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The Vindelev hoard in a broader context

Mads Ravn

Introduction

The Viking site of Jelling in southeastern Jutland (western Den-
mark) may be best known for its royal burials and a large ru-
nic stone set up by King Harald Bluetooth to proclaim that he
had ‘won’ Denmark and to mark the conversion of the Danes
to Christianity in the 10" century. But the recent discovery of
a remarkable 6"-century hoard in the small hamlet of Vinde-
lev, eight kilometres north-east of Jelling, is bringing another,
older dynastic centre into focus and painting a broader picture
of power in the area. The find was discovered over Christmas
2020 when two novice amateur archaeologists, Ole Ginnerup
Schytz and his old classmate Jgrgen Antonsen, went for a walk
on the latter’s field in Vindelev with a newly acquired metal de-
tector. A few hours later, Danish archaeology was enriched by
a unique gold find (Axsoe 2021; Antonsen and MarTiNusseN 2024;
Ravn and Laursen 2024).

Including what is currently believed to be the largest known
gold bracteate, the hoard consists of 23 pieces, four medal-
lions + 13 bracteates + 1 scabbard mount with a total weight
of 795.6 g (Fig. 1) (Laursen 2022a; 2022b; Laursen and Nitsen

2022; Laursen and Ravn 2022; Ravn 2022a; 2022b; Ravn and
Laursen 2024).

It dates from what is known in Denmark as the Late Roman
and Early Germanic Iron Age (c. AD 335-550). The motifs and
runes on the gold pieces are unique and reveal a variety of new,
previously unseen elements of iconography.

Investigation into the details of the find is ongoing, so the
present results represent the current state of research. The de-
tails of the find will be investigated individually by different ex-
perts in future publications.’

Thus, this paper aims to contextualize the hoard, as detailed
analyses of the runes (Iver and VassHus 2023), medallions (Horsns
2025) and bracteates (Ravn and Laursen 2024) are already avail-
able. The aim is to provide the necessary details to understand
the framework for future analyses. The hypothesis, based on pre-
liminary stamp and motif identification, is that the gold represents
important relationships among dynasties of early magnates and
kings with close ties to the Gudme area on Funen and the West
Zealand area. In addition, it may also indicate the first close contact
in the 4™ century with high-ranking persons in the Roman Empire,
possibly from returning soldiers serving in the Roman auxilia.?

Fig. 1. The entire find. Vejle Centre for Conservation and Vejlemuseerne. One piece is missing as it was contrived when excavating the find spot (not to scale). See Table 1.
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The oldest items
The Roman Gold Medallions

The oldest part of the find consists of four Roman medallions
with portraits of important emperors of the 4" century. These
four medallions were found together with Nordic gold bracte-
ates. The combination of these two types of objects in a single
context has only been seen once before, in the great hoard
from Zagdrzyn in Poland (Bursce 2009; Horsns 2025, 170).

The oldest medallion is a 23.7-carat gold piece weighing
39.5 g. It was minted in Trier and depicts Constantine the Great
(305-337 AD). The letters are worn, as is the reverse side. The
reverse shows two goddesses of victory holding a shield be-
tween them, indicating that the medal was struck to celebrate
the emperor's 30th year in office on New Year's 335-336 AD.
This means that the medallions were about 200 years old at the
time of deposition (Fig. 2a, 2b).

Two other worn medallions from Trier depict the emperors
Constans (337-350 AD) and Gratian (367-383 AD). The last me-
dallion shows Valentinian | (364-375 AD); it was produced in
Thessaloniki in the Eastern Roman Empire. The Valentinian medal-
lion is made of 24-carat gold and weighs 44.1 g. On the obverse
is a portrait of the emperor. The reverse shows him as command-
er-in-chief of the military. At the emperor’s feet is a prisoner of
war, probably a Barbarian captured by the Roman Empire (Fig. 3).

The two largest medallions in the Vindelev hoard are related
to two of the largest European gold hoards of the Migration
Period. The Constantine medallion has a parallel in the hoard
from Szilagysomlyd in Romania, while the Valentinian medal-
lion is struck with the same obverse die as a medallion from
the Zagdrzyn hoard in Poland. The Valentinian medallion from
Vindelev has a loop identical to that from Zagdrzyn but differs

by the addition of a border decorated with a type of zigzag pat-
tern known from other Roman medallions outside the Roman
Empire and from Nordic gold bracteates (Horsngs 2025). The
Valentinian medallions from Vindelev and Zagérzyn must have
been struck in the same workshop in Thessaloniki, then they
left the Roman Empire together and had loops attached in the
same workshop outside the Roman Empire before their paths
diverged. XRF measurements of the elemental composition of
the borders and loops show that these parts are of significantly
lower gold quality than the medallions themselves, confirming
the assumption that they are later additions made by craftsmen
outside the Roman Empire (Ravn and Laursen 2024, 106).

Roman gold medallions seem to have been used as personal,
diplomatic gifts from the emperor to close allies of the elite.? This
raises the question: Could these rare items be personal gifts to
a high-ranking Germanic person who founded the dynasty at Vin-
delev, a dynasty whose family members maintained close contact
with the Roman elite, perhaps as auxilia troops officers, as Skre
(Skre 2020, 222; 2025) suggests on a more general level? If this was
the case, the contact must have lasted for many generations, as
the number of medallions and the wear on the gold indicate that
the items were revered heirlooms that served to remind the Vin-
delev dynasty of these recurring, prestigious personal alliances of
the past. In addition, the rims seem to have been added later, sug-
gesting that the medallions were used outside the empire (Horsns
2025, 170). It cannot be ruled out that some of the gold was looted,
but the curated combinations of the find do not suggest so.

The bracteates

Apart from the medallions and a scabbard mount which deco-
rated the opening of a scabbard, the rest of the Vindelev hoard

ﬂf‘ﬁﬂm
{144 )

Fig. 2. The medallion depicting Constantine the Great (Photo: Michael Hajlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation and Vejlemuseerne).
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Fig. 3. On the obverse is a portrait of Emperor Valentinian |, who reigned from 364 to 375 AD. On the reverse is a full-length portrait of him in his role as head of the
military, wearing armour and a long cloak. In one hand, he holds a globe, the symbol of world domination, and in the other he holds a banner, the supreme military

emblem (Photo: Michael Hgjlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation and Vejlemuseerne).

consists of two different types of bracteates: eight A-bracteates,
which mainly depict faces, and five C-bracteates, which depict
a person with what appears to be a horse. They seem to be-
long to the first part of the Nordic bracteate tradition of the
5t century.*

The iconography and the runes of the Nordic bracteates
are particularly important as unique examples that provide
a glimpse into an otherwise impenetrable social and mental
universe. One hypothesis is that the motifs are representations
of current gods of the time, and that we may be able to iden-
tify Nordic gods, mythological creatures, and mythological tales
among the motifs.> Some of the depictions may also be of cer-
emonies and rituals performed among earthly people, probably
the aristocracy, a perspective that seems to be supported by the
interpretation of the inscriptions on one of the Cbracteates. It
seems to suggest that the Cbracteates might represent Odin's
Man, as it says exactly so on one of the bracteates (Imer and
VassHus 2023, 77). First, however, we need to take a closer look
at the details and their combinations on the individual objects.

Of the 12 largest Nordic gold bracteates in existence, half are
found in the Vindelev hoard. If the average weight of a bracteate
is between two and seven grams, the weight of the 13 Vinde-
lev bracteates is equivalent to about 100 ordinary bracteates. The
unusually large borders have provided space for artistic expres-
sion, where, in addition to geometric patterns, several unique face
masks, animal figures and water birds can be seen (Ravn and Laurs-
en 2024, 108). The A-bracteates significantly increase the number
of specimens of this type, as A-bracteates make up only 10% of
the total corpus but eight out of 13 pieces in the Vindelev treasure.

Six of the ten largest known bracteates appear in the Vin-
delev hoard, suggesting that the site was important in terms of

both symbolic and actual power. An A-bracteate catalogued as
X108 has recently been confirmed as the largest known bracte-
ate, although it is still folded. This bracteate measures 138 mm
in diameter, 15 mm wider than a bracteate from Asum in Scania,
in Sweden.’ It is also the heaviest, weighing 123.7 g, which is
23.4 g heavier than the Scania bracteate (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. The largest known bracteate comes from the Vindelev hoard. With
a diameter of 138 mm, it is 15 mm wider than the previous largest example from
Asum in Scania. It was folded in antiquity and then recently exposed to modern
agricultural machinery (Photo: Michael Hgjlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation
and Vejlemuseerne).
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Its size and the fact that it was folded symmetrically sug-
gest that it was deliberately destroyed before being deposited.
Together with other objects and the context, which | will return
to below, it is likely that it was part of an offering, a destructive
phenomenon known from other deposits of the period and from
other find categories before and after (Ixi&r 2002; Ravn 2024).

At the time of its discovery, bracteate X18 represented a new
variant of the A-motif, which has since been followed by new
finds from Himmerland® and Funen.'® Common to this type is the
depiction of the characteristic late Roman consul attire (Fig. 5)."

Fig. 5. This bracteate shows a head, and several abstract marks. Its closest paral-
lels are found on the North Sea coast (Photo: Michael Hgjlund, Vejle Centre for
Conservation and Vejlemuseerne).

Another interesting bracteate from this find is X16,'2 which
shows a head and several abstract marks. Its closest parallels
are found on the North Sea coast.”

Bracteates X10 and X20 belong to the same variant of the
Atype with depictions of two male heads side by side, although
they are not die-identical. This variant was previously only
known from Funen,* Ragelund,” and the large Broholm hoard
near Gudme.'® However, the two bracteates from Vindelev are
much larger.

The remaining A-bracteates have unique features, which can
be seen on the die-identical X3 and X14,"7 where the person
depicted appears to be wearing chain mail and holding an oath
ring in one hand (Pesc 2015) (Fig. 7), a type of oath ring that
has recently also been found in a well-preserved high-prestige
site dating from AD 1-450 in Lgsning Sendermark near Vejle,
only 16 km as the crow flies from the Vindelev site.”® The person
on X9" seems to be wearing a similar garment and holding
a drinking horn to his mouth, a motif also known from bracte-
ates from England in Scalford and Hoby (Wicker 2015; 2021)
(Fig. 8).% The motifs on the A-bracteates show clear contact be-
tween Gudme and Vindelev and/or an itinerant goldsmith who
had contact with both places.
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Fig. 6. The central motif on bracteate X20 from the Vindelev hoard is closely
related to the motif on X10 but is easier to see as the bracteate is not nearly as
bent. In the presented X-ray image of X20, the motif of two king brothers or
twins is clearly visible (Photo: Signe Nyygard, Vejle Centre for Conservation and
Vejlemuseerne).

The close contact between Vindelev in southern Jutland and
Gudme on Funen is also clearly illustrated by the Cbracteates,
which may also show connections to Zealand (Ravn and Laursen
2024, 114).

One Chracteate? is particularly interesting in this context, as
it is surprisingly similar to a contemporary bracteate found on Fu-
nen in the 17 century.?? The two almost identical bracteates fur-
ther indicate close alliances between southeast Jutland and the
contemporary power centre of Funen, some 135 km to the south-
east of Vindelev, around Gudme and neighbouring Lundeborg
(Serensen et al. 2022; Denese Jessen et al. 2024). They are not die-
identical, and the borders are different, but they must have been
made by the same goldsmith and based on the same model. The
Funen bracteate is inscribed with runes, which have played an
important role in the history of research into the interpretation of
the iconography of Cbracteates (e.g., Hauck 1985-1989; 2011;



Fig. 7. The oath ring is clearly visible here, as well as what appears to be the
chainmail. The letters are illegible (Photo: Michael Hgjlund, Vejle Centre for Con-
servation and Vejlemuseerne).

Fig. 8. On this bracteate we see a rare motif of a person holding a drinking horn.
We know that drinking rituals were important from both archaeological grave
goods and written sources, including the poem Beowulf (Photo: Michael Hejlund,
Vejle Centre for Conservation and Vejlemuseerne).

Hepeacer 1991; 1992; 2011; Axeoe 2007). This inscription now
exists in a new version, and the reading leads to debate (Fig. 9).

On bracteate X4 we see a man and a four-legged animal.
Around him are runic inscriptions. The man’s impressive hair-
style ends in a long braid, and he wears a crown with two rows
of beads running through his hair. Above the animal’s head and
in front of the man's face is a large bird of prey. Under the
horse’s muzzle is written: HOUAR, which means ‘The High One’.
Another recent reinterpretation is ‘The Dear One’, HORAR, re-
lated to the Latin carus (VassHus and Imer 2023, 69). While the

Fig. 9a-b. Does it say HOUAR, or HORAR? A world of difference and meaning
(see also Iver and VasHuss 2023). On the left is the bracteate X4 from the Vindelev
hoard, which is almost identical to the bracteate on the right, found before 1687
on Funen (Photo: Michael Hejlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation and Vejlemu-
seerne, right: National Museum).

former has been seen as an early version of an epithet for Odin,
who is known as such from later sources, for example, from the
Old Norse poem Hdvamdi, the latter points in a different direc-
tion, perhaps focusing more on the man.%

The iconography therefore probably illustrates the ideal king
and warlord on horseback. This ‘aristocratic combination” of
man, horse and drinking vessel is often found in contemporary
graves in Anglo-Saxon England and Scandinavia, where rich
burials contain a combination of stylish grave goods, drinking
vessels and gaming pieces, and horses and other animals are
buried alongside people in the same graves. The later Sutton
Hoo grave is just one extravagant example of a trend that can
be seen in numerous less conspicuous, contemporary and early
graves such as Spong Hill in East Anglia (Ravn 2003). Looking at
this iconography one can imagine Odin’s Man, the king riding
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his horse with his dogs and ravens, just as Odin, his patron and
wise lord, played strategic games with the clever giant Mimir,
in life and death, as we read much later in the sagas. From this
perspective it seems that the nobility created their gods in their
own image.

In addition to the name HOUAR, or HURAR, there are other
legible inscriptions. Behind the man’s head is the runic word ALU,
which means ‘beer’ or ‘| protect’, and on the bird's tail is LApU,
which means ‘I invite’ % Is it The High or Dear One, now also
known on another bracteate as Jagaz, who is extending an invi-
tation to a celebration or ceremony where beer is involved? We
know, for example, from the OId English epic Beowulf that feasts,
wine, mead, and beer are part of important social and ritual
ceremonies to which the king invites several people. It is likely
in this perspective that we should understand this condensed
worldview of the writings and iconography on the bracteates??

X112" seems to be die-identical with a bracteate from anoth-
er find near Odense in 1852 (Fig. 10).% However, the Vindelev
specimen has a larger border and a more elaborate loop. The
difference in the colour of the gold on two die-identical bracte-
ates makes it possible that the die travelled with a goldsmith be-
tween Funen and Vindelev (Ravn and Laursen 2024, 111). Around
the central motif there is a runic inscription which has proved
difficult to decipher, but which may be a distortion of the more
legible inscription on X13.

The motif on X132 is a new variant, but it is otherwise close-
ly related to X11 in details such as the spiral-shaped ear, the
swastika in front of the face, and the position of the horse’s
legs. The figures are surrounded by a runic sequence which, as
mentioned, is semantically readable. Its interpretation provides
important new insights. A series of frontal face masks can be

Fig. 10. C bracteate X11 (K 31,2) (Photo: Cecilie Odderskov Saugbjerg, Vejle
Center for Conservation).
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Fig. 11. X13. Behind the head one can see the inscription mentioning the name
of Odin (Photo: Michael Hejlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation).

seen on the border. X13 also reveals the earliest direct men-
tion of Odin on bracteates, dating from the mid-5" century
(Fig. 11). This strengthens the belief that the imagery of the
bracteates revolves around Odin and the pantheon known
from 13™-century sagas. However, Odin's name in the geni-
tive case refers to another person, Jagaz, ‘the hunter," called
Wodanasweraz, ‘Odin’s Man'. So, the person depicted is prob-
ably Odin’s Man, a member of the aristocracy and a worship-
per of Odin, not Odin himself. It says: Hostioz. Helpu ufarfatai
Jagalil, iz Wod[alnas weraz. Although these new readings
are likely to be subject to future collegial scrutiny, the pre-
liminary conclusion is that they suggest that Jagaz is a helper
and Odin’s Man. One version is: | help the hunter Jagaz, who
is Odin's Man. Imer and Vassius (2023, 77-78) suggest that
the inscription belongs to the religious sphere, as Andrén also
suggests about bracteates. Andrén has additionally proposed
that the borders of bracteates may depict an element of sun
worship, explaining the triangles, hemispheres and spirals ‘as
suns or sun rays on X13, X4, X11, X 7, and X8 (Anorén 2014,
150). Hedeager also emphasizes the religious aspect due to
the marginal placement of bracteates in space and suggests
that the person depicted could be Odin, travelling to the other
world in a shamanistic universe (Hepeacer 1991; 2011, 207).
The new text on X13, however, suggests that the depicted
figure is not Odin himself, but Odin's Man, meaning Jagaz n this
specific case of X13. This interpretation deviates from the influen-
tial and important theses of Karl Hauck (Hauck 1978; 1985-1989),
but not in a binary way. The idea that this is an earthly person,
one who offers sacrifice rather than a recipient of the sacrifice,
also seems more in line with some Roman motifs.>® Moreover,
the runic inscription is the so far oldest known inscription men-
tioning the name of Odin, dating it at least to the 4" century.*'
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Fig. 12. Symmetrical, intentionally folded bracteate X17. See also Fig 4 (Photo:
Michael Hejlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation).

The folded bracteate X17°2 is the third-largest bracteate
known to date (Fig. 12) and a new variant of the Ctheme.
A large face is seen above a four-legged creature, representing
a horse with a visible mane and tail. Details include a protruding
tongue and a pronounced antler, with a horn ornament on the
horse's head. As on X4, a large bird is seen in front of the hu-
man's face, in contrast to the swastika that occupies this space
on X11 and X13. The large border is adorned with two rows of
frontal face masks, which are repeated in a plastic version on
the decorative triangle.

An unusual motif can be seen on X7, a large male head with
a curved moustache over a four-legged animal (Fig. 13). The ani-
mal has a long tail and a snake’s tongue with a split tip extending
from its mouth. The man wears a torque around his neck and is
shown with two arms, one with his hand on the animal below

Fig. 13. On X7 (IK 731) the man is wearing a torque around his neck and is shown
with two arms, one with the hand on the animal below him (Photo: Michael
Hejlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation).

him. In the other, he raises what is probably a scepter with an
ornament at the end. Such scepters are known from late Roman
depictions of emperors and consuls. He is dressed in a tunic un-
derneath and a shaded cloth on top, which ends like a fish's tail.
Here he is probably depicted in a ritual or mythical scene >

A similar theme was found at Kristianslund near Odense
on Funen.® The two bracteates here were probably made in
the same workshop. Close parallels can also be found in some
North Zealand Cbracteates.® There are also two variants on
Zealand from the Hjerlunde field further south.” On an A-brac-
teate from Kongsvad A, even further south on Zealand, there is
also a small full figure in front of the head of the central figure.*®

Close links with Funen and Zealand

Connections across and along Jutland and possibly as far as
northern Germany/the Netherlands can thus be established,
as for example in the Hjarng hoard, 47 km east of Vindelev,
which shows some of the same ornamental details on the beads
(Horshgs and Ravn 2021). The contacts across the Little Belt to
the central sites on Funen near Gudme are particularly evident
in bracteates X1, X4, X7, X10, X11, X13, and X20. The connec-
tions across the Little Belt have been noted before and are re-
inforced by the discovery of the Vindelev treasure (Axgoe 2022).
In addition to medallions and bracteates, the Vindelev treas-
ure contains another circular pendant without the embossed
image typical of bracteates.* It resembles a bracteate in other
details, with the same type of loop, decorative triangle, and bor-
der with geometric stampings. The decorative triangle has filigree
circles and dark glass settings, with the central setting empty.

Fig. 14. This piece resembles a bracteate with a decorative triangle. It has filigree
circles and dark glass settings, with the central setting empty. (Photo: Michael
Hejlund, Vejle Centre for Conservation).
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Circular pendants with filigree decoration and settings are
known from other hoards with bracteates - one from Darum in
southwest Jutland and four from Sletner, @stfold in Norway. Both
the southwestern Jutland and Norwegian finds are from larger
hoards, each containing a gold mouthpiece, as does the Vindelev
hoard.*®

At Vindelev, all this happened in the 6™ century, as research
seems to suggest. | propose this because the most recent object
is a mouthpiece from a sheath (Fig. 15a-b).

The gold mouthpiece is one of a group of 17 others known
from Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. They feature a solid gold
base plate with gold foil animal ornamentation on the sides
crowned with filigree and granulation and heavier beaded wire
along the edges

Its size could indicate that it was a mouthpiece for a sword
scabbard. It is adorned with beautiful writhing animal-style

figures with eyes, legs and mouths, and looks to be from an
intermediate phase between Style | and II. This style dates the
mouthpiece to the first half of the 6™ century.

Thus we have a more recent, early 6"-century mouthpiece
buried with ‘ancient’ but modified 4"-century Roman medal-
lions and some ritually ‘killed" 5"-century bracteates, probably
in a single event. Before we go any further, we need to look at
the discovery site in more detail.

The find location

GPS data from the finders" detector survey show that the hoard
was in two main concentrations within 10 square metres, with
the remainder dispersed across the field by ploughing. Below the
two concentrations, our fieldwork uncovered traces of a con-

—
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Fig. 15a-b. Mouthpiece dating the hoard to the 6 century. Vejle Centre for Conservation and Vejlemuseerne (Photo: Michael Hgjlund. Vejle Centre for Conservation).
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temporary 6-century settlement consisting of long houses and
fences with 'C dates corresponding to the most recent find in
the Vindelev hoard, X18 (Laursen and Ravn 2022, 56). The hoard
appears to have been deposited all at once near what looks like
a normal longhouse in the Iron Age settlement (Fig. 16), with
bracteates and medallions from different time periods, suggest-
ing that the most recent find marks the date of deposition.

The large bracteate X10 was found by the northern wall line.
Seven C age determinations were conducted on material from
three different postholes. The three youngest dates are from
three cereal grains from the same posthole and give a narrow
dating of 530-565 AD (Ravn and Laursen 2024, 120-122).

Gold hoards have previously been found buried at or in
houses in Gudme and, with what we know so far, we must in-
terpret this as having been deposited in the house of the owner.

Interpretations of the find in its context

In the context of the Vindelev hoard, it seems that the lineage
of a person whose name begins with "Win-', or as the runes
suggest, Jagaz (lit. 'The Hunter') can be traced back to the 4"
century, and that the dynasty had important relations with the
Roman elite and the Gudme and Lundeborg complex in Funen.
Diplomatic connections to Zealand and the North Sea coast are
also evident. With this in mind, it should be considered that the
spread of die-identical bracteates, as shown above, could be
seen as an expression of gift exchange and diplomatic relations
between political entities, where the masculine imagery and
male names in the runes point to the leaders of these entities.
That bracteates in grave contexts in Norway and England are
exclusively associated with women may be explained by the fact
that they seem to occur later, and were further away from the
Danish core area, and were therefore subject to different local
meanings and rituals (Skre 2025, 484). Suffice it to say here that
the bracteates should be seen as a sign of connections among
the higher families. If so, die-identical bracteates reflect connec-
tions among dynasties, perhaps through marriages in a proto-
feudal alliance, where the magnate in Vindelev, judging from
the die-identical bracteates, clearly referred to some degree to
a king in the Gudme area, either directly or indirectly, as | will
return to below in the discussion of the place name.

The reason for deposition

The chronology of the most recent find and compelling evidence
for a disastrous volcanic event in the middle of the 6" century,
when temperatures dropped by 2-4 degrees Celsius, and a conse-
quent epidemic first presented by Axboe, could provide a tempting
context to explain the hoard as a ritual offering of an entire assem-
blage of heirlooms of a dynasty from what is now Denmark (Axgoe
1999; Grastunp and Price 2012; KeLter et al. 2019; Haw et al. 2024;
ZacHrisson and Fiscrer 2024).

That this gold hoard was offered at this time is confirmed by
the dating of the mouthpiece. Besides, the symmetrically folded,
large bracteates suggest that someone offered their most precious
possessions, which further suggests that the hoard may have been
deposited as an offering to higher powers by a desperate, starving
agricultural population hoping for better times. The ritual destruc-
tion of the largest and most valuable bracteate, X10, may be the
second most valuable offering one can give after one’s own life.
For whatever reason, the Vindelev hoard was placed under the
floor of the house and was never recovered. What happened to
the inhabitants, whether those who deposited it died and every-
one else forgot about the place, or whether they emigrated, is not
known for certain. However, we do know from other sources of
extensive migrations from the North Sea coast of Germany and
Denmark to England, but mainly before this event (Gretzineer et
al. 2022). We also know that many settlements were abandoned
at this time (Niesen 2005). The chaos of these decades is seen
throughout Scandinavia (ZacHrisson and Fiscier 2024), and in the
area around Vindelev a number of settlements did not continue
after the mid-6" century, as the compilation of ™*C evidence from
several contemporary nearby settlements seems to suggest (Juut
Batscaarp AnD LinosLom 2024). They all ended around 560, as indeed
also the ™C dates from the house structures underneath the Vinde-
lev hoard seem to suggest (Ravn and Laursen 2024, 120). Either we
have simply not found any later occupation, or it was abandoned
due to the documented dust veil event (Nietsen 2005).

In any case, the settlement pattern changes over the fol-
lowing centuries as the remaining settlements and plots of land
grow in size, a trend that suggests increasing social complex-
ity in fewer hands (Ravn 2018). Some have suggested that this
growth was linked to the phenomenon of the Viking Age in
general, already emerging in the 7-8' centuries (Price 2022). It
is also in this period that the great aristocratic royal halls from
Uppsala (Sweden), Lejre, Tissg, Erritsg (Denmark) and else-
where appear (Ravn 2024; Christensen et al. 2024), something
we also see in Anglo-Saxon England slightly earlier: at Yeaver-
ing, Cowdery Down, and, more recently, Rendelsham (Scutt and
Thomas 2020; Scutt 2024). Whether the myth of the Fenris wolf
eating the sun at Ragnarok can be traced back to this volcanic
event is uncertain, but likely (Grastunp and Price 2012).

Discussions: Vindelev - a proto-feudal settlement pattern revealed?

The name of the hamlet, Vindelev, may provide some clues as to
the meaning of this find. The suffix -lev is in general related to
the contemporary Danish word ‘at levne’, meaning "heirloom’,
and so Vindelev may mean that this area was the inheritance
of a person whose name began with ‘Win-"#" This particular
prefix dates from the late Roman or early Germanic Iron Age
and suggests that this male founder and his dynasty lived here
between the AD 300s to the 550s. According to Dagfinn Skre,
the prefix Win- may be short for the Slavic name Winipharjaz
(Slavic + warrior) (Skre 2025, 512).%2 If one follows his recent
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Fig 16. The underlying Iron Age settlement, which can be dated to be contemporary. The red spots are postholes from roof-bearing posts and walls. It was impossible

to uncover the entire length of the house. The yellow spots are some of the gold pieces found within the possible deposition area. Modern fieldwork had at this stage
pulled some of the pieces out of context. Graphics: Vejle Museums.

hypothesis that the king of the Danir settled with an invading,
heterogeneous army in the Gudme area around 420-450, and
incidentally, like the Roman emperors, donated bracteates to
his retinue of magnates in a periphery around Gudme including
western Funen and eastern Jutland, as indeed the numerous
die- and type-identical bracteates and medallions in this hoard
suggest, then this Winipharjaz could be a part of a genetically
heterogeneous retinue group of the Danir.*® In this case he
would be of Slavic ancestry and seems to have arrived from the
North European Plain in the 5" century, as recent a DNA studies
suggest for the Danir (McCoLL et al. 2024). From this, Skre sug-
gests the following bold, hypothetical, but not highly unlikely
scenario, which may need further scholarly scrutinising:

Winibharjaz was an officer in the Danir army
that conquered what became the Danir realm,
and was subsequently granted rights in the vil-
lage of Vindelev. He may have come from the
lands of the Black Sea - Slavic peoples lived east
of the Vistula at that time — and was probably
recruited into the army before the conquest,
while they were still at the north of the conti-
nent (Skre 2025, 512).
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He may have brought with him the old, worn medallions issued
by Valentinian in Thessaloniki in 364-375, along with the older
ones from Trier. The accumulation of bracteates over genera-
tions and the wear on them suggest that they were hereditary.
Rune research indicates that the person on the bracteate, and
possible later descendants to Winipharjaz at some stage in the
5" century had the name of Jagaz, the hunter, as mentioned
above (Imer and Vasshus 2023, 72 pp).

In addition, one should further consider the hypotheses pre-
sented by onomasts, that the -fev names could refer to a proto-
feudal settlement structure, where the -lev names of a retinue of
magnates surrounded a lord's realm (Atsris 2015, 28; Skre 2025,
493-494). According to Skre, the details of this settlement pattern
are explained by the fact that the Vindelev location was donated to
this Winipharjaz and his descendants, if he honoured the oath. In-
deed, the overlap of distrioution maps of hoarded gold bracteates
and -lev names on the fertile soils seems to suggest a connection
between these two phenomena (Skre 2025, 508).

The kings of the Danir appear in written sources in the ear-
ly 6 century, when they are mentioned by Gregory of Tours
(AD 538-594).4 Skre, however, suggests from other evidence
that the Danir may have appeared around 420-450, settled in
Gudme and Jutland, and shortly afterwards moved to Lejre in



Zealand, distributing the land of the -lev names to their retinue
(Skre 2025, 512). In his interpretation, the whole of southern
Scandinavia, with the possible exception of eastern Scania, was
already under one king at that time.

In this context, it is interesting to note that the oldest phase
of the fortifications of Danevirke, 168 km to the south of Vindelev,
has recently been dated back to the 5" century (TummuscHer and
Wirte 2019). UIf Nasman also suggested in 2006, based on similari-
ties in the regional distribution of several similar archaeological find
categories, that the Danir king had already reigned in the 6" cen-
tury in an area covering southern Jutland, Funen and Zealand. In
his opinion, North Jutland, Southern Halland, Scania, Blekinge and
Bornholm were in a near periphery but more loosely connected
(Nasman 2006, 226).%> Recent aDNA studies and the hypothesis
proposed by Skre support this claim, as do more recent studies in
archaeology, placenames and indeed bracteates. The last are seen
as the Danir kings emulating the Roman emperors’ way of offer-
ing dona. From this perspective a magnate in Vindelev or another
magnate could have moved to Erritsg and served as the king's
steward when the Danir king and his itinerant court moved from
Gudme to Lejre (Ravn and Juet 2024, 295). Itis 40 km to Erritsg, an
aristocratic hall dating from the late 7" century.

Although this is hypothetical, the Erritsg site so far fills the
400-year gap between Jelling and Vindelev, although it needs
to be substantiated by further archaeological, onomastic and
landscape analysis.“® The role of four 10"-century rune stones
mentioning Queen Thyra in the core area outlined by Nasman in
south-eastern Jutland, within a radius of 40 km from Vindeley,
is not clear (Imer et al. 2023).

The Vindelev hoard certainly reveals a strong dynasty of
a magnate in south-east Jutland from the end of the Roman
Iron Age until the 6 century. Less certain is the relevance of
an earlier, recently found rich site at Lasning Sendermark 16
km east of Vindelev dating between AD 1-450. Here there
are significant finds of chainmail, a Roman helmet from the 4®
century and more than 100 swords and lances offered.#” The
question is whether this site is a predecessor to the Vindelev
site despite close proximity of the Gjesager River Valley, which
marks a barrier towards the west from Lagsning Sendermark.
It is interesting to note that a knobbed oath ring found there
is identical to the one depicted on the Vindelev bracteate X3,
only 16 km away (Fig. 7). Later in the region, the rise of the Er-
ritsg hall 40 km to the south, from the late 7" century seems
to have eastern relations to the Danir kings, judging from the
identical architectural features, which are strikingly similar to
contemporary Lejre and Tiss@ (Ravn and JueL 2024). The pattern
becomes easier to understand if, as | have suggested elsewhere
(Ravn and JueL 2024, 296), we take into account the existence
of an itinerant king already in this period, as known among the
contemporary Anglo-Saxons and Franks. Especially if one ac-
cepts Skre’s claim that the Danir kings may have moved further
east, to Lejre, when Scania was incorporated into the kingdom
in the 6 century (Skre 2025, 512). In order to substantiate these
hypotheses, which certainly require further research, the chang-

ing dynamics of power in the landscape and the region need to
be clarified archaeologically.

Conclusion

The discovery of the Vindelev hoard tells us that there was
a powerful figure in the area from the 4" to the 6™ century,
whose ancestors commemorated their alliances with important
Roman figures through ancient golden heirlooms, most likely
buried during the turbulent times of the 6" century (Horsnas
and Ravn 2021; Ravn and Laursen 2024).

The rare combinations of Roman medallions alongside
Nordic bracteates within the hoard suggest prolonged inter-
actions with the Roman Empire, possibly through diplomatic
gifts and other services (e.g. military) that highlight a network
of elite alliances within and beyond the immediate geographi-
cal boundaries of Iron Age Scandinavia. The iconography on
the bracteates, depicting possible kings and mythological
scenes, which may emulate the use of Roman medallions used
as dona within the empire, provides invaluable insights into
the religious beliefs and ritual and social practices of the time,
suggesting a pantheon that included figures such as Odin as
early as the 5™ century.

The deposition of the hoard, possibly as a ritual offering
in response to a climatic disaster, indicates the socio-political
and environmental challenges faced by the inhabitants of the
region. The hoard's location, near the later significant site of
Jelling, could further emphasise the continuity and evolution of
power centres in this region from the Iron Age to the Viking
Age and beyond.

Ultimately, the Vindelev hoard is a testament to Denmark’s
rich heritage, but also to the close co-operation among volun-
teer metal detectorists and the benefits of involving interested
amateurs in the process. It also offers a glimpse into a bygone
world where power, religion, art and enigmatic runes were in-
tricately woven into the fabric and genesis of society. It invites
further research and analysis, and it promises to unravel more
about the mysterious past of ancient Scandinavia and its con-
nections to the ancient Roman world in general, and the dy-
namics of power and landscape in the rise of the Danir in this
period in particular.
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Table 1: The entire collection of artefacts in the Vindelev hoard.

X-NR Type Weight in grams Diameter in cm IK-NR

X1 A-Bracteat 7,1 33 IK 729

X2 Medallion 13,1 2,9

X3 A-Bracteat 20,2 5.3 IK 730

X4 C-Bracteat 15,6 4,4 IK 737

X5 Medallion 39,5 5,1

X6 Medallion 16,7 3,6

X7 C-Bracteat® 6 3,8 IK 731

X8 Circular pendant 32 77

X9 A-Bracteat 87,2 10,3 IK 732

X 10 A-Bracteat 123,7 13,8 IK 733

X1 C-Bracteat 13 46 K 31,2

X 12 Fragment of Bracteat 37,2 IK 734

X 13 C-Bracteat 16,2 52 IK 738

X 14 A-Bracteat 54,5 8,2 1K 730

X 15 Medallion 441 5,1

X16 A-Bracteat 6,4 34 IK 735

X 17 C-Bracteat 91,8 11,8 1K 739

X 18 Mouth piece for scabbard 72,6 B=5,6; H=1,9

X 19 A-Bracteat 58,5 8,8 IK 736

X 20 A-Bracteat 32,4 11,4 IK 734

X 21 rivet 1,2 (IK 732)

X22 Fragment of Bracteat with a rivet | 5,3 IK 734
attached

X39 rivet 13

Sum og weight: 795,6

*) X7 is in IK classified as a type of A-Bracteat

(Endnotes)

6
7
8
9

This paper therefore differs from the presentation given at Krakow in 2022
and includes new data from recent publications by several experts, results
that could not be revealed at the time of the presentation.

For an elaboration of this hypothesis see Skre 2025, 13ff.

Further details about the medallions, see Horsnas 2025.

Imer and Vassus (2023, 62), suggest the early 5™ Century. Axsot (2022) and
Ravn and Laursen (2024) suggest the mid-5" century.

See Hauck 1985-1989; Axsor 2007. For a more thorough review of the Vindelev
find see also Axsoe 2022 and Ravn and Laursen 2024; as the latter, however, is
not in English | will review some of the most important details here.

K733

K 11.

1K'729.

IK'726 Lundby.

10 1K'752 Lumby Torp.

"

For further details see Ravn and Laursen 2024, 108.
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IK 735.

IK 76 & IK 156 from Wurth, Hitzum and Sievern, see also Ravn and Laursen
2024, 109.

|K 47,1 EImelund.

1K 680.

1K 47, 2-3.

1K 730.
https://www.vejlemuseerne.dk/udstillinger/digitale-udstillinger/vaabenof-
ringen/the-weapon-sacrifice/ (accessed 01.11.2025).

IK732.

IK 635.

In the current inventory x4, IK 737.

IK'58.

For a further discussion see Imer and VassHus 2023, 69.

I'here follow Iver and VasHuss' (2023) interpretation. For further discussion
regarding the reading see also Nowak 2003; https:/ediss.uni-goettingen.
de/handle/11858/00-1735-0000-0006-AEET-A  (accessed  01.11.2025),
pages 279-282, see also DuweL and Nowak 2011.



25 The poem is dated much later in writing, but it probably reveals pre-Chris-
tian ideals and rituals from the 5-6™ centuries, see also Newton 1993, Ravn
2003, 8, and more recently Skre 2025, 210.

26 See Atexanper 1973, e.q., line 609-621 and 1169-1200.

27 1K31,2.

28 1K 31,1,

29 K738.

30 See also Ravn and Laursen 2024, 130.

31 For an elaboration of this see Iver and Vassius 2023, 77.

32 K739

33 IK731.

34 For an extended analysis see Ravn and Laursen 2024, 115.

35 1K 691.

36 IK50.

37 K79 and IK78.

38 1K 101.

39 X8.

40 Mackerranc 1952, table 23 and 28.

41 For an elaboration of this, see also Ravn and Laursen 2024, 135.

42 See also Perersson 2004.

43 As Skre (2025, 3) | prefer to distinguish between later kingdoms of the Danes
and tribe Danir in order not to link it up to a later nationalist discourse.

44 See also Anpersen 2017 who even suggest earlier mentioning in the late 57
century.

45 My translation. For a criticism of this see Iversen 2012.

46 Looking into this hiatus see also Pepersen et al. 2023; Ravn and JueL 2024,
Juut Batseaarp and LinbsLom 2024,

47 https://www.vejlemuseerne.dk/udstillinger/loesning-soendermark/  (ac-
cessed: 03.11.2025).
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