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Chapter 15
The eScape Project: Combining  
Archaeology and Art to Merge the Past 
with the Present

Lene Høst-Madsen, Marianne Purup, and Nina Bangsbo Dissing

�Introduction

Aarhus is the European Capital of Culture in 2017, which has generated a wealth of 
new projects. eScape can be characterised as such a project. From the very begin-
ning of eScape in 2013, the concept was developed as a collaboration between spe-
cialists within the fields of archaeology, art and tourism. Later on, the group 
expanded to include developers, locals, volunteers and children.

After a brief introduction to the area in which the project takes place, the differ-
ent parties involved will be described as well as the general outlay of the concept. 
Finally, a description of the events that have taken place until this point and the ones 
that have been planned for the near future will conclude this article.

Skanderborg Municipality is a small municipality, situated in Denmark in the 
middle of Jutland, 30 kilometres southwest of Aarhus, Denmark’s second largest 
city. The municipality covers an area of approximately 400  km2 and has about 
60,000 inhabitants. The area is known for its beautiful and rather hilly nature with 
lakes and rivers. A tourism marketing strategy from 2016 points out the area’s high 
potential: “There are great opportunities for the tourism industry in Skanderborg 
Municipality. If we can inspire the large number of people visiting the area to come 
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back, stay a little longer, or spend more money in the local area, we can make the 
industry grow significantly. This might be achieved through the branding of the 
Lake District as a one of Denmark’s major outdoor areas with the potential for 
unique nature experiences” (Søhøjlandet under åben himmel 2016).

This is the setting of the eScape project, and as such, this beautiful area serves as 
an inspiration for the partners on the project (Fig. 15.1).

The partners on the project include:

•	 The Skanderborg Municipality Administration for Culture is a very impor-
tant partner on the project that provides financial and administrative support. In 
the Skanderborg Municipality, the cultural life has its momentum in the com-
munities and the beautiful scenery around us, and it is in the interaction across 
these fields that we create a unique, diverse and meaningful cultural life for all.

•	 The Museum Skanderborg is a cultural historical museum under the Ministry 
for Culture.

•	 Danish museums are located in 40 administrative districts distributed across the 
country, and each is responsible for archaeological work in the local area (Høst-
Madsen and Harnow 2012). The Museum Skanderborg manages the protection 
of monuments as well as historic heritage and is in charge of several archaeologi-
cal excavations in the area. The Museum Skanderborg mission is to be a transfor-
mative, important cultural player in a local as well as national and global 
perspective. The partnership with the museum is essential in terms of expert 

Fig. 15.1  Denmark with Skanderborg municipality in orange. (Museum Skanderborg)
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knowledge and work force, and as the project is rooted in archaeology, the 
museum is a key player as it runs the archaeological projects. Furthermore, the 
museum is the basis for disseminating and teaching history to children.

•	 The local tourist organisation, VisitSkanderborg, has the overall responsibility 
for promoting the area to attract tourists. The vision of VisitSkanderborg is to 
ensure that the Skanderborg area is known as a scenic outdoor destination, where 
everybody takes part in activities and experiences, enjoys life and can be a part 
of living history.

•	 VisitSkanderborg has close relationships with all parts of the tourism value chain 
and collaborates on a joint marketing effort with tourist organisations from other 
municipalities in the Lake District and Business Region Aarhus. One of the foci 
is dissemination of certain key narratives that relate to the area. eScape benefits 
from the collaboration with VisitSkanderborg, as the organisation contributes 
with labour and expert knowledge in their field.

•	 The Art Council is a selected group of local artists and experts that initiate art 
projects. As there are no art museums in Skanderborg Municipality, the Art 
Council is in charge of ensuring high-quality art. The vision of the Art Council is 
promoting and highlighting visual art in the Municipality and creating activities 
that stimulate development and networking and create cultural leverage based on 
the local, professional visual arts. In addition, the Art Council is partially financ-
ing the project and is essential to eScape due to their expertise.

•	 Developers play an important role in eScape, and the project collaborates with 
both private and public developers. Both types have to pay for archaeological 
excavations and, more often than not, get nothing out of it. When the archaeolo-
gists leave the site, all archaeological remains are gone; the site is cleaned for 
historical testimony. However, as one of the aims of the project is to bring life 
and energy back to archaeological sites, the project holds the potential to dra-
matically increase the value of a property. When people look for places to settle 
down and live, a strong historical brand is one of the parameters that increases 
the value and interest of specific sites, especially when it comes to newly devel-
oped suburban areas.

The eScape project is partially financed by developers; furthermore, these devel-
opers provide labour and expert knowledge to the project.

•	 Locals, volunteers, children and tourists constitute the last and most important 
group. This group is fundamental, as it establishes both a local and a global per-
spective on the project as well as functions as a barometer for success. These 
people contribute with expert knowledge, and, most importantly, participate in 
the project, which makes them crucial to eScape.

�Concept Description

The eScape concept conveys the historical context of an area and brings energy to 
newly developed suburban sites. When an excavation site has been “emptied” for 
historical data by archaeologists, and the area has been developed for modern life, 
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it is crucial to tell the place’s unique story to newcomers, to people who already live 
close to the site and to tourists.

There are many ways to do this. Our experience shows that bringing art into the 
process elevates the storytelling to a higher level. Furthermore, an art installation, 
as well as the presence of an artist at work, may result in increased local interaction 
and can make the site a notable tourist attraction. The eScape concept combines art 
and archaeological science through the creation and communication of art on 
archaeological sites. This merges the past with the present through a unique 
medium.

Specialists in tourism, art and archaeology work together and combine the three 
on equal terms. This is done with the participation of locals and children. eScape 
makes a crucial difference in terms of changing the mindset of the public and creat-
ing a sense of ownership, thus battling an indifferent, non-participatory attitude 
towards the cultural heritage of an area.

The project is devoted to engaging people; therefore, it is important to define the 
target groups. Tourists are here defined as people without direct connections to local 
cultural history, who show up because of an event. They do not necessarily live far 
away.

Locals are defined as people living nearby the site. They often have a direct inter-
est in local history and feel that it has special meaning to them.

Volunteers can be local or non-local. University students participating in the 
events as volunteers in the hope to gain experience fall into this last category.

A series of elements shape and define the concept:

•	 The project leaders represent archaeology, art and tourism with equal 
representation.

•	 All participants have equal voices and importance.
•	 The starting point is a specific site with considerable archaeological 

significance.
•	 Finding the right artist or artists to mediate the dialogue between the archaeo-

logical site and the public is key.
•	 Another important element is the participation of local schoolchildren, who 

engage in dialogue with both artists and archaeologists.
•	 The developer, i.e. the host/owner of the property, should be involved and encour-

aged to participate in the project.
•	 Locals and volunteers play important roles as partners on the project. The aim is 

to create local/global branding of the area.
•	 There is a production period when all partners are engaged in the development 

and communication of the art and archaeology.
•	 The production period is followed by an event.
•	 The art installation is on display for a short and defined period. However, decom-

position of the art installation may be also part of the process (Fig. 15.2).
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�Financing

The project is financed by the local developer, Aarhus, European Capital of Culture 
2017 and Skanderborg Municipality. The contributors acknowledge that this project 
increases the site’s value, both culturally, as it offers exceptional cultural experi-
ences, and financially, as it makes unattractive suburban development areas more 
attractive and easier to sell. In other words, the project can be viewed as a way of 
attracting successful families with children to the area.

The eScape project generates money that benefits the entire municipality. Not 
only the participating institutions – i.e. the museum, the municipality and the tourist 
organisation – benefit financially from the project; this is also the case for local busi-
nesses such as the baker providing bread for the participants.

More importantly, eScape revitalises the municipality and the community. Local 
volunteers that participate are fundamental to the project’s success because they 
provide labour and ensure local anchoring. Local participation has another advan-
tage: it promotes communication both within the community and between the com-
munity and the partners on the project. A nice example of this was when some of the 
neighbours to the archaeological site made some hot soup for the participants on an 
exceptionally cold day.

Fig. 15.2  An example of educational learning and participation of the local schoolchildren who 
are in dialogue with both artists and archaeologists. (Museum Skanderborg)
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After this short description of the project partners and the concept, it is time to 
outline the specific events that have been organised within the eScape framework.

�The Events

The first project took place in Alken Enge in Denmark in 2014. The project was 
called “eScape – Ring of Bones”.

Since the end of the nineteenth century, human bones have regularly been 
unearthed in the wetlands of Alken Enge by the lake of Mossø in Denmark. Then, 
as now, the numerous human remains fascinated and mystified the local inhabitants 
as well as specialists. When archaeologists excavated the area from 2005 to 2014, 
the astonishment increased. The results from these excavations provided the spe-
cialists with new and surprising information about this spectacular site dating to ca. 
0 AD, which yielded skeletal remains of hundreds of warriors that had been depos-
ited into the lake.

Ten artists, led by Jørgen Hansen, moved to the Alken area and created a clay 
sculpture at the site. The sculpture represented their interpretation of the landscape 
and the archaeology that was being unearthed. The artists stayed in the nearby vil-
lage, and while they were there, the locals helped them in many ways; among other 
things, they provided old bicycles for the artists to ride and made them a special 
dinner.

Schoolchildren from the local school visited the archaeological excavation and 
were taught about the archaeological remains and the research. Afterwards, they 
were introduced to the artwork and the technique behind clay sculpting. Finally, the 
students made their own clay figurines inspired by what they imagined the sacri-
ficed warriors might have looked like.

When the sculpture was finished, it was covered by a sheet and fired for 24 hours. 
This was part of a large event that almost a thousand people attended. The local 
schoolchildren that had been part of the process also exhibited the clay figurines 
they had made as part of the event. They were positioned as though they were in 
battle. The finale of the evening was when the large sculpture was uncovered, light-
ing up the dark night. It was indeed a magical moment! For the next 6 months, the 
clay sculpture stood by the lake while being slowly eroded by wind and rain. This 
was part of the project; the decay was another form of art. The only slight issue was 
that it took longer than expected for the sculpture to degrade, so the official permits 
had to be prolonged (Fig. 15.3).

In 2015, the second project was called “eScape – collaboration and experimenta-
tion” and revolved around a unique Viking warrior’s grave containing at least one 
horse. Based on golden fittings from a bridle found during the archaeological survey, 
the burial is presumably exceptionally rich (Bagge 2016). The grave was found 
when a new residential area was being developed in the town of Hørning in Jutland. 
The grave has not been fully excavated yet, so the work is still in progress and has 
been prolonged for various reasons. One of them concerns the great expenses con-
nected to the excavation of the grave because of its delicate contents and another 
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one the fact that the grave is so rich in contents that the museum is afraid of robbery. 
The third and final reason is that the area is still under development and houses, 
gardens, pavements and streets are in progress. It is not possible to place the instal-
lation in an environment that is changing so rapidly, as it is the case for the time 
being.

On this location, the art piece is to be of a more permanent character, which will 
remind the new inhabitants of the area about the history connected to the site. The 
artist, Kate Skjerning, will create a trail of glowing hoofprints that demonstrate how 
the Viking’s horse has moved through the landscape. Because of the above-
mentioned development in the area, the installation has to wait until 2018.

As of spring 2017, the Viking grave will be excavated. At the moment meetings 
with all involved partners – i.e. the artist, locals and children – are in progress to 
confirm their involvement in the project. The excavation will be succeeded by work-
shops and other projects this year, and the installation will not be finished before 
sometime in 2018. It is still a work in progress.

In 2016, the third project took place at the site of Skovby Nygaard. The name of 
the project is “Skovby Nygaard – My Home Ground – Past and present”. The site is, 
once again, a suburban development for new housing – this time just outside a small 
town called Skovby. Here, a rather large area was under development, and the 
archaeologists excavated several large, rich Iron Age villages (Jensen 2015). This 
eScape project was actually initiated by a letter from a fourth grade class to the 
Mayor of Skanderborg in which the children asked for a sign that conveyed the story 
of the archaeological finds. Prior to this, the children had visited the site with their 
teacher, while excavations were still going on. The excavating archaeologists intro-
duced them to the archaeological results, and this sparked the children’s interest in 
the history of the area.

Fig. 15.3  eScape Ring of Bones. The sculpture after it was burnt. (Jørgen Hansen)
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The mayor forwarded the request to the Museum Skanderborg, who produced a 
sign in collaboration with the children. The sign still stands in the area, and both 
sign and area are under the children’s protection. These schoolchildren became the 
most important ambassadors for this eScape project, and since then, they have 
received special invitations to all eScape-related events.

Several projects took place throughout the year because of the rich archaeologi-
cal finds at this site. The first was a piece called “Antiquities to go”. The artists Bodil 
Sohn and Else Ploug Isaksen created a portable installation inspired by a number of 
archaeological finds that could fit in a suitcase. The art piece was first exhibited at 
the Museum Skanderborg and later at the tourist agency, at the library and at the 
local school, and it will continue travelling around the area.

This project was followed by on-site art installations, i.e. land art. Once again, 
two artists were appointed by the art council. Artist, Michael Bredtved, envisioned 
an Iron Age house out of thin, white and red wooden planks, called the “Skeleton 
House Project”. The other artist, Morten Barker, created a fully accessible modern 
mound with a poetic interior and an observation post on the top called “New Views 
and Forgotten Horizons”.

The two installations were situated in the landscape next to the finds. During the 
art creating process, all the children from the nearby school visited the site and were 
introduced to both the archaeological findings and the art. The children also made 
their own pieces of art under the guidance of Michael Bredtved. In total, more than 
400 schoolchildren visited the site. When the installations were made, there was a 
grand event attended by among others the Danish Minister for Culture, who opened 
the site. More than 3000 people visited the site during the 3-month period when the 
installations were open to the public. After this period, everything was removed 
from the site except the sign.

This project ran alongside a sales exhibition of houses on the site, and it was 
evident that each project benefitted from the other. People who came looking for 
modern houses became aware of the long history of the area and the developer sold 
far more plots than expected (Fig. 15.4).

Thus, the projects that have been carried out so far have been briefly introduced, 
but this is not the end of the story. Aarhus’ status as the European Capital of Culture 
in 2017 had the eScape team generate ideas for events connected to this great, cul-
tural event.

In 2017 May, a project took place in the ruins of the medieval monastery of Øm. 
The site is the best documented monastery in Denmark due to a long series of 
archaeological excavations, but it doesn’t have actual buildings preserved. In col-
laboration with locals, the French artist, Olivier Grossetête and his team of two, 
rebuilded one of the impressive gables of the monastery in cardboard boxes. With a 
height of 17.5 metres, this was an extraordinary installation that generated national 
and international interest. More than 4000 people participated in the event – and this 
will give rise to a completely new focus on the Lake District’s unique monastery 
landscape. In the following autumn, there will be yet another project that will have 
a spiritual focus instead of a monumental one, and it will be phenomenologically 
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experienced through the use of light effects and silence (Guldhammer and Dissing 
2011) (Fig. 15.5).

In 2017, we will also continue our work on the Viking warrior grave in Hørning.

�Final Remarks

The eScape concept has been developed and refined during the last 4 years, and we 
have created a model that enables us to create meaningful and sustainable cultural 
experiences for both locals and tourists. Branding of the area is a common goal for 
the partners on the project. Key issues for success are mutual respect for all partners 
on the project; it is also important to embrace the fact that there are many forms of 
expert knowledge, both among scholars and among locals. Formulating this concept 
will help us keep focus and continue to develop and refine the product instead of 
merely reinventing the events every year.

Feel free to be inspired and adopt the concept of eScape.
We have made a few small films

•	 Timelapse Øm Abbey: https://vimeo.com/221583394
•	 The concept eScape: https://vimeo.com/179773097
•	 My Home Ground  – Skovby Nygaard  – past and present: https://vimeo.

com/179861359

Fig. 15.4  Logo from eScape at Skovby Nygaard. (Museum Skanderborg)
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•	 Art and Archaeology  – Ring of Bones: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
H8hxXj7rA5Y

•	 Facebook – https://www.facebook.com/eScapeSkanderborg
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