
McDONALD  INSTITUTE  CONVERSATIONS

Delicate urbanism  
in context: 
Settlement nucleation  
in pre-Roman Germany

The DAAD Cambridge Symposium

Edited by Simon Stoddart



Delicate urbanism in context





McDONALD  INSTITUTE  CONVERSATIONS

Delicate urbanism  
in context: 
Settlement nucleation  
in pre-Roman Germany

The DAAD Cambridge Symposium

Edited by Simon Stoddart

with contributions from
Ines Balzer, Manuel Fernández-Götz, Colin Haselgrove, Oliver Nakoinz,  
Axel G. Posluschny, Gerd Stegmaier, Anthony Snodgrass, Peter Wells,  
Günther Wieland, Katja Winger and Caroline von Nicolai



Published by:
McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research
University of Cambridge
Downing Street
Cambridge, UK
CB2 3ER
(0)(1223) 339327
eaj31@cam.ac.uk
www.mcdonald.cam.ac.uk

McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, 2017 

© 2017 McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research.  
Delicate urbanism in context: Settlement nucleation in pre-Roman  
Germany is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution- 
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 (International) Licence:  
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

ISBN: 978-1-902937-83-0

Cover design by Dora Kemp and Ben Plumridge.
Typesetting and layout by Ben Plumridge.

Front cover: the Goldberg; back cover: the Danube at Kelheim. 

Edited for the Institute by James Barrett (Series Editor).



v

Contents
Contributors vi
Figures vii
Tables viii

Chapter 1 Introduction 1
 Simon Stoddart  (Cambridge)

Part 1 Regional differences 7

Chapter 2 Early Iron Age Fürstensitze – some thoughts on a not-so-uniform phenomenon 9
 Axel G. Posluschny  (Glauberg)
Chapter 3 Urbanism of the oppida: a case study from Bavaria 27
 Caroline von Nicolai  (Munich)
Chapter 4 Ritual, society and settlement structure: driving forces of urbanization  
 during the second and first century bc in southwest Germany 41
 Gerd Stegmaier  (Tübingen)

Part 2 The rural dimension 49

Chapter 5 The rural contribution to urbanism: late La Téne Viereckschanzen in southwest Germany 51
 Günther Wieland  (Esslingen)

Part 3 The funerary dimension 61

Chapter 6 Burial mounds and settlements: the funerary contribution to urbanism 63
 Ines Balzer  (Rome)

Part 4 Comparative approaches 85

Chapter 7 Quantifying Iron Age urbanism (density and distance) 87
 Oliver Nakoinz  (Kiel)
Chapter 8 Not built in a day – the quality of Iron Age urbanism by comparison with Athens and Rome 97
 Katja Winger  (Berlin)

Part 5 Discussion 103

Chapter 9 Discussing Iron Age urbanism in Central Europe: some thoughts 105
 Manuel Fernández-Götz  (Edinburgh)
Chapter 10 Urbanization in Iron Age Germany and beyond 111
 Colin Haselgrove  (Leicester)
Chapter 11 Urbanism: a view from the south 115
 Anthony Snodgrass  (Cambridge)
Chapter 12 On the origins and context of urbanism in prehistoric Europe 117
 Peter Wells  (Minnesota)

Bibliography 120
Index 134



vi

Contributors 
Ines Balzer
Deutsches Archäologisches Institut Rom, Via 
Valadier 37, 00193 Rome, Italy.

Manuel Fernández-Götz
Lecturer in Archaeology, School of History, Classics 
and Archaeology, University of Edinburgh, William 
Robertson Wing, Old Medical School, Teviot Place, 
Edinburgh, EH8 9AG, UK.

Colin Haselgrove
School of Archaeology and Ancient History, 
University of Leicester, University Road, Leicester, 
LE1 7RH, UK.

Oliver Nakoinz
Johanna-Mestorf Akademie / Institut für Ur- und 
Frühgeschichte, Christian-Albrechts-Universität, 
Leibnizstraße 3, D - 24118 Kiel, Germany.

Axel G. Posluschny
Keltenwelt am Glauberg, Am Glauberg 1, 63695 
Glauburg, Germany.

Gerd Stegmaier
Institut für Ur- und Frühgeschichte und Archäologie 
des Mittelalters, Eberhard Karls Universität 
Tübingen, Schloss Hohentübingen,
D-72070 Tübingen, Germany.

Anthony Snodgrass
Faculty of Classics, Sidgwick Avenue, Cambridge, 
CB3 9DA, UK.

Simon Stoddart
Magdalene College, Cambridge, CB3 0EU, UK.

Peter Wells
Department of Anthropology, University of 
Minnesota, 395 HHH Ctr, 301 19th Ave S, 
Minneapolis, MN 55455, USA.

Günther Wieland
Landesamt für Denkmalpflege im 
Regierungspräsidium Stuttgart, Archäologische 
Denkmalpflege Ref. 84.1, Fachgebiet Prospektion, 
Dokumentation und Archäobiowissenschaften, 
Berliner Str. 12, 73728 Esslingen, Germany.

Katja Winger
Institut für Prähistorische Archäologie, Freie 
Universität Berlin, Fabeckstr. 23-25, 14195 Berlin, 
Germany.

Caroline von Nicolai
Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, Institut 
für Vor- und Frühgeschichtliche Archäologie und 
Provinzialrömische Archäologie, Geschwister-
Scholl-Platz 1, 80539 München, Germany.



vii

Figures

1.1 Principal region of study. 2
2.1 Map of Princely Sites mentioned in the text. 10
2.2 Area of the magnetometer survey on the Glauberg. 11
2.3 The bronze Celtic style Schnabelkanne from the Princely burial 1 from the Glauberg. 12
2.4 The bronze Celtic style Röhrenkanne from grave 2 from the Glauberg. 13
2.5 Bronze double mask fibula from grave 3 from the Glauberg. 13
2.6 Life-size sandstone statue from a ditch at burial mound 1 from the Glauberg. 14
2.7 Model of a settlement hierarchy for the Early Iron age and alternative hierarchical model 15
2.8 20-km viewsheds from the Heuneburg and Bussen mountain. 17
2.9 Viewsheds of the Hallstatt settlements and Early La Tène settlements in the area around the Glauberg. 18
2.10 Slope based least cost path model of possible routes connecting sites with line-decorated pottery,  
 also found on the Glauberg. 19
2.11 Location of the Princely grave on the Glauberg. 20
2.12 Sizes of the catchment areas that are reachable on foot within a one hour from a settlement. 22
2.13 Core settlement areas of the Marienberg environs in the Urnfield and the Hallstatt periods.y. 23
2.14 Core settlement areas of the Glauberg environs in the Urnfield and the Hallstatt periods. 23
2.15 Early Celtic style Fürstensitze and their relation to the borders of larger regions and major rivers. 24
2.16 Share of settlement sites per 100 years for the Late Bronze Age the Early Iron Age Hallstatt  
 and the Early La Tène period. 25
3.1 Oppida and open agglomerations in the modern federal state of Bavaria. 28
3.2 Manching. 29
3.3 Kelheim. 30
3.4 Fentbachschanze. 31
3.5 Schwanberg. 32
3.6 Berching-Pollanten. 34
3.7 Passau. 35
3.8 Straubing. 36
4.1 Diagram of factors which favoured and led to a process of centralization and the foundation of oppida. 42
4.2 Map of southwest Germany with the two regions of investigation: Heidengraben and Heunebur. 43
4.3 Map of the Late La Tène oppidum Heidengraben. 44
4.4 Plan of the Burrenhof cemetery with Early Iron Age burial mounds and the complex  
 Late Iron Age system of ditches. 45
4.5 Diagram of individual interests that influenced the process of centralization and dispersal during  
 the Late La Tène period. 47
5.1 Aerial view of the well preserved Viereckschanze of Westerheim. 52
5.2 Ground plans and orientation of Viereckschanzen from Baden-Württemberg. 53
5.3 Plan and drawing of the finds from the excavation of K. Schumacher at the Viereckschanze of Gerichtstetten. 54
5.4 Example of a very well preserved rampart at Gerichtstetten. 55
5.5 Range of functional features of the Viereckschanzen. 56
5.6 Plan of the Viereckschanze of Königheim-Brehmen. 57
5.7 Plan of the excavated Viereckschanze of Ehningen. 58
6.1 Magdalenenberg. 65
6.2 Kappel am Rhein. 65
6.3 Burial mounds of Ha D1 to Ha D3 in the region of the Heuneburg and the Hohmichele and other  
 burial mounds. 66
6.4 The Außensiedlung near the Heuneburg. 67
6.5 Clans drawn in from peripheral settlements to the Heuneburg and Außensiedlung and the settlement  
 structures of the Heuneburg. 68
6.6 The Münsterberg of Breisach. 69
6.7 The occupation of the Münsterberg in Breisach. 70
6.8 The Heuneburg and the rebuilt Gießübel-Talhau-Nekropole. 71
6.9 The Hohenasperg. 72



viii

6.10 The Hohenasperg near Stuttgart: Princely tombs. 73
6.11 Settlements of the Iron Age in the region of the Hohenasperg. 74
6.12 The Ipf near Bopfingen: digital terrain model with the fortification-system. 75
6.13 The two hillforts Ipf and Goldberg. 75
6.14 Niedererlbach. 76
6.15 Glauburg-Glauberg. 78
6.16 Glauburg-Glauberg: Tumulus 1 and environs. 79
6.17 Glauburg-Glauberg. Tombs 1 and 2 of Tumulus 1 and the sandstone statue. 80
6.18 Korntal-Münchingen Lingwiesen excavation. 81
6.19 Glauburg-Glauberg: aerial photo of the rebuilt Tumulus 1 and the ditch-system. 82
7.1 Global temperature, colluvial layers in southwest Germany, the Heuneburg population  
 and the number of sites in the Heuneburg area mapped onto the same graph. 92
7.2 Factors influencing the behaviour of the two types of actors in the two agent based models. 93
7.3 Populations of some settlements and interpretation according to one simulation run of abm 2. 93
7.4 An alternative narrative of the Heuneburg development. 94
8.1 Ground plan of the acropolis of Athens and idealized ‘drone’ image of the acropolis of the Heuneburg. 98
8.2 Ground plans of Rome with the area surrounded by the Servian Wall marked in yellow  
 and the oppidum of Manching with the main excavations. 100
8.3 Diversity of building structures in the northern part of the ‘Südumgehung’ at Manching. 101
9.1 Theoretical diagram of relations between the oppidum and its surrounding rural territory,  
 based on the data of the Titelberg area during La Tène D. 107
9.2 Two examples of Iron Age low-density urbanism. A) Heuneburg; B) Bourges. 108
9.3 Idealized model of the Heuneburg agglomeration. 109
9.4 Idealized reconstruction of the centre of the oppidum of Corent. 110

Tables

2.1 Functions of Central Places and their appearance at Early Iron Age Fürstensitze. 16
3.1 Comparison of urban attributes of the sites. 33
7.1 The effect of some kinds of complexity reduction on two community size thresholds. 91
9.1 Archaeological urban attributes, with an application to the Heuneburg and Manching. 106



117

The workshop from which these papers derive, organ-
ized by Simon Stoddart, presented a highly informative 
and richly stimulating overview of current research on 
urbanism in Germany. I wish here to expand briefly 
on four themes that emerge from the papers. These 
are ritual, design, communication, and interregional 
integration.

But first, I would like to make an observation on 
the importance of the archaeological study of the Iron 
Age in Germany. Germany has a very strong and active 
tradition of archaeological research and publication and 
thus offers an unusually rich database for the study of 
questions related to urbanism in prehistoric Europe. 
Furthermore, with its central location in Europe, the 
archaeology of Germany connects with the archaeol-
ogy of other countries to the north, south, east, and 
west. Thus the patterns that can be recognized in the 
archaeological record of Germany can be linked with 
those in other regions of the continent. 

Ritual

Several of the papers emphasize ritual as an important 
factor in the emergence of centres and urbanism in the 
Iron Age landscape. Manching in Germany and Corent 
in France have been repeatedly cited as exemplary of 
the link between ritual and urbanism (Fernández-Götz 
2012, 2014d). As Caroline von Nicolai emphasizes in 
the case of Manching, and Gerd Stegmaier for both 
Manching and Heidengraben, much specific evidence 
can link ritual activity to the formation of urban 
centres.

I would like to emphasize the much broader 
concept of ‘ritual’ that is gaining ground in theoretical 
approaches to later prehistoric Europe, particularly 
among British archaeologists (e.g. Bradley 2003). In 
our post-Enlightenment minds, we tend to conceptu-
alize ritual as something distinct from everyday life 

(Brück 1999), with special places and material culture 
associated with the performance of rituals, most often 
of a religious nature. But most human behaviour is 
‘ritualized’ (Berggren and Stutz 2010, 185). The way 
we prepare meals, the way we interact with our col-
leagues, the way we dispose of rubbish – all of these 
behaviors are ritualized in the sense that people per-
form them repeatedly in more or less the same way, 
and in ways that are both specific to the cultural milieu 
in which they live and to some degree ideosyncratic to 
the individual. Stephen Wilson’s The Magical Universe: 
Everyday Ritual and Magic in Pre-Modern Europe (2000) 
and Roberta Gilchrist’s Medieval Life: Archaeology and 
the Life Course (2012) show the importance of this kind 
of everyday ritual in medieval times, when we have 
access to both textual and material evidence to examine 
ritual performances and their purposes. Ritual prac-
tice was thus an essential part of all people’s lives in 
the past as it is in the present. This aspect of ritual is 
important to bear in mind when we contemplate the 
role of ritual in the development of larger places, such 
as the Heuneburg and the oppida. 

What may be different with regard to ritual 
performance associated with the development of the 
large and complex settlements such as Manching 
and Heidengraben was the ‘institutionalization’ of 
ritual – the creation of special spaces for ritual, such 
as the ‘temple’ at Manching and the features at Corent 
in France (Poux 2006). I would suggest that this devel-
opment is related more to the scale of the larger 
communities than to a fundamental change in ritual 
practice. No doubt individuals continued to practice 
their everyday rituals at the same time that spaces 
and structures for communal and more formal ritual 
practices were developed in the larger and more com-
plex settlements.

A question worth investigating is, can we under-
stand the ritual practices apparent at the oppida in 

Chapter 12

On the origins and context of urbanism  
in prehistoric Europe

Peter Wells (Minnesota)
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Chapter 12

Communication

Urban societies require more complex systems of com-
munication than do rural societies. In Gordon Childe’s 
(1950) original formulation of definitions of civiliza-
tion and urbanism, writing was one of the essential 
elements. In the Near East, in the Shang Bronze Age 
of China, in Classical Greece, and in Mesoamerica, the 
formation and growth of cities was accompanied by 
the development and use of writing. Evidence seems 
to indicate that the societies of temperate Europe did 
not become ‘literate’ until after the Roman conquests, 
when the Mediterranean society introduced writing 
into its provinces.

Yet many traces of writing have been identified in 
Iron Age Europe, such as the Korisios sword from Port 
in Switzerland (Wyss 1956) and sherds bearing Greek 
or Latin letters at Manching (Krämer 1982). Caesar (I, 29) 
(Edwards 1917) mentions Helvetians with documents 
written in Greek. But there is no evidence for general 
use of writing at the oppida, though we might expect 
it, with all of the evidence for mercantile interaction 
with the Roman world. No evidence of writing has 
been forthcoming at the Heuneburg. 

How can this be? If the Heuneburg had a popu-
lation of 5000 people, how were interactions, and 
especially records of production and trade, managed? 
At the oppida, how were the complex systems of supply, 
production, distribution, and export coordinated with-
out writing, which was so essential to urban centres 
in other societies? There must have been systems of 
transmitting messages over distances, and of keeping 
records, economic and historical. Of what did these 
systems consist? Can we identify means of transmit-
ting and recording information at the Iron Age urban 
centres (see Zeidler 2003)?

Scholars studying complex societies in 
Mesoamerica and South America have argued for 
much broader definitions of ‘writing’ than the way we 
understand writing in the ancient societies of Asia and 
the Mediterranean region (Boone and Mignolo 1994). 
Perhaps applying some of their ideas to the archaeol-
ogy of the Iron Age societies of Europe would lead us 
to recognizing manifestations of systems of commu-
nication that we currently overlook. Identifying such 
systems would open a vast new area for research into 
urbanism in the Iron Age. 

Interregional interaction

Finally, I would argue that to fully understand urbanism 
in Iron Age Germany and Europe as a whole, we need to 
take a much broader perspective and look at connections 
and interactions not just with the societies of other parts 

terms of a gradual increase in scale and complexity 
of ritual practice, or was there a fundamental ‘jump’ 
from smaller-scale ritual practice to that apparent at 
the oppida.

Design

As I have argued (Wells 2008, 2012, 2016), fundamen-
tal changes in design and representation happened at 
the same time as the increasing complexity and scale 
of settlement in Iron Age Europe. The fundamental 
design principal in the latter part of the Early Iron 
Age (Hallstatt D) was geometric. The pottery at the 
Heuneburg and at the Burrenhof (cited by Stegmaier), 
the fibulae at the Heuneburg, and the patterns on 
the dagger at Hochdorf, to mention a few examples, 
are all based on geometric elements. In the Early La 
Tène period, geometric structures gave way to floral 
patterns and stylized representations of animals and 
humans.

At the time of the formation of the oppida, another 
fundamental change took place in design. In most 
regions, pottery became plainer (but there were excep-
tions [Guichard 1987]), and most of it was wheel-made, 
mass produced, and unpainted. The principal decora-
tion was vertical linear patterning. Similarly, fibulae 
became much plainer than they had been, and forms 
were designed to be mass produced (Drescher 1955). 
Representations of animals became much more natu-
ralistic than they had been in the earlier phases of La 
Tène (Sievers 2017).

The striking plainness of material culture in the 
final phase of La Tène (La Tène D), relative to that of 
the earlier periods of the Iron Age, is closely related 
to the greatly increased scale of settlement with com-
munities made up of larger populations, and to the 
expansion of economic activity, particularly evident 
in the scale of production of iron tools and in the 
growth of trade, both regional and inter-regional 
(Wells 2012, 214–21).

Are we to understand this new plainness in 
material culture simply as a reflection of the social and 
economic changes associated with urbanism, or was it 
in some way instrumental in those changes? We need 
to consider not only why potters and metalsmiths 
changed the nature of the objects they manufactured, 
but also how people responded to the material culture 
that they saw and used (discussion in Wells 2008). We 
need to think about the role that material culture, and 
specifically the design of material culture, played as 
agent (Gosden 2005, Robb 2010) in the formation of 
new mindsets that may have given rise to, or at least 
paved the way for, urban settlements of the oppida 
(Wells 2012, 196–9, 209–21).
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On the origins and context of urbanism in prehistoric Europe

would call religion) occurred over much of Eurasia (see 
also Wells 2012, 200–1). We would gain a different and 
expanded perspective on the emergence of the Early 
Iron Age centres such as the Heuneburg, and of the 
oppida during the final centuries bc, if we investigated 
these developments within the broader context of the 
changes taking place in Eurasia as a whole.

of temperate Europe and of the Mediterranean world, 
but with Eurasia as a whole, as a recent volume has sug-
gested (Fernández-Götz and Krausse 2016). In The Axial 
Age and Its Consequences (Bellah and Joas 2012), authors 
argue that during the final millennium bc, especially 
during its second half, fundamental changes in economy, 
social organization, and worldview (including what we 


