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Introduction

The Viking Age (c.750-1050 AD) was a dynamic  
period characterised by varying levels of engagement 
in maritime networks among settlements ranging 
from local centres to towns. Research on Viking 
Age towns – identified through evidence of trade, 
specialised crafts, and dense settlement patterns – 
has evolved over time. Notable Viking Age towns 
such as Kaupang, Birka, and Haithabu have been 
extensively studied, with key contributions from 
scholars such as Arbman (1939), Blindheim, Heyer- 
dahl-Larsen, and Tollnes (1981), and Jankuhn 
(1986). More recently, research projects employing 
innovative scientific methodologies have focused 
on towns such as Ribe, Odense, and Aalborg, yield-
ing significant findings, as highlighted by Lund and 
Sindbæk (2022), Runge et al. (2020), Runge and 
Henriksen (2018), Sindbæk (2023a), and Søvsø 
(2020). Aarhus holds significant potential among 
these towns due to its wealth of primary sources. 

The town is rich in Viking Age monuments, with 
five runic stones, once located in the western part of 
the settlement, still surviving today. Additionally, a  
Viking Age rampart, which once encircled the settle- 
ment, remained intact until the late Middle Ages, 
and is still visible in the modern street grid ( Jantzen 
2013, 103; Roesdahl and Wilson 2006, 210-19). 
Approximately 250 excavations have been conduct-
ed in the city, and several recent publications have 
examined the town’s development, structures, and 
networks, such as those by Jantzen (2013), Kalm-
ring (2024), Krongaard Kristensen and Poulsen 
(2016), Linaa (2016), Madsen (1996), Roesdahl 
(2023), and Søvsø (2020). 

Historical mentions and archaeological 
evidence of Aarhus

Evidence of the status of Aarhus as a Viking Age 
town first appears in 948, when the settlement is 
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referred to as ’Arhuswensis’ (Henrichsen 1968, 
69-70; Jantzen 2013, 91). However, various  
publications suggest that the origins of Aros 
as a town predate this mention by several cen- 
turies ( Jantzen 2013, 27-32; Skov 1998a, 285-286, 
2005b, 16-22; 2008, 2011a). Situated on the Kat-
tegat coast, midway between Haithabu and Kau-
pang (Figure 1), Aarhus occupied an ideal location 
for participation in maritime traffic between these 
significant Viking Age centres. A critical question 
remains, however: To what extent did the inhabit-
ants of Viking Age Aarhus fully exploit the oppor-
tunities presented by this strategic seascape?

Key archaeological discoveries:  
Excavations and findings
The primary inquiries focus on how and when Aar-
hus developed into a town, and to what extent its in-
habitants engaged in maritime networks. Archaeo- 
logical investigations in Aarhus have provided early  
insights. Systematic excavations in Aarhus began 
in 1963, uncovering a late Viking Age settlement 
of sunken-featured buildings with evidence of spe-
cialised crafts and trade encircled by a rampart, as 
demonstrated by Andersen, Crabb, and Madsen 
(1971), and Klindt-Jensen and Madsen (1964). 
The earliest rampart (Rampart 1) dated to the 

Figure 1. Major sites mentioned in the text (Map: © MOMU).



DANISH JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY 2024, VOL 13, 1-30, https://doi.org/10.7146/dja.v13i1.148522 3

first decades of the 10th century, was 2-3 m high 
and 10 m wide and constructed from turf. The 
rampart was reinforced to a width of about 18 m 
around 970 (Rampart 2) (Skov 1992; 2003). This 
led to the interpretation of a foundation of Aarhus 
in the 10th century (Madsen 1996, 77-90). How- 
ever, subsequent research has pushed the settlement’s 
origins back to the late 8th century (Skov 2005a, 16-
22, 2008, 215; 2011a, 62-63). 

Debates on the function of Aarhus: Town or 
market?
The function of this settlement has been the sub-
ject of debate. Krongaard Kristensen and Poulsen 
(2016), Roesdahl (2023) and Søvsø (2020) char-
acterised early Aarhus as a marketplace that de- 
veloped into a town in the late Viking Age. Con-
versely, others, such as Skov (1998a, 1999a, 2005a-c, 
2008, 2011a-b), and Andersen and Krants (qouted 
in Leth Beiter 2024), have interpreted Aarhus as one 
of the earliest and most significant towns, alongside 
Ribe, Haithabu, and Birka, functioning as a gateway 
to the wider world. Corsi (2020) has even included 
the town among the emporia. Exhibition catalogues 
from 2005 and 2011, with contributions from  
Asingh (2005a-b), Skamby-Madsen and Vinner 
(2005a-b), and Skov (2005a-c, 2011a-b), further 
emphasised the town’s networks, suggesting that 
as early as the 8th century, Aarhus maintained ex-
tensive maritime connections with the Baltic and 
North Seas. This coastal town is also presented as 
being safeguarded by a maritime defence system, 
which included the Kanhave Canal on Samsø, the 
Helgenæs peninsula to the north – where numer-
ous place names reference Viking Age ships – and 
the shipyard/harbour site at Snekkeeng along the 
Aarhus River (Asingh 2005a, 106-112, 106-108; 
Skamby-Madsen and Vinner 2005a, 85-95; Skov 
2005c, 41-42, 2008, 215)(Figure 1).

The perception of Aarhus as one of the earli-
est Danish towns and a key node connecting the  
Baltic and North Seas is prominently featured not 
only in academic publications but also in the perma-
nent exhibitions at Moesgaard Museum (MOMU), 
the Viking Museum in the town centre, and in cur-
rent museum plans (Moesgaard Museum 2024, 6-7). 
The narrative is based on its geographical location, 
the runic stones, and a small number of imported 

artefacts. However, an analysis of four Viking Age 
excavations by Linaa in 2016 provided robust evi-
dence for the exploitation of coastal resources, while 
offering minimal evidence for trade, specialised 
crafts, or maritime contacts. This analysis under-
scored the need for further research in these areas 
(Bitsch 2007a; Linaa 2016, 71-74; Ritchie 2019).

Aims and Scope of the present study
The ’Vikings’ Aros – New Insights into Viking Age 
Aarhus’ project (2021-2024), funded by the Minis-
try of Culture, aimed to provide fresh perspectives 
by transforming the collections into new narratives. 
This was to be achieved through the systematic cata- 
loguing of the many artefacts stored in archives, 
integrating them into current research for the first 
time in the town’s history. 

The first part of the project involved a cross-dis-
ciplinary study of a late 10th-century burned-down 
sunken-featured building in the town centre (Out et 
al. in press). The second part of the project, which 
culminated in this paper, aimed to shed light on the 
development and functions of Aarhus in the Viking 
Age, focusing on its spatial layout, economic activ-
ities, and on the extent of its engagement in local, 
regional, and interregional maritime networks. The 
chronological framework of this study spans from 
the late 8th century to the end of the Viking Age. 
Simultaneously, its geographical scope covers pri-
marily the area within the Viking Age rampart 1 
and the reinforcement, called rampart 2 (Figure 2), 
encompassing a total of 40,000 m2. The investiga-
tion analysed structures and artefacts from twenty 
excavations (1964 to 2022), comparing these find-
ings with those from other Scandinavian Viking Age 
settlements and towns.

Settlement and seascape

Aarhus is situated at the confluence of sea and land, 
at the mouth of the Aarhus River, three days’ sail 
from Kaupang and one day’s sail from Haithabu 
(400 km and 200 km, respectively) (Skamby Mad-
sen and Vinner 2005b, 98-101) (Figure 1). The sur-
rounding area provided abundant coastal resources, 
including timber, fodder, game, grazing land, and 
access to fish, all ripe for exploitation (Fredskild 
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1971; Jantzen 2013, 13-17; Jørgensen 1971; Linaa 
2016, 30; Linaa 2020, 41-65; Møhl 1971; Out et al. 
in press). To the west, the river flows 8 km to the 
3 km-long Brabrand Lake, a waterway that connect-
ed prosperous Viking Age settlements and magnate 
farms to the sea ( Jantzen 2013, 13-16; Jeppesen 
2004, 171-177, 2005b, 52-61, 2011, 87-91) (Fig-
ure 3).

Maritime connections and archaeological  
evidence
This region has long-standing connections to the sea. 
The Kanhave Canal, which cuts through Samsø at 
its narrowest point, is one of prehistoric Denmark’s 
most significant engineering feats, indicating the 
presence of a powerful, possibly royal, authority at 

the dawn of the Viking Age. The canal, dated to 726, 
and repaired around 750, has been associated with 
the movement of ships across Samsø (Asingh 2005b, 
116-17; Christensen 1995, 40). Furthermore, the 
area is rich in names linked to Viking Age war-
ships, such as ‘Snekke’ (Skamby Madsen and Vinner 
2005a, 88-92). Excavations at ‘Sneche Eng’ [Snekke  
Meadow], at Brabrand Fjord, uncovered processed 
wood and a ship’s part dated to 797. This site has 
been interpreted as a shipyard, where the royal fleet 
may have been assembled (Skamby Madsen and 
Vinner 2005b, 94-96; Skov 2005c, 41-42).	

Approximately 5 km north of Aarhus, a Viking 
Age agrarian settlement dating to the late 9th and 
10th centuries (Skriver 2005) provides evidence 
of broader contacts. A nearby runic stone, dat-
ed to around the year 1000, bears the inscription: 

Figure 2. Locations of the excavations in 
Aarhus. 
1: FHM 2664 Rosensgade. 
2: FHM 3762 Kannikegade. 
3: FHM 3992 Pustervig. 
4: FHM 4267 Kannikegade. 
5: FHM 4433 St. Clemens Stræde. 
6: FHM 4573 St. Clemens Stræde. 
7: FHM 5813 Kannikegade. 
8: FHM 6211 Volden. 
9: FHM 4007 Badstuegade. 
10: FHM 4262 Aarhus Teater. 
11: FHM 4881 Studsgade. 
12: FHM 1393 Aarhus Søndervold. 
13: FHM 1600 Katedralskolen. 
14: FHM 4880 Store Torv. 
15: FHM 4519 Skolegade 19b. 
16: FHM 4278 Rosensgade. 
17: FHM 4880 Havnegade 2A. 
18: FHM 5124 Bispetorv. 
Dotted grey lines indicate the location of 
the rampart (Map: © MOMU).

Figure 3. Map of the hinterland of Aarhus 
with Aarhus River and Brabrand Sø (Map: 
© MOMU).
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‘Alfkell and his sons raised this stone in memory of 
Manni, their kinsman, Ketill, the Norwegian’s estate  
steward’ ( Jeppesen 2005a, 79-80).1 Another Viking 
Age agrarian settlement, Randlev, located about 
30 km south of Aarhus, yielded significant detector 
finds, evidence of a coastal site that may have con-
nected Randlev to the sea ( Jeppesen 2011, 87-90, 
2023b). While the surrounding region provides evi- 
dence of the significance of maritime contacts, the 
critical question remains: if, how, and when did the 
inhabitants of the place later known as Aarhus ex-
ploit the opportunities for maritime traffic afforded 
by its landscape? 

Materials and methods

In Aarhus, the past is becoming an increasingly 
scarce resource. Approximately 8 % of the Viking 
Age settlement has been excavated, with 7 % re-
maining accessible for archaeological investigation. 
The remainder lies buried beneath medieval and 
later structures ( Jantzen 2013, 30-32; Linaa 2016, 
183).

Selection of sites and data criteria

Since 1916, around 250 excavations of varying 
scale have been conducted in Aarhus. 20 of these 
were selected for analysis in this project. Given the 
comparative nature of the analysis, it was essential 
to select only those excavations, where rigorous and 
consistent methodologies were employed, to ensure 
the reliability and usability of the data. The analysis 
focused on primary occupation layers and second-
ary waste layers, while tertiary levelling layers were 
excluded. Based on excavation reports and findings, 
18 excavations from Aarhus and two from rural sites 
were selected for comparative analysis (Table 1). Se-
lection criteria included the nature of the registered 
structures, recovery methods (e.g., sieving and use 
of metal detectors), and the quality of reports and 
documentary materials. The two selected rural sites 
were the only ones outside Aarhus that met the se-
lection criteria.

Data collection and artefact registration

The excavation reports formed the foundation of the 
analysis, detailing the year of excavation, site size, 
methodology, finds, and dating. Few 14C dates were 
available, so these were supplemented by targeted 
dating of structures from three excavations (FHM 
1393, FHM 4573, and FHM 5124). The artefacts 
from these excavations, defined as worked items ex-
cluding building materials, were catalogued in data-
bases referencing structures and features. These were 
cross-referenced with site reports to account for 
discarded objects, with the types of artefacts listed 
in Table 2. The methodology mirrors that used in 
previous analyses of Aarhus and has been applied in 
the study of other towns (Linaa 2016: 42-43, 2021: 
333-336). 

Specific methods and calculations
The current research includes measurements of the 
number of artefact types per cubic metre, pottery 
sherds, and metals to gauge the intensity of on-site 
activities and facilitate comparison with other sites 
(Table 2). Cubic metre estimates were derived from 
the square metres of the excavated area, multiplied 
by the thickness of the Viking Age deposits, plus an 
additional two cubic metres of soil per sunken dwell-
ing recorded in the subsoil (Table 1). For partially 
excavated sunken-featured buildings, a proportional 
part of the two cubic metres per dwelling was added 
(Sindbæk 2007a, 121-123).		

Limitations and methodological consider- 
ations
Comparing the number of items per m3 involves 
certain biases, such as soil volume loss due to 
post-depositional decomposition, uneven or un-
controlled recovery of finds, and changes in pres-
ervation conditions over time. To mitigate the 
uneven recovery of finds, only excavations, where 
soil was sieved, were included in the analysis. Some 
material might have been discarded during excava-
tions prior to the 1980s, and to counteract that, the 
artefact collections from older excavations were 
compared to the more recent ones. Estimating the 
post-depositional composition across Aarhus pre-
sents a significant challenge. Unlike Ribe, Aarhus 
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has not yet undergone the geochemical analyses 
that could provide more definitive conclusions 
as demonstrated by Trant et al. (2024). However,  
given the small size of the town centre, the sandy 
subsoil and cultural layers, and the fact that the site 

is situated on level ground about 1.5 m above mean 
sea level, it is reasonable to assume that decom- 
position and decompression levels before the mod-
ern period are comparable across Aarhus. Never-
theless, preservation conditions for metals have  
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Sites in Aarhus

III FHM 1393 1964 9/10th c 320 245 7 1 1

III FHM 1600 1969 9/10th c 30 27,5 3

I FHM 2664 1982 9/10th c 30 15

I FHM 3762 1992 9/10th c 22 26,5

III FHM 3880 1994 9/10th c 250 128 7

I FHM 3992 1997 8/9th c 15 4 1 1

II FHM 4007 1998 9/10th c 608 121,6

III FHM 4156 1998 9/10th c 50 15 3

II FHM 4262 2000 9/10th c 30 37,5 6

I FHM 4267 2000 8/9th c 2 17,4 1

III FHM 4278 2001 9/10th c 100 30 4

I FHM 4433 2002 8/9th c 11 14 2 2 1 1

III FHM 4480 2003 9/10th c 50 35

I FHM 4573 2005 8/9th c 100 85 2 1 1 1

II FHM 4881 2007 9/10th c 200 154 2 1

III FHM 5124 2010 9/10th c 245 197,75 8

I FHM 5813 2017 8/9th c 10 2

I FHM 6211 2021 8/9th c 6 3 1 1 1

Rural sites

III FHM 4016 2003 9/10th c 3000 30 8 4

III FHM 4588 2004 9/10th c 320 48 8 4

Total 5399 1236 60 13 3 3 5

Table 1. Selected excavations in Aarhus and rural sites with phase, site number, year of excavation, date, square and 
cubic metres, and excavated structures. The excavations are ordered by year of excavation, then site number.
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deteriorated considerably since the 1970s. This 
shift in preservation conditions is evident in Ta-
ble 2, where FHM 1393 and FHM 1600, exca-
vated in the 1960s, contain three to four times 

more metal artefacts than more recent excavations. 
However, the relative number of non-destructible 
artefacts has remained consistent.
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I FHM 2664 31           1                 4 36 2,4 2,1 0,3

I FHM 3762 178 2 1 2 183 6,9 6,7 0,0

I FHM 3992 12 1 13 3,3 3,0 0,0

I FHM 4267 80 1 81 4,7 4,6 0,0

I FHM 4433 107 10 1 6 1 3 1 6 135 9,6 7,6 0,4

I FHM 4573 1210 22 3 4 2 11 18 1 24 5 13 1313 15,4 14,2 0,2

I FHM 5813 10 1 2 13 6,5 5,0 1,0

I FHM 6211 11 22 1 34 11,3 3,7 0,3

II FHM 4007 87 1 9 97 0,8 0,7 0,1

II FHM 4262 120 1 18 2 2 1 144 3,8 3,2 0,0

II FHM 4881 392 4 1 2 2 4 1 3 409 2,7 2,5 0,0

III FHM 1393 7100 74 1 65 9 5 38 85 60 109 30 1 2 769 8348 34,1 29,0 3,1

III FHM 1600 439 20 1 8 4 2 7 3 2 127 613 22,3 16,0 4,6

III FHM 3880 348 1 5 2 356 2,8 2,7 0,0

III FHM 4156 46 5 25 3 1 10 90 6,0 3,1 0,7

III FHM 4278 88 4 4 2 2 6 4 1 1 2 114 3,8 2,9 0,1

III FHM 4480 140 9 23 5 10 15 1 8 56 267 7,6 4,0 1,6

III FHM 5124 1695 6 11 11 60 121 33 5 1 2 59 2004 10,1 8,6 0,3

Sum 12094 106 1 110 12 50 71 226 253 2 205 49 2 3 4 1062 14250 12,3 10,4 0,9

FHM 4016 134 1 2 2 8 1 1 9 7 26 274 362 827 27,6 4,5 12,1

FHM 4588 550 4 3 5 3 1 12 3 3 325 909 18,9 11,5 6,8

Sum 684 5 2 5 13 4 2 21 10 29 274 687 1736 22,3 8,8 8,8

Total 12778 106 1 115 14 55 84 230 255 2 226 59 2 32 278 1749 15986 12,9 10,3 1,4

Table 2. Selected excavations with phase, site number, number and types of artefacts, total number of artefacts and total 
finds, pottery and metals per cubic metres. The excavations are ordered by phase, then site number.
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The excavations

The sites are presented below, divided into three 
phases as established by Skov (2008):

I: Settlement older than Rampart 1
II: Settlement contemporary with Rampart 1
III: Settlement contemporary with Rampart 2

Phase I (c.770-c.900)
During phase I, a ditch was dug at the riverbank, 
possibly encircling a settlement. The ditch was filled 
with household waste, and a group of seasonally occu- 
pied sunken-featured buildings were constructed 
on the site. Over time, permanently occupied post-
built houses replaced these structures, and further 
buildings were constructed near the coast to the 
west and to the north. This settlement has primarily 
been recovered in excavations that cut through the 
ramparts.

FHM 2664 Rosensgade (1982) (Figure 2, 1): A 
rescue excavation in the northern part of the 
settlement uncovered settlement layers with 
scattered postholes. Finds included evidence 
of domestic crafts, such as textile production, 
small-scale boneworking, and iron fragments 
(Madsen 1993).

FHM 3762 Kannikegade 12 (1992) (Figure 2, 
2): This rescue excavation, located on the east-
ern part of the riverbank, revealed scattered 
postholes and fireplaces. The site showed evi- 

dence of domestic crafts, textile production, 
and some comb-making waste (Madsen 1992).

FHM 3992 Pustervig (1992) (Figure 2, 3):  
Located in the western part of the settlement, 
this rescue excavation revealed a mixed settle-
ment layer with no registered structures. Activ-
ities identified included domestic crafts (Skov 
1992; Jantzen 2013, 66).

FHM 4267 Kannikegade 14 (2000) (Figure 2, 4): 
Another rescue excavation on the eastern part of 
the riverbank revealed settlement layers dated to 
the 9th century. Activities at this location were 
primarily domestic crafts (Larsen 2000).

FHM 4433 St. Clemens Stræde (2002) (Fig-
ure 2, 5): This rescue excavation on the west-
ern part of the riverbank uncovered an 80 cm 
deep, 2 m wide ditch running parallel to the 
riverbank, filled with domestic waste. Oval 
sunken-featured buildings with fireplaces, pos-
sibly permanently occupied, replaced the ditch. 
These buildings were subsequently replaced by 
two post-built houses. The activities included 
domestic crafts and small-scale comb-making 
(Bitsch 2003). One of the sunken-featured 
buildings contained a mosaic bead, a type pro-
duced around 760-790 in Frisia (X151, Call- 
mer Group G) (Sindbæk 2023b, 272).

FHM 4573 St. Clemens Stræde (2005)  
(Figure 2, 6): Located 5 m west of FHM 4433, 

Figure 4. The remains of post-built house 
at FHM 4573 St. Clemens Stræde.  The 
excavation took place in the basement of 
a standing building, and the building has 
been marked in grey. Dotted line marks the 
boundaries of the excavation. Yellow signa-
ture marks a clay floor, and thin black lines 
mark, where the floor had been repaired 
during the lifetime of the building. The red 
square in the west is a fireplace. White in- 
dicates disturbances that have destroyed 
the southern and eastern part of the clay 
floor. Stones, marked in dark grey, have 
been interpreted as foundations for parti-
tioning walls, and the position of these walls 
has been marked as red lines. This house 
was demolished prior to the construction of 
the Viking Age rampart (Rampart 1) (Map: 
©  MOMU).
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this excavation also revealed a ditch parallel to the 
riverbank, which was filled with domestic waste 
and later replaced by two oval sunken-featured 
buildings. These buildings yielded evidence of 
domestic crafts and textile production. A 6 m 
wide post-built house, dated to the 9th cen-
tury, replaced the sunken-featured buildings  
(Linaa 2016: 71-74; Out et al. in press) (Fig-
ure 4). Activities included domestic crafts, tex-
tile production, and possible traces of metal-
working (Bitsch 2007a; Linaa 2016, 71-74). A 
large number of fish bones indicated local fish-
eries (Ritchie 2019). A segmented bead with 
metal foil produced in the Middle East, was also 
found in the house (X1208 A229) (Sindbæk 
2023a, 271-272).

FHM 5813 Kannikegade (2017) (Figure 2, 7): 
This rescue excavation on the eastern part of the 
riverbank revealed traces of an open settlement, 
with fireplaces and postholes (Poulsen 2017). 
The activities included domestic crafts. The 
settlement was established in the 8th century, 
with Rampart 1 dating to the late 9th century, 
according to 14C dates.

FHM 6211 Volden 9 (2021) (Figure 2, 8): Locat-
ed in the north-western part of the settled area, 
this rescue excavation uncovered clay floors and 
postholes. The findings included domestic pot-
tery and corroded metals (Høgsberg 2022).

Phase  II (c.900-c.970)
The settlement constructed in phase I was demol-
ished and Rampart 1 was constructed at the start of 
phase II. Only a few sites contemporary with this 
rampart can be identified.

FHM 4007 Badstuegade (1998) (Figure 2, 9): 
This rescue excavation immediately west of 
the rampart uncovered three wells dated to the 
10th century. The findings included domestic 
pottery, metals, and a loom weight ( Jantzen 
2013, 115; Skov 1999b-c).

FHM 4262 Aarhus Teater (2000) (Figure 2, 
10): Located near the coast in the southern 
part of the settlement, this rescue excavation 

revealed fragmentary remains of six sunken- 
featured buildings dated to the 10n century. 
The activities identified included domestic 
crafts and textile production. Gilded mounts 
for a drinking horn and a buckle were recov-
ered in the area in the 1890s and were initially 
interpreted as evidence of a Viking Age burial 
ground, although no further evidence of such a 
site has been found (Larsen 2001a; Linaa 2016: 
163-65; Skov 2008, 218; 2009, 12).

FHM 4881 Studsgade 8-10 (2007) (Figure 2, 
11): This rescue excavation immediately north 
of the rampart uncovered two oval sunken- 
featured buildings with fireplaces, later super-
seded by a post-built house measuring 3 by 7 m, 
dated to the 10th century (Bitsch 2007b; Linaa 
2016; 89-91). The activities at this site includ-
ed domestic crafts and textile production, and 
a mould for casting Thor’s hammers was also 
found, though no further evidence of casting 
was discovered ( Jantzen 2013, 95; Poulsen 
2011, 32, 118)

Phase III (c.970-1050)
During phase III, Rampart 1 was fortified to be-
come Rampart 2, and the area was densely covered 
with sunken-featured buildings. Evidence for this 
phase  comes from the following excavations:

FHM 1393 Hotel Skandinavien (1963-64) 
(Figure 2, 12): This rescue excavation on the 
eastern part of the riverbank revealed remains 
of Rampart 2, a street paved with wooden 
boards along the rampart, and seven sunk-
en-featured buildings dated to the 10th centu-
ry.2 The activities identified included domestic 
crafts, carpentry (evidenced by chisels, ham-
merheads, and axes), and numerous antlers, 
possibly used for comb production. Other 
finds included knives, keys, gaming pieces, and 
weights for scales, suggesting trade activities. A 
shard of glass with reticella decoration was also 
recovered from an undated layer. The excava-
tion was published by Andersen, Crabb, and 
Madsen (1971), including detailed sections on 
artefacts and biofacts. One of the sunken-fea-
tured buildings, CME, was dated by 14C to 
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the late 10th century.  Finds from this building 
included domestic pottery, a key, wooden ar-
tefacts, a weight, carpentry tools, whetstones, 
loom weights, and a comb inscribed with the 
name ‘Hik: uin’, of Germanic origin. This sunk-
en-featured building is contemporary with 
a burned-down pithouse at Bispetorv, ana- 
lysed in Project phase I (Out et al. in press).

FHM 1600 Katedralskolen (1969) (Figure 2, 
13): Located in the northern part of the cen-
tral town, 50 m west of the Viking Age coast-
line, this excavation covered 30 m2 and revealed 
the remains of three sunken-featured buildings 
along with associated artefacts (Andersen and 
Madsen 1985; Skov 1997).

FHM 3880 Store Torv (1994) (Figure 2, 14): This 
rescue excavation in the western part of the set-
tlement revealed seven rectangular sunken-fea-
tured buildings (pithouses) with fireplaces, pits, 
postholes, and wells, all dated to the 10th cen-
tury (Figure 5). The activities documented in-
cluded domestic crafts and some comb making 
(Skov 1994, 1998a, 251, 2005d 652-656).

FHM 4156 Skolegade 19b (1998) (Figure 2, 
15): Located at the coast in the southern part 
of the settlement, this rescue excavation un- 
covered fragmentary remains of three sunk-
en-featured buildings dated to the 10th cen-
tury (Skov 1998b). The remaining profiles 
showed possible clay floors, postholes, and fire- 
places. The activities identified included do- 
mestic crafts, fishing, and textile production.

FHM 4278 Rosensgade (2001) (Figure 2, 16): 
This rescue excavation in the northern part of the 
settlement revealed oval sunken-featured build-
ings with fireplaces, along with scattered pits and 
postholes, all dated to the 10th century. The activ-
ities included domestic crafts and textile produc-
tion, evidenced by the discovery of a smoothing 
stone (Larsen 2001b; Linaa 2016, 66).

 FHM 4480 Havnegade 2A (2003) (Figure 2, 
17): This site yielded postholes and pits asso-
ciated with a 10th-century smithy and bronze 
caster’s workshop (Larsen 2004). The findings 
included slag, corroded metals, and traces of 
domestic crafts and textile production. A cut 
bead (Callmer type Q52, X350) was redeposit-
ed in a medieval context.

FHM 5124 Bispetorv (2010) (Figure 2, 18): 
This research excavation, located 200 m north 
of the riverbank, uncovered seven rectangular 
sunken-featured buildings with fireplaces (Fig-
ure 6). One of these buildings, A334, which 
was burned, was 14C dated to the last decades 
of the 10th century and is the subject of Part I of 
this project (Out et al. in press).3 The activities 
identified included domestic crafts and carpen-
try. A spherical weight for scales and two coins 
minted by Harald Bluetooth in Haithabu were 
found, indicating bullion-based trade (Bitsch 
2010; Linaa 2016, 99-100).

Rural sites
Two rural sites were included in the analysis for 
comparative purposes:

Figure 5. Sunken-featured buildings at 
FHM 4480 Store Torv (Map: © MOMU).
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FHM 4588 Egå Gymnasium (2004): This res-
cue excavation, located at the estuary of the 
Egå River, 5 km north of Aarhus, uncovered  
longhouses, sunken-featured buildings, wells, 
and ditches. The activities identified at the 
site included domestic crafts, textile produc-
tion, carpentry, and evidence of trade, such as 
weights for scales. Analysis of the faunal remains 
indicated on-site meat production ( Jeppesen 
2005a; Kveiborg 2005; Skriver 2005).

FHM 4016 Randlev (2003): Situated approxi-
mately 30 km south of Aarhus and about 2 km 
from the coast, this rescue excavation revealed 
longhouses, sunken-featured buildings, and 
wells. The settlement yielded a large number of 
metals due to intensive metal detecting, includ-
ing a miniature sword, a gilded bronze pendant, 
a bronze belt mount, a silver pendant, hack  
silver, and 27 weights for scales, all suggesting  
bullion-based trade. Additionally, three silver 
hoards containing 237 Arabic coins were discov-
ered at the settlement, with the youngest coin 
minted in 910/11. A well was dated by dendro- 
chronology to the year 900. The site has been 
studied extensively by Jeppesen (1998, 2000, 
2003, 2011; Jeppesen and Adamsen 2005).

Analysis

The artefacts from the selected excava-
tions

The analysis includes structures and 15,986 artefacts 
from the selected excavations (Table 2): 14,250 

from the 18 selected excavations in Aarhus and 
1,736 from the rural sites of Egå and Randlev. On 
average, the excavations yielded 10 artefacts per m3, 
although this number varies significantly: FHM 
1393 Hotel Skandinavien yielded 34 artefacts per 
m3, while FHM 4007 Badstuegade yielded just 0.7, 
indicating variations in population density and land 
use. Pottery constitutes 75 to 98% of the artefacts 
recovered. 

Pottery
The dominant pottery type in the selected excava-
tions is low-fired, hand-shaped, and coiled, featur-
ing hemispherical vessels (Figure 7). In the 8th and 
9th centuries, the fabric was thick and tempered with 
coarse stones, but it became thinner and finer by the 
10th century (Andersen, Crabb, and Madsen 1971, 
76-87; Knudsen 2023, 35). This pottery type is pres-
ent in all excavations. The second category in Table 2, 
Baltic-type pottery, is characterised by incised hori-
zontal or wavy lines. The rims of Baltic Blackware 
vessels are shaped using a template, and the vessel it-
self is formed on a slow-turning wheel (Keller 2023, 
60; Sindbæk 2014, 280-284; Ulriksen and Brorsson 
2023, 1-2). Sherds with Baltic-type decorations are 
rare, constituting less than 1 % of the total pottery. 
Among the Baltic-type sherds is pottery with Feld-
berger-type decoration found in phase I in a post-
built house on the riverbank (Bitsch 2007a; Linaa 
2016, 73). However, these vessels are hand-shaped, 
and their rims are not template-formed. Compari-
sons with domestically produced pottery and gen-
uine Baltic Blackware in the study collection of the 
Department of Archaeology and Cultural Heritage 
Studies, Aarhus University, reveal that these sherds, 

Figure 6. Sunken-featured buildings at 
FHM 5124 Bispetorv (Map: © MOMU).
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and similar examples found at the excavation of 
FHM 1393 Hotel Skandinavien, were produced  
locally, and were not imported (Linaa 2016, 163-
65). This finding is consistent with results from Zea-
land, where Baltic-type pottery has similarly been 
shown to be domestically produced (Ulriksen and 
Brorsson 2023, 9-10).

Quernstones
Quernstones were an integral part of domestic ac-
tivities, as noted by Baug (2015) and Pohl (2012), 
and they are among the artefacts from the selected 
excavations as well. Of the 69 quernstones identi-
fied, 55 are made of Norwegian schist, while the 
remaining are of basalt from the Mayen area in the 
Rhineland. Norwegian quernstones are present 
across all phases and in all but the smallest exca-
vations, just as in sites such as Ribe and Kaupang 
(Resi 2011, 389-391; Sindbæk and Barfod 2023, 
87-89). The number of fragments is generally low, 
possibly representing one to two quernstones per 
household. Basalt quernstones from the Rhine-
land were found at the riverbank in phases I and 
III (FHM 4573 X671, X261, X1294; FHM 1393 
CME/EFR), with additional fragments discovered 
in Randlev.

Whetstones and soapstone vessels
Whetstones and soapstone vessels from Norway 

are commonly found in both towns and rural areas, 
and they were frequent in the selected excavations 
as well. Specific provenance analysis is not possible, 
as no petrological analyses have been undertaken. 
These items are primarily recovered from sunk-
en-featured buildings and on floors in post-built 
houses across all phases and in all but the smallest 
excavations. They appear to have been a consistent 
part of Viking Age household equipment, from 
the settlement established in phase I to the end 
of the Viking Age in phase III (Baug et al. 2023, 
106-110; Resi 2011, 380-393; Sindbæk and Barfod 
2023, 91-93).

Glass beakers and drinking glasses
Glass beakers, bowls, or drinking glasses are nota-
bly rare in Aarhus. Only one shard, decorated with 
reticella and possibly produced in Western Europe, 
has been recovered from the city. It was found in 
the selected excavation FHM 1393 (Figure 8, 
right). Similar shards have been dated to the 8th or 
9th century (Feveile 2023, 215). Drinking glasses 
are often associated with an elite drinking culture 
involving Tating jugs (Feveile 2023, 215-17; Gaut 
2011, 183-195; Henderson and Holand 1992, 
220-227; Steppuhn 1998, 64-65). The absence of 
Tating ware and the recovery of only one shard of 
glass – potentially transported as raw material for 
bead production – suggests that this practice was 
not prevalent in Aarhus.

Figure 7. Locally produced, hemispherical pottery ves-
sel from the late Viking Age. Diameter 18 cm (Photo: 
©  MOMU).

Figure 8. Left: Mosaic bead from Frisia, excavated in 
FHM  4573, dated to the late 9th century. Length 1,2 cm. 
Right: Reticella glass, excavated in FHM 1393, dated to the 
10th century. Length 3,4 cm (Photo: © MOMU).
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Textile production
Textile production was a fundamental activity in 
most, if not all households, as evidenced by the 
presence of loom weights and spindle whorls in the 
selected excavations. The loom weights are either 
low-fired or unfired, while the spindle whorls are 
made of fired clay and are conical in shape. Loom 
weights have been found in layers predating the ear-
liest sunken-featured buildings, indicating that tex-
tile production was a core activity from the settle- 
ment’s inception. These items are also frequently 
found in rural settlements (FHM 4573). Smoothing 
stones made of glass were found in the burned sunk-
en-featured building CME during the excavation of 
FHM 1393 Hotel Skandinavien, dated to the late 
10th century (phase III). Another smoothing stone 
was discovered in the excavation of FHM 4278 
Rosensgade in a sunken-featured building A1, prob-
ably from phase III. Similar stones have been found 
in Ribe, Kaupang, and Haithabu (Andersson 2003, 
82; Croix 2023, 352-364; Øye 2011, 343-356).

Bone artefacts
Bone artefacts, such as combs and needles, along 
with the waste products from their production, are 
found in all the selected excavations (Andersson 
2003, 127-128; Croix 2023, 369-371; Øye 2011, 
356-357). The waste is scattered across the floors of 
dwellings, and a dedicated workshop has never been 
identified, although concentrations at Store Torv 
(FHM 3880) suggest that production occurred 
there. Analyses indicate that the waste is primarily 
from red deer, while many finished combs are made 
of reindeer antler and are likely imported from Nor-
way (Ashby, Coutu and Sindbæk 2015).

Glass beads
Glass beads were a staple in households across all 
phases, and most of the selected excavations yielded 
some (Skov 2005d, 655). Beads may have been im-
ported, as no bead-making workshop has been iden-
tified, although a few finds of glass threads might 
suggest occasional bead-making in the 10th centu-
ry. A gilded segmented bead (Callmer Group E) 
was found on the oldest floor of a 9th-century post-
built house in phase  I (FHM 4673, X1287, A229). 
This bead type is known from recent excavations in 

Haithabu and Ribe, where 190 such beads have been 
found, dated to the late 8th and early 9th centuries, 
as well as from landing sites such as Vester Egesborg 
on Zealand (Sindbæk 2023b; Steppuhn 1998, 40-
41; Ulriksen 2018, 218-219). A mosaic bead (Call- 
mer Group G) (FHM 4433, X151), possibly manu- 
factured in Frisia, was discovered in an undated 
sunken-featured building on a neighbouring plot, 
about 5 m to the east (Sindbæk 2023b, 259-264; 
Steppuhn 1998, 51) (Figure 8, left). An eye-bead 
(Callmer Group B) (FHM 5124, X1247), possibly 
produced in southern Europe, was recovered from 
a late 10th-century context. A small cut bead (Call- 
mer Group Q) was redeposited in a medieval con-
text during the excavation of the bronze caster’s 
workshop at FHM 4480 (phase  III). These beads 
are well-known in Ribe, where 158 have been found 
in contexts dated to the late 8th and early 9th centu-
ries, as well as in Haithabu (Sindbæk 2023b, 272; 
Steppuhn 1998, 52-53). The majority of the other 
beads are plain, predominantly green or blue.

Weights and coins
Weights and coins are notably scarce in Aarhus: only 
three weights, all spherical, and four coins have been 
discovered in the selected excavations, all found on 
the floors of sunken-featured buildings dating to 
the 10th century (phase III). Among these are two 
cross coins minted by Harald Bluetooth in Haitha- 
bu, found in the burned sunken-featured building 
A334, dated to the 980s (A736 and A813 (P53)) 
(Out et al. in press). The coins have been studied by 
Moesgaard (2011). Similar spherical weights have 
been found in 10th-century contexts in Ribe (Fe- 
veile 2023, 117-121; Croix et al. 2019; Søvsø 2020). 
An unidentifiable coin and an Arabic dirham were 
also recovered in a sunken-featured building at 
FHM 1600 Katedralskolen (phase  III) (Ander- 
sen and Madsen 1985). In contrast, three weights 
were found in the rural settlement FHM 4588 Egå 
Gymnasium, and 26 weights, along with 274 coins, 
primarily dirhams, were discovered at the rural site 
of FHM 4015 Randlev, dated to the 10th century. 
The exceptionally high number of coins here results 
from the discovery of three hoards ( Jeppesen 2011, 
87-90).
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Other metal artefacts
The metals listed in Table 2 include tools for carpen-
try, needles, nails, mounts, and buckles. Although 
metal artefacts are common in the selected excava-
tions, only one production site has been excavat-
ed (FHM 4480 Havnegade 2, phase III). Personal 
adornments, such as buckles and mounts, are fre-
quently found, particularly in older excavations such 
as FHM 1393 Hotel Skandinavien (e.g., buckle EQJ 
from a sunken-featured building, CME, phase III) 
(Andersen, Crabb, and Madsen 1971, 215-217). A 
mould for bronze casting in the shape of a Thor’s 
hammer was discovered during the excavation of 
FHM 4278 Rosensgade 17-19, Studsgade 8-10, but 
no further evidence of production was registered at 
other sites (phase III).

Results 

Evidence of production, craft, and trade

Evidence of the exploitation of coastal resources 
such as fishing, animal husbandry, grazing, and 
possibly agriculture is apparent from the earliest 
days of the settlement and continues throughout 
all phases (Fredskild 1971; Jørgensen 1971; Møhl 
1971; Out et al. in press; Ritchie 2017). Table 3 
reflects the presence or absence of craft and pro-
duction-related activities. Domestic crafts involv-
ing querns, soapstone, pottery, and whetstones are 
found in all but the smallest excavations across all 
phases, along with traces of textile production and 
bone working. A total of 106 combs and associated 
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Table 3. Occurrence of crafts grouped  
according to phases. Specialised crafts ap-
pear to be introduced in phase III. 
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waste material from Aarhus, all from phase III, 
have been analysed. The raw material for comb pro-
duction was sourced locally, while a few complete 
combs were made from reindeer antler, suggesting 
that these were traded or transported from Norway 
(Ashby, Coutu, and Sindbæk 2015, 13-14; Out et 
al. in press).

Bronze casting and metalworking were intro-
duced in phase III, along with tools for trade. How-
ever, the number of related artefacts is generally 
low – constituting less than 1 % of the recovered 
artefacts – and only one specialised workshop has 
been excavated. All crafts practised in Aarhus were 
also common in Egå and Randlev, except for bronze 
casting. Moreover, the evidence of trade-related ar-
tefacts in these rural sites surpasses that in Aarhus 
(Figure 9).

Evidence of imports

Only 255 artefacts, approximately 2 % of the 15,986 
recovered artefacts, are identified as imports (Ta-
ble 4). Of these, 245 artefacts (94 %) were import-
ed from Norway. Western European imports have 
been present since the mid-9th century, primarily in 
the form of basalt querns, while the sole eastern im-
ports are an Arabic coin and a bead. However, most 
of these imports are also found in Randlev and Egå. 
Consequently, the only imported artefacts that dis-
tinguish Aarhus from the surrounding settlements 
are a reticella glass shard, two beads from the 9th cen-
tury, a bead and two glass smoothing stones from 
the 10th century, and raw material for 10th-century 
bronze casting.

Figure 9. Selected artefacts per m3 in Aarhus and the rural sites of Egå and Randlev. Pottery was reduced by 80 % and 
coin hoards were subtracted from Randlev. Sample size: Aarhus: 1158 m3, 12,3 artefacts per m3, Egå; 48 m3, 18,9 arte-
facts per m3. Randlev: 30 m3, 18,8 artefacts per m3.
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 c FHM 4016 274 26 1 8 3 2 314 30 10,47 27,6

FHM 4588 3 4 5 2 14 48 0,29 18,9

 

Total 278 32 115 86 55 14 1 2 1 1 583 1222 0,48 13

Table 4. Imported artefacts grouped according to phases. The selected excavations are ordered by phase, date, and site 
number. Artefact type and provenance are added, along with cubic metres, imported number of artefacts per cubic metres 
and total number of artefacts per cubic metre.
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Discussion

Intensity and density of the settlement

The excavated structures and the measurement of 
artefacts per m3 provide valuable insights into the 
density and intensity of the settlement. In phase I, 
the settlement appears to have been most densely 
concentrated along the riverbank. Approximately 
400 m from the coast, four sunken-featured build-
ings, possibly seasonally occupied, and two perma-
nently occupied post-built houses have been iden-
tified within an area of 15 x 15 m (FHM 4573) 
(Figure 2, 5, 6). Nevertheless, the excavated areas are 
small, only 80 m2, which makes the orientation of 
the houses difficult, and no ditches or plot bound-
aries have been excavated (Figure 4). The settle-
ment seems less dense towards the coast, with yards 
and fireplaces recorded during excavations between  
Kannikegade and the river (FHM 6813) (Figure 2, 
7). Traces of clay floors were found at Volden 9 (FHM 
6211) (Figure 2, 7), and fireplaces were discovered at 
Mejlgade 28 (Skov 2003) (Figure 12). On the latest 
model of the town, from 2011, this settlement has 
been reconstructed as a regulated and plot-divided 
settlement with adjoining streets running along the 
river (Figure 10). Such a settlement structure is char-
acteristic of early Ribe. However, no traces of neither 
plots nor streets have been excavated in Aarhus, and 
the settlement may have been unstructured. 

The number of artefacts per m3 in Aarhus is rela- 
tively low: the highest number recorded in phase I is 
15.4, and in phase III, 34, whereas Kaupang, Ribe, 
and Haithabu yielded 93, 459, and 171 artefacts per 
m3, respectively (Data from Jankuhn 1986; Kalmring 
2010; Radtke 2007; Sindbæk 2023a; Skre 2011) 

(Table 2 and Figure 11). While differences in pres-
ervation conditions might theoretically account for 
some of this disparity, it is notable that Aarhus yield-
ed a maximum of 8 pottery sherds per m3 in phase I 
and 29 in phase III, compared to 17 in Kaupang – 
where no domestic pottery was produced – and 166 
in Ribe. Although pottery use may have been more 
widespread in Ribe than in Aarhus, the significantly 
lower number of artefacts of any type per m3 in Aar-
hus suggests that activities at this site were much less 
intense than in the 8th and 9th-century towns.

Identifying a settlement contemporary with 
Rampart 1 is challenging due to the limited avail-
ability of 14C dates. Nevertheless, the settlement 
appears to have been dominated by sunken-fea-
tured buildings, one of which was excavated at 
Bispetorv (Out et al. in press). Scattered postholes 
may indicate the presence of larger buildings. In 
phase III, the settlement seems relatively dense, 
with eight sunken-featured buildings uncovered 
within 250 m2 at Bispetorv (FHM 5124) (Figure 2, 
14) and seven within 200 m2 at Store Torv (FHM 
3880 (Figure 2, 14) The northern parts of the area 
might also have been densely built, as indicated by 
the remains of several sunken-featured buildings 
unearthed during excavations there (FHM 4157, 
FHM 1600, FHM 4278). On the latest reconstruc-
tion of the town, from 2011, Aarhus is depicted as 
a plot-divided settlement of sunken-featured build-
ings and post-built houses organised around a regu- 
lated street grid, similar to what is known from Ribe 
and Hedeby (Figure 12). However, the larger exca-
vations, such as Store Torv (FHM 3880 (Figure 5) 
and Bispetorv (FHM 5124) (Figure 6), reflect an 
unregulated settlement of sunken-featured build-
ings with no traces of streets or plot boundaries.

Figure  10. Conceptual map of the settle- 
ment in the 9th century (phase 1). The map 
depicts Aarhus as a plot-divided settle-
ment, similar to what is known from Ribe 
and Haithabu, However, so far, no clear evi- 
dence of streets or plot boundaries has 
been found during excavations in the city. 
Map from Skov 2011, 63 (Map: © MOMU).
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The number of artefacts per m3 further illumi-
nates the intensity of the settlement in phase III. 
Table 2 shows that the number of artefacts per m3 
increased from 15 to 34 from the 9th to 10th cen-
tury, possibly reflecting an intensification of the 

settlement and a rise in the number of inhabitants. 
Additionally, the number of whetstones, loom 
weights, and spindle whorls doubled during this  
period, indicating an intensification of the settle-
ment in the 10th century (FHM 4573, FHM 4433, 

Figure 12. Conceptual map of the settle-
ment in the late 10th century (phase III). 
The map illustrates Aarhus as a plot-divid-
ed settlement with a regulated street net-
work, comparable to Haithabu and Dore- 
stad, However, excavations in the city 
have so far not revealed clear evidence of 
streets or plot boundaries. Map from Skov 
2011, 63 (Map: © MOMU).

Figure 11. Viking Age Kaupang, Haithabu, Ribe and Aarhus. The proportion of selected artefacts per m3 of sieved soil. 
Data: Haithabu after Kalmring 2010. Kaupang after Skree 2011. Ribe after Sindbæk 2023. Sample size: Haithabu: 200 
m3, 171 artefacts per m3. Kaupang: 215 m3, 93 artefacts per m3. Ribe: 160 m3, 459 artefacts per m3. and Aarhus 1158 m3, 
12,3 artefacts per m3.



DANISH JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY 2024, VOL 13, 1-30, https://doi.org/10.7146/dja.v13i1.148522 19

FHM 1393). The 10th-century settlement along the 
coast north of the cathedral also appears to have been 
intensively used (FHM 1600), while areas along the 
eastern part of Kannikegade and the western and 
northern regions yielded only 2 to 3 sherds per m3, 
suggesting these areas were less densely occupied.
Despite the increase in settlement intensity from 
the 9th to the 10th century, Aarhus was still far less 
intensely occupied than Haithabu, Kaupang, and 
the slightly earlier Ribe (Figure 11). However, the 
intensity of settlement at the rural sites of Egå and 
Randlev, which both yielded 18 artefacts per m3 
(Table 2), is comparable to that of Aarhus. The 
town was hardly bustling with activities compared 
to these rural settlements.

The development, functions and mari- 
time networks of the settlement

Phase I developments (c.780-c.900): 
A modest coastal settlement
Archaeological findings indicate that during phase I 
(c.780-c.900), the earliest settlement of Aarhus com-
prised oval sunken-featured structures designed for 
seasonal use, primarily exploiting coastal resources 
(Out et al. in press). The absence of plot boundaries 
suggests a lack of deliberate planning in the site’s 
development (Krongaard Kristensen and Poulsen 
2016, 40-44). 

In phase I, traces of trade and imports – apart 
from soapstone, querns, and whetstones found in all 
settlements – are rare (Table 2). The only exceptions 
are a few reindeer combs and an eastern bead, pos-
sibly brought by visitors (Ashby, Coutu and Sind-
bæk 2015, 13-14; Out et al. in press). This limited 
number of imports contrasts sharply with the large 
volumes found in Ribe, Haithabu, and Kaupang 
(Figures 11 and 13). Pottery from the Vorgebirge, 
Mayen, Pingsdorf, and Tating regions account for 
25 % of the pottery in Kaupang, that had no local 
pottery production, and 7 % in Haithabu and Ribe, 
yet these West-European pottery types have not 
been recorded in Aarhus to date (Deckers 2023, 77; 
Janssen 1987, 27; Knudsen 2023, 25; Linaa 2016: 
163-65; Pilø 2011, 285; Pilø and Pedersen 2007, 
179-190). The apparent absence of these and other 
imported artefacts in Aarhus suggests that this set-
tlement had few connections to the maritime net-
works through which these types were distributed. 

Neither the networks linking Ribe, Haithabu, 
or Kaupang nor the east-west networks extending 
along the North Sea and through the Eastern Baltic 
seems to have included Aarhus (Hedenstierna-Jon-
son 2020, 60-64; Shepard 2008, 143-160; Sindbæk 
2007a, 70-71; 2007b, 129. Not only do the imports 
from Aarhus differ from Ribe, Haithabu, and Kau-
pang, but the nature of the activities also contrasts 
with those at the other sites. In these sites, activities 
are dominated by specialised craft production, such 

Figure 13. Viking Age Kaupang, Haithabu, 
Ribe and Aarhus. The relative proportion 
of selected artefacts per m3 of sieved soil. 
Data: Haithabu after Kalmring 2010. Kau-
pang after Skree 2011. Ribe after Sindbæk 
2023. Sample size: Haithabu: 200 m3, 171 
artefacts per m3. Kaupang: 215 m3, 93 arte- 
facts per m3. Ribe: 160 m3, 459 artefacts 
per m3. and Aarhus 1158 m3, 12,3 artefacts 
per m3.
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as bead making, bronze casting, and gold-and-sil-
ver smithery, often using imported raw materials  
(Ashby, Coutu and Sindbæk 2015, 4; Feveile 2023, 
233; Gaut 2011, 169; Sindbæk 2023b, 245-248; 
Steppuhn 1998, 82). No such activities have been 
documented in Aarhus during phase I and II (Fig-
ures 11 and 13).

The site in phase  I does not share the character-
istics of the towns, but it was hardly an important 
landing site either; key characteristics of such sites, 
like weight scales, concentrated production rem-
nants, and imported ceramics – evident at Aggers-
borg, Vester Egesborg, and Lundeborg – are absent 
in Aarhus (Sindbæk 2009, 100; Ulriksen 2018: 214-
15, 340-45; 409-13). Consequently, there is little 
evidence to suggest that Aarhus served as a hub for 
interregional trade or specialised craft production 
at this point in the 8th or 9th centuries. Instead, Aar-
hus might have been one of many specialised sites 
with various, perhaps shifting, functions established 
in the late 8th or 9th century (Krongaard Kristensen 
and Poulsen 2016, 37-40; Sindbæk 2007a, 123-126; 
2014, 152-153.

Phase II developments (c.900-c.970):  
Rampart and reorganisation
Phase II marked a significant spatial transforma-
tion, characterised by the demolition of the earli-
er sunken-featured settlement. This was replaced 
by an oval or horseshoe-shaped rampart enclos-
ing an area of approximately 40 hectares (Bitsch 
2010). The rampart, constructed from turf and 
lacking the inner support structure or stockade 
characteristic of the ring fortresses, shares similar-
ities in dating, construction, and function with a 
10th-century rampart found in Ribe (Christensen 
et al. 2021, 4-5; Krongaard Kristensen and Pouls-
en 2016, 47-48; Søvsø 2020, 208-211). While the 
rampart in Ribe was built to protect a significant 
town, the rampart around Aarhus appears to have 
served a different purpose. The settlement within 
the rampart remained primarily a local landing/
outfield site, still characterised by sunken-featured 
buildings, the exploitation of coastal resources, and 
domestic, unspecialised crafts. Traces of long-dis-
tance contact, apart from the ever-present whet-
stones, querns, and soapstone vessels, have not 
been identified at this point.

The continuity of building traditions and activities 
suggests that, if the construction of the rampart 
was intended as part of a broader initiative to re- 
organise or urbanise the site, this plan was ultimate-
ly not realised at this time (see Table 3). However, 
some changes did occur, as the site gained a meas-
ure of international recognition. By 948, a bishop’s 
seat was established in town by the archepiscopal 
seat in Hamburg, though the extent of the bishop’s 
presence in Aarhus remains unclear (Krongaard  
Kristensen and Poulsen 2016, 48; Linaa 2016, 33).

Phase III Developments (c.970-1050):  
Urbanisation and increasing specialisation
Sometime around 970, the rampart was refortified, 
marking the beginning of phase III. This refortifi-
cation, known as Rampart 2, involved cladding the 
outer side of the rampart in turf and supporting it 
with a fascine (Bitsch 2010; Christensen et al. 2021, 
4-5; Sindbæk 2014, 187-196). During this period, 
the area within the rampart appears to have been 
covered with rectangular sunken-featured buildings 
(Figures 6 and 7). However, the fence-lined, regulat-
ed plots and street grid typical of mercantile quarters 
in Ribe and Haithabu have not yet been documented 
in Aarhus, although such a layout is shown in mod-
els of the town (Figure 12) (Skov 2004; 552-555; 
2011a, 62-63; Søvsø 2020, 153-55, 231-237).	

The activities might have intensified in phase III, 
as the increase in pottery sherds per m3 from 14 to 
29 may indicate a more intense occupation in the 
late 10th century compared to the 8th or 9th centu-
ries. The late 10th century saw the introduction of 
specialised crafts (Table 4). However, the waste 
products from these and other crafts were limited, 
and most activities – apart from smithing – appear 
to have occurred in dwellings rather than specialised 
workshops (Skov 2010, 652-656). The primary eco-
nomic activities continued to focus on exploiting 
coastal resources. (Andersen, Crabb, and Madsen 
1971, 307-319; Fredskild 1971; Jørgensen 1971; 
Møhl 1971; Ritchie 2017; Out et al. in press). Never- 
theless, tools of trade, including coins from Haitha- 
bu, a dirham, and weights for scales, have been recov-
ered from sunken-featured buildings dating to the 
late 10th century (FHM 1600; FHM 1393; FHM 
5124; Out et al. in press) (Table 2). The number 
of coins and weights is small compared to the large 
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quantities found in Randlev, suggesting that the 
modes of trade, exchange methods, and perhaps the 
nature of traded goods varied significantly between 
this site and Aarhus (Price and Raffield 2024, 39-42). 
In contrast, Egå has yielded a significantly smaller 
number of metals, coins, and weights, indicating 
that this settlement was likely less active. Nonethe-
less, both rural sites engaged in craft production, 
including domestic and unspecialised crafts, small-
scale bone and antler working, and some smithing 
– activities similar to those in Aarhus. However, 
specialised crafts such as bronze casting have not yet 
been documented at these rural sites (Figure 9) 

What distinguished Aarhus from Egå and 
Randlev at this point may not have been the  
activities themselves or their scale, but rather the 
fortification, the settlement structure, its status as an 
ecclesiastical centre, and later the establishment of 
a royal mint under the Kings Hardeknud and Mag-
nus the Good (1035-42 and 1043-47) (Skov 2008, 
218). These features suggest that by the mid-to-
late 10th century, Aarhus, also known as Aros, had 
emerged as one of many new towns founded at the 
end of the Viking Age. The development of Aarhus 
does not mirror that of major early towns; Aarhus di-
verges significantly from the well-known in terms of 
import volume, composition, and activities. How-
ever, Aarhus does show similarities to other towns, 
e.g. Odense, Aalborg and Lund, where settlements 
of sunken-featured buildings evolved into towns in 
the latter part of the 10th century or the early part 
of the 11th (Krongaard Kristensen 2016, 63; Runge 
and Henriksen 2018, 16-21; Runge et al. 2020, 
75-85; Roesdahl 2023, 252-255; Sindbæk 2007a, 
128; Søvsø 2020, 253-255; Vrængmose Jensen and 
Møller 2009, 99-100). However, the rich detector 
sites around Randlev and Egå ( Jeppesen 2023a, 
2023b) indicate that some people in Eastern Jutland 
were integrated into the Viking Age world of trade, 
travel, and raids – though these activities did not 
seem to involve either the 10th-century town or the 
8th-9th century outfield site.

Defending Aarhus: The role of ramparts 
and maritime features

The exposed location of Aarhus on the open coast 
in the middle of Denmark is atypical for the 8th or  

early 9th-century town suggested in previous re-
search; in contrast, Ribe, Haithabu, and Kaupang 
were all founded in border regions along traffic corri- 
dors some distance from the sea (Sindbæk 2007a, 
129, 2009, 105-106). To explain this unusual loca-
tion, it has been suggested that an advanced mari-
time defence system involving the Kanhave Canal, 
bases on Helgenæs, and a shipyard at the Aarhus 
River may have existed (Skamby Madsen and Vinner 
2005b, 94-97; Skov 2005b, 41-42, 2008, 124; 2011, 
64-66). However, the Kanhave Canal, dated to circa 
726 and repaired around 750, predates the earliest 
known settlement in Aarhus by several decades, as 
demonstrated by Christensen (1995). Although the 
presence of ‘Snekke’ names on Samsø and Djursland 
underscores the importance of maritime activities in 
the area, no evidence links them specifically to Aar-
hus, as these names are found throughout Denmark. 
Moreover, the excavated remains at Snekkeeng do 
not indicate activities on a scale comparable to the 
massive deposits known from shipyards such as the 
late Viking Age Fribrødre River on Falster, excavat-
ed by Skamby Madsen (2010) (Skamby Madsen and 
Vinner 2005a, 94-97). Thus far, the existence of a 
maritime defence for Aarhus is far from proven. 
However, future investigations may reveal addition-
al evidence.

A defence might have been needed, as written ac-
counts reveal that Aarhus was attacked by the Nor-
wegian king Harald Hardrada in 1046 (Henrichsen 
1968, 158-160). Nevertheless, the archaeological 
evidence of warfare is sparse so far. The first cen-
turies appear to have been peaceful, as there is no 
evidence of attacks, such as destruction by fire, in 
phases I-II. However, this may have changed as Aar-
hus developed into a town in the late Viking Age, 
as weapons – possibly from an attack – have been 
found during excavations at Rampart 2 (Andersen, 
Crabb, and Madsen 1971, 204; Søgaard 1961, 196). 
Furthermore, two sunken-featured buildings that 
burned in the last decades of the 10th century (A443, 
FHM 5124 Bispetorv, and CME, FHM 1393 Ho-
tel Skandinavien) might have succumbed to an at-
tack (Bitsch 2010; Out et al. in press). Finally, a late 
Viking Age warrior burial, including a shield and  
battle axe, may indicate a military presence in Aar-
hus, as might a runic stone from the late Viking Age 
that mentions a man named Ful, who died in a battle 
‘where kings fought,’ possibly referring to the Battle 
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of Svolder (Høgsberg 2020; Roesdahl and Wilson 
2006, 208-229).4

Conclusion: The developments, activi-
ties and maritime networks of Aarhus in 
the Viking Age

This study has provided valuable insights into the 
development of Aarhus during the Viking Age. 
By analysing almost 16,000 artefacts from 20 ex-
cavations, it is clear that Aarhus did not become a  
fully-fledged town until the late 10th century. Prior 
to this, it functioned primarily as a small landing 
site, focused on exploiting coastal resources, with 
limited evidence of long-distance trade or special-
ised crafts. The few imported artefacts, mainly beads 
and combs, were likely brought by travellers or trad-
ers, but they do not suggest that Aarhus played a sig-
nificant role in broader maritime networks. Such a 
role might have been played by Randlev and other 
settlements surrounding Aarhus.

While Aarhus shares similarities with other early 
settlements, such as Odense and Aalborg, it differs 
from more prominent Viking Age towns like Ribe, 
Haithabu, and Kaupang, especially in terms of trade 
volume and the nature of its activities. Despite its lo-
cation between the Baltics and the North Sea, which 
could have been advantageous, the role of Aarhus in 
interregional trade was largely unexploited until the 
Middle Ages, when it became part of the Hanseatic 
network.

The development of Aarhus reflects broader 
trends seen in settlements like Odense and Aalborg, 
where small outfield settlements evolved into towns 
in the late 10th century, without substantial evidence 
of interregional trade. In contrast, detector finds 
from Randlev and Egå indicate that people in East-
ern Jutland were engaged in Viking Age trade and 
travel, though Aarhus itself did not seem to partic-
ipate.

Most of the Viking Age settlement is buried be-
neath modern structures. What remains of the Vi-
king Age town has been heavily disturbed, while 
the earlier landing site has been destroyed by mod-
ern development. With a significant portion of the 
settlement inaccessible due to these later construc-
tions, future research will rely heavily on the artefact 

collections stored in archives. This non-destructive 
approach offers a valuable means of uncovering new 
insights. The Vikings’ Aros project has demonstrated 
the potential of such studies, activating old collec-
tions into new stories about Aarhus in the Viking 
world.
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Notes

1 	 The inscription is recorded in the database Danske Ru-
neindskrifter as number MJy 67 (https://runer.ku.dk).

2	 AMS 14C Dating Centre Report 2482. FHM 1373, CME, 
AAR 37191: Charred grain from the floor, 14C age 1050 
± 26: 992-1024 (68.3 %) and/or 974-1032 (95.4 %). An-
other charred grain from the same structure and context, 
AAR37290 14C Age 1125 ± 29: 979-1022 (68,3 %) and/or 
973 1026 (95.4 %).

3	 AMS 14C Dating Centre Report 2842, FHM 5124, 
AAR37170: charred grain from the flor: 14C age 1062 ± 
24, 978-1022 (68.3 %) and/or 897-1027(95.4 %)

4	 The inscription is recorded in the database Danske Ru-
neindskrifter as number MJy 77 (https://runer.ku.dk).
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