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SPØTTRUP in Salling was built by 
Jørgen Friis, Bishop of Viborg, in the 
first decades of the 16th century and 
was very advanced for its day. A 
number of latrine shafts led down 
from the attic level, where the cas-
tle’s work-force or garrison would 
have been housed, to the moat.  
One such shaft can be seen here on 
the outer wall of the east wing.  
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The earthwork named DANEVIRKE winds through the landscape from Slien Fjord in the east and on to the marsh areas in the west beside the Rivers Ejder 
and Trene. Parts of the rampart system date from the 7th century. A stretch of the main rampart east of what is known as “Valdemar’s Wall” can be seen here. 
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VESBORG, on the south-western tip of 
Samsø, was a strong fortress for a short 
time in the 14th century. It was built on 
several mounds. Much of the castle/site has 
now slipped down into the sea. Ruins of one 
of the castle buildings can still be seen from 
the shore below the remains of the mound 
where the lighthouse is now placed. 
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A corner of one of the mounds of  
BRATTINGSBORG, at Hald. One can  
just make out where the moat was. 

This book, originally in Danish and now in English, is the only comprehensive 
overview of Danish medieval castles. It describes their development and places 
them in their historical context – a context that may at times be difficult to find 
one’s way in, for readers who are not very familiar with Danish history.  To help 
provide linkages and landmarks, a chronological list of kings and genealogical 
tables can be found at the end of this book.
 In its Danish version this book has reached its third edition, which comprises 
a significant revision of the two earlier editions, in that, for instance in a number 
of the sections concerning particular castles, it now incorporates and discusses 
the latest excavation results and publications, and thus provides a description of 
the latest state of play in castle research at this time.
 Danish medieval castles have been a focus of my work over a period of al
most forty years, and many of the results of that work are available in the form of 
articles in diverse foreign periodicals and in festschrifts for colleagues in a range 
of countries; here those results are now available in a  collected volume and more 
over in English.
 Throughout the years that I have worked on this subject I have found a great 
deal of inspiration in contacts with colleagues both in Denmark and abroad, and 
I would like here to express my sincere thanks to them all. 
 The fact that this book can now be published in English is the consequence 
of a generous donation from the foundation A.P. Møller og Hustru Chastine Mc-
Kinney Møllers Fond til almene Formaal, to which I owe a deep debt of gratitude.
 I also owe warm thanks to the Director of Aarhus University Press, Claes 
Hvidbak, who provided support and encouragement for the first edition of my 
book about Danish medieval castles, and who took the initiative to publish this 
third edition. And likewise to former university lecturer Hans Blosen, who has 
been responsible for the German summary. The photographs by Janne Klerk 
which illustrate the book, infused with qualities of soul and immediacy, make 
it entirely special, and our collaboration in this work has developed into a warm 
friendship which I very much appreciate.
 The same applies to my cooperation and friendship with Joan Frances David
son, whose thoroughness and always dependable sense of the quality of language 
have made the English edition truly English.

Alrø, March 2014.
Rikke Agnete Olsen

Preface
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What is a castle?
All through the ages people have found ways of protecting themselves and their 
possessions from attack and assault.  They have turned features of nature to ad
vantage, for instance hiding themselves and their valuables in caves or on inacces
sible islands in lakes, marshes or bogs, but they have also done what they could 
to improve the protection afforded by natural features, by means of building ram
parts, moats and other physical obstructions.
 Collective strongholds set up in inaccessible places, town fortifications, bor
der walls, citadels and forts with garrisons in particularly vulnerable areas are all 
known in many cultures and from many different periods. They reflect the socie
ties in which they were created and illustrate the needs experienced at that time, 
by states or individuals, for protection, security and prestige, as well as being an 
expression of the economic context in which they came into being. 
 This also applies to the medieval castle, which belongs to the forms of society 
and of warfare that prevailed in the time of its origins. Where it differs from other 
forms of fortification is in the fact that it is both a dwelling and a fortress at the 
same time. Kings, princes, bishops and aristocratic secular landowners built and 
owned castles, and the wealthiest and most powerful might own several of them, 
in which case they were run by stewards or bailiffs. In some cases there was room 
for a large complement of men, almost like a garrison, but the large castles were 
never just barracks, because they were also the family home of the owner, or that 
of his administrator. The smaller castles, often privately owned, would also usu
ally be the main premises of an agricultural complex, or might protect some other 
incomeproducing enterprise, such as iron production or toll collection. In many 
cases the castle was the administrative centre for a large or small area.
 At borders, harbour entrances, good vantage points and other strategic sites 
there were fortified towers or citadels which might be defended by organised 
manpower, but which could not function independently without guaranteed de
livery of supplies. These were advanceguard positions in the context of an actual 
castle nearby, and thus formed parts of a larger fortification system.
 In everyday life the castles were to a great extent selfsupporting entities, 
and life in them, as in other types of farming, was dependent on the seasons and 

The Medieval Castle: 
The fortified dwelling

Among the various round churches on the 
island of Bornholm ØSTERLARS, dating 
from c.1200, has the most defence features. 
Here, beside an internal staircase at the 
level of the loft, the light comes in through 
a machicolation. 
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the crop yields. Castles situated in or near a town of course had to have supplies 
brought in from elsewhere. The major castles of the realm that were intended to 
provide protection from external enemies, and to maintain law and order in the 
country, naturally had a different social significance from that of small local struc
tures which were only meant to protect their owner and his property. The differ
ence between the major castles which could withstand enemy attack for months, 
and the small strongholds that could be overrun by a couple of dozen men within 
a few days became particularly conspicuous in times of actual warfare. 
 No matter what size they were or what degree of fortification they offered, 
castles provided the setting for upperclass life in many countries, and norms of 
lifestyle and daily routines were very similar, whether those routines were taking 
place in halftimbered structures behind palisades, in stone houses surrounded 
by walls with towers and pinnacles, or on a country estate without fortifications. 
Neither the most powerful people in the realm nor ordinary people ever had for
tifications to protect all their property, but in all the buildings of the upper and 
powerful classes there was also an element of prestige. 

Castles in Denmark and elsewhere
There were many castles in Denmark in the Middle Ages, but they did not all 
function throughout the whole of that period and it was far from the case that 
all of them lived up to posterity’s ideas of a castle. In many instances nothing is 
known about what the structure consisted of, and several have been lost without 
trace or are difficult to identify on site. A few have been rebuilt so radically that 
the original building is unrecognizable, while others are still present as grasscov
ered earthworks or ruins, for example Hammershus on the island of Bornholm. 
That is the largest castle ruin in the Nordic region, and it is on a scale comparable 
to the grandest structures in other countries where many more castles have been 
preserved, even taking into account the relative size of those countries. One rea
son for the more extensive preservation of castleremains elsewhere is that when 
they had fallen into disuse they did not become stonequarries – as they did in 
Denmark, where stone is in scarce supply – providing material for reuse by peas
ants, towndwellers  or by the Crown itself.  
 The term voldsted, meaning “castle mound” was used as early as in the Mid
dle Ages to refer to sites where there had been a castle, for instance at Hastrup 
in the Vejle district in 1419. Sometimes the site of a former castle was referred to 
just as a vold, meaning “rampart”, as in the case of Bjørnkær near Odder in 1427, 
when it was handed over to the Bishop of Aarhus. In presentday Denmark there 
are some 1,000 known castle mounds, and this corresponds to approximately one 
in every second parish.  In the areas of Southern Sweden which were part of Den
mark in the Middle Ages there are a few hundred castle mounds and in Schleswig 
there are about 50 sites south of the present border. The castles were not even
ly distributed over the whole country. In some parishes there are several castle 
mounds, but that does not necessarily mean that there were several castles. There 
could have been one castle which was moved, for reasons which we do not now 
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know. In other parishes apparently there was no castle, and it can be difficult in 
individual cases to find an explanation for the circumstances, even if one knows 
who owned the land and estate. 
 In many other countries the history of castles has been well established. 
There is knowledge about who ordered them built and when that happened, and 
some of them are still lived in, even in a few instances by descendants of the 
original owners. This does not apply in the Danish context. Here many castle
structures are completely anonymous, while the knowledge we have of others has 
been pieced together from scattered oddments of not always reliable information 
in the few preserved written sources. It is only through the application of ar
chaeological and modern scientific dating methods that it has become possible to 
compose a reasonably coherent overview of the history of the castle in medieval 
Denmark.
 Our ideas about Danish medieval “knights’ castles” have been assembled 
from the evidence of fortifications in other countries, with strutting towers and 
pinnacles, curtain walls with wall walks and loopholes, drawbridges, secret pas
sages, deep dungeons, etc. Some of these features are familiar to us from castle 
buildings that were restored in the 19th century, when romantic notions about 
“the Age of Chivalry” flourished almost as profusely as they do today, and their 
present incarnation often has more to do with the ideas of the restorers than 
with the realities of the Middle Ages. Not every castle, by any means, either in 

KARLSTEIN, southwest of Prague, was built in 
1348 as the residence of Emperor Charles IV. The 
castle was built at several different levels on the 
top of the mountain and has space for the court 
and the imperial family, ceremonial reception 
rooms and chapels. It withstood the test of war 
during the Hussite Wars in the early 15th century 
and later underwent several reconstructions. 
Archive photo.
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Denmark or elsewhere, was equipped from the start with the whole spectrum of 
fortification features. Some never acquired them – even though the castles that 
survived through centuries underwent many alterations. 
 The history of the castle varies from country to country, because in all cases it 
was closely related to broader historical development and it was also determined 
by specific political conditions. In Denmark castles began to appear relatively late. 
The Viking Age did not fade out until the 11th century, and the old Nordic world 
was not subject to much influence from Europe before the century that followed 
– and certainly not in the matter of fortifications.

The birth of the castle
The origins of the medieval castle have to be sought in Charlemagne’s immense 
FrancoGerman empire. There, during the course of the 9th and 10th centuries, 
it became common for major landowners to protect their estates with defen
sive structures of earth and wood. Constructions of a particular type arose, now 
known as “motte and bailey”. The motte consisted of a mound, either natural or 
constructed, and it was surrounded by one or several sets of ramparts and moats, 
often with a wooden tower protected by a palisade on the motte. The tower would 
often take up almost all the space at the top of the mound; in its earliest forms it 
was intended exclusively for defence and was only in use during battle. It was the 
strongest point of the building complex and the last refuge of the defenders, so 
the conditions of access were made as difficult as possible. Close beside the motte, 
perhaps on a low island or on a separate mound with its own rampart or palisade 
and moat, one would find the house, stables, barn and everything else that would 
be associated with farming on a certain scale. This was the bailey, and there could 
be more than one bailey linked to a motte. 
 Many structures of this type have been excavated on the continent of Eu
rope and in Britain, so the type of construction is wellknown, and there are also 
pictures of castles like this dating from the time when they were in use. On the 
Bayeux tapestry, the famous embroidered work from the end of the 11th century 

HUSTERKNUPP, east of Aachen, was the “fam-
ily” castle of the Counts of Hochstaden, and the 
site was fortified from before the year 900 until 
sometime in the 14th century. From the 12th 
century onwards the castle was what is known as 
a motte-and-bailey structure, consisting of one 
mound with a tower and another with agricul-
tural buildings and living quarters. Reconstruction 
drawing from A. Herrnbrodt: Der Husterknupp, 
Vol 6. Bonner Jahrbücher 1958.




