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SUMMARY 

A nobleman's farm and church m Lisbjerg 

In recent years marked interest has been shown in the relationship between churches and 

farmsteads owned by noblemen or local magnates in the Middle Ages. On account of this 
the Prehistoric Museum at Moes�aard, in the spring of 1989, carried out an excavation at 
Lisbjerg Church, 7 km north of Arhus in eastern J utland. One of the village's old farms, 
sited immediately to the east of the church, was to be torn down to make room for new 
buildings. This was a good opportunity to investigate whether there were traces of older 
buildings in the vicinity of the church, which is known for its distinguished golden altar 
from the 12th century (fig. !). 

The excavation revealed traces of a timber-built fenced-in farmstead; its outline could be 
followed right round the church (figs. 2-8). The traces showed that there had been three 
building-phases. The earliest phase was represented by traces of a light fence (fence I), 
along with possibly a pit-house on the east side of the construction. The second phase 
consisted of the more substantial fence 2, which could be traced on three sides of the church. 
three long houses, 1-111, were found which could be associated with this phase. The south 
side of the fence was not found, but on account of the ground-conditions it can be assumed 

that the farm covered an area of ca. 140 X 100 m. Fence 3 marked the last phase of the farm, 
and the traces showed that it had been built as a hefty palisade. Perhaps houses Il and III 
co-existed with this fence. In the north-west corner of the farmstead, 3 pit-houses, i.e. 
houses with sunken floors, were found, of which 2, on account of their siting, seem to belong 
to the last phase. 

In the profiles of the trial-ditches and during the excavation work itself no preserved 
culture-layers were found, and the find-material was therefore very limited. It consisted of 
potsherds, loom-weights and spindle-whorls, together with a few objects of iron and glass 
(figs. 9-16). The objects reflect daily life in an ordinary household. 

As regards the dating of the farm, both the house-types and the artefacts found should be 

taken into account in the assessment. The long-houses from Lisbjerg are characteristic with 
their only slightly-curved long walls, the Jack of outer support-posts and, where two of them 
are concerned, the Jack, also, of inner roof-bearing posts. Related house-types are known 
from the village of Vorbasse's closing phase (I) and from the south-west J utland settle­
ments at Gammel Hviding and V ilslev (2), and on that basis the Lisbjerg houses should be 
placed at the earliest in the 11 th century or at the I, est in the time around 1100. From the 

later part of the 12th century there are a few farm _onstructions known in Denmark, but 
they have totally different, clearly rectangular, types of houses (3). 

W here the find-objects are concerned, it is chiefly the pottery which has interest from the 
point-of-view of dating. There is particular reason to keep in mind that the semi-spherical 
vessel is the dominant vessel-type within all the farm's building-phases; over recent years 
excavations have been undertaken which might indicate that the semi-spherical vessel went 
out of use as early as the period around the year I 000 ( 4). We are inclined to believe, 
however, that it would be difficult to place the Lisbjerg houses as early as in the 10th 
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century, since they show a clear development of the well-known Trelleborg houses from the 
end of the 10th century. The Lisbjerg farm should therefore more accurately be placed in 
the period after the year 1000, and since it nevertheless provides examples of semi-spherical 
vessels, we have to conclude that the semi-spherical vessels must after all have survived in 
east J utland into the 11 th century. 

The present-day church is a Romanesque stone building from the 12th century, but since 
Lisbjerg is the main village in its district (herredsby) it is likely that a wooden church, 
contemporary with the farmstead, would be situated on this spot in the 11 th century. The 
find is thus the oldest known example in Den mark of a direct connection between farm and 
church. The heathen cult ceremonies of the Viking Age are assumed often to have been 
conducted in the main building of a nobleman's farm (6), and it may well have been natura! 
as a continuation of this tradition that the nobleman, after the introduction ofChristianity, 
would build a church within his farmyard . Since this place gave its name to the large 
Lisbjerg district (herred), in spite of its peripheral situation in the western part of the 
district, this can only mean that even in Viking times Lisbjerg must already have had a 
significant status (fig. 17). This might be because of its favourable situation, in terms of 
road-communication, on the route north from Århus. A former fjord area juts in from the 
sea almost up to Lisbjerg, but the navigation-possibilities in the Viking Age are not known. 

In Denmark several similar large farmstead structures are known from the Viking Age. 
The Lisbjerg-farm's hefty fence and spacious houses indicate that this was the house of a 
magnate or nobleman, and this is also suggested by its isolated situation on the east side of 
the old road. Scattered finds indicate that a contemporary village-settlement Jay to the west 
of the road. On the basis of some special cadastral conditions the historian Henrik Larsen 
pointed out as long ago as 1934 that there must originally have been a large farm of this 
kind near the church (7). The land register for 1683 contains the information that Lisbjerg 
at that time consisted of 19 farms around the open central square (fig. 18). 

No written sources are available concerning the early history of Lisbjerg Church, but a 
deed of exchange of property from 1477 shows that earlier in the Middle Ages Lisbjerg 

Church and parish belonged to the diocese of Århus. The newly-found farmstead was 
perhaps originally a royal estate which was transferred to the diocese of Århus when it was 
set up around 1060. Royal transfers of this type to the Church were frequent, and with its 
large semi-circular rampart Århus in the Viking Age was an important support-point for 
royal power; this could have given rise to royal interest in estates in the vicinity. A written 
source from 1604 informs us that »Århus in 1102 was moved from Lisbjerg and to the place 
where it now lies«. There is archaeological evidence of Århus from as early as around 900, 
but could it have been the Bishop's residence which was moved in 1102? The new excava­
tion-results can actually be interpreted as implying that the farm-structure around Lisbjerg 

Church fell into disuse at around 1100. 
The early ownership conditions of the Lisbjerg farmstead are thus unexplained, but the 

existence of the farm in itself gives a positive insight into the environment behind the early 
church-building, and it raises, in addition, a number of significant questions about the 
organizational conditions in Denmark in the 11 th century. 
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