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all important for the clan, presumably through the agency of his 
grandmother, Cunegundis. Aft er the death of her fi rst husband, 
Wigeric, Cunegundis remarried Ricuinus, count of Verdun, who 
was murdered in 92324. He had a son, Otto, who is supposed to 
have succeeded his father as count of Verdun25 Otto is referred 
to in charters as dux from 942 onwards. As duke of Lotharingia 
he can be traced during political and military missions in West 
Francia . He died in 94426. Th e next known count of Verdun is 
Godfried. Th e fact that Otto I approved of Godfried becoming 
count of Verdun probably can be explained by the family ties 
(by marriage) with Cunegundis27.
 
With Verdun Godfried managed to acquire a strategic position 
on the western border of the Ottonian empire. Th e bishop’s 
town known as a centre of the slave trade between Northern 
and Southern Europe28 was an important bridgehead in the 
defence of Lotharingia. Th e last attempt by the West-Frankish 
King Lotharius to annex Lotharingia in 985-987 clearly proves 
this: Verdun was situated in the centre of the battle (infr a). On 
the other hand, the city was a gateway to the West-Frankish 
core regions with their cities with symbolic signifi cance, such 
as archiepiscopal Reims where the kings were crowned, Laon, 
the urbs regia and one of the preferred residencies of the 
Carolingian kings29 or Paris, which played a role of exceptional 
importance in the rise of the Capetians, the main rivals of the 
Carolingians in the 9th and 10th century. In brief, Verdun was 
the place to be in the Meuse region to realise and protect the 
interests of Lotharingia.

Godfried’s power as a count depended on his authority in the 
town of Verdun and the surrounding territory of the pagus 
Virdunensis, which was roughly the extent of the Diocese of 
Verdun30. Another important mainstay in the area was his cus-
tody of abbeys. St. Vanne in Verdun got absolute preference. 
Th e abbey was endowed with vast real estate and developed 
into a veritable family monastery and a place of spiritual 
anchorage for the Ardenne-Verdun family31. His guardianship 
was not exclusively limited to the County of Verdun. Godfried 
also had his points of support outside, such as the abbey of 
Mouzon. Situated on the Meuse in the principal town of the 
pagus Mosomensis the monastery belonged to the territory of 
the Archbishopric of Reims, but politically leaned towards the 
Ottonian empire32. When Adalbero of Reims reformed the 
monastery around 971 he entrusted its custody to his brother 
Godfried, who proved to be very generous for the abbey . He 
is mentioned in the sources for the last time in a charter of 997 
when emperor Otto III confi rmed the possessions which 
Godfried had personally donated to the monastery33 Th e abbey 
of Mouzon was highly regarded by the Ottonian emperors. Th is 
is proved not only by the charters favourable for the abbey that 
were signed by Otto II in 997 and Henry II in 1015 and 1023, 
but also by the diplomatic meetings that took place there 

between Otto III, Hugo Capet and Robert II in 995 and 
between Henry II and Robert II in august 102334. Th e same 
Adalbero had assigned him to the fortifi cation of Mézières 
located more to the north35. Th e town was situated along the 
left  bank of the Meuse between the tributaries of the Chiers 
and the Semois. Just like the abbey of Mouzon the fortress of 
Mézières was dependent on the Archbishopric of Reims, but 
was situated within the territory of Lotharingia. Mézières was 
important, among other things, because this principal town of 
the pagus Castricius was a much-used crossing of the Meuse36. 
But Godfried’s range of action in the pagus went beyond 
Mézières: in june-july 971 he (along with his brother) besieged 
the castle of Wacq-sur-Meuse, the residence of Count Eudes 
who had taken up enemy positions against Adalbero37. Finally 
we also have to mention that Bouillon on the Semois had come 
into the hands of Godfried of Verdun. Th e place would eventu-
ally develop into the symbol of the ducal authority in Lower 
Lotharingia, which was mostly in the hands of the descendants 
of Godfried of Verdun during the 11th century38. His most 
famous off spring, Godfried of Bouillon (1089-1100), closed 
the series.

With the county of Verdun and his infl uence within the pagi 
Mosomensis and Castricius Godfried of Verdun laid a claim on 
an important part of the western border region of Lotharingia. 
But this was not the end of the border story, as far as Godfried 
was concerned. Around the same period in which Mouzon 
and Mézières were added to his power base he also appears to 
have been active in the more northern pagi Hanonensis and 
Bracbatensis, according to historical sources. Th e presence of 
Godfried in this area is related to the border problems in the 
Scheldt region.

4   Lotharingia, desirable homeland of the 
Carolingians

Th e western fl ank of Lotharingia was roughly formed by the 
basins of the Scheldt and the Meuse. Th is area became the focus 
of tough imperial politics during the 9th and 10th century. 
During the fi rst half of the 11th century the problems were 
 limited to the region where Flanders bordered on the Scheldt.

With the division of the Carolingian empire in 843 Lotharingia 
was positioned, as part of Francia Media, between two power 
blocks: Francia Orientalis and Francia Occidentalis. Th e area 
was considered to have been the homeland of the Carolingians 
and thus it became a very desirable familial home region, for 
East Francia as well as West Francia. Th e feeling that Lotharingia 
was involved in neither east nor west was especially strength-
ened when Francia Media was divided among the three sons of 
Lotharius I aft er his death in 855. Lotharius II received the 
northern part that was named aft er him as a kingdom, Regnum 
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Lotharii. It was the origin of the name Lotharingia. But things 
changed rapidly. Th e treaty of Ribemont in 880 announced the 
fi rst change of course: Lotharingia became part of Francia 
Orientalis. During the following decades the situation remained 
unsteady with various changes of camp, until eventually, 
Lotharingia ended up under the sovereignty of the East-
Frankish King Henry I in 92539. Henry I, the fi rst Saxon duke 
who was crowned king (919-936), was the great-uncle of 
Godfried of Verdun.

Th e pursuit of a more pronounced integration of Lotharingia 
into the empire by the Ottonian rulers had been hindered by 
two issues for more than 60 years. On the one hand there was 
the autochthonous nobility, with the Reginar family as abso-
lute trendsetters, who found it diffi  cult to conform perma-
nently to the – decidedly foreign – Ottonian imperial author-
ity. On the other hand West Francia wished to draw Lotharingia 
closer as the ‘land of the forefathers’. Only in 987 with the 
accession to the throne of a non-Carolingian, Hugo Capet, the 
French appetite for the Regnum Lotharingii was tempered40.

Th e Scheldt border with Cambrai, Valenciennes, Ename and 
Antwerp plays an important role in this laborious story. 
Cambrai was the seat of a diocese that stretched out mainly 
along the right bank of the Scheldt, but that also encompassed 
a considerable area along the left  bank. It was part of the arch-
diocese of Reims, but politically it ‘ultimately‘ belonged to 
Francia Orientalis from 925. Th e diocese of Cambrai held a 
forward position in Francia Occidentalis and was linked with 
the diocese of Arras in ecclesiastical matters, so it was vitally 
important for developments along the western border. It was 
part of the system of imperial churches, in which the bishop 
had worldly powers in the service of the Ottonian ruler, apart 
from his religious mission. Of course, the material basis he had 
was important for the execution of his secular authority. In the 
region this led to quite a number of confl icts with Count Isaac 
of Cambrai. An important date was 948 when Otto I presented 
Bishop Fulbertus with all the rights of authority over the town. 
But it was only in 1007 that Bishop Erluinus could exert his 
secular powers in the region at large41.

Th e role Cambrai played on the western border of Lotharingia 
seems rather clear, but the Ottonian border policies involving 
the other three locations, Valenciennes, Ename and Antwerp, 
are of a more delicate matter. Especially German and Belgian 
historians have dealt with the theme. Because space does not 
allow to make a detailed analysis at this point of the various 
tendencies, we will only consider the main points.

It is generally agreed upon by historians that Ottonian rulers 
founded a margraviate border system along the Scheldt between 
Cambrai and the North Sea, of which Valenciennes, Ename 

and Antwerp were the centres. Th e historical data on these 
margraviates are, however, extremely limited. Two margraves 
are mentioned in 981, on the occasion of a campaign Otto II 
led to Italy. Th e list of the vassals who had to supply troops has 
been preserved: “Gottefr edus et Arnulfus marchioness XL 
m(ittant)”42.Th ey are Godfried of Verdun, who was count of 
Mons (974-998) and founded Ename with his wife Mathildis, 
and Arnulf, who was count of Valenciennes (974-1012 ). Both 
had to provide 40 armoured horsemen. Valenciennes and 
Antwerp are indicated as margraviates in 11th-century sources, 
but there is no explicit mentioning of Ename. Sadly, doubts 
remain about the exact point in time when and the circum-
stances under which the system became operative. In this con-
text the question remains what the original purpose was of an 
Ottonian border centre in Ename43.

Generally speaking there are two visions on the topic. We 
limit ourselves to two authors who are representative of the 
opposing points of view, the German historian H. Franz-
Reinhold44 and the Belgian historian J. Dhondt45. Franz-
Reinhold analysed the various aspects of the imperial border 
defence along the Scheldt during the 10th-11th century and 
came to the conclusion that Valenciennes and Ename were 
founded as margraviate centres by Otto I around 965, against 
East Francia. Her dating was based on the fact that the Dukes 
of Lotharingia mainly had a military task. In 959 Bruno, arch-
bishop of Cologne and appointed Archidux of Lotharingia by 
his brother Otto, had divided the region into Lower and Upper 
Lotharingia. He appointed a duke for each territory, who 
 virtually became his second in command. Th e duke of Lower 
Lotharingia, Godfried (infr a) died in 964 and a successor was 
only appointed in 977. Franz-Reinhold explains this 13-year-
vacuum by the fact that Otto I had appointed two margraves 
to defend the western border shortly aft er the duke’s death. 
Because the military care for the border was ensured, there 
was, according to her, no immediate need to appoint a duke 
during those years46.
 
From a Belgian point of view J. Dhondt put forward another 
vision, opposed to the foundation of the margraviates 
Valenciennes and Ename by Otto I around 965. He proposed 
c. 973 as a date, the year in which Godfried and Arnulf were 
appointed as Counts of the pagus Hanonensis by Otto I47. In 
his argumentation he pointed out that there would have been 
no need to erect fortifi cations along the Scheldt border in the 
third quarter of the 10th century simply because there were no 
tensions between East and West Francia during that period. 
On the contrary, there were even friendly contacts. Th e mar-
graviate system was introduced when Lambertus and Reginar, 
sons of Reginar III, undertook military actions in Hainault 
aft er the death of Otto I in 973. Th ey operated from West 
Francia and were supported by a fraction of the nobility there. 
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Th e situation was serious. Th e two counts of Hainault, Renaud 
and Werner, died in the battle of Péronnes and Otto II was 
forced to intervene military and personally in 974 (infr a). He 
appointed Godfried and Arnulf as successors of the Counts 
Renaud and Werner. Th e comitatus Godefr idus focused on 
Mons, while Arnulf had Valenciennes along the Scheldt as cen-
tre. In 1071 the location was referred to as marcam Valencianae48. 
Dhondt assumes that the margraviate system along the Scheldt 
was created because Otto II feared a coalition between the 
Lotharingian and West-Frankish nobility, instigated by the 
Reinier family. Th is would threaten not only Hainault, but all 
of Lotharingia. Th is point of view is oft en adopted so that 
973/974 is generally accepted as the foundation date of Ename 
and not around 96549.

Up to now only limited attention had be paid to the reason why 
Godfried of Verdun was involved by the Ottonian emperor in 
matters that were rather removed from his home ground. It is 
generally supposed that this family was very loyal towards the 
Ottonian rulers, hence the emperor’s choice. Looking for a 
more concrete reason, we are fi nding ourselves in the company 
of his wife Mathildis Billung. 

5  Cherchez la femme…

Mathildis was the daughter of Herman Billung, member of a 
prominent Saxon noble family whose power was concentrated 
in the region of Verden/Lüneburg50. As the younger son in a 
family with three children Herman got an unexpectedly high 
position in 936, which disturbed the order of precedence 
among the Saxon high-ranking nobility. In the autumn of that 
year the recently crowned King Otto I appointed him as prin-
ceps militiae in a campaign against the Slavic tribe of the 
Redarii. Th e enterprise was successful and, as a consequence, 
he became military commander-in-chief of the border area 
along the Lower Elbe51. Otto I founded two margraviates to 
maintain the imperial authority in the Slavonic region between 
Elbe and Oder. He entrusted Herman Billung with the margra-
viate along the Baltic Sea and Gero with the other one, known 
as Nordmark. Th eir task was to control the Slavic tribes, to 
establish a military organisation in the area and to secure it. 
Th is way Otto I consolidated the Slavic policy of his father, 
Henry I, in the region.

Th e appointment of Herman and Gero as margraves caused a 
lot of resentment among the Saxon nobility, since both gentle-
men belonged to a ‘lower’ hierarchic rank. But Otto I specu-
lated on this situation. By off ering Herman and Gero an elite 
function he counted on their gratitude for their newly acquired 
status. However, this headstrong appointment strategy of the 

king caused extreme dissatisfaction in Saxony. Not in the least 
with Wichmann, Herman’s older brother, but also with the 
brother of Otto I, Th ankmar, who had hoped to get Gero’s 
position. Discord arose, escalating in a number of rebellions 
that endangered the political situation of Otto I himself52. In 
this problematic period Herman proved to be an energetic 
defender of the royal interests in Saxony, the cradle of the 
Ottonian dynasty. And the king showed his appreciation. As 
marchio in the most northern margraviate along the Baltic 
Sea he received the exceptional honour of being enfeoff ed 
with a procuratio Saxoniae in 952, 961 and 96653. Th is meant 
that he was the deputy of Otto I, mandated to deal with gov-
ernmental and judicial aff airs in Otto’s name during his 
absence in Saxony54. 

A promotion from margrave to deputy of Otto I in Saxony, 
Herman Billung’ star had risen rapidly during the 50s and 60s 
of the 10th century, in spite of much opposition. Precisely 
during this successful period in his career his daughter 
Mathildis appeared in the spotlight, in a rather sensational 
way. In 961 she married Baldwin III, the son of the Flemish 
Count Arnulf I, who had already been appointed co-count55. 
Saxon and Flemish high-ranking nobles on the east and west 
border of the Ottonian empire thus came closer together via 
a marriage. Th e same connection was established with the 
imperial nobility in Lotharingia, as the two daughters of 
Arnulf I, Liutgard and Hildegard, married respectively 
Wichman of Hameland and Dirk II, count of West Friesland56. 
Matrimonial strategy forged amicable bonds, at least on a 
personal level, between the county of Flanders and the 
Ottonian empire in the second half of the 10th century.

Th e marriage of Mathildis and Baldwin III was sealed with a 
son, the later Arnulf II. And then something fatal happened. 
During the Christmas period of 961 the family resided in the 
abbey of St. Bertin in Saint-Omer. Count Baldwin got measles 
and died on 1 January 962. He was buried in the abbey of 
St. Bertin57. In that same year his father, Arnulf I, made arrange-
ments with the West-Frankish king, Lotharius, concerning the 
future of Flanders. Mathildis remarried Godfried of Verdun, 
presumably very shortly aft er Baldwin’s death. Th is new mar-
riage leads us to valley of the Scheldt, more particularly to the 
villa Iham.

6   Ename: a joint project of Godfried and 
Mathildis

Th e fi rst historical source that puts Ename on the map is the 
Gesta Episcoporum Cameracensium. Th e three volumes describe 
the history of the diocese of Cambrai-Arras from about 500 till 
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1024 and were written by a canon from Cambrai in 1024-1025. 
Th e addendum (written between 1051 and 1054) deals with 
the period 1036-1051. Book II is important for Ename because 
it contains the description of the monasteries and chapters that 
belonged to the diocese of Cambrai-Arras58. 

“De villa Iham. Est etiam locus super Scaldum fl uvium, quem 
dicunt Iham, ubi modernis temporibus honorabilis vir comes 
Godefr idus et uxor sua Mathildis, matrona videlicet memorabilis 
– erat enim suum predium, suis usibus oportunum – castro qui-
dem munito, navigium, mercatum, teloneum, ceteraque negotia 
statuerunt; infr a castrum vero monasterium in honore sactae 
Mariae, deputatis canonicis, fundaverumt. Extra autem 
Herimannus fi lius duo monasteria struxit, unum sancto Laurentio, 
alterum vero sancto Salvatori. Nunc igitur locus, utpote noviter 
instructus, ex omni suffi  cientia fl oret, et tamen esset uberior, nisi 
crebro hostili incursione quateretur, quod maxime ab inimicis Dei 
patitur pro stabilitate regni et fi delitate imperatoris.”59.

Th e text refers to two distinct building phases. Th e fi rst con-
sists of the establishment of the settlement, which was man-
aged by Count Godfried and his wife Mathildis, who founded 
a fortifi cation with an adjacent settlement in Ename. Th e cas-
trum contained a church dedicated to Our Lady and had a 
chapter of canons. Trade fl ourished in the settlement with 
shipping, a market, toll collection and “other activities”. 
Herman, Godfried’s son, led the second phase and built two 
churches outside the castrum.

Both occupation phases, which correspond with the rule of 
respectively Godfried and Mathildis and later Herman, were 
archaeologically determined during a large-scale project that 
started with an rescue excavation in 1982. During the canalisa-
tion of the Scheldt in 1982 an important part of the 10th-cen-
tury castrum was excavated. It was the beginning of a multidis-
ciplinary and integrated investigation of the archaeological, 
monumental and environmental heritage. For this article we 
only consider the buildings that were researched.

Th e fi rst occupation phase can be dated in the period between 
the marriage of Godfried and Mathildis in 962-963 and the 
last record of Godfried in 997. It is possible that their son 
Herman had already taken over the management of the site 
earlier on. Indeed, Godfried was taken prisoner in Verdun in 
985 by the West-Frankish King Lotharius. His imprisonment 
lasted for two years (infr a). So it cannot be excluded that 
Herman was responsible for Ename from that time. Th e cas-
trum is situated on the northern end of a sand-loam tongue of 
land surrounded by a meander of the river Scheldt (fi g. 7: A). 
Th e southern open landside of the fortifi cation was closed off  
by a ditch that was 18 m wide and 140 m long60. However, only 
very few traces of that fi rst occupation phase have been pre-
served within this castrum area, because the zone was totally 
deepened by the groundwork for the brickworks during the 

1940s (fi g. 8). Th e only untouched spot was directly under the 
railway line Brussels-Kortrijk that was built across the site. In 
1983 part of the railway bank was removed because of the 
canalisation of the Scheldt and, totally unexpectedly, an 
unspoilt part of the castrum was exposed. Th e only traces that 
go back to the occupation phase of Godfried and Mathildis 
consist of four layers characterised by the presence of patches 
of ash, lumps of charcoal and ground that was burned in situ. 
Th e animal remains that were recuperated in layers are part of 
the consumption waste of a noble site. Radiocarbon analysis 
on animal bones from the layers points to a dating in the sec-
ond half of the 10th century, with a slight preference for the 
third quarter of the 10th century61. We have no more informa-
tion about that fi rst castrum occupation phase.

Th e trade settlement stretched on the tongue of land to the 
southwest of the castrum (fi g. 7: B; fi g. 9: A). Th e excavations 
concentrated on the area where later the Benedictine abbey 
would stand. As far the occupation phase of Godfried and 
Mathildis is concerned we have established that the site has 
been burrowed through by post holes, pits, various ditches, two 
hut basins, two fi replaces and three remains of ovens. But 
unfortunately we have no clear idea of the building complex. 
On the location where a stone portus church was erected 
around the year thousand there is an older phase represented 
by an area surrounded by ditches that are parallel to a large row 
of heavy post holes, for the time being unclear what they rep-
resent. Th e radiocarbon dating results for this oldest phase 
indicate a period similar to the fi rst castrum phase62.

Th e excavations make it possible to localize the site of Godfried 
and Mathildis with its fortifi cation and trade settlement, but 
the information about the occupation during their rule remains 
limited. Apparently this is a new foundation, since no traces of 
earlier medieval habitation were found. So we really need the 
Gesta Episcoporum Cameracensium to be able to understand the 
purpose of it all.

7  Suum predium, suis usibus oportunum 

When the Gesta discusses the initiators of the development in 
Ename they describe Mathildis as a matrona videlicet memora-
bilis – erat enim suum predium, suis usibus oportunum. Th is 
clarifi cation indicates that Iham was one of Mathildis’ posses-
sions: she was allowed to put the domain to personal use. So 
far, this element received little attention. Ludo Milis fi rst 
pointed out the importance of this allodial property of 
Mathildis. However, the question on how she had gained pos-
session of the villa Iham has not been answered63. It is not very 
likely that villa Iham was an original family estate of the Billung 
family. Th eir homeland was in east Saxony and, apart from 
Mathildis’ marriage, there are as far as we know no links of the 
family with pagi along the Scheldt at the other side of the 
realm. It is also not known if the Verdun family possessed local 
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Fig. 7 Situation plan of Ottonian Ename 

(second half 10th-fi rst half 11th century). 

A: castrum with residence and Our Lady’s 

Church (1), keep and castrum moat (2) and 

depression with rubbish dump (3); B: trade 

settlement with St. Salvator’s Church (4) and 

St. Lawrence’s Church (5).

Fig. 8 Ename. General view of the 

excavations of the castrum and the 

benedictine abbey, under which the 

foundations of the portus were found.
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Fig. 9 Ename. General plan of the portus traces in the zone of St. Salvator’s Church (from De Groote 2008, fi g. 14).
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doc nr. 7).

72 Linssen 1981, 329.

properties before they took action in the pagi Bracbatensis and 
Hanonensis.

It is far more plausible that Mathildis received the domain as 
part of her dowry. Th ere is a little chance that this happened 
when she married Baldwin III. As A.C.F. Koch has proved, the 
count of Flanders had practically no properties in the land 
between Scheldt and Dender. Aft er he had grabbed the area in 
1047 (infr a) Baldwin V possessed so little land that he was 
forced to buy some or acquire some by exchange64. 

What remains is a dowry on the occasion of her marriage to 
Godfried of Verdun, who was linked with the Ottonians by 
blood as well as by career. Th e bringing together of the families 
of Billung and Ardenne-Verdun via marriage could not be 
neglected from a political point of view, as both families had 
important assignments concerning the borders of the realm. 
It is therefore possible that Otto I and his brother Bruno, who 
represented the Ottonian authority in Lotharingia, both played 
a role in arranging the marriage of Godfried and Mathildis.

A number of Ottonian donations prove that domains along the 
Scheldt were highly appreciated as a dowry. For example, in 
972 Otto II gave his Byzantine wife Th eophanu imperial pos-
sessions in the ‘trans alpes’ region as a dowry, in Walcheren65 
and in Wichelen66. Gerberga, the sister of Otto I, possessed the 
Krombrugge domain in Merelbeke. Th is is also considered to 
be part of a dowry when she married Duke Gislebert of the 
Reginar family in 928. She kept the property aft er Gislebert’s 
death when she married Louis IV d’Outremer, the king of West 
Francia in 93967. 

In view of the context of the marriage and the aforementioned 
examples of donations it is therefore quite possible that 
Mathildis Billung received an imperial property along the 
Scheldt as a dowry from the highest Ottonian authority. Th is 
supposition is further substantiated by the fact that her prop-
erty far exceeded the value of the average agrarian domain. 
Aft er all, the villa Iham also possessed regalia such as the forti-
fi cations and market and tollage rights which she could use pro 
suis usibus oportunum. It is most unlikely that Godfried and 
Mathildis have usurped these rights. On the contrary, Godfried’s 
career proves that he belonged to the group of counts who very 
loyally served the Ottonian family even in extremely dramatic 
situations (infr a).

Even if it remains unclear whether the villa Iham really was an 
imperial property that Mathildis received as a dowry, the fact 
remains that the public rights that were attributed to the 
domain indicate a link between the predium of Mathildis and 

the Ottonian family. It is an important element because the 
support of the Saxon dynasty enabled Mathildis and Godfried 
to get a foothold in the pagus Bracbatensis and to acquire a seat 
with future potential: Ename. Maybe this fact allows us to go 
one step further. Godfried’s marriage to Mathildis not only led 
him to Ename, but also brought him in regions he had little or 
nothing to do with formerly. At least as far as we know. It 
surely seems a tempting hypothesis.

8   The foundation of Ottonian Ename 
reconsidered

Of course, Ename as a foothold for Godfried in the pagus 
Bracbatensis raises the question of the true meaning of the 
project he developed there together with Mathildis. Literature 
shows that it generally has been assumed that Ottonian Ename 
had been created because it had to play an important military 
role along the Scheldt, either as a point of support in the bor-
der defence against East Francia with the County of Flanders 
as an important opponent, or to counter and control the inte-
rior unrest caused by, among others, the Reginar family68. 
Indeed, the Gesta states that Godfried and Mathildis built a 
castro quidem munito in Ename. What does this mean?

For a clear understanding we have to recall that the author of 
the Gesta wrote the text in 1024-1025 and, therefore, was con-
temporary. It does not really matter whether he visited Ename 
personally or relied on the data of others for his description. 
Th e fact remains that, when he wrote his text, Ename must 
have been quite impressive because of the fortress with an 
imposing keep and a large residential building. Understandably 
he called it “a very strong fortifi cation”. Consequently, it was 
equally acceptable that, on the basis hereof historians vieved 
Ename with its famous castrum as a pre-eminently military site 
that was particularly important for the border along the 
Scheldt. However, there is a problem. Radiocarbon research 
clearly indicates that the whole stone complex with donjon and 
residence date from around the year thousand69. Consequently 
it is not known how strong it must have looked or actually was 
at the time of Godfried and Mathildis, as archaeologic evi-
dence reveals only a very limited part of the fi rst occupation.

Th is leads us to yet another question. Was it politically neces-
sary, when planning Ename, to develop the site into a military 
stronghold? We are inclined to doubt this. Aft er the Lotharingia 
rebellions of Reginar III in 957 70 and of Immo in 959 71, Bruno 
managed to bring stability to the region72. Also the relations 
with West Francia were normalised. Carolingians and support-
ers of the Robertian clan disputed the kingship there. Th e 
 pursuit of neutrality in the home aff airs of West Francia was 
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characteristic of the western policy of the Ottonians. Th e sis-
ters of Otto I, Gerberga and Hadwig were married respectively 
to the Carolingian Louis IV d’Outremer, king of West Francia 
(†954) and Hugo the Great, the founding father of the house 
of Robert (†956). Aft er the death of their husbands the sisters 
looked for support with Bruno73. Because Lotharius, son of 
Gerberga and Louis IV, was still a minor, Bruno and his sister 
Gerberga were the eff ective regents in West Francia74. Th eir 
mutual relations were good. In 957 Lotharius helped Bruno to 
suppress the revolt of Reginar III. Two years later, on Easter, 
which Lotharius and his mother celebrated with his uncle in 
Cologne, the West-Frankish king guaranteed the safety of 
Lotharingia to Bruno. For his part Bruno supported Lotharius 
even with military interventions when trouble arose in West 
Francia. He also was an intermediary between him and Hugo 
Capet, the son of his sister Hadwig and Hugo the Great. Th e 
bonds with the Ottonians were strengthened even more in 965 
when the 24-year-old Lotharius married the 17-year-old Emma, 
the daughter from the fi rst marriage of empress Adelheid who 
had remarried Otto I in 951. Aft er Bruno’s death in October 
965 a transition period followed until Otto II took offi  ce in 
973, during which there are no records of any confl ict between 
the Ottonian and the Carolingian West-Frankish house75. 
During this transition period, more precisely in 969, the arch-
bishop of Reims, Olderik, died. Lotharius appointed Adalbero, 
the brother of Godfried of Verdun, to this very important func-
tion. Th is choice indicated that there were no frictions with the 
Lotharingian Ardenne clan at that time. Later on this would 
change dramatically (infr a). 

Finally there is Lotharius’ general attitude towards Flanders. 
When Baldwin III died unexpectedly in 962 arrangements 
were made between the West-Frankish king and Arnulf I, the 
father of Baldwin III, about the succession by Arnulf II, who 
was a minor at the time. When Arnulf I died in 965 Lotharius 
kept his engagement: he occupied south-eastern parts of 
Flanders, with Artois at the core, and left  the rest of the county 
under the management of Baldwin Balzo, who was responsible 
for the education of the young Arnulf II and the West-Frisian 
count Dirk II, son-in-law of Arnulf I and a prominent member 
of the Lotharingian nobility. When Arnulf II came of age in 
976 he took over the count’s rule in the usual way76.

What precedes shows that the relation between East and West 
Francia in the third quarter of the 10th century (until the death 
of Otto I in 973) was stable. Th e family network the Ottonians 
had managed to build with the Carolingian clan of West 
Francia leads to the conclusion that there was really no mili-
tary reason to close off  the Scheldt with a number of margravi-
ates during this period, when relations between both realms 
ranged from norm to good. So there must have been other 
explanations for the founding of the Ename site, apart from 
the mere military. Indeed, borders are more than military 
zones under guard, especially where rivers are concerned. 

Possibilities for economic development and cultural-political 
aura are also factors that are inherently linked to border rivers. 
When looking for an explanation of Ename’s foundation it is 
therefore also important to consider these opportunities. 

9   The economy as a key resource for the 
development of political power

It is remarkable that the Gesta emphasizes the economic exploi-
tation of the villa Iham. Th e levying of tolls on roads or the sale 
of goods (teloneum) and the market (mercatum) were rights 
that were traditionally reserved for kings during the early 
Middle Ages77. Kings also decided on the possible exemption 
or the transfer of these rights to a third party78. Toll and mar-
ket districts usually overlapped. Th erefore the last Carolingians 
and certainly the Ottonians passed these prerogatives on to the 
secular as well as to the clerical nobility along with the mintage 
rights and the bannum (the related jurisdiction), all in one 
package. Bringing together all these rights ranks as typically 
Ottonian79. With these attributions the Ottonians wanted to 
provide a fi scal and territorially administrative power base for 
an aristocracy they wanted to oblige because of the fi nancing 
sources they off ered.

A good example of grouped concessions is the case of Câteau-
Cambrésis in the Diocese of Cambrai. Th e situation is impor-
tant as a comparison with the foundation of Ottonian Ename 
itself suggests. Once again the Gesta Episcoporum Cameracensium 
is a valuable source of information80. Th e central fi gure is 
Erluinus, bishop of Cambrai. His position had been under-
mined because, among other things, church properties were 
targeted by his own vassals and by milites from the counties of 
Laon and Vermandois81. To counter this troubled situation 
Otto III allowed Erluinus in 1001 to found a trade centre in a 
domain of the Cambrai church of Our Lady, the villa Peronna, 
which later became the Câteau-Cambrésis . A package of rights 
was attributed to the new foundation: markets could be held, 
toll levied, coins struck, justice administered and public func-
tions executed: “Atque praedictum merchatum, monetam, thelo-
neum, bannum, cum tota publica functione, in proprium conce-
dimus sanctae Kameracensi aecclesiae, tali tenore, ut nullus dux, 
marchio sive comes, seu aliquis homo ullam potestatem habeat 
super memoratum merchatum, nisi cum licentia episcope Erlewini 
suorumque successorum”. Th is enumeration of rights is impor-
tant because of, among other things, the additional statement 
that these prerogatives are attributed to Erluinus and his suc-
cessors only. Foreign interference was not tolerated.

As the place was guarded against greedy potentates from the 
nobility, special protection was provided for the traders and 
the people who visited the market: “Unde imperiali iubemus 
atque statuimus potentia, ut omnes homines iam dictum mercha-
tum visitantes, euntes, negotiantes atque commorantes, eundo 
et redeundo talem obtineant pacem, qualem iuste detinent 
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 negotiatores in merchato Kameracensis civitatis.”. Th e location, 
the later Câteau-Cambrésis, was protected by market peace. 
In other words, those who visited the market, traded or lived 
there, enjoyed the same security as the traders of the city of 
Cambrai. Apart from the regular trading activities, a peaceful 
course of events was also taken care of. Th e principle of mar-
ket peace originated in the 10th century and was of the 
utmost importance for the development of marketplaces in 
early Europe82. 

Finally Bishop Erluinus was granted the right to erect a fortifi -
cation: “(Erluinus) castellum muniri imperiali praecepto obti-
nuit, ut hoc esset obstaculum latronibus praesidiumque libertatis 
circum et circa rusticanis cultoribus.”. Th e fortress had to stop 
plunderers and off er security to the farmers from the region. 
Th e fact that the fortifi cation had to help and protect the agri-
cultural production is understandable. Precisely because of the 
growing of corn crops during the 10th-11th century food 
became available to a part of the population that could special-
ise in diff erentiated jobs. Also, it made the evolution from trade 
settlement to urban settlement possible83. Th e attribution of 
rights by emperor Otto III enabled bishop Erluinus to found a 
trade settlement (which can be considered as a ‘ville neuve 
avant la lettre’) on church property. A proper action program 
for the site was established, along with measures to protect the 
commercial initiative against any possible aggression. Th e 
bishop and his successors got the imperial guarantee that the 
rights were attributed to them only; a market peace secured the 
safety of the traders and the visitors of the market and a for-
tress protected whoever was involved in the agricultural pro-
duction of the region. In view of the unrest in which the project 
came about, it seems likely to us that the whole scheme was, to 
a considerable extent, determined by the will of Otto III to 
strengthen the power base of his imperial bishop Erluinus in 
the Cambrai region. To reach and fi nance this goal the eco-
nomic power of a trade settlement was instrumental. 

Th e site of Ename shows striking parallels with the aforemen-
tioned case. Similar to Câteau-Cambrésis there is a new foun-
dation on property, which is strongly economically orientated 
thanks to offi  cial rights (teloneum and mercatum) that were 
granted. Elements such as moneta and bannum are not explic-
itly mentioned in the Gesta, unless the ceteraque negotia can be 
interpreted as such. Ename has navigium, but this is not the 
case for Câteau-Cambrésis, which was also along a waterway. 
But the Scheldt probably off ered more opportunities than its 
tributary the Selle.

And then there is the presence of the fortifi cation. As far as 
Câteau-Cambrésis is concerned the charter of Otto III stipu-
lated that the castellum had a sort of police function to counter 
banditism and guarantee the security of the rural surround-
ings. Th e castrum of Ename probably did the same in the vicin-
ity it was responsible for. We then think fi rst of all of the villa 

Iham, the oldest residential nucleus which was in Nederename, 
where the mother church of the domain stood. Th e fortress of 
Ename was held in high esteem, as is proven by the church with 
a chapter of canons within its area. Th e founder had to realise 
a great deal to be able to install this community of clergymen. 
He had to build a church and provide suffi  cient means to sup-
port the canons. Apart from meeting these material conditions 
the presence of relics was equally necessary. Th e liturgical 
activities of the canons concentrated on these relics as their 
main duty was to celebrate daily mass and to perform divine 
offi  ce. Th is way they guarded the ‘spiritual and material wel-
fare’ of their founder and his family84. Th e chapters were sym-
bols of the authority and the expansion of power of their noble 
founders. But the real basis of their authority lay in the other 
functions of a fortress as a military stronghold, an administra-
tive centre and a point of control for the rural exploitation, the 
market and the levying of interests and toll. A good example of 
this is the action which Rozala, the stepdaughter of Godfried 
of Verdun, undertook. She was married to the son of Mathildis, 
the Flemish Count Arnulf II. Aft er his death in 988 she remar-
ried the French king, Robert II, son of Hugo Capet85. Aft er a 
few years she was repudiated because she was ‘too old’. Because 
she risked losing the castle of Montreuil she built a new one 
next to it to stop the boats and levy toll86.

Th e support of Otto III for Câteau-Cambrésis meant economic 
leverage to strengthen the power base of his archbishop. Th is 
approach was probably true for Ename too. Indeed, the oppor-
tunities for development which Mathildis’ predium received 
from the authorities gave Count Godfried the necessary fi nan-
cial ways and means to acquire a strong position in the pagus 
Bracbatensis. Taking into account this context and the normal-
ised political relations between East and West Francia during 
the period that Ename came into being we have to describe its 
castrum as an administrative and fi nancial centre of control 
rather than as a military bastion in the western border defence 
of the Ottonian empire.
 Economy as a basic element in the development of a polit-
ical power base: it is a principle that yielded rich rewards for 
Ename if we consider how the site would boom and how the 
Ardenne-Verdun clan of Godfried would make it to the top 
during the following decades.

10   Velzeke and Ename: a duo in imperial 
service?

As we pointed out earlier, the investigation of M. Rogge in 
Velzeke proved that an older St. Martin’s Church was replaced 
by an imperial church in the middle or third quarter of the 
10th century. Th e building of this new church was an enter-
prise that will have required an enormous eff ort. Th e explicit 
references to Ottonian architecture prove that this project was 
more than just a replacement of an older building. Th e build-
ing of an imperial church in Velzeke means that the site got the 
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political attention of the Ottonian rulers during this period, 
that was important for the integration of Lotharingia into the 
empire. Th ere had been for example the rebellion of Reginar 
III, which Bruno and Lotharius had jointly managed to sup-
press. At the Diet of 958 all the possessions of Reginar III 
were confi scated by Otto I and handed on to Godfried, a 
cousin of Godfried of Verdun on the maternal side. Th is 
Godfried, a pupil and confi dant of Bruno, thus became count 
in Hainault and the gau of the Meuse. As duke of Lower 
Lotharingia he would subsequently provide important help for 
Bruno87. A contemporary source states that the same parlia-
ment intensely discussed how the royal authority could be 
strengthened in Lotharingia88. A decision was made for the 
pagus Hanonensis by appointing the aforementioned Godfried, 
a confi dant of the Ottonian family, as the successor of Reginar 
III. Was it considered, at that moment or later, to make the 
royal authority more visible in the pagus Bracbatensis? Was 
this realised for example by organising the centre of the fi scus 
Velzeke according to an Ottonian pattern and by giving it an 
imperial aura by means of a symbolic architecture? Was 
Velzeke chosen because the site had kept its central function 
as a Roman vicus and had evolved into an administrative cen-
tre of the county of Biest? We cannot give fi nal answers. Th e 
church building was there and it gave evidence of the Ottonian 
presence in the region in its own way and on a site that must 
have been signifi cant for the contemporaries (fi g. 10).

Th e Auctarium Affl  igemense, a source presumably dating from 
the middle of the 13th century, makes an unexpected and 
emotional link between this church and the son of Godfried 
of Verdun, Herman. Two of his children, Herman and 
Berthilde, died at very young age. Th ey were buried in the 
church of Velzeke: “Hic enim genuit fi lium nomine Herimannum 
et fi liam nomine Berthildem; qui dum adhuc juvenes essent, 
defuncti sunt et in ecclesia apud Felseka sepulti.“89. Th is is 
recorded in the Auctarium in the year 1005, yet the time of the 
burial is not certain90. Th e choice of the site is remarkable 
because Ename, where Herman would realise ambitious build-
ing projects in the footsteps of his father, also contained a 
church of Our Lady in its castrum, linked with a chapter of 
canons. In spite of the presence of a group of clergymen who 
could have held his children’s memory dear he opted for burial 
in the St. Martin’s Church in Velzeke. At the time Herman 
took this decision his bond with Velzeke apparently must have 
been stronger than with Ename. Th e church of Velzeke, along 
with three mansi, belonged to the Ardenne-Verdun family. 

Herman, in consultation with his brother Godfried, gave these 
possessions to the monastery of St. Vanne in Verdun around 
1015. “Herimannus quoque venerabilis comes in comitatu 
Bracbantinse ……. apud Feilsecum dedit ecclesiam eiusdem predii 
cum tribus mansis ad eandem pertinentibus cum omnibus 
adiacentiis“91. An important statement in the text refers to a 
predium, an allodial property of Herman. Th is property 
reminds us of Mathildis’ predium in Ename, which we suspect 
to be a wedding present. It cannot be excluded that ‘Feilsecum’ 
(Velzeke) was possibly also part of her dowry. Anyway, Velzeke 
must have been a family seat for Herman as he had his two 
children buried there. It is therefore very likely that the allodial 
property goes back to the days of his father and mother.

Summarizing we can list the following elements:
Velzeke received an Ottonian impulse in the middle or the  ·
third quarter of the 10th century, witness the foundation of 
an imperial church.
Godfried and Mathildis came to the  · pagus Bracbatensis during 
the 60s of the 10th century.
Ename and Velzeke were two allodial possessions of Godfried  ·
and Mathildis.

It seems that these facts cannot be attributed to coincidence 
only, but that they are the sole pieces that are still recognisa-
ble of the larger jigsaw puzzle. Th e hypothesis is that the 
 following happened. When Mathildis Billung remarried 
the Lotharingian Count Godfried of Verdun aft er the death 
of her fi rst husband, the Flemish Count Baldwin III, this mar-
riage off ered an unique opportunity to launch a strong pres-
ence of Ottonian authority in the pagus Bracbatensis. But 
Godfried and Mathildis did not belong to the native nobility 
of the pagus, they were ‘strangers’ in the region. Th is would 
possibly explain the territorial strategy of the Ottonian top to 
assign two locations with a specifi c function each to Godfried 
and Mathildis. Ename, as the site along the Scheldt that 
off ered fi nancial possibilities, and Velzeke, because of its loca-
tion in the county of Biest, which was important to the 
Ottonians. By linking an ‘administrative seat’ with a trade 
centre Godfried got suffi  cient guarantees to succeed as a 
count in the comitatus Biest92. Most likely his authority was 
not limited to only this region in the pagus Bracbatensis. We 
may assume that Chièvres was another point of support93, 
maybe even Asse94. Th is course of events is all but certain, but 
at least this line of thinking makes plausible links between 
elements that are diffi  cult to explain on their own.
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Fig. 10 Western territory of the comitatus Biest, situated on a digital terrain model (DTM).

Fig. 11 Ghent, St. Peter’s Abbey. General plan of the atrium and the front extension of the abbey church 

(10th century). (copyright Archeologische Dienst Stad Gent)
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11  The crisis years

Otto I died in 973. In that same year Reginar and Lambert , the 
two sons of the banished Reginar III, invaded the pagus 
Hanonensis. Th ey had found shelter with the West-Frankish 
king and attempted to regain their possessions manu militari. 
Th e two counts who managed the pagus at the time, Werner 
and Reinold, perished in the battle of Péronne. Th e two broth-
ers then took control of the Fortress of Boussu on the Haine. 
Th e situation was so grave that Otto II felt compelled to inter-
vene personally. In january 974 his army invaded the threat-
ened area and destroyed the castle of the Reginar family in 
Boussu. Both brothers escaped and were able to fl ee in the 
direction of West Francia95. Meanwhile Otto II had appointed 
Godfried of Verdun and Arnulf, son of Isaac, count of Cambrai, 
as the successors of Werner and Reinold in the pagus. Godfried 
and Arnulf respectively got Mons and Valenciennes as core 
regions. According to J. Dhont this led to the foundation of the 
margraviates of Ename and Valenciennes (supra). It is entirely 
possible that in those moments of unrest the county of Biest 
got a new task, the defence of the border, and that the county 
of Chièvres was added to Biest to form the margraviate of 
Ename to close off  the Scheldt completely. Contrary to 
Valenciennes Ename has never been mentioned as marcia in 
texts, which, however, does not really prove anything in itself. 
It seems rather improbable to us that the problems with the 
Reginar family and the appointment of Godfried as count of 
Mons could have been the motive to found Ename in 974, out 
of nothingness. We would sooner think the opposite and argue 
that Godfried was called in to help and control the situation in 
Hainault precisely because of his position in the gau of Brabant 
(which had been established for years). 

Two years later, in 976, the Reginar family together with their 
West-Frankish allies made a new attempt to regain their 
domains. Th is time they attacked Mons, which was defended 
by Godfried and Arnulf. During the siege Godfried was seri-
ously wounded in his foot by a spear, but the town was not 
taken96. Th en something remarkable happened. Although their 
military enterprise had failed, Otto II returned the county of 
Hainault, with the exception of Mons and Valenciennes, and 
the county of Louvain to respectively Reginar and Lambert. 
Lotharius’ brother, Charles, was appointed as duke of Lower 
Lotharingia. Th is angered Lotharius who invaded Lotharingia 
via Sambre and Meuse in a spectacular way97. When he learned 
that Otto II was in Aachen without an army, he directed his 
campaign to the town and captured the Carolingian palts. Otto 
II managed to escape to Cologne and Lotharius withdrew. Th e 
reaction of the East-Frankish king was as sharp. In October 
978 he invaded West Francia. Th e region of Laon, Soissons and 
Reims suff ered under the violence. Th e army came to a stand-
still just before Paris, which was defended by Hugo Capet. Th e 
siege was unsuccessful and Otto II withdrew his troops, but not 
without diffi  culties. Near Soissons Godfried helped the impe-
rial army to cross the Aisne, with only the rearguard not able to 

make the crossing. Th ey did not stand a chance against the 
army of Lotharius that followed on their heels98. Eventually 
peace was made and confi rmed by Otto II in Margut-sur-Chiers 
in May 980.

However, the amicitia did not last long as the hostilities 
resumed with great intensity aft er the death of Otto II in 983. 
In particular the succession of Otto III, who was a minor at 
that time, caused serious problems. Godfried sided with the 
party that supported Otto III along with, among others, 
Bernard Billung, Mathildis’ brother and duke of Saxony. In 
these confused times Lotharius attacked Verdun in March 985 
and seized the town within a few days. Th ereupon Godfried 
counterattacked with a party that included his son Frederic 
and his uncle Siegfried of Luxembourg and recaptured Verdun. 
Lotharius retaliated and managed to get hold of the city once 
again at the end of March 985. Godfried was taken prisoner, 
along with other members of the Lotharingia nobility. Together 
with his son, Frederic, he was carried off  to a castle along the 
Marne where he was guarded by the Counts of Blois and 
Troyes99. We are rather well informed about Godfried’s 
demeanour in these dramatic circumstances via a number of 
letters by Gerbert, a collaborator of Adalbero of Reims (and 
the later pope Sylvester II). He managed to smuggle the letters 
to his family, which were aft erwards preserved. Godfried  
urgently requested Mathildis to keep supporting Otto III and 
his mother Th eophanu, never to strike a deal with the enemy 
and to fi rmly keep hold of all the fortifi cations100. 

In one letter he also urged his sons Herman (who would develop 
Ename) and Adalbero ( who was bishop of Verdun from 984 
till 988) to remain loyal to Otto III. In addition, he pleaded to 
defend the fortresses of Scarponne on the Meuse and of 
Hattonschâtel along the road from Trier to Metz at all costs 
against the Franks (Francis) of Lotharius. Very realistically he 
asked them no to be misled by promises of a possible release or 
by torture he and his son Frederic, would possibly have to 
endure: “illecti aut vana spe suae liberationis, aut terrore sui cru-
ciatus, aut fi lii Friderici”101. Th ese moving words illustrate his 
resolve. He refused concessions in order to be released, such as 
rendering Mons to Reginar and renouncing the county of 
Verdun. So he had to wait until 17 June 987 when Hugo Capet 
was crowned king to be set free. Not without paying compensa-
tions, however. Th e payment he took from the possessions of 
the St. Vanne abbey in Verdun, the family monastery of the 
Ardenne-Verdun clan102. 

12  Godfried, Mathildis and Arnulf II

As far as the historical sources tell us, a striking fact in all this 
military violence during the period from 973 till 987 is that no 
enemy actions were undertaken against the count of Flanders, 
nor did the latter take any hostile initiatives. Th e confl icts 
(with the border crossings) were usually situated in the Meuse 
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region. Th is is not really surprising. Indeed, in those years the 
count of Flanders was Arnulf II, the son and stepson of respec-
tively Mathildis and Godfried. Th e relations were good, both 
from the viewpoint of the political context in East Francia and 
from the family standpoint. Th is can be deduced from the 
 attitude that was held regarding the Abbeys of St. Bavo and 
St. Peter in Ghent (fi g. 10).

Th e St. Bavo’s Abbey had been neglected for a long time aft er 
the raids of the Vikings, but got full support from Otto II from 
974 onwards. Th is date is not a coincidence in view of the 
problems in Hainault and indicates a growing Ottonian inter-
est in the Scheldt as a border region where they had to mani-
fest themselves. During the years 974-977 the emperor resti-
tuted an important part of the monastery’s possessions in East 
Francia and also stimulated the architectural renovation of the 
St. Bavo’s Abbey. Under Abbot Odwinus (981-998) a series of 
building campaigns was started that lasted until the end of the 
12th century and that produced a grand abbey church with 
architectural infl uences from the regions of the Meuse and 
Rhine as well as from the north of France and Normandy103. 
Th e monks of St. Bavo were very grateful to Otto II and admit-
ted him as a member of their prayer fraternity, of which they 
would to be very proud later on104. 

But the St. Peter’s Abbey was more important for the Flemish 
family of counts. Baldwin II was buried there in 918 and from 
then on until the middle of the 11th century the Monastery 
became the necropolis of the Flemish counts. Th is means that 
the abbey had precedence on other ecclesiastical institutions 
in Flanders105. Count Arnulf I (918-965), son of Baldwin II, 
became a crucial fi gure for the monastery as far as reforma-
tions, restitution of goods and the restoration of the abbey 
buildings (the building activities started in 960) were con-
cerned106. Building elements of this church were probably 
found during the preliminary archaeological investigation car-
ried out by the municipal archaeological service of Ghent at 
the Sint-Pietersplein, in 2002, when an underground parking 
was built (fi g. 11). Two parallel gangways of 55 m long were 
excavated that may be considered to have been an atrium to 
the west of the former abbey church. Also two adjoining 
square structures were found that may have been the tower 
foundations of a Westbau. Th e whole resembles examples of 
Ottonian architecture107. 

Th e new church was consecrated by Archbishop Adalbero of 
Reims on 30 September 975. Th is is a remarkable fact because 
the monks apparently did not appeal to Hadulfus, the bishop 
of Noyon-Tournai, but more likely to someone who was related 
to the family of Count Arnulf II via his brother, Godfried of 
Verdun. Th e same happened in 979, when the Westbau was 
dedicated by Egbert, Chancellor of Otto II and archbishop of 
Trier108. Th is alliance across borders was also expressed on 

another level. Th e brothers-in-law of Arnulf II, Wichman of 
Hamaland and Dirk II of West Friesland were generous donors 
to the St. Peter’s Abbey in Ghent. Also Godfried and Mathildis 
made an important gift  on 21st January 979 or 980: the fi scus 
of Hollain with a church and dependencies109. Arnulf II was 
fi rst on the list of witnesses. Herman, the son of Godfried and 
Mathildis, also signed the donation charter: “Herimanni comi-
tis, fi lii Godefr idi comitis”. So Herman was already a count in 
979 and 980. Donations involved public, ceremonious events, 
presided by the count in the presence of numerous witnesses. 
Th ey were symbolic public statements of political and social 
‘togetherness’. Th is feeling was even strengthened because at 
that time the St. Peter’s Abbey was something like a lieu de 
mémoire of the family of counts110. Maybe the monastery was 
also a place of commemoration for the Ardenne-Verdun clan 
because it is not unlikely that their ancestor, Godfried of 
Verdun, was buried there111.

All this shows that, as far as the sources tell us, the middle-
Scheldt region escaped acts of war during the period of aggres-
sion between East and West Francia (973-987). Th e relations 
with Count Arnulf II were normal, if not amicable. Th is is 

Fig. 12 Ename, castrum. Foundations of the keep: a 

framework of crosswise stacked tree-trunks. 

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 23793058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   237 25-03-2010 08:49:3125-03-2010   08:49:31



Dirk Callebaut238

112 Callebaut 1984; Idem 1991, 295-297, fi g. 7-8.

113 Van de Walle 1945.

114 Callebaut 1984; Idem 1994, 99, fi g. 13.

115 Callebaut et al. 2002, 234-239, Tabel 1-2.

116 Callebaut 1985, 92-94.

understandable considering how strongly the Saxon and 
Lotharingia nobility was interrelated with the family of the 
Flemish counts. Th e support emperor Otto II granted the 
St. Bavo’s Abbey proves that Ghent was considered a prestig-
ious location by even the highest ranking Ottonians. To put 
it briefl y, Ename did not begin its rise in an atmosphere of 
military stress, but against a background of intensifi ed atten-
tion for the possibilities of the Scheldt both as a river and as a 
border region. However, this course of events would change 
dramatically with the next generation change: when the son of 
Arnulf II, Baldwin IV, took control of the county.

13  Ename booms

Archaeology only off ered a very limited view of the occupation 
of the site at the time of Godfried and Mathildis, but that 
changes profoundly for the phase during which their son 
Herman had full control of Ename. Globally we can situate this 
period between the last record of Godfried in 997 and 1025, 
when Herman became a monk in the Monastery of St. Vanne 
in Verdun. As we have pointed out earlier Herman could have 
been in the position to take the responsibility for Ename some 
ten years earlier already. Let us consider some of the fi ndings.

Two important stone constructions in limestone from Tournai 
were excavated in the castrum. Th e fi rst is situated in a corner 
formed by the Scheldt and the castrum ditch that closed off  the 
landward side of the fortifi cation (fi g. 7: 2). It is a hall that 
measures 27 by 10 m on the inside and is orientated east-west. 
Th e foundations were up to 3 m deep and rested on a horizon-
tal framework of two rows of tree trunks lying crosswise 
(fi g. 12). Th e aboveground masonry itself was preserved only 
partially. Th e eastern front was 4.40 m thick, the southern 
wall 3 m. Th e strategic position, among other elements, clearly 

proves this to be a keep. At right angles with the west side of 
the turris a 1.40 m thick wall was cut into. It was completely 
broken away and only a portion could be excavated. Possibly 
it was a wall of defence behind the castrum ditch, which con-
nected with the keep112. 

A residential building stood centrally in the area of the fortifi -
cation (fi g. 7: 1). During the excavations of the 1940s, before 
the brickworks became operative, A.L.J. Van de Walle man-
aged to plot the foundations113. We completed the picture dur-
ing the excavations in the 1980s. Only the bottom layers of the 
1.90 m broad foundation walls were preserved (fi g. 13). In the 
fi rst phase the residence consisted of a hall adjoined by a room 
with an apse on the east side, apparently an aula and a capella. 
In a later phase an annex was built on the west side, which we 
consider to be the camera. Between the residence, which meas-
ured 40 m by 11 m, and the keep we found post holes of a 
wooden building and a ditch with a lot of sunken occupation 
waste114 (fi g. 7: 3). Radiocarbon analysis of the foundation lat-
ticework of the keep, of bone material from the depression and 
of vegetable material from the mortar of the aula shows that 
both stone constructions were erected roughly at the same time 
in the last quarter of the 10th century or during the fi rst quar-
ter of the 11th century115. Th e rubbish dump in the depression 
dates from the fi rst half of the 11th century, the time that the 
keep was put to use.

Th e trade settlement is marked by the two stone churches ded-
icated respectively to St. Salvator and St. Lawrence and founded 
by Herman, according to the Gesta. Th e St. Salvator’s Church 
has been completely excavated (fi g. 7: 4). It is a hall church 
with an apse as the eastern choir. To the west there is a square 
annex which we also consider to be a choir116. Th e church 
was surrounded by a ditch of which all the older traces were 

Fig. 13 Ename, castrum. Foundations of the 

residence in limestone from Tournai; the camera 

is in front, the aula in the middle. 
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covered by a layer of dark humus soil (a horticultural layer?)117 
(fi g. 9: B). 

Th e St. Lawrence’s Church is the only Ottonian monument 
that has been preserved (fi g. 16). During the consolidation of 
the tower the Institute for the Archaeological Patrimony made 
a few control trenches. Th is was the beginning of a thorough 
investigation in which archaeological, historical, architectural-
historical and iconological research was combined with scien-
tifi c analysis and material study118. Th e church was built in 
limestone from Tournai on the highest point of the present 
village centre on a plot that was used as a fi eld during the 
Roman period. First the foundations were laid for a hall 
church with an eastern and western square choir (fi g. 14). 
Th en the building activities were interrupted, the plans were 
changed and a basilical church with two choirs was built using 
the existing foundations. Such a building does not fi t into the 
architectural landscape of church tradition in Flanders. 
Indeed, it is a basilical church with an east and a west choir. 
Especially the east choir is remarkable with its two altar fl oors 
and rich incidence of light (fi g. 15). Th e architectural orna-
ments inside are dominated by blind arches that add a strong 
rhythm to the walls of both choirs. Blind arches also adorn the 
outside of the east choir (fi g. 16). Th e entrances were in the 

aisles. Th e original mortar fl oor was preserved fragmentarily. 
Th e preserved interior elements such as the graffi  ti and the 
murals are of exceptional value, especially the fresco of the 
Majestas Domini, inspired by Byzantine examples. According to 
the 14C-analysis the painting dates from the fi rst quarter of the 
11th century. Th e church was made on top of an older occupa-
tion layer, radiocarbon dated in the 10th century. Combined 
with the historical data we can place the building at the end of 
the 10th or the beginning of the 11th century. We also have to 
mention that the church was fully plastered on the outside. 
Indeed, important remnants of white-beige plasterwork were 
found under the present roofs of the aisles. Just like around the 
Saint Martin’s church in Velzeke ditches were cut into around 
the St. Lawrence’s church, which probably marked out the 
church area. Th e oldest section may date back to the building 
of the church around the turn of the century119.

Th e iconological study of the church throws a light on the 
motives of Herman of Verdun who commissioned the building. 
He opted for a building program that had to refl ect a direct 
bond of the patron with the imperial authority, just as in the 
church of Velzeke. Hence the two choirs, which can also be 
found in the large imperial churches, and the pronounced pres-
ence of blind arches. Th is motive can be described as ’from 

0 5 m

Fig. 14 Ename, St. Lawrence’s Church. Ground plan of the basilical building with an east and a west choir.

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 23993058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   239 25-03-2010 08:49:3225-03-2010   08:49:32



Dirk Callebaut240

120 Mekking 1991, 118-123, 482-484; den Hartog 

1992, 21-23.

121 Milis & Callebaut 1990, 484.

122 Berings 1989, 35-81.

123 Gorissen 1952, 111.

124 Koch 1981, 375-377.

125 den Hartog 1992, 52.

Ravenna’ because it refers, among other things, to a building 
style in Ravenna, the favourite place of residence of the 
Ottonians in Italy. From the end of the 10th century onwards 
blind arches appear in important Ottonian centres and may be 
considered to be an ‘imperial hallmark’. Th eir dissemination 
fi ts in with the Renovatio Romani Imperii by the Ottonian 
court120. Also the patron St. Lawrence referred to the ideology 
of the Emperor121. 

Th e fact that the St. Lawrence’s Church is an outstanding 
example of early medieval ’imported architecture’ in Flanders 
determined its restoration in 2000-2002. Th e central axis of the 
church was restored in its primitive form because of the recog-
nizable visual authenticity of the original building. Th e aisles 
retained later changes in their form and decoration. Th is resto-
ration concept was recognized by the European Commission as 
a model project in view of the consolidation of the European 
architectural heritage (fi g. 15).

Th e results of the archaeological research have shown how the 
site surprisingly boomed at the end of the 10th- beginning of 
the 11th century. Prestigious stone buildings drew attention 
to Ename’s most remarkable locations: the castrum with 
its keep and residence and the two churches, St. Salvator and 
St. Lawrence. Th ey are all marks of a notable evolution with 
various facets.

First of all the patron, Herman of Verdun, must have had ade-
quate means at his disposal to commission such an impressive 
building complex. Th is implies the existence of an agricultural 
production with suffi  cient surpluses, a region with economic 
dynamics and a controlling structure that manages all of this in 
purposeful and effi  cient way. One does not achieve any of this 
in the short term. Ename beautifully illustrates this evolution-
ary process. Th e site was situated favourably in a region that 
was already highly cultivated with plenty of arable land and 
was blessed by the economic advantages which the river Scheldt 
off ered122. However, between the foundation of Ename under 
the rule of Godfried and Mathildis and the large-scale building 
campaigns of Herman more than thirty years passed. 

Th e buildings themselves not only illustrate the dominance of 
the nobility and the clergy in the community of Ename, but 
also revealed that the site as such had acquired some status 
(fi g. 16). Th is particular position is specifi cally highlighted in 
the Auctarium Affl  igemense, where the location is described as 
the “sedes principalis ducatus regni Lotharici”123. Th is might be 
an exaggeration, but it cannot be denied that Ename had 
acquired a special place in the events concerning the Scheldt at 
the millennium. Th e residence built in the centre of the cas-
trum, is a case in point. With its aula and capella the building 
was, as it were, the symbol of Ename’s display of power. Th is is 
where the offi  cial receptions took place, administrative aff airs 
were dealt with, justice was administered and canons prayed 
for the welfare of the Ardenne-Verdun family. Th is whole range 

of activities transcends the level of the original villa Iham and 
justifi es the assumption that Ename defi nitely got hold of the 
comitatus Biest, and maybe even more in the Brabant gau. 
And even if Herman had his two young children buried in the 
St. Martin’s Church in Velzeke, we still surmise that Velzeke 
lost its importance to the advantage of Ename because political 
circumstances compelled new strategic decisions.

14  The ‘change’ of the Flemish Count Baldwin IV

When Arnulf II died on 30 March 988 his son, Baldwin IV, was 
11 years old. Hugo Capet, the successor of Lotharius to the 
French throne, passed on the whole of Flanders to the underage 
grandson of Mathildis Billung, including the south-eastern part 
of Flanders which his predecessor had kept. Maybe the French 
king hoped to strengthen his own new position by building a 
good relationship with the county, but apparently the swift  
course of aff airs thwarted the ambitions of certain noble groups 
and there was unrest in Flanders. Because the power of the 
count of Flanders was unevenly spread across his county Baldwin 
IV was most likely forced to reorganize the local administra-
tion, starting in the winter of 993-994. Although the historical 
sources only provide very limited information it is plausible that 
a great part of the county was divided into regional entities 
called castellanies. Th ree of them are known: Ghent, Tournai 
and Bruges. Th e administration in these entities was fully 
focused on the fortresses of the counts in Ghent, Tournai and 
Bruges. Th e castellanus was recruited from the upper nobility of 
Flanders and, as a key fi gure in the regional organisation, always 
operated in the name of the count of Flanders. Th is way Baldwin 
IV wanted to give his authority as a count a strong founda-
tion124. It is remarkable that two sites that would acquire a cen-
tral position of power because of the reorganisation by Baldwin 
IV were situated along the Scheldt: the count’s fortresses of 
Ghent and Tournai. Ename was in between. 

Did those who took the Ottonian interests to heart at the 
other side of the river consider this reorganisation to be a 
threat? And was this one of the reasons why Ename became 
politically and strategically more important than before? And 
moreover strategically so important that the means of Ename 
were used to develop the site into a prestigious complex as a 
challenging token of its strength? Some elements are in favour 
of this interpretation, but for a better understanding of the 
matter we have to take a look at the unstable political situa-
tion that would escalate into real aggression at the beginning 
of the second millennium.

Th is cannot be excluded because a formidable discordia was at 
hand along the Scheldt. When Otto III died in 1002 his second 
cousin Henry II (1002-1024) succeeded him in dubious cir-
cumstances. He passed over two other candidates and stole the 
imperial insignia needed for his coronation during the funeral 
procession. Th erefore he had diffi  culties to have his authority 
accepted in general125. In 1006 there was unrest along the 
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Fig. 16 a: Ename, St. Lawrence’s Church. View from the northeast of the restored church with its eastern part richly decorated with blind 

arches. b: Evocation of Ottonian Ename around the turn of the millennium. In his Historiae Radulfus Glaber (c. 985-1045/47) wrote that, 

shortly aft er the year thousand, it seemed as if the world had shaken off  its age and cloaked itself in a white mantle of churches. With the 

impressive building projects that were being developed at the time and its white-plastered St. Lawrence’s Church Ename corresponded 

remarkably well to the image that the benedictine monk had sketched of his world around the year 1000. (Virtual reconstruction: 

Daniël Pletinckx – Visual Dimension bvba.)

Fig. 15 Ename, St. Lawrence’s Church. Interior view of the east choir during 

(left ) and aft er (right) the restoration. Striking elements are the two altar fl oors 

and the triple arcade on the second level with the mural of the Majestas Domini 

on top. 
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Scheldt border. Th e Flemish Count Baldwin IV tried to appoint 
a family member to the available bishop’s seat of Cambrai, 
because the dependent diocese of Arras, which was part of 
Flanders, was managed by this ‘foreign’ cathedral seat. But he 
failed. So he attacked Valenciennes and seized the town. Henry 
II started a campaign to recapture Valenciennes, but his 
attempt, supported by French and Norman troops, was not 
successful. A second military operation followed, straightly 
directed against Flanders. Th e emperor invaded Ghent in 1007, 
took the castrum Gandavum and plundered the county. 
Baldwin IV capitulated and surrendered Valenciennes126. 
However, aft erwards he would be granted regions east of the 
Scheldt in fi ef by the Ottonian Emperor. Th us he acquired 
Walcheren and surroundings in 1012 and Valenciennes in 
1015. But these acquisitions did not mean that there was peace 
as far as Flanders was concerned, because in 1020 Henry II 
again felt compelled to invade Ghent127. 

Th ese turbulent times are referred to in the Gesta, when it is 
stated that the situation in Ename would have been more 
favourable without the repeated enemy attacks – crebro hostili 
incursione. However, Ename had to stand its ground pro stabili-
tate regni et fi delitate imperatoris. Th is phrase makes clear what 
the purpose of Ename was: it had to help to guarantee the sta-
bility within Lotharingia and, moreover, it had to be recognized 
as a symbol of loyalty to the emperor in an area that was under 
heavy pressure. Th e St. Lawrence’s Church conveyed the mes-
sage. Th e white building rose on the highest point of the site 
turning its ‘Schauseite’ to the empire. Its whole concept referred 
to the big imperial churches and thus expressed Ename’s loy-
alty to the imperial authority. Besides, we may not forget that 
the St. Lawrence’s Church is only one of the four monuments 
that had to propagate and substantiate the Ottonian grandeur 
in Ename. Maybe the words stabilitas and fi delitas, recorded 
years later in the Gesta, indeed refl ect the essential reason why 
this building programme was developed in Ename and why 
Velzeke faded into the background. Later on, when the border 
became a real political issue and Mathildis’s grandson, Baldwin 
IV, started an aggressive strategy of his own, the amicitia in the 
region of the middle Scheldt, based on familial bonds on both 
sides, could not turn the tide. Because not only the economic 
but also the political interests of Ename became very obvious, 
the time was ripe to use all available means to develop the 
place into a showpiece of Ottonian steadfastness.

Th is strategic position presumably worked when Herman was 
responsible for Ename. Historical sources never mention that 
Baldwin IV actually seized the site. Even if this proves little or 
nothing in itself, it still seems probable that the situation was 
indeed under control during Herman’s rule. In connection with 
this it is interesting to refer to the necrologium of the 
St. Michael’s Monastery in Lüneburg. Th e abbey was situated in 
the core region of the Billung clan and was an Eigenkloster of 

this Saxon family. Th is abbey functioned as the necropolis for 
Herman Billung and his family, just like the St. Peter’s Abbey in 
Ghent did for the Flemish Counts. One of the tasks of the fam-
ily monastery was the commemoration of family members, 
relatives and friends of the Billung clan128. Th e necrologium of 
the monastery has been preserved. Because Mathildis was mar-
ried to Baldwin III also family members of the Flemish count 
appear in the book: Arnulf I, the father of Baldwin III, Suzanna, 
who was married to Arnulf II and Mathildis’ daughter-in-law, 
Gozelo, a son from her second marriage to Godfried, and also 
Baldwin IV and his wife Ogeva129. Th at Baldwin IV and his wife 
are listed among the relatives who had to be commemorated in 
the Billung family monastery is at the very least an indication 
that he left  Mathildis’ predium, the villa Iham, in peace as long 
as Ename was actually in the hands of her family. 

Th is situation changed radically when Herman retired to the 
Monastery of St.-Vanne in Verdun in 1025. His daughter, 
Mathilda, was married to Reginar V, who took over the man-
agement of Ename130. Th e disputed site eventually did pass 
into the hands of the Reginar family, which Mathilda’ grand-
father, Godfried had fi ercely fought. 

Under Reginar’s rule in 1033 the fortress came into the posses-
sion of Baldwin IV in a fraudulent way. Th e castrum was partly 
destroyed131. It was arranged that Reginar kept the northern 
part of the mark, the county of Biest, while Baldwin IV acquired 
the southern part of the mark, the county of Chièvres. Th e 
archaeological investigation of the portus showed that, at a 
given moment, a large moat with a rampart surrounded the St. 
Salvator’s Church132 (fi g. 9: C). Th e width and the depth of the 
ditch vary: the east and west side measure respectively 18-20 
m and 3 m, to the west and the north 9-10 m and 1.80 m. Th e 
embankment is at least 15 m broad. Further traces that can be 
linked to this occupation with certainty were not found. 
Radiocarbon analysis of a sample from the bottom of the moat 
in connection with the fi nd of a silver denier from 1020-1050 
make it likely that the work was executed shortly aft er the 
attack by Baldwin IV. Maybe a protected area was created by 
surrounding the St. Salvator’s Church with a moat and an 
embankment, where people could fl ee at times of unrest. A few 
traces from a later phase have been found, but it cannot be 
established with certainty if they belong to the late portus 
period or the early abbey period with the building of the mon-
astery (1063-1070) (fi g. 9: D)133.

Finally a defi nite agreement was reached in 1047. Baldwin V, 
who had succeeded his father, received the area between the 
rivers Scheldt and Dender, later to become the ‘Land van Aalst’. 
Reginar’s son and successor Herman (1039/40-1051) got the 
southern part of the margraviate of Ename, which thus fell 
under the management of Hainault. Baldwin V demilitarized 
Ename by founding a benedictine abbey on the site in 1063. 
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134 Koch 1981, 376; Milis & Callebaut 1990, 487-494.

Th is meant the end of all the political ambitions that had col-
oured the past of this village134.

15  Conclusion

Th e Irish novelist Joseph O’Neill once said that nearly every 
so-called indisputable story can be rewritten if you look at it 
more closely. And this is perfectly true for the story of 
Ottonian Ename. Historians as well as archaeologists nearly 
always assumed that the site had a military origin, which fi t-
ted in with the foundation by the Ottonian emperor of the 
margraviates along the Scheldt. It was the basic fi rst step in 
the course of events. And indeed, all the data that were col-
lected via archaeological and historical research seemed to 
confi rm this starting point. Until samples from the contexts 
of the keep and the residence in the castrum were investigated 
using the Radiocarbon technique. Suddenly doubts arose: 
both dominant stone buildings in the fortifi cation dated from 
a later period than was fi rst thought, the end of the 10th - 
beginning of the 11th century, and they were preceded by an 
older noble occupation from the second half of the 10th cen-
tury. Th is unexpected element led us to approach the archae-
ological and historical data once more with an open mind in 
search of that other story of Ename. Archaeology and history 
went hand in hand in this new quest. Th e study brought us to 

another approach: the development of Ename could no longer 
be seen as beginning from an explosive military start, but 
rather as a steady process of growth that took some time 
before culminating in a true moment of glory. Th e grandeur, 
military as well as administrative and artistic, was only 
achieved aft er the means had been gathered and the struc-
tures developed to secure a fi rm power base. It would take a 
generation to get there. Th e Scheldt is at that point no longer 
considered exclusively as a political-military border element, 
as was the case earlier on, but also as a source of economic 
wealth and cultural emanation. 

Members of the highest nobility at the east and west border of 
the Imperium directed the project Ename, which had received 
all necessary possibilities for development from the Ottonian 
emperor. For the Billung and Ardenne-Verdun clan the villa 
Iham was the bridgehead that brought them to the Scheldt, 
starting from their bases along the Lower Elbe, the Moselle, 
the Semois and the Meuse. Mobility was not an abstract notion 
for these members of the Saxon and Lotharingian nobility, but 
a reality that paved the way to new and greater power.

Have we now grasped the real truth? Frans will be the fi rst to 
say that this is certainly not the case.
—

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 24393058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   243 25-03-2010 08:49:3425-03-2010   08:49:34



Dirk Callebaut244

Bibliography

Primary sources

bethmann l.c. (ed.) 1846: Gesta Episcoporum Cameracensium, Monumenta Germaniae 
Historica, Scriptores VII, Hannover.

gorissen p. (ed) 1952: Sigeberti Gemblacensis Chronographiae Auctarium Affl  igemense, 
Verhandelingen van de Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie voor Wetenschappen, Letteren en 
Schone Kunsten van België. Klasse der Letteren. Verhandeling 15, Brussel.

latouche r. (ed) 1930-1937: Richer, Histoire de France, Les Classiques de l’Histoire de France 
au Moyen Age, 2t, Paris.

Literature

althoff g. 1984: Adels- und Königsfamilien im Spiegel ihrer Memorialüberlieferung. Studien zum 
Totengedenken der Billunger und Ottonen, Münstersche Mittelalter-Schrift en 47, München.

althoff g. 1991: Die Billunger in der Salierzeit. In: weinfurter s. (hsg.): Die Salier und das 
Reich. Band 1. Salier, Adel und Reichsverfassung, Sigmaringen, 309-329.

berings g. 1989: Landschap, Geschiedenis en Archeologie in het Oudenaardse, Oudenaarde.

bonenfant m.p. 1935: Le pagus de Brabant, Bulletin de la Société belge d’études géographiques 5, 
25-76.

bru m.-a. & vermeiren g. 2007, Archeologisch vooronderzoek voor de Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-
Sint-Pieterskerk (ceremonieplein) en de Tweekerkenstraat, Gent (O.-Vl.), Archaeologia 
Mediaevalis 30, 17.

bur m. 1977: La frontière entre la Champagne et la Lorraine du milieu du Xe à la fi n du XIIe 
siècle, Francia 4, 237-254.

bur m. 1992: Adalbéron, archevêque de Reims, reconsidéré. In: parisse m. & barral i altet 
x. (eds.): Le roi de France et son royaume autour de l’an mil, Paris, 55-63.

callebaut d. 1981: Het Oud Kasteel te Petegem I. De Karolingische curtis en haar ontwikkeling 
tot de XIIde eeuw, Archaeologia Belgica 237, Brussel.

callebaut d. 1984: Het castrum van de mark Ename, Conspectus MCMLXXXIII, Archaeologia 
Belgica 258, Brussel, 102-106.

callebaut d. 1985: De portus en abdij van Ename, Archaeologia Belgica I-2, 89-94.

callebaut d. 1986: De vroeg-middeleeuwse portus en Benedictijnenabdij van Ename (gem. 
Oudenaarde), Archaeologia Belgica II-1, 95-104.

callebaut d. 1991: Castrum, Portus und Abtei von Ename (mit einem Beitrag von P. Van der 
Plaetsen). In: böhme h.w. (ed.): Burgen der Salierzeit. Teil 1. In den nördlichen Landschaft en des 
Reiches, Sigmaringen, 291-309.

callebaut d. (contribution buyle m.) 1992: De Sint-Laurentiuskerk van Ename (stad 
Oudenaarde, prov. Oost-Vlaanderen): een vroeg-11de-eeuws symbool van stabilitas regni et fi del-
itas imperatoris, Archeologie in Vlaanderen II, 435-470.

callebaut d. 1994: Résidences fortifi ées et centres administratifs dans la vallée de l’Escaut 
(IXe-XIe siècle). In: demolon p., galinié h. & verhaeghe f. (eds.): Archéologie des villes dans 
le Nord-Ouest de l’Europe (VIIe-XIIIe siècle). Actes du IVe Congrès International d’Archaéologie 
Médiévale, Douai, 93-112.

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 24493058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   244 25-03-2010 08:49:3425-03-2010   08:49:34



Ename and the Ottonian west border policy in the middle Scheldt region 245

callebaut d., ameels v., bastiaens j., de groote k., lemay n., roels e., vanden bruaene 
m. & van dijck l. 2001: Opgravingen, bouwhistorisch onderzoek en restauratiewerken in de 
Sint-Laurentiuskerk te Ename (O.-Vl.), Archaeologia Mediaevalis 24, 23-25.

callebaut d., de groote k., ervynck a. & van strydonck m. 2002: Was het nu ’70 of ’80? 
Radiokoolstofdateringen voor het castrum te Ename (Oudenaarde, prov. Oost-Vlaanderen), 
Archeologie in Vlaanderen VI - 1997/1998, 231-241.

de boe g. 1967: Velzeke-Ruddershove: Sint-Martinuskerk, Archeologie 1, 14.

declercq g. 1997: Heiligen, lekenabten en hervormers. De Gentse abdijen van Sint-Pieters en 
Sint-Baafs tijdens de eerste middeleeuwen (7de-12de eeuw); In: declercq g. (red.): Ganda & 
Blandinium. De Gentse abdijen van Sint-Pieters en Sint-Baafs, s.l.,13-40.

declercq g. 2004:Blandinium rond het jaar 1000. Twee eeuwen monastieke bloei en uitstral-
ing in de Gentse Sint-Pietersabdij, Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en 
Oudheidkunde te Gent , Nieuwe Reeks LVIII, 59-82.

declercq g. 2006: Entre mémoire dynastique et représentation politique. Les sépultures des 
comtes et comtesses de Flandre (879 -1128). In: margue m. (ed.): Sépulture, mort et représenta-
tion du pouvoir au moyen âge, Publications du cludem 18, Luxembourg, 321-372.

de groote k. 2008: Middeleeuws aardewerk in Vlaanderen. Techniek, typologie, chronologie 
en evolutie van het gebruiksgoed in de regio Oudenaarde in de volle en late middeleeuwen 
(10de-16de eeuw), Relicta Monografi eën 1, 2T, Brussel. 

de mulder g. 1987: De Gallo-Romeinse bewoning in Zuid-Oost-Vlaanderen, Handelingen 
Zottegems Genootschap voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde III, 101-110.

de mulder g. & rogge m. 1997: Op zoek naar het middeleeuwse Velzeke. De opgravingen op 
de site van de Sint-Martinuskerk. Resultaten 1995-1996, Handelingen Zottegems Genootschap 
voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde VIII, 229-241.

de mulder g. & rogge m. (eds.) 1999: De Gallo-Romeinse vicus te Velzeke I. Sporen van 
Flavische en 2de-eeuwse bewoning, Publicaties van het Provinciaal Archeologisch Museum van 
Zuid-Oost-Vlaanderen – site Velzeke 2. 

de mulder g. & deschieter j. 1999: De speurtocht naar het Middeleeuwse Velzeke, een ver-
volgverhaal. Resultaten in 1997-1998, Handelingen Zottegems Genootschap voor Geschiedenis en 
Oudheidkunde IX, 205-212.

de mulder g., deschieter j., rogge m. & van strydonck m. 2001: De opgravingen op de 
site van de Sint-Martinuskerk te Velzeke. Een voorlopig verslag van het onderzoek in 1999, 
Handelingen Zottegems Genootschap voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde X (1), 169-180.

den hartog e. 1992: Romanesque architecture and sculpture in the Meuse valley, Maaslandse 
Monografi eën 8, Leeuwarden.

despy g. 1981: Les actes des ducs de Basse-Lotharingie du XIe siècle. In: La Maison d’Ardenne 
Xe-XIe siècles. Actes des Journées Lotharingiennes 24-26 octobre 1980, Publications de la Section 
Historique de l’Institut G.-D. de Luxembourg, Luxembourg, 65-132.

dhondt j. 1945: Note critique sur les comtes de Hainaut au dixième siècle, Annales du Cercle 
Archéologique de Mons 59, 123-144. 

dubuy g. 1985: De drie orden. Het zelfb eeld van de feodale maatschappij 1025-1225, Amsterdam/
Brussel.

dunbabin j. 1985: France in the making 843-1180, 2t, New York.

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 24593058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   245 25-03-2010 08:49:3425-03-2010   08:49:34



Dirk Callebaut246

ehlers j. 1992: Carolingiens, Robertiens, Ottoniens: politique familiale ou relations franco-
allemandes. In: parisse m. & barral i altet x., Le roi de France et son royaume autour de l’an 
mil, Paris, 39-53.

evrard j.-p. 1981: Les comtes de Verdun aux Xe et XIe siècles. In: La Maison d’Ardenne Xe-XIe 
siècles. Actes des Journées Lotharingiennes 24-26 octobre 1980, Publications de la Section Historique 
de L’Institut G.-D. de Luxembourg XCV, Luxembourg, 153-182.

evrard j.-p. 1984: Les avoueries de l’évêché de Verdun (du milieu du XIe au milieu du XIIe 
siècle). In: L’Avouerie en Lotharingie. Actes des 2es Journées Lotharingiennes 22-23 octobre 1982, 
Publications de la Section Historique de L’Institut G.-D. de Luxembourg XCVIII, 
Luxembourg,175-187.

fournier g. 1978: Le château dans la France médiévale. Essai de sociologie monumentale, Paris.

franz-reinhold h. 1940: Die Marken Valenciennes, Eename und Antwerpen im Rahmen der 
kaiserlichen Grenzsicherungspolitik an der Schelde im 10.-11. Jahrhundert, Rheinische 
Vierteljahrsblätter 10, 229-276.

ganshof f.l. 1942-1943: Les origines de la Flandre Impériale. Contribution à l’histoire de 
l’ancien Brabant, Annales de la Société royale d’Archéologie de Bruxelles 46, 99-172.

ganshof f.l. 1959: Het tolwezen in het Frankisch Rijk onder de Karolingen, Mededelingen van 
de Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie voor Wetenschappen, Letteren en Schone Kunsten van België. 
Klasse der Letteren XXI-1, Brussel.

gysseling m. & koch a.c.f. 1950: Diplomata Belgica ante Annum Millesimum Centesimum 
Scripta, Bouwstoff en en studiën voor de geschiedenis en de Lexicografi e van het Nederlands I, 
Brussel.

hageman m. 2006: De kleren van de keizer. Rituelen en media in de tijd van Karel de Grote, 
Amsterdam.

hardt-friederichs fr. 1980: Markt, Münze und Zoll im Ostfränkischen Reich bis zum Ende 
der Ottonen, Blätter für deutsche Landesgeschichte 116, 1-31.

kaiser r. 1980: Teloneum episcopi. Du tonlieu royal au tonlieu épiscopal dans les civitates de la 
Gaule (VIe-XIIe siècle). In: paravicini w. & werner k. f.: Histoire comparée de l’administration 
(IVe -XVIIIe siècles). Actes du colloque historique franco-allemand, Tours, 27 mars – 1 avril 
1977, Beiheft e der Francia, 469-485.

kienast w. 1974: Deutschland und Frankreich in der Kaiserzeit (900-1270). Weltkaiser und 
Einzelkönige, Monographien zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 9, Stuttgart.

koch a.c.f. 1956: Het Land tussen Schelde en Dender voor de inlijving bij Vlaanderen (met een 
opmerking over het ontstaan van Oudenaarde), Handelingen van de Geschied- en Oudheidkundige 
Kring Oudenaarde XII, 56-73.

koch a.c.f. 1981: Het graafschap Vlaanderen van de 9de eeuw tot 1070. In: Algemene 
Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 1, Haarlem, 354-383.

kupper j.-l. 1981: La Maison d’Ardenne-Verdun et l’Eglise de Liège. Remarques sur les origines 
d’une principauté épiscopale. In: La Maison d’Ardenne Xe-XIe siècles. Actes des Journées 
Lotharingiennes 24-26 octobre 1980, Publications de la Section Historique de L’Institut G.-D. de 
Luxembourg XCV, Luxembourg, 201-215. 

laleman m.c. 1997: Het stenen verleden. Een beknopt overzicht van bouwactiviteiten, bouw-
kundige ontwikkelingen en monastieke architectuur. In: declercq g. (ed.): Ganda & 
Blandinium. De Gentse abdijen van Sint-Pieters en Sint-Baafs, s.l., 115-146.

le jan r. 1995: Famille et pouvoir dans le monde fr anc (VIIe-Xe siècle). Essai d’anthropologie 
sociale, Paris.

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 24693058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   246 25-03-2010 08:49:3425-03-2010   08:49:34



Ename and the Ottonian west border policy in the middle Scheldt region 247

linssen c.a.a. 1981: Lotharingen 880-1106, Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 1, Haarlem, 
305-353.

lot f. 1891: Les derniers Carolingiens. Lothaire, Louis V, Charles de Lorraine (954-991), Paris.

mekking a. 1991: De zogenoemde Bernoldkerken in het sticht Utrecht. Herkomst en betekenis 
van hun architectuur. In: stuip r.e.v. & vellekoop c. (eds): Utrecht tussen Kerk en Staat, 
Utrechtse Bijdragen tot de Mediëvistiek 10, Hilversum, 103-151.

meyns b. 2000: Aken of Jeruzalem? Het ontstaan en de hervorming van de kanonikale instellingen 
in Vlaanderen tot ca. 1155, 2t, Leuven.

milis l. 1981: Kerstening en kerkelijke instellingen tot circa 1070. In: Algemene Geschiedenis der 
Nederlanden, deel 1, Haarlem, 266-285.

milis l. & callebaut d. 1990: Ename: burcht en ‘pre-stedelijke’ nederzetting. In: Ontstaan en 
vroegste geschiedenis van de middeleeuwse steden in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden. Een archeologisch en 
historisch probleem. Handelingen 14de Internationaal Colloquium Spa, 6-8 sept. 1988, Historische 
uitgaven, reeks in-8°, 83, 159-168, 459-497.

moore r.i. 2000: Th e fi rst European Revolution c. 970-1215, Oxford.

nonn u. 1983: Pagus und Comitatus in Niederlothringen. Untersuchungen zur politischen 
Raumgliederung im fr üheren Mittelalter, Bonner Historische Forschungen 49, Bonn.

parisse m. 1981: Généalogie de la Maison d’Ardenne. In: La Maison d’Ardenne Xe-XIe siècles. 
Actes des Journées Lotharingiennes 24-26 octobre 1980, Publications de la Section Historique de 
l’Institut G.-D. de Luxembourg, Luxembourg, 9-41.

riché p. & callu j.p. 1993: Gerbert d’Aurillac. Correspondance, Les Classiques de l’Histoire de 
France au Moyen Age 35, Abbeville.

rogge m. 1971: Een bijdrage tot de studie van het Gallo-Romeins wegennet in de streek tussen 
Schelde en Dender, Helinium XI, 124-153.

rogge m. & deschieter j. (in collaboration with van strydonck m. & zohrabyan z.) 
2007: Bouwhistorisch en archeologisch onderzoek in en rond de Sint-Martinuskerk te Velzeke, 
Handelingen Zottegems Genootschap voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde XIII, 69-82.

rotthoff g. 1953: Studien zur Geschichte des Reichsguts in Niederlothringen und Friesland 
während der sächsisch-salischen Kaiserzeit, Rheinisches Archiv 44, Bonn.

rüdiger e.b. 1990: Der Herzog in Lotharingen im 10. Jahrhundert, Sigmaringen 

salewsky 2001: Otto I. und der sächsische Adel. In: puhle m.(ed.): Otto der Grosse. Magdeburg 
und Europa. Band I. Essays, Mainz, 53-64.

schneidmüller b. 1991: Ottonische Familienpolitik und französische Nationsbildung im 
Zeitalter der Th eophanu. In: von euw a. & schreiner p.: Kaiserin Th eophanu. Begegnung des 
Ostens und Westens um die Ende des ersten Jahrtausends, Gedenkschrift  des Kölner Schnütgen-
Museum zum 1000. Todesjahr der Kaiserin Band II, 345-359.

trenard l. 1982: Histoire de Cambrai, Lille.

uhlirz k. 1902: Jahrbücher des Deutschen Reiches unter Otto II. Und Otto III, Leipzig.

van acker k.g. 2002: Het Duits grensbeleid langs de Schelde door de koningen Hendrik I en 
Otto I, Het Land van Aalst LIV, 292-302.

van den bossche h.j.a. 1973: De Romaanse en Gotische bouw van de Sint-Martinuskerk te 
Velzeke (Zottegem), Gentse Bijdragen tot de Kunstgeschiedenis XXIII, 23-48.

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 24793058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   247 25-03-2010 08:49:3425-03-2010   08:49:34



Dirk Callebaut248

van den bremt a. & vermeiren g. 2004: Archeologisch vooronderzoek op het Sint-
Pietersplein en aan de Tweekerkenstraat, Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en 
Oudheidkunde te Gent, Nieuwe Reeks LVIII, 23-58.

van de walle a.l.j. 1945: Historisch en archeologisch onderzoek van de portus Eename, 
Handelingen van de Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent II, 37-51.

van droogenbroeck f.j. 2004: De betekenis van paltsgraaf Herman II (1064-1085) voor het 
graafschap Brabant, Eigen Schoon en de Brabander 87 (1), 1-166.

van durme l. 1969-1971: Een Merovingische begraafplaats te Zottegem-Velzeke, Jaarboek van 
de Zottegemse Culturele Kring, 67-85.

van durme l. 1986: Toponymie van Velzeke-Ruddershove en Bochoute, 2t, Gent.

van mingroot e. 1975: Kritisch onderzoek omtrent de datering van de Gesta Episcoporum 
Cameracensium, Belgisch tijdschrift  voor fi lologie en geschiedenis LIII, 281-332.

van winter j.m. 1981: De voornaamste adellijke geslachten in de Nederlanden 10de en 11de 
eeuw, Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 1, Haarlem, 225-229.

verhaeghe f. 1990: Twee zijden van één verleden. Geschiedenis en archeologie: beschouwin-
gen omtrent theorie, methode en praktijk. In: Ontstaan en vroegste geschiedenis van de middel-
eeuwse steden in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden. Een archeologisch en historisch probleem. Handelingen 
14de Internationaal Colloquium Spa, 6-8 sept. 1988, Historische uitgaven, reeks in-8° 83, Brussel, 
501-559. 

verhulst a. 1958: De Sint-Baafsabdij te Gent en haar grondbezit (VIIe-XIVe eeuw). Bijdrage tot 
de kennis van de structuur en de uitbating van het grootgrondbezit in Vlaanderen tijdens de 
Middeleeuwen, Verhandelingen van de Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie voor Wetenschappen, 
Letteren en Schone Kunsten van België. Klasse der Letteren. Verhandeling 30, Brussel.

verkerk c.l. 1988: Les tonlieux carolingiens et ottoniens aux Pays-Bas septentrionaux, aux 
bouches des grandes rivières. In: Tonlieux, foires et marchés avant 1300 en Lotharingie. Actes des 
4es Journées Lotharingiennes, Publications de la Section Historique de l’Institut G.-D. de 
Luxembourg CIV, 181-193.

verlinden ch. 1955: L’Esclavage dans l’Europe médiévale, Rijksuniversiteit te Gent, Werken 
uitgegeven door de Faculteit van de Letteren en Wijsbegeerte 119, Brugge.

voss i. 1987: Herrschertreff en im fr ühen und hohen Mittelalter. Untersuchungen zu den Begegnungen 
der ostfr änkischen und westfr änkischen Herrscher im 9. und 10. Jahrhundert sowie der deutschen 
und fr anzösischen Könige vom 11. bis 13. Jahrhundert, Köln/Wien.

93058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd 24893058_Huldeboek_15_Callebaut.indd   248 25-03-2010 08:49:3425-03-2010   08:49:34



249

1 Verhaeghe 1990; Borger 2005; Renes 2005.

2 Verhaeghe 1991; Idem 1994.

3 Idem 1990 550-552.

4 Translation: Th e formation of towns in the 

Netherlands. In search of a survey.

5 Rutte & van Engen 2005.

6 Most of the data presented here, of which sev-

eral unpublished, are the result of recent interdis-

ciplinary research. Many people are systematically 

involved: Jan Moens (archaeology, vioe), Anton 

Ervynck & An Lentacker (archaeozoology, vioe), 

Wim Van Neer (archaeozoology, kbin), Brigitte 

Cooremans & Koen Deforce (archeobotany, vioe), 

Wilfried Vernaeve (history), Johan Van Laecke 

(topography, vioe), Frans De Buyser (numis-

matics, vioe).

7 Especially in the papers of Boerefi jn, Rennes, 

Rutte and Taverne.

8 De Potter & Broeckaert 1873/75.

9 Idem 1873, vol. I, 89, 103.

The contribution of archaeological sources 
to the research of the formation of towns. 
The example of Aalst, a border town in the county 
of Flanders

Koen De Groote

1  Introduction

Research into the history of towns depends on diff erent sources 
and disciplines, such as historical study of the primary sources, 
cartography, historical geography, building history and archae-
ology1. Th e study of the process of the formation of towns in 
the middle ages needs to utilise the elements linking the diff er-
ent disciplines. Th ese are necessary to grasp the interaction 
between the nature, the organisation and the use of space in a 
period of large social, economic and political changes.

Th e input of archaeology in the study of the emergence of 
towns is very important, because this emergence took place in 
a period in which written sources are very rare and architec-
tural or cartographical sources are absent2. Th is does not mean 
that archaeology can’t play an important role in the historiog-
raphy of the late medieval and modern town, only that the 
emphasis of its input is diff erent3.

Th e goal of this paper is to gather all known information on 
the formation process of Aalst, a small Flemish town located 
between Brussels and Ghent (fi g. 1), within the scope of the 
interdisciplinary approach as argued in the volume 
‘Stadswording in Nederland. Op zoek naar overzicht’4, the result 
of a colloquium on this subject5. Th e exercise is to check the 
diff erent processes in the origin of Aalst with the available his-
torical, cartographical and archaeological data6, as discussed in 
the colloquium proceedings7, if possible. Not only the origin, 
emergence and early evolution of the town will be discussed, 
but also the pre-urban structure. Th e paper will be concluded 
by a short exploring comparison with the formation process of 
other towns in the county of Flanders. 

2  Historiography of the town of Aalst

Aalst’s historiography truly started in the 19th century with the 
four-volume work of Frans de Potter and Jan Broeckaert, in 
which they gathered and interpreted for the fi rst time all 
known historical data of this town8. Th ey considered the medi-
eval town as an immobile fact, created at a certain moment, 
with a large market place (Grote Markt) in the centre and com-
pletely walled from the beginning9. Based on written sources, 
local historians soon doubted this vision. At fi rst they kept 

Aalst

Brugge

Gent

Antwerpen

Brussel

20km0

Fig. 1 Location of Aalst.

93058_Huldeboek_16_DeGroote.indd 24993058_Huldeboek_16_DeGroote.indd   249 25-03-2010 08:50:3025-03-2010   08:50:30



Koen De Groote250

10 Van Nuff el 1918.

11 Van der Heyden 1945.

12 Ibid., 5.

13 Courteaux 1953.

14 Callebaut 1983a.

15 Idem 1983b.

16 For an overview of their activities, see: 

Callebaut et al. 1994.

17 Pieters et al. 1994.

18 De Groote 2000a; 2000b. 

19 Idem 2000a, 239-240.

20 Haers Van der Meulen 1961, 1.

21 Berings 1986a; De Groote 1988, 41-45.

22 Verhulst 1995, 118-119.

23 In Gotic alhs, in Old-English ealh : Gysseling 

1978, 6. 

working with the concept of the Grote Markt as the centre of 
development10, but later they left  this idea and started to situ-
ate the rise of Aalst from diff erent older centres11. Th e lack of 
education and methodology meant that inventions, stories, 
heroism and myths continued to play an important role. Th e 
rising historical understanding was still trapped in prejudice, 
causing the strangest statements. About early medieval Aalst, 
Van der Heyden wrote in 1945: “…Aalst wasn’t but a hamlet, 
consisting of a group of miserable huts; the inhabitants were a 
bunch of thief and murderers.”12

Only eight years aft er this publication, Courteaux published a 
study in which he put all historical data of the early develop-
ment of Aalst in the right perspective. For the fi rst time, the 
evolution was drawn as we now generally accept it, defi ni-
tively without the Grote Markt as the historical centre13. Th is 
article was the basis on which thirty years later Callebaut 
published his study, in which he systematically gathered all 
known historical, cartographical and topographical material, 
drawing the framework for the topographic development of 
the town14. From then on only the archaeological information 
was missing, to fi ll it in, confi rm or deny some hypotheses, 
and provide new insights.

Archaeological research in Aalst started in 1982 with an exca-
vation by the National Service for Excavations (ndo), lead by 
Callebaut, with an excavation on the place of the former 
Zelhof15. In the second half of the 1980’s and the beginning 
of the 1990’s the Association for Archaeology in Aalst (ava) 
carried out many of small interventions and observations 
on all kinds of building sites16. In 1989, the ndo did a pre-
ventive archaeological research in the H.-Geest-Chapel17. Th e 
Institute for the Archaeological Heritage (iap) started in 
1993 a programme for preventive research on building sites 
in the late medieval town centre. A lot of attention was given 
to the issue of the urban spatial development. Until now 19 
preventive excavations and 9 rescue excavations have been 
carried out. Th e Flemish Heritage Institute (vioe), the suc-
cessor of the iap, organised in 2004-2005 on the Hopmarkt 
the fi rst large-scale archaeological project in town, with an 
excavated area of 3500 m².

In the beginning of 2000, a new synthesis about the formation 
of Aalst was published, confronting the historical studies with 
the archaeological data18. Th e emphasis lay on the archaeo-
logical information, placed within the historical-topographical 
framework. Th is paper is the next step in this research.

3 The pre-urban structure

3.1  Topography (fig. 2)

Th e centre of Aalst is situated on the left  bank of the river 
Dender, on the changeover between loam and sandy loam soils. 
Th e medieval town developed where a north-eastern spur of a 
loam ridge has formed a steep edge with the alluvial area of the 
river. At this place the river bed is very close to the ridge. Th e 
archaeological research proved clearly that the winter channel of 
the river reached the edge of the loam ridge in early medieval 
times19. Between the alluvial edge and the highest point of the 
north-eastern side of the loam ridge − a distance of about 180 m 
− the diff erence in height is 6 m. Th e south side of this loam 
ridge was bounded by the brook valleys of the Hoezebeek and 
the Siesegembeek, which empty into the river Dender aft er their 
confl uence north of the ridge. Th e original micro-topography 
and soil conditions of the north-eastern part are not known 
because of the actual built-up surface. But gathered information 
in the actual town, consisting of topographical, pedological and 
archaeological data, makes clear that the original ridge with fer-
tile, naturally drained loamy soils had an exceptional extent for 
that region. Th e southern side is formed by the Hoezekouter, 
which almost completely consists of well-drained loamy soils. 
From the highest point of the Hoezekouter, the loam ridge soft ly 
runs down in north eastern direction. Th e so-called Aalsterkouter, 
mentioned in medieval written sources (oldest mention in 1248: 
cultura de Alost20), probably formed the north eastern part of it. 
Th e total surface area of the loam ridge occupies about 130 ha. 
Th is is very large, compared with the total surfaces of the 
 surrounding ridges in the loam and sand loam area21.

3.2  Pre-urban landscape

Th e favourable topographical and pedological situation of this 
area, with high, well-drained fertile loam soils and sharply cut 
brook valleys, must have been very attractive since prehistori-
cal times. Several place names in the region originate in the 
period before the invasions of the 5th century and have pre-
Germanic roots22. Th ere are indications of occupation in the 
area in prehistoric and Gallo-Roman times. Also the name 
‘Aalst’ has a pre-Germanic origin. Th is Belgian settlement name 
goes back to the word alhusta-, a Germanic deformation of 
alkustom, being a derivation of the Belgian word alkos, what 
means ‘sanctuary’23.

Archaeological research makes clear that this area was well 
developed in the Roman period. Th e systematic presence of 
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Aalsterkouter

Hoezebeek
Hoezekouter Dender

Siesegembeek

0 1km

Fig. 2 Topography of the region of Aalst, based on a digital terrain model (dtm). Th e oldest town centre is situated with a triangle.
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agricultural settlements on the naturally drained loam ridges 
can be shown, probably mainly represented by the villa 
rustica24. But it is likely that the exploitation of these fertile 
soils has to be situated much earlier. Th e regular fi nds of 
sanded fl int axe fragments during fi eldwalking on this loam 
soils seem to be an indication of a systematic reclamation as 
arable land in the period of the Late Neolithic and the early 
Bronze Age25.

Archaeological fi nds in the town centre of Aalst also gives spe-
cifi c information about prehistoric and Roman periods. A 
group of fl int artefacts from the Epi-Paleolithic found on the 
edge of the river bank points at the presence of a periodic camp 
of hunters-gatherers in the period 10,000-8,000 B.C. 26. More 
interesting to get a view of the topographical evolution come 
from fi nds from the Metal Ages. On several locations at the 
natural east bank of the Dender, at the foot of the steep eastern 
slope of the loam ridge, a colluvium layer with a thickness of 
maximum 90 cm was found, covering an old soil. Th is washed 
away loam soil always contained some sherds of pottery of pre-
historic technique, which can be dated to the Metal Ages in 
general27. Th e strong erosion points to deforestation and recla-
mation from that period on. Archaeological remains on the 
loam ridge seem to confi rm this information. Recent excava-
tions at the Hopmarkt discovered two prehistoric ditches run-
ning parallel to each other over a distance of about 60 m 
(fi g. 3). Th eir orientation seems to be determined by the micro-
topographical situation. Th e presence of these ditches and the 
sporadic fi nds of older material in the medieval plough layer, 
such as fragments of sanded fl int axes, prehistoric and Roman 

ceramic fragments and a Roman coin, seem to point at a con-
tinuous exploitation of these loam soil as arable land from pre-
historic times on28. Also the presence of prehistoric and Roman 
(and also early medieval) pottery sherds in the fi llings of 11th-
century parcel ditches under the fi rst city rampart (site Sint-
Jozefscollege), must be similarly interpreted29.

At this moment, traces of habitation from these periods lack 
completely in the town centre. An isolated Roman burial from 
the 2nd or 3rd century A.D. on the east bank of the river 
Dender, in the area of the early medieval centre, is the only 
know structure30. Recently a fragment of a small Roman ditch 
was found just outside the late medieval town, north of the 
former Kapellepoort (Chapel Gate)31. In 2008 some remnants 
of probable loam extraction pits from the Roman period were 
found on the edge of the loam ridge32. However, specifi c traces 
of rural occupation that point at a villa-exploitation are lacking 
on this side of the loam ridge.

3.3  The centre of development

We have some information on the early medieval situation 
from two 9th-century texts, in which the locus Aalst is fi rst 
mentioned33. Both texts are part of the property lists of the 
abbey of Lobbes, made around 868-869. A polyptycum lists the 
properties of the abbey by pagus, mentioning Alosta in the 
pagus Bragbattensis. Besides that a discriptio villarum is pre-
served, in which many details about this property are men-
tioned, beginning with: ‘Est in villa quae dicitur Alost mansus 
indominicatus…’. Th is phrase makes clear that we are dealing 

Fig. 3 Remains of a prehistoric ditch found 

on the Hopmarkt.
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with a bipartite manor, composed of a court with demesnes, 
which was cultivated directly for the owner of the domain, and 
of farmsteads (mansi) with tenements or tenures, which the 
farmers or tenants cultivated for themselves in exchange for 
services and deliveries of money (for military service) and 
goods34. Amongst others, the villa Alost was in possession of a 
malt-production unit and a watermill.

Th e location of the Villa Alost on the place of the former hos-
pital, is based on the mention of the name Zelhof – a Germanic 
settlement appellation – in the 13th-century foundation char-
ter of the Our Holy Lady Hospital35 (fi g. 4: 1). Based on the 
patron saint36, the origin of the Saint-Martin Church, the 
future parish church lying 75 m away (fi g. 4: 2), is also situated 
in the early Middle Ages, probably originating as the doma-
nial church37.

It is clear that we have to look at this Villa Alost(a) to fi nd the 
bud of the town development. But how did this early medieval 
settlement look like, and what was its spatial organisation and 
structure? Hardly any archaeological traces from this period 
are preserved, even though many excavations have already 
taken place in this area38, and there is a complete lack of build-
ing structures or any traces which can be directly connected to 
the early medieval settlement. Within the area of the later 
Our Holy Lady Hospital (the Zelhof), no traces or fi nds from 
the Carolingian period were excavated. But the excavations 
made clear that half of the hospital ground consisted of 12th-
century elevations in the winter bed of the river Dender39. Th is 

means that the former calculated surface of the domain centre 
refl ects the 12th-century moated situation, and that the origi-
nal structure is not preserved here40. But about 60 m south of 
the later Hospital area, at the opposite side of the old fi sh mar-
ket (Vismarkt) and alongside the natural bank of the river (fi g. 
4: 3), some early medieval remains were excavated: some small 
pits and pottery fragments dating from the Carolingian period. 
But remarkable was the presence of some older, residual mate-
rial from the Merovingian period. Not only a few pottery frag-
ments were found, but also an Ostrogothic golden coin, an 
imitation of a Byzantine solidus of Justinian I, coined in 
Ravenna by king Atalaric (526-534)41 (fi g. 5). Th ese fi nds indi-
cate that the 9th-century Villa Alost probably had its roots in 
the Merovingian period. How this is to be interpreted, and 
what the relation is with the 8th-century origin of the Saint-
Ursmarus chapel (fi g. 4: 4), is not clear; however, that most of 
the early medieval fi nds from Aalst are found on the same spot, 
proves the importance of this area in the development of the 
future town. But its spatial organisation seems to be very dif-
ferent than what is suggested by the identifi cation of the early 
13th-century hospital area as Zelhof.

Archaeological research in the Saint-Martin church produced 
some rare, but interesting data. In the northern transept, some 
remains of a layer of building debris were preserved between 
the deepest burials. It was composed of glauconitic sandstone, 
Roman-type roofi ng tiles (tegulae and imbrices) and pieces of 
white and of pink mortar. Probably we are dealing here with 
some rubble of an older (church-) building, probably dating 

5

1

2 3

4

6
7

Aelster coutere

Fig. 4 General plan of Aalst, based on the 16th-century 

town plan of Van Deventer: 1: Zelhof; 2: St. Martin 

church; 3: site Burgstraat 1993; 4: St. Ursmarus chapel; 

5: site Sint-Jozefscollege 1994; 6: excavation site 

Hopmarkt 2004-2005; 7: trade route Bruges-Cologne.
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back from the Carolingian period, regarding the composition 
of the debris42. A Roman origin seems to be unlikely, because 
of the total lack of Roman pottery fragments. Radiocarbon 
analysis on a fragment of animal bone, found amongst the rub-
ble, produced a date in the 10th century43, what seems to con-
fi rm a pre-urban origin.

Several places outside the oldest centre, but within the late 
medieval town walls, hold proof of the rural character of this 
area until the early 13th century. On one hand there is the 
presence of corn pollen (amongst rye pollen) and cornfl ower 
in 11th-century parcel ditches, found underneath the fi rst 
town rampart (site St.-Jozefscollege), that proves the existence 
of corn fi elds in the direct environment (fi g. 4: 5)44. On the 
other hand remnants of arable land were excavated on several 
places. Most of these old plough layers contain small frag-
ments of pottery from the latest period of the land’s agricul-
tural use, dating from the 12th or early 13th century, but some 
older sherds are also regularly present. Besides the already 
mentioned fl int axe fragments and Roman pottery, also some 
Carolingian ceramics are found. On the site Hopmarkt (fi g. 4: 
6) some well-datable Rhenish imports from the 9th century 
(Badorf, Walberberg, Mayen) could be recognized45. Th e 11th-
century ditches underneath the fi rst town rampart contain 
some residual Carolingian local pottery46. All these fi nds point 
to how these areas were already in use as arable land during 
the Carolingian period. Due to their location, it is possible 
that they were part of the central fi eld of the domain. Th e evo-
lution from a central fi eld, separated from small, individual 
fi elds, to a large, joined fi eld complex occurred in the follow-
ing ages (10th-12th century). Also during this period emerged 
the name ‘kouter’ (Lat: cultura), mostly with the place name as 
a prefi x47. For this reason, it seems very likely that this fi eld 
complex was part of arable land belonging to the domain farm 
as domain ‘kouter’, and of which a part was known as 
‘Aalsterkouter’ in the late medieval period48.

3.4  Pre-urban relicts in the present town plan

Th e plan of a town is the result of a large number of historical 
processes49. But how far can we go back in time, more specifi c: 
which elements in the present town plan originate from the 
rural, pre-urban landscape? One of the oldest lines on the map 
of Aalst is drawn by the Pontstraat and the Kerkstraat, a part 
of the old road that went from Ghent to Brussels, right through 
the town centre (fi g. 4: 7). Th is road probably was a part of the 
old trade route Bruges-Cologne, which was certainly in use at 
the end of the 11th century50. A much older origin of this 
route, for example Roman, cannot be proved, but there are 
some arguments. In archaeological literature the exact position 
of the road track between the vici Velzeke and Asse, situated on 
the large international road connection Boulogne-Cologne, has 
always been a point of discussion, even as the place where this 
road could have crossed the river Dender51. But more and more, 
the route over Aalst is considered as the most likely one. Based 
on the pedological and topographical situation, the later track 
of the road Bruges-Cologne between Erpe and Asse over Aalst 
is the most logical one. It is likely that this route corresponds 
less or more with the Roman road, and probably goes back to 
it, but until proven it stays a hypothesis.

Within this light, should the relation between the position of 
the St. Martin church and the route of the trade road perhaps 
be seen diff erently. Before, the accepted idea was that the land 
route was turned towards the domanial church. But now the 
opposite seems to be more likely. Th e St. Martin church was 
erected on the crossing of the connecting road between the 
later Hospital area (the Zelhof) and the interregional overland 
route. Th e eastern part of this connecting road was partly exca-
vated near the actual St.-Martensplein in its 12th-century 
phase, being at that moment hardened with natural stone52. 
But because this road made the connection between two early 
medieval places, an early medieval origin of this road is possi-
ble. A residual Carolingian fi bula was found in a humic layer 

Fig. 5 6th-century Ostrogothic golden 

coin, an imitation of a Byzantine solidus 

of Justinian I.
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beneath the stone road (fi g. 6). Th e western part of the original 
road was erased by later expansions for the gothic church, what 
explains the actual curved route.

Other relicts of pre-urban origin in the actual town plan are 
lacking. Specifi c data about the form of the parcels in the Early 
Middle Ages are not known. Th e oldest traces of parcels reach 
back to the 11th century. For this reason, they will be discussed 
in the chapter about the urban development.

4  The urban formation process

Th e development of a pre-urban settlement into a town occurs 
during a period of urban formation processes. Political, social, 
economical and geographical factors are put forward by theo-
retical literature as factors contributing to the origin of a 
town53. Th e three poled developing model emanates from three 
essential conditions: the genius loci, the interests of a lord and 
the presence of enterprising people. In this chapter, this model 
will be briefl y confronted with the historical and archaeologi-
cal sources, in an attempt to arrive at a coherent explanation of 
the origin of Aalst.

Th e previous chapter has made clear that the local geographic 
and economic circumstances (position, agricultural area, set-
tlement, roads, trade routes) were a favourable fi rst step in the 
urban formation process. Th e political and military circum-
stances of the middle of the 11th century provided a second 
condition for urban development: the presence of a lord and 
the creation of a castle. In 1050 the northern area between the 
rivers Scheldt and Dender was conquered by the Flemish count, 
named Imperial Flanders (later called the Land of Aalst)54. 
Aalst became the seat of this new administrative unit, the 

 castellany (burggraafschap or kasselrij), and played an impor-
tant role in the defence of the new eastern border of the county. 
For that reason a moated castle was erected on the right bank 
of the Dender, opposite the Zelhof (fi g. 7: 1). Baldwin (1046-
1082), a descendant of a prominent noble family, was appointed 
as castellanus and called himself de Alost, with the castellany as 
seigniory55. Th e moated castle became property of the Flemish 
count in 1166, when Derrick of Aalst died, the last descendant 
of this family. We have no information about the evolution in 
the ownership of the Zelhof. In the 13th century, the former 
domain centre was in hands of the count of Flanders. It is pos-
sible that it was given in feud to the lords of Aalst during their 
castellany. But the noble family of Aalst also had several allo-
dial possessions in the region, which probably went back into 
the hands of the Flemish count aft er the dead of Derrick of 
Aalst through his mother Laurette, the daughter of count 
Derrick of Alsace, and the sister of count Philip56. Th e abbey of 
Lobbes probably lost the ownership of the villa Alost in favour 
of the Flemish count or the lords of Aalst around 1050, when 
Imperial Flanders was attached to the county.

Th e third essential condition needed for Aalst to emerge as a 
town was the presence of enterprising people. Th e establish-
ment of a castellany and the foundation of a castle in Aalst 
would have given the old, existing settlement a new, tending 
function57. Because of the largeness of its arable land, gathered 
in the cultura (in Dutch: kouter), the output of the old domain 
centre must certainly have been suffi  cient to deliver an impor-
tant (or even the main) part of the needed amount of goods 
and services58. Its position, on the crossing of a main land route 
(Bruges-Cologne) with the river Dender, provided a necessary 
condition for acquiring trading goods. Th e presence of the cas-
tellany was probably the stimulus needed to get an infl ow of 

Fig. 6 Carolingian bronze fi bula.
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61 Archaeological fi nds directly south of it clearly 

show early-medieval activities.

62 De Groote & Moens 1995, 142.

63 Verhulst 1999, 115.

64 Verhulst 1999, 114-115; Taverne 2005, 179.

65 de Hemptinne 1982, 377-379.

66 Callebaut et al. 1994, 29.

enterprising merchants and craft smen59. Th e Vismarkt (Fish 
market), lying next to the Zelhof and opposite the castle, 
divided by the river Dender (fi g. 7: 2), can be originating from 
this period60, but an older origin, from the time of the domain 
centre, can not be excluded61. 

Th is period of urban formation seems to have been very short 
and intensive. If it is accepted that this process eff ectively 
started aft er – and stimulated by – the establishment of a cas-
tle, this has to be situated aft er 1050. Th e building of a town 
rampart can be considered as the end of the urban formation 
process, and the defi nitive start of the development as a town. 
Based on archaeological evidence, this already can be situated 
in the second half of the 11th century, and based on historical 
data certainly before 112862. It is a period in which most of the 
towns in the county of Flanders built their fi rst defensive sys-
tem63. Maybe this short period for the town formation process 
must be looked at anew, if the starting point is an earlier devel-
opment as trade settlement, stimulated by the location of the 
domain centre on the crossing of two main trade routes. Also 
the general favourable demographical evolution in the 11th 
century will have played a positive role64. In that case, the 
impulse coming from the new status of the settlement within 
the county aft er the implantation of a castle has to be seen as 
the defi nitive trigger for its development into a town.

Aalst must be considered as a town aft er the building of the 
fi rst town rampart in the second half of the 11th century. Th e 

political evolution played a very fortunate role in its fi rst cen-
tury of existence. Aft er the murder on Charles the Good in 
1127 and the succession war between William Clito and 
Th ierry of Alsace, the town was lucky to be on the side of the 
victor, together with lord Iwain of Aalst65. Th is made that Aalst 
already very early got the privileges needed to stimulate its 
development. Th e preserved Charter of Aalst dates from 1174, 
but is the confi rmation of the privileges given earlier by Derrick 
of Aalst, supposedly around 1160. But the text of this Charter 
suggests that the fi rst privileges for the citizens of Aalst were 
already granted by Th ierry of Alsace and Iwain of Aalst66.

5  The urban development

5.1  Large infrastructures

A series of large infrastructure works characterizes the main 
medieval phases of development which determine the fi nal 
urban plan. Remarkable is the fact that all this took place in a 
period of hardly 150 years. Based on the historical sources, the 
fi rst phase can be situated between 1050 and 1128 (supra). Two 
large infrastructural works were carried out in that period: the 
building of the castrum and the erection of the fi rst urban 
defence system. Th e second phase, dated in the second half of 
the 12th century, includes the reorganisation of the area around 
the Oude Vismarkt (Old Fish market). On the one side, the 
winter channel at the right bank of the river Dender was fi lled 
up systematically, with the creation of a quay about 20 m away 

5

1

2

3

4
6

Fig. 7 General plan of Aalst, based on the 16th-

century town plan of Van Deventer: 1: castral moat; 

2: Zelhof; 3: fi rst town rampart (second half 

11th century); 4: fi lled winter bed of the river Dender; 

5: second town rampart (early 13th century); 

6: new market place (Grote Markt).
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67 In other words, the domain of the later hospi-

tal, which is called Zelhof in the deed of donation 

from 1242 (De Groote 2000a, 242, 246). 

68 Callebaut 1983a, 239-240.

69 De Groote & Moens 1995; De Groote & Moens 

1999; De Groote 2000a, 241; Moens et al. 2002.

70 By shape and surface almost identical to the 

oldest portus ramparts at the Scheldt-river in Ghent 

(Laleman 1990, 311; Raveschot 1990; Laleman & 

Stoops 1996, 122-124; Verhulst 1999, 56)

71 Also the dimensions are remarkable equal 

with the oldest town moat of Ghent, which was 

minimal 14 m wide and at least 3 m deep 

(Raveschot 1990, 15).

from the natural bank; on the other side, the zone which was 
later called the ‘Zelhof’ was moated67. Th e third phase is mainly 
characterized by the construction of the second town ramparts, 
situated around 120068.

Th e plan and the dimensions of the fi rst town moat can be 
reconstructed for the most part, thanks to the archaeological 
research69. It was D-shaped and had a length of about 750 m, 

which resulted in a surface of 6.5 ha within the ramparts70 
(fi g. 7: 3). Th e town moat was between 15 and 18 m wide and 
about 3.5 and 4.5 m deep, depending on the topographical 
situation71. On the site Sint-Jozefscollege, the 13m wide base of 
the earthen embankment was still preserved.

Th e implantation of a rampart around the settlement had a 
large impact. Th ese kinds of infrastructure works require good 

0 10m

1 2 3

Fig. 8 Th e orientation of 12th-century ditches shows that the later parcel structure on the Hopmarkt had a pre-urban, 

agrarian origin. 1: 18th-century carmelite abbey; 2: 12th-century ditches; 3: prehistoric ditches. 
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72 Verhulst 1999, 119-120

73 As shown by the excavations on the site Sint-

Jozefscollege (infr a).

74 Boerefi jn, 134-137; Verhulst 1999, 115.

75 De Groote 2000a; 243-246; De Groote et al 

2001.

76 De Groote & Moens 1995, 136-137.

77 Th ese establishments from Aalst are in contra-

diction to the observations of Rennes, who claims 

that the origin of curved lines is mostly pre-urban 

(Rennes 2005, 37), but are corresponding with the 

fi ndings of Boerefi jn (Boerefi jn 2005, 139-40).

78 Clearly visible on the map of the hospital in 

the ‘Kaertboek der onroerende goederen der Burger-

hospitaelen van Aelst, Schaerbeke en Mijlbeke’ 

of P.F. Ghysels from 1845 (De Groote et al. 

2004b, 62).

79 Oldest know mention in 1399 as ‘nieuwerbrug-

ghe’ (Haers van der Meulen 1961, 148).

80 Until now no archaeological or historical 

indication was found for the hypothesis of 

Callebaut that before the erection of the second 

town rampart, an extension of the fi rst town 

 rampart was carried out in southern direction 

along the Pontstraat (Callebaut 1983a, 235-238).

81 De Groote 2000a, 247; De Groote et al. 2002; 

De Groote et al. 2009.

planning, fi rm organization and enough resources. In an early-
urban settlement, this kind of initiative could only emanate 
from the local lord, the only one who had enough fi nancial and 
organizational decisiveness, and probably also owned a lot of 
land there72. Because the implantation of a rampart also had a 
huge impact on the parcel structure73, and in this way also on 
the structure of property, a lot of juridical consequences must 
have come out of this. But the question of how this was done 
remains to be answered. As far as known, no written sources of 
that period refer to such events.

A large, planned structure such as these fortifi cations also had 
many consequences for the further development of the town. 
Before the construction of a rampart, the settlement had a 
structure of long, small parcels, mostly placed at a right angle 
to the main road and his byways. Th is parcel structure, which 
probably got already its lay-out early in the phase of urban 
formation74, is still partially preserved in modern land regis-
try. Proof for the medieval, pre-defensive phase of the parcel 
structure in the oldest urban centre has been found in excava-
tions at the sites Sint-Jozefscollege, Sint-Martensplein, Oude 
Vismarkt (Old Fish market) and Stoofstraat75. As mentioned 
above, archaeological data can even demonstrate that within 
the late medieval town walls, the orientation of the parcels 
have a pre-urban, agrarian origin (fi g. 8). Th is data also show 
that the (pre-)urban landscape – before the fi rst rampart – 
consisted mainly of taut lines. Most parcels were lined by 
ditches. Th e clearest proof for this is the fi nd of a sequence of 
11th-century ditches which were cut/covered by the fi rst town 
rampart76. Th e construction of the rampart introduced curved 
lines in the urban landscape, which are still visible in the 
present-day town structure. Also, almost all other curved lines 
which occur in the post medieval town plan have their origin 
in defensive structures: the second town rampart (the present-
day ring road, called ‘rampart ring’), the moat of the ‘Zelhof ’ 
(the circular road pattern around the former Hospital) and 
the castral moat (which has now disappeared by the implanta-
tion of a factory)77.

In the middle and the second half of the 12th century several 
large infrastructure works were situated on the left  bank of the 
river Dender. Probably over the complete length within the 
area of the town rampart, a quay wall was created (fi g. 7: 4). An 
elevation was carried out in the winter bed of the river, an aver-
age 20 m wide zone between the natural bank and the new 
quay wall. Wickerwork walls were used to keep the earth on its 
place. Th e original quay walls, probably originally in wood, 
were not preserved, but remains of a younger phase in brick 

were found. It’s only aft er this elevation that the semi-circular 
moat around the Zelhof-site was created. Th e course of this 
moat is actually still very visible in the street pattern around 
the later Our-Holy-Lady Hospital. Based on the archaeological 
data recovered from the Old Fish market, this moat was origi-
nally about 10 m wide and 2 m deep. In the 13th century, the 
moat was already completely fi lled, probably going together 
with a general elevation of the market place. Only a 2 m wide, 
shallow ditch was kept in the 14th century. Probably there is a 
connection between this activities and the donation of the 
former ‘Zelhof’ by countess Johanna of Constantinople for the 
erection of the hospital in 1242. Also in the same period, a 
semi-circular ditch was dug out on the hospital ground itself, 
running parallel with the so-called ‘Zelhof’ moat. Th e known 
data seems to indicate that this parallel ditch was the successor 
of the moat which was already for the most part fi lled in the 
middle of the 13th century. Th e blocks of the rent houses, 
which were built in the 17th century by the Our-Holy-Lady 
Hospital on the fi lled up ditch, refl ect its location almost com-
pletely (fi g. 9)78. By the middle of the 14th century, this ditch 
was mostly fi lled up as well.

Th ese data off er indications about the structures of property 
and their juridical statute. Th e area of the fi rst large ditch or 
moat around the ‘Zelhof’ is completely situated on public prop-
erty. Aft er the deed of 1242 of the domain, lying within this 
moat, a second ditch was created, completely situated on the 
hospital ground itself. Th is implies that the fi rst ditch was not 
considered as being part of the ‘Zelhof’ domain. It was largely 
fi lled up, except a small remainder that was kept as drainage 
canal. Th e new ditch on the former ‘Zelhof’ domain served as 
dividing line between the public space and the  private hospital 
ground. For a short period, until the 14th century, a new road 
came into use between both ditches, leading to the new bridge 
across the river, situated besides the hospital and opposite to 
the castle79.

Th e third phase of large infrastructure works was formed by 
the creation of the second town rampart (fi g. 7: 5)80. Th is 
period of construction can be situated at the end of the 12th or 
the beginning of the 13th century, based on the dating of the 
oldest stone town hall, build in the fi rst quarter of the 13th 
century on the new market place called Grote Markt, just out-
side the fi rst rampart (fi g. 7: 6). Archaeologically there are no 
direct indications for this dating. Indirect indications are 
formed by fi nds of late 12th-century remains of occupation 
along the Grote Markt and the Nieuwstraat81. Th e construc-
tion of a cobble road to the ‘Zelhof’ in the middle of the 12th 
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82 De Groote et al. 2001.

83 de Hemptinne 1982, 379-388.

84 Callebaut 1983a, 247, 249.

85 Verhulst 1982, 84, 93.

century points to the importance of the domain as governmen-
tal centre at that moment, and can be considered as a terminus 
post quem for the urban expansion82. Th is point in time might 
indicate a connection with the extinction of the house of Aalst 
aft er the dead of Derrick in 1166 and the transfer of his posses-
sions to the count of Flanders, Philip of Alsace, who was very 
diligent in reforming his government83.

Th e construction of the second town rampart increased 
the urban surface nearly eightfold (from 6.5 ha to more than 
50 ha). Th e new urban defence, that also included a part on the 
right bank, had a length of about 4 km. Th e rampart and the 
moat dominated the view of the town until the 17th century 
(fi g. 10). Aft er the capture of Aalst in 1667 by the French 
troops of fi eld marshal Turenne, the urban defences were dis-
mantled84. As in most Western-European medieval towns, the 
late medieval ramparts have put a fi rm stamp on the design of 
the town, which is still visible in the actual town map.

5.2   Parcel system, block organisation and 
houses

Th e strong population growth during the late 11th and the 
12th century85 created a large pressure on the available space in 
the walled town. Information about the dimensions of the 
plots from that period is very rare. Based on the plot entrances 
in the 12th-century ditch alongside the cobbled road on the 
site St.-Martensplein, the width of the parcels can be calculated 
at between 6 and 8 m. Unfortunately, further information is 

Fig. 9 Map of the Our-Holy-Lady Hospital from 1845.

Fig. 10 Plan of Aalst, by A. Sanderus (1641).
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86 Based on the 19th-century land register of 

Popp and on the plan of the medieval cellars under 

the 19th-century town hall (De Groote et al. 

2004a, fi g. 3, fi g. 5). Th e spatial distribution of the 

12th- and 13th-century pits seems to confi rm the 

medieval origin of these plots (De Groote et al. 

2009, 144 & fi g. 18, 194).

87 De Groote et al. 2009, 133-144.

88 Voskuil 1979, 19. Examples of this construc-

tion method, with preserved girders, are known 

from excavations in Ghent, on the sites Waaistraat 

and Gravensteen (with thanks to M.C. Laleman for 

the information).

89 Voskuil 1979, 16-20.

90 Th e construction in the earliest abbey period 

(aft er 1497) can not be excluded.

lacking. But it is clear that during that period the typical urban 
landscape was already present in Aalst, characterized by long, 
small plots. 

From the limited information from excavations and from the 
comparison with modern land registry appears that the major-
ity of the grounds within the second rampart of the late 12th 
and early 13th century were parcelled in the same way, proba-
bly taking into account a future steady population growth and 
a growing pressure on the building surface, which never 
occurred. Excavated late and post medieval wall remainders 
found alongside the Kattestraat prove that the late medieval 
parcels perfectly match with parcel boundaries in modern land 
registration (fi g. 11). Th ere are six plots south of the Holy 
Ghost Chapel, of which four have a width between 5 and 6 m, 
and two are about 3.25 m wide. Originally, those two small 
plots were probably entrance roads to the back yard. Th e build-
ings probably reached until 12 to 14 m away from the street 
side. Th ese measures seem to be generally spread in Aalst. Th e 
measurable building plans and/or plots of the occupation on 
the former Veemarkt (cattle market), now part of the Hopmarkt, 
always indicate parcel widths of about 5 m. Th e large regularity 
in the dimensions even suggests that at the moment the arable 
land was divided into building plots, somewhere in the late 
12th or early 13th century, a regular grid of 5 m wide was used. 
Th e length of the plots could only be calculated on the basis of 
the preserved building remains on the north-eastern corner of 
the market, where a length of 16 m was established. On the 
Grote Markt, the original plots seem to be less regular86. Th ere 
the smallest plots appear to be about 4 m wide, but with a min-
imum length of 24 m they are remarkably long.

Th e layout of the small plots in the late medieval town seems to 
have been fi xed from the beginning. For example, from the fi rst 
occupation on, the location of the cesspits was situated in a spe-
cifi c zone in the rear of the plot. At the site Grote Markt, the 
fi ve oldest cesspits, go back to the second half of the 12th and 
the beginning of the 13th century87, in the Kattestraat the old-
est example dates to the second half of the 13th century. On 
both locations cesspits – fi rst simple holes, later wood or brick 
constructions – were made on the same location for centuries, 
in the Kattestraat even until the 19th century. Th e size of the 
houses, the placement of the hearths or the position of the 
inner walls also frequently follow the same pattern for centu-
ries. Th e major change in this is situated in the period when the 
houses evolved from simple buildings with a central hearth to 
more complex buildings with mural hearths (in half-timber or 
brick houses). Th e large city fi re of 1360, of which traces are 
found on almost every plot in the late medieval town, is prob-
ably the determinant moment for this change. Th e few exca-

vated remnants of houses from the period late 12th to middle 
14th century, are mostly from mud houses with a central hearth. 
Tens of 14th-century pits, spread over the medieval town, only 
contained fi red loam fragments of the walls. Remarkable is the 
complete absence of postholes from buildings, also in zones 
were remains of hearths and loam fl oors clearly show the pres-
ence of a house. Th ese elements point to the use of wooden 
girders as base for timber buildings, a method of construction 
which hardly leaves traces in the soil88. 

A construction in which posts of the wall and the wickerwork 
are resting on a wooden girder is characteristic for half-timber 
buildings89 . Th e lack of postholes in the ground is an indirect 
proof of the use of half-timber buildings in the 13th and 14th 
century. Th e excavations on the sites Hopmarkt, Kattestraat 
and Nieuwstraat clearly show that the burnt buildings of the 
14th century were rebuilt in brick or half-timber. Th ere is proof 
of half-timber from the (late) 14th century with a stone foun-
dation and with a block foundation. Th e discovery of an appar-
ent isolated brick foundation of a fi replace points to the exist-
ence of a half-timber building on wooden girders with a fi re-
place in brick. Th e use of loam fl oors is general in most types 
of houses until the 16th century.

Using ditches to mark off  premises or parcels seems to be a 
common custom through the 11th-12th century, as shown by 
several examples from Aalst. But in the 13th-century town par-
cel ditches disappear, probably as the result of a more rational 
use of the available building area within the town walls. From 
then on boundaries of premises consisted mostly of poles with 
wickerwork or of small brick walls.

A last item to mention is the rare fi nds of wells on medieval 
building plots at Aalst. Th e explanation for this absence of 
wells on most of the excavations could be the fact that only 
small areas were searched, but the excavation of a complete 
housing block on the Hopmarkt made clear that something 
else was going on. None of the building plots which were lying 
at the side of the former Veemarkt (cattle market) had a well. 
Th e total excavated surface of about 3000 m² only revealed one 
well dating from the 14th century, made of large wine barrels, 
lying on a backyard at least 35m away from a street. Two large 
stone wells, probably from the 15th century, were situated in a 
comparable position90. Both stone wells have a diameter of 
more than 2 m, which is too large for a normal household use. 
Possibly they served for water supply in some artisan activity 
or other. Th is may also be the case for the barrel made well of 
the 14th century. Water for domestic use was probably mainly 
supplied by public wells, of which several ones were situated on 
the public places in town.
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Fig. 11 Excavated late and post medieval brick walls 

found alongside the Kattestraat projected on the 

modern cadastral plan. Th e main building phases of 

the Holy-Ghost Chapel are situated in the north. 

1: fi rst chapel from 1368; 2: enlarged chapel with 

new orientation from 1470; 3: brick wall; 

4: 16th-century well; 5: cobblestones from 

courtyard; 6: brick wall; 7: 14th-century pits with 

burnt loam; 8: large 13th-century extraction pit; 

9: 13th-century iron furnace; 10: 13th-century  

cesspit; 11-12: 18-19th-century cesspits; 

13: brick wall; 14: modern parcel bounderies.
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91 van Uytven 1982; Ontstaan 1990; Verhulst 

1999.

92 Verhulst 1999, 33-67.

93 Ibid., 103-110.

94 See notes 70 and 71.

95 Th e towns in Brabant only started to build 

defences in the 12th century (Verhulst 1999, 115).

96 Th e oldest recorded person of this noble family 

is Rudolfus, advocatus of the Abbey of Saint-Peter, 

called in documents between 1038 and 1052 ‘de 

Gandavo’ or ‘Gandensis’ (Van Kerrebroeck 

1939-40).

97 Boerefi jn 2005.

98 Also established in the Netherlands 

(Renes 2005, 36).

6  Comparison with other towns

Literature about the rise and development of towns in Flanders 
hardly mentions the small towns91. For this reason it is impos-
sible to compare the urban formation process of Aalst with 
that of other small Flemish towns in an adequate way. Because 
of its special position in the county – as border town in Imperial 
Flanders – it is important to compare it with the urban forma-
tion process of the other towns in the valley of the river Dender, 
being Dendermonde, Ninove and Geraardsbergen. In this way 
general, collective and specifi c, individual elements in their 
formation history can be separated. Th is gives the possibility to 
research the importance of the diff erent determining factors 
that play a role, such as the presence of the river Dender, as a 
trade route and as a state border, the presence of an old domain 
centre with a large kouter (cultura), the erection of a castle, the 
political and military circumstances, etc… 

Th e rise of Aalst is situated in the third phase of urban develop-
ment in Flanders. Th e two older phases are dating from the 8th 
until the 10th century, when settlements developed into towns 
fi rst near centres of power, such as large abbeys, large royal or 
noble domains and episcopal residences, and later around feu-
dal castles and trade centres92. In the 11th century several trade 
settlements developed very quickly and knew an explosive 
growth in a very short time, like Ypres and Lille. Th e urban 
development of Aalst is situated in the same period or shortly 
aft er and is partly comparable with it, although Aalst has a dif-
ferent dynamic. Both Lille and Ypres came into existence at the 
foot of a castle and a large agricultural domain93, like Aalst, 
although in the last case it didn’t go about countal possessions. 
Th e very early situation of Ypres is even very comparable with 
that one of Aalst, with the presence of a ‘Zaalhof ’ (Zelhof), a 
St. Martins church, a castral motte and a fi sh market. 

Finally some thoughts about the striking resemblance between 
the fi rst town moat of Aalst and the oldest rampart around the 
portus of Ghent. Both the form and the dimensions of the moat 
as well as their circumference and surface area are almost iden-
tical94. Th e Antwerp vicus also had a very similar defence. But 
both examples, dating from the late 9th or 10th century, are 
about 100 to 150 years older than the city walls of Aalst. A pos-
sible explanation can be that in the second half of the 11th cen-
tury not many walled towns existed95. At the moment Aalst 
wanted to build his fi rst town moat, Ghent was probably the 
only near example suitable as a model. Another link with Ghent 
is the fact that the House of Aalst had their origin in that region, 
as they were known as lords of Ghent before 104796.

7  Conclusion

Th is research on the urban formation process of Aalst is the 
fi rst in his kind, because until now the study of the origin and 
development of small towns in Flanders has always been 

neglected. Th e gathering of archaeological, historical, geo-
graphical and cartographical information makes it possible to 
give an outline of the origin and earliest development of Aalst, 
and to show the role that small towns had in the process of 
urbanisation in the county of Flanders in a very early stage.

Several mechanisms stimulated the urban formation process. 
Th e basic conditions were present, such as the existence of a 
large domain of some local importance with the availability 
of arable land of a more than average size, and a favourable 
geographical position on the crossing of an important water 
and land route. Th e political situation of the middle of the 
11th century formed a main turning point for the urban for-
mation of Aalst, with the unexpected importance as a border 
settlement and an administration centre of Imperial Flanders, 
with the power and the importance of the local lord and the 
implantation of his castle, combined with the favourable eco-
nomic and demographic circumstances of that time. Th e fast 
evolution in the following decennia was fi nally settled by the 
political incidents aft er the murder of count Charles the Good 
in 1127 and the important role in this for the lord of Aalst. 
Th e granting of urban rights in the middle of the 12th cen-
tury crowned the urban development of Aalst. Th e building 
of a second town wall around 1200 laid down the urban plan 
for many centuries. Th e whole process of urban formation 
and urban development seems to have lasted in Aalst less than 
200 years.

Th e results of this study answer some questions arising from 
the issue about the formation of the urban plan, as formulated 
by Boerefi jn97. Amongst other things he points at the persistent 
prejudice that the medieval towns are organically grown, with-
out any planning, by which the irregular and curved lines are 
considered to be the typical expression of it. Th e data from 
Aalst seems to prove just the opposite: about all curved lines in 
the city plan are the results of planned large infrastructure 
works, whereas most of the straight lines know their origin in 
the pre-urban landscape98. But also the structure of this 
 pre-urban landscape is a result of planning and organisation. 
Th e inertia of structures, oft en from pre-urban origin, is a 
 constantly returning element that is very determining for the 
formation of the urban outline. Th is appears both from the old 
parcel and road structures as from the importance of the 
implantation of the city walls.

An overview such as this fi nally results in a status questionis 
about the urban formation process and especially confronts 
both the researcher and the reader with the many lacks of 
knowledge. Important general issues are the origin and evolu-
tion of the property structures, the creation and the distri-
bution of the private and public space and the issue of the 
expropriations at large infrastructure works. Specifi cally for 
the formation process of Aalst most questions arise around the 
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location, the spatial structure and the development of the orig-
inal domain (villa Alost/Zelhof).

I hope this study can stimulate further historical research to 
place the origin and development of small towns in Flanders in 
a general research framework and a wider perspective and give 
these towns the attention they deserve.
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1 Riddance [Th e word is fi rst recorded in 1535, 

according to the Shorter Oxford English 

Dictionary]. Primary meaning: removal, clearance; 

an instance of this; clearing out; scouring. Th e fi rst 

recorded use of the phrase ‘a good riddance of bad 

rubbish’ dates from 1863. A modern variant –  

‘good riddance to bad rubbish’ – can also be used 

in a more pejorative and dismissive manner, which 

is not what is intended here. Hence, I have opted 

for the earlier form.

2 e.g. Bartels 1999; or the majority of the pottery 

groups examined in Holdsworth 1978

3 e.g. Vince 1985, 40 and 48; Brooks & Hodges 

1983, 233; Egan 1985/86; Idem 1991, 1-3

4 Rhodes 1982 being one of the better exceptions 

as a fi nds report.

5 Sabine 1933; Idem 1934; Idem 1937.

6 Keene 1982.

7 Greig 1982.

8 Rhodes 1982.

9 e.g. Evans & Atkin 2002, 241-242.

A good riddance of bad rubbish?1 
Scatological musings on rubbish disposal 
and the handling of ‘filth’ in medieval 
and early post-medieval towns

Dave H. Evans

1  Introduction

One defi nition of archaeology would be that it is the study of 
mankind through those vestiges and physical remains of its 
past which chance to survive. As a result, we tend to spend a 
considerable part of our professional lives studying material 
which has been discarded, for whatever reason; perhaps 
because it was no longer needed, or had been broken or used 
up, or that it represents the unwanted by-products of a process 
or activity: in a word, rubbish. Added to that, we have the age-
old problem of what to do with human excrement and liquid 
waste, particularly on settlement sites.

Archaeological literature is full of references to ‘rubbish pits’, 
‘cesspits’, and various terms for latrines (e.g. garderobes, toilets, 
lavatories, closets, etc.); however, whilst the presence of such 
structures is almost always noted and described, all too oft en, 
rather less thought is given to the all important questions of 
what exactly do we mean by some of these terms (particularly, 
rubbish pits and cesspits), and how did these structures func-
tion; in short, what did people do with their rubbish, what does 
the material contained in these pits actually signify, and how 
representative of what would have been in use on these sites are 
the material assemblages recovered from these contexts?

Finds researchers have long recognised the opportunities 
off ered by the study of sealed groups of material incorporated 
in the fi lls of cesspits and rubbish pits2, or in the dumps of rub-
bish found behind waterfront revetments3; however, rather 
more attention has been devoted to the study of such fi nds per 
se, than to the interpretation of their signifi cance within such 
contexts4.

Th e wealth of evidence pertaining to rubbish disposal practices 
and sanitation in English medieval towns was fi rst identifi ed by 
some of the 19th- and early 20th-century historians publishing 
extracts from our better-preserved borough records (e.g. H.T. 
Riley and Reginald Sharpe in London; W. Hudson and J.C. 
Tingey in Norwich; or T.P. Cooper in York); but, it was the 
detailed synthesis of the evidence from medieval London, car-
ried out by Ernest Sabine in three successive ground-breaking 
papers5, which laid the foundations for the modern study of 
this subject. Perhaps because these papers appeared in the his-
torical journal Speculum, rather than an archaeological peri-
odical, they had little impact on conventional archaeological 
interpretation until their rediscovery by a new generation of 
urban and environmental archaeologists, who were to enthusi-
astically champion them in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In 
three papers which appeared in the same year, Keene was to 
expand upon the historical evidence for rubbish disposal (by 
drawing attention to complementary evidence from other 
medieval towns)6, Greig highlighted the very important contri-
bution which environmental archaeology could bring to such 
studies7, and Rhodes looked at examples of how archaeological 
evidence from some of the London waterfronts could contrib-
ute to our understanding of such practices8. Since then, the 
occasional overview of the archaeology of individual medieval 
towns has touched on rubbish disposal practices9, but, other-
wise, this is a theme which has been underdeveloped in synthe-
ses of recent archaeological work in Britain’s historic towns – 
as opposed to individual site-specifi c studies; whereas our con-
tinental colleagues have been more active in this area. Th e 
Rijksdienst voor het Oudheidkundig Bodemonderzoek (rob) has 
invested a considerable amount of resources into the study of 
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10 Bartels 1999.

11 see the numerous individual contributions in 

Gläser 2004.

12 Cooper 1913, 273.

13 Ibid., 274.

14 Sabine 1934, 320-321.

15 Keene 1982, 28.

16 e.g. at Eastgate, Beverley: Evans & Tomlinson 

1992.

17 e.g. a dip between two ridges at Anglo-Saxon 

Flixborough: Loveluck 2007.

18 see also the references given in Rhodes 1982, 

86-88.

material from cesspits in a number of historic towns in the 
Netherlands10, and rubbish dispersal patterns have also fea-
tured prominently in a number of other recent urban publica-
tions from historic towns such as Deventer. More recently, the 
rubbish disposal practices in many of the major Hanseatic 
towns in Northern Europe formed one of the major themes in 
a detailed study of the infrastructure arrangements for these 
towns between 1200 and 170011. Nevertheless, despite these 
important contributions, comparatively few excavators and 
fi nds specialists seem to devote much thought to what medie-
val societies did with their rubbish: it is almost as if each 
 generation of archaeologists must rediscover the wider ramifi -
cations of this topic anew.

2  Some of the options for rubbish disposal

2.1  Middens and dung-hills

Many towns had common dung-hills or ‘muckhills’, which 
served as communal rubbish tips; but medieval records are also 
full of references to the ad hoc creation of middens, encroach-
ing onto market squares and the highways – an all-too com-
mon complaint was that householders had mucked out their 
stables or animal stalls, and simply dumped material into the 
road outside of their properties. Such heaps could oft en 
grow to quite considerable size, and were said to block lanes 
and to be up to 3 or 4 m high. An inquest in York in 1303 found 
that a piece of land near Hungate called Dunnyngdikes “was 
formerly highroad, and now is waste, and stopped up with 
beasts’ dung, yet whoever wishes can pass by there, but not 
without trouble”12. Conditions in York  were clearly no better 
in 1332 when the Royal court offi  cials sent a mandate to the 
Mayor and Bailiff s of York, in advance of a royal visit, stating 
that:

“Th e king detesting the abominable smells abounding in 
the said city, more than in any other city of the realm, from 
dung and manure and other fi lth and dirt, wherewith the 
streets and lanes are fi lled and obstructed, and wishing to 
 provide for the protection of the health of the inhabitants, and 
of those coming to the present Parliament, orders them to 
cause all the streets and lanes in the city to be cleansed from 
such fi lth…”13.

Conditions were probably not that much better in many other 
towns and cities, as in 1349, the year aft er the advent of the 
Black Death, Edward III had to write to the City of London 
authorities, complaining about “…human faeces and other 
obnoxious fi lth lying about in the streets and lanes, where it 
was cast from the houses both by day and by night, so that the 
air of the city was polluted with foul odours to the great peril 
of citizens during that time of prevailing sickness”14; he ordered 
all such fi lth to be immediately removed. In 1393 Richard II 
issued a general order for the towns of the kingdom to be 

cleared of dung and entrails; he also issued detailed regulations 
for London butchers to manage their waste more eff ectively15.

In addition to the middens which spilled out onto the streets, 
and thus chanced to be recorded in surviving medieval docu-
ments, many tenements are likely to have had temporary rub-
bish heaps within their yard areas, and it is on these that much 
of the household domestic waste would fi rst have been depos-
ited; as many households would also have had domestic ani-
mals (including cows, sheep, pigs and horses) and fowl, these 
muck heaps would also have incorporated dung and litter from 
the mucking out of animal stalls and the used bedding and 
fl oor coverings. Th e problem then became what to do with this 
ordure, once it has begun to rot down (or ‘sweeten’). Th e two 
options were either to spread it as a lateral midden deposit, or 
to have it taken off -site, and deposited elsewhere.

Spreading rubbish and manure as lateral deposits within settle-
ments is a well-attested practice which goes back to prehistoric 
times, and has long been documented on early medieval rural 
and urban sites, both in Britain and in Continental Europe; the 
manure can signifi cantly improve the productivity of croft  and 
garden areas, whilst the rubbish can be used to reclaim poorly 
drained areas16 or level up hollows17. In some towns (e.g. 
Aberdeen or Perth) lateral midden spreads were commonly 
present in the 12th- and 13th-century tenements, but then were 
replaced by other forms of rubbish disposal; in others (e.g. 
Cork), the practice persisted much later, even into the post-
medieval period. Much seems to have depended on the pres-
sure on the available ground space, and the nature of the 
topography and drainage of the settlement. In those cases 
where the lateral midden spreads took place close to the house-
holds which had generated the original rubbish, even though 
the material has been removed from its primary context, it is 
still suffi  ciently close enough to its point of origin for the study 
of material incorporated within the spreads to shed light on 
the economy and activity of those households.

2.2 Off-site deposition and rubbish collection

Th e second option was to collect the rubbish and take it off -
site for deposition elsewhere. We have already noted that nui-
sances were repeatedly caused by the unauthorised dumping of 
rubbish and manure in the streets, and that other rubbish was 
taken to communal rubbish tips or dung-hills18. A large pro-
portion of rubbish is likely to have been deposited off -site in 
most towns from a relatively early stage in their development; 
however, as larger towns developed in size, and housing became 
more densely packed, something clearly had to be done to reg-
ulate the problems being caused by ad hoc dumping of rubbish. 
Hence, by the early 14th century (if not before) many larger 
towns had passed regulations restricting the dumping of rub-
bish, and, in many cases, had introduced organised systems of 
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19 Sabine 1937; Cooper 1913, 273-276; and numer-

ous examples cited in Gläser 2004.

20 E.g. both London and Hull disposed off  both 

domestic rubbish and noxious industrial waste in 

this way.

21 Rhodes 1982, 88.

22 Ibid., 92.

23 Atkin & Evans 2002, 35.

24 Cooper 1913, 274.

25 Tingey 1904.

26 Sabine 1933; Cooper 1913, 275.

27 Rhodes 1982, 87.

28 Sabine 1934, 319; Keene 1982, 26.

street cleaning and regular rubbish collection19. Dung and 
 stable manure was oft en carted outside of the towns, and spread 
on the surrounding fi elds, or sold to local farmers; in cases 
where towns were sited on major rivers, it could also be taken 
away by boat to be disposed off  downstream20.

2.3  Opportunistic dumping

Rubbish could also be conveniently disposed of by using it to 
infi ll any deep holes in the ground (such as old quarry pits, 
redundant cellars and docks, disused wells, abandoned cess-
pits, or old tanning pits), or to infi ll the space behind new 
waterfront revetments. Waterfronts, in particular, needed large 
quantities of material delivered and deposited in a very short 
time, and so borough records are oft en full of references to 
cartloads of rubbish being carried from diff erent parts of the 
town to be deposited behind the new revetments: major 
projects, such as the infi lling of  the ‘dock’ at Baynards Castle, 
London, required over 900 cubic metres of refuse to be brought 
onto the site, and it has been suggested that the quantities 
involved were so great in that particular case that the develop-
ers may have had to pay for this material21. Whilst much of this 
material may have been contemporary rubbish, some may also 
have been the upcast from digging cellars, undercroft s, and 
deep cesspits, and there may also have been an element of 
archaic rubbish being introduced by the removal of redundant 
rubbish tips from new building sites. Hence, at Trig Lane, 
London, up to 10% of the pottery and other fi nds was thought 
to be residual22; whilst at Bishopgate, Norwich (site 156N), the 
later 14th- and 15th-century yard surfaces were so dominated 
by archaic pottery, that only two sherds out of several thousand 
are likely to have been contemporary with the deposition of 
these deposits23.

Th ere is copious documentary evidence to show that rubbish 
was oft en dumped on vacant plots, or within abandoned build-
ings (both secular, and religious). Hence, for example, in 1338 
Edward III granted to the Archbishop of York “a void place 
called Patrik Pole in the city of York… whereon a church of 
St. Benedict was in ancient time built, but now lying waste and 
covered with refuse”24. To cite another example, in the 15th 
century the Hospital of St. Giles in Norwich had its carters 
transport both muck and building materials between one of its 
farms outside the city and a set of investment properties in its 
very heart25; hence, whilst refuse was being taken away from 
the investment properties for off -site deposition, other fi nds 
were possibly being introduced onto the same properties with 
loads of marl, clay and gravel.

Lastly, whilst there were frequent attempts to regulate the 
 disposal of butchers’ waste and other noxious craft  products 
(e.g. from tanning, horn-working, dyeing, etc.26), it is clear 
from the regularity of complaints and prosecutions which are 

mentioned in various borough records that a certain amount 
of unscrupulous dumping of such waste took place on vacant 
plots of land, or in town ditches and watercourses. Similarly, 
most towns experienced problems with people dumping rub-
bish into the open ‘sewers’ and gutters, which were meant to 
cope with rainwater and fl ood-waters, rather than with domes-
tic or craft  waste.

2.4  Unlined ‘rubbish pits’

Fieldwork carried out in London by the Guildhall Museum 
between 1945 and 1973 suggested that there was a signifi cant 
increase in the numbers of unlined earth-cut pits, which con-
tained either privy waste or general domestic waste during the 
period between the 10th and the 13th centuries; this trend 
seems to have reached a peak during the 13th century, aft er 
which unlined pits were increasingly replaced by brick- or 
stone-lined pits27. Similar fi eldwork in many other British 
towns has recorded a plethora of unlined pits, oft en associated 
with deposits which include at least some food waste and bro-
ken pottery, in the period up to the 14th century; from then 
onwards, the incidence of unlined pits, associated specifi cally 
with large quantities of rubbish, becomes less common, and 
the number of brick- or stone-lined cesspits increases.

Many excavators tend to describe all such unlined pits as ‘rub-
bish pits’, but this term has been used indiscriminately to 
cover a variety of cut features, which happen to contain waste; 
but, not all of these may necessarily have started life as pits 
intended for the disposal of rubbish. Documentary sources 
make it clear that there were indeed such purpose-dug unlined 
pits. In late 12th-century London the proliferation of pit dig-
ging on domestic properties in the more densely packed areas 
led to a need for regulation to try to tackle the problems 
caused both by the seepage of liquid waste from pits, and the 
undermining of neighbours’ houses. Th e City’s regulations 
required stone-lined pits to be sited no closer than 2½ ft . 
(0.76 m) from a neighbouring property, whereas unlined pits 
could be no closer than 3½ ft  (1.07 m)28. In this case, the pits 
mentioned are quite clearly cesspits, serving a latrine or privy, 
and, as such, are likely to have been no larger than the privy 
itself, and would have had a shape and profi le which would 
have assisted their cleaning out on a regular basis; samples of 
their excavated fi lls may also contain parasite remains. 
Essentially, such pits would have functioned as temporary 
storage ‘bins’; as with a modern cesspit, they would need to 
be emptied periodically, when the by then solid waste would 
be taken off  site for long-term disposal elsewhere. An unlined 
pit would have had a relatively limited life, before it went 
‘sour’, following which it would be infi lled with any available 
rubbish, or even the upcast from a replacement pit dug 
nearby. Th e excavated profi les of such structures should show 
evidence of one or more re-cuts.
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In other cases where unlined pits are mentioned in documents, 
it is clear that they were being dug specifi cally to dispose of 
noxious products such as off al or butchery waste, or as long-
term disposal places for human waste which had been removed 
from cesspits. As such, these are likely to have been excavated 
on vacant ground, and not within occupied domestic tene-
ments.

Excavation reports also include a large number of irregular pits, 
of all shapes and sizes, which contain a certain amount of 
domestic waste, but which oft en show no evidence for recuts; 
some may be quite shallow, and with profi les which would 
make any subsequent cleaning out quite diffi  cult. Whilst they 
may indeed have been described as ‘rubbish pits’, an alternative 
interpretation may be more appropriate. Many of the larger 
and deeper pits are likely to have been originally excavated as 
quarries of one sort or another, and later to have been infi lled 
with rubbish, because they off ered a convenient disposal site. 
Some may have been dug for building materials (such as chalk, 
sand or gravel); others to serve craft  industries (e.g. the quar-
ries for bog iron, contained in sands and gravels, at many of the 
Norwich sites29). On sites with predominantly clay subsoils; 
there would have been a major demand for marl: clay and 
clayey loam would have been required in large quantities for 
forming construction platforms, for replacement earth fl oors, 
for the clay infi ll of the walls of timber buildings, and for luting 
structures such as hearths, or lining fi re-hoods. A more plausi-
ble interpretation of many of this category of unlined, ‘rubbish 
pits’ is that they are redundant extraction hollows and marl 
pits, which have had a secondary use as a convenient receptacle 
for rubbish.

On an analogous note, tanning and tawing pits, whilst in use on 
sites producing leather or fi nished skins, would have been peri-
odically scoured, so as to remove anything which might intro-
duce dirt onto the hides, pelts or skins. Once abandoned, they 
would have aff orded convenient sites for the opportunistic 
dumping of all sorts of waste, including craft  debris from other 
industries (see above). Hence, whilst material, such as cobbling 
waste, may be present in their backfi lls30, it has no relationship 
to the primary use of these structures.

3   Latrines, and the arrangements for dealing 
with human waste

3.1  Public latrines

Many of the larger towns had communal latrines, which were 
either sited over or next to some source of running water, so as 
to quickly clear away any liquid and solid waste. Some were 
directly sited on staithes and waterfronts (e.g. at Queenhithe, 
London, or the public staiths at Hull), or on bridges (e.g. on 

London Bridge and Temple Bridge, in London); others were 
sited next to major rivers or streams (e.g. the Walbrook in 
London), or next to a major moat or ditch (e.g. the London 
Wall latrine which emptied into the city moat). Th ere are doc-
umentary references to at least 13 public latrines in London31, 
and there may well have been many more; as these structures 
usually appear in the public records (under such terms as 
‘jakes’, ‘necessary houses’, or ‘houses of easement’32) only in 
relation to money being spent on their construction or repair, 
or in connection with crimes which took place within their 
vicinity (e.g. murders, violent assaults, robberies, muggings, 
etc.33). Similar structures are known from many other towns34.

Few if any of these structures have been excavated in Britain 
and subsequently published. Nevertheless, they must have been 
much commoner in larger towns and cities than is oft en real-
ised, as many medieval households did not have access to their 
own privy, particularly in the poorer areas where a single large 
common latrine might have had to serve a whole block of prop-
erties (as in many slum areas in Victorian Britain). An inquest 
of 1579 recorded that a mere three privies in the parish of All 
Hallows, London, served 57 households, containing 85 indi-
viduals35. Th e documentary references suggest that such com-
munal latrines must have had multiple seating; hence, we 
should be expecting similar evidence for multi-seating as that 
found on some of the Bryggen sites in Norway36. In this respect, 
they may have been similar to the arrangements in many 
monastic latrines or reredorters37.

3.2  Lined cesspits

Th ere were two confl icting considerations to be taken into 
account when deciding where within a tenement to site a 
domestic privy. Th e fi rst of these was the desire to keep nox-
ious odours, and all insanitary waste away from the living quar-
ters; the second was the desire for convenience, and not having 
to stumble outside in the middle of the night. During the 
course of the Middle Ages, both schools of thought could pre-
vail within a town, at any one time; opinion and fashion could 
swing back and forth, from siting privies at the rear of tene-
ments, well away from the residential areas, to incorporating 
privies either within buildings or attached to their exteriors38.

Examples of small lean-to privies attached to the side or rear 
of buildings are known from at least the later 12th century39, 
and privies within attached outshots, and later within build-
ings, became commoner in 13th-century and later buildings 
belonging to the wealthier sections of society. As the latter 
built larger houses with accommodation on the upper fl oors, 
so the fashion developed of having privies served by latrine 
chutes which emptied into a watercourse or a pit set at 
ground-fl oor level.
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Fig. 1 Examples of lined cesspits from various sites in Hull-High Street. 1: early-14th-century brick-lined and vaulted cesspit for a two-storied 

building: note the wooden piles foundations ; 2: mid- to late-14th-century brick-lined cesspit fed from inside a building by a brick chute, 

probably from an upper fl oor; 3: twin-chambered brick-lined detached cesspit, with internal arch: a detached pit set in the yards, straddling a 

tenement boundary. Th is pit was last cleaned out in the mid to late 15th century; 4: a complex of early-14th-century cesspits, incorporated into a 

succession of buildings: one is internal, a second within an attached outbuilding or lean-to, and the third is external.

1

3 4

2
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Th e connection between the spread of disease and poor hygiene 
was at best poorly understood by medieval society. On the one 
hand, there was a very real fear of plague and other serious 
diseases (of both humans and animals) aff ecting a community, 
and this could periodically lead to short-lived eff orts being 
made to clean up whole areas of a town, and to remove any 
off ending rubbish and manure heaps; on the other hand, peo-
ple still thought nothing of sinking a new well within a short 
distance of a latrine pit – seemingly without any thought of 
seepage from the latter contaminating the water supply. Rather, 
what seemed to be more important to medieval communities 
was keeping off ensive waste in places where it could neither be 
seen nor smelt; the latter was a major consideration because so 
many people associated bad odours, or ‘unclean air’ with putre-
faction and sources of infection40. Hence, William Horman, 
writing in 1519, advised that “a wyse buylder wyll set a sege house 
out of the wey fr om sight and smellynge”41. Th e same precepts 
can be seen in a 1377 York ordinance which required any off al 
or beasts’ entrails, which were going to be thrown into the 
River Ouse, to be covered with a cloth, whilst being carried 
through the streets from the slaughter-house42. It is also pre-
sumably the reason why surviving documents from medieval 
London suggest that cesspits were to be emptied at night (i.e. 
so that most burgesses did not have to watch excrement being 
carted through the streets): formal regulations requiring gong-
fermers – the people who cleaned out the pits, and took away 
the ‘dung’ – to carry ordure through the streets only aft er ten 
o’clock in winter, and eleven o’clock in summer, were not 
enacted until 1671, but many earlier documentary references to 
the emptying of cesspits belonging to municipal authorities 
and the Crown all refer to the work being done by night, and 
for extra payments for lights and candles43.

Lined cesspits could be found in all shapes and sizes, oft en 
refl ecting the nature of the establishment which they served. 
Hence, some public houses, inns or rows of shops could have 
very large pits which could take several man-days to empty. A 
contract for building a complex of 18 shops in London in 1370 
required the mason to make “10 stone pits for prevez, of which 
pits 8 shall be double, and each in depth 10ft  and in length 10ft , 
and in breadth 11ft ”44. A 1342 contract for a vintner in 
Paternoster Row, London, required an excavation 17ft  deep, 
served by a vaulted garderobe at one end, with chalk walls, and 
with the gardrobe fed by a stone pipe up to the fi rst-fl oor level 
of the building45. Another document describing two shops in 
the parish of St Nicholas Coldharbor, London, mentions a 
two-storied stone-walled garderobe46; whilst a document of 
1390-91 for a tenement at Fenchurch records that it took two 
men digging for 2½ days each to dig out 60 loads of ‘earth’ 
from the latrine pit47. Nor were such large cesspits confi ned to 
London, as the 13th-century chronicler, Matthew Paris, in his 
History of England, relates the story of a Jew who fell into such 
a pit at Tewkesbury. Th is tale is doubtless apocryphal, but 

describes a Jew who was so devout that when he fell into a 
latrine pit on a Saturday, he felt obliged to respect the laws pre-
venting work on the Sabbath, and “would not allow himself to 
be extricated until the following day, which was Sunday; and in 
consequence he died, being suff ocated by the foul stench”48. 
For this story to have any credence amongst his readers, they 
must have been familiar with similarly large pits which required 
ladders to get in and out of.

Confi rmation of the depth of some pits is also provided by 
some court cases. In 1326 Richard the Baker entered a privy 
and sat down, only for the rotten planks of the fl oor to give 
way; he fell into the deep cesspit below, and drowned49. Th e 
London Assize Rolls record that some other cesspits were so 
large that the bodies of murder victims were sometimes thrown 
into them, on the assumption that the pit might take some 
years to fi ll, and, thus, by the time that the body was discov-
ered, the perpetrators would have made good their escape50.

Th e linings of pits could take many forms, one of the simplest 
being to line a circular shaft  with reused wine casks. Th is form 
of construction was used for the construction of both wells and 
cesspits – in fact, some wells may have had a secondary lease of 
life as cesspits, once they were no longer fi t to hold drinking 
water. Th e sizes of casks used clearly varied, but the larger sizes 
(corresponding to more recent barrels, hogsheads, pipes and 
tuns) were preferred, because of the larger size of shaft  which 
could be constructed. Th e pipe was the vessel which gave its 
name to the medieval Pipe Rolls, and corresponded to 2 hogs-
heads (105 gallons, or about 477 litres). An inquest into an 
accident in Bread Street Ward, London, records that two men 
had dug and lined a latrine pit shaft  with fi ve casks, placed one 
on top of another; the casks had recently been used for storing 
new wine, and the staves were still redolent with its stench. 
When a board had fallen from the end of a cask to the bottom 
of the shaft , one of the men climbed down a ladder to retrieve 
it, only to be overcome with the wine fumes; he dropped 
unconscious to the bottom. Th e second man climbed down to 
rescue him, but suff ered the same fate; both were asphyxi-
ated51. Hence, the depth of the pit is likely to have been some 
20 ft  (c. 6.1 m) or so, and, if these casks were pipes, then the 
volume of the pit might have been in the order of 525 gallons, 
or around 2,387 litres. In contrast, whilst large numbers of 
cask-lined cesspits have been recorded on archaeological exca-
vations, most of the surviving vessels appear to have been 
rather smaller, approximating more to the size of a modern 
barrel (36 gallons, or around 164 litres).

Whereas the construction pits for cask-lined shaft s tend by 
their nature to be circular or oval in plan, brick- and stone-
lined pits are usually square or rectangular. Th eir size at 
ground-level oft en mirrors the structure which once contained 
them. Hence, small privy pits may be no more than 1.5 x 2 m in 
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plan; whilst larger double pits indicate the former existence of 
a double privy, or a twin-seated structure above, and so on. 
Some excavated examples still contain the arches of vaults 
which once supported an above-ground chute from one of the 
upper stories of a building; whilst, yet others are fed at ground-
fl oor level by drains fl owing into them, or may have adits or 
leats at their base, through which running water may have 
helped to carry some of the fi lth away. A selection of pits is 
shown (fi g. 1), whilst some of the rich variety of examples 
known from documentary accounts and from excavated sites 
are tabulated in table 1.

Whilst in use, such pits would be emptied periodically, but 
some of the larger pits might take more than a year to fi ll. Th e 
waste was carted away in pipes (see above) or tuns (a cask which 
held 252 gallons). Hence, in 1411-12 payments to Henry Ivory, 
a London privy cleaner, included 41s 8d for 23 pipes (or 2,415 
gallons), and 23s 4d for 5 tuns (or 1,260 gallons). In all, he was 
paid for moving the equivalent in volume of 10,710 gallons (or 
48,688 litres) of human waste in a year52. His prices ranged 
from 3s 4d a tun for the larger privies, to 4s 8d for the smaller 
ones – perhaps because of the more awkward task of digging 
out some of the smaller privy pits. In 1466 another London 
privy cleaner, John Lovegold, asked the city authorities to give 
him the monopoly of clearing all the privies within the city for 
a period of 10 years, claiming that it had previously been done 

imperfectly, and at an exorbitant charge; he was awarded the 
contract at the rate of 2s 2d a tun53. Two centuries earlier, the 
Exchequer Accounts for 1281-2 record that 13 men were paid for 
5 nights, at the rate of 6d each per night, to empty the privy at 
Newgate Prison54; the pay was approximately three times as 
much as an ordinary unskilled worker could earn at that date55, 
and refl ects both the diffi  culty of doing this at night and the 
unpleasantness of the task.

Some of the larger cesspits on the London Bridge Estate tene-
ments had cesspits which held the equivalent of between 100 
and 120 barrels each (i.e. between 3,600 and 4,320 gallons; 
16,336 - 19,639 litres56). An account of repairs to some houses 
in London in 1450 includes the digging out and carting away 
of 6 tons of dounge [dung] from a privy in the tenement of John 
Boyd; whilst the churchwardens of St. Mary-at-Hill paid 5s 4d 
for clearing 2 tons out of one privy, and 5 tons out of another, 
at the rate of 2s per ton57.

What is not usually appreciated is that it was much easier to 
clear out many of the larger lined pits by taking down, or mak-
ing a breach in one of their side walls, than to try digging it out 
from the top; this would particularly be the case with pits 
which were fed by overhead chutes. Hence, the 1281-2 costs for 
the cleaning of the cloaca at Newgate Prison include the cost of 
the masons repairing the breach made in the stone wall to 

Documented types of privy (as defi ned in Sabine 

1934, 305 and Salzman 1952, 280-5)

Examples of diff erent types of cesspit encountered in excavations

Set within the thickness of castle walls 

(e.g. London Tower)

Unlined pits

Set within towers Lined pits

Set within turrets Housing a cask or barrel

Set within chimneys Detached from houses

Set within chambers corbelled out over the water of 

the moats

Inside houses

Set within chambers on arches over the water Attached to the exterior of houses, and entered from ground-fl oor level

With pipe drains to the moats Attached to the exterior of houses, but fed by  a chute from the upper fl oors

With cesspits to receive their fi lth Incorporated into a yard boundary

Public or communal latrines Lined cesspits with arches

With ventilation shaft s Lined cesspits connected with drains; these may either be fed by a drain or gully at 

surface level, or have some form of fl ushing system running through their base

Lined pits with multiple chambers

Very large deep pits which may have served a number of households

Table 1 
Two diff erent ways of characterising the range of privies and the types of cesspits which were associated with them. Th e fi rst column 

relates mainly to structures which survive above-ground, whilst the second column deals predominantly with the remains of below-ground 

structures. As the two columns present very diff erent classes of evidence, no attempt has been made to equate these.
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remove the privy fi lth, and in strengthening the tower over the 
cloaca58. Th e account of a cleaning of a privy at Queensborough 
in 1379 similarly includes payments to a mason to block up the 
outer openings of the latrine with masonry, once the contents 
of the cesspit had been emptied59. In the archaeological record, 
such rebuilding of a side wall to a pit should be obvious both 
from the elevations of the brick- or stone-work, and also from 
the shape and fi lls of the containing construction pit; yet, none 
has so far been reported.

Environmental samples taken from excavated cesspits oft en 
produce evidence for parasites and various types of dung-lov-
ing beetles and fl ies, within the primary fi lls, and from the 
edges of the pit linings; they also occasionally incorporate 
moss remains (presumably used for wiping60). Not all cesspits 
could easily be cleaned out (as illustrated above in the higher 
rates charged by Ivory for clearing smaller pits), and so it is not 
unusual to fi nd evidence for re-cuts preserved in their lower 
fi lls, where the gong fermers have failed to completely expose 
the base and original sides of the pit. Here, environmental 
analysis will oft en reveal the remains of contemporary food 
remains (in the form of seeds, fruit skins, fruit stones, small 
fragments of undigested animal and fi sh bone, etc.), and pol-
len. Fragments of hay and straw may also have blown in, whilst 
the pits were being dug out. In those larger pits, which were 
served by drains fl owing from the kitchens, there may also have 
been some other food remains, introduced with the liquid 
waste. Nevertheless, it should be emphasised that the bulk of 
the fi lls which related to a pit’s use as a latrine would have con-
sisted just of human excrement.

Once a pit became ‘sour’, or for whatever reason fell out of use, 
it aff orded a convenient receptacle for any household waste61. 
Hence, in the upper fi lls we may encounter substantial deposits 
of broken pottery, glass vessels, clay pipes, animal bones, dis-
carded shell-fi sh remains, building rubble, thatch, straw, and 
broken metal artefacts; these sealed groups of material are 
oft en contained in successive dumps of tipping, with discrete 
tip-lines. Th ey may even be covered with the upcast from a 
new cesspit which has been dug close by; the old pit has then 
usually been sealed with a clay capping.

Th e great value of studying such secondary fi lls, with their 
sealed groups of fi nds, is that they represent a very short-lived 
and intensive episode of rubbish disposal, and, because such 
rubbish has not then been subject to ‘re-working’, the material 
is relatively fresh, and far more complete than is usually the 
case with fi nds from other parts of a site. Unfortunately, the 
failure by some excavators to diff erentiate between the primary 
and secondary fi lls within some cesspits has led to many of 
these fi lls being considered together, oft en under the assump-
tion that all of this material relates to the active use of a pit as 
a latrine. Hence, we are sometimes presented with accounts 
which assume that quantities of domestic waste were routinely 
transported from a kitchen to a latrine, whilst it was still 

actively in use for its original purpose. In a society which had 
taboos over the sight and smell of noxious waste, this is highly 
implausible. It should also be remembered that not only did 
English society use a variety of euphemisms to describe the 
latrine, or cloaca, but that there could also be an element of 
embarrassment concerning bodily functions. Hence, a 14th-
century abbot of St Albans built a separate privy to serve 
Redburn Priory, because he formerly had to share the rere-
dorter with the rest of the brethren, and the other monks 
were said to be ashamed to go to the latrine in his presence62. 
It would seem likely that the only material which would rou-
tinely be taken into a privy, whilst it was still functional, 
would have been the contents of any chamber-pots in use 
within the household.

4    Changes in late medieval and early 
post-medieval towns

Whilst the impact of major outbreaks of disease (such as the 
Black Death, and subsequent bouts of plague, ague and cholera 
amongst humans, and murrain amongst animals) undoubtedly 
helped to speed up the introduction of regulatory systems for 
dealing with rubbish and making improvements to public 
health, these were not the sole reasons for instigating such 
reforms. Many larger towns had already begun to introduce 
street cleaning, and systems of regular rubbish collection some 
decades before the advent of the Black Death63. However, it 
should also be appreciated that borough regulation during the 
Middle Ages was oft en ineff ectual, and relied more on the eff ec-
tiveness of exhortation, than on enforcement. Hence, despite 
ordinances being passed to prevent certain ‘nuisances’ taking 
place, the ineff ectiveness of such regulation is oft en indicated by 
much the same orders having to be re-enacted at a later date; 
whilst the frequent records of prosecutions for infringement of 
such regulations suggest that the practices still persisted una-
bated. Th is is certainly the case with attempts to stop the dump-
ing of rubbish on vacant plots and of stable manure etc. in the 
streets; it also clearly applied to the indiscriminate tipping of 
butchers’ waste, fi shmongers’ waste, and craft  waste in areas 
other than those specifi cally designated for this purpose. Hence, 
because earlier regulation may not always have been eff ective, 
fresh outbreaks of disease could serve to highlight the contin-
ued existence of a problem, and thus motivate renewed eff orts 
to clean up a town or to introduce further reforms.

Th e introduction of organised collections of rubbish as ‘night 
soil’ from tenements clearly had a major impact on what 
chanced to survive within the archaeological record in deposits 
of the later Middle Ages and the early post-medieval era. 
Whereas deposits from at least the 12th to the mid 14th centu-
ries in English towns tend to be well-represented by surviving 
artefacts, the later 14th and 15th centuries are oft en character-
ised by much smaller assemblages, and these are oft en domi-
nated by sealed groups of material recovered from the fi lls of 
cellars, wells and cesspits.
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64 Hoskins 1976, 2.

65 Cited in Platt 1976, 72.

As we have noted above, it is likely that a substantial propor-
tion of the rubbish generated by households had always been 
deposited off -site; but, the introduction of organised rubbish 
collections meant that this trend then accelerated, and that 
the overwhelming bulk of a household’s waste was then taken 
off -site.

Another contributory factor, which is oft en overlooked, was 
the introduction of planked fl oors. Most buildings within the 
earlier Middle Ages would have had fl oors of beaten earth, 
rammed clay, or skins of plaster; a bedding of rushes would 
then be strewn over this, and, periodically, the old rushes 
would be swept or forked out of the building, to be replaced 
with a fresh layer. Th e advantage for the archaeologist is that 
these layers of rushes whilst in use became trampled into a 
compressed organic layer, which could oft en incorporate any-
thing which had been dropped onto them, along with smaller 
pieces of broken vessels; these deposits oft en survive as dark 
organic occupation layers overlying fl oors, and are a rich source 
of both artefacts and environmental material. Th e Dutch 
humanist and theologian, Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1466-1536), 
was most scathing of this practice. Writing of his time in 
England between 1495 and about 1520, he observed that the 
rush fl oors in English houses were so ineff ectively removed 
“that the bottom layer is left  undisturbed, sometimes for 
twenty years, harbouring expectorations, vomiting, the leak-
ages of dogs and men, ale-droppings, scraps of fi sh, and other 
abominations not fi t to be mentioned”64.

Th e advantage (for the occupiers) of replacing these rush fl oors 
with planked fl oors was that ground-fl oor rooms could now be 
properly swept out. Similarly, if ceramic or glass vessels were 
broken within such a room, it was easier to pick up all of the 
pieces, whilst dropped food remains would be swept up – leav-
ing much leaner pickings for the archaeologist. Some of the 
wealthier houses would have had planked fl oors from the mid 
14th century onwards – a trend made easier by the importation 
of large quantities of fast-grown oak from the Baltic which was 
ideally suited for the manufacture and fi tting of ‘wainscot’ 
boards. However, not all houses of a certain social scale would 
have adopted the new planked fl oors at the same time, and 
many poorer houses would have persisted with earthen fl oors 
until a much later date; and so it is harder to chart the rate of 
progress of this change across a town.

Lastly, not all foreign visitors were as critical of 16th-century 
English society as Erasmus. Hence, the Dutch physician, 
Levinus Lemnius, attributed the good health of the English to 
a wholesome diet, traditionally rich in fi ne roasts; he then went 
on to note the “neate cleanliness, the exquisite fi nenesse, the plea-
saunte and delightfull furniture in every poynt for household, 
wonderfully rejoysed mee; their chambers and parlours strawed 
over with sweete herbes refr eshed mee; their nosegays fi nely enter-
mingled with sundry sortes of fr agraunte fl oures in their bedcham-
bers and privy roomes, with comfortable smell cheered mee up and 
entirelye delighted all my sence”65. Although this passage relates 

to a period barely 50 years later than that described by Erasmus, 
it may also be the case that these two writers were describing 
buildings and households of very diff erent status. Lemnius 
would appear to be describing households of the middle and 
upper sections of society, whist Erasmus may have been com-
menting on a much wider social range of households which he 
had encountered.

5  Conclusions

From this cursory survey a number of points are already appar-
ent:

Excavators need to make more eff ort to diff erentiate between  ·
primary and secondary fi lls of cesspits, and to communicate 
their interpretations of these features to both the fi nds 
 specialists and the environmental archaeologists who are 
working on the analysis of the contents of these pits: 
we can interpret material properly only when we genuinely 
understand the context of its deposition.
Not all unlined pits which happen to contain rubbish were  ·
necessarily dug as rubbish pits per se. Once again, there is 
an onus on excavators to properly interpret their features 
and deposits.
Some lined pits, which were either attached to, or incorpo- ·
rated within buildings, may have been fed by chutes from 
upper fl oors; although the above-ground components of 
these structures may no longer survive, there may be clues as 
to their former existence surviving below ground 
(e.g. in the form of vaulted arches, drain feeds etc.). Unless, as 
excavators, we pause to give some thought as to how these 
structures worked, such evidence will be overlooked, and its 
 signifi cance will not be grasped.
So far, there have been no published examples of the side  ·
walls of lined cesspits having been taken down to facilitate 
their emptying, and then being rebuilt. It is possible that 
excavators may simply not have considered this as an option, 
but there is certainly documentary evidence to attest 
this practice.
Th e great bulk of rubbish would always have been removed  ·
for deposition off -site, and this process would have been 
exacerbated by the introduction of organised collections of 
‘night soil’ and the introduction of planked fl oors. 
Hence, as fi nds specialists, we need to grasp that we would 
always be dealing with a very partial sample of what 
may have been in use on a particular site; and, once we get 
into the later medieval period or later, we are at best dealing 
with a mere palimpsest of contemporary material  culture.
We still know next to nothing about the archaeology of  ·
 public or communal latrines in Britain; as with the contem-
porary stews (bath houses and brothels), our knowledge 
of such establishments is limited to casual documentary 
 references for their existence. Whilst this has previously not 
registered as a priority on any published national or regional 
research agenda, it is an obvious gap in our knowledge of how 
medieval and Renaissance society functioned.
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1 Th is research was done for a PhD thesis: 

‘Th e memory of a street. Eight-hundred years of 

living in the Visserstraat in Breda’, see Hupperetz 

2004.

2 Verhaeghe 1990, 516, makes clear that archaeolo-

gists have less room for an objective presentation 

of their archaeological evidence because of the use 

of typologies and classifi cations that lead to unver-

ifi able interpretations. 

3 For an overview on the theoretical aspects of 

urban archaeology: Verhaeghe 1990, 503-527. 

The absence of references to historical sources on 

waste removal from cesspits i.e. Bartels 1999, 

25-41. Recent Dutch research on the phenomenon 

of cesspits (by drs. M. Hoogsteyns) and the status 

aspect of cesspit fi nds (by drs. R. van Oosten) 

are to be published in the near future.

Micro history, archaeology and the study 
of housing culture. Some thoughts on 
archaeological and historical data from a cesspit 
in 17th-century Breda

Wim Hupperetz

1  Introduction

Urban archaeology in the Netherlands provides us with a con-
stant fl ow of excavation reports in which archaeological fi nds 
and settlement traces are published. Th e interpretation of 
archaeological fi nds such as ceramics is still diffi  cult because a 
good theoretical framework is lacking. Cesspit fi nds are ideally 
suited to give information on the social-economic position of 
the household that used the cesspit. Recently, there have been 
some critical remarks on the interpretation of cesspit fi nds. In 
the 17th century a cesspit was a common phenomenon in most 
Dutch cities. But how did it function? How many times was it 
emptied and what was the meaning of waste in the economic 
system and in relation to the beginning of the consumer soci-
ety in the 17th century? 

Until now, the analysis of cesspit fi nds focuses on what has been 
found and not on what is missing. In this regard, a household 
inventory and a cesspit can be complementary, but there are 
many household goods that lack in both sources, for instance 
wooden dishes that were burnt or inherited pieces that were not 
listed in an inventory. Research in the Dutch city of Breda, espe-
cially on the inn ‘De Drye Mooren’ will be discussed in relation to 
the interpretation of archaeological fi nds from a 17th-century 
cesspit, their context and the theoretical framework1.

2  Waste processing 

People produce waste and that waste oft en is a problem. It will 
be removed or thrown into the water, but the most popular way 
to get rid of waste was to put it under the ground, because in a 
city there is a natural lack of space. In the early modern period, 
the waste problem is a typical city problem.

Building density varies across and between cities, so the waste 
problems will vary too. In a town, every household produces 
waste. Th is has to be stored and that can be done in a hole, a 
barrel or a brick cesspit or cellar, depending on the wealth of 
the users and the available space. In Breda, from the mid-17th 
century on, cess gets an economic value because of its use as 
fertilizer. Although a private household still has to pay for 
emptying a cesspit, the city council earned money contracting 
out the collection of waste in the public domain. In Breda this 
service was called the ‘moosmeierij’ and it provided the city 
council with considerable earnings.

3  Dating findings from cesspits

Brick cesspits (originally used as wells) occur in Breda since the 
14th century and gradually replaced wooden barrels. Brick 
cesspits could be more easily cleaned and were more durable. 
Th e cesspits or holes with content, which archaeologists dis-
cover, can be divided in a number of groups. Th ere is waste 
material in an original hole or in a secondary hole and there are 
cesspits that were cleaned frequently and that aft er being dis-
carded were not cleaned anymore. Th is may indicate that a new 
cesspit was taken into use.

When we look at the broad spectrum of publications on urban 
archaeological research of the last 30 years, we can detect an 
emphasis on describing material fi nds and only marginal atten-
tion for theoretical interpretation of archaeological traces and 
fi ndings2. Th e theoretical interpretation by archaeologists is 
still very much in development and in relation to cesspit fi nd-
ings it is still rather restricted3. Almost every excavation in a 
town centre provides us with ceramics from cesspits. Th e 
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4 Bartels 1999, 38-39; 65% of the cesspit fi nds in 

this study had a complex dating with a margin of 

more than 50 years.

5 As an example the cesspit of the inn ‘De Drye 

Mooren’ can be used. Based on the archaeological 

evidence a dating between 1650-1675 was possible. 

Th e historical data however make a complex dating 

possible in a maximum period of 20 months in 

1661-1663 (Hupperetz 1994).

6 sab, H.6 Acten Magistrael 1534-1577 f.129 

en f. 127v.

7 See the year-accounts of the City of Breda 1920, 

Bijlage 7, 8: sale of manure matter 35,157 guilders, 

sale of garbage 18,414 guilders and horses manure 

1090 guilders.

8 Kamermans 1999, 312. For Groningen 

see Nijboer 2007.

9 Blondé 2002, 299-301.

archaeological dating of these cesspits is oft en with a margin of 
25 to 50 years. We have to distinguish between complex dating 
– the specifi c period in which all the objects from this complex 
were thrown away in this pit – and lifespan dating – the period 
in which these objects were in general use4.

Especially lifespan dating oft en leads to a inaccurate dating of 
cesspits. It is therefore rather alarming that recent historic 
research has shown that cesspits in 17th-century Breda were 
emptied every 4.5 years on average, which means that a lifespan 
dating of between 25 and 50 years in many cases will exceed 
the real dating by a factor of ten5. Th e interpretation of these 
important archaeological fi nds is therefore not very accurate. 

4  The ‘moosmeierij’ in Breda

In Breda, the cleaning of cesspits is already known from the 
city accounts of 1493 when ‘Jacoppen den Stadsknecht’ received 
money for his job. During the 16th century the cleaning of 
cesspits was part of the duties of the ‘moosmeier’, that also 
included cleaning the streets, and the clearing of sewage pipes 
and gutters. In 1537 Jacoppen den Moesmeyer had to visit all 
places where gutters or canals were concealed. If they were 
congested, they had to be cleared within three days or a high 
penalty was due. Th e streets were cleaned three times a week, 
also to prevent infectious deceases. Th is we can conclude from 
the regulations of the city council in 1548 regarding the clean-
ing of the streets: “to prevent plague ande sweating, it is neces-
sary to purify the streets three times a week: on monday, tues-
day and saturday and also on Holy Days.”6.

In the fi rst half of the 17th century the predecessor of the 
municipal sanitation department (in Breda called the ´moos-
meier´) was paid for removing the city trash and he also sup-
plied the various towers and gates with peat. More and more, 
waste from the streets was used as fertilizer. Because of 
the substantial land reclamation, there was a great need for 

 fertilizer. Th e trade in faeces thus became an attractive busi-
ness. In Breda, the important change in the waste trade can be 
traced through the city accounts. Until 1649 the city paid the 
´moosmeier´ to remove the city waste, but from then on, the 
´moosmeier´ had to pay the city. Since 1649, the city could farm 
out the ‘moosmeier’ offi  ce and pretty soon earned more than 
1000 guilders a year from it (fi g. 1). Only from the second half 
of the 19th century the ´moosmeierij´ changed because of the 
 construction of drainage systems and the pick-up system of 
vessels, but the benefi ts were still high7.

5   Innovations in housing culture and 
consumption

A lot of change occurred behind the façades in the 17th and 
18th century. Th e circulation of consumer articles was increas-
ing during the 18th century. Th is infl uenced home furnishing 
and aff ected the household. Th e material housing culture was 
strongly infl uenced by these changes in consumer patterns. Th e 
central hypothesis is that the introduction and application of 
new fashionable – but less durable – goods increased the circu-
lation of these consumer goods more and more. It would be 
interesting to explore in which period the so-called ´age of sta-
bility´ – when the traditional housing culture showed hardly 
any innovations – has ended. Research in the Krimpenerwaard 
and in Groningen puts this change in the middle of the 17th 
century8. In Antwerp the ´birth of consumer society´ is placed 
in the fi rst half of the 18th century9. Th e innovation of housing 
culture fi ts with the common trend of a diminishing attach-
ment to durable goods and a preference for fashionable goods. 
Ceramics and glass – used as tableware – could not be repaired 
when broken. Lasting Spanish chairs were replaced by uphol-
stered chairs and rush-bottomed chairs, pewter plates were 
replaced by trendy ceramics and stamped and gilded leather 
was substituted by wallpaper. Th is development is clear in the 
18th century but it is too early to see a connection with the 
Breda cesspit fi nds. 
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Fig. 1 Farming out the ‘moosmeierij’ of 

Breda during the period  1600-1830 (source: 

City Archive of Breda, Municipal accounts 

and Acten Magistrael).
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10 sab, Church-accounts of the Grote Kerk, 

III-8-126 (1686/1687).

11 sab, Church-accounts of the Grote Kerk, 

III-8-120 (1674/1675).

12 sab, I-H.14 f.241v.

13 sab, H.15 f.50 e.v.

14 Ten times during 36 reference years (1657-

1696) shows that each 3.6 years the cesspit or cellar 

was cleaned.

 6  The night worker in the inn ‘De Drye Mooren’

Cleaning the cesspit was done at night because of the terrible 
stench. On January 4th, 1678 blacksmith Martinus van Reenen 
came to ‘De Drye Mooren’ and worked on the privy. Probably 
the same day the pit was to be cleaned by night workers 
employed by Jacob Huijgen. Th e pit was opened and closed by 
mason Adriaen Fiers. Aft er the cleaning, the carpenter Daniel 
van Arendonk with two servants repaired and fi xed the privy 
during half a day10. In 1675 the opening and closing of the 
cesspit was done by the night worker and the mason11.

Th e night workers were oft en employed by the ‘moosmeier’ who 
was bound to certain terms of employment. In 1651 it was 
specifi ed that the ‘moosmeier’ for every cesspit and every night 
could charge four guilders at the most . And for every worker 
he should provide one pint of beer12. In 1669 the terms of 
employment were more precisely described in the ‘ordinance 
on the night worker’. Th e cleaning of a pit or cellar had to be 
done by a team of six men and would cost eight guilders for 
one night and fourteen guilders for two nights. Furthermore 
candles and a pint of brandy had to be provided for every man. 
Th e ‘moosmeier’ was responsible for decent tools and a cart for 
the transportation of the garbage. He should avoid polluting 
the streets13. Th e cleaning of the cesspit of ‘De Drye Mooren’ 
was done on average every 3.6 years14.

7  Cleaning the cesspits in Breda 

We can compare the data on ‘De Dry Mooren’ with some other 
inns, public buildings and private households in Breda. Almost 
always one cesspit is mentioned but at the public buildings 
sometimes more than one cesspit or cellar is indicated. Th e 

average costs from ‘De Drye Mooren’ are the same as in the Latin 
School, the ‘Geweldigen Huis’ and the inn ‘Het Groot Hert’. Th e 
diff erences in the average number of cleanings was dependent 
on the size of the cellar or the cesspit. Furthermore the amount 
of produced waste was also crucial but data on this aspect are 
lacking. Th e comparison data on the private households are 
from the accounts of the Institution for Orphans. From seven-
teen households we have historical data on the cleaning of cess-
pits. Th e pits form these households were cleaned regularly 
every 4.2 years and this is comparable with the data we have on 
the inns which were cleaned every 4.4 years.

Th e waste-production of toilet, household goods and kitchen 
should be larger in the inns but they had probably larger pits 
and cellars, and the cleaning costs of the inns are therefore 
higher, as can be seen in the average costs (table 1).

8   Waste from the inn ‘De Drye Mooren’ 
1661-1663

Th e glass and ceramics from the cesspit of ‘De Drye Mooren’ 
were part of the tableware that was used in the inn (fi g. 2-4). 
Regularly, a plate or a glass must have broken. Th e broken pot-
tery, glass and other waste material were thrown in the cesspit 
which was also fi lled with human faeces from the toilet. Th is 
privy, also mentioned as ‘secreet’, ‘privaet’ or ‘heymlicheyt’, was 
located in the courtyard next to the inn. It had to be cleaned 
once in a while and this was done by the night workers. During 
the extension of the inn in 1663 the existing cesspit was closed 
and a new toilet and cesspit had to be built. From the accounts 
it is clear that this cesspit ( together with three other pits) was 
cleaned between october 10th, 1661 and october 10th, 1662 by 

Nr House Period Number of 

reference years

Number of 

cleanings

Average

in years

Average 

costs

Remarks

1 Vreuchdendael 1643-1698 55 7 7.8 20.60 Sometimes 3 pits

2 De Latijnse school 1653-1682 30 5 6 11.60 Once 3 cellars

3 Het Geweldigen 

Huis

1693-1702 9 2 4.5 12.32 Once 4 nights

4 (Achter) 

Muziekkamer

1692-1700 8 3 2.7 14 Once 2 nights

5 Het Groot Hert 1697-1702 5 5 1 11 Several pits

6 De Drye Mooren 1657-1696 36 10 3.6 10.31 Pit, later cellar

7 21 other houses 1 1606-1679 328 73 4.4 2.69 Each time one pit

Total 1606-1702 471 105 4,4

Table 1 
Comparison of the cleaning of cesspits/cellars from inns (1, 4, 5, 6), public buildings (2, 3) and seventeen diff erent households (7) in Breda 

(1606-1702); the costs are in guilders. Source: City Archive of Breda, Municipal accounts, Church-accounts and accounts of the Institution 

for Orphans Breda.
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15 sab, Church-accounts of the Grote Kerk, 

III-8-59 f. 81 and 81v.; Hupperetz 1994.

16 Levi 1991, 95; see also Jacobs 2000.

Th eunis Janssen, the night worker, and his people. He received 
8.50 guilders. In 1987 this cesspit was discovered and the con-
tent of this pit therefore must have been ‘produced’ between 
october 10th, 1661 at the earliest, and the summer of 1663, a 
period of about 18 months15.

Th e cesspit contained (on the basis of minimum number of 
specimen) 43 beer and 41 wine glasses (fi g. 3), 49 clay pipes, a 
comb, bones and 137 ceramic vessels: 30 plates, 19 platters, 12 
lobed dishes (fi g. 4), 13 stoneware (beer) jugs (one with the 
remains of a pewter lid), 11 pipkins (fi g. 2), 4 strainers, 13 
bowls, 1 frying-pan, 3 lids, 1 fl owerpot, 4 chamber pots and 
several unknown objects. Pewter is lacking in the pit because it 
could be repaired or melted. Th e fi nds from this cesspit can be 
compared with the inventory of the kitchen house which was 
recorded on april 23rd, 1678 and represented then the value of 
7.80 guilders. 

Based on the archaeological data we can estimate that on aver-
age once a week a glass, a tobacco pipe and a ceramic vessel 

was broken in the inn and thrown away. Th ese objects were 
vulnerable, since these were Venetian glasses and clay tobacco 
pipes. Th e plates were heavily used and therefore were broken 
regularly. It is remarkable that only a few ceramic beer-jugs 
were found, but this is very likely explained by the use of pew-
ter jugs that were never thrown into the cesspit. 

9   Conclusions: micro history, archaeology and 
the study of housing culture

Th e historical and archaeological context of cesspit fi nds is 
very complex and should be taken into account during inter-
pretation. One could use the approach of Microstoria or micro 
history. Th is is a research method that aims to limit the research 
object as much as possible16. By restricting the research object 
to a certain closed fi nd – mostly linked to one household – we 
have a very limited spatial entity. Limiting the scale works as 
an analytical principle. Th rough this kind of detailed studies 
we can observe more interconnections. In many cases histori-
ans use microstoria as an anthropologist or as an ethnologist in 

Fig. 2 Two handled cooking pots and pipkins 

from the cesspit at ‘De Drye Mooren’, Breda 

(1661-1663).

Fig. 3 Beer and wine glasses from the cesspit at 

‘De Drye Mooren’, Breda (1661-1663).
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17 See for a large scale inventarisation of cesspit fi nds: Bartels 1999.

the sense that one is looking for a contextual meaning. Th rough 
microscopic analyses sometimes meaning can be given to 
apparently arbitrary details, thus arriving at far-reaching con-
clusions. In the case of research on cesspits microstoria will pro-
vide more information on the lifestyle than the study of large 
numbers of cesspits that lack a sharp dating or clear historical 
context17.

Combining archaeological and historical data, and consider-
ing them from a perspective of micro history can lead 
to interesting conclusions. Th e fact that cesspits in Breda 
were cleaned every four years should be taken into account as 
we study the fi nds from cesspits and try to date them. 
Furthermore, the change in the economic value of waste in 
17th-century Breda should be considered crucial. Th is could 

Fig. 4 Lobed dishes from the cesspit at ‘De Drye 

Mooren’, Breda (1661-1663). 

have infl uenced the way in which people regarded and han-
dled waste. Th e relation with the beginning of a consumer 
society and the innovation of housing culture is interesting 
and should be studied more from the archaeological perspec-
tive. Th e common trend of a diminishing attachment to dura-
ble goods and a preference for fashionable goods could also 
be visible from the archaeological data.
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Danish sponsors, English lead, 
Vikings, and a new roof for the church 
of Sainte-Geneviève in Paris

Else Roesdahl 

1 Introduction

In 1188 Étienne, abbot of the monastery of Sainte-Geneviève 
in Paris, sent letters to the king of Denmark and six of the most 
powerful Danish magnates1. Th e content of the letters was 
basically the same: the abbot was renovating his monastic 
church and appealed to the Danes for funding of a lead roof. It 
was explicitly stated that he needed a high quality roof of 
English and not ’Roman’ lead, which would soon leak. Th ese 
letters off er an unique insight into clever and perspicacious 
twelft h-century fund-raising, into classic ‘old boys’ networks’, 
into the importance of lead and lead roofs¸ and into Franco-
Danish relationships at that period. Th e letters are known from 
copies in Paris and elsewhere, and a little additional informa-
tion appears in the collection of letters from Abbot William of 
Æbelholt – one of the men addressed by Abbot Étienne2.

Sainte-Geneviève, on the left  bank of the Seine, was one of 
the most important churches of Paris and was dedicated to 
the town’s patron saint. It was fi rst built in c. 510 over the 
tomb of Saint Geneviève, as the basilica of the Saints-Apôtres, 
by Clovis, king of the Franks, and his wife Clotilde, to serve 
as a royal mausoleum. Church and monastery were of course 
renovated and rebuilt many times. Th e complex was demol-
ished in 1802-1807 to make way for the Panthéon and a 
school. Little is left  of the monastery (fi g. 1), and archaeo-
logical information is sparse3.

2  The letters of abbot Étienne

Abbot Étienne had – in keeping with twelft h-century episto-
lary style – a fl owery and somewhat loquacious pen. He justi-
fi ed his appeal to the Danes by referral to their pagan ancestors 
(the Vikings), who had burned and destroyed so much in Gaul 
in the ninth century. He explained that this particularly famous 

Fig. 1 Little remains of Sainte-Geneviève in Paris. Information 

derives chiefl y from written sources and pictorial evidence, although 

it was ‘excavated’ in connection with the demolition. What little is 

left  is built into the Lycée Henri IV, near the Panthéon. A medieval 

bell-tower, the ‘Tour de Clovis’, can be seen from the Rue de Clovis. 

Photo: Else Roesdahl 1996. 
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see e.g. Skyum-Nielsen 1971.

6 On Absalon see also: Birkebæk et al. 1996; 

Friis-Jensen & Skovgaard-Petersen 2000.

7 He was canonized in 1224.

church, where the holy virgin Saint Geneviève was buried and 
which had been built with royal support, had suff ered badly 
and still suff ered from the consequences. Th e sad condition of 
the walls is vividly described. Étienne wrote further that he 
had acquired timber for the support of a lead roof and that the 
church walls were now being externally renovated with well-
dressed stones. However, as has been pointed out elsewhere4, it 
was probably a gross exaggeration that the walls were in such 
bad condition, because the church had had many rich benefac-
tors through the years and been in continual use. Th e abbot’s 
real project was, rather, a Gothic modernisation of his church 
with rib vaulting (voûtes d’ogives) – at this time fashionable in 
churches in the Ile de France. Th e external support of the walls, 
which is explicitly mentioned, may represent buttresses or, pos-
sibly, an external skin of dressed stone.

Th e text of the seven letters varied in detail in accordance with 
what was deemed suitable for each recipient and useful for the 
project. Abbot Étienne knew some of the men very well, in par-
ticular Archbishop Absalon, Peder Sunesen and Abbot William, 
and naturally all the Danes knew each other extremely well5.

Absalon had studied in Paris, perhaps in Sainte-Geneviève 
itself, when he was young. He returned to Denmark c. 1155 and 
maintained regular contact with Étienne. At Absalon’s request 
Étienne sent William (who was well-known to Absalon) to 
Denmark in order to reform the Augustine monastery at 
Eskilsø in Sjælland, which moved in c. 1175 to Æbelholt and 
became a fl ourishing institution. Étienne had also been very 
helpful to young Peder Sunesen, Absalon’s relative and protégé. 
He had formally entered the monastery of Sainte-Geneviève 
but as he did not thrive in Paris, it was arranged for him to 
return to Denmark with an untainted reputation and formali-
ties in order to qualify him for later clerical preferment in his 
home country. Absalon was not only asked for economic sup-
port in providing lead for the roof, but also for practical help 
in the acquisition of English lead, as he had experience of buy-
ing lead for churches6.

Peder Sunesen was a son of one of Denmark’s most powerful 
men and richest land-owners, Sune Ebbesen, who had died two 
years earlier. Peder was also the brother of the King’s chancel-
lor Andreas, who succeeded Absalon as archbishop in 1201; 
Peder himself succeeded Absalon as bishop of Roskilde in 
1192. He had returned from Paris a few years before 1188 and 
must have known the actual condition of the church of Sainte-
Geneviève. Abbot Étienne’s letter to him has a personal tone, 
and Peder is informed about the building project, but is not 
asked for economic support.

In 1188 William was well established as Abbot of Æbelholt7. 
He had been a canon at Sainte-Geneviève but had had certain 

problems there before he went north to Denmark. He was in 
regular contact with Étienne and sent him, for example, a 
splendid horse as a present. In the letter in question, William 
is told of the building project and the letters appealing for 
sponsorship. He is asked to help in whatever way he feels is 
best, but is not specifi cally asked for money.

Knut Prizlavsen, however, is seriously targeted in support of 
Étienne’s cause. Knut was the son of Knut Lavard’s daughter 
Catherine and the Slav prince Prizlav and therefore a nephew 
of king Valdemar the Great (died 1186) and related to king 
Knut VI. In the letter it is spelled out that his brother, 
Valdemar Prizlavsen, had entered Sainte-Geneviève and was 
buried there. Th e destruction caused by their pagan ancestors 
is also mentioned.

Th e letter to King Knut relates to this. With proper deference 
to the king’s greatness, it is stressed that Valdemar Prizlavsen’s 
rightful inheritance was never paid, neither to him, nor to the 
monastery. Abbot Étienne therefore asked the king to infl u-
ence Valdemar’s brother Knut to support the lead-roof appeal 
as some substitute for the missing inheritance. Th e abbot did 
not ask the king himself for economic support – although he 
reminded him of his pagan ancestors’ depredations.

Bishop Valdemar of Schleswig was directly asked for economic 
support, with due reference to his exquisite personal qualities 
and to his pagan ancestors’ part in the destruction of Sainte-
Geneviève. Valdemar was a son of Knut Magnussen (former 
king of part of Denmark, killed in 1157) and a great-grandson 
of king Niels of Denmark (killed in 1134). Like several other 
men with a legitimate claim to the throne, Valdemar was 
helped to an ecclesiastical career and had studied in Paris, 
while continuing to have ambitions of secular power.

Th e last letter was to Bishop Omer of Ribe, who Étienne did 
not know personally. He was not asked for money, but was 
asked to assist Étienne’s messenger, the canon Gaufridus8. Th is 
letter starts with a statement of friendship, which is interesting 
in relation to all letters sent: “Th ere are four ways to create 
either new friendships or to nourish old ones: conversation, 
mutual assistance, frequent exchange of letters, and reports on 
the possession of true virtues”. 

Abbot Étienne, then, had sent concrete requests for economic 
support to Absalon, Knut Prizlavsen and bishop Valdemar, as 
well as a request to the king to put pressure on Knut, and to 
Abbot William to work for the cause. Further, Peder Sunesen 
was informed about the project, and bishop Omer was asked to 
give advice and protection to Étienne’s messenger, who (prob-
ably before arriving in Ribe) also visited Absalon, Knut 
Prizlavsen, bishop Valdemar and the King.
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8 Ribe was a good starting point for travel to 

England, where the lead was to be purchased.

9 He is widely known as Étienne de Tournai.

10 Heliot 1964; Nyborg 2003, with refs.

3  Conclusion

Abbot Étienne must have believed that his letters to the rich 
Danes would be well received. Perhaps the king and Peder 
Sunesen also contributed to the roof. Th e application to bishop 
Valdemar, whose relationship with the ruling dynasty was 
somewhat strained, may have been intended to add some ele-
ment of competition in relation to the other donors. Th e whole 
fundraising project may well have been discretely planned 
between abbot Étienne and archbishop Absalon, and Absalon, 
who was well versed in Danish history, may well have agreed 
(or suggested) that the Vikings’ destruction in ancient times 
could be used as a good argument in appeals for Danish fund-
ing of a new lead roof.

It is not known whether the fund-raising was successful. But it 
probably was, for good relations between Abbot Étienne on 
one side, and Absalon, Peder Sunesen, Abbot William and king 
Knut on the other, continued in later years. When the king’s 
sister, Ingeborg, in 1193 was repudiated by King Philippe 
Auguste of France on the morning aft er the wedding night, 

Étienne worked hard on the side of the Danes – with Abbot 
William and Peder Sunesen’s brother, Andreas, and others – to 
have her re-instated. Meanwhile Étienne had become bishop of 
Tournai, in the southern part of present-day Belgium9. He was 
a key fi gure in the fl ourishing Franco-Danish relationship of 
the second half of the twelft h and the early thirteenth centu-
ries, a relationship which also had an important impact on 
Danish art and architecture – one of the fi nest examples of 
which being Roskilde Cathedral, the fi rst seat of Absalon, who 
was succeeded by Peder Sunesen10.

Acknowledgments

I am grateful to Hans Krongaard Kristensen and Michael 
Gelting for discussions about architectural features and Latin 
terminology; to Patrick Périn for the reference to Vieillard-
Troïkouroff  et al. 1960; and to David M. Wilson for comments 
on this manuscript and adjustments to my English.
—

93058_Huldeboek_19_Roesdahl.indd 28793058_Huldeboek_19_Roesdahl.indd   287 25-03-2010 08:53:1225-03-2010   08:53:12



Else Roesdahl288

Bibliography

birkebæk f., christensen t. & skovgaard-petersen i. (eds.) 1996: Absalon. Fædrelandets 
fader, Roskilde.

dansk biografisk leksikon 1979-84: Dansk Biografi sk Leksikon, 3. ed., København.

diplomatarium danicum: Diplomatarium Danicum 1. Rk., vol. 3, 1170-1199. København, 
Det danske Sprog- og Litteraturselskab 1976 (translations into Danish in Danmarks Riges Breve 
1, 3).

friis-jensen c. & skovgaard-petersen i. (eds.) 2000: Archbishop Absalon of Lund and his 
World, Roskilde.

heliot p. 1964: La cathédrale de Roskilde et l’infl uence de l’architecture française en Danemark 
vers 1150-1220, Bulletin Monumental CXXII, 234-320.

nyborg e. 2003: Th e Holy Rood Crucifi xion group of Roskilde cathedral and the Scandinavian 
Early Gothic, Hafnia 12, 160-195.

roesdahl e. 2006: Danske sponsorer, vikinger og et blytag til Sainte-Geneviève i Paris 1188. 
In: kjær u., jørgensen m.-l. & christensen j.h. (eds.): Skæve vinkler. Festskrift  til Kjeld de 
Fine Licht i anledning af 75 årsdagen, København, 87-91.

skyum-nielsen n. 1971: Kvinde og Slave, København.

vieillard-troïkouroff m., fossard d., chatel e. & lamy-lassalle c. 1960: Les 
 anciennes églises suburbaines de Paris (IVe-Xe siècles). In: Paris et Ile-de-France. Memoires publiés 
par la Fédération des Sociétés Historiques et Archéologiques de Paris et Ile-de-France XI, Paris.

93058_Huldeboek_19_Roesdahl.indd 28893058_Huldeboek_19_Roesdahl.indd   288 25-03-2010 08:53:1225-03-2010   08:53:12



289

1 Verhaeghe 1978; Idem 1981; Idem 1998, 270.

2 Verhaeghe 1998, 267. 

3 Ibid., 271.

4 Ibid..

5 Verhaeghe 1977; Idem 1978; Idem 1981; Idem 

1984; Idem 1986, Idem 2002.

6 Idem 1981; Idem 1986.

7 Tys 1997; see also Soens 2001.

8 Verhaeghe 1986, 59.

9 Estate Archives Brussels, Fonds rekenkamer, rol 

2923: confi scated goods aft er the batlle of Cassel, 

1329; Tys 2003.

Medieval moated sites in coastal Flanders: 
the impact of social groups on the formation 
of the landscape in relation to the early estates of 
the Count of Flanders

Dries Tys

1  Introduction

Th roughout his scientifi c writings Frans Verhaeghe has dealt 
with the question of the importance of social practices in the 
explanation of landscape and settlements as well as of the pos-
sibilities of historical archaeology to off er contextual approaches 
to study human behaviour and ‘agency’1.

He emphasizes how the availability of written sources and evi-
dence for the medieval and later period “provides contextual 
information against which the archaeological sources and their 
interpretations can be tested”, by which medieval and later 
archaeology has the potential to contribute to issues in archae-
ological theory2. He states: “If humans defi ne their material 
culture, they are in turn also defi ned by this same material cul-
ture, as are their behaviour and ultimately even their 
institutions.”3. Landscapes and settlements have the potential 
to constitute in an active way how space should be organised 
and should be read as a sign of how spatial features and senses 
of place constitute society and ones position in society. As 
such, material features could contain social and even ideologi-
cal messages about how the object “has been derived from 
social position and can act as a sign from which a social posi-
tion is derived”4. 

2  Moated sites

An early example of this interdisciplinary approach in the 
work of Frans Verhaeghe is his study of the moated sites in 
coastal Flanders5. Th ese moats form an interesting example of 
medieval spatial material culture, which can be read as signs 
by which social relations are, consciously or not, mediated in 
the landscape.

‘Moated sites’ are morphologically sites where a part of the 
terrain is surrounded by a moat, whatever the actual status 
and position of the site. It is generally accepted that the use of 
a moat is a phenomenon that refers to the larger moats around 
castle sites (motte-and-bailey castles). Th roughout northwest 
Europe moats seem to be an accepted feature with the ongo-
ing social connotation for sites of status, the houses and cas-
tles of the (lower) nobility and/or manorial sites. Th e moats 
were apparently military features as well as symbolic features, 
signalling distinctions and the ability to organize the land-
scape around the castle site6. Only in (coastal) Flanders, the 
phenomenon is connected to farms of social groups under the 
lower nobility: farmers without an offi  cial higher status in the 
medieval society. It is not uncommon in the late medieval 
coastal plain to fi nd farms with no more than 5 to 10 hectares 
of land, belonging to the so-called ‘self-subsistence’ category 
of peasants7.

Frans Verhaeghe showed how for instance the ‘manoirs’ that 
were confi scated by the French crown aft er the coastal peasant 
rebellion of 1328, were oft en nothing else but farms with a 
moat, which were abundantly present in coastal Flanders8. On 
the east bank of the river Yzer for instance, no less than fi ft een 
‘manoirs’ were confi scated, of which eight possessed less than 
5 hectares and fi ve between 5 and 15 hectares (fi g. 1)9.

Th e use of moats on farms of social groups under the lower 
nobility is a typical phenomenon for the region of coastal 
Flanders. Notwithstanding the fact that the use of moats is 
widespread in the entire regions of Flanders and Brabant, it is 
clear that coastal Flanders has the largest density and disper-
sion of sites and farms with a moat compared to the rest of 
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Flanders10. In the area south of Veurne, the density of moated 
sites was around one per 38 hectares, with concentration zones 
where the density went up to one per 20/25 hectares11. Th e 
same goes for the area on the east bank of the river Yzer, where 
alone according to the landbooks of the early 17th century 252 
moated sites, lost sites as well as still existing ones, had been 
present on a surface of 5044 hectares (fi g. 1)12. In inland 
Flanders and Brabant, this number would decrease to one 
moated site per 80 hectares or more13. One can assume that in 
inland Flanders and Brabant, the phenomenon was probably 
more closely connected to indeed manorial sites and castle sites 
or sites with a distinctive status14.

In coastal Flanders, the phenomenon of moated sites as por-
trayed above, seems to have originated around 120015. Th e 
appearance of the ‘fashion’ to use moats around ‘ordinary’ 
farmsteads in coastal Flanders can be dated between the late 
12th and the middle of the 14th century. Th e phenomenon 
does not disappear aft er 1350, but clear enough, new moated 
sites become much scarcer aft erwards and many 13th- and 

14th-century moated farmsteads are given up between the 
middle of the 14th century and the middle of the 15th century, 
leaving only the trace of the moat and other earthworks in the 
rural landscape16. Th e explanation is to be found in a combina-
tion of the general economic crisis of the 14th century, con-
nected to the intensive commercialisation of the rural economy 
around Bruges in the later medieval period. Probably many 
peasants had to sell their property because of a combination of 
unfavourable economic conditions, the rise of debts and loans 
and the use of a ruthless credit system applied by the Bruges 
patricians17. Between the 15th and the 17th century, moats 
around farms and other sites in coastal Flanders tend to become 
a more exclusive phenomenon, mainly used in the context of 
larger estates and/or by members of higher social strata18.
 
As such, the widespread use of moats around sites in coastal 
Flanders between the period around 1200 and the period 
around 1350, most probably as a distinctive status symbol, tes-
tifi es how the use of moats in coastal Flanders had clearly a 
much larger social dispersion, compared to the rest of Flanders 

IJ
ze

r

Diksmuide
ZANDGRONDEN

POLDERGEBIED

POLDERGEBIED

Nieuwpoort

Oostende

Bredene

Slijpe

Veurne

Leffinge

Oudenburg
Brugge

Knokke

Noordzee

Kamerlings Ambacht

10 km0

Uitkerke

Dudzele

Oostkerke

Lampernisse

Zoutenaaie

Fig. 1 Th e eastbank of the river Yzer, situated in the coastal plain.
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29 Ibid..
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31 Th oen 2001.

and (N-W-) Europe.  Th e moats around the moated farmsteads 
in coastal Flanders were indeed apparently more than exclu-
sively functional features, for instance for drainage, defence or 
use as fi sh resource.

Verhaeghe suggested a very probable link between the general 
social and symbolic meaning and use of these moats and the 
use of moats in the high status motte-and-bailey sites19. He for-
mulated the hypothesis that the use of moats around the farms 
designed a kind of social emulation, in which the moat around 
the farm had to be seen as an imitation of these fashionable 
features used in the higher circles20. Indeed, coastal Flanders 
was already in the 12th century an exceptionally early urban 
market oriented area where farmers had no or very few 
 seigniorial ties or duties21. One could indeed suggest that the 
apparent independence of the coastal farmers from lords or 
nobility, seems to have been the context in which these farmers 
chose to signal their free status and social independence.

Th e questions that remain are how, when and from where the 
idea of using a moat as a sign to defi ne them was transferred 
from the higher circles to the free (and other) farmers. It sug-
gests all together that the farmers and peasants did not fear 
to use moats and were not opposed in doing so in the early 
13th century. Th e example(s) to follow must have been not 
far away and in one way or another it must have stimulated 
the idea of imitation, either by the ambitions of the peasants, 
or by the accessibility of it as a sign to use, or by a combina-
tion of both. Th e use of moats indeed might have been derived 
from social position, namely the position of being free farm-
ers and could then have acted as a sign from which a social 
position is derived22. Th e question is, which was the reference 
sign for those coastal farmers, and in which context could the 
farmers and peasants use and imitate the idea of moats around 
their farms? One particular problem is that classical motte-
bailey strongholds were not a widespread phenomenon in the 
coastal plain. 

3  Coastal knights of the count of Flanders

When we look at the social elites in the coastal plain in the 
medieval period and especially the period around the 12th 
century and before that, we notice the apparent absence of real 
(‘high’) nobility from within the coastal area23. Local and 
micro-regional lordship can be found in estates at the sandy 
edge of the coastal plain, while in comital strongholds as Sint-
Winoksbergen, Bourbourg, Veurne (Furnes), Oudenburg and 

of course Bruges we fi nd castellani or burggraven (‘castle gover-
nors’), who are connected to the higher nobility of Flanders24. 
Th ese governors were appointed offi  cials who had their roots 
elsewhere and who had no clear territorial possessions in the 
coastal plain itself. Th ere are some indications that some of 
them hold motte-bailey castles within the circular strongholds 
of Veurne and Bergues, but these castles are archaeologically 
not very well known.

Next to this small group of higher offi  cials, some contemporary 
written sources, like the account of the murder of Charles the 
Good by Galbert of Bruges (1127-1128), mention the presence 
of a group or even confederacy of coastal knights in early-12th-
century Flanders25. Knights were not considered nobility until 
the end of the 12th century, although they did play a higher 
social role in society26. In his article of 1980 about the position 
of these knights in the events of 1127/1128, W. von Groote 
gave some interesting characteristics of these knights, which he 
considered as the notables of the coastal plain27. Th e fi rst is 
that these knights, called the maritimi fl andrenses acted and 
lived in the actual alluvial polder area of coastal Flanders. 
Furthermore, these knights were involved in the defence of 
comital fortresses in the coastal area and in the regional prac-
tice of justice (as scabini terrae). Th ey also seem to have been 
involved in the management of comital estates. Th e most 
important amongst them (the meliores) belonged to the princi-
pes of coastal Flanders28. Th e milites from Oostkerke, who were 
situated next to the Zwin (the tidal inlet that connected Bruges 
with the sea) seem to have been engaged in the control of the 
trade to Bruges and had a role in the surveillance of the public 
order (as exercitus)29.

Th e actual connection between these knights and estates or 
manors in the coastal area remained unclear though, as well as 
the actual position and place of these knights in the coastal 
landscape. According to the ‘traditional’ historical-geographi-
cal interpretations of the formation of the coastal landscape, 
this landscape was fi rst of all the result of the embanking, rec-
lamations and actions of large ecclesiastical institutions in the 
salt marshes of the high medieval coastal plain30. According to 
this theory, the ecclesiastical property rights of these salt 
marshes were granted by the counts, which were the theoretical 
landowners of the unembanked salt marshes. Th e counts how-
ever, would not have been interested in developing estates of 
their own31. Inside the coastal plain itself, the counts would 
only have kept a limited number of smaller feudal manors and 
some rents in kind. 
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4  Coastal estates of the count of Flanders

Th is view was contested by the ‘discovery’ of extensive comital 
estates in coastal Flanders by reconstructing the actual 10th- to 
12th-century social property relations in the central part of the 
coastal plain, on the east bank of the river Yzer, the so called 
‘Kamerlings Ambacht’ (fi g. 2; fi g. 3)32. According to this 
research, it was count Baldwin II (879-918) who succeeded in 
the creation of an enormous territorial property in the coastal 
plain, next to the free lands of an older population of early 
medieval sheep farmers, who lived more land inward on dwell-
ing mounds33. He apparently did so by exercising the ability to 
gain control over important resources, through the usurpation 
of older estates belonging to the crown or ecclesiastical institu-
tions, but also through the exercise of the regal right of waste 
grounds in the coastal plain, which were to be found in the 
lower salt marshes in the estuaries of the open tidal channels 
and rivers, like the Zwin, the Yzer, the Gersta, and others.

Th e interdisciplinary analysis of the medieval landscape of case 
study areas in the coastal plain resulted in the reconstruction 
of several of these comital estates in the estuaries, like the 
estates on the east bank of the river Yzer (all together 1600 
hectares and with a capacity of 10,000 sheep), the huge comital 
estates around Veurne, specialised in animal husbandry and 
sheep herding but also containing several fi sheries, and the 
estates of the ‘lardarium’ and ‘spicarium’ of Bergues on both 
sides of the Gersta estuary.

Detailed analysis of the medieval landscape developments 
(with attention to spatial structures, fi eld systems, property 
relations and site catchment analysis) of the area on the east 
bank of the river Yzer resulted indeed in the reconstruction of 

1600 hectares of ‘old’ territorial comital domains in this spe-
cifi c area. In the 15th- and 16th-century land books, these 
lands were described either as ‘Camerland’ or as ‘Proostland’, 
being in fact the lands of the Brevia Camera and Magna Brevia 
of Bruges (fi g. 3).

Th e Brevia Camera and Magna Brevia were two of the more 
important estate accounts of the comital treasury34. Both 
accounts went back to an older, united estate account in the 
castellany of Bruges, which would have originated around the 
end of the 11th century35. Th is account collected all the reve-
nues in money of the comital brevia-estates in the castellany of 
Bruges, which were mainly estates leased out in census since the 
end of the 11th century. Before the end of the 11th century, 
these domains were part of the estate management called the 
spicaria of Bruges, which refers to the comital storehouse in the 
comital fortress in Bruges (the ‘Burg’). Th is storehouse acted as 
rent-collecting centre of the comital estates in the region of 
Bruges. Spatial and historical analysis of the estates in relation 
to the descriptions of the revenues and incomes in later sources 
from the comital treasury (the Grote Brief of 1187, the oldest 
known general account of the revenues of the comital territo-
rial estates) show that these incomes could be brought back to 
specialised sheep domains. Th e comital estates seem indeed to 
have started with the delivery of bulk products and/or rents in 
kind to the storehouses. In the case of the mentioned estates in 
the area between the later towns of Ostend and Nieuwpoort, it 
seems that they mainly delivered lambs (meat) and wool. 
According to Verhulst and Lyon, the castral spicaria-system 
came into existence around the year 1000, together with the 
division of Flanders in castellanies36.
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Fig. 2 Th e parishes on the eastbank of the Yzer and 

their relation. Th ere existed two mother parishes: 

Testerep (Mariakerke) and Leffi  nge.
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Th e comital estates also formed distinctive units in the land-
scape, as is shown by several oval enclosures, which are to be 
found in the centres of these domains. Th ese oval enclosures 
were probably nucleated embankings, according tot written 
data probably erected before the middle of the 11th century to 
create protected infi elds. Th is means that the counts made a 
deliberate choice for the control of the environment as well as 
the rural landscape surrounding their fortresses through tech-
nological innovations. It thus seems that the counts have made 
use of the inherent ecological possibilities of the coastal plain 
to organise and control the production and the exchange of 
wool, grain, meat and sea fi sh. Trough these comital estates 
and through their intervention in the management of ecology 
and hydrology of the coastal area, the counts created them-
selves a dominant ‘market position’ in the supply and trade of 
bulk commodities, which was organised during the 10th and 
11th centuries via the castral storehouses and marketplaces in 
amongst others the ringfort castles of Veurne, Bergues and the 
main comital stronghold at the time, namely Bruges. Th e devel-
opment of these markets with comital produce, probably 
caused a strong impulse on urban developments in and around 
these centres.

Whatever the economical importance of the 10th- to 11th-
century comital territorial possessions in the coastal plain, it 
was probably not the count’s purpose to develop an economic 
position on its own, but instead to use the generated means to 
purchase a princely ideology with a powerful territorial posi-
tion, by investing them in the organisation of a centralised 
public authority, in military campaigns and territorial  conquests 
in the neighbouring counties, in socio-political networking 

through gift s out of the territorial properties and in the mate-
rialisation of his performance in collegiate churches in these 
centres and fortresses like Veurne, Sint-Winoksbergen, and 
others37.
 
Count Baldwin founded as well in Bergues as in Veurne pres-
tigious collegiate churches; in Bergues in 899 and in Veurne at 
the end of his life, between 916 and 918. Very important from 
the point of princely performance and ideological power, he 
managed to donate to the church in Bergues the relics of the 
Sancti Winnoci, an 8th-century missionary who was buried in 
Saint-Omer, and to Veurne the skull of Saint Walburga, a late 
8th-century Anglo-Saxon saint living in Bavaria. At least in 
Veurne, Baldwin must have had a residential hall or aula, since 
we know that he and his son issued many charters from this 
centre of power.

As in the burghs of Baldwin II’s father in law, Alfred the Great, 
these centres developed during the period between the end of 
the 9th and the start of the 11th century also as socio-political 
centres of collective and territorial institutions, like feudal 
courts, through which the count could develop a fi rm grip on 
his territory and his subjects.

5   The knights and the estates of the counts of 
Flanders

Instead of the old view that comital power was restricted to his 
fortresses, we know now that these centres of power stood in 
relation to large estates, transforming large parts of 10th- to 
12th-century coastal Flanders into a comital landscape. When 

Estate centre of saint 
peter’s abbey Ghent
Estate centre of saint
peter’s abbey Ghent
Estate centre of Saint 
Peter’  abbey Ghent

Le ngeLe ngeLeffinge

La mo e de Jehan de SlypeLa mo e de Jehan de Slyl pyy eLa motte de Jehan de Slype

Slijpe - ArleboutskappelleSlijpe - ArleboutskappelleSlijpe - Arleboutskappelle

MiddelkerkeMiddelkerkeMiddelkerke

WestendeWestendeWestende

MannekensvereMannekensvereMannekensvere De Vier DijkenDe Vier DijkenDe Vier Dijken

Fig. 3 Villages and sites on the 

eastbank of the Yzer, mentioned 

in the text. Coloured fi elds: 

estates of the counts of Flanders; 

blue coloured fi elds: former 

estates donated to ecclesiastical 

institutions.
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we look more closely to the estates themselves, it becomes clear 
that the comital power apparatus and the rural estates were 
closely connected.

Also in Flanders, there seems to be a clear link between the 
landscape and the organisation of the estates of the count and 
his military apparatus. Inside the estates of the Brevia Camere 
and the Magna Brevia, there were several feudal manors, which 
had (according to the oldest 14th-century loan registry docu-
ments) certain common features: 
1) Th ey were part of the comital feudal court of Bruges; 
2) Th e vassals who kept them in loan had to perform military 
services for the counts army (e.g. 40 days duty with two horses); 
3) the most important amongst them could be brought in rela-
tion to 12th-century milites or knights, like the knights of 
Testerep (the former mother parish of Saint Mary of Testerep, 
also called villa), of Westende (the western part of Testerep, with 
both extensive embanked sheep estates as dairy estates in the 
dunes) and especially the knights of Slype, the so called milites 
de Slipen, which belonged to the confederacy of fortiores et mel-
iores of the coastal plain that played a role in the events of 1127 
and 1128, mentioned by Galbert of Bruges (fi g. 2; fi g. 3)38.

Slype was the name of the former salt-marsh area on the east 
bank of the river Yzer, indicating a large muddy area west of 
the early medieval village of Leffi  nge. It was this tidal area 
where the largest comital estates of the central region in coastal 
Flanders were formed, resulting in two entirely new 12th-cen-
tury parishes, namely Mannekensvere and Arleboudskapelle.

Th e oldest known knight of the estates of Slype was Walter, 
who was also scabinus, probably of the comital jurisdiction in 
the coastal region around Bruges (the later Brugse Vrije). Th e 
knights of Slype also kept the toll on the Ieperleed, the canal 
through which wool, cloth, peat, grains and other goods were 
traded between Ieper and Bruges. Th is toll was situated on the 
place where the canal entered the comital domains. Th e family 
of the knights of Slype still had three feudal manors in this area 
in the early 14th century. It also appears that other, somewhat 
smaller feudal manors in the surroundings of the main manor 
of the family, which had to perform (lesser) military services, 
were military servants added to the knights of Slype. Th e 
knights of Slype and other knights also kept important paro-
chial tithes in the surroundings in fi ef from the counts of 
Flanders.

Th e knights of Slype, as well as the knights of Westende and 
Testerep, thus had a profi le comparable to that of the knights 
of Lissewege, Meetkerke and Uitkerke near the Zwin tidal 
channel, as described by Galbert of Bruges in 1127/1128 
(supra). At least for the comital knights in Kamerlings Ambacht, 
it is clear that their position is closely connected to the pres-
ence of large comital domains in the coastal plain. Th is relation 
seems to have had several aspects. Th e fi rst is that the feudal 
manors and goods were most likely (modest) parts of the com-
ital estates that were transformed into feudal manors. It is not 

unlikely that we are dealing with a kind of garrison system, 
comparable to the casamenta in Catalonia, by which the count 
gave some moderate holdings out of his private grounds in fi ef 
to his military servants, whose military force was one of the 
strongholds of the expansionist foreign policy of the counts of 
Flanders39. Th e domains functioned in other words not only as 
production centres for wool and meat, but also as a territorial 
reserve for his cavalry.

Similar situations can also be found in Th e Netherlands, where 
we encounter at the end of the 9th century the militari agrarii, 
as members of the garrison of the circular fortress of Zutphen, 
the centre of the pagus IJssel, which suggests that the garrison 
was partially formed by warriors form the rural area outside 
the fortress40.

It is also very likely that the knights and military servants in 
coastal Flanders were closely connected to the exploitation and 
management of the comital estates. Galbert describes the 
maiores of the confederacy of 1127/1128 also as villici, or 
domain administrators, something that only makes sense in 
the estate context in which these knights have to be seen. 
Galbert tells us also how in the events of 1128, during his short 
reign, count Willem Clito went to Oudenburg to receive the 
revenues of his coastal domain from the berquarii, the lease-
holders of sheep-breeding farms, and from the custodes cur-
tium, the guards of the estate centres. It is well possible, 
although not proven, that these custodes were the offi  cial serv-
ants or ministeriales of those domains that were by 1128 still 
under direct exploitation. As in Lissewege, Uitkerke and 
Oostkerke, the knights of Slype, as members of the group of 
most important coastal knights also exercised the function of 
sheriff  or ammans of local districts called ‘ambachten’. Th e 
ammans of each ‘ambacht’ seem to have been involved in the 
control of the collection of the revenues out of the comital 
estates. Th e function of amman itself was oft en compensated 
with payments in natura like husbandry-products mentioned 
in the accounts of the old comital domains41.

Th e social group of the coastal knights, the so-called maritimi 
Flandrenses, seems to have had a fairly uniform nevertheless 
complex social agency, in which military duties, administra-
tion, jurisdiction and many other functions were combined 
with regionally bound status and prestige, derived form their 
position inside the comital estates: the knights of coastal 
Flanders. Whether these knights were fi rst of all estate offi  cials 
(ministeriales), or whether they got their position as a feudal 
reward for their military service, the 12th-century coastal 
knights cannot be separated from the extensive comital territo-
ries in the coastal plain which were so important for the devel-
opment of the treasury and the policy of the counts of Flanders. 
It is also clear that the count chose to rely on his (unfree) 
estate-knights to organise jurisdiction, defence, public order, 
the control of the trade and regional administration during the 
10th, 11th and 12th century in the hart of his county, the area 
around Bruges and Veurne42.
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6  The knights and their sites

Frans Verhaeghe paid special attention to (moated) sites with 
a distinct upper court and lower court, as a reference to the 
motte-and-bailey structures43. In short, his conclusion was 
that late medieval site with the bipartite structure of a resi-
dential upper court (opperhof) and a non-residential lower 
bailey (neerhof), was a typical feature amongst the moated 
sites in coastal Flanders. In the area south of Veurne, 13% of 
the late medieval moated sites had a similar structure (the 
so-called type A2 of Verhaeghe)44.

Archaeological excavations indicated that some of them, like 
the Leenhof ter Wissche in Lampernisse and the court of 
Zoutenaaie, were transformed into the motte-and-bailey struc-
ture only in the 13th century, aft er both sites had been raised 
earlier45. Other motte-bailey-like sites, like the Cathem motte 
in Dudzele near Bruges, were dated in the 11th and 12th cen-
turies and considered as a kind of missing link between the 
motte-and-bailey castle sites and the 13th-century moated 
sites with upper and lower court elsewhere in coastal Flanders46. 
Th e Cathem motte in Dudzele was thought to be a site of some 
status, maybe even a maison forte, although the actual origin 
and socio-institutional context for the presence of this smaller 
elevated site, almost a smaller or ‘light’ version of a motte-and-
bailey castle, remained unclear. Verhaeghe suggested that sites 
like the one in Dudzele played an important intermediary role 
in the actual transfer of the use of a circular moat suggesting 
and symbolising an upper court and an adjacent moat sur-
rounding a lower court, from the motte-and-bailey castles of 
the nobilty to late medieval farms of diverse social-economic 
origins (feudal as well as non-feudal, ecclesiastical and non-
ecclesiastical). Th e actual meaning, social signifi cance and sta-
tus of similar sites and the reason why and how they played 
this role remained unclear though. We know that the knight of 
Dudzele was part of the confederacy of notables and knights in 
1127/1128, although it is diffi  cult to link him to the Cathem 
motte site (supra).

When we look at the dispersion of moated sites with a motte-
and-bailey structure, Verhaeghe’s A2 type, in regard to the 
social property relations in the research area on the east bank 
of the river Yzer, we notice that the phenomenon is clearly 
concentrated inside the area of the former coastal estates. 
Twenty out of twenty-two sites that have according to writ-
ten, cartographical or archaeological sources a motte-and-
bailey structure are either situated inside the former comital 
estates, or estates that were derived from these, or can be 
brought in relationship with the estate knights. Five of them 
were situated in the old parish of Mannekensvere, and eleven 
in the actual parish of Slype, which were both entirely comi-
tal property. Two were situated in Leffi  nge, which was former 
non-comital free-owners land with early-medieval anteced-

ents47. However, when we look more closely to these sites, 
one of them was property of the Religious Order of the 
knights of Saint John, and the other, called La Motte de Jehan 
de Slype (fi gs. 4 and 5), was owned by the knights of Slype, at 
the edge of the comital estates (infr a). Th e others were one in 
Westende, inside the comital lands, one in Middelkerke, on 
estates that were transferred from the Counts house to the 
Abbey of Saint Peters in Ghent, one in Mariakerke, as an 
upper court and lower bailey site (with gate) on a fi ef from 
the Court of Bruges and one was situated in the free farmers’ 
lands of Wilskerke. Th e last one is the only one with no links 
to comital property rights. Most of the sites are just attesta-
tions in the written sources, oft en from the comital archives48. 
Because of the devastating eff ects of the First World War, 
earthwork remains are seldom preserved, especially in the 
parishes of Slype and Mannekensvere, which were situated in 
the German frontlines east of the Yzer. Th e court called De 
Vier Dijken in Slype, which acted probably as the estate cen-
tre of the estate with the same name and was described in the 
comital landbooks as an “upperhofstede ende nederhofstede, 
met eender valbrugghe...” an upper court and lower bailey with 

Fig. 4 Th e site ‘La motte de Jehan de Slype’, situated on the digital 

elevation model (copyright Vlaams Gewest).

93058_Huldeboek_20_Tys.indd 29593058_Huldeboek_20_Tys.indd   295 25-03-2010 08:54:0025-03-2010   08:54:00



Dries Tys296

49 Departmental Archives of ‘Le Departement du 

Nord’, B3979 8r°.

50 Royal Archives Bruges, Cumulus ecclesiasticus, 

825.

51 de Hemptinne & Verhulst 1988, nr. 58.

52 De Meulemeester 1983.

draw-bridge49. From this site remains only the circular moat 
of the upper court (fi g. 6). In Leffi  nge, one site is much better 
preserved. It is the site that bears in 1370 the name La Motte 
de Jehan de Slipe (fi gs. 4 and 5)50. It is one of the three sites of 
the family of the knights of Slype, connected to feudal 
grounds and related to horseman services (40 days) for the 
count of Flanders. It has a clear circular raised platform, the 
upper court, with a diameter of 24 meter. It resembles the 
general lay-out of the Cathem motte in Dudzele, but it can 
not be dated archaeologically, otherwise than it was in use 
during the late medieval period. Nevertheless it is interesting 
that this distinctive moated site with a clear motte-and-bailey 
structure was indeed one of the courts and houses of the fam-
ily of Slype, whose members belonged to the confederacy of 
the most renowned knights in early-12th-century Flanders.

Next to the many of these seigneurial sites of knights con-
nected to the estates of the count of Flanders, small churches 
were erected, probably during the 11th, 12th and early 13th 
century. A well-documented archaeological example is the 
church of Zoutenaaie, erected on the bailey of the court of the 
knights with the same name. Also the church of Westende was 
situated next to one of the two courts of the knights of 
Westende. In Slype, the church is not situated on one of the 
bailey-courts of one of the manors of this family. Yet, the orig-
inal name of this village around the church next to the manors 
of the family of Slype was Arleboudscapelle (oldest attestation 
1141), the chapel of Arleboud, which could indicate a member 
from the family of the knights of Slype51. Th is seems even more 
likely because the church was connected to one of the manors 
via a direct connection.

In some other villages, the link between the names of the vil-
lages and their origin in relation to the manor and manor 
church seems evident. For instance Volcravenskinderkerke, 
Reinilini Capella, Eustacii Capella etc., which were in origin 
nothing more than the chapels next to the manor of Volcraf, 
Reinilinus, Eustacius, etc. Th us, also these place names were 

equally part of the status of the manors and landscapes of the 
comital knights in the coastal area. As such, these knights 
were responsible for the morphogenesis of a particular type of 
feudal coastal village, with distinct other spatial features than 
the older, more communal villages around the mother parishes 
(Leffi  nge, Bredene and others). Th e presence of these churches, 
signalling the importance of the knights as regional elites, sug-
gests that the manors functioned in a motte-and-bailey way, 
since these churches were all private churches (eigenkerken), 
like the example of Zoutenaaie shows very well52.  Maybe, they 
were in origin only burial chapels. Nevertheless, these chapels, 
which most of the times evolved into village churches, were 
clearly connected to the most important estate knights, like the 
family of Slype, communicating their role in the organisation 
of religion on the local level.

As such and unfortunately without clear archaeological dat-
ing or excavations, we can deduce that there seems a clear 
relation between the use of the motte-and-bailey morphology 
in coastal moated sites and the presence of the knights in the 
estates of the count of Flanders. Th e use of motte-and-bailey 
sites in the coastal plains seems clearly connected to the func-
tioning of the comital estates. Th e situation of these sites 
inside the comital estates and their relation to the fi efs and 
courts of the comital knights inside the estates suggest that 
exactly the knights and estate-offi  cials and -managers seem to 
have been the agents that imitated the motte-and-bailey 
structures in their moated sites throughout at least the 12th 

century and later, (re)producing and communicating ‘status’ 
through the imitation of the spatial practices and concepts of 
the nobility. Also the Cathem motte in Dudzele, the manor 
(called ‘castle’) of the knights of Uitkerke and the site in 
Zoutenaaie suggest this. Th e motte-like erected platforms 
seem to have had modest hights, between 3 and 5 meters, and 
surfaces large enough to carry a rather modest house or tower 
structure. Th ese sites seem to have had no defensive purpose. 
Next to the residential motte-like structure, there were lower 
bailey-courts with stables and others.

Fig. 5 Actual view of the site ‘La motte de Jehan de Slipe’ (photograph Pieterjan Deckers).
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53 In 1986, Verhaeghe took the view that the 13th- 

and 14th- century moated farmsteads were most of 

all sites of the higher strata of the (free) farmers, 

but also could be farms given in fi ef (as part of a 

rural feudal estate) (Verhaeghe 1986: 79-81).

54 Tys 2004.

55 Verhaeghe 1998, 271.

Th e practice to construct sites with a similar morphology seems 
to have had mainly residential and ornamental meanings, as a 
visual reference to the status and position of the nobility. Th is 
was also suggested by Frans Verhaeghe53. Th e next step was 
that other social groups copied the social meaning and sym-
bolic function of the structure and moats.

Th is might have happened in a hypothetical sequence in which 
fi rst other courts and farms inside or next to the comital estates 
and/or estates with comital antecedents copied the motte-and-
bailey moated structure. An interesting example is the central 
court of the estate of Saint Peters Abbey of Ghent in 
Middelkerke. Th is estate was already transferred from comital 
hands into the possession of the abbey at the end of the 10th 
century. By the time the motte-and-bailey sites originated in 
the coastal landscape, this estate was since long in the hands of 
this large abbey, which transformed its estate centre into a 
moated site with upper court and lower bailey probably some-
where between the 12th and 13th century. Th is seems to indi-
cate that the use of this system and the imitation of these struc-
tures kept its connotation of status and importance and its 
relation to estate management by regional elites. In a second 
stage, the symbolic and social signifi cance of moats in general 
was transformed from these and other sites to signal their rela-
tively autonomous social position in the 13th- and 14th-cen-
tury coastal landscape.

In this respect it is remarkable that the late medieval moated 
sites are relatively more common within the comital estates 
than compared to the allodial lands of the free holders farms. 
In Mannekensvere 53.4 % of the farms had a moat, in Slype 
even 56.8 %, while in free-holder Leffi  nge the percentage is 
44.6 % and in Wilskerke, a small parish situated between 
Slype and Leffi  nge even 35.5 %. If this pattern can be con-
fi rmed elsewhere, this suggests that the use of moats was fi rst 
of all connected to the known status of agency of local elites 
in the context of comital estates, connected to the idea of 
social independence from feudal structures, which is in fact 
not a paradox in the context of the coastal landscape and 
social property relations54.

7  Conclusions

Th e phenomenon of the moated site of coastal Flanders was one 
of the fi rst important themes in Frans Verhaeghe’s research. He 
rather early touched the archaeological problem of the cognitive 
aspects of material culture and of the use of symbols as “active 
means of constructing continuously changing realities”55.

He was right in stressing the link between the general social 
and symbolic meaning and use of these moats and the use of 
moats in the high status motte-and-bailey castles. What 
remained unclear was how the actual transfer of the idea of 
using a moat happened between the noble castle sites and the 

farmsteads in coastal Flanders. Th e interdisciplinary approach 
of the phenomenon, with attention for the context of the social 
property relations of the medieval moated sites, brought some 
new elements to the discussion. First of all, the actual context 
of the origin of the social dispersion of moated sites in coastal 
Flanders is connected with the presence of large comital 
estates in the area. Th ere is a distinctive concentration of sites 
with a motte-and-bailey-structure, in itself probably an imita-
tion of the motte-and-bailey castle sites, inside the comital 
estates. Several of these sites were clearly connected with 
members of a coastal regional elite network. Th ese estate offi  -
cials and knights combined several functions, from military 
to regional administrative and juridical functions, as comital 
representatives in the coastal region where the territorial 
basis of the power of the Flemish counts was situated.  Th e 
members of this group played a distinctive role in the land-
scape of the estates, controlling the fi nancial revenues and 
signalling their relative status through churches, village 
names and motte-and-bailey sites of relatively modest size 
and proportions compared to the ‘real stuff ’. Nevertheless, 
the group of estate elites seems to have been able to use these 
structures as a sign to defi ne themselves. Th e suggestion by 
the written sources that the most important members of this 
network had an infl uence in the events around 1128, when 
the choice for a new count was at stake aft er the old one had 
been murdered, suggests indeed that the coastal knights had 
a certain social position to display.

Coming from this group then would have followed the transfer 
of the idea of using a moat as a kind of social emulation, to 
lower classes, from the 13th century on. An interesting idea is 
the one that the ‘ordinary’ moated sites from the late medieval 
period knew a distinctive higher concentration inside the old 
comital estates compared to the non-comital estates. Would 
this strengthen the idea that the transfer and the emulation 

Fig. 6 Th e former central court of the high medieval estate De Vier 

Dijken.
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56 Idem 1998.

57 Hinton 1999.

58 Lefebvre 1974.

59 Hinton 1999.

60 Duby 1977, 178-185; van Winter 1962.

61 Verhaeghe 1998, see also Dumolyn & 

Van Tricht 2000.

happened fi rst within the estates and only later outside? Would 
this therefore suggest that it were fi rst of all (commercial) 
farmers inside the old estates of the count who tried to refer to 
the identity and emulation connected to the ones from the 
estate knights? Th e moated sites were indeed less frequent in 
the sub-region with the free farmers, suggesting an interesting 
shift  in the interpretation of the signifi cance of these moats 
compared to Frans Verhaeghe.

As a form of material culture, these moats indeed have inevi-
tably social as well as functional dimensions and objects may 
even be used to implement social strategies, to refer to social 
networks and power networks in the context of the count’s 
apparatus and landscape56. We can even ask if the use of the 
moat designs a certain sense of place in a context of social 
emulation, which indeed seems to operate both vertically and 
horizontally through the lifetrajectory of the moat-concept in 
coastal Flanders57. Th e use of these spatial concepts was at 
diverse stages in diverse periods aimed towards the produc-
tion and reproduction of social groups and their social forma-
tions, both in relation to emulation compared to their superi-
ors, as to distance themselves from the others (‘below’), as to 
refer to an idea of equality within these groups58.  As such 
moats became standards in a variety of transformative proc-
esses of social reproduction in the course of the 12th, 13th 
and 14th centuries59. Th ese processes seem to include the 
transformation (and ambition) of ministeriales and milites into 
nobility, as described by Duby for 13th-century France, and 
van Winter for the northern Netherlands, where she describes 
the rise of these groups to higher social positions and duties as 
a process starting in the 12th century60. Th e process of trans-
formation seems to fi t perfectly well for the coastal milites and 
estate offi  cials in contemporary coastal Flanders, where the 
transformations went hand in hand with certain assumptions, 
amongst others, the assumption of the displaying social sig-
nifi cance through using fi rst motte-and-bailey like structures 

and then moats in itself. Without going into the full mapping 
of the complexity of these transformation processes, the 
moated sites themselves show indeed that the social emulation 
and distinction is not easily explained, nor is it a simple proc-
ess. Th e lack of chronological data do not help us here, but the 
few data we have show how the structures and moats we dis-
cussed were still active at the start of the 13th century, at the 
same time as the further transfer of the moats in ‘lower’ social 
groups began. We have indeed to be aware of the danger of 
equifi nality in the light of the complexity of emulation in gen-
eral and more particular concerning the discussed social emu-
lation processes in coastal Flanders during the 12th and 13th 
centuries61. Nevertheless the notion that ideas and percep-
tions are oft en not transferred into material objects con-
sciously, we have to be aware that the social uses and meanings 
of material culture in this context will have gone together with 
at least some assumptions of emulation and distinction. For 
instance, somewhere in the early 13th century also social 
groups under the lower nobility had the assumption that they 
could and should use the idea of using a moat to distinguish 
them selves, or was it to follow fashionable behaviour in their 
own spatial context? Th e complexity of sense of place behind 
the moats in 12th- to 14th-century coastal Flanders is still not 
suffi  ciently understood. Th is and the search, for which actual 
assumptions were at stake, are problems that need more atten-
tion, as does the chronology of these phenomena.

Historical archaeology plays an interesting role in this search 
for agency behind the landscape, because oft en we have the 
opportunity to know at least something of the social context 
and even the agents behind landscape and settlement. As such, 
a contextual approach and search for sense of place, spatial 
structure and culture, social agency behind the landscape can 
hopefully continue to bring new light in these and similar mat-
ters, as Frans Verhaeghe has repeatedly argued.
—
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La dotation funéraire des tombes dites de ‘chefs’ 
dans le Nord-Ouest de la Gaule du Ve au VIIe siècle

Laurent Verslype1

1  Introduction

Notre collègue et maître en bien des domaines Frans Verhaeghe, 
mettant naguère la notion des grands échanges en perspective, 
posa la question du caractère élitaire du marché de consomma-
tion au haut Moyen Âge, conduisant: «d’ailleurs à se deman-
der s’il s’agissait dans tous les cas de commerce: une bonne 
partie de la distribution des produits de luxe pouvait s’inscrire 
dans le cadre des pratiques du troc, du cadeau diplomatique, ou 
si l’on préfère, du don et du contre-don, fortement répandues 
dans les populations germaniques et, plus spécialement, chez 
leurs élites»2. Aujourd’hui, les progrès conjoints des recherches 
archéologiques dans la sphère du vivant – les établissements 
ruraux et le fait urbain dont notre collègue est un éminent spé-
cialiste – et de celles dévolues aux pratiques funéraires, autori-
sent une lecture socio-économique de plus en plus nuancées. 
«Material culture not only represents social relations but also 
gives them form and content» , écrivait également Frans Th euws 
il y a plus de quinze ans3. Comment en a-t-on distingué la 
forme et le sens en considérant plus particulièrement la place 
des individus promus – à nos yeux – par les sépultures4?

2   L’expression matérielle d’une singularité 
individuelle ou communautaire

Un ‘vocabulaire’ formel standardisé caractérise les tenants du 
pouvoir au coeur et à la périphérie des royaumes du nord-
ouest européen, tel que les sépultures en matérialisent l’an-
crage aux Ve et VIe siècle. Cette standardisation s’est nourrie 
d’infl uences mutuelles entre Gallo-Romains et groupes allo-
gènes de l’Empire, entre royaumes contigus ensuite. Au sein 
des communautés, des contextes mobiliers singularisent des 
sépultures individuelles d’hommes, de femmes, de couples 
très souvent aussi et, partant, de groupes familiaux tout entier. 
Or, la richesse relative des assemblages mobiliers ainsi que les 

dispositifs d’inhumation tels la disposition topographique et 
l’aménagement de la sépulture, distinguent les individus en 
vertu de l’équation admissible entre singularité de la dotation 
et de l’environnement funéraires et position ou considération 
de l’inhumé dans sa communauté. L’examen monographique 
puis régional se fonde sur les écarts observés avec des stan-
dards strictement matériels comme les dimensions, le volume, 
la position et la complexité des structures d’inhumation, aux-
quels s’additionnent des marqueurs liés à la mode et à la fac-
ture des panoplies militaires, des parures vestimentaire et cor-
porelle, ainsi que du dépôt de services de vaisselle et d’équipe-
ments domestiques.

3   Statut, origine, fortune et position sociale: 
l’indispensable prudence critique

Ces facteurs dépendent de la position sociale individuelle de 
l’inhumé, impossible à préciser telle sa fonction ou son statut, 
et de sa considération par sa communauté, à commencer par sa 
renommée et l’importance de sa famille soit des données plus 
subjectives encore pour l’archéologue. Quoiqu’il en soit, ce 
sont les choix des survivants qui confèrent in fi ne son impor-
tance à la sépulture, justifi ée par la coutume. Indépendamment 
de l’identifi cation d’un statut précis, a priori impossible sur les 
seules bases archéologiques, la singularité d’une sépulture au 
sein d’une ou d’un groupe de nécropoles et sa richesse relative 
autorisent l’établissement d’une classifi cation hiérarchique 
théorique et indicative, dans les limites soulignées par Alain 
Dierkens en 1981: «Sur la base du mobilier funéraire – dont 
les armes ne sont qu’un élément – ne sont possibles que des 
déductions concernant le niveau de fortune, et non le statut 
juridique du défunt ; certaines tombes pouvant toutefois être 
rattachées avec certitude à l’aristocratie ou du moins aux clas-
ses fortunées de la population»5. La qualité de la production 
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– fi nesse d’exécution, coût ou rareté des matériaux employés 
– ou la provenance de l’objet et de ces mêmes matériaux, sont 
autant d’éléments dont il faut évidemment tenir compte pour 
évaluer la richesse relative dans une communauté donnée6. 
Böhme partage ce point de vue quand il considère les sépultu-
res romano-germaniques antiques tardives, souvent attribuées 
à une riche élite si l’on en juge par la présence d’objets en 
métaux précieux et de vaisselle métallique7.

4   La désignation variable d’un phénomène 
récurrent

Au-delà de leur traitement quantitatif ou de leur considération 
qualitative intrinsèque, Jean-Charles Picard avait, dès 1984, 
intégré l’ensemble de ces facteurs dans ce qu’il dénommait un 
large ‘faisceau de motivations’, désignant l’intention expresse 
de la démarcation et les moyens qui la servent8. Ces motiva-
tions opèrent donc le lien entre les marqueurs sociaux évoqués 
et le sens qu’ils véhiculent au regard des contemporains: les 
modalités de l’inhumation et le message délivré lors de l’osten-
tation plus ou moins éphémère de la dépouille et des biens qui 
l’accompagnent durant les rites d’ensevelissement, puis par le 
souvenir paysager entretenu par la sépulture. Or, ces motiva-
tions évoluent avec les sociétés qui les promeuvent. Le concept 
des tombes plus précisément dites de chefs n’en refl ète donc 
qu’une part dans la considération des sépultures privilégiées de 
la période mérovingienne. Il participe de la défi nition des 
Prunkgräber adoptée pour la première fois en 1974 par Georg 
Kossak, tel que Heiko Steuer le résume dans le Reallexikons 
der Germanischen Altertumskunde: «…eine Gruppe von grä-
bern ranghoher Toter». «Dazu gehören Königsgräber, Fürsten-
gräber, Adelsgräber und Gräber einer Aristokratie; neutraler sind 
Bezeichnungen wie Bestattungen einer Obserschicht oder der 
gesellschaft lichen Elite»9. On parle donc ici de tombes de chefs, 
là de Prunkgräber ou de Herrengräber, sans préjuger de leur 
position sociale précise. Si le vocabulaire peine à désigner clai-
rement les membres de l’élite supérieure, les dotations mobiliè-
res en refl ètent la relation au métier des armes qui émerge de la 
documentation archéologique. De nombreux chercheurs ont 
dès lors focalisé le regard sur les armes et leurs associations au 
sein des contextes funéraires pour en déterminer la signifi ca-
tion. A quelle époque et dans quelle mesure celui-ci révèle-t-il 
les techniques de combat auquel ces armes sont théoriquement 
vouées, la richesse d’un contexte – soit essentiellement le dépôt 
des biens propres par les survivants –, ou le statut social voire 
le rang hiérarchique du défunt, symbolisé par une pièce révéla-
trice ou une association particulière10?

5  Le dépôt d’armes romano-germanique tardif

Les tombes de chefs qui émergent dans le second tiers du 
Ve siècle procèdent d’une triple infl uence: d’une part celle des 
coutumes gallo-romaines régulant les inhumations antiques 

tardives au détriment de la pratique de l’incinération, et dont 
certaines riches dotations armées trahissent une infl uence 
germanique débattue par certains. Sous Th éodose, qui privi-
légie à nouveau l’armée de mouvement (379-395), des contin-
gents à composantes germaniques des groupes Rhin-Weser, 
de l’Elbe ou de la Mer du Nord, se répartissent eff ectivement 
du littoral normand et picard aux contreforts du bassin 
mosan11. Les fortifi cations de hauteur, désaff ectées depuis la 
période valentinienne, sont réattribuées à de petits contin-
gents germaniques qui les occuperont jusqu’au milieu du 
Ve siècle. Du troisième quart du IVe siècle au premier tiers du 
Ve siècle, la coexistence de ces groupes germaniques avec les 
populations gallo-romaines pose progressivement les bases 
d’une assimilation culturelle mutuelle. Le faciès mixte de 
leurs sépultures parfois orientées Nord-Sud et plus régulière-
ment organisées, sont caractérisées par le maintien du dépôt 
d’une vaisselle fournie et d’oboles, tandis que les composan-
tes de l’inhumation habillée gagnent en importance, notam-
ment les équipements de ceinture et une parure précieuse. Ces 
derniers refl ètent aussi l’extravagance nouvelle de la mode par 
l’adaptation des styles provinciaux.

Dès lors, les contextes armés de l’élite procèdent simultané-
ment des cultures régionales originales qui se développent 
ensuite dans les royaumes barbares du nord-ouest européen, 
adaptant et amplifi ant certaines de ces pratiques antiques tar-
dives. En troisième lieu, il procède de l’imitation des modèles 
princiers paneuropéens documentés dans le dernier tiers du 
Ve siècle, qui matérialisent les réseaux suprarégionaux d’in-
fl uence et d’échange des élites supérieures12. Les deux premiers 
facteurs favorisent l’importance croissante des panoplies mili-
taires dans les sépultures des élites gallo-franques puis la stan-
dardisation proto-mérovingienne, de la seconde moitié du 
IVe siècle à la moitié du Ve siècle. Le troisième catalyse les phé-
nomènes d’imitation au sein de l’élite de la deuxième moitié 
du Ve siècle et du début du VIe siècle.

Mais la présence des Francs n’est pas exclusive aux garnisons, 
et le statut de l’inhumé et du groupe auquel il appartient est 
essentiel quand il s’agit d’interpréter une tombe précoce dotée 
d’armes13. Les spécialistes de la fi n du Bas-Empire reconnais-
sent plusieurs catégories d’armes et de dépôts d’armes en 
contexte funéraire. Les allogènes engagés individuellement et 
les groupes incorporés ne se distinguent pas des indigènes et 
des Romains dont l’équipement standardisé est propriété de 
l’autorité militaire14. Les apports germaniques et orientaux en 
matière d’armement sont donc ponctuels voire anecdotiques 
dans ce cadre15. Indépendamment de la valeur tactique, c’est-
à-dire de la fonction des associations découvertes, les armes ne 
livrent dès lors d’informations d’ordre ethnique qu’une fois 
recoupées, par exemple, par des observations anthropologi-
ques ou par l’association avec les sépultures féminines asso-
ciées, dont les parures trahissent plus sûrement le caractère 
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véritablement germanique16. L’incorporation et la dotation de 
troupes germaniques n’a donc pas le même écho archéologi-
que que la présence d’un groupe préalablement constitué, 
maintenu comme tel, et doté de ses propres armes, à l’instar 
des peuples bénéfi ciaires d’un foedus comme les groupes francs 
contemporains de Clodion à l’égard d’Aetius. Ils assurent alors 
pour une bonne part l’intégrité territoriale de la Belgique 
seconde, noyau du premier Regnum. Accentuant la lente fusion 
des cultures germanique et gallo-romaine initiée de longue 
date par l’immigration précoce, les vétérans germaniques, les 
gentiles dediticii éventuellement enrôlés, les lètes et les contin-
gents incorporés, ils participent au développent des caractères 
proto-mérovingiens qui se développent durant le premier et le 
deuxième tiers du Ve siècle. Outre leurs propres communautés, 
ils encadrent désormais les populations des régions qu’ils pro-
tègent et administrent pleinement. Dans la Meuse belge 
comme française par exemple, les caractères des cimetières et 
leurs chronologies refl ètent l’ancrage des nouveaux tenants du 
pouvoir et des sièges de son exercice au sommet de la hié-
rarchie sociale en Belgique seconde17. C’est de cette position 
qu’émerge la conscience d’une élite aristocratique guerrière, 
peut-être d’une noblesse franque à proprement parler18. Cette 
conscience sera caractéristique de la royauté mérovingienne, 
achevant de conjuguer les héritages culturel, administratif, 
judiciaire et militaire romain19. Jusqu’au VIIe siècle, leurs usa-
ges se dissémineront aux confi ns des royaumes et outre-Man-
che, au gré des contacts et des jeux d’infl uence cristallisant 
parallèlement certains usages régionaux en manifestation 
d’opposition au pouvoir franc20.

6  Les premiers ‘chefs‘ mérovingiens: le Ve siècle

Dans le deuxième tiers du Ve siècle, on observe l’association de 
la hache profi lée avec l’angon et le bouclier ainsi que les bau-
driers, les fourreaux et les épées à bouterolle à masque humain, 
du type dit de Krefeld-Gellep, les plaques-boucles réniformes, 
le maintien du dépôt multiple de vaisselle en terre de tradition 
antique et de l’obole, le renouveau de la production verrière et 
le dépôt sélectif de vaisselle métallique, la disparition des 
off randes alimentaires et l’accentuation des services à boire, 
ainsi que l’importance toujours croissante de la parure fémi-
nine et celle des accessoires vestimentaires, encore essentielle-
ment de tradition gallo-romaine. Fabriqués dans les ateliers 
régionaux de Gaule septentrionale, les équipements militaires 
constituent les signes de reconnaissance de la nouvelle aristo-
cratie guerrière. Leur distribution découle à la fois des mouve-
ments des contingents mixtes de l’armée romaine au Nord de 
l’Empire, et sans doute aussi de la pratique du don par l’élite 
germanique. Elle refl ète, nonobstant le vide des cartes archéo-
logiques, l’avancée de Clodion jusqu’à la Somme entre environ 
443 et 450, avant que Majorien ne le contraigne à s’établir plus 
au nord, dans le haut et le moyen Escaut. L’hérédité des char-
ges curiales et la quête des immunités qui, au IVe siècle, avaient 

notablement réduit le nombre des élites, avaient contribué à 
asseoir la puissance des familles sénatoriales, confrontées au 
pouvoir militaire franc croissant durant tout le Ve siècle. 
Jusqu’alors, des distinctions subsistaient au sein des popula-
tions dans l’exercice des fonctions curiales des municipalités et 
de l’autorité militaire, dans le régime des propriétés foncières 
et de l’administration fi scale par exemple. Rien ne contredit 
par ailleurs le partage éventuel des terres entre les Romains et 
les Francs ni n’atteste l’interdiction des mariages mixtes à 
l’instar des Burgondes, des Alains et des Goths21. Durant ce 
même siècle naîtra la cohabitation des hautes personnalités des 
royaumes mérovingiens, les évêques et les fonctionnaires 
royaux, en même temps que la confusion grandira entre l’ad-
ministration civile et militaire. Parallèlement, le rôle des évê-
ques dans les responsabilités civiles ira croissant. Dans le der-
nier tiers du Ve siècle, après la mort d’Aetius et la scission de 
l’offi  ce de magister militum Galliarum (461), la prise en mains 
des pouvoirs régionaux par les Francs s’est accompagnée de 
leur entrée dans les domaines publics. Ainsi, sous Clodion et 
Childéric coexistent les caractères des populations de souche 
gallo-romaine et les communautés armées d’origine franque 
placées sous l’autorité de dirigeants élus, communément quali-
fi és de ‘chefs’22. L’hégémonie croissante de l’aristocratie fran-
que sous Childéric puis Clovis s’accompagnera d’une codifi ca-
tion de la législation qui, constituant le noyau du Pactus Legis 
Salicae, assimilera l’ensemble des populations libres placées 
sous leur autorité, qu’elles soient gallo-romaines ou franques. 
Ces Franci, portant les armes, les non libres, ainsi que les semi-
libres comme naguère les laeti et les dediticii, plusieurs catégo-
ries d’offi  ciers royaux notamment impliqués dans l’exercice de 
la justice, et des membres de l’entourage royal, illustrent une 
souverainté désormais solidement établie et administrée. Si 
l’existence d’une classe guerrière hiérarchisée n’est pas dou-
teuse – les récits contemporains témoignent de l’âpreté des 
relations entre ses membres à tous les échelons –, son statut 
demeure incertain. D’autre part, rien ne permet sur le plan 
archéologique de reconnaître les fonctionnaires, offi  ciers ou 
proches de la famille royale, pourtant documentés dans diver-
ses sources écrites à partir de cette période, jusqu’aux lois 
nationales édictées postérieurement23.

7  Le reflet d’une classe guerrière

Comme l’a souligné Patrick Périn, l’inventaire archéologique 
du mobilier de la tombe d’enfant de la cathédrale de Cologne, 
découverte en 1959, valide – certes au plus haut rang – cette 
classe supérieure de guerriers, plus couramment dérivée des 
petites communautés segmentaires franques implantées au 
nord de la Seine au Ve siècle. Inhumé vers 540 dans l’atrium de 
la cathédrale, à côté d’une femme très richement dotée et dont 
l’identifi cation avec la princesse lombarde Wisigarde est géné-
ralement admise, ce garçon appartenait de toute évidence à 
l’entourage du roi Th éodebert (534-548). Alors qu’il portait un 
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casque, un bouclier et un scramasaxe miniatures ou plus exac-
tement réalisés à la taille du défunt, d’autres armes à taille 
d’adulte l’accompagnaient: «celles qu’il aurait été amené à 
porter du fait de son haut rang s’il avait vécu, en l’occurrence 
une épée longue, une hache de jet, une lance et un angon»24. 
L’abondance et la richesse du dépôt funéraire qui complétait 
cette panoplie hautement symbolique du rang de l’inhumé est 
notamment illustrée par le mobilier au sens littéral, un raris-
sime ensemble composé d’une chaise et d’un lit25. Cette décou-
verte confi rme donc l’existence, depuis le Ve siècle et à travers 
tout le VIe siècle, d’une classe supérieure reconnaissable à 
 l’ampleur de leurs panoplies d’armes au sein des dépôts funé-
raires, mais dont les niveaux de richesse pouvaient considéra-
blement varier. Elle confi rme encore globalement l’hérédité du 
statut matérialisé par les dotations de sépultures d’enfants – ne 
fut-ce que brièvement de manière démonstrative lors des funé-
railles –, qui refl ètent symboliquement la position sociale et 
les mérites de leurs parents tenus par fi liation26.

8   Les tombes de chefs mérovingiennes: 
une nouvelle aristocratie

Illustrant les liens entre les élites supérieures de la fi n du Ve et 
du début du VIe siècle, les plus riches dotations intègrent des 
équipements caractéristiques de l’horizon Flonheim-Gültingen, 
dont la spatha d’apparat à poignée en tôle d’or de Childéric à 
Tournai et les associations bouclier-angon27. Parmi les autres 
productions méditerranéennes de tradition byzantine, le décor 
cloisonné et à inscrustation de grenats caractérise les contextes 
contemporains de Childéric et de Clovis28 dont ils jalonnent le 
territoire jusqu’à la Somme29. Parallèlement, dès le troisième 
quart du Ve siècle, les contacts se multiplient entre les Germains 
occidentaux, orientaux et des groupes asiatiques. La présence 
des femmes d’auxiliaires alains et wisigoths, les relations entre 
les élites germaniques, et l’alliance de Childéric avec le roi 
ostrogoth Odoacre, contribuent conjointement à diff user la 
mode danubienne dans nos régions30. Le développement des 
fi bules ansées en est le plus représentatif. Portées par des gallo-
franques, moins souvent par des allochtones, les parures fémi-
nines anglo-saxonnes et thuringiennes sont assez fréquentes 
entre le Pas-de-Calais et l’estuaire de l’Escaut, à l’inverse des 
mobiliers wisigothiques plus sporadiquement documentés de 
l’Escaut au Chiers et à l’Aisne31.

9  Les critères et leurs combinaisons

Les combinaisons systématiques d’armes contrastent avec la 
grande diversité et la qualité très variable des dépôts dans les-

quels elles fi gurent entre Seine et Rhin : certaines tombes de 
‘chefs’ renferment des boucles de ceinture et de la vaisselle 
modeste, en tous points analogues aux multiples ensembles 
rassemblant couramment de une à trois armes off ensives parmi 
lesquelles les épées longues, les lances et les haches, outre les 
petits scramasaxes. Celles-là s’en distinguent cependant par la 
présence d’accessoires vestimentaires de facture soignée, 
notamment en orfèvrerie cloisonnée, par l’association de vais-
selles en verre, en bronze et en bois dont les sceaux décorés de 
masques estampés, occasionnellement associées à des instru-
ments culinaires ou de service du vin. Elles possèdent cette 
fois des armes spécifi ques, symboles manifestes d’un pouvoir: 
un angon, au moins une arme défensive – souvent un bouclier 
à umbo caréné en fer avec bouton terminal –, plus rarement 
une épée à poignée et à fourreau d’apparat, et exceptionnelle-
ment un casque et une cuirasse32. Le signe d’une élite cavalière 
est également illustré par la présence de pièces de harnache-
ment de chevaux voire de la dépouille ou d’une tête de cheval, 
puis d’éperons33. Les appropriations par l’élite franque et l’hé-
ritage des domaines ruraux se matérialisent alors dans le refl et 
double des cimetières occupés de manière continue du IVe siè-
cle à la période mérovingienne, et dans les aires funéraires 
dont le foyer est matérialisé par une tombe de chef ou par un 
couple de tombes fondatrices, premières sépultures des diri-
geants de leur génération dans les communautés du dernier 
tiers du Ve siècle et de la première moitié du VIe siècle. Les 
générations s’y succèdent ensuite, souvent dans des emplace-
ments réservés et diversement délimités, propices à l’accueil 
de fosses sépulcrales très volumineuses et à la construction 
d’infra- et de superstructures protectrices en bois comme des 
chambres funéraires, des édicules ou d’autres marqueurs 
monumentaux de surface. Les marqueurs de l’ascendance 
familiale des groupes aristocratiques identifi ent donc soit les 
couples ou groupes de fondateurs34, soit les générations suc-
cessives de dirigeants35. La position topographique de ces 
sépultures franques et des cimetières auxquels elles appartien-
nent procède simultanément d’une appropriation des paysa-
ges, symbolique de celle des territoires36. A partir du VIIe siè-
cle, cette appropriation se marque plus fréquemment par l’im-
plantation de quelques sépultures dans les parcelles allouées 
aux maisonnées des établissements ruraux37.

10  L’interprétation des dépôts mobiliers

Tous ces critères peuvent prendre place dans un système de 
classifi cation en catégories hiérarchiques, dont la validité est 
indépendante d’une interprétation strictement fonctionnelle38. 
La théorie qui a le plus mal vieilli dans le traitement de ces 
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critères est sans doute celle de Heiko Steuer qui, en 1968, avait 
attribué les combinaisons des types d’armes à des catégories 
sociales théoriques – nobles, libres, semi-libres et serviles –, 
extraites de textes postérieurs aux faits décrits, tels les lois des 
Bavarois et des Alamans39. Outre la critique de ces catégories, 
il est désormais évident que l’examen des seules occurrences 
d’armes ou de tout autre objet qui ne tienne pas compte de leur 
évolution dans le temps, y compris leur transmission et leur 
transformation, ni des usages qui leur sont liés, est peu probant. 
Joachim Werner, la même année, approchait le problème avec 
une critique plus affi  rmée: il nuançait l’interprétation de caté-
gories sociales théoriques en fonction de la période40. Ainsi, si 
la francisque et l’angon sont des marqueurs importants au 
début de la période mérovingienne, le casque, l’épée puis plus 
tard l’éperon, auront une importance spécifi que selon que l’on 
se situe au VIe ou au VIIe siècle. H. Steuer nuancera également 
dans ce sens41. Par ailleurs, un symbole matériel identifi é dans 
une tombe de l’aristocratie franque du début du VIe siècle n’a 
pas le même sens qu’un marqueur semblable dans le courant du 
VIIe siècle, témoignant par exemple progressivement moins de 
sa nature guerrière que de la position sociale de son porteur42. 
Associé à une position économique ou à une fonction favora-
ble, le pouvoir foncier ou politique qui l’accompagne, local ou 
régional, confère à son tour une responsabilité d’encadrement 
militaire. Ainsi, si on perçoit et si on s’explique aisément la 
permanence du rôle de l’épée longue dans une sépulture du 
début du Ve siècle au VIIIe siècle, on n’en décèle pas moins la 
variabilité importante du sens de cette présence.

L’approche qualitative fut initiée par R. Christlein43. Son étude, 
qui porte sur des contextes alamaniques du VIe et du VIIe siè-
cles, a permis de distribuer les tombes dans des groupes quali-
tatifs relatifs. La démarche consiste à quantifi er l’occurence 
d’un grand nombre de critères liés à la composition et à la 
richesse intrinsèque du mobilier. Il s’agissait d’apprécier la por-
tée de la présence des objets caractéristiques évoqués plus haut 
à côté de pièces de mobilier plus courantes. Selon les occuren-
ces et sur une base statistique suffi  sante, la place des armes 
off ensives et défensives a été confi rmée. L’importance de la 
combinaison des mobiliers militaires était donc certes affi  née, 
mais elle fut aussi complétée par l’appréciation de la présence 
des dépôts de bassins en bronze, de récipients en verre, de piè-
ces d’harnachement ou tout autre équipement équestre, et de 
parures en métaux précieux. Les catégories créées vont des 
tombes pauvres (A) aux tombes très riches d’une élite supé-
rieure (C). Joachim Werner ayant démontré le caractère excep-
tionnel de contextes du type de la tombe de l’enfant de 
Cologne44, R. Christlein créa l’ultime catégorie des sépultures 
dites princières ou royales (D)45. De manière générale, il est 
facile d’identifi er les individus plus pauvres de même qu’il est 
commode d’isoler ces tombes richissimes. Par contre, le groupe 
de qualité B de Christlein concerne des individus dont les 

 tombes assez répandues recèlent des objets de qualité moyenne, 
dont une épée, et le groupe C concerne les tombes dites de 
chefs. La distinction entre ces deux dernières catégories n’est 
pas toujours aisée. Elles concernent pourtant l’écrasante majo-
rité des sources disponibles46.

Ce système a cependant facilité l’attribution des inventaires 
mobiliers à des catégories qualitatives strictement archéologi-
ques, fournissant une base de lecture sociale théorique des 
communautés. La lecture par H. Steuer des catégories sociales 
déduites des sources funéraires se décline en termes de rangs 
entre les familles, selon leur position par rapport aux centres 
économiques et de décision, et dans les familles47. Ainsi, la 
proximité d’un pôle d’organisation sociale tel le siège d’un fi sc 
ou une cité, et les adjuvants environnementaux, favorisent 
l’émergence de communautés rurales de rang croissant. Si les 
dotations funéraires des familiae gagnent en qualité et en diver-
sité avec la proximité des pôles décisionnels et institutionnels, 
au premier rang desquels les sites royaux, les écarts de richesse 
observés entre les groupes familiaux de ces communautés sont 
aussi proportionnellement plus grands. Une plus grande com-
plexité et une plus grande diversité sociales caractérisent donc 
les communautés les plus favorisées. Steuer traduit ces écarts en 
rangs familiaux, dont les mobiliers funéraires stéréotypés déjà 
classés par R. Christlein autorisent une lecture matérielle qua-
litative. Le rang A correspond aux sépultures les plus pauvres. 
Le rang B possède des mobiliers composites comportant 
notamment une vaisselle en terre cuite et en verre, de l’orfèvre-
rie en bronze et en argent, et des panoplies d’armes composées 
de trois à quatre armes dont une épée longue. Si chaque familia 
de ces premiers rangs est conduite par un chef libre – ce dont 
rendent compte les topographies funéraires de la majorité des 
cimetières mérovingiens –, le groupe C est celui des sépultures 
plus communément dites de chefs, caractérisé par de la vais-
selle métallique, de l’orfèvrerie en or, des pièces d’harnache-
ment, un éperon et un angon selon les périodes. Avec cette 
modélisation, on sent d’emblée la nuance à apporter au concept 
de sépulture dite de chef, qui ne se rapporte subjectivement 
dans le vocabulaire généralement admis qu’à une catégorie par-
ticulière d’aristocrate. Les hiérarchies théoriques s’appliquent 
donc en deux temps : à l’échelle monographique, entre elles à 
l’échelle territoriale. Le groupe D répond au rang princier ou 
royal diff érencié par sa qualité et sa diversité exceptionnelle48. 
Dans un tel modèle, le passage d’une familia à l’autre s’accom-
pagne d’un glissement de rang social, ce qui renforce la valeur 
démonstrative des dotations funéraires. Véritable discours 
symbolique, dotation et apprêt du costume ne refl ètent que très 
partiellement la possession en biens propres et certainement 
aucun statut juridique. A cet égard, le déroulement des funé-
railles y compris les repas funéraires qui les accompagnent, 
 participent de la caractérisation sociale des individus et de 
leurs familles. En outre, l’organisation topographique de l’aire 
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funéraire et le choix du lieu d’inhumation, de plus en plus fré-
quemment associé à l’habitat dans le courant du VIIe siècle, 
sont des critères qui participent aussi à la défi nition des sépul-
tures dites privilégiées. La portée des caractères de ces tombes 
démarquées à travers toute la période mérovingienne, y com-
pris les sépultures chrétiennes parfois abondamment dotées, a 
été étudiée en détail par H.-W. Böhme49.

11   L’évolution des dotations et de leur 
signification sociale au VIe siècle

Dans la deuxième moitié du VIe siècle, l’uniformité gagne les 
contextes mobiliers. Arguant de leur dispersion, en corrélation 
avec la distribution de ses domaines, les tombes les plus riche-
ment dotées sont attribuées à une aristocratie foncière dont la 
fortune et le rôle économique est devenu déterminant au sein 
des regna. Leurs dirigeants participent du maintien des spécia-
lités militaires indispensables à l’encadrement d’une réserve 
armée non professionnelle50, par sa double capacité fi nancière 
d’acquisition d’armes personnelles et de levée de troupes51. La 
description de ces armes dans les sources contemporaines par 
Grégoire de Tours ne trouve qu’un refl et matériel incomplet 
dans les sources archéologiques, qui refl ètent à la fois la posses-
sion de ces armes en biens propres et les sélections délibérées 
dont elles sont l’objet52. Le dépôt sélectif d’armes par les survi-
vants refl ète alors de moins en moins exclusivement le statut 
guerrier: progressivement, la constitution des ceinturons et les 
associations d’armes en panoplies incomplètes se fait au détri-
ment de toute réalité tactique, mais au profi t de la portée sym-
bolique de leur port53. Sa signifi ance sociale n’est également 
validée que dans cette mesure. Plusieurs types d’épées d’appa-
rat à anneau et à pommeau ou barrette de fourreau porteur 
d’inscription runique sont caractéristiques de cette tendance. 
Il est d’ailleurs révélateur que trois quarts d’entre-elles sont 
plus précisément datées du second tiers du VIe siècle contre une 
minorité de quelques exemplaires antérieurs datés du Ve siècle 
au premier tiers du VIe siècle, et postérieurs, datés du dernier 
tiers du VIe siècle et du premier tiers du VIIe siècle. On admet 
aujourd’hui que les pièces constituantes de ces armes et de 
leurs fourreaux font l’objet de dons spécifi ques, d’adaptation, 
et sont en partie transmises symboliquement de génération en 
génération selon le choix des descendants, tout en refl étant la 
tradition diff use de leur production sous le coup des échanges 
d’idées ou d’artisans54. Ceci dissuade également d’envisager 
l’épée comme un objet uniquement fonctionnel et immuable. 
Leurs porteurs, disséminés à travers les royaumes, font démons-
tration de valeurs partagées dans de larges réseaux d’affi  nité 
idéologique ou politique. Individuellement, on y verra des 

signes de loyauté par la reconnaissance de liens entre pairs 
(alliance) ou entre dirigeants et obligés (fi délité)55.

12   L’évolution des dotations et de leur 
signification sociale au VIIe siècle

Plusieurs étapes stylistiques modifi ent radicalement le port de 
l’habit et les techniques d’orfèvrerie, révélateurs de cette élite 
du dernier quart du VIe siècle au premier quart du VIIe siècle. 
L’évolution de la mode révèle une esthétique nouvelle, codifi ée, 
fruit d’une évolution sociale porteuse de nouvelles valeurs. Un 
des témoins de cette évolution est le passage défi nitif du style 
géométrique cloisonné, moulé, puis damasquiné, au style ani-
malier également damasquiné qui orne tout particulièrement 
les décors d’équipements de ceinture et d’armes56. Dans le cou-
rant des VIIe siècle et VIIIe siècle, le dépôt de plus en plus sélec-
tif puis la disparition de l’inhumation habillée en Neustrie puis 
en Austrasie, limite progressivement l’apport des sources 
archéologiques. Parallèlement, certains types d’armes signalés 
par les textes ne sont plus déposés dans les tombes – tel l’angon 
–, ou ne le sont désormais plus que très épisodiquement – 
hache, lance, bouclier à umbo en calotte –, on constate cepen-
dant que quelques tombes se distinguent encore de la majorité 
qui ne comprend généralement qu’un scramasaxe lourd. Elles 
comportent alors une épée longue, dont le pommeau, la garni-
ture de fourreau et le baudrier sont en fer damasquiné, un scra-
masaxe, et parfois une lance57. Cet armement off ensif est fré-
quemment complété par le port d’un éperon, refl et d’une aris-
tocratie cavalière qui supplante les ensembles d’harnachement 
et les sépultures de chevaux dont le rite de sacrifi ce de haute 
valeur était encore consenti par les générations précédentes58. 
Malgré la diff érence avec la période antérieure où l’épée 
dépourvue de décor de poignée pouvait être une arme com-
mune et non nécessairement un attribut du cavalier, l’épée lon-
gue demeure une marque indissociable du pouvoir et sans 
doute du statut social. Elle le restera en tous cas par la suite. 
C’est par exemple cette arme seule que les rois mérovingiens 
emportent dans la tombe, comme celle de Childéric II († 674) 
découverte en 1656 à Saint-Germain des Prés59. Les sépultures 
de porteurs d’épée longue et d’éperon sont fréquemment asso-
ciées à de très riches tombes féminines, dans des concessions 
funéraires de plus en plus radicalement démarquées en vertu 
d’un phénomène identifi é depuis longtemps60. Cette situation 
illustre la conscience de classe et la compétition politique qui 
anime les grandes familles aristocratiques61. Certains signes de 
démarcation funéraire dans les cimetières et dans les habitats 
illustrent assez bien les choix qui se posent eff ectivement dans 
les communautés. La topographie, la forme monumentale, le 
privilège de l’inhumation en terre consacrée les distinguent 
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désormais couramment. La rareté croissante de telles tombes 
tardives dans les cimetières mérovingiens de la moitié nord de 
la Gaule donne eff ectivement à penser, même si les exemples 
archéologiques sont encore peu fréquents, que nombre d’entre 
elles avait déjà trouvé place dans les oratoires ruraux privés et 
communautaires dont on sait que beaucoup furent édifi és à 
l’initiative de l’aristocratie franque. Alors que la christianisa-
tion renouvelle les modes de monumentalisation des sépultu-
res privilégiées, la consécration des tombes des aïeuls isolés du 
cimetière de plein champ ou des fondateurs de la communauté 
par la construction de sanctuaires chrétiens par leurs succes-
seurs, constitue une des formes les plus abouties de ce glisse-
ment idéologique. Les marques stéréotypées de prestige ser-
vent les élites christianisées comme celles qui ne le sont pas, 
avec des buts opposés d’affi  liation ou au contraire de démar-
cation dans les royaumes périphériques en proie à l’expansion 
franque. A la périphérie orientale et septentrionale du Regnum 
Francorum, chez les Saxons, les Alamans et les Bavarois notam-
ment, de tels marqueurs se combinent ainsi jusque dans le 
second tiers du VIIIe siècle62. Les tombes armées y comportent 

toujours des épées à pommeau triangulaire en bronze ou en fer 
éventuellement damasquiné, de longs scramasaxes, des lances 
effi  lées à ailerons ou à crochets latéraux, et de plus rares haches 
à tranchant symétrique développé et bouclier à umbos coni-
ques. Leurs combinaisons répétitives contraste avec la raréfac-
tion des armements individuels qui étaient encore caractéris-
tiques au VIe siècle. Ils témoignent simultanément de nouvel-
les pratiques tactiques, davantage collectives et structurées, et 
des nouvelles structures sociales qui guident ces pratiques 
militaires mêmes. La récurrence du vocabulaire matériel mobi-
lisé, l’évolution des syntaxes symboliques, et la variabilité du 
sens directement invoqué, manifestent diversement le rang 
social à diff érentes périodes. Cette manifestation qu’il faut 
interpréter enfi n, fugace ou pérenne selon l’interaction des 
critères liés à la dotation ensevelie et à la topographie, s’ancre 
dans la réalité matérielle évolutive des fonctions exercées, des 
pouvoirs conférés, des usages partagés et des privilèges qui dis-
tinguent les individus. Le cap de cette interprétation ne peut 
cependant être franchi qu’en de rares occasions, au risque de 
succomber à la subjectivité.
—
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Social theory and post-medieval archaeology: 
a historical perspective

Paul Courtney

1  Introduction

Th e British-based, Society for Post-medieval Archaeology was 
founded in 1966. However, the subject was scarcely taught in 
European universities before the 1990s; though Prof Dr. Frans 
Verhaeghe, formerly of the vub (Flemish Free University of 
Brussels), has long been a source of encouragement across the 
Continent. Now, an increasing number of archaeology depart-
ments, especially in the United Kingdom, have added post-
medieval/historical archaeology to their curriculum in recent 
years. Th ose outside the uk include u.c. Dublin, Cork, Lund, 
Seville, Venice, Paris, Pisa and Bamberg, while various mari-
time archaeology programs also cover the period. Matthew 
Johnson and Marilyn Palmer were appointed to personal chairs, 
respectively in historical archaeology at Durham in 1998 and 
in industrial archaeology at Leicester in 2000. Other important 
milestones include the founding of the Italian journal 
Archeologia Postmedievale in 1997 and the creation of the Irish 
Post-medieval Archaeology Group in 19991. 

Th is paper hopes to illustrate the breadth of theoretical debate 
in both post-medieval archaeology and the cognate disciplines 
of history, geography and the social sciences. It is beyond the 
scope of this paper to tackle the increasing impact of American 
historical archaeology, notably in Britain, Ireland and Sweden; 
though American scholars cannot be entirely ignored as their 
work is so entwined with European scholarship. Th is account 
is also inevitably biased towards Britain where the subject is 
most developed, especially from a theoretical standpoint. 
However, it aims to mitigate this emphasis by taking a broader 
view of European intellectual trends. Firstly, several infl uential 
academic traditions (such as folk studies and culture history) 
will be identifi ed and traced historically, though much cross-
fertilisation is evident. In particular, I hope to show that there 
has been a long and rich tradition of social theory interacting 

with European landscape and material-culture studies. 
Secondly, I will review some areas of current theoretical debate 
within post-medieval archaeology, hopefully demonstrating 
the wide range of interdisciplinary interaction. 

2  Some key intellectual traditions

2.1  Folk studies

 Th e late 19th century saw the creation of close ties between 
the Romantics and the emerging nationalist movements of 
Europe. As industrialiaation transformed traditional ways of 
rural life, members of the Romantic movement looked back to 
a golden medieval age as epitomized by William Morris’s inter-
est in craft  production. Romanticism had a major impact on 
the emerging movements for the preservation of the architec-
tural heritage, initially perceived as pre-eminently Gothic. Th e 
most obvious physical expression of the growing interest in 
folk culture was the open-air museum movement and its aca-
demic counterpart, folk studies or ethnology. Th e fi rst such 
museum to open was Artur Hazelius’s 1891 creation at Skansen, 
near Stockholm. Hazelius also founded the Nordiska Museet 
(Nordic Museum), an ethnographic collection whose name 
refl ected the pan-Scandinavian politics of the time2. In 1913 
the Institute of Ethnology opened at Lund University. Th ese 
three institutions served as models for the many subsequent 
folk-life museums and ethnological research institutions 
founded across Europe3. 

Folk studies only slowly emerged in France, and continues to 
be especially poorly developed in England, refl ecting the cen-
tralizing needs of these empire-building states. Th e public-
school educated English middle classes oft en shared with Celtic 
and Scandinavian folklorists a distrust of industrialization, but 
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instead chose to locate their cultural roots in the classical 
world. Folk studies faired better in the Celtic fringes with 
luminaries such as Iorwerth Peate in Wales and Emyr Estyn 
Evans in Ulster4. Th e leading early fi gure in French folklore 
studies was Arnold van Gennep5 noted for his theoretical work 
on rights of passage and his monumental, but unfi nished, 
Manuel du folklore fr ançais contemporain; though he never held 
a university post in his native country6. 

Th e study of folk culture has played an important part in estab-
lishing national consciousness especially in the countries on 
the Celtic and Scandinavian fringe of Europe, and in those 
states newly created by the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire in WWI7. Th e nationalist aspect of folk studies and 
ethnology came to an extreme conclusion in Nazi Germany, 
whose ideology drew on such academic concepts as the Volk 
and Fredrick Ratzel’s Lebensraum (living space). Th e latter 
concept was discredited with the end of the war but, despite 
the damning critique of Heinz Maus8, it was not until the 1960s 
that West German scholars, in general, began to critically ques-
tion the notion of the Volk 9. Academic Volkskunde has there-
fore now largely rebranded itself as ‘European ethnology’10. Its 
current orientation is largely towards sociological studies of the 
present or recent past though a few scholars have specialised in 
the material and folk culture of the early-modern period. Major 
studies of relevance to archaeology have included volumes on 
Hanseatic food and table culture and inventory-based studies 
of household goods11.

Post-war folk studies in Sweden, for example, the atlas of 
Swedish folk culture12 were heavily infl uenced by the German-
derived distributional school of geography, especially the dif-
fusionist ideas of Torsten Hägerstrand13 of Lund University. By 
contrast, Norwegian research was more dominated by the 
functionalist approach to objects, concentrating on the study 
of form, construction and practical use14. English language 
studies showing infl uences from both schools are Geraint 
Jenkins’ study of the English farm wagon15 and Peter Smith’s 
monograph on Welsh vernacular architecture16. Th e 1960s and 
1970s saw academic folk studies, especially in Germany and 
Scandinavia, adopt a more explicitly theoretical approach. In 
the fi eld of material culture studies, for example, there has been 
a growing emphasis on the symbolic and cognitive aspects of 
objects. Current scholarship also tends to stress that society 
and culture are composed of various interacting constituencies 
rather than being a monolithic construction17. 

On the Continent, folklore studies (ethnography) has been an 
important source of context for archaeological studies, for 
instance, in studying Mediterranean transhumance settlement, 
the organisation of French ceramic industries and in studying 
Estonian cemeteries18. Important American infl uences on mate-
rial-culture theory include the work of Henry Glassie and James 
Deetz19; aspects of whose work utilised the structuralism of 
French anthropologist, Claude Lévi Strauss20. New trends in 
European material-culture studies include the life history of 
objects and phenomenological approaches which emphasise the 
way humans (including researchers) experience physical and 
imagined worlds21. Th eorists of materiality emphasise the way 
society interacts with (and is shaped by) the material world of 
things22. A major centre of both contemporary and historical 
research in the UK is the material culture group within the 
anthropology department of University College, London, whose 
staff  edits the Journal of Material Culture. Its intellectual 
roots lie in the Cambridge schools of archaeology and social 
anthropology, and are heavily infl uenced by post-processualism, 
phenomenology and materiality23. 

2.2   Culture history and the sociology of 
consumption 

Under the infl uences of Romanticism and nationalism, 18th- 
and 19th-century German scholars developed the notion that 
each ethnic group had its own unique Weltanschauung (‘world-
view’). Th e idea that the geography and evolution of cultures 
could be determined by mapping cultural attributes, including 
material artefacts, became central to Germanic archaeology 
and ethnography24. Th e Swiss historian, Jacob Burckhardt’s 
1860: Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien (Th e Civilisation of 
the Renaissance in Italy) quickly established itself as a seminal 
work in the development of European art and culture history. 
Burckhardt’s method was to study ‘cultural horizons’ or cross-
sections of history at selected times. In order to explain the 
‘spirit of the age’ (Geitesgeschicte) of the Renaissance, Burckhardt 
stressed the wealth, civic freedom and growth of individualism 
in the northern Italy’s city states. He saw the 15th century 
Italian Renaissance as marking a revolutionary end to the 
medieval period and the birth of modernity. A more intuitive 
and contextual approach to culture history is represented by 
Johan Huizinga’s infl uential book, Herfsttij der Middeleeuwen 
(Th e Autumn of the Middle Ages)25. Th e Dutch historian vividly 
described the mentality, art and elaborate ritual of the 
Burgundian court and its surrounds in the 15th century, a 
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 chivalric society he rather subjectively (even perversely to 
modern eyes) saw as decadent and in decline26. 

Th e relationship between culture and society was a recurring 
theme in German sociology under the infl uences of its dual 
father fi gures, Max Weber and Karl Marx. Weber’s thesis link-
ing the supposed ‘work ethic’ and self-discipline of 
Protestantism and the rise of capitalism was to prove the basis 
of a long-lasting and fi ercely contested historical debate27. 
Georg Simmel emphasized the role of fashion, and especially 
the ‘trickle-down’ theory of social emulation in creating a 
modern consumer society28. He argued that subordinate 
groups copy the fashions of elites who are then forced to adopt 
new styles in order to diff erentiate themselves. Th orstein 
Veblen, a Norwegian-American economist, invented the term 
‘conspicuous consumption’ to describe how American nouveau 
riche utilised their wealth in order to create and maintain 
social status29. Th is theory infl uenced the German economic 
historian Walter Sombart, who argued in Luxury and 
Capitalism that the root of the capitalist ethic was to be found 
in the extravagant, competitive consumption of late-medieval 
and early-modern European courts30. It is clear, though, that 
multiple economic, social and cultural factors shaped people’s 
acquisition, use and disposal of goods in the early-modern 
period, and patterns of consumption are too complex to be 
reduced to any single theory.

Th e German sociologist Norbert Elias spent much of his aca-
demic career abroad31. His early research on etiquette books 
led him to suggest that the social instability of the later Middle 
Ages and the increasing centralised nature of the state, led to 
the promotion of civility or ‘civilized’ behaviour as a means of 
distinguishing new and insecure elites32. Elias also emphasised 
shame as an important mechanism in regulating social behav-
iour, prefi guring recent historical work on emotion33. His 
socio-psychological approach has infl uenced a number of mod-
ern sociologists and historians including Chandra Mukerji, 
Stephen Mennel, Roger Chartier and Robert Muchembled34. 
Elias’s concept of an evolutionary civilizing process has been 
criticised by anthropologist, Hans Peter Duerr who argued that 
all human societies are equally complex, just diff erent35. Th e 
ensuing debate has produced a large literature on the key issues 
of the nature of progress, modernity, emotions and how we 
view the past from the present36. 

Recent work on civility has been less generalising than Elias, 
placing its origins in the urban and courtly cultures of 

Renaissance and its adoption by other European elites37. 
Anne Bryson and Marku Peltonnen have stressed its use by as 
a means of social competition within heterogeneous and 
unstable courtly elites38. Peter Burke, Robert Muchembled 
and Norbert Schindler have examined the reformation of 
manners in early-modern Europe, that is the elite’s suppres-
sion of popular culture and the imposition of civility or polite 
behaviour upon the lower orders on the grounds of decency39. 
Both Michel Foucault and the German historian Gerhard 
Oestreich have linked elitist ideologies of discipline with the 
rise of the early-modern absolutist state40. Oestreich also 
emphasised the intellectual popularity of ‘neo-Stoic’ philoso-
phy and, like Weber, the rise of professional armies as a 
sources of discipline41. 

 Burke’s work has been used as the theoretical base for the 
interpretation of material culture change in the rural farms and 
small towns of Halland, Sweden by archaeologist, Christina 
Rosén42. She cites resistance to outside reform as a key factor 
in the distinctiveness of rural material culture. In 1978-9, the 
archaeology service of the Val d’Oise department excavated an 
earthenware bowl, animal bones and broken eggshells, which 
had been buried during the 1684-5 reconstruction of the lavabo 
(washbasin) in the cloister of Maubuisson Abbey. Th ey used 
Van Gennep’s work on folklore to suggest it was a folk religious 
practice involving the burying of the remains of an Easter feast, 
and also noted the signifi cance of cloistral fountains in church 
rites including Easter baptism43. Victoria Newell has noted the 
use of remains from similar feasts in Poland as magical charms 
against evil44, while a further theoretical context for the burial 
is suggested by anthropologist Mary Douglas’s ideas on purity 
and pollution45.

Th e elevation of elite culture into the distinct category of ’high 
art’ (dating back to the 16th-century Italian scholar, Giorgio 
Vasari) continues to be problematic for archaeologists and 
social historians. Th e binary concept of popular culture has 
clearly been of considerable analytical value in theorising the 
fragmented sources of sub-elite culture, though clearly a sim-
plifi cation. However, by the 1980s, historians were stressing 
more complex, nuanced and fl uid cultural patterning aff ected 
by such factors as locality and region, religion, age and gender 
as well as “class”46. Renaissance studies also began to widen out 
as scholars started to examine the rise of national cultures and 
the complex reciprocal links between diff erent parts of Europe. 
Th ey have also used a wide range of theoretical concepts 
including communications and consumption theory47. An 
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important recent trend, infl uenced by American school of 
‘new historicist’ literary scholars, has been towards studying 
art as ‘texts’ within specifi c social and political contexts; espe-
cially the use of art in legitimising the power of oligarchic 
elites48. New historicism is heavily infl uenced by both Foucault 
and Geertz. Its post-modernist emphasis on discourse analy-
sis has also infl uenced the recent work of archaeologist 
Matthew Johnson, notably his study of the architecture of 
Kenilworth Castle49. 

In the decorative arts the impact of rising middle class as mass 
consumers of luxury and other goods has become a major 
focus. Both scholars associated with the Victoria and Albert 
Museum in London (and its innovative taught MA course), as 
well as economic historians, have been examining trade net-
works, innovation, marketing and consumer markets50. Inspired 
by the work of Peter Th ornton51 interior design of the homes 
of European elite and bourgeoisis has also been a major thread 
in recent research52. 

2.3   Economic and local history 
(Britain and beyond) 

Th e period 1880-1920 saw economic history appear as a dis-
tinct sub-discipline of history as scholars across Europe tried 
to break free of the institutional dominance of constitutional 
history. In Britain an early concern with the social condition of 
the working class was refl ected in the historical work and activ-
ism of Richard Tawney53 and such non-university as the Webbs 
and Hammonds54. A major concern of post-1945 economic 
historians has been the study of economic growth, especially 
the origins and socio-economic impact of the Industrial 
Revolution55. Th e subject was to fi nd especially fertile ground 
in the 1960s as the university system expanded rapidly in the 
UK and many specialist economic history departments were 
founded; though, since the 1980s many such departments have 
been absorbed within general history schools. In the 1950s and 
1960s, close connections grew up between a number of medi-
eval economic historians in Britain, notably Rodney Hilton 
and Maurice Beresford, and the archaeologists who pioneered 
medieval and post-medieval archaeology56. Th e fi rst synthesis 
of British post-medieval archaeology was written by David 
Crossley57, an economic historian by training, whose special 
interest has been early-modern technology and industry. 

In the 1980s revised fi gures calculated for economic growth in 
18th-century Britain suggested a slower level of growth than 

previously supposed and thus a more evolutionary model of 
economic and industrial transformation58. In response, Maxine 
Berg and Pat Hudson argued that the national statistics used 
underestimated growth59. Th ey reappraised the period 1700-
1830 as a series of multiple transformations which aff ected spe-
cifi c regions and industries at diff ering time, but which cumu-
latively revolutionised the economic and social fabric of British 
society as a whole60. On the Continent research on industriali-
sation has been particularly strong in Belgium and France 
which were the next countries to experience industrialisation61. 
Modern economic history studies not only the production and 
distribution of goods but emphasises retailing and household 
consumption62. Recent work has also tried to place industriali-
zation both within the context of specifi c regions and simulta-
neously the wider framework of European economic moderni-
zation63. Th e Netherlands, for example, transformed from a 
‘feudal’ to a modern economy without ever experiencing an 
Industrial Revolution64. 

A controversial area of historical research has been on the 
interaction between western European marriage patterns, 
household structure and proto-industrialisation65. Th e increas-
ing role of women and children in the work-place has been 
seen as crucial to industrial growth by Jan de Vries and Maxine 
Berg66. However, research on specifi c industries has indicated 
that women could also be marginalised in the work place by 
technical innovation67. Archaeological analysis of household 
organisation, production and consumption could add a new 
perspective to these complex debates. André van Holk, for 
example, has noted that fi nds assemblages on Dutch polder 
ship-wrecks indicate a change from hired to family labour in 
the 17th century68.

Archaeologists have begun to follow historians, literary schol-
ars and economists in utilising colonial, post-colonial and 
development-theory to understanding the relationship between 
the industrial world and the colonial Th ird World69. Colonial 
and post-colonial theory has been increasingly applied to the 
European periphery especially by American scholars working 
on native and planter settlements in Ireland70. However, Audrey 
Horning has warned that the oversimplistic application of a 
binary paradigm has masked complexity and ambiguity in the 
relationship between coloniser and colonized71. Th e increasing 
number of Irish post-medieval archaeologists is also beginning 
to widen the debate72. Uneven economic development is also 
oft en associated with colonial and post-colonial situations but 
is also found more widely, even within developed regions73. 
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Th e founding of the Department of English Local History at 
Leicester in 1948 led to the spread of this sub-discipline 
devoted to local and regional analysis of economic, social and 
cultural history74. One of the department’s leading fi gures was 
W.G. Hoskins whose 1955 book, Th e Making of the English 
Landscape had a profound aff ect on the growth of landscape 
history as a distinct discipline75. Major outside infl uences 
included the historical geography of H. C. Darby and Marc 
Bloch’s Les Caràcteres Originaux de L’Histoire Rurale Français, 
which expounded the relationship between diff erent French 
landscape zones and distinct social structures76. Notable con-
tributions to landscape studies by scholars associated with 
Leicester included the work of Joan Th irsk, Harold Fox and 
Alan Everitt77. Th eir work, for example, contrasts champion 
regions of open-fi elds and large villages against woodland-pas-
ture regions with their weaker social controls and tendency to 
non-conformist religion and proto-industrialization. Another 
vein of ‘Leicester school’ research is represented by Charles 
Phythian-Adams application of structural-functional anthro-
pological theory to urban ritual78. 

Environmental determinism has generally been replaced by a 
more subtle appreciation of the complex and dynamic inter-
relationship which exists between the physical environment 
and human exploitation79. Cultural geographers, archaeolo-
gists, literary scholars and others have increasingly seen the 
landscape as refl ecting changing ideology, and many recent 
studies have stressed the way landscapes are perceived by those 
inhabiting them80. Recent landscape studies have tended to 
stress the active shaping of the landscape by diverse social 
groups, at times though through mutual alliance and compro-
mise as well as by competition and confl ict. Local and regional 
variation in socio-political and economic organisation also 
continue to be seen as key factors in understanding the impact 
of modernisation81.

2.4  Annales, Marxism and Post-modernism

Th e Annales school of French history was named aft er the jour-
nal founded in the 1920s by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. 
Th is loose alliance of economic, social and cultural historians 
was infl uenced by contemporary ideas in French sociology and 
regional geography82. Classic works of regional analysis 
included Fernand Braudel’s study of the 16th-century 
Mediterranean, Pierre Goubert’s analysis of the Beauvais region 
c.1600-1730 and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s study of the 
peasantry of the Languedoc from the 14th century onwards83. 
In the former work, Braudel divided historical time into three 
scales: la longue durée (regional structures of landscape and 

 climate), conjoncture (economic and demographic cycles) and 
évenément (historical events): a method which has been much 
discussed but rarely imitated. Braudel’s Capitalism and 
Civilization trilogy was notable for combining the history of 
every-day life with national and global economic structures84. 
Since the 1970s, French social history has become more frag-
mented and there has been a rejection of some aspects of the 
Annales interpretation including Braudel’s tendency towards 
environmental determinism and Le Roy Ladurie’s emphasis on 
neo-Malthusian controls on population. Th ere has also been a 
shift  in interest from economic to cultural history, including 
the study of mentalities and emotions, collective memory and 
the micro-politics of the family and institutions85.

Th e rise of fascism from the 1930s saw many western European 
historians attracted to communism. Marxist historians in stud-
ying modes of production have traditionally relied on the eco-
nomic substructure as the prime explanation of the political 
and ideological superstructure. A classic example was Emilio 
Sereni’s study of Italian agriculture from antiquity onwards86. 
Th e post-war British Marxist tradition in history (Christopher 
Hill, Eric Hobsbawm, Rodney Hilton and E. P. Th ompson) was 
marked by its rejection of economic determinism, a critique 
infl uenced by the writings of the Italian Communist, Antonio 
Gramsci87. Th e much cited and complex ‘Brenner debate’ was 
fought in the pages of the radical journal Past and Present from 
1975 onwards. Robert Brenner saw the accumulation of land 
by the gentry in the late medieval English countryside as key to 
the transition from the feudal to capitalist modes of produc-
tion in Europe88. Th e debate has been recently revisited in rela-
tion to the advanced agrarian development of the Low 
Countries89. Recent research has tended to argue for far greater 
involvement by medieval peasantry in a market economy than 
Brenner suggested, and also seen them as important actors in 
promoting agrarian change rather than the passive victims of 
the original thesis90.

Traditional Marxism holds that the ruling class hangs on to 
power through its control of the means of production. Antonio 
Gramsci argued that hegemony, the ruling classes’ control of 
political and ideological structures, was also an important 
means of control, but he also stressed the natural existence of 
working-class resistance. Some modern Marxists, infl uenced by 
the structural-Marxism of French philosophers, Louis Althusser 
and Etienne Balibar, have emphasised the hidden structures of 
capitalism, for example, the use of ideological incorporation by 
the elite to hoodwink the masses into accepting capitalist ide-
ology91. E. P. Th ompson attacked the dominant ideology thesis92 
for its Stalinist rejection of the proletarian self-conciousness 
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which was so central to his own masterpiece, Th e Making of 
the English Working Class93. Abercrombie argued that it is eco-
nomic reality not ideology which keeps the working class 
politically ‘passive’94. Th e dominant ideology thesis has been 
infl uential in the ‘Annapolis school’ of American historical 
archaeology. A much debated example is Mark Leone’s paper 
on the formal garden created by the wealthy lawyer and poli-
tician, William Paca in 18th-century Annapolis, Maryland95. 
British and American critics of Leone’s analysis have tended 
to reject the notion that such gardens were designed to speak 
to the poor96.

In the 1980s, a number of German social and labour historians 
developed the study of Alltagsgeschichte (history of everyday 
life) to present a ’bottom up’ view of history as an alternative 
to the prevailing interest in large-scale structures. Th is school 
emphasises the way that ordinary people experience and nego-
tiate the complexities and contradictions of every-day life97. 
Th e concept of habitus was developed by the Marxist anthro-
pologist, Pierre Bourdieu. It describes the practices by which 
individuals use culture (language, gestures, clothes, furnish-
ings) to structure and make familiar their environment through 
everyday acts of repetition98. Th e most controversial aspect of 
Bourdieu’s concept is his argument that individual action or 
free will is constrained through the pre-programmed choices 
presented by the habitus. Th is concept has been utilised, for 
example, by Jörn Staecker in a study of Reformation grave-
slabs in Denmark99. In contrast to Bourdieu, Michel De Certeau 
emphasised the active choices continually made by individuals 
in mundane everyday actions such as buying groceries100. 
Another important aspect of Bourdieu’s work is on distinction, 
the idea that social groups defi ne themselves through taste, a 
web of aesthethic choices refl ecting aversion to other social 
groups101. Bourdieu also wrote on the limitations of the Marxist 
concept of capital. In his revisionist scheme one can envisage a 
merchant weighing up his potential profi t (economic capital) 
against the goodwill (symbolic capital) he might gain by selling 
at a lower price. Th is can be compared with Jean Baudrillard’s 
more elaborate, four-fold schema of commodities having func-
tional, economic, symbolic and sign exchange (relative within 
a system of objects) values102. 

By the 1960s the ‘new’ history had arrived, heavily infl uenced 
by anthropology, the earlier Annales historians and, increas-
ingly, French post-structuralist intellectuals such as Michel 
Foucault, Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida. Another infl u-
ence was the Frankfurt school of critical theorists (especially 
Jürgen Habermas) with its radical emphasis on contemporary 

political engagement. One outcome was a renewed interest in 
cultural history aft er a long period of neglect in Europe103. Both 
Keith Th omas’s analysis of the decline of magical beliefs and 
Alan MacFarlane’s study based on the 17th-century diary of 
Essex clergyman, Ralph Josselin, were early classics of anthro-
pologically-orientated history104. 

Cultural historians on both sides of the Atlantic have been 
infl uenced by the work of American anthropologist Cliff ord 
Geertz, especially his ‘thick description’ of a Balinese cock-
fi ght, which he argued had multiple layers of meaning for the 
participants105. Anthropological critics of Geertz have 
attacked his claims to observer objectivity and his concept of 
culture as being overly monolithic and failing to allow for 
multiple competing discourses and ideologies106. Regardless, 
his work has infl uenced many historians to analyse the sym-
bolism involved in events such as riots and carnivals. Examples 
by American historians include Robert Darnton’s study of the 
symbolic massacre of cats during an 18th-century Parisian 
riot, Natalie Davis’ analysis of violence in 16th-century 
France, and David Sabean’s portrayal of confl ict in the south-
ern German village of Neckarhausen107.

Th e post-modernist fragmentation of the discipline has seen 
the emergence of gendered, post-colonial and world histories. 
Another new form, micro-history focuses on single events or 
individuals in order to shed light on wider historical prob-
lems. Notable studies include Le Roy Ladurie on the 14th-
century Cathar village of Montaillou108 and Carlo Ginzburg 
on the cosmos of a heretical 16th-century Italian miller109. 
Th e micro-history approach has been accused of being over 
reliant on inquisitorial records and not being critical enough 
of the biased (male) authority fi gures behind their produc-
tion110. Rather diff erent is Alain Corbin’s attempt to recreate 
the world of Louis-Francois Pinagot, a barely-documented 
clog-maker in 19th-century France (chosen at random) by 
studying his wider context111. 

Post-processual or contextual archaeology is infl uenced by 
post-modernist, neo-Marxist, feminist and other radical agen-
das and emphasises the analysis of ideological and symbolic 
structures within specifi c historical contexts112. It tends to 
stress the relativist and politicised nature of knowledge and the 
necessity of analysing the context of ‘texts’ (language or mate-
rial culture). Jürgen Habermas’s argued that the 18th century 
saw the origin of the ‘public sphere’, the social space in which 
free and democratic expression can operate, since corrupted by 
the manipulative power of mass advertising113. Post-structuralist 
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approaches such as deconstruction (Derrida) and discourse anal-
ysis (Foucault) are utilized to unravel the power relationships 
incorporated into language, material culture and knowledge 
systems. An infl uential example was Michel Foucault’s use of 
Jeremy Bentham’s ‘panopticon’, a design for an idealised prison 
intended to facilitate surveillance, as a metaphor for the mod-
ern disciplinary state114. 

Another important infl uence on post-processualism has been 
the sociological debate on agency and structure, i.e. the dynam-
ics of the relationship between individual agency or decision 
making and the creation and operation of broader social struc-
tures115. Anthony Giddens’s infl uential concept of structuration 
off ers a dynamic view of how agency and social structure con-
tinually interact116. In his scheme social structures depend on 
signifi cation (shared understanding), domination and legitimi-
sation. Th e interests of post-processual archaeologists have 
included symbolic archaeology, the social organization of 
space, mentalities and the espousal of alternate archaeologies 
such as feminism and post-colonialism117. 

3  Some current areas of research and debate

3.1  Social identity

Individuals posses multiple, layered identities based on their 
interaction with a variety of wider groups based on ethnicity, 
communality, gender, age, social standing, geography, reli-
gion etc. Th ese multiple identities are entwined and con-
stantly renegotiated through time. Th ey may be contradictory 
and variously expressed, or suppressed, within diff erent social 
contexts. Th e relationship between material culture and social 
identity has been a recent growth area in archaeology. 
Ethnicity has been relatively low on the agenda of post-medi-
eval archaeologists in Europe when compared to the USA. 
However, partly prompted by the increasingly multi-cultural 
nature of contemporary Europe, useful studies are beginning 
to emerge. Nevertheless, distinguishing ethnic groups, espe-
cially the less privileged, by their material culture alone is 
oft en extremely diffi  cult118. 

Dutch and Walloon strangers accounted for over a third of the 
Norwich population in 1600 but being excluded from the 
property market are diffi  cult to trace in documents. Dutch 
ceramics were imported in large quantities into eastern English 
ports and used by all sectors of society. Only a few excavated 
Norwich households have so far been identifi ed as belonging to 
immigrant tenants. Identifi cation has been based on unusually 

high quantities of imported ceramics and the presence of non-
local ceramic forms, as well as Dutch clay-pipes and other arte-
facts119. Nigel Jeff ries’ work on Spitalfi elds has suggested that 
London’s Hueguenot community were using similar ceramics 
to the indigenous population120. Eighteenth century London’s 
sizeable black population, a by-product of Britain’s involve-
ment in the slave trade has also remained archaeologically 
invisible to date121. 

Perhaps the best archaeological evidence for a distinct ethnic 
group comes from the excavations of 17th- and 18th-century 
tenements in the Waterlooplein, within the Sephardic Jewish 
quarter of Amsterdam. Th ese have revealed pork-free bone 
assemblages, kosher lead-seals (some still attached to chicken 
legs), Sabbath oil lamps, brass wedding-medals and two Dutch-
made delft ware plates with Hebrew inscriptions122. In London 
the small Jewish community was interspersed with other 
Londoners making archaeological identifi cation diffi  cult, 
though some Jewish properties can be identifi ed through docu-
ments123. A London-made delft ware plate of the 1720s, with 
Hebrew inscription, has been excavated from a brick-lined, 
cess-pit believed to belong to a middle-class Jewish household 
in Mitre Street, London124. Kosher lead-seals have been found, 
as in Amsterdam, but none from contexts which can be 
described as specifi cally Jewish125. Despite ample evidence for 
immigrant potters and glass makers arriving in England in the 
16th and 17th centuries to escape religious persecution, diff er-
ent aesthethic tastes seem to have limited the adoption of some 
common Continental designs126. An example is the roemer glass 
which was ubiquitous in the Rhineland and Low Countries but 
seems to have been rejected by English consumers127.

Th e series of essays published as Th e Invention of Tradition128 
examined how rapid change during industrialisation or coloni-
alism encouraged the invention or recreation of folk traditions, 
such as Highland tartans and Druidism, to serve contemporary 
political purposes129. It encouraged archaeologists to examine 
the use of material-culture to reinforce regional and national 
identities in the industrial period. Harold Mytum has used 
tombstones to study Welsh identity in bilingual 19th-century 
Pembrokeshire130, while Alisdair Brooks has used printed 
designs on Staff ordshire ceramics to study both ‘Celtic’ and 
‘British’ identities131. Adrian Green has used both housing and 
prints in interdisciplinary studies of both housing and prints to 
address regional identity in N. E. England132. 

Death and its associated material culture has been a fertile 
ground amongst those interested in shedding light on power 
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and gender relationships, regional social-structures and 
 patterns of consumption, as well as the history of mentalities, 
aesthetics and emotion133. Inspiration has come both from 
Deetz and Dethlefsen’s pioneering American work on New 
England tomb markers and from social-history, for example, 
Clare Gittings work on early-modern English funerary rites134. 
A wide variety of approaches to the ideology and material cul-
ture of the European reformation have also been explored in a 
recent conference monograph, Th e Archaeology of Reformation135. 
Th e archaeology of the body as the physical location of the 
senses, thought and identity, as well as being a cultural artefact 
and symbol, is also an emerging interdisciplinary fi eld136. 

3.2  Power, status and space

In the early-modern period, new ceramic types appeared in the 
north aimed at specifi cally at the luxury market, though with 
time they oft en become more socially widespread. In Dutch 
towns, for example, Chinese porcelain is regarded as a good 
indicator of high status from c.1600-1680, but aft er this date it 
was imported in massive quantities and its use became increas-
ingly widespread among urban wage-earners137. By contrast, 
the archaeological recognition of diff erences within the vast 
body of ’middling’ status is at present a highly uncertain proc-
ess. Partly this refl ects the problem that it is oft en very diffi  cult 
to relate archaeological deposits with specifi c, let alone docu-
mented, households. However, Swedish attempts to quantify 
proportions of decorated to undecorated pottery as an indica-
tor of status have given poor results suggesting multiple factors 
infl uenced consumer choice of such goods138. 

Ceramics are oft en under-represented in probate inventories 
and it is oft en diffi  cult to match the terminology of the docu-
ments with archaeological types. Nevertheless, research on 
probate inventories by social historians is shedding new light 
on the regional, class and chronological patterns of material 
culture and the consumption of goods from both economic 
and cultural perspectives139. Inventory studies of particular 
interest to archaeologists, include work on glass and ceramics 
in Antwerp140, a study of ceramic useage in the Dutch small 
towns of Doesburg and Lichtenvoorde141 and a study of a 
Dutch miller’s household142. 

European historians have been increasingly studying the com-
parative history of the family and household and their role in 
social control and consumption143. John Allan’s work on arte-

fact consumption by households in the port towns of S.W. 
England shows the potential contribution of archaeology in 
revealing both local and regional diff erence in food culture144. 
Jim Symonds, Jane Webster and Chris Dalglish have studied 
the impact of capitalism in transforming the social organisa-
tion, material culture and everyday lives of farmers in the high-
lands and islands of Scotland145. Symonds has also compared 
the evolving culture and identity of expatriate Highlanders in 
Nova Scotia146.

Matthew Johnson has updated the classic Marxist model of 
seeing the key transition to modern capitalism as lying in the 
agrarian changes of the 15th and 16th centuries147. Paul 
Courtney and Frans Verhaeghe have argued for a more evolu-
tionary perspectives rooted in the commercialization of the 
high Middle Ages, whilst accepting the revolutionary nature of 
change in the 18th and 19th centuries148. Tom Williamson has 
analyzed the new fashion in 18th-century England for less hier-
archical architecture and the replacement of geometric formal 
gardens by new informal, pseudo-natural landscapes149. He 
situated this change within Peter Langford’s conception of the 
emergence of a ‘polite’ society marked by the increased social 
interaction of aristocracy and gentry150. Pamela Graves has 
used the spectacle of civic processions to look at the oligarchi-
cal manipulation of social space in 17th-century Newcastle151.

A current growth area, with some nascent archaeological input, 
is the changing provision and organization of public buildings 
from town halls to hospitals created by urban or regional gov-
ernments152. Archaeologists have yet to seriously tackle the 
relationship of material culture and the emerging nation state. 
Th e American sociologist Chandra Mukerji has led the way 
with her study of the links between the design of Louis XIV’s 
garden at Versailles and the territorial demarcation of France 
by Marshal Vauban’s fortresses153. Th e concept of social space 
examines the way individuals and social groups constantly rec-
reate, react to and perceive their spatial environment through 
everyday actions154. A number of British archaeologists are 
currently studying social space in urban and rural landscapes, 
houses and gardens155. Matthew Johnson has published on the 
spatial organisation of rural housing in East Anglia, especially 
their implications for understanding social and cultural 
change156. Kate Giles has analysed the changing construction 
of social space within the guild halls of York to critically exam-
ine social and ideological aspects of the medieval/post-medie-
val transition.157 Comparable work on social space, especially 
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the changing relationships between public and private spheres, 
is also being carried out on the Continent by scholars from 
numerous disciplines158.

3.3  Consumption and Industrialization

Initially archaeologists were largely concerned to date and 
provenance their wares and examine problems of technology. 
In the last two decades much excellent work has appeared link-
ing archaeology and documentary research and increasingly 
studying production, distribution, consumption and discard as 
part of a single chain or life history159. Examples of taphonomic 
analysis (breakage and depositional analysis) of medieval and/
or post-medieval fi nds include Françoise Pipponier’s study of 
the fi nds from the deserted medieval village of Dracy in France 
and Stuart Wrathmell’s analysis of the fi nds from the ditch of 
Penhow Castle in Wales; while Stephen Moorhouse has brought 
together material from a wide range of British sites160. Much of 
the literature on post-medieval material culture and consump-
tion has been generated by the needs of urban archaeology to 
interpret the enormous quantities of excavated fi nds recovered 
from urban excavations. Recurring topics include supply net-
works and the problems of interpreting social status of both 
households and districts161. Other areas of discussion have 
included the interplay of such factors as cuisine, trade, technol-
ogy and fashion in infl uencing changing forms and styles162. 

Food history is an area cutting across several academic disci-
plines but oft en having a material culture element163. Stephen 
Mennell’s conclusions that the post-medieval divergence of 
English and French cuisine refl ect a complex social and politi-
cal history rather than diff erences between Catholic hedonism 
and Protestant puritanism is a warning against superfi cial inter-
pretations of cultural diff erences164. Notable for their interdis-
ciplinary approaches are Kistemaker and Van Vilsteren’s edited 
volume on beer in Holland, Cora Laan’s study of drinking in 
18th-century Dutch inns and research by Sarah Pennell, Peter 
Brears, Fred Kaspar on the material culture of kitchens165. 

Industrial archaeology has been a major sub-discipline not 
only in Britain but also in other European regions which expe-
rienced industrialisation, notably in France, Germany, Belgium, 
Ireland, Italy and Spain166. Originally, it was mostly an ama-
teur-led discipline, with an emphasis on technical analysis and 

fi eld recording. Th e last few decades have seen a growth in 
industrial and eco-museums across Europe and in the preserva-
tion and recording of landscapes threatened by regeneration. 
Th is has given the subject a much stronger professional base 
especially in the heritage industry, fi eld archaeology and 
increasingly in universities. Industrial archaeologists are also 
examining the material culture, landscapes and social culture of 
industrialisation167. Whether industrial archaeology should 
remain a thematic discipline, expand into the archaeology of 
the industrial period or be subsumed into a holistic ‘historical’ 
archaeology studying the period from c.1500 to the present is 
a major current debate in Britain168. 

Pioneering works looking at the creation of industrial land-
scapes, rather than merely industrial units, include a 1975 
Belgian exhibition catalogue, Le paysage de l’industrie169, 
Devilliers and Huet’s architectural analysis of the new indus-
trial town of Le Creusot in Burgundy170 and various studies of 
industrial housing in England and Wales171. Notable recent 
works stressing the social analysis of whole industrialized 
landscapes include British studies of Ironbridge Gorge172 and 
Swansea173. David Gwyn has argued for a linkage between 
slate worker’s villages and blocks of small freehold tenements 
in north-west Wales, as large landowners discouraged village 
creation174. Barrie Trinder has applied a classifi catory approach 
to understand why only particular market towns industrial-
ized175. Keith Matthews’ and Eleanor Conlin Casella’s excava-
tions, respectively in urban Chester and rural Alderley Edge, 
have critically examined the use of material culture by the 
Victorian working class176. Gavin Lucas has analysed the social 
meaning of transfer-prints using an excavated group of mid-
19th-century ceramics from a Buckinghamshire farmhouse, 
especially the short-lived popularity of scenes from the novels 
of Sir Walter Scott177. 

Permeability maps (access diagrams) have been utilized by 
Gary Campion to study the layouts of textile workshops and 
housing in Nottinghamshire, especially to shed light on power 
relationships in the industry178. Max Weber’s concept of social 
closure has been adapted by Mike Nevell and John Walker to 
analyse the relationship between landownership, class and 
industrialisation in surveys of archaeological remains in 
Tameside, Lancashire179. Th is thesis suggests that new classes 
emerge through competition for economic resources then close 
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off  access to new members. Erik Nijhof and Peter Scholliers 
have elaborated on the German–derived concept of ‘industrial 
culture’ to study both the physical and social impact of indus-
trialisation in the Low Countries180. Commercial archaeology 
projects are also being integrated into wider social landscape 
projects in the Ironbridge area and Sheffi  eld181. Neil Ewins, 
David Barker and Yolanda Courtney have respectively studied 
aspects of the Staff ordshire ceramic and Birmingham hardware 
industries integrating documents and objects182. Th eir interdis-
ciplinary work has highlighted the complex relationships that 
existed between manufacturers, salesmen and customers. 

4  Conclusion

Th e expansion of the European Union and the 1992 Valetta 
agreement on the protection of European archaeology is 
already beginning to see an expansion in European post-medi-
eval archaeology in the heritage and commercial archaeology 
sectors. Yet, the problems of publishing, synthesising and dis-
seminating data from rescue excavations and recording remain 
severe especially in the poorer countries. A further worry is the 
scarcity of academic departments teaching post-medieval 
archaeology and encouraging research and synthesis. 
International conferences, informal contacts and the internet 

will thus continue to be vital in spreading ideas. However, not 
only linguistic barriers but important methodological and phil-
osophical diff erences divide European archaeology183. Anglo-
Americans also have to be sensitive to the fact that their lin-
guistic dominance of academic publishing and the internet 
may lead them being seen as cultural imperialists rather than 
as missionary pioneers. Yet it is important that ideas fl ow freely 
and that diversity in approach refl ects informed and free choice 
rather than nationalistic proscription.
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� is volume, the result of a collaboration between the Flemish 

Heritage Institute (Vlaams Instituut voor het Onroerend Erfgoed) 

and the Brussels Free University (Vrije Universiteit Brussel), consists 

of a collection of twenty-two papers on material culture o� ered to 
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in recognition of his contributions to the study of all aspects of material 
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on particular � nd categories, such as cloth seals from Belgium or metal 
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northwestern Gaul, the role of Ename in the pagus Bracbatensis, and the 
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Frans Verhaeghe and ends with a complete bibliography.


