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Discussing the international background of building fortifications and
castles' I find myself involved in problems similar to those which other
contributors to this colloquium have been facing. Both archacological
and historical research have resulted in an enormous number of facts and
publications, but in spite of this it becomes more and more difficult to
identify general patterns and lines in the history and the development of
fortifications and castles in the different countries, under different so-
cieties and in various periods. Comparative studies would show that dif-
ferent societies separated geographically and in time found a great va-
riety of solutions to their defense and security problems. By this it cannot
be the intention of this lecture to present archaeological and historical
material concerning the construction of fortifications and casties in detail.
Realizing the enormous amount of modern knowledge about fortifica-
tions and its diversity two other ways of discussion seem to be open. On
the one hand it would be possible to confine oneself to a limited geogra-
phical area, in which general lines of the development may be visible;
dealing with the subject in this way would mean to accept results of minor
value, being only correct for the special area under discussion.

It seemed to me as if another solution should be sought which means to
choose only few prior aspects out of a great number of problems in order
to find some general lines of development, becoming more visible in the
questions to be asked that in the results to be found. Urgent questions in
this sense seem to me to be the following problems:
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1. What results from the interference of prehistoric traditions and the
Roman system of building fortifications for the medieval history of
building castles?

2. Which were the political and constitutional factors favouring the con-
struction of fortifications and castles?

3. Which were the social and economic factors leading to the construc-
tion of fortifications and castles?

Of course I admit that these few problems to be discussed necessarily
must leave open many other questions relevant in connection with fortifi-
cations and castles. Especially typologists among archaeologists and hi-
storians may be disappointed. But typological studies of fortifications and
castles, as necessary and as useful they are to provide detailed knowled-
ge, can in this context only be used as support for general discussions and
for historical interpretations.

To deal with the questions mentioned above it seems to be useful to
keep the chronological order in the course of my lecture. A first part will
discuss the period of Roman and Germanic neighbourhood during the
first five centuries A.D. The second chapter must include the Merovin-
gian and the Carolingian periods, that is the time from the middle of the
fifth to the end of the ninth centuries. Finally the third chapter will step
forward towards the high and the late middles ages, the period from the
tenth to the fourteenth centuries.

For the first time a confrontation between two quite different traditions
of fortification took place in Central Europe during the Roman period.
Inside the Roman empire, west of the Rhine and north of the Danube as
well as in Britain, there are numerous Roman fortifications which, seen
as a whole, mean the introduction of very old mediterranean and oriental
traditions of fortification into the wide prehistoric world north of the
Alps.? The construction of fortifications forms one of various other fields
in which oriental and mediterranean urban civilizations of high age were
introduced into the prehistoric societies of Central and Northern Europe.
When this happened the principles of the construction of fortifications
and castles in the near east and the mediterranean had already passed
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through a long and fluctuating history of several thousand years. One of
the consequences resulting from this long development is the fact that
Roman fortifications show an amazing degree of specialization. This spe-
cialization is apparently one specific line of Roman fortifications which
leads direcily into the early and high middle ages. During the Roman
period specific fortifications were used for the protection of civil installa-
tions and settlements, e.g. towns (civitates as well as municipia), vici,
rural settlements, roads, centres of industrial production etc. On the
other hand the Roman army constructed various fortifications for general
and special military use, f.e. the castra of the legions and the auxiliary
troops, the burgi as military check points at the roads and last not least
the fortified borders of the empire, the limites, which show great varia-
tions in construction and function in the different parts of the empire.
Specialized fortifications as mentioned above are to be found throughout
the whole of the Roman period and more or less in all parts of the
empire. Due to the abundance of both archaeological evidence and writ-
ten sources their construction details, their chronology and function are
easily interpreted. The majority of Roman castles and fortifications may
be called collective in that sense that the state, the emperor or the milita-
ry constructed them for the protection of large groups of human beings.
The Roman fortifications were in most of the cases inhabited permanent-
ly. But the Germanic invasions into the Germanic provinces on the Rhine
and the Danube provinces during the late Roman period produced a
revival of a prehistoric type of fortification: the revival of the hillforts on
top of mountains or on the edges of mountain spurs being used both as
permanent settlements and as refugia. In some cases existing fortifica-
tions of prehistoric periods were re-used in the late roman period as can
be shown in Austria, Switzerland or in the Mosel valley.?

East of the Rhine and north of the Danube prehistoric traditions of
fortification continued more or less untouched by mediterranean influen-
ce. New studies® seem to indicate, that in the first five centuries A.D.
Germanic fortifications were more numerous than was formerly thought.
They must be seen as the result of long-time indigenous developments of
fortifications during the pre-Roman iron age, the bronze age and finally
the neolithics.

Even in the northern parts of Central Europe fortifications of the pre-
Roman iron age, f.e. Borremose in Jutland, or of the Roman iron age,
f.e. Havor and Vallhagar in Gotland and some Norwegian fortifications,
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can be found. In Poland, Bohemia, Moravia and Lower Austria fortifica-
tions are known which were inhabited in a period lying between the first
and the fifth centuries A.D. and which must be attributed to Germanic
populations. A number of them was given up exactly in that period in
which the Germanic peoples withdrew from the east and migrated to the
west and the southwest of Central Europe.

Compared to Central Europe the number of fortifications in the north
is small. Central Europe itself was the area containing the overwhelming
majority of pre-Roman iron age and Roman iron age fortifications. Early
iron age fortifications are concentrating especially in Thuringia, in a area
north from the Harz mountains, in Lower Saxony and in the southern
parts of Westphalia. Nearly all of them belong to the highland type of
fortifications and must be called hill-forts. They were used both as per-
manent settlements and as refugia. Due to the lack of large-scale excava-
tions in many of these sites the precise historical reasons which led to the
construction of the fortifications often remain unknown. In accordance
with their size they may be classified as collective fortifications, as is the
case with most examples from the Germanic period between the first and
the fifth centuries A.D. In all cases it is sure that the construction, the
maintenance and the defense of these fortifications needed large groups
of persons which were organized by outstanding leaders or some sort of a
nobility.

But it is precisely in this period that references occur in the written
sources from the Roman period indicating the existance of private fortifi-
cations as well as the collective ones. In Tacitus’ Germania it is reported
that the Germanic people inhabited munitas sedes (c. 16). Some archaeo-
logists such as A. E. van Giffen and H. Jankuhn have not hesitated in
identifying the munitas sedes in the farmsteads of the north-west Europe-
an lowlands,® which were fortified by ditches, fences, palisades and woo-
den and turf walls as at Zeijen (Prov. Drenthe, The Netherlands), Rhee
(the same province), Fochteloo (Prov. Friesland, The Netherlands) or at
Witte Veen (The Netherlands). The wharf of Feddersen Wierde near
Bremerhaven (Germany) inhabited roughly during the first five centuries
A.D. contains big farmsteads which were fortified by massive ditches. As
far as this lowland type of fortification is concerned the evidence produ-
ced by written sources is apparently identical with the archaeological
results.

Unfortunately it is uncertain to what type of fortification Tacitus refers
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with the castellum which was situated near Marbod’s farmstead and used
by him as a defence against his enemy Segestes. Was it in fact a private
fortification?

The fortified farmstead also flourished in the Germanic period. Ex-
amples have been excavated f.e. on the Birhorst hill near Nauen in the
German Democratic Republic, where a fortified settlement was found
consisting of several farmsteads.® At the same time permanently inhabi-
ted hillforts are also well known in the Germanic world, f.e. the Babilo-
nie in Westphalia’ or the Pipinsburg? at the south west corner of the Harz
mountains near Osterode in Lower Saxony. Both were populated in the
time of Christ’s birth and the density and qualitity of occupation led some
authors to suppose strong Celtic influence from the oppida civilization in
these fortifications.

As new publications indicate the germanic world created more fortifi-
cations than thought before; in spite of this the lack of written sources
concerning these fortifications and the absence of largescale excavations
in these sites inhibits a concrete interpretation of their political, economi-
cal and sociological functions.

It is well known that Roman traditions of fortifications influenced
those of various prehistoric European communities. In Gaul the Celtic
people of the pre-Roman iron age adopted mediterranean features in
their oppida and hillforts.'® Both can be found in the centres of the Celtic
civilization, f.e. in southern Germany“ or in Bohemia, Moravia and
elsewhere. Since these influences had reached Central Europe in centu-
ries before the arrival of the Romans they were strenghtned with the

Roman occupation of Gaul and of the provinces on the Rhine and the

Danube. There are two fortifications where it is hard to decide whether
they were constructed by the Roman army or by Germanic people taking

over Roman ideas of fortifications. These are the fortifications of Kneb- -

linghausen near Lippstadt in Westphalia and at Ermelo in the province
Gelderland in the Netherlands.'? Both of them show rhombic enclosures
consisting of a ditch and a rampart and gates constructed in the Roman
manner. But inside Roman finds are spread thin and indications of native
occupation are given. Both are situated outside the borders of the Roman
empire. But the similarity to Roman fortifications cannot be denied in
both cases. Further research has doubtless to discuss the question, wheat-
her they were fortifications of Roman origin or wheather native people
adopted a Roman idea of fortification and realized it by their own efforts.
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During the whole Roman period Germanic people entered the Roman
army to become soldiers of all ranks. The most famous example for this
was Arminius who was an officer of the Roman army and defeated the
Romans in the battle in the Saltus Teutoburgensis in 9 A.D.'? Inevitably
these Germanic people did not only learn the techniques of Roman figh-
ting; they were also introduced into the Roman systems of defence and
fortifications. Although written evidence is lacking we must suppose that
there was a strong stream of knowledge on the construction of fortifica-
tions which went this way into the Germanic world. That this assumption
is really true can be seen from some Germanic fortifications which were
founded in late Roman time. In south-west Germany, a group of 4th and
fifth century hill-forts in a strip of non-occupied land just in front of the
Roman limes show a close familiarity with Roman techniques of fortifica-
tion.'* The most important example of this type is the Runder Berg near
Urach in Baden-Wiirttemberg!®> which shows a strong fortification defen-
ding the ridge of a spur and the flanks of that spur by ditches, walls and
bastions constructed in Roman manner. Other fortifications of this type
and age are the Glauberg in Hessen or the Gelbe Biirg in Baden-Wiirt-
temberg.'® Roman influence can also be traced out in some Bohemian
hill-forts of the fourth and the fifth centuries.

The spread of Roman techniques of fortification in Central and Nort-
hern Europe depended apparently on a relatively close proximity to the
borders of the empire. It is right to assume most of these fortifications in
those regions bordering the empire and one would not expect to find
Roman influence of this kind in Scandinavia. In spite of this in Central
Europe and even in the North the number of fortifications dating to the
fourth and the fifth centuries increased: in the north we find highland
fortifications and hillforts such as Brudberg, Torsklint, Braberg, Vallha-
gar and Slott near Salen in Norway'’ and at the same time there are
circular lowland fortifications as Ismantorp or Eketorp II in Sweden.'® It
is rather difficult to explain the construction of these fortifications by
reasonable historical causes.

II.

In the migration period and the Merovingian period there are further
developments in the history of fortifications which became crucial for the
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high and late middle ages. During the fifth and the sixth centuries many
fortifications in the eastern part of Central Europe were abandoned as
the east Germanic people moved from their homelands between the
rivers Weichsel and Elbe to the West. Few decades later the Slavs started
moving westward and occupied former Germanic homelands. Finally the
rivers Elbe and Saale — roughly seen — became the western bordes of their
areas.

The Slavonic period was one of the most important in the building of
fortifications and castles, both with regard to numbers and to the diversi-
ty of types.!® The Burgwall of the Slavs was an integral part of the
internal social, political and economical organisation of the different tri-
bes, and the Slavic culture cannot really be understood without a full
appreciation of the important rdle played by their fortifications. The
Burgwall must be regarded as the final stage of a long development of
fortifications which leads far back into prehistoric times and shows an
uninterrupted tradition extending to the late Urnfield and the Lausitz
culture at the beginning of the first millenium B.C.* Unfortunately there
is no time to pursue this line of discussion. It can only be stated that the
Merovingian civilization in the west and the Slav culture in the east
during the sixth and the seventh centuries remained two great complexes
which did not expand against each other but kept a more or less table
position in relation to each other. Apart from Samo’s adventures in
Bohemia in 623/24 there was no reason why fortifications on both sides
should have been used in military conflicts. And another line must be
drawn: The Slave bordering the shores of the Baltic sea must have had
rather early relations to the Scandinavian people especially to the Danes
and the question must be asked wheather or not the Danish people were
influenced by fortification techniques and principles coming from the
Slavs. As far as I can see this problem has not yet been discussed too
much.

In the European West the Germanic peoples were settling in former
provinces of the Roman empire: the Ostrogoths in the south, the Visi-
goths in the south-west, and in the Germanic provinces Alamans, Bur-
gundians and - most important of all — the Franks. All these nations
adopted Roman traditions of the construction of fortifications in that
moment when they were forced to build own defences. In the period of
immigration and early settiement on Roman ground they found quite ;
easy conditions in this relation: They were able to occupy Roman sites
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which possessed Roman defences, either military ones or town defences.
In many cases these fortifications were in the good state and they were
large enough to take up numerous populations. Good examples for this
are Paris, Tours, Metz, Strassbourg, Mainz, Cologne, Bonn, Regensburg
and many others.?! As long as the Roman defences sufficed, the new
occupants hat little incentive to build new fortifications. The Roman
town defences of the civitates became very soon the residences of the
Germanic rulers and kings who rules on the basis of these strongholds in
patriarchal fashion over the countryside surrounding the former Roman
civitates. To the Franks as the most important heirs of the Roman empire
this system of political rule worked very well in those parts of their
kingdom which were situated centrally on old Roman ground.?? A change
in their habit concerning fortifications can only be observed when they
start to expand against other Germanic nations, such as the Alamans or
the Thuringians which both were defeated by Frankish armies. In 531 the
Thuringians were defeated by the Frankish army in a site situated near
Burgscheidungen in Thuringia. It is reported that a fortification near
Burgscheidungen existed; but it did not prevent the defeat of the Thurin-
gians.

In the south-west of Germany there are several fortifications being
used as permanent settlements and as refugia in the sixth and the seventh
centuries. The Runder Berg, already mentioned above, is one of these
examples where intensive occupation in the sixth and the seventh centu-
ries was discovered, including activities of various crafts and industries
(metal working, glassmaking etc.).

A new period of fortification building began with the expansion of the
Frankish kingdom into the east, the north-east and the south-east of
Europe.? Since already the Frankish kings from the merovingian dynasty
had tried to expand their kingdom in these directions under the rule of
the emperor Charles the Great (768-814) a series of wars began in which
Saxons (772-804), Longobardians (772-795), Avars (795/796), Danes
(808-811) and different parts of the Slavs in Austria, Bohemia and on the
middle and lower part of the river Elbe were defeated. The Frankish
kingdom grew and grew during these decades. Castles were needed in
this context for two reasons: firstly as military camps and strongholds
serving for actual fighting purposes. In this sense the Esreburg near
Paderborn or the Winzenburg in the Leine valley south from Hannover
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must be regarded as fortifications meant for actual fightings against the
Saxons.

A second function of fortifications in this time was to secure newly
conquered territories when they just had been incorporated into the
kingdom. Fortifications in this context were also used as guarantee for
peace in those areas where the war just had ended. In 810 Charles the
Great constructed a royal castle at the river Stor in Holstein which was
meant to become an equivalent to the Danish king Godfred’s newly
constructed Danewerk and the fortified trading centre Haithabu (Hede-
by). So far the situation in bordering areas of the kingdom.

In the interior we find other phenomena. After the Frankish kings had
annexed wide parts of Saxonia, Thuringia and Hessen they created a
specific internal structure which consisted of a number of newly erected
political, religious and monastic centres. Most of them are well known:
Biiraberg in Hessen, Erfurt in Thuringia, Wirzburg in Franconia, Min-
den, Osnabriick, Miinster, Paderborn in Westphalia and Saxonia — all
being founded under the rule of Charles the Great.?® Under his son’s rule
(Louis the Pious 814-840) Hamburg in the north and Hildesheim and
Halberstadt were founded. Most of these political and ecclesiastical cen-
tres show fortifications which finally are derived from the surviving old
towns in the west which were of roman origin. We find ramparts and
ditches, turf walls and stone walls, palisades and other kind of fortifica-

tions which enlosed all important public buildings of the new centres: the - 8

bishop’s church, and - as excavated during the last decade in Paderborn -
the royal palatium (Pfalz) and the bishop’s palace.”® The defences also
included settlements of traders, craftsmen an other economical groups of
the early society. Their size and their construction were quite different
from all other settlements in the countryside, and by this these early
centres have been called central places (zentrale Orte), which fulfilled
important political, economical and spiritual functions for the countrysi-
de roundabout. Without any doubt they must be called collective castles,
because numerous populations inhabited these places. Besides the survi-
vings of their houses and settlement areas their important number can be
shown by the fact that the church in the Carolongian period used these
well populated sites to erect the first bishoprics in these centres. That
they had to get a strong fortification is more or less obvious because still
after the defeat of various enemies pagan groups remained alive and it is
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known that they rode many attacks against the early monastic centres as
f.e. Hamburg’s history shows very clearly. The Hammaburg, the 9th
century earthwork, was destroyed by invasions of Normans and Slavs
several times until from the 11th century another new fortification pro-
vided permanent security.?%

The early fortified centres in newly conquered areas did not only mean
the construction of ecclesiastical bases. They were at the same time also
the introduction of the town civilization to the north-east and the east of
Central Europe. Like the old Roman towns these new places got their
fortifications, and by this they become a true reflection of the Roman
ancestors. This connection to towns and fortifications of the Roman pe-
riod must be seen as part of the renovatio imperii which was the political
philosophy of Charles the Great. To Charles the renovatio imperii inclu-
ded an imperial programme which combined internal peace with suffici-
ent strength to resists foreign neighbours. In this system the construction
of fortifications was one of the original rights of the king. In this period a
castle, fortification or stronghold could only be built either by order of
the king or at any rate by permission by the king. There are no fortifica-
tions known being constructed only by private activity and without royal
permission. Internal peace and external strength were under the reign of
Charlemagne a reality. It was not necessary to fortify oneself and even
the king himself did not think it was necessary to fortify his residences.
The royal residences at Aachen and Ingelheim f.e. were not fortified.

It was the European North which changed this peaceful picture very
soon. After a period of peace and security under the rule of Charlemagne
and his son Louis the Pious the invasions of the vikings caused a long
period of great instability which became characteristic of the whole 9th
and the beginning 10th centuries. The unity and integrity of the Carolin-
gian empire could not be preserved by the successors of Louis the Pious.
In accordance with old Frankish law the kingdom was treated like private
property and consequently divided among the heirs. From the partitions
of Verdun (843), Meersen (870) and Ribemont (880) resulted the funda-
mental political order of Central Europe existing up to modern times: the
existence of two large kingdoms, the creation of France and Germany.

During the ninth century it was in the first line the western kingdom
which had to suffer very much from the viking raids.?’” The Normans
invaded the coastal areas of North-West Europe as well as the British
Isles. But they did not confine themselves to the coastal areas. Shipping



