Koldinghus: the conversion of an
old royal Danish castle

JoHANNES ExXNER*

* Jobannes Exner graduated
from the Royal Academy of
Architectute, Copenhagen, in
1954. Four years later he set up
in practice with his wife Inger.
Since 1965 he has been Head
of the Department of Resto-
ration at the School of Archi-
tecture in Aarhus.

Fic. 1. A model photo-
graph showing the ruined
hall in the second proposal
which was accepted and is
now in progress. The load-
bearing constructions are
made of laminated timber.
The closing of the aperture
in the south wall (left) is a
curtain-wall of timber,
painted white internally
and faced externally with
oak shingles. (Photograph:
Ernst Kallesae)
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Buildings are like human beings. They are born and develop; they
become ill and are cured; they grow old, waste away and die. They show
the influence of events, people and adversities. They change from the
freshness of youth through maturity, sometimes attaining beauty in their
old age. Thus their identity is not only the one that was given to them at
birth by the architects and artists who created them; it also reflects all the
changes, additions and influences that they have experienced during their
life. If that life has been historically eventful, it is a serious matter to
remove ot obliterate the impressions the building has received in order to
restore it to its appearance at birth or to stop the historical process in any
way. As we know, one of the ideological difficulties of the profession of
restoration is to handle this problem in the right way, and to do it
propetly in each different case.

The old royal castle of Koldinghus is an example of a building which
has lived an active, eventful life. It has changed several times during its
history, from Gothic, through Renaissance and Baroque, until a fire in
1808 reduced it to a min. Some preservation and maintenance was
undertaken during its long yeats as a ruin, but it is only recently that
actual rebuilding has been started; and since this rebuilding has caused
considerable debate, it is presented in this article as a contribution to the
ceaseless discussion about the treatment of old buildings.

Koldinghus is the property of the State, but the town of Kolding and
the province of Sondetjylland/North Schleswig regatd the castle as a very
important part of the history of their area. In 1964 the Ministry of
Housing appointed a committee which reported on Koldinghus and the
future of the ruins after an interval of five years. Whether the castle should
rernain as a ruin or be rebuilt was the subject of great debate. To many
people the romantic hilltop ruins had become part of the identity of
themselves, the town or the area; while others regarded them asa public
eyesore, something somehow degrading since they were a constant
reminder of a lack of respect, will and ability to rebuild the old royal castle
of North Schleswig. But for our part, as a result of our preliminary
investigations, we came to believe that the question in the report about
whether to recommend ‘cither ruins or rebuilding’ should be resolved as
‘both ruins and rebuilding’.

Before offering a further explanation, it is necessary to summarize the
architectural history of the castle, which can be divided into five main

periods.

jointing of the fine Gothic masonry are well preserved, and the south
gable can be observed by those with a keen eye in the later Christian III’s
chapel. There are fewer remains to be seen in the north wing, where
several alterations and restorations have obliterated the early work
(Fig. 2). No doubt more profound investigation would add to our
knowledge of the Gothic house, but it will have to wait until time and
money allow. The work being undertaken at present does not hinder
future investigations.

2. Christian III’s Koldinghus

Christian IIT (1534-1559) and his queen, Dorothea, were responsible for
some extensive alterations and additions. By constructing south and east
wings, they turned the castle into an irregular square building around 2
courtyard. The existence of defensive moats probably accounted for the
irregularity, since these would have had to be avoided when the additions
were built. However, archaeological excavations have shown that the
south wing was constructed on the edge of a moat, and this explains the
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