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The discovery of native silver deposits at Kongsberg, Norway, in 1623 created interest for silver speci­
mens and mineral collecting, also among mining officers. Large collections were donated by J. Hiort, 
M.T. Brünnich and J. Esmark to the Mining Academy at Kongsberg. The Academy's collections were 
in 1814 transferred to the University of Oslo. From 1841 The Kongsberg Silver Mines built up their 
own collections. 

The Kongsberg Si lver M i n e s were established i n 1623 and the Kongsberg m i n i n g 
t o w n was f o u n d e d i n 1624 b y the D a n i s h - N o r w e g i a n k i n g C h r i s t i a n IV . The ore, 
dominated b y native si lver, was a sensation at the time. Specimens of native si lver 
became p o p u l a r collecting items. M o s t fine specimens, however , went to members of 
the royalty i n Copenhagen. F r o m the Silver M i n e s ' annual sales lists (Berg & N o r d r u m , 
2003a,b, 2004) it appears that officers at the M i n e s and the M i n t also bought some, 
sometimes many, specimens. It might be suspected that some officers h a d rather large 
collections, but further in format ion is unavai lable , u n t i l the year 1729. 

In 1727 inspectors noticed that some copper was miss ing f r o m the storage r o o m i n 
the R o y a l N o r w e g i a n M i n t , w h i c h was a part of the Kongsberg Si lver M i n e s . Investi­
gations s h o w e d that coins h a d been struck w i t h insufficient silver, substituted b y cop­
per, and mint master H e n r i c k Christoffer M e y e r h a d retained the silver. M e y e r was 
sentenced " to loss of honour , life a n d proper ty" , but the K i n g s h o w e d h i m mercy b y 
w i t h d r a w i n g the death penalty. Instead, he was sentenced to be w h i p p e d , branded 
and assigned pr i son w o r k for life. The first part of the penalty was executed i n publ i c 
at the market place i n Kongsberg at 2.00 p . m . o n February 16th, 1729. H e received 27 
w h i p lashes and a thief m a r k was b u r n e d into his forehead, so that forever he w o u l d 
be shut out f r o m n o r m a l society. T w o months later he d i e d i n the darkness of his cell 
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(Rønning, 1986; Bancroft et al, 2001). H i s property and belongings were auctioned 
later that year, and i n the auction list w e f i n d a minera l collection, estimated to a value 
of 100 r iksdaler (Danish dollars) . It was sold for 135 r iksdaler and 24 s k i l l i n g to Johann 
J. Lonnicer . In the collection there were si lver specimens f r o m Kongsberg , but also 
specimens f r o m other occurrences and countries. 

In his diary the S w e d i s h m i n i n g official D a n i e l Tilas noted f r o m his visit i n 
Kongsberg i n 1750 the beaut i ful collections of bergjunker Fr. Schindel a n d the u n t i d y 
minera l collection of Oberbergamtsforvalter " H e l l s o n " (Wichman, 1966, p p . 238­239). 
This was a reference to M i c h a e l H e l t z e n , w h o later became Oberberghauptmann a n d 
director of the Silver M i n e s (1756­1770). F r o m the Silver M i n e s ' annual sales lists w e 
k n o w that H e l t z e n bought 95 specimens i n 1761, and 18 si lver specimens a n d f ive 
g o l d specimens i n 1762 (Berg & N o r d r u m , 2003a). H e probably h a d a large private 
collection. E v e n M r s H e l t z e n and M i s s H e l t z e n are l isted as buyers of specimens. 

E a r l y m i n e r a l col lect ions at K o n g s b e r g 

The R o y a l N o r w e g i a n M i n i n g A c a d e m y (Bergseminarium) was established i n 
Kongsberg i n 1757. A t the M i n i n g A c a d e m y , geological specimens were needed for 
educat ional purposes . In the b e g i n n i n g , no m o n e y for the purchase of specimens 
was granted b y the Finance M i n i s t r y i n 
Copenhagen. The lecturers had to use 
their o w n collections or acquire the nec­

essary specimens themselves, even after 
the first grant i n 1770 of one thousand 
D a n i s h dollars for the acquisi t ion of 
specimens, w i t h purchases spread over 
eight years. A fire destroyed Professor 
Peter Thorstensen's collection of about 
3000 numbers i n 1777 (Blom, 1957). 

Revital isat ion of the M i n i n g A c a d e ­

m y i n the 1780s resulted i n n e w enthu­

siasm for the inst i tut ion. In 1786 Ober­

berghauptmann Jørgen H i o r t donated 
his comprehens ive col lect ion to the 
M i n i n g A c a d e m y . Later, the large col ­

lections of Oberberghauptmann M . T h . 
Brünnich and lecturer at the A c a d e m y 
and Oberbergamtsassessor Jens Esmark 
were also acquired. 

Jørgen H i o r t (1737­1804; F i g . 1) was 
Oberberghauptmann (director) of the 
Kongsberg Silver M i n e s f r o m 1775 to 
1791. H i o r t ' s collection was di l igent ly T T T . L 

Λ Λ 1· Oberberghauptmann Jørgen Hiort (1737-
registered i n two leather­bound m a n u ­ i m ) ; f r ø m p a i n h n g i n t h e G e o l o g i c a l M u s e u r r i / 

script catalogues, wri t ten i n D a n i s h and N a t U r a l History Museum and Botanical Garden, 
L a t i n . It contained more than 3550 University of Oslo. 
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numbers ; about 2870 specimens i n the m a i n collection and c. 680 samples f r o m N o r ­

w e g i a n mines (505 f r o m 75 different si lver mines a n d prospects i n Kongsberg) . The 
m a i n collection contained 189 specimens f r o m Kongsberg , i n c l u d i n g 65 w i t h native 
silver, 49 w i t h other si lver minerals a n d 14 w i t h g o l d . The sample collection contained 
59 samples w i t h native silver, 26 w i t h other si lver minerals a n d seven w i t h g o l d f r o m 
Kongsberg . H i o r t donated his collection as a gift to the M i n i n g A c a d e m y , g i v e n "as a 
proof of his zeal for his native country, his devot ion to the K i n g a n d his love for the 
m i n i n g profession." 

M o r t e n Thrane Brünnich (1737­1827; F i g . 2) was appointed professor at the U n i ­

versity i n Copenhagen i n natural history and economy i n 1769, and thus also manager 
of the univers i ty 's natural history m u s e u m a n d its collections. H i s private collections 
were o n disp lay w h e n the n e w m u s e u m exhibi t ion was opened i n 1772 (Garboe, 
1959). B y a roya l resolut ion of June 27th, 1782, his collections were purchased for 1500 
riksdaler , and an annual payment of 200 r iksdaler to h i m a n d his wife for the rest of 
their l ives. H i s collections consisted of both geological and biologica l objects. For the 
biological collections, 800 riksdaler , and annual ly 100 riksdaler , were p a i d b y the K i n g 
(Den kongelige kasse), and the collections apparently went to the Univers i ty ' s N a t u r a l 
History M u s e u m (Universitetets N a t u r a l Theatre). The M i n i n g Directorate (Bergverks­

direktoriet) p a i d 700 riksdaler , a n d annual ly 100 riksdaler , a n d got the geological part, 
w h i c h was estimated at 6000 pieces. 
Etatsråd H o l t was charged w i t h m a k i n g 
a record of those minerals a n d rocks i n 
Brünnich's collection that were of inter­

est for the M i n i n g Directorate. H o l t 
assured the Directorate that the collec­

t ion was w e l l w o r t h the money. 
By a roya l resolut ion of December 

23rd, 1789, it w a s dec ided to send a 
record of the M i n i n g Directorate's m i n ­

eral collection to the M i n i n g A c a d e m y 
i n K o n g s b e r g , so that the A c a d e m y 
could select al l the specimens they need­

ed for educational purpose. A r o u n d 
1790 Professor Peter Thorstensen 
selected 1050 of the 1452 entries (some 
entries cover ing more than a d o z e n 
specimens) i n the paperback catalogue 
(written i n Latin) for the A c a d e m y , 
i n c l u d i n g 730 ore minera l specimens 
a n d ore samples a n d more than 100 
pol i shed slabs (Kjerulf, 1861). 

Brünnich became M i n i n g C o m m i s ­

τ:· o r\u u u λ / ί , τ , Ό .. sioner at Kongsberg i n 1789 a n d was 
Fig. 2. Oberberghauptmann Morten Thrane Brun- σ σ 

nich (1737-1827); from painting in the Geological Oberberghauptmann (director) of the 
Museum, Natural History Museum and Botanical Kongsberg Silver M i n e s d u r i n g 1791 to 
Garden, University of Oslo. 1814. Brünnich w a s the author of 
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Forsøg til Mineralogie for Norge (1777) 
("Attempt at a Minera logy of N o r w a y " ) , 
and also of other books o n natural his­
tory and m i n i n g history. 

Jens Esmark (1762-1839; F i g . 3) was 
Oberbergamtsassessor f r o m 1797, a n d 
also lecturer a n d collection manager at 
the M i n i n g A c a d e m y . In 1814 he 
became the first professor of geoscience 
at the Univers i ty of Chr is t ian ia (Oslo). 
H i s personal minera l collection of 1658 
specimens was registered i n a f ive -vo l ­
u m e catalogue w i t h metal screws, w r i t ­
ten b y himself . The collection was reg­
istered after Werner 's system of miner­
al classification; 1st Class, Earthy fossils 
(that is minerals) , 1064 numbers ; 2nd 
Class, Salty fossils, 18 numbers ; 3 rd 
Class, Inf lammable fossils, 46 numbers ; 
and 4th Class, Meta l l i c fossils, 530 
numbers . 

These three donations and also the 
informat ion that Professor Thorstensen 

Fig. 3. Professor Jens Esmark (1762-1839); from lost his large collection i n a fire i n 1777, 

painting in Geological Museum, Natural History as w e l l as the indicat ions about Schin-

Museum and Botanical Garden, University of Oslo. d e l a n d He l tzen , s h o w that high-rank­

i n g m i n i n g officers i n Kongsberg often 
o w n e d large collections of geological specimens f r o m m a n y countries a n d a large 
number of occurrences. H o w d i d they acquire the specimens f r o m abroad? D u r i n g the 
18th century, knowledgeable y o u n g m e n w h o were chosen to become m i n i n g officers 
were g iven travel scholarships to vis i t l eading mines a n d m i n i n g schools a r o u n d 
Europe . U s u a l l y they spent some years abroad. These postgraduate students or expe­
rienced miners h a d a great oppor tuni ty to collect and acquire geological specimens 
d u r i n g these years of travel . 

H i o r t , Brünnich a n d Esmark h a d a l l received travel scholarships, as d i d Schindel 
and H e l t z e n , and their collections reflect their travel routes i n Europe, besides the 
mines and occurrences they h a d w o r k e d at or surveyed at home. O n l y a l i m i t e d n u m ­
ber of specimens originate f r o m other localities and countries, a n d were probably 
obtained through contact w i t h other colleagues. 

H i o r t ' s grand tour lasted more than three years, f r o m July 1763 to September 1766. 
H e vis i ted a number of mines and schools i n Denmark , Saxony, Czechia , S lovakia , 
R u m a n i a , H u n g a r y , and A u s t r i a , a l though i n some instances the names of the coun­
tries at that t ime differed f r o m the present ones. Brünnich was o n his grand tour f r o m 
July 1765 to October 1769, 4 years a n d 3 months, v i s i t ing The Nether lands, E n g l a n d , 
France, Italy, S lovenia, A u s t r i a , H u n g a r y , Czechia , S lovakia , R u m a n i a , Saxony a n d 
H a r z . Esmark was o n his journey f r o m 1791 to 1797, about 6 years, v i s i t i n g Saxony, 
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Fig. 4. The main building of the Mining Academy in Kongsberg, built 1786 (photograph P.H. Sælebakke). 

Czechia , S lovakia , A u s t r i a , H u n g a r y , R u m a n i a , P o l a n d and Silesia (Esmark, 2003). H e 
h a d long stays i n Freiberg, as he was a great admirer of A b r a h a m Gott lob Werner . A l l 
the three m e n wrote travel reports. 

In September 1811 it was decided to establish N o r w a y ' s first univers i ty at Kongs ­
berg because the M i n i n g A c a d e m y was already situated there (Fig. 4). This was over­
ru led i n January 1812 and the univers i ty was located at Chr is t iania (Oslo). The M i n i n g 
A c a d e m y was abandoned i n 1814, and the collections and catalogues transferred to 
the univers i ty . The A c a d e m y ' s minera l collections became the nucleus of the present-
day collections i n the Geological M u s e u m at the Univers i ty of Os lo . 

T h e K o n g s b e r g S i l v e r M i n e s ' m i n e r a l co l lec t ion (1841-1958) 

Af ter the M i n i n g A c a d e m y collections were removed f r o m the t o w n , the m i n i n g 
officers at Kongsberg felt the need for geological specimens and scientific literature. 
Discoveries of very r ich silver ores a round 1830 i m p r o v e d the economic situation. The 
board of directors approached the Finance M i n i s t r y requesting the establishment of 
collections of minerals and books. This was a p p r o v e d by a roya l resolution of M a r c h 
15th, 1841. 

The m a n beh ind the d e m a n d was probably director K a r l Fr iedr ich Böbert (1804-
1869). Böbert was b o r n i n Hettstedt near M a n s f e l d , Germany , and was director of the 
Kongsberg Silver M i n e s 1840-1869. Af ter they were established, the Kongsberg Silver 
M i n e s ' Collect ions were gradual ly increased by gifts, exchange, purchases and collect­
ing . The Silver M i n e s part icipated i n m a n y exhibit ions, s h o w i n g their fabulous silver 
specimens, such as most of the " w o r l d fairs" d u r i n g the 19th century, i n c l u d i n g the 
first i n Crys ta l Palace i n L o n d o n i n 1851. The collections were open to the publ i c i n the 
silver smeltery b u i l d i n g at regular intervals f r o m about 1880. 
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The p e r i o d 1912-1914 saw n e w collecting activity as preparations were made for 
the large nat ional fair i n Chr is t ian ia (Oslo) i n 1914, celebrating the first h u n d r e d years 
of the N o r w e g i a n constitution. O n February 28th, 1938, a decis ion to b u i l d a larger 
"S i lver M i n e s ' M u s e u m " was made, ini t iat ing another search for exhibit items. N e w 
exhibit ions opened i n 1945. 

The Kongsberg Silver M i n e s ' mineral collection was, w h e n m i n i n g was abandoned 
i n 1958, a pure Kongsberg collection. A l t h o u g h specimens of other ore and v e i n miner­
als are present, the collection is focused o n one mineral (native silver), crystall ized b y 
one geological process under the same environmental conditions and deposited i n one 
restricted area. The specimens h a d been chosen and the collection kept b y non-profes­
sionals (in the curatorial and mineralogical sense). Impressive silver specimens f rom 
major pocket f inds after 1840 are present, as are also silver specimens of a great morpho­
logical variety of wires, crystals, plate crystals and arborescent forms. V e i n minerals 
have obviously been of minor interest to the custodians, as most h i g h quality specimens 
of these minerals disappeared to other museums and private collections. Some top s i l ­
vers were also taken out of the collection over the years. They were sold or g iven away 
as gifts, e.g., to h igh-ranking m i n i n g officers w h e n they retired. 

The collection today contains about 1000 si lver specimens, of w h i c h 330 pieces are 
o n display i n the "s i lver mineral chamber." The collection is va lued as a national silver 
treasure. Together w i t h the collections of objects, tools and products it is st i l l exhibited 
i n the o l d silver smeltery, and is a part of the entire national m i n i n g heritage monument 
at Kongsberg . The collections are i n the custody of the N o r w e g i a n M i n i n g M u s e u m . 
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