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Introduction

The earliest centuries following the introduction of 
Christianity to Denmark are not rich in evidence 
in respect of costume and the use of dress-acces-
sories. Metal-detector finds are a growing and pri-
mary source in this respect. The many finds show 
that brooches were part of the costume, and that 
in the period of c. AD 1050–1150 three types in 
particular stand out as widespread. These are those 
known as Urnes brooches (Bertelsen 1994; Wester-
gren 1986), bird-shaped brooches (Pedersen 2001) 
and circular brooches with an animal motif of the 
Aalborg-group Type and Agnus Dei brooches (Ber-
telsen 1992; 1993).

The terminology which has been in use up to 
now in respect of the brooches can be imprecise 
and not very idiomatic.4 The name bird-shaped 
brooch is the least problematic in this regard, as 
the name is short and precisely reflects the design 
of the brooches rather than any specific stylistic 
features.

In the following, ‘animal loop brooches’ of the 
Urnes type will still be referred to as Urnes brooches, 

a term which continues regularly to be used in the 
literature (Christiansen 2017, 86; Gilså in press), 
and ‘animal loop brooches’ of the Aalborg[-group] 
type and the Agnus Dei type will generally be re-
ferred to as circular animal brooches. 

Although the three brooch types are common 
finds on many metal-rich sites all over Denmark, 
almost none were until recently found in archae-
ological contexts. As a result of this, there are a 
number of unanswered questions regarding the 
production, use and meaning of these obviously 
common and widespread artefacts in the period 
c. 1050-1150. 

A few years ago, two new finds of workshops 
that were operative in the decades around  1100 
were made in the course of archaeological investi-
gations in Aalborg and in Ribe. At both sites, sev-
eral of the brooch-types referred to above were pro-
duced. With the archaeological contextualization, 
a new insight can be gained into the production 
methods, the relation between the brooch-types 
and the meaning of their symbolism. The finds 
constitute an important breakthrough in respect of 
the background for the popularity and widespread 
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distribution of the brooches. Questions, that can-
not be answered on the basis of the detector finds 
alone.

Starting from the evidence of the workshop 
finds from Ribe and Aalborg and making use of a 
series of parallels amongst detector finds, the focus 
of this article is upon the following questions:

•	 Where did production take place?
•	 What group of customers was it directed at?
•	 Who was responsible for it?
•	 What was the basis of the distribution and 

popularity of the brooches?

The brooches – current knowledge

The Urnes brooches appear, despite their name, in 
the Ringerike and Urnes Styles or with Roman-
esque features, but the majority are in the Urnes 
Style (Bertelsen 1994; Gilså in press; Røstad 2012, 
193). The bird-shaped brooches may contain ele-
ments of either the Ringerike or Urnes Styles but 
are mostly quite separate from the Scandinavian 
stylistic tradition (Pedersen 2001, 39). The circu-
lar animal brooches are found in both Urnes and 
Romanesque Styles (Bertelsen 1992). Altogether, 
the stylistic features of the brooches show that their 
centre of gravity lay in the period of the Urnes 
Style, c. 1050-1150.

The brooches are generally of modest size, typi-
cally with a maximum dimension of 2-3 cm. They 
are provided with pin-fittings on the back, and of-
ten too with a loop or a hole for suspension of a 
chain or whatever. Their principal area of distribu-
tion is in present Denmark and to a lesser extent 
in Skåne in present Sweden (Hårdh 2010; Røstad 
2012, 181). The intensive use of metal-detectors 
in Denmark consequent on the Danefæ legislation 
may be part of the reason for this. Before more in-
tensive metal-detector activity began taking place 
in Denmark from around 1990, the number of 
finds from Sweden, Norway and Denmark were 
almost even (Gilså in press). It should be taken 
into consideration, when looking at the geographi-
cal distribution that intensive use of metal detector 
can change the picture drastically over short time 
(Feveile 2018). 

The large number of detector finds which have 
been declared as Danefæ are curated by the Na-

tional Museum, while the majority of the asso-
ciated data are recorded at the local museums in 
accordance with the delivery of the finds. At the 
moment it is consequently impossible to pro-
duce any major data-pull which could provide an 
overview of the whole body of finds in respect of 
specific brooch-types and more precise find spots, 
and thus to use the Danish detector finds for re-
gional or trans-regional studies. In a recent study 
of the Danish finds of Urnes brooches based on 
data from the National Museums collection some 
figures for the overall count has become available 
(Gilså in press). This study includes 850 finds of 
Urnes brooches (ibid), and mentions furthermore 
348 bird brooches, and around 264 circular animal 
brooches of the Aalborg group (214) and the Agnus 
Dei type (around 50) (ibid). The number grows 
continuously. In DIME (the new, user-driven re-
cording platform for detector finds) (Dobat et al. 
2019) around 60 finds of circular animal brooches 
are registered from 2/1 2018-23/10 2019.5

The recent study of Urnes brooches (Gilså in 
press) has been very usefull as reference material 
in this paper, but many other examples are dis-
covered via net-based detector fora, with the find 
places subsequently verified via the relevant lo-
cal museums. Several museums have made more 
comprehensive information about finds from 
their areas available, while data from DIME have 
also been used.

When looking at the numbers of brooch finds 
from the period, they are remarkably high com-
pared with other medieval artefact-types in the 
category of jewellery and dress-accessories. As 
an example, there are around 300 finds of pil-
grim badges from the whole of Denmark, an ar-
tefact-type that is datable across several centuries 
from the 13th century to the 16th.6

The numbers and distribution of the brooches 
leaves us with questions about the background for 
their popularity, who the users were, and what the 
motives meant to the people at the time. The use of 
small amuletic brooches with animal designs root-
ed in religious ideas has its roots back in the Late 
Iron Age and Viking Period (e.g. Gräslund 2006; 
Pedersen 2014; Petersen 2005). In the course of 
the 11th century new motifs and symbols came to 
influence the decoration of the brooches, but their 
structure with pin-fittings and a loop for attach-
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ments remained the same (Baastrup and Petersen 
2008; Pedersen 2014). When it comes to inter-
preting the brooch motives, some of them are a 
bit harder to decode for us today than others. It 
has previously been suggested that the animal and 
snakes on the Urnes brooches depicts two animals 
in battle or a snake subjecting itself to the large 
animal (Lindahl 1983, 40), furthermore, Urnes 
brooches has been interpreted as emblematic roy-
al tokens (Bertelsen 1994, 351, 358; Gotfredsen 
2002, 41; Lindahl 1983, 40; Westergren 1986, 
10-12), or media for social communication which 
expressed political and ethnic affiliation: the latter 
especially because of their significant geographi-
cal distribution within the territory of Denmark 
(Røstad 2012). A more recent explication of the 
design of the Urnes brooches, an animal encoiled 
by a snake, is that this is to be seen as an image 
of God the Father and the Holy Spirit in intimate 
symbiosis and not as two beasts fighting one an-
other (Wood 2014). The designs can therefore be 
regarded as purely Christian rather than political 
propaganda. According to this interpretation, the 
Urnes brooches were presumably more than any-
thing else attributed with intrinsic powers and were 
not purely symbols intended to signal something 
externally. They thus embody continuity in use 
and significance: an old and well-known amulet 
brooch-type in a new dress (Andersen 2015, 52-3; 
Baastrup and Petersen 2008; Pedersen 2001, 52-3; 
2004, 72; Pedersen 2014, 221; Petersen 2005). 

Amongst detector finds from the Early Viking 
Period, locally manufactured cross-shaped brooch-
es, known as Råhede brooches, occur; these are 
have been suggested to be tokens of baptism, dis-
tributed in connection with the Christian mission 
(Feveile 2011). In the late Viking Age and early 
Christian period in Denmark the imported Car-
olingian-Ottonian enamel brooches could have 
had the same function (Baastrup 2014, 105-10; 
Beck, Christiansen and Henriksen in press, 32-3, 
57; Roslund 2010). With the marked ingress of 
brooches with Christian symbolism from the dec-
ades around the year 1100 the situation appears for 
the first time to have involved an extensive local 
production of amulets of Christian significance.

In the pre-Christian period, brooches were 
most often female jewellery, while from the ear-
ly Christian period we have no grave finds, nor 

written or pictorial sources, showing by whom the 
brooches were used or how, or anything concern-
ing their role and importance at the time.7 In this 
respect, the surviving objects are themselves a pri-
mary source. The questions are, whether the con-
tinuity that can be seen in the construction of the 
brooches, pin-fittings combined with a loop, is an 
expression of continuity in use, and whether the 
brooches are still female jewellery or were worn by 
both sexes (Bertelsen 1994, 350-1; Røstad 2012, 
200, 203). In the Christian context there seems to 
be a tradition for other small brooches with reli-
gious symbolism – such as, for instance, the previ-
ously-mentioned enamel brooches – to have been 
worn by both men and women (Baastrup 2007, 
6), just as several other types of medieval jewellery, 
such as finger rings and later ring brooches too, 
were common to both sexes.

Background: Workshop finds and mo-
dels of organization

Medieval jewellers’ workshops, not least from 
the early Christian period, have hitherto been 
rare in the extreme in Denmark. During excava-
tions in Viborg, a workshop of the first decades 
of the 11th century has been found, at which op-
eration appears to have been seasonal and to have 
involved the bronzecaster and the silversmith on 
varying occasions (Jouttijärvi et al. 2005; Thomsen 
2005). The only certain evidence from medieval 
Denmark of the production of the brooches listed 
above until just a few years ago was a workshop 
found in Lund, the so-called ‘Urnes workshop’. 
Urnes brooches were certainly manufactured here 
in the period of c. 1100-1150 while models for cir-
cular animal brooches and bird-shaped brooches 
also occur amongst the finds from the town (e.g. 
Bergman and Billberg 1976; Bertelsen 2002b cat. 
nos. 44-45; Blomqvist 1947; Carelli 2012, 86-
877; Cinthio 1999; Salminen and Hervén 2001; 
Stenholm 1976). Outside medieval Denmark, a 
mould for casting of Urnes brooches occur among 
the findmaterial from Sigtuna.8

The brooches were cast in clay moulds (Berg-
man and Billberg 1976, 207) which had been built 
up either over a solid model (Lønborg 1998, 71) or 
using a wax model (Söderberg 2018). Both meth-
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ods had their roots back in the Late Iron Age and 
Viking Period and are well attested archaeologi-
cally in several of the Viking-period emporia, in-
cluding Ribe and Kaupang (e.g. Feveile and Jensen 
2006, 60; Madsen 1984, 91-5; Pedersen 2016). 
The understanding has been that the use of solid 
models was better suited to serial production than 
wax models were (Lønborg 1994; Madsen 1984, 
91) as the latter could be used only once while a 
solid model could be re-used many times over. 
Experimental studies, however, indicates that the 
opposite can in fact be the case (Hedegaard 1992; 
Söderberg 2018, 7). The theory, that the slim loops 
of the Urnes brooches would not be suitable for 
melted wax to pass through, has never been exper-
imentially tested yet (Lønborg 1994, 372). An-
other possibility is, that both methods have been 
used simultaneously. As shown in Gilsås study on 
the Urnes brooches, the majority of the brooches 
are made of copper-alloy (Gilså in press). Judging 
from previous publications (Bertelsen 1992, 1994; 
Pedersen 2001) and data from DIME and detector 
fora, this seem to be the case for the bird brooches 
and the circular animal brooches as well.

For the specialist crafts, including the casting of 
copper-alloy jewellery, both mobility and close as-
sociations with a powerful elite, trading centres and 
urban contexts are considered to have been funda-
mental prerequisites (Calmer 2003, 359; Salminen 
and Hervén 2001). With regard to bronzecasting 
in the Iron Age and the Viking Period a series of 
models to represent the organization of the craft 
have been elaborated: administered urban economy 
casting; merchant and raw material casting; profes-
sional super-regional casting; court casting; socially 
governed casting; and domestic casting (Hedegaard 
1992; Pedersen 2016, 35; Söderberg 2004). Sev-
eral of these modes of craft-organization existed 
side-by-side for a long time, but in the course of 
the Middle Ages, with the growth of multiple ur-
ban environments, the specialist artisans acquired 
a more permanent customer and work base and 
came to constitute a core of the development and 
economy of the towns (Callmer 2003). In Lund, 
those who practised metalworking are consequent-
ly viewed from around the year 1100 as an or-
ganized workforce. They were nevertheless always 
subject to the power-wielding elite that owned the 
land on which the workshop activity took place. 

Over time the craftsfolk appear to achieve a great-
er degree of economic independence, reflected, 
amongst other ways, in more direct contact with 
the customers (Carelli 2012, 76, 86; Salminen and 
Hervén 2001, 268).

The geographical distribution of specific vari-
eties and finds of lead models and miscast objects 
is often regarded as evidence of the individual 
stamp of workshops and their presence, local-
ly or regionally (Bertelsen 1992, 1994; Chris-
tiansen 2017, 87; Lønborg 1994; Pedersen 2001, 
2010). Brooches manufactured in urban con-
texts (administered urban economy casting), with 
the discovery in Lund in mind, may have been 
the source and inspiration for local production 
(domestic casting) and/or itinerant craftsmen who 
copied items of jewellery on demand (profession-
al super-regional casting). The inconsistent artistic 
quality of the brooches has been interpreted as a 
reflex of more or less professional artisans’ skills, 
the work of various local workshops, or degenera-
tion in the direction of the more stylized and im-
precise over time (Christiansen 2017, 86-7, 91-2; 
Lønborg 1994, 371; Pedersen 2010; Ramskou 
1957, 199-200; Westergren 1986). If the method 
of production included the use of a solid mod-
el it would mean that a brooch could be copied 
quite readily. Together with the fact that artefacts 
can be transported to another location in order to 
be sold, and may be lost at many locations other 
than where they were manufactured, more certain 
evidence of workshop production would be pro-
duction waste such as moulds, metaldrops and/or 
miscast artefacts.

The workshop in Ribe

The workshop building and its archaeo-
logical context

In the course of excavations south of Ribe Cathe-
dral in 2011-12, the remains of a bronzecaster’s 
workshop were excavated (Figure 1). The settle-
ment phase to which the workshop activity per-
tains is dated c. AD 1050-1150. The area was pre-
viously part of the churchyard, and subsequently a 
House of Canons was built on the site. During the 
excavation of the settlement the remains of several 
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timber buildings were found which had, however, 
been extensively disturbed by later activities (Exca-
vation report: ASR 13).

Alongside the street line to the south (present Søn-
derportsgade: ‘South Gate Street’), the remains of 
a stave-built structure with curved walls raised in 
1077 were found. To the north this plot was bound-
ed by a wooden fence in a foundation trench. In 
the north-eastern quadrant the remains of a small 
wooden building were excavated. This building is 
inferred to have been rectangular, and about 4.5 m 
wide. In its north-eastern corner was found a deep 
sequence composed of a large number of thin clay 
and dirt layers with a high level of admixed ash, and 
a round hearth some 0.6 m in diameter consisting 
of both clay and ash layers (Figure 2). Both the floor 
and the fireplace contained large quantities of pro-
duction waste in the form of green staining, lumps 
of copper alloy, and clay crucible- and mould-frag-
ments. Amongst the finds were numerous fragments 
of clay moulds for casting of different brooch types. 
Finds of crucible sherds and mould-fragments in 
the floor layer of the bow-sided building indicate 
that it was contemporary with the workshop. The 
workshop layers were cut by a number of pits at the 

northern end of the plot that had been dug before 
the canonical cloister was built around 1150. On 
this basis, the functional period of the workshop can 
be narrowed to post-AD 1077, and on into the first 
decades of the 12th century.

Figure 1. (a) Aerial photograph with the area of excavation marked. Photo/illustration: Danish Geodata Agency/Morten 
Søvsø.

Churchyard 
ditch

Younger features
Rubbish pits
Clay floors
Hearth
Wood

Churchyard ditch

Rubbish pits
Fence

Bronzecasting 
workshop

Figure 1. (b) The settlement phase with the remains of a 
workshop. Photo/illustration: Danish Geodata Agency/Mor-
ten Søvsø.
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The finds

Water-sieving increased the quantity of finds col-
lected, especially in respect of production waste 
from the workshop (Table 1). Some of the finds 
are from the floor layer and the hearth in the 
workshop building but the distribution other-
wise shows that the waste must have largely been 
gathered up and cast out over the plot around the 
workshop building, or buried in waste pits. Clay 
mould-fragments, crucible sherds and brooches 
also occur in later waste pits, building layers and 
other features subsequently cut into the area. The 
highest proportion of finds were from the fill of 
the churchyard ditch immediately to the north of 
the plot, including several large mould-fragments 
and eight complete crucibles (Figure  3a). The 
quantity of finds and the good quality of preser-
vation indicate that these were deposited directly 
from the workshop.

Technical details of the finds

The clay moulds occur as fragments of half-form 
part-moulds with the impression of either the face 

or the reverse of the object to be cast. Amongst the 
fragments there are a number of larger pieces, but 
no complete part-moulds (Figure 4). The degree 
of fragmentation could indicate that the moulds 
were broken after casting in order to remove the 
finished object, but it cannot be determined for 
certain that the moulds could have been or indeed 
ever were re-used. 

Two-part moulds
By far the majority of the moulds had been two-part 
moulds with an upper and a lower half. Preforms for 
pin-fitting in the form of two prongs were cast in 
with the brooch itself (e.g. Figure 4a, 16a, 19b). The 
prongs were subsequently drilled through and filed 
to shape so that the pin could be attached. The cor-
rect position of the two mould halves in relation to 
each other was secured in the process of casting by 
keys- and keyholes which were located at the edge of 
the mould (Figure 5, 17f) (Feveile and Jensen 2006, 
159; Madsen 1984, 93). The gate could have been 
formed with the aid of a wooden model (Lønborg 
1998, 71). The inlet gate was an integral part of the 
mould. The molten metal was poured in through 
this into the cavity of the mould (Figure 6a).

Totals
Mould-fragments 3628
Crucibles and crucible sherds 2570
Molten copper-ally drops 462
Brooches 23
Honestones (from primary contexts) 21
Touchstones 2

Table 1. The finds quantified.

Figure 2. Section through the hearth in the 
workshop. Photo: SJM.
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Figure 3. Equipment and tools. (a) Crucibles ASR 13x1065, x1143, x1314. Without scale. (b) Possible touchstone ASR 
13x479. 1:1. c) A selection of honestones ASR 13x406, x491, x742, x1244, x1329, x1356, x3552, x3535, x3563. 1:2
(d) the inside of a crucible sherd with small golden drops. ASR 13x1420. Without scale. Photo: SJM/Henrik B. Christiansen 
(HBC).

ba

c d

Figure 4. Examples of larger mould-fragments. (a) The central piece has a channel (sprue) leading to the reverse of a 
brooch with a pin-fitting ASR 13x3162 (3 parts). (b) The reverse of a larger fragment ASR 13x3564. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.

a b
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The models
Among the workshop findmaterial is a lead-mod-
el for a circular animal brooch (Figure 7). This, 
and the use of two part moulds, used in order to 
remove the model after the mould had dried, and 
the presence of keys- and keyholes in order to hold 
the two half-moulds together in the right position 
during casting (Figure 5, 16a), are proof of the use 
of solid models in the workshop. However, it is a 
possibility, that both solid models and waxmodels 
could have been in use in the workshop. Anders 
Söderberg has shown how one can advantageous-
ly make use of wax models in the serial produc-
tion of Urnes brooches in clay moulds (Söderberg 
2018). One feature which is visible on some of 
the large quantity of detector-found brooches is 
evidence of the trimming of the openwork areas 
on the reverse of the brooch. This modification 
is assumed to have been carried out in a soft wax 
model and not on a finished cast metal brooch 
(Söderberg 2018, 6, figure 16, 20). Such marks 
can also be seen on some of the brooches that 
have been found in the Ribe area (Figure 12b, re-
verse). Future microscopic analyses of the surfac-
es of the moulds, however, together with casting 
experiments, may be able to shed light upon this 
(Söderberg 2018, 5).

Miscasts and discarded brooches
The small quantity of metal that was required for 
casting cooled down at lightning speed and it was 
thus easy for the casting to fail (Lønborg 1994, 
373). One mould had collapsed during casting, 
perhaps because the clay had not been sufficiently 
fired; another mould’s sprue is full of metal (ASR 
13x3537, x3564). For the casting of bird-shaped 
brooches, the sprue always led to the vertical end 
of the fan-shaped tail, and in several cases discard-
ed or lost specimens show that there is still some 
casting flash from the sprue in situ as an exten-
sion of the tail (e.g. Figure 13a-c). In other cases 
the entire bird’s body has gone awry during cast-
ing (Figure 13f, g). From the layers in and around 
the workshop a quantity of honestones have been 
found which could have been used for finishing 
work on the cast brooches, removing casting flash 
and excess metal (Figure 3c). 

Figure 5. Mould-fragments with keys and keyholes. ASR 
13x3530, x3482, x3552. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.

Figure 6. (a) Fragment with a sprue channel and gate. 
ASR 13x3469. (b) Fragment with three sprues for three 
brooches. ASR 13x3126. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.

Figure 7. Lead-model for a circular brooch with animal de-
sign. ASR 13x4255. 2:1 Photo: SJM/HBC.

a b

Double- and triple moulds
In a number of cases, the bronzecaster was working 
with moulds for two objects at a time, presumably 
to save time and resources. What were cast in a sin-
gle mould could be examples of the same brooch-
type or different types (e.g. Figure 13m, p, r, s, 15a, 
17e). There is a single case of a mould with a sprue 
that branches into cavities for three separate ob-
jects (Figure 6b).
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Open moulds
Eleven mould-fragments stand apart through con-
sisting of just a one-part oval mould (Figure 8a). 
The fragments have a substantial rectangular notch 
across the curvature of the oval, probably for a 
spike to hold the mould firmly during casting. The 
liquid metal must have been poured directly into 
the cavity, which is cross-shaped in all cases.

The metals
The metal alloys which were used for casting in this 
workshop have left green staining on the work-
shop floor and the fireplace layers, on crucibles 
and mould-fragments, and in the form of droplets. 
The discarded or lost brooches from the excava-
tions are also copper-alloy. The conditions for the 
preservation of metals in the culture layers of Ribe 
are poor on the whole, and metal remains and ob-
jects in the finds from the bronzecasting workshop 
are generally highly corroded, with surface degra-
dation. As yet, no systematic analysis of the met-
als from the workshop has been carried out, but 
XRF-analyses of the surface of four mould-frag-
ments have revealed traces of copper, zinc and lead. 
Two crucibles contained traces of copper while the 
contents of two brooches were, respectively, cop-
per/tin and copper.9 Some of the brooches were 
therefore apparently of a brass-like alloy and were 
originally a shiny gold colour. An Urnes brooch 
that was found during the excavation of a well in 
a settlement south of Ribe was probably manufac-
tured in this workshop (see below). This brooch is 
in good condition and it gives an impression of the 
gold-coloured surface the now corroded brooches 
may have had (Figure 10a). This may have rendered 
the use of coatings unnecessary, but the discovery 
of just one crucible sherd with a couple of drops 
of gold (Figure 3d) and a touchstone (Figure 3b), 
nevertheless shows that the workshop must have 
worked with this precious metal to some extent, 
possibly for gilding. 

The products of the workshop

Amongst the whole collection of mould-fragments 
there are a number with no impressions, or with 

such limited impression evidence that they cannot 
be identified to brooch-type. From the 1,774 frag-
ments with impressions, 497 can be identified to 
type. It is important to bear in mind that whole or 
larger impressions of, for instance, the small and 
compact bird-shaped brooches (Figure  13) will 
have stood a better chance of surviving because 
of their size than impressions on moulds for large 
Urnes brooches that would have been likely to suf-
fer a higher degree of fragmentation (Figure  10) 
and so be represented in a larger number of frag-
ments. The majority of the fragments do indeed 
have the impression of looped ribbon work of 
the Urnes Style without the exact appearance of 
the brooch being determinable. The repertoire of 
products that is presented below therefore prob-
ably constitutes only part of the total range of 
brooches, with possibly other artefact-types to be 
included as well. In order to reconstruct the reper-
toire, mould-impressions and miscast or discarded 
brooches from the workshop context have been 
compared, along with other archaeological finds 
from Ribe and from other metal-rich sites in the 
hinterland of the town (Table 2; Figure 9).

Figure 8. (a) Fragments of open one-part moulds for cas-
ting cross-shaped objects ASR 13x3495, x3467, x3534, 
x3474. (b) Fragment of a two-part mound for the casting 
of the same type of object ASR 13x3492. 1:1. Photo: SJM/
HBC.

a

b
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Urnes brooches
The design of Urnes brooches is a quadruped ani-
mal surrounded by looped ribbons. The loops may 
extrude from the beast itself or be separate animals 
(Bertelsen 1994, 347). In many cases the design is 
so stylized that it can be difficult to distinguish the 
distinct components of the design. Larger loop-
holes at the bottom of the brooch motive, or next 
to the animals feet presumably provided a loop for 
the suspension of other ornaments, or for a chain 
or lace to be attached.

There are 347 mould-impressions with seg-
ments of zoomorphic loops from Urnes brooches 
amongst the workshop finds. On the basis of this 
assemblage and finds of brooches, the following 
four types may be distinguished as one range of 
the repertoire of the workshop.

Type 1
This type depicts an elegant, slim animal surround-
ed by looped ribbons or snakes. The animal has a 
pointed oval eye, a small ear, a curled snout and curl 
decoration at the shoulder. One of the loops below 
the animal were probably used for fastening of an 
eye (as on figure 26e). It is the workshop´s largest 
and most elegant brooch design. Type 1 is repre-
sented in the workshop material by one miscast 
fragment (Figure 10e) and one mould-impression 
(Figure 10g). Complete examples on this type has 
been found during excavations of settlements in the 
Ribe area. One was found at the base of a well that 
is dendro-dated to c. AD 1100 (Figure 10a) and the 
second from the wall trench of a building (Figure 
10b) (Jensen 1991, 38; Pedersen 2010, 209). Three 
other finds, two found by metaldetecting and one 
found during an excavation in Ribe, are respectively 
of the beast’s head (Figure 10c), the lower part of 
the beast’s neck/back with looped decoration (Fig-
ure 10d), and most of a brooch apart from the head 
(Figure 10f) (Kristensen 1999, 143). On the first of 
these the surface is covered in minute pits, possibly 
a casting error. The brooch nonetheless has a pin-fit-
ting and therefore was used despite its blemish.

Type 2
This type has three conspicuous claws on the fore-
legs and a small crest or ear on the head. Between 

Table 2. The workshop repertoires.

Figure 9. Finds of the workshop products from detector 
sites recorded at Museums of Southwest Jutland. (1) Gl. 
Hviding ASR 440, 1265, 1375, 1689. (2) Råhede ASR 872, 
(3) Høgsbrogård ASR 2321, (4) Vivegrøft ASR 2344, (5) 
Okholm SJM 154. (6) Seem kirke ASR 1021, (7) Obbekær 
SJM 740. (8) Vilslev Spang ASR 491. (9) Toftegård/Tøm-
merby ASR 1995, SJM 257. (10) Gørding kirke SJM 679. 
For specific finds from each location, se figs. 10-17, 19. 
Map: Claus Feveile.

Urnes- Bird- Circular 
frame 
with 

animal 
design

Circular 
frame, 

inidenti-
fiable

Palmette 
brooch

Double 
cross

Double 
moulds 

included

Uniden-
tifiable 
impres-

sions

No im-
pression

Total

Mould-im-
pressions

347 127 9 47 2 12 40 1230 1854 3628

Miscast/
discarded 
brooches

4 7 4 1 2 18
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the claws a small hole is found which probably 
served as the loop. On well-preserved specimens 
there is marking in the form of transverse lines at 
the transition from the chest to the foreleg of the 
beast (Figure 11a, b). A miscast brooch from the 
workshop and six mould fragments are evidence 
for casting of brooches of this type (Figure 11h-l). 
The type is also known from a number of met-
al-rich sites (Figure 11a-f ) and as an archaeological 
find from an excavation in the western part of Ribe 
(Figure 11g). They are all made of copper-alloy. 

Type 3
The design on this type is an animal body with 
a beak-like mouth surrounded by looped decora-
tion. The eye is a pointed oval. There is a single 
specimen from the workshop layer (Figure 12a) 
and the type is also known from metal-rich sites of 
the hinterland (Figure 12b-d).

Type 4
This brooch type depicts an winged, dragonlike ani-
mal looking over its back, surrounded by snakeloops. 
The animal has a small ear and an open mouth with 
a curled snout. On parallels a pointed eye and curl 
decoration at the shoulder can be seen.10 The snake 
and the animals heads are joined (in a kiss?) over the 
animals back. The design has stylistic elements from 
the Urnes- as well as Romanesque style. This type is 
only represented by a single miscast example from 
the workshop layers (Figure 12e).

Bird-shaped brooches
The workshop assemblage included  127 
mould-fragments from the casting of bird-shaped 
brooches. Three distinct sub-types can be distin-
guished amongst these. All of the bird-shaped 
brooches have a hole formed between the claws 

Figure 10. Urnes brooches, Type 1. (a) ASR 440x528. (b) ASR 491x21. (c) ASR 872x148. (d) ASR 872x52. (e) ASR 
13x289. (f) ASR 565x279 (photo+X-ray). (g) ASR 13x3129. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.
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Type 1
The birds of this type have a small crest and stand 
on two legs with strong claws, between which there 
is a loop hole. They have a fan-shaped tail with 

which presumably provided a loop for the suspen-
sion of other ornaments, or for a chain or lace to 
be attached.

a b

h

e

gf

c d

i j k l

Figure 11. Urnes brooches, Type 2. (a) ASR 491x502. (b) ASR 1021x23. (c) ASR 1375x140, (d) SJM 740x23. (e) ASR 
1689x22. (f) SJM 257x1. (g) ASR 11x3072. (h) ASR 13x3170. (i) ASR 13x3534. (j–l) ASR 13x3129. 1:2. Photo: SJM/HBC.

a

b

c d

Figure 12. Urnes brooches, Type 3 (a-d) Type 4 (e). (a) ASR 13x3130 front and back. (b) ASR 1265x25 front and back. 
(c) ASR 872x70. (d) ASR 2321x239. (e) ASR 13x260 (photo+X-ray). 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.

e
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clearly marked feathers and a raised, slightly up-
turned wing with a small curl at the end. Where 
the demarcation of the eye survives it is pointed 
oval. There are 50  definite mould-impressions 
and seven brooches from the workshop layers. 
Amongst the mould-impressions, five are from 
double moulds in which bird-shaped brooches of 
Type 1 were cast along with an Urnes brooch (Fig-
ure 13q-s), and three were cast along with an open-
work circular brooch (Figure 13p). This type is also 

known amongst detector finds from the hinterland 
of Ribe (Figure 13t-z).

Type 2
The wings of the bird of this type are raised and 
curve gently down towards the tail. Between the 
wings, the tail and the nape there is looped decora-
tion with two perforations. The space between the 
legs of the bird forms a loop. The claws are strong, 
and the hindermost of these stretches quite a long 

Figure 13. Bird-shaped brooches, Type 1. (a) ASR 13x479. (b) x3132. (c) x3036. (d) x1130. (e) x1273. (f) x512. (g) x1211. 
Mould-impressions: (h) x3492. (i) x3537. (j) x3552. (k) x3552. (l) x3129. (m) x3492. (n) x3492. (o) x3129. (p) x3495. (q) 
x3492. (r) x3492. (s) x3492. 1:1. Detector finds: (t) ASR 1689x83. (u) SJM 740x22 (v) SJM 257x107 (x) 115 (y) ASR 
872x351 (z). HAM 5613x53. Photo, a-y: SJM/HBC. z: Poul Nørgaard Pedersen. 
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way back beneath the tail. On well-preserved spec-
imens, vertical parallel lines mark the transition 
between the body and the tail. There is a total of 
16 mould-impressions which can be assigned to 
this type in the workshop find (Figure 14a-f ) while 
a number of counterparts have correspondingly 
been found locally on metal-rich sites (Figure 14g-
i), and one example is an archaeological find from 
Ribe (Figure 14j).

Type 3
This type depicts a bird whose wings are resting 
upon the fan-shaped tail and the beak is slightly 
hooked. On one well-preserved double mould an 
impression can be seen along with that of a circular 
brooch (Figure 15a). The impression is flat, with 

demarcation of the wing against the body as its 
only detail. The head is small in proportion to the 
body.11 A brooch of this type found by metal-de-
tecting has a number of blisters on the body and 
may be a miscast (Figure 15b). Despite its irregu-
lar surface the pin-fittings were completed and the 
brooch will therefore have been used.

Circular animal brooches
The workshop assemblage from Ribe included at 
least 56 mould-fragments for the casting of open-
work circular brooches (Table 2). Most of these 
had an outer diameter of around 2 cm but there 
are also circular frames down to only 1.5 cm di-
ameter (Figure 15a). On many of the fragments it 

a b ec d

f g jh i

Figure 14. Bird-shaped brooches, Type 2. (a) ASR 13x3129. (b) x3492. (c) x3534. (d) x3474. (e) x3534. (f) x3129. (g) ASR 
1375x130. (h) ASR 1689x281. (i) SJM 154x6. (j) ASR 11x4711. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.

a b

Figure 15. Bird-shaped brooches, Type 3. 
(a) ASR 13x3564. (b) ASR 1689x60. 1:1. 
Photo: SJM/HBC.
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is not possible to identify the central design. The 
frame itself may be relatively broad and flat; in two 
ridges or decorated with a beaded rim. 

Type 1
Circular animal brooches of the type that is also 
known as the Aalborg Group (Bertelsen 1992; 
1993). The design is a backward-facing animal 
with an open mouth and a stylized pointed snout. 
The animal is set slightly turned within the frame 
and is often provided with a loop at the bottom of 
the frame (Bertelsen 1992). In the workshop as-
semblage from Ribe the type is represented by a 
lead model (Figure 7, 16d) and a mould-impres-
sion from the manufacture of this type. The frag-
ment is rather battered, and some of the impres-
sion of the forepart and neck of the beast has been 
knocked off (Figure 16a). In addition to this piece 
two discarded brooches were found in the excava-
tion, one of them clearly miscast (Fig. 16b) and the 
other lacking the final finishing work in the form 
of perforations for the pin-catch and pin-anchor. 
On the latter it would appear that the attempt to 
cast something to form a loop failed (Figure 16c) 
but the filing out of holes for the pin-fittings had 
started all the same. As a rule, brooches of this type 
would have had a cast-on loop but there are also 
examples without that (Figure 16e, f ). It is possible 
that the openwork in the design could be used to 
fasten appendages, as in the case of the bird-shaped 

and Urnes brooches. This type is highly uniform 
in appearance, with differences residing in where 
details of the design have been put, or whether the 
frame is decorated. In the latter respect there are 
some very simple examples (Figure 16f ) while oth-
ers have a frame with a beaded rim (Figure 16g-h); 
one has a well demarcated face and a curl on the 
snout (Figure 16g) (Bertelsen 1993). 

Type 2
This type depicts circular animal brooches with 
the Agnus Dei motive. Inside the frame there is a 
stylized beast whose back forms a horizontal, un-
dulating line just above the centre of the frame. 
Fore- and hindlimbs are joined to this. Above the 
back of the beast is a conspicuous cross. On exam-
ples that have been produced in a more detailed 
style an eye, tail and a spiral-demarcated shoul-
der are visible (Figure  28a). The outer diameter 
is around 2 cm. Nine mould-fragments from the 
Ribe workshop can be matched to this design (Fig-
ure 17a-f ). These include three double moulds in 
which the circular brooch was cast along with an 
Urnes brooch (Figure 17e-f ). There is also a highly 
abraded specimen with a pin soldered on to the 
reverse in the workshop assemblage (Figure 17g) 
and a detector-found specimen from the hinter-
land of Ribe (Figure 17h). This type has no sol-
dered-on loop, but once again the holes between 
the legs of the animal could have served as loop 
holes for suspension.

a

b ec d

f g h i

Figure 16. Circular animal brooches, Type 1. (a) ASR 13x3129. (b) ASR 13x3090. (c) x1093. (d) ASR 13x4255. (e) ASR 
11x3260. (f) ASR 1995x1. (g) ASR 1021x2 (h) ASR 2344x268. (i) SJM 679x8. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.
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Type 3
This brooch type has a circular frame which is a little 
larger than with Types 1 and 2. Inside the frame can 
be seen the body of an S-shaped animal or bird with 
a neck and bent head surrounded by Urnes-style 
looped decoration. The brooch looks like a hybrid of 
the Urnes-brooch and circular animal-brooch forms. 
There are two mould-impressions for such brooches, 
with profiled circular frames filled with Urnes-style 
decoration (Figure 18b) and one discarded or mis-
cast brooch from the workshop layers (Figure 18a)

The palmette brooch
The products of the workshop included a type of 
brooch which up until a few years ago was a rarity 
in Denmark (Henriksen 2017, 26) (Figure 19). In 
this paper it is referred to as the palmette brooch, 
a name which refers to a core component of the 
design and its symbolism.

The palmette brooch is similar in size and 
construction to the other brooch-types presented 
above. A typical width is around 2,5  cm, and in 
addition to a pin-catch and pin-anchor there is 
sometimes evidence of a loop. On one specimen 
from Ladby on Fyn the loop ring is preserved (Fig-
ure 20a). Although already one can see a range of 
varieties and stylistic variance amongst the exam-
ples found by metal-detecting, it is pretty much 
the same features which recur in the symmetrical 
design. At the bottom there is often an oval raised 
area which is occasionally modelled as a bearded 
human face (Figure 20a-b, f ); in other cases as a 
ribbon-bow or palmette (Figure 20c-d, g-i). Ver-
tically above this a more or less stylized palmette 
or ribbon-bow spreads out, and at either side two 
curving animal necks with heads project which 
meet above the palmette and enclose the central 
motifs in a heart-shaped frame. In Christian ico-
nography the palmette is synonymous with the 
Tree of Life and the Cross (Karlsson 1981, 117). 
It occurs in Mammen, Ringerike, Urnes and Ro-
manesque art on runestones, in ecclesiastical art, 

a b ec d
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Figure 17. Circular animal brooches, Type 2. (a–c) ASR 13x3492. (d) x3520. (e) x3492. (f) x3522. (g). ASR 13x512 (front 
and back). (h) SJM 154x176. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.
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Figure 18. Circular brooch with animal design, Type 3. (a) 
ASR 13x3121. (b) x3492. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.



DANISH JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY 2020, VOL 9, 1-31, https://doi.org/10.7146/dja.v9i0.115489 17

and on minor objects including coins and items of 
jewellery (Jensen 1995, 54; Karlsson 1981; Vellev 
1981, 59f ). Trefoil palmettes appear on cruciform 
pendants of the 11th century (Vellev 1981; Jensen 
et al. 1992, Cat. No. 19; Staecker 1999, e.g. Cat. 
Nos. 22, 23, 25, 39). On a circular animal brooch 
four symmetrically arranged palmettes mark the 
terminals of the arms of the cross in the composi-
tion’s modified cross shape (Bertelsen 1992, 245, 
2002a, 30, Pedersen 2014, 210).

The palmette design often appears in connec-
tion with or in between snake-like beasts, on oc-
casion as a linking component (Karlsson 1981, 
figure 1-2). The linkage can be seen as expressing 
a connectedness and association rather than the 
pacification of some negative force (Karlsson 1981, 
117; cf. Wood 2014).

The design, in which the palmette almost invaria-
bly constitutes the central component, is probably 
just such a Tree of Life surrounded by snake-like 
beasts or with the latter growing from it – possibly 
godly rather than diabolic symbols. In several cases 
a human mask, sometimes bearded, terminates the 
frame of the brooch at the bottom. Human figures 
or masks, palmette motifs, the Tree of Life, Cross 
and beasts are compositional elements often seen 
together in Late Viking-period or Romanesque art 
(Pedersen 1981, e.g. 69, 87). In some cases the hu-
man replaces the bow/palmette which connects the 
animal heads (Pedersen 1981, 70, figure 3), while 
the palmette is contrastingly placed where the 
mask occurs on some of the brooches. Several of 
the elements appear, therefore, to be synonomous, 
which is, as it were, the palmette or the Cross. 

a
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Figure 19. Palmette brooches. (a) ASR 13x3126. (b) x3474. (c) ASR 13x1139. (d) ASR 1689x256. (e) SJM 154x1. (f) SJM 
679x5. 1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.

Figure 20. Examples of palmette brooches from elsewhere in Denmark. Without scale. (a) ØFM 445x1. Photo: Claus 
Feveile. (b) VHM 100x3061. Photo: Louise Stalschmidt. (c) OBM 9867x341. Photo: OBM. (d) ØFM 620x74. Photo: Claus 
Feveile. (e) HAM 4971x12. Photo Anders Hartvig. (f) MLF1905x54, copper-alloy. (g–h) MLF1930x?, x5, copper-alloy/
silver. Photo: Torben Christjansen. (i) ØFM 620x670, silver. Photo: ØFM.
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Since the other components have counterparts in 
Christian symbolism, could the mask perhaps por-
tray Christ?

Cross-shaped objects and buckles
Another product was the small double cross with 
no sign of any loop, holes or anything else which 
could show how it was used (Figure 8, 21a-b). The 
double cross, known as the crux gemina or patriar-
chal cross, is a rare occurrence amongst the assem-
blage of detector finds or in archaeological con-
texts (Staecker 1999, 153-4). On the other hand 
a number of fine pendant crosses shaped as Greek 
or Latin crosses do appear amongst the detector 
finds of this period, both in de luxe editions of pre-
cious metal and cast in lead or bronze (Bertelsen 
1993, 4; Jensen et al. 1992; Staecker 1999; Søvsø 
and Knudsen 2019, 134-6). One possibility is that 
the double crosses were intended to be used as pen-
dants with a drilled hole for suspension or a loop 
soldered on. Alternatively they could have served 
as ornaments attached to other types of object. In 
addition, one example of three connected buckles 
shows that the output of the workshop also in-
cluded other types of dress-accessory (Figure 21c) 
(Bergmann and Billberg 1976, 206).

Some observations regarding the workshop repertoire
Taking into account the many fragments with uni-
dentifiable imprints, it seems likely that additional 
types might have been produced in the workshop. 
The finds from metal-rich sites in the hinterland 
of Ribe might give an impression of some of these 
workshop products. They cannot be associated 
with the workshop with any certainly but can be 
noted as possible suggestions as to what the rep-
ertoire also may have included (Figure 22). A few 
types of bird-shaped brooches stand out in particu-
lar (Figure 22a-e, f-g, h-i).

The comprehensive find material from the Ribe 
workshop gives new insights when it comes to 
several aspects. It stresses the connection, con-
textually and symbolic, between the brooch types 
represented in the material. It has earlier been 
cautiously suggested that the animal on the Aal-

borg group type are perhaps another, possibly a 
bit earlier, version of the Agnus dei motive (Ber-
telsen 1992, 245, 2002a, 30, Pedersen 2014, 
210). The workshop production of both types, 
stresses the close relationship between these two 
motive variants. The decorative elements used on 
the brooches all seem to be based in Christian 
symbolism but expressed through Scandinavian 
stylistic tradition (Bertelsen 2002a, 28-29; Got-
fredsen 2002, 42). In other words, the workshop 
repertoire seem to be saturated with Christian 
symbolism.

Another important observation is the range of 
quality of different brooch types among the Ribe 
workshop products. There is a large difference in 
artistic quality between for instance the Urnes 
brooch type 1 and type 2-3. Slightly miscast prod-
ucts were finished, sold and used, probably at a 
lower price. Altogether this reflects a production 
targeting a broad customer base rather than the 
works of a number of different craftsmen, some 
more professional or talented than others. This 
evidence is a breakthrough in order to under-
stand the background for the range of quality seen 
among the detector finds of these brooches all 
over Denmark.

a b

c

Figure 21. Double crosses. (a) ASR 13x3129. (b) x3535.     
(c) Three buckle loops still connected as cast ASR 13x3152. 
1:1. Photo: SJM/HBC.
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The workshop in Aalborg

In the course of excavations in the area around 
Budolfi Church in Aalborg, in 1981, 2015 and 
again in 2017, remains of one or more bronze-
casting workshops which used the same tech-
niques and had a repertoire of production that 
was similar to that at Ribe was found (Figure 23-
27) (Jensen 2018). Crucibles were found as early 
as 1981, while an excavation of 2015 produced 
fragments of a couple of lead models, one of them 
(Figure 24b) possibly the lower part of a model 
for a variant of Urnes brooch which is known, in-
ter alia, from Nørholm west of Aalborg, from Als 
in Himmerland (Figure 24c), and from Mollerup 
between Randers and Viborg (Pedersen 2010, 
209).

In 2017, in connection with the construction of a 
sewer trench in Algade immediately south-east of 
Budolfi Church, further traces of workshop activ-
ities were found: this time in the form of several 
well-preserved waste products from bronzecast-
ing in the layers affected. The trench lay not only 
within the actual medieval street itself but also 
cuts partly into the medieval plots that lined the 
street. Excavated there were, amongst other things, 
floor layers and a furnace pit which may be from a 
workshop itself. It is quite conceivable that outside 
of the line of the trench there are still intact and 
well-preserved remains of the workshop. Amongst 
the finds there are 60 crucible-fragments or com-
plete crucibles, ingots, melting waste, 15 clay 
moulds, and both finished and miscast pieces of 
jewellery (Figure 25-26). The casting waste, ingots 
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Figure 22. Other brooch finds from the hinterland of Ribe. (a) ASR 491x150. (b) ASR 872x140. (c) ASR 1425x63. (d) ASR 
1990x1. (e) SJM 154x144. (f) ASR 440x801. (g) ASR 1689x135. (h) ASR 440x603. (i) ASR 440x789. (j) ASR 491x148. (k) 
ASR 2321x1. (l) ASR 1990x2. (m) ASR 2344x57. (n) SJM 748x1. (o) ASR 872x69. (p) ASR 872x76. 1:1. Photo/drawings: 
SJM/HBC.  
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and items of jewellery are of a brass-like copper 
alloy. The finds include both moulds for and ready-
cast Urnes brooches. Two brooches were discard-
ed or lost before they had a pin attached (Figure 
26c-d) while a third has both its pin-catch and an 
attached loop (Figure 26e).

The metal finds also include two miscast cir-
cular animal brooches (Figure 26f-g). There is 
additionally a mould for a small pendant cruci-

fix (Figure 26h) and a nearly matching complete 
pendant of a lead-tin alloy (Figure 27a). This 
type of crucifix is dated from comparable finds 
to the 11th century (Jensen et al. 1992, Cat. No. 
15; Staecker 1999, 473-4, 483). A small, bright 
brassy bird-shaped brooch that was also found in 
the area could be suggested to be another work-
shop product (Figure 27b). The finds assemblage 
from the sieved strata also shows that objects of 
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Figure 23. Plan showing the excavations referred to and the 2017 finds around Budolfi Church/Algade in Aalborg. Illust-
ration: Christian Vrængmose Jensen.
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Figure 24. (a–b) Finds of lead models from 
Algade, Aalborg ÅHM 6488x42, x41. (c) 
Urnes brooch from Als, Himmerland. 1:1. 
Photo: ÅHM.
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in this period. In Strandstien immediately east of 
Budolfi Church what is known as the ‘pinmaker’s 
workshop’ of the second half of the 13th  century 
was excavated as long ago as 1957. Inter alia, the 
activities here included the production of artefacts 
of sheet metal and the casting of objects in stone 
moulds (Kock 1992, 340-2; Riismøller  1960). 
This area was, in other words, intimately associated 
with the practice of metalworking and the produc-
tion of small artefacts of copper alloy and lead-tin 
over several centuries.

The range of wares of the workshops and 
their customer base

The workshop finds in Ribe and Aalborg have a 
number of common features. Not just in respect of 
the technology and the repertoire of products. In 
Ribe, the comprehensive finds evidence allows for a 
more detailed insight into the range of the product 
repertoire and the extent of the production of the 

sheet metal were manufactured here, including 
tweezers and sheath mounts, probably produced 
in the same period as that in which the brooch 
workshop was operative (Bergmann and Billberg 
1976, figure 149; Feveile 2017, 78).

Moreover, in the layers of the brooch workshop sil-
ver strips and cut blanks were found which proba-
bly derive from the minting of coins that is known 
to have taken place in Aalborg in the last quarter 
of the 11th century (Figure 25e). Most important 
in dating terms is a coin of The Holy King Canute 
which was indeed struck in Aalborg’s own mint. A 
dendrochronological dating to AD 1082 from the 
excavation of 1981 should also be highlighted. It 
has to be considered probable that some of the ar-
chaeologically identified bronzecasting activity also 
dates back to the late 11th century. The finds from 
the pipe-trench excavation of 2017 show, further-
more, that the metalworking activities carried on 
into the 13th-14th centuries. Amongst other things 
belt buckles and ring brooches were manufactured 

Figure 25. Production waste from Algade and Strandstien. Crucibles: (a) ÅHM 6713x1682, x1840. (b) ÅHM 1239x9. Mel-
ting waste: (c) ÅHM 6713x2139. Ingot: (d) ÅHM 6713x1847. Metal strips and cuts: (e) ÅHM 6713x1681, x1739, x1696, 
x1003. 1:1. Photo: ÅHM.
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different brooch types (Tab. 2). Most mould-im-
pressions are from Urnes brooches, followed by im-
pressions from bird-shaped brooches and circular 
animal brooches of Type 2. The numerical prepon-
derance of Urnes brooches in relation to the other 

types is corroborated by the analysis of detector 
finds (Christiansen 2017, tab. 4.4; Gilså in press) 
and by counts from a number of local museums.12 
Circular animal brooches of Type 1, small crosses 
and palmette brooches appear from the number of 
surviving mould-impressions from the Ribe work-
shop to have been manufactured in lesser volume 
here. The composition of the repertoire underlines 
the religious symbolism and the inter-association 
of the various brooch-types which otherwise are 
known only as stray finds in Denmark.

One important observation is the fact that 
brooches of varying artistic quality came from the 
workshop in Ribe. A similar range of quality, in 
terms both of the materials selected and execu-
tion, is well known from many metal-rich sites 
(e.g. Andersen 2015, 55). The range of variation is 
also convincingly reflected in the finds assemblages 
from the same sites (e.g. Figure 10b, 11a). This has 
readily been interpreted as reflecting the abilities 

a b c

d e

hf g

Figure 26. Moulds and brooches from the excavation in Algade, Aalborg. (a–b) ÅHM 6713x2082, x2083. (c–d) (fronts and 
backs), ÅHM 6713x1738, x1649. (e) 6713x1645 (front and back). (f–g) ÅHM 6713x1935, x2089. (h) ÅHM6713x2550. 1:1. 
Photo: ÅHM.

a

Figure 27. Other finds of jewellery of the 11th and 12th 
centuries, Algade, Aalborg. (a) ÅHM 6713x1669. (b) ÅHM 
6488x14. 1:1. Photo: ÅHM.

b
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of more or less professional artisans, or degener-
ation over time (Christiansen 2017, 93; Lønborg 
1994, 371; Pedersen 2010; Ramskou 1957, 199-
200; Westergren 1986). The workshop find from 
Ribe, however, reveals that the differences in qual-
ity here reflect the range of goods offered from a 
single operative workshop, which must have been 
targeted at a group of customers of varying eco-
nomic means. The brass-like alloy that was used 
both in Aalborg and in Ribe was probably intend-
ed to make the brooches look like precious metal 
and thus more valuable than they really were.

Local production and regional types?

There is generally a lack of recent analyses of detec-
tor-found brooches on a national scale; but recently 
a study of the Danish finds of Urnes brooches, their 
typology and distribution, has been made (Gilså in 
press). Regional studies of objects found by met-
al-detecting in the Limfjord area and north-east-
ern Fyn show the potential for mapping the overall 
tendencies represented by large numbers of finds in 
an area (Back, Christiansen and Henriksen 2019; 
Christiansen 2017; Henriksen 2017). In the case of 
the Urnes, bird-shaped and circular animal brooch-
es in northern Jutland it could be concluded that 
there was more copious production compared with 
brooches of the preceding period, and a greater 
degree of standardization (Christiansen 2017, 84, 
tab. 4.3). It has been proposed that the most finely 
finished brooches could be from urban workshops 
and may have been the models for local copies of 
brooches, with similar designs but of lesser artistic 
quality. It has been suggested by Torben Trier Chris-
tiansen that the trend-setting urban workshops of 
the region are to be sought in Viborg and Aalborg 
(Christiansen 2017, 93). The workshop find in Aal-
borg came to light shortly after the publication of 
Christiansens study, and has confirmed that aspect 
of the theory concerned with urban production. The 
volume of finds from Aalborg does not allow for any 
greater insight into the repertoire of the workshop, 
but based on the considerable variation attested in 
Ribe it is reasonable to suppose that the range of 
quality at the metal-rich sites in the hinterland of 
the town may indicate its repertoire.

On the basis of Christiansen’s study (Christiansen 
2017, 84-104), and from the trends of the detec-
tor evidence more generally, the image appears to 
be characterized by parallels that appear over large 
areas and by standardized types rather than local 
or regional varieties. Starting from the workshop 
finds, the small bird-shaped brooches of Type 1 
from the Ribe workshop (Figure 13) and the Urnes 
brooches from the Aalborg workshop (Figure 26c-
e) can be suggested as ‘local workshop designs’ 
which achieved a degree of regional distribution. 
This, however, is a view that could change very 
rapidly with new finds. Most of the other prod-
ucts from the Ribe workshop and detector-found 
brooches from the hinterland of the town thus 
have counterparts in other parts of Denmark, e.g. 
Figure 11,13 12,14, 14,15 (Pedersen 2001, 28-9), 
22g,16 22o,17 (see e.g. Andersen 2015, 54), and 
22p18 (Ramskou 1957, 199-200). The circular an-
imal brooches, which were manufactured both in 
Aalborg and in Ribe (Type 1) (Figure 16, 26f-g), 
are common finds in the Limfjord area – hence the 
term Aalborg Group (Christiansen 2017, 87) – but 
are found in exactly the same form at many other 
Danish sites (e.g. Andersen 2015, 55).19 The circu-
lar animal brooch with a cross over the back, Ribe 
workshop Type 2, similarly occurs at many sites 
(Pedersen 2004, 71) (Figure 28).20 In summary, a 
great deal of caution is required, and only with care 
should certain varieties be regarded as regional.

Lead models and miscast brooches are often 
automatically understood to be markers of local 
manufacture but the evidence is often less certain 
or based upon misunderstandings. The patrix die 
from Sebbersund, for instance, is not specifically for 
the production of circular animal brooches of the 
Aalborg-group type and does therefore not count 
as a proof of production of this specific brooch 

a b

Figure 28. Examples of circular animal brooches from 
north-eastern Fyn. (a) ØFM 425x150. (b) ØFM 564x40. 
Photo: Claus Feveile.
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type (e.g. Bertelsen 1992, 251). The presumed re-
mains of a clay mould stuck together with a mis-
cast brooch seem instead to be the rusty remains 
of an iron pin stuck on a finished brooch (Chris-
tiansen 2017, 91-2).21 Furthermore, many miscast 
or worn out brooches were nonetheless used as 
items of jewellery (Figure 10c, 15b). If they lacked 
pins, they could be sewn on to the costume instead 
(Bertelsen 1994, 348-9, 358).22 Consequently, a 
miscast brooch would not necessarily have been 
discarded at the production site but could have 
had a longer functioning life. In a similar way, it is 
uncertain when an object was definitely used as a 
model where it was found and when it has ended 
up in some different context (e.g. Bertelsen 1994, 
353). One could question whether models were 
perhaps sometimes secondarily used as jewellery or 
amulets. And were the models inevitably of lead, 
or could copper-alloy models, or indeed finished 
items, be used (Figure  29)?

The brooch finds from the hinterland of Ribe 
have been inferred probably to be products of the 
workshop in the town above (Figure 9). This is not 
a blanket rejection of the possibility that local pro-
duction may have taken place. But with the Ribe 
area as a case study, the most convincing inter-
pretation is that it was the workshop in the town 
which provided the hinterland with brooches of 
various qualities rather than that copying or alter-
native brooch-production took place locally, or in 
the hands of itinerant craftsmen. Such production 
in the immediate area could hardly have competed 
with the mass-produced and varied range that was 
manufactured in the town. In other parts of Den-
mark, distant from the towns that were in existence 
at that time, the situation may have been different. 
Before the workshop site was excavated in Ribe, it 
was first and foremost finds from metal-detecting 
in the hinterland of Ribe which provided evidence 
of the distribution and use of Urnes, bird-shaped 
and circular animal brooches in the area. Only a 
handful of brooches had been found in excavations 
in the stratigraphy of the town before 2011-12, 
when the workshop south of the Cathedral was 
discovered. There was thus nothing to indicate that 
it was in the town that production was located, and 
where there must also have been a considerable 
quantity of brooches in circulation. In addition to 
the fact that it is good fortune that the workshop 

was found and that, relatively, so much of it was 
preserved, it was crucially important in relation to 
the retrieval of a major collection of finds that the 
layers were systematically water-sieved.
With the regularly occurrence of several of the 
brooch-types at the same sites in mind (Beck, 
Christiansen and Henriksen 2019; Feveile 2017, 
59) along with the inter-association demonstrated 
above between the types, one should presumably 
put the Urnes, bird-shaped and circular animal 
brooches together under the microscope and look 
at their composition and variance in order to try to 
define the operative area and output of a workshop. 
Other contemporary metal artefacts (Feveile 2017) 
which can indicate workshop milieux involving 
various forms of metalworking (cf. the workshop 
finds from Aalborg and Lund) could also profita-
bly be brought into an analysis of that kind.

Social and religious context

Alongside the presence of the king and the Church, 
and together with minting, church-building and 
social organization, craft and trade were important 
factors in the development of urban communities 
in 11th- and 12th-century Denmark. These evolved 
into centres of royal and ecclesiastical adminis-
tration and of trade and specialized craftwork-

a b

c

Figure 29. Possible models for bird-shaped brooches? 
(a–b) Copper-alloy birds with smooth reverse sides ASR 
872x65, ASR 872x200. (c) Lead bird with remains of pin-
fittings and a loop ASR 872x150 (front and back). Photo: 
SJM/HBC.
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ing. The Church’s changed role, from that of an 
exclusive and elite-oriented missionary Church 
to a social power with great ideological, political 
and economic influence, came to the fore in the 
same period, amongst other ways through the for-
mation of parishes and the construction of timber 
churches (Carelli 2001, 99 and 235-6; Kristensen 
and Poulsen 2016, 91-2; Roesdahl 2004). The ur-
ban environments provided suitable locations for 
the permanent workshops and the serial produc-
tion of brooches, and as shown above there clear-
ly seem to be a link between the activities of the 
Church in this period and the large quantities of 
detector-found brooches with religious symbolism 
(Pedersen 2014, 223). 

In Ribe, the workshop was located on the plot 
south of the Cathedral which was probably in the 
possession of the Church throughout the period. 
The change in use of the area after the middle of 
the 11th century provided space and the opportuni-
ty for the founding of the workshop and the serial 
production of brooches of the following decades. 
Could this be a piece of evidence that the Church 
was the principal agent in the production and dis-
tribution of the brooches? The use of small tokens 
of baptism/amulets with Christian symbolism was 
no new phenomenon at that date, and it must have 
been a familiar tack of the Church to expand what 
it offered in this way, concurrently making a profit 
out of it.

From the 1070s through to 1180, one can see a 
close relationship between minting and other met-
alworking in Lund. Coins were struck in the same 
workshop context in which a bronzecaster was pro-
ducing jewellery in the 1070s, and coin brooches 
were also manufactured here (Carelli 2012, 86; 
Cinthio 1999, 45; Kristensen and Poulsen 2016, 
102). Several areas with workshop activity have 
been excavated, and as early as the mid-11th cen-
tury a large number of churches had been raised. In 
the present context, particularly to be noted is the 
linkage between the so-called Urnes workshop and 
a workshop area with extended continuity both 
back and forwards in time, and its location imme-
diately adjacent to a plot that was in the hands of 
the Church (Wahlöö 1976, 20). 

Some of the same features can be seen in Aal-
borg, where the brooch workshop and the mint 
were located side-by-side and immediately along-

side Budolfi Church, the timber predecessors of 
which can be dated to the 11th century (Kristensen 
and Poulsen 2016, 85). The close physical con-
nection of the brooch workshops with minting in 
both Lund and Aalborg also implies a connection 
between this production and the presence of the 
royal authority.

Conclusion

The three brooch-types that are discussed above were 
introduced within a relatively short period of time 
in large quantities compared with other medieval 
artefact-types. Two workshops found, in Ribe and 
Aalborg respectively, represent key breakthroughs in 
terms of allowing us to place the large number of 
detector finds in a wider context and to understand 
the background to their distribution. The common 
features observable in respect of the location of 
the workshops and their range of products togeth-
er suggest that this manufacturing was organized 
and targeted rather than haphazard or scattered, 
and that it was based primarily in urban contexts. 
The detector finds reinforce the image of the arte-
fact-types as homogeneous and standardized, and a 
more detailed study of the finds of all three brooch-
types from Denmark would be able to paint an even 
clearer picture, possibly also defining areas with 
other operative workshops in the decades around 
the year 1100. A close association with minting in 
Lund and Aalborg indicates that the royal authority 
played a role in some cases, but in Ribe most of the 
evidence implies that the Church was the most im-
portant agent. When it comes to the theories about 
a specific connection between the Urnes brooches 
and the Danish kingdom and Danish identity, the 
find of the Urnes brooch mould from Sigtuna seem 
to disprove this. 

The differences in quality in both workshop 
and detector finds, both in respect of artistic qual-
ity and the raw materials used, show that this 
production must at the point of origin have been 
aimed at a relatively broad market. This may be an 
aspect of a strategic initiative that, at the same date 
as the workshops in Lund, Ribe and Aalborg, was 
underway or imminent in several other towns. At 
present, a combination of town, church and mint 
in the period AD 1050–1150 together with the 



26 Mette Højmark Søvsø and Christian Vrængmose Jensen

brooch finds from the hinterland can reasonably 
be used as indicators of where workshops were lo-
cated. On the basis of workshop finds in the di-
ocesan towns Ribe and Lund, Viborg,23 Aarhus, 
Schleswig, Odense,24 and Roskilde are obvious 
candidates. But as the workshop discovered in Aal-
borg shows, there are other towns which emerged 
in the middle of the 12th century (cf. Kristensen 
and Poulsen 2016, 66) that may have had opera-
tive brooch workshops.25

These activities could have been one strand in 
the more demotic diffusion and adoption of Chris-
tianity. The brooches may have been baptismal 
tokens, like both locally produced and imported 
small brooches of the Viking Period, but in this 
case in the form of more organized and extensive, 
local manufacture. With a view to the later, dis-
persed production and trade in religious souvenirs 
associated with pilgrimage, it is also possible that 
the production of the brooches in the ecclesiasti-
cal centres which the towns also served as at this 
juncture was an additional element in their appeal, 
providing them with holy, inherent powers. The 
brooches could have had a symbolic significance 
but also an economic one for the Church. At the 
same time they were attributed with a protective 
value for the wearer, so that there were multiple 
beneficiaries.
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Notes

4. In the new detector-find recording platform DIME the 
terms animal loop brooch of the Aalborg type or animal 
loop brooch of Urnes and Agnus Dei type are employed.

5. https://www.metaldetektorfund.dk/. Search: Genstand-
stype: Guds lam fibel-Agnus Dei fibel.

6. Collection of data made by Mette Højmark Søvsø in 2019. 
Article in prep.

7. An example on a fragmented Urnes brooch found in a bur-
ial in Viborg is interpreted as a secondary deposition (See-
berg 1961, 13-14, 19; Vellev 1980, 51-52).

8. https://emp-web-94.zetcom.ch/eMP/eMuseumPlus. 
Föremål nr. 2070, Inv.nr.: 47542.

9. The XRF-analyses were undertaken by Anne Lauritsen, 
SDU. See ASR 13: K315.

10. DIME id: 58051.
11. E.g. ØFM 142x69, 522x263, 620x19.
12. See notes 23-25.
13. E.g. ØFM 473x89, 522x225, 620x19.
14. E.g. ØFM 356x4, 442x5, 569x27.
15. DKM 20.949 (DIME id: 10021), HOL 20.482x34, 

ÅHM 5918 (DIME id: 7257), ÅHM (not yet accessioned 
in the museum; DIME id: 3516, 10895), VMÅ (DIME id: 
10106), FHM 5691 (DIME id: 2051).

16. E.g. VSM 10528x189, ØFM 572x40, 564x41, Dime id: 
59495.

17. E.g. VSM 10528, x189, ØFM 142x46, x68, 383x16.
18. ÅHM 2863x38, x1724, HEM 5566x1 (DIME id: 4812), 

VSM 9000x153, ORM 1614x23.
19. E.g. VSM 10528x187, x190, ROM 2367x1, ØFM 142x2, 

404x7, 441x3. DIME: search: Genstandstype: Guds lam 
fibel-Agnus Dei fibel.

20. E.g. ØFM 142x8, 419x24, 564x40, 573x10, HEM 
5083x8, KAM 2007-27 (MVE), (DIME id: 3819).

21. SMS 1161x44/NM D112/2014.
22. VSM 10528x189 (brooch with no pin but with in situ 

preserved woolen yarn). 
23. An enquiry to Viborg Museum in December 2018, for 

example, elicited information on the finding of 78 Urnes 
brooches, 52 Agnus Dei brooches and 37 bird-shaped 
brooches.

24. From north-eastern Fyn there are 77 Urnes brooches, 
44 bird-shaped brooches and 57 circular animal brooches 
(Beck, Christiansen and Henriksen, in press).

25. In 2017, from the Limfjord area 194 Urnes brooches, 110 
circular animal brooches including 88 of the Aalborg-group 
Type and of the 28 Agnus Dei type, plus and 86 bird-
shaped brooches, were counted (Trier 2017, 85, tab. 4.4).

https://www.metaldetektorfund.dk/
https://emp-web-94.zetcom.ch/eMP/eMuseumPlus
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