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Since large-scale excavations began in the 1950s at the 
Heuneburg and Manching, these two southern German 
sites have been pivotal in shaping our understanding 
of the profound changes in settlement and society that 
occurred during the Iron Age. New interventions have 
kept them both at the forefront of our research agenda, 
although now tempered by a better appreciation of the 
extent to which sites and landscapes in other parts of 
Germany may – or may not – conform to the overarch-
ing models of Fürstensitze and oppida that we have 
developed largely from their evidence. The papers 
presented at the workshop offer an excellent overview 
of current thinking about Iron Age urbanism on the 
part of a new generation of German archaeologists, so 
rather than attempt to summarise the many interesting 
ideas in the individual contributions, I will focus on 
three themes which seem to me especially relevant. 
First, however, a word about terminology.

Terminology

It is important not to confuse definitions and terminol-
ogy with explanation. Many archaeologists still seem to 
treat classification as an end in itself, whereas, as Oliver 
Nakoinz notes, our aim should be to uncover underly-
ing mechanisms. Terms like oppidum and Fürstensitz are 
a useful shorthand, but are now largely meaningless 
as a result of modifying the templates to accommodate 
new evidence. Trying to devise detailed criteria for 
recognizing urban centres quickly comes up against 
the absence of good quality evidence at all but a hand-
ful of sites. We see this in Caroline von Nicolai’s frank 
discussion of which Iron Age settlements in Bavaria 
can be considered urban using a long list of ‘archaeo-
logical urban attributes’ which aim to capture ‘the 
degree of urban development and the nature of urban 
processes.’ Manching – the only site to meet all 14 of 
her criteria – is not only the most extensively explored, 

but also stands apart from the other so-called oppida 
in Bavaria in occupying a lowland position. Quickly 
we are driven down the well-trodden archaeological 
path of polythetic definitions: how many criteria must 
a site fulfil to be admitted to a particular class? Should 
we give more weight to some attributes than others?

Many papers emphasise the need to escape from 
Mediterranean-centric models. Twenty-five years ago, 
Greg Woolf (1993) presciently argued that oppida might 
represent a specifically European form of urbanism, in 
contact with, but distinct from the Classical world. A 
resort to medieval analogies to produce urban trait-lists 
(Metzler et al. 2016, 406–11) is equally questionable. 
On the other hand, concepts such as ‘low-density 
urbanism’ drawn from other cultural contexts – whilst 
helpful in opening our eyes to the wider possibilities, 
and probably apt for many Iron Age sites (Moore 
2017; Fernández-Götz this volume) – are still devoid 
of much explanatory value. The onus remains on us 
to uncover the processes that generated and sustained 
such complexes at different times and places. Like other 
contributors, I see Michael Smith’s looser functional 
definition of urban settlements as ‘centres whose activi-
ties and institutions – whether economic, administrative 
or religious – affect a larger hinterland’ (Smith 2007, 
4) as well-suited to archaeological purposes, although 
like von Nicolai, I am inclined to retain a significant 
density of people living together as a relevant attribute, 
albeit one that many Iron Age centres met for only part 
of their lifetime or at certain times of year. In addition, 
I would consider ‘living together’ as applying to the 
populations of polyfocal complexes spread out over a 
wider territory (Haselgrove 2010, 101–2; Poux 2014). 

Approaches

Adopting Smith’s definition, coupled to the hetero-
geneity of the Fürstensitze and oppida, dictates that 

Chapter 10

Urbanization in Iron Age Germany and beyond

Colin Haselgrove (Leicester)
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using language and concepts embedded in written 
sources is bound to create an impression of differences, 
which might not have been so apparent or important 
to people in the past. Winger’s further comparison of 
Manching and Rome usefully makes the point that even 
in the later first millennium bc, many Mediterranean 
‘towns’ and ‘cities’ were not physically dissimilar to 
equivalent centres north of the Alps, if only we could 
force ourselves to view them all through the same lens. 

Open agglomerations

In recent years, the accolade ‘earliest/first towns north 
of the Alps’ has passed from oppida (Collis 1984) to 
the earlier Fürstensitze (Krausse et al. 2016), but this 
essentially rests on the Heuneburg and the French 
sites of Bourges and Mont Lassois, added to which both 
early and late horizons of Iron Age fortified sites are 
characterized by chronic instability. Indeed, Fichtl and 
Guichard (2016) argue that oppida were a response to 
a crisis affecting the entire ‘Celtic’ world, comparing 
the eruption of rampart building in the late second 
century bc with the incastellamento of feudal Europe 
at the end of the first millennium ad. In my view, we 
should focus more on changes between the fourth 
and second centuries bc. At this period, large unen-
closed agglomerations – many of them of an overtly 
industrial character, some deliberately laid out – pro-
liferated over a zone extending from the Atlantic to 
Hungary and southern Poland. They mostly occupy 
low-lying locations, and are often near major routes. 
Compared to Fürstensitze or oppida, there has been 
surprisingly little discussion of how and why these 
centres formed (including at the Cambridge workshop), 
but the centuries in question are marked by agricul-
tural intensification, settlement expansion, increased 
specialization of production and population growth, 
driven or enabled by a developed iron technology. All 
of these factors must have contributed, along with the 
adoption of coinage, which within a few generations 
was used extensively at many of them. 

These open settlements take a range of forms. 
Religious sanctuaries are a prominent feature of many, 
or in some cases precede them. Filet (2014) identifies up 
to six different types of agglomeration based on their 
centrality to regional settlement networks. The inten-
sity of economic flows between them was arguably a 
key factor in their growth (Filet 2017), making this a 
possible instance of peer-polity interaction (Renfrew 
and Cherry 1986). Last but not least, these sites repre-
sent the first densely occupied settlements attested at 
or near the heart of many modern cities north of the 
Alps (e,g. Basel, Berne, Geneva, Orleans, Paris, Toulouse). 
Modern German towns with such antecedents include 

we start from individual sites and complexes in their 
cultural and regional context. At the same time, the 
synchronicity and similarity of changes in different 
parts of Europe argues for a comparative approach 
at a continental scale. A key point – taken on board in 
the DFG ‘Fürstensitze’ programme (Axel Posluschny, 
this volume) – is to consider regions that do not 
manifest a particular phenomenon as well as those 
that did, asking how they differ in terms of economy, 
society and environment. The value of this approach 
is apparent in Gerd Stegmaier’s analysis. In southwest 
Germany, he suggests the complementary distribu-
tions of oppida and Viereckschanzen may reflect different 
social strategies and choices on the part of the elite. 
A similar dichotomy is apparent in Iron Age Wessex, 
where zones dominated by multivallate hillforts are 
interspersed with areas with high densities of banjo 
enclosures (Haselgrove 1994). In Britain, archaeologists 
are relatively comfortable with the idea that contrasting 
settlement patterns indicate deeper social and cultural 
divisions, but on the continent this kind of thinking is 
often inhibited by the blanket belief in a ‘Celtic’ Europe. 

In Germany, our relative ignorance of the hin-
terlands of urban centres presents a serious obstacle 
to contextual analysis. Although knowledge of rural 
settlement has advanced in recent years (Günther 
Wieland, this volume), it lags behind many parts of 
Europe. Different frameworks for development-led 
archaeology have played a major part in this (Bradley 
et al. 2015). In France, where we can now chart rural 
site numbers on a timescale of 1–2 generations, the 
maximum occupancy of oppida in coincides with a 
sharp decline in rural site numbers. Whilst other fac-
tors no doubt contributed to the hiatus, not least the 
Caesarian invasion, the evidence from several areas 
points to sudden aggregation of dispersed populations 
into these newly founded defended sites (Haselgrove 
and Guichard 2013).

For the earlier Iron Age, the disciplinary divide 
between the Mediterranean and Europe north of the 
Alps is deeply unhelpful. For a short period at least, 
a minority of late Hallstatt centres were every bit the 
equal of leading sites in the Mediterranean. As Katja 
Winger’s illuminating comparison of pre-Classical 
Athens and the Heuneburg underlines, we would ben-
efit from a pan-European perspective – which should 
extend to contemporary mega-sites in Ukraine, such as 
Zhabotin and Belsk (Reinhold and Mordvintseva 2017). 
Rather than viewing one zone primarily through the 
rose-tinted spectacles of the Classical polis, we would 
do better to compare urbanization processes through 
the level playing field of archaeology. Admittedly many 
Archaic cities in Greece or Italy remain largely inacces-
sible under their successors, but characterizing them 
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average live longer than town dwellers? How does the 
age structure of Iron Age urban dwellers compare to 
other pre-industrial societies? Was there a higher inci-
dence of disease in densely populated aggregations? 
The list of questions is potentially endless.

For a long time, archaeologists have largely 
avoided such questions as unanswerable, with some 
justification. The mortuary evidence from open settle-
ments and oppida – our most direct way into the lives 
of their inhabitants – still leaves much to be desired. 
However with the data and techniques now available 
(e.g. stable isotopes, ancient DNA, simulation), we 
can start to pursue some of these issues. Agriculture 
is an obvious area where some headway has already 
been made. The research in the Czech Republic on 
the sustainability of food production in different 
environmental settings with a growing population is 
one example (e.g. Danielisová et al. 2013; Danielisová 
and Hajnalová 2014). Turning to France, I have long 
regarded the Aisne valley sites of Condé-sur-Suippe 
and Villeneuve-Saint-Germain as a prime example of 
short-term nucleation into fortified oppida at a time 
of crisis, but new analysis of their faunal assem-
blages reveals marked differences between them 
and rural sites, along with a focus on pork produc-
tion, and import of animals to the larger sites (Paris 
2016). Another example comes from Britain, where 
Lodwick (2016) has identified a series of agricultural 
innovations following the foundation of Silchester, the 
timing suggesting a response to, rather than a driver 
of, urbanization. Changes include intensified fodder 
management and stabling (perhaps freeing land to 
expand cereal cultivation) and the (re-) introduction 
of flax cultivation. 

In his introduction, Simon Stoddart contrasts the 
relative instability of urban centres north of the Alps 
with a greater attachment of Mediterranean cities to 
fixed points, suggesting this implies ‘radically different’ 
social structures in the two zones. I agree with him on 
this last point, but, as will be clear from the above, I 
feel that to measure Iron Age urbanism in this way is 
to impose a Mediterranean straight-jacket. In future, in 
seeking to understand the essence of Iron Age centres 
we need to be more alive to the cultural variability of 
pre-industrial urbanism and pay greater attention to 
the possible agency of urban living itself in further 
transforming pre-Roman societies.

Bad Nauheim, Passau and Straubing; further east, we 
might cite Bratislava, Budapest or Vienna. 

Why do such sites not figure more prominently in 
debates about pre-Roman urbanism? The fact that the 
best documented of these agglomerations – Manching 
– is also something of an exception to the rule is partly 
to blame. It had no direct successor, but above all, the 
early unenclosed phase has been very much eclipsed by 
the later defences, the defining feature of an oppidum, 
and – because the discipline long equated the two – of 
urban status. More generally, we have been blinkered 
by the idea that Iron Age urban sites should share the 
same tight foci as Mediterranean cities and display con-
tinuity at a specific point in the landscape. In fact, whilst 
many agglomerations declined or were abandoned in 
the late Iron Age, the latter often took the form of tem-
porary relocation to a more defensible location, with 
the inhabitants later returning to their original site, or 
to a new one nearby in the Roman period. Levroux is the 
best known example of this looser kind of continuity, 
but many sites follow a similar pattern. In other cases, 
the longevity is more subtle, because of the polyfocal 
nature of many Iron Age complexes (Auvergne, Bobigny/
Nanterre/Paris). At this kind of ‘centre’, successive phases 
appear to wander over a wider landscape, which we 
are reluctant to accept as continuity. We should also 
bear in mind that Iron Age communities may have 
understood place in a very different way to ourselves, 
perhaps identifying with a tract of landscape rather 
than a particular built environment.

What was it like to be urban?

A final topic that deserved more discussion at the 
workshop concerns the nature of Iron Age urbanism in 
the sense of ‘the way of life developed in dense urban 
communities’ (Von Nicolai). What effects did living in 
larger groups have on the inhabitants? What changes 
in their lifestyles do we see over time, and were they 
for better or worse? Were they self-sufficient or did 
they have to bring in food from elsewhere? Do we 
see changes in agricultural production to meet rising 
demand? Was there a higher incidence of human (or 
animal) mobility at urban sites? Did places suffer 
pollution as a result of manufacturing metals or glass 
on an industrial scale? Did this activity make a mark 
on the wider environment? Did rural populations on 


