects show clear signs of ritual destruction. 
The sword hilt, jewellery and harness parts had all 
been chopped up. Most of the inds from the site 
belong to the 3rd – 6th centuries, while the 7th – 8th cen-
turies are very sparsely represented. From the Vi-
king Age, however, there are a number of jewellery 
items and the Arab dirhem.

Lærkefryd in many ways recalls the ind situ-
ation at the open sacriicial site on the hill by the 
Tissø complex. At Lærkefryd a striking black cul-
ture layer was found with small stones that might 
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 53 Cf. Sørensen 2006.
 54 Sørensen 2006, 185.
 55 Vennersdorf et al. 2006.

19 Järrestad, Sweden. Plan of the residence area in Phase 2b, mainly from the 9th century. The structure of the residence area 
is identical to that of Tissø, with the hall and the related enclosure with a smaller building. About 40 m to the east one can see 

the heap of ire-brittle stones where sacriicial wells were established.

indicate the cooking of meals, and all over the area 
there were scatered inds of metal objects. Of ac-
tual traces of features only a few post-holes and 
ireplace pits were found. No traces at all of build-
ings could be found in the area. The excavator also 
interprets the site at Lærkefryd as a sacriicial site 54, 
and it is probably of the same character as the site 
on the hill at Tissø. In this connection it should also 
be mentioned that the name of the nearby village, 
Jørlunde, is thought to mean “wild boar grove” 
and thus to refer to a pre-Christian sacriicial grove.

Smørenge

Smørenge on the island of Bornholm (Denmark) 
in the Baltic is one of the island’s largest sites with 
continuous setlement and inds from the 1st millen-
nium ad. In its character it recalls the centre Sorte 
Muld, and it likewise consists of several setlement 
groups. However, the size of the site and the di-
mensions of the culture layers are not quite a match 
for Sorte Muld. Prompted by the ind in 2003 of a 
large, unique silver costume pin in connection with 
metal detector reconnaissance, a small excavation 
was conducted at the ind-spot on the periphery of 
the central setlement area of the site 55. At the edge 
of a wetland area, and just beside a large boulder, 
a deposited bronze vessel was found which con-
tained a large buton-on-bow brooch from the 8th 
century and a number of glass beads (igs. 21 – 22). 
The brooch was much worn and had clearly been 
repaired in several places. It was probably irst 
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20 Lærkefryd, north-eastern Zealand, Denmark. Finds from the open sacriicial site. The objects which were found scattered 
over an area with a dark culture layer cover a period of 700 years from the 3rd – 10th century.
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deposited with the bronze vessel in the 9th centu-
ry, and the large silver brooch was probably also 
deposited in the vessel but later ploughed up by 
modern cultivation. In the ind area a large number 
of pits were found, with a ind inventory from the 
late Roman and early Germanic Iron Age 56. Bear-
ing in mind the situation at Gudme, where a large 
number of pits were also noted in the presumed 
open-air cult area, it is possible that both the pits 
and the later ofering from the 9th century in reality 
represent a cult area belonging to the large residen-
tial complex. However, it will require goal-oriented 
excavations to clarify the background for the vari-
ous traces of features in the ind area. The excavator 
of the ine ind proposes that the two huge jewels, 
the beads and the bronze vessel make up a uniied 
ofering – perhaps to the goddess Freya, consider-
ing that the Brisingamen jewel was Freya’s symbol 
in Norse mythology 57.

Organization of the pre-Christian cult 

The above review of a number of examples from 
southern Scandinavia shows that at aristocratic 
residences one sees a certain patern in terms of the 
organization of the central, prestigious area on the 
one hand, and of the closest hinterland on the oth-
er hand. The main building, the actual residence, 
recurs in all the complexes described. With more 
or less all of them a smaller building is associated, 
for example at Tissø, Järrestad, Totegård, Lisbjerg 
and probably Sorte Muld. In these cases the smaller 
building is seen to be surrounded by fencing which 

is oten built directly together with the main build-
ing. A smaller building also accompanies the main 
residence at Uppåkra, Helgö, Gudme and Lejre, 
where no traces of a surrounding fence have been 
demonstrated. It may have been ploughed away, or 
may never have been there. The main point, how-
ever, is that the combination of the large and the 
small building is a regular element at the elite sites 
mentioned.

In interpreting these magnates’ residences as a 
central complex consisting of a large main build-
ing and a smaller building, sometimes situated 
in a smallish enclosure, it is worth going back to 
Olaf Olsen’s monograph from 1966, “Hørg, Hov 
og Kirke”. This reviews in particular the descrip-
tions in the sagas and the Eddic poetry of the hof 
and  hörgr – two central elements related to the pre-
Christian cult 58. Today, if we sum up the diverse 
descriptions of the Viking Age pre-Christian cult 
elements in the light of the results from the above-
mentioned archaeological excavations of magnates’ 
residences with presumed supraregional cultic 
functions, it seems reasonable to interpret the pic-
ture from the magnates’ seats investigated, with 
their large main building and the adjacent smaller 
building, as the “tall-timbered hof and hörgr” men-
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21 Smørenge, Denmark. The ind-spot on the edge of a 
wetland area for the sacriicial ind with a button-on-bow 
brooch and glass beads ( ) deposited in a copper vessel. A 
large silver brooch ( ) probably also lay in the copper vessel.

22 Smørenge, Denmark. Silver ibula (1) and button-on-
bow brooch (2) from the sacriicial ind.

 56 Vennersdorf et al. 2006, 180.
 57 Vennersdorf et al. 2006, 181 f.
 58 Olsen 1966, 83 f.
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tioned in several of the Eddic poems. Verse 7 of the 
Völuspá in the Codex Regius version speaks of the 
Aesir who met on the plain of Ida at the hörg ok 
hof hátimbruðu – the tall-timbered hörgr and hof   59. 
Strophe 16 of Grímnismál mentions that Njord at 
Nóatún disposes of hátimbruðum hörgi, tall-tim-
bered hörgs 60. The early Norse sources thus speak 
of sacral buildings, which clearly difered from the 
other building constructions of the time. In this 
context the very solidly built cult building at Up-
påkra provides a good archaeological illustration 
of the expressions in the Eddic poems. On the other 
hand the confusion is deepened by the fact that the 
early sources also use the concept hörg or hörgr of 
cult sites in the open air. It is only natural that the 
apparent conceptual confusion of the sources has 
raised doubts about their credibility. However, the 
archaeological picture of the pre-Christian cult el-
ements at and around the magnate’s residence at 
Tissø shows how the great variation that the early 
writen sources indicate among the cultic site and 
complexes in fact represents the real situation.

Today archaeology can document a highly var-
ied picture of the pre-Christian cult, which can be 
diicult to link or identify with precise rituals and 
concepts, and not least with their elements as men-
tioned in the early writen sources. The statements 
of the sources are heterogeneous and it can be dif-
icult to uncover the original layers of meaning in 
the texts. The archaeological material is today so 
extensive that it must be said to have overtaken the 
very varied information in the writen sources. It 
is perhaps therefore time to abandon the historical 
sources’ concepts such as hof and hörgr. Firstly, as we 
have seen, they only describe a limited spectrum of 
the religious aspects and institutions in the society 
of the late Iron Age and Viking Age, and secondly, 
continued use will tend to ix and limit our inter-
pretations of the archaeological ind pictures. A site 
like Tissø alone illustrates how complex the sys-
tem of ritual places associated with the great elite 
residences of the Viking Age was. The Old Norse 
Eddic poetry and the sagas aford only quite ran-
dom glimpses of this picture. These “glimpses” 
have however been quite crucial in puting us on 
the track of the archaeological features that repre-
sent the pre-Christian cult elements, and they will 
continue to constitute important comparative ref-
erence material for the evaluation of the archaeo-
logical data 61.

The above review of a number of the most sig-
niicant magnates’ residences in southern Scandi-
navia has shown that throughout the period they 
have included several buildings and structures that 
functioned as elements in pre-Christian rituals and 

activities. At the older complexes the patern can be 
seen to have consisted of a large main building ac-
companied by a smaller hall building, as at Gudme 
for example. There seems to be a functional difer-
ence between the two buildings, in that a number 
of sacral activities took place in the smaller build-
ing, while more profane activities such as recep-
tions and feasts took place in the large residence 
building. However, there are indications that in 
the course of the 6th – 7th century several functions 
were moved from the smaller hall building to the 
large main building. At the magnate’s residence 
from the 7th – 11th century at Tissø, for example, it 
can be seen clearly that the large hall was divided 
into a convivial area and a private area, while the 
fenced-in cult building is on the whole without 
traces of activities other than a higher phosphate 
level, which could be interpreted as evidence of 
sacriices. The development indicates that the hall 
room, the ritual meals and the so-called blót feasts 
moved to the large main building. The cult build-
ing remained for the storage of statues of gods, 
sacral objects and sacriices. This may be the pic-
ture we see at the Tissø magnate’s residence, where 
there was direct access from the private area of the 
hall to the fenced-in cult area, which indicates that 
the magnate was responsible for maintaining the 
sacral objects kept in the cult building. At a mag-
nate complex like Borg in Sweden we see this clear 
division of activities, too 62.

However, besides the two central buildings, 
there are a number of other features and structures 
at the magnates’ residences which were clearly also 
involved in the pre-Christian rituals. To begin with 
there are the distinctive culture layers at Helgö, 
Gudme, Tissø and Lejre, clearly containing objects 
deposited in connection with sacriicial rituals. In 
addition there are probably special pit-houses, for 
instance at Tissø, where a child’s jaw was found 
in a pit-house close to the cult area. Another pit-
house has inds in the form of keys, knives, tools 
and insular casket mountings. In connection with 
investigations of a pit-house on the Icelandic hof-
garðr (lordly mansion) Einarsson has proposed the 
idea that pit-houses could also function as blóthus 
(sacriicial house) 63. To these features we can add 

 59 Olsen 1966, 92.
 60 Olsen 1966, 92.
 61  Raudvere 2006; Hultgård 2008; Sundqvist 2004; id. 2006 

and id. 2008 for the picture formed by the writen sources.
 62 Nielsen 1997; id. 2006; Nielsen  /  Lindeblad 1999.
 63 Einarsson 2008.
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the large stone-heaps noted at the magnates’ resi-
dences at Tissø, Lejre and Järrestad, which should 
probably be seen as the results of cooking or brew-
ing for ritual blót feats.

The picture of the Tissø residence in Phase 2 from 
the 8th century is of a complex (ig. 13) where almost 
the whole organization seems dictated by the pre-
Christian cult activities, for which the owner was 
clearly responsible. It is worth noting that this is 
the picture that seems to prevail in all the magnate 
complexes of this article. Not until the Viking Age 
do more economic factors appear to intrude in the 
form of utility buildings. The residences at this top 
level seem to have organized large parts of a ritual 
landscape around them, as is evident for example 
from the open sacriicial sites we see today at Tissø, 
Lærkefryd, Smørenge and Lunda in central Swe-
den 64. To these we can add the known sacriicial 
sites in the form of lakes and streams, several of 
which were probably also related to large residen-
tial complexes of a similar character.

The archaeological picture shows that the spatial 
organization of the pre-Christian religion and its 
customs, forn siðr, must have been deeply ingrained 
in the mentality and worldview of the population, 
given the temporal continuity exhibited by many 
of these places. In connection with the introduction 
of Christianity, it would therefore have been neces-
sary to demonstrate cultic continuity at the abso-

 64 Andersson  /  Skyllberg 2008.
 65 Nordahl 1996; Jeppesen 2004; Jeppesen  /  Madsen 1997; An-

dersen et al. 2008.
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lutely central places to obtain the acceptance of the 
population. Archaeology can now inally begin to 
demonstrate the cultic continuity that Olsen called 
for in 1966. At places like Uppsala in Sweden, Lis-
bjerg and Jelling in Denmark and Mære in Norway, 
continuity has been documented from pre-Chris-
tian to Christian times 65. These earlier pre-Christian 
cult centres continued to play this role in the early 
Christian period. This demonstration of continuity 
was probably necessary to legitimize the position 
of both the ruling class and Christianity with the 
population.

Over the past 30 years archaeological excavations 
at several aristocratic residences and large setle-
ment complexes in Scandinavia have delivered re-
sults that mean that we can begin to give form and 
content to the hörgr, hof and blót of the Norse Eddic 
poetry. The inds show that the hof and hörgr were 
elements of the building structure of the elite resi-
dences as early as the 3rd century ad. The archaeo-
logical excavations reveal a real and very great 
variation in the pre-Christian religion. The cult 
sites emerge as extremely heterogeneous, and large 
central places seem to have been linked not with a 

Abstract
Pre-Christian cult at aristocratic residences and setlement complexes  

in southern Scandinavia in the 3rd – 10th centuries ad

single ritual or sacriicial site but with a system of 
contemporaneous sites – in the form of both build-
ings and open sites in the surrounding landscape. 
In this article the main focus will be on the places 
from the 1st millennium ad, which can also be as-
sumed to have functioned as regional centres for 
the pre-Christian religion. The “classic” sites such 
as Gudme, Uppåkra, Uppsala, Helgö and Lejre are 
today accompanied by a number of similar sites. 
The excavations and the inds prove that the Scan-
dinavian elite were in control of an important as-
pect such as religion. 
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Zusammenfassung
Vorhristlihe Kulteinrihtungen auf Fürstensitzen und in Siedlungskomplexen  

des südlihen Skandinaviens im 3. – 10. Jahrhundert n. Chr.

Seit über 30 Jahren haben in Skandinavien arhäo-
logishe Ausgrabungen an vershiedenen Fürsten-
sitzen und in großen Siedlungskomplexen Ergeb-
nisse erzielt, welhe die Grundlagen für Auslegung 
und Gehalt der Begrife hörgr, hof und blót aus der 
altnordishen Edda bilden. Die Funde und Befun-
de zeigen, dass bereits im 3. Jahrhundert n. Chr. 
hof und hörgr Teile der Gebäudekonstruktionen in 
den Wohnsitzen der Elite darstellten. Die arhäo-
logishen Ausgrabungen dekten damit eine gro-
ße Bandbreite der vorhristlihen Religion auf. Die 
Kultplätze geben sih als äußerst vershiedenartig 
zu erkennen: In den großen Zentralpätzen sheinen 
sie niht nur mit einem einzigen Kult- oder Opfer-

platz verbunden zu sein, sondern sind Teil eines 
Systems von zeitgleihen Plätzen, und zwar sowohl 
in Form von Gebäuden als auh von ofenen Berei-
hen in der umgebenden Landshat. Der Beitrag 
rihtet sein Hauptaugenmerk auf die Plätze des  
1. Jahrtausends n. Chr., von denen vermutet wer-
den darf, dass sie als regionale Zentren einer vor-
hristlihen Religion dienten. Den „klassishen“ 
Orten wie Gudme, Uppåkra, Uppsala, Helgö and 
Lejre shließen sih heute eine Anzahl ähnliher 
Plätze an. Die Ausgrabungen und Funde beweisen, 
dass die skandinavishe Elite den wihtigen As-
pekt der Religion unter ihrer Kontrolle hate.
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