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The Iron Age in temperate Europe is characterized by the emergence of hillforts. While such sites can be
highly variable, they also share many characteristics, implying cultural linkages across a wide geograph-
ical area. Yet, the interpretation of hillforts has increasingly seen significant divergence in theoretical
approaches in different European countries. In particular, Iron Age studies in Britain have progressively
distanced themselves from those pursued in continental Europe. This article attempts to address this
issue by analysing the evidence from two of the best-known hillforts in Europe: Danebury in Wessex,
southern England, and the Heuneburg in Baden-Württemberg, south-western Germany. The article
highlights a number of key similarities and differences in the occupational sequences of these sites. While
the differences indicate that the hillforts are the creation of very different Iron Age societies, the synergies
are argued to be a consequence of communities evincing similar responses to similar problems, particu-
larly those resulting from the social tensions that develop when transforming previously dispersed rural
societies into increasingly centralized forms.
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INTRODUCTION

Whilst some hilltops were defined by
walls, banks, or ditches in the Neolithic
and Bronze Age, the Iron Age in Europe
is characterized by the widespread emer-
gence of hillforts during the seventh to
fifth centuries BC. That is not to say all
were built at the same time or for the
same reason. In fact, there is great vari-
ability. Some hillforts were enormous,
enclosing tens of hectares, while others
encompassed little more than a few thou-
sands of square metres. Some were inten-
sively occupied by hundreds of inhabitants
whereas others were not permanently occu-
pied, if at all. Some were long-lived with
continuous activity over several centuries,
others were used only intermittently, or
went out of use almost immediately after

their construction. Most were simply
defined by a single line of wall or earthen
bank, but a few were demarcated by mul-
tiple boundaries and possessed elaborate
entranceways. Their variability warns
against over-generalisation and clearly sug-
gests that they were integrated into diverse,
and regional, economic and social systems.
Yet hillforts also have many common char-
acteristics that may imply the development
of a shared ‘vocabulary of power’ during the
Iron Age across Europe. They were usually
located in prominent topographic positions
that were intended to visually dominate the
surrounding landscape. The scale and some-
times complex architecture of their bound-
aries indicate that they were key media for
symbolic activity and display, while the
physical act of enclosure provided a focus
for some social and economic activities
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within a specialized space separated from
the normal daily routines within fields and
farmsteads.
The interpretation of hillforts is inex-

tricably linked with the interpretation of
European Iron Age societies. Most
archaeologists would agree that hillforts
were the physical manifestation of some
kind of authority, of which a few can be
described as genuine ‘centres of power’.
The obvious question though is whose
authority and whose power was embodied
through the creation and use of these
sites? For some, Iron Age societies
throughout Europe were markedly hierarch-
ical and hillforts acted as both tribal capitals
and the residences of elite individuals (e.g.
Kimmig, 1969; Cunliffe, 1984b, 1997: 51–
63; Dietler, 1995; Krausse et al., 2016). In
this sense, the size and complexity of the
hillfort boundaries and the intensity and
types of activity within their confines
reflected the status and social networks of
the occupying lineage. This position, in
Britain at least, has been extensively cri-
tiqued in recent years. Boundary construc-
tion, for instance, has been interpreted as a
largely symbolic act defining the relation-
ship between the communities involved (see
especially Sharples, 2010), whilst I, amongst
others, have highlighted that the internal
layouts of many British hillforts appear to
emphasize social conformity rather than
promote social differences (Davis, 2015). In
this sense, hillforts in Britain have come to
be interpreted as an expression of the pres-
tige of a community rather than of an indi-
vidual (Collis, 2010; Sharples, 2010; Lock,
2011; Davis, 2013).
In this article I want to test and critique

these paradigms by comparing the evidence
from two of the best-known hillforts in
Europe: Danebury in Wessex, southern
Britain, and the Heuneburg in Baden-
Württemberg, south-western Germany
(Figure 1). While the two hillforts occupy
almost entirely unconnected regions of

western Europe during the Iron Age, several
factors make these sites ideal case-studies for
such an investigation. Despite their relatively
modest size (neither site encloses a hilltop of
more than 5 ha, although there is extensive
extra-mural settlement at the Heuneburg),
both have been subject to large area excava-
tions over many years (Cunliffe, 1984a,
1984b, 1995; Kimmig, 1983; Gersbach,
1989, 1995, 1996; Kurz, 2007, 2008, 2010).
These have produced enormous assemblages
of material as well as complex stratigraphic
sequences. This has allowed the patterns of
construction and occupation over a period of
several hundred years to be identified in
detail; this is only rarely achieved and marks
these hillforts out as archaeologically excep-
tional. We are thus able to confidently
analyse the spatial layout within these hill-
forts and track changes over time as well as
understand something of the relationship
between the people who lived in, used, or
visited these hillforts.
This article begins by providing an over-

view of Iron Age hillforts in Wessex and
south-western Germany before embarking
on an analysis of the structural phases of
Danebury and the Heuneburg and a
detailed investigation of the organisation
their internal space. It is suggested that the
repeated acts of boundary construction and
renewal at both sites helped define the rela-
tionships between the communities involved
in their construction rather than simply
reflecting the power of individual elites.
The internal architecture of the sites is
argued to be structured according to what
anthropologists would call ‘the spatial logics
of materialized ideology’, i.e. a guiding set
of ideals for how space should be structured,
reflecting the character of political power or
that of an authority in the constructed
environment (DeMarrais et al., 1996). In
this sense, social ideologies are manipulated
and internalized through the embodied
experience of dwelling within a particular
spatial environment. Despite being the
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materialisation of differing social structures,
the occupational sequences at Danebury
and the Heuneburg display some remark-
able synergies such as little obvious evidence
for marked social differences, particularly
during the early phases. This is argued to
be a conscious attempt to create a shared
sense of community as a strategy to negoti-
ate the difficulties encountered by large
groups of people used to living in relatively
small, discrete, settlements, dwelling
together in close proximity within centra-
lized settlements. There are also significant
variations, particularly in the ways in which
wider occupation was organized outside the
hillfort interiors. Partly this is a product of
demographic scale, but it is also thought to
be a result of different ways that access to
land and resources was controlled within
these societies. Finally, I consider whether

the similar patterns of residence at these
hillforts can be identified at other centra-
lized settlements throughout Europe in later
prehistory.

THE EARLY AND MIDDLE IRON AGE IN

WESSEX, SOUTHERN BRITAIN

The area of southern England known as
Wessex (broadly encompassing the modern
counties of Hampshire, Dorset and
Wiltshire) has, since the beginnings of arch-
aeological study in the country, been consid-
ered a ‘key’ region for the investigation and
interpretation of the Iron Age in Britain
(see Sharples, 2010: 9–12). Hillforts
represent some of the most visually obvious
and well-preserved evidence for the period
in the region and there are large numbers of

Figure 1. Map showing the location of Danebury and the Heuneburg.
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them, particularly on the chalk downland (e.
g. Palmer, 1984; McOmish et al., 2002;
Payne et al., 2006; see also the online
Hillfort Atlas database [Lock and Ralston,
2017] for a complete gazetteer of hillforts in
Britain). Many have been investigated to
varying degrees over the last 100 years, but
the most well-known and extensively exca-
vated is that of Danebury in Hampshire
(Cunliffe, 1984a, 1984b, 1995; Cunliffe &
Poole, 1991a, 1991b), and it has become
fundamental to any discussion of the period
not only in Wessex, but all of Britain.
During the first half of the twentieth

century, the emergence of hillforts in Britain
were seen as the consequence of successive
invasions of Celtic peoples from continental
Europe, which had forced the native Britons
to defend themselves (Hawkes, 1931). In a
manner resembling the misconceptions sur-
rounding Britain’s Brexit vote of 2016, the
archaeological belief in the mass folk move-
ment of continental Europeans into Britain
was derived mainly from the writings of a
populist, ambitious self-aggrandiser, in this
case Julius Caesar, rather than a demonstrable
empirical reality. A sustained critique led
by Frank Roy Hodson (1960, 1962, 1964)
and Graham Clarke (1966) systematically
destroyed the basis of such invasionist theor-
ies, and by the late 1960s hillforts had come
to be seen as indigenous developments.
Since the 1970s there has been an enor-

mous increase in the quantity and quality
of the investigation of hillforts, exempli-
fied by Barry Cunliffe’s twenty-year pro-
gramme at Danebury. This means that we
now have a good understanding of the
development and use of hillforts in
Wessex, although this is by no means
uncontroversial. A range of interpretations
now exists, but these have become polar-
ized behind two dominant positions. On
one side are those who consider hillforts
to be the elite residences of tribal leaders
and central places of social, economic, pol-
itical, and religious systems (Cunliffe,

1984b; Karl, 2011; Driver, 2013). On the
other side are those who regard hillfort
societies as very communal in emphasis
and ideology, lacking marked social dis-
tinctions (Collis, 1981; Sharples, 1991a,
2010; Hill, 1996; Lock, 2011; Davis,
2015). In an important contribution, J.D.
Hill (2012) has recently considered in
detail how such societies lacking central
authority and sharp distinctions of rank
may have worked. He has likened some
Iron Age societies in Wessex to African
‘segmentary’ societies. In these systems,
power is distributed broadly equally
between heads of households (segments)
who largely run their own affairs. Such
social forms have also been labelled heter-
archies (e.g. Crumley, 1995) and are
defined by greater horizontal rather than
vertical social distance within a society. In
practice, the Iron Age household was
unlikely to be entirely independent, but
would have required alliances and recipro-
cal relationships with neighbours for social
and economic reproduction. Key to this
was the defence of shared resources orga-
nized at a community level. Such commu-
nities were defined by clusters of
households who combined as a result of
close kinship ties, shared interests, and
shared locality. These entities were physic-
ally manifested through the construction
and occupation of hillforts. To a certain
extent the excavations at Danebury have
formed the basis for much of this discus-
sion and this is what I want to explore in
this section.

Danebury: sequence and interpretation

Danebury hill is a distinctive landmark. It is
surrounded by the remains of Middle
Bronze Age field systems, and set within a
large area of dry chalk downland (Figure 2).
Twenty-two structural periods have been
identified at Danebury, ranging from the
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Late Bronze Age to Late Iron Age (c. 700
BC–AD 50) (Cunliffe, 1995: table 3)
(Figure 3). Detailed aerial photographic
survey and excavation within Danebury’s
environs over the last thirty years (Palmer,
1984; Cunliffe, 2000; Cunliffe & Poole,
2000a–g) mean that we possess an unparal-
leled understanding of the development of
both the hillfort and its landscape in the later
first millennium BC (summarized here in
Supplementary Table 1).
The first construction of a boundary

enclosing the hilltop was in the Late
Bronze Age (c. 700–500 BC) (Period 0).
Known as the ‘outer earthwork,’ this was a
relatively slight ditch enclosing an oval
area of around 16 ha. There is little evi-
dence for occupation and the Late Bronze
Age site is argued to be a hilltop enclosure

of which a number have been identified in
Wessex and considered to cater for sea-
sonal gatherings and the exchange of live-
stock (Cunliffe, 1991a: 234; Cunliffe,
2006: 155–56, Maltby, 1995). Dispersed
throughout the landscape, were a range of
enclosed farmsteads. Several of the larger
enclosures appear to contain at least one
large and elaborate roundhouse, and they
have been interpreted as the homesteads
of important aristocratic families (Cunliffe
& Poole, 2008), although they could also
have been communal structures for gather-
ings (Sharples, 2013). There is little else,
such as elaborate burial monuments, to
suggest marked social distinctions between
groups at this time; instead these groups
were likely to be bound together through
kinship alliances and reciprocal relationships

Figure 2. Danebury in its landscape setting. Note the absence of field systems to the west of the hillfort
which may have been managed as open pasture for livestock (after Palmer, 1984).
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established by the regular exchange of mar-
riage partners, labour, and, most import-
antly, bronze.
Early in the fifth century BC (c. 470 BC),

the hillfort was first established (Periods
1a–1c) characterised by the construction of
a 3.5 m high, timber-box rampart with
two opposing entrances. Within the hill-
fort, clusters of small roundhouses and
storage buildings, were loosely scattered
around the interior. Each cluster probably
represented an individual household who
had moved into the hillfort after its

construction perhaps from those settle-
ments situated closest to the hill. The resi-
dent population at this time was probably
relatively small, numbering fewer than 100
individuals (Davis, 2013: 367).
The emergence of the hillfort at

Danebury during the Early Iron Age is mir-
rored elsewhere in the surrounding land-
scape. A number of other hillforts, such as
Woolbury (Cunliffe & Poole, 2000a) and
Quarley Hill (Hawkes, 1939), were also
constructed at this time. The hillforts appear
to be broadly similar in size and located

Figure 3. Simplified schematic plans of key periods of occupation at the hillfort of Danebury (after
Cunliffe & Poole, 1991a, figs. 4.151–53).
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some 6–10 km apart. Their construction
coincides with the demise of long-estab-
lished exchange networks, including the
abandonment of bronze as a key exchange
commodity and is likely to be linked. The
interiors of these hillforts appear sparsely
occupied, but an increasing number of
smaller enclosed farmsteads colonized the
land surrounding them. Presumably these
represent the homesteads of individual
households in which social and political
power remained with the head of the house-
hold, and a broader community existed only
in its periodic assembly at hillforts. The
increasing number of farmsteads suggests an
increasing population with power relation-
ships and alliances articulated through hill-
fort construction rather than the exchange
of bronze.
The fourth and early third centuries at

Danebury (c. 310–270 BC) were characterized
by an almost obsessive interest with its
boundaries (Periods 2a–5). The gateways
were remodelled several times before and
after destruction by fire (Period 2c). The
inner rampart was refurbished and regularly
(possibly annually) maintained. The outer
rampart was also re-modelled and made
much more substantial, and the middle
rampart encircling the southern half of the
hillfort was constructed. The inner rampart
was also remodelled in ‘glacis style’ creating a
continuous slope of chalk, which, when
freshly constructed would have possessed a
gleaming white appearance impossible to
miss amongst the more muted tones of the
downland.
Periods 6i–7 (third to first centuries BC)

were marked by an increase in the intensity
of occupation within the hillfort and a cor-
responding decrease in interest in the
boundaries. The most dramatic change
occurred during Periods 6vi–vii which was
characterized by very intensive occupation
by a sizeable population numbering
perhaps over 300 (Cunliffe, 2003: 92–93,
but revised by Sharples, 2014: 228). A

large number of roundhouses of similar
size, with predominantly east-facing
entrances, were packed into neat rows in
the lee of the ramparts. This change in the
nature of occupation within the hillfort
appears to coincide with a change in pat-
terns of residence in its environs. Analysis
of the landscape around Danebury suggests
that the hillfort was surrounded by an inner
and outer zone, a situation also present at
other Middle Iron Age ‘developed’ hillforts
in Wessex such as Maiden Castle
(Sharples, 2010: 76). Within the inner
zone (i.e. the area of agricultural land
within 6 to 10 km that was easily workable
from the hillfort), all the small enclosures
and other hillforts (such as Quarley Hill
and Woolbury) were abandoned and the
households presumably absorbed into the
interior of Danebury. In the outer zone (i.
e. from 10 to 20 km), some settlements
continued, but their enclosing boundaries
were abandoned.
This arrangement may have lasted for

several decades before the regular rows of
houses within Danebury were replaced by
loose scatters of two or three buildings
(Period 6viii). It is possible that this was
the result of a relocation of population,
given that by the first century BC farm-
steads once again began to appear in the
surrounding landscape. Iron Age occupa-
tion at Danebury ended around the
middle of the first century BC (c. 50 BC), in
a manner that was probably both sudden
and violent. The eastern gateway was
destroyed by fire and the remaining
houses inside the hillfort were burnt.
Cunliffe (1984b: 550–54) has offered a

detailed interpretation of the later prehistoric
use of Danebury and, by extension, other
similar hillforts in Wessex. He considers
that the hillfort rose to a position of prom-
inence within a large territory because it ful-
filled an increasing range of central place
functions including production, storage and
redistribution. As such, Cunliffe interpreted
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the site as the high-status settlement of a
king along with his retinue of warriors and
skilled men (1984b: 554).
The model was attacked almost imme-

diately. John Collis (1985: 349) disagreed
fundamentally with Cunliffe’s interpret-
ation of an Iron Age social structure
which was apparently based entirely on
analogy with a generalized ‘Celtic’ society
derived from early medieval Irish law
tracts. It became particularly difficult to
sustain a ‘king of the castle’ model for
Danebury when, as Cunliffe himself
admitted, ‘…nothing among the surviving
material culture at Danebury indicates the
presence of an individual or family of pre-
eminent status’ (1984b: 559). The role of
Danebury as a centre for the production
and distribution of material culture has
also seen sustained criticism (Stopford,
1987; Sharples, 1991a, 2010; Morris,
1994; Hill, 1996). Hill (1996) in particular
demonstrated conclusively that production
at Danebury was no greater than at non-
hillfort sites, while Morris (1994) and
Sharples (2010) have questioned the sig-
nificance of long-distance exchange, the
latter arguing that hillfort communities
were rather introverted.
This leaves us with the question: how

should we understand Danebury and other
similar hillforts in Wessex? The absence of
central place functions means that they are
seldom considered to be urban settlements
in the way that the Fürstensitze such as
the Heuneburg have been in recent years
(Collis, 1981; see Sharples, 2014). Yet this
rather misses the point. What should be
emphasized is that hillforts like Danebury
represent a significant shift away from any
type of previous settlement organisation in
terms of both scale and intensity of occu-
pation. They indicate new, centralized
forms of living together that required new
ways of articulating, negotiating, and
mediating power relations between house-
holds, kin, and individuals.

THE EARLY IRON AGE IN SOUTH-
WESTERN GERMANY

In continental Europe, the most well-
known hillforts are the Fürstensitze, or
‘princely seats’, of the West Hallstatt
region (essentially eastern France, south-
western Germany and western
Switzerland). Interpretations of the
Fürstensitze have been heavily influenced
by Wolfgang Kimmig. Writing in the late
1960s, Kimmig (1969) defined the
Fürstensitze as political and administrative
central places characterized by the pres-
ence of Mediterranean imports and asso-
ciated with richly furnished burial mounds
(Fürstengräber). These associations formed
the basis of a model comparable to a
medieval feudal society in which the
Fürstensitze functioned in the same way as
medieval burgs, i.e. they were essentially
seen as the residence of a lord and his
entourage who controlled the production,
acquisition, and supply of elaborate and
exotic artefacts. In recent years the validity
of the feudal model and the Fürstensitz/
Fürstengrab association has been rightly
challenged (Arnold, 1995, 2010; Biel &
Krausse, 2005). Bettina Arnold (1995:
47), for instance, has highlighted that
there are many Fürstengräber not asso-
ciated with Fürstensitze, which she argues
implies that high-status individuals were
dispersed throughout the landscape rather
than necessarily resident at the
Fürstensitze. However, the idea that the
societies of this West Hallstatt zone pos-
sessed a markedly hierarchical social and
political structure remains the dominant
narrative (Frankenstein & Rowlands,
1978; Dietler, 1995; Krausse et al., 2016).
Excavations over the last 70 years at the
Heuneburg and their subsequent publica-
tion (Kimmig, 1983; Gersbach, 1989,
1995, 1996; Kurz, 2007, 2008, 2010)
mean that the site is the most thoroughly
investigated Fürstensitz and consequently
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much of the debate about Late Hallstatt
society is focused around the interpretation
of this site (e.g. Arnold, 2010; Fernández-
Götz & Krausse, 2012, 2013).

The Heuneburg: sequence and
interpretation

The Heuneburg is a relatively small, tri-
angular-shaped, unprepossessing, hilltop
plateau immediately adjacent to a stretch
of the upper course of the river Danube
(Figure 4). The hillfort has a long and
complex history: twenty-three structural
periods have been identified on the
plateau dating from the Neolithic to the
Middle Ages and they can be related to

activity in the immediate environs (the
‘lower town’ and ‘outer settlement’) and
broader landscape (see Figure 5 and
summary in Supplementary Table 2).
The earliest enclosure (Periods VIII/2–

VIII/1) dates to the Neolithic, but during
the Middle to Late Bronze Age (c. 1600–
1100 BC) the hilltop plateau was defined
by an enormous earthwork bank, 3.6 m
high and 20 m wide at the base, capped
by a timber box-built wall (structural
phases VII–Vb). Within the centre of the
enclosure, a ditch, several metres deep,
divided the area into two and contained a
variety of four-post storage buildings and
larger workshops or houses. It has been
argued from the scale of the enclosure
boundary that the site was a permanently

Figure 4. The Heuneburg and its immediate surroundings. Note the extensive remains of settlement
enclosures to the west of the hilltop plateau dating to periods IVb3–a/1 (after Krausse et al. 2016, fig.
80 and Fernández-Götz & Krausse, 2015, fig. 4).
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occupied central place of some importance
at this time (Krausse et al., 2016: 47).
There is no evidence for Bronze Age

settlement on the plateau after 1100 BC, but
by 800 BC an increasing number of farm-
steads emerged in the landscape surround-
ing the hilltop (Kurz, 2008). Even at this
time, there is increasing evidence for the
emergence of marked social stratification.

Recent excavations of two, richly-furnished
burial mounds in the ‘Speckhau’ group
around the Hohmichele in the area of the
Heuneburg have demonstrated that they
belong to the Hallstatt C phase and suggest
that status differentiation in this period was
already established (Arnold & Murray,
2015; Fernández-Götz & Arnold, 2018:
190). The construction of monumental

Figure 5. Simplified schematic plans of occupation sequence at the Heuneburg (after Kurz, 2007, fig. 1).
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barrows also suggests that the dead were
deployed as a key political resource in West
Hallstatt society in ways that were not used
in Wessex. Arnold (2010), for instance, has
argued that the organisation of the mortuary
landscape, with its clustering of mounds,
indicates a social system based on kinship
ties in which groups were laying claims to
particular areas of the landscape.
In the late seventh century BC (Hallstat

D1 phase) the hilltop plateau was reoccu-
pied (Period IVc). A 4 m wide box-built
timber wall was constructed on the
remains of the Bronze Age boundary.
Scattered within the interior of the enclos-
ure, several clusters of buildings defined by
palisades were constructed. It has been
argued that these represent the agglomer-
ation of previously independent rural
settlement groupings into a single political
entity (Krausse et al., 2016: 48).
Around 600 BC (Period IVb3), the

boundaries were entirely remodelled and
internal occupation restructured. A wall
made of mudbricks with projecting bas-
tions was constructed on a limestone
plinth. The choice of limestone is interest-
ing: it is not local to the hilltop and must
have been brought from a considerable
distance away. The choice of mudbrick as
a constructional material and the architec-
tural use of bastions are extremely unusual
in temperate Europe, but paralleled in the
Mediterranean world. Kimmig (1983),
amongst others, has suggested that the
mudbrick wall came about because a well-
travelled or Greek architect was used by
local leaders who were able to persuade
the hillfort community of the benefits of
this new kind of boundary. Arnold (2010:
105–6) has argued that the clinching argu-
ment may have been the ‘competitive
display advantage’ that mudbrick provided
over timber and earth: once white-washed
the mudbrick wall would have been a
startling presence on what is a relatively
unimposing hilltop plateau.

Within the enclosed area on the plateau
the buildings of Period IVc were demol-
ished and rows of structures arranged
along streets were established. The build-
ings were all similar in size and separated
by drainage ditches and fences.
Immediately outside the hilltop plateau,
the earth and timber boundaries of the
lower town were constructed as well as an
elaborate gatehouse. Surrounding the
plateau and lower town was an outer
settlement stretching over an area of 100
ha. Settlement was not densely built up,
but divided by ditches into quarters which
each contained a number of rectangular
palisaded farmsteads, around 1 ha in size,
arranged neatly in rows. Krausse et al.
(2016: 84) have argued that the division of
the outer settlement into quarters may
have been an attempt to express the dis-
tinctiveness of different lineage groups
joined together through the process of the
Heuneburg’s construction.
The mudbrick wall lasted for 70 years

before it was destroyed, along with the
outer settlement, in a catastrophic fire
around 540/530 BC. The boundary was
rebuilt, but using ‘traditional’ methods of
earth and timber boxes, not mudbrick.
The outer settlement was abandoned, the
density of settlement in the lower town
increased while the occupation on the
hilltop plateau was entirely reorganized:
the uniform, regular rows of buildings of
the previous period were replaced with
looser scatters of building clusters. Some
of the structures were enormous—the so-
called Herrenhäuser. They have been inter-
preted as the homesteads of prestigious
families (Gersbach, 1996), but a use as
communal structures is also possible. The
implication is that the changes represent a
significant ideological change, possibly
after an armed conflict (Arnold, 2010).
Another catastrophic fire brought this
period to an end in c. 490 BC, although
the boundary was rebuilt and internal
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occupation on the hilltop followed the
previous arrangement. The lower town
was even more densely occupied at this
time, but the architecture was more
uniform, in contrast to the preceding
periods. The Iron Age occupation of the
Heuneburg is thought to have ended
around 450 BC, again in a fire.
The most influential interpretation of

the Heuneburg was offered by Kimmig
(1969, 1983), who established a model of
social and political organisation analogous
to that of a feudal society. Within this
paradigm, the Heuneburg was the resi-
dence of a prince and his retinue of skilled
men and warriors. Power was attained
from the control and redistribution of
prestige items, particularly exotic goods
derived from the Mediterranean world,
while the episodes of boundary destruction
have been interpreted as dynastic takeovers
(Narr, 1972; Arnold, 1995).
The introduction of Mediterranean goods

into the West Hallstatt zone, particularly
after the founding of Massalia on the south-
ern French coast by Ionian Greeks in 600
BC, has long been seen as the catalyst for the
emergence of the Heuneburg (Frankenstein
& Rowlands, 1978). However, such a pos-
ition has been increasingly attacked in recent
years (Arnold, 2010; Fernández-Götz &
Arnold, 2018). The identification of elite
graves dating to Hallstatt C (eighth to
seventh century BC) clearly indicates rising
inequalities and increased social complexity
much earlier than initial contacts with the
Mediterranean world (Fernández-Götz &
Arnold, 2018: 186). In this sense, links with
Massalia can be seen as relatively unimport-
ant during the initial periods of Early Iron
Age occupation at the Heuneburg and the
emergence of the hillfort should be consid-
ered primarily as a result of indigenous
developments. Krausse et al. (2016: 160) in
particular have argued that the construction
of the hillfort was a result of the desire for
centralisation by native social elites who

required stable conditions in order to
conduct successful exchanges.

CREATING COMMUNITIES: DANEBURY AND

THE HEUNEBURG IN CONTEXT

From the analysis of the sequences at
Danebury and the Heuneburg it is clear
that there are significant differences, but
also significant similarities in the Iron Age
activity at these hillforts. These can be
summarized as:

. A shared interest in the monumentality
of the boundaries and construction
events;

. Similar low density, dispersed settle-
ment during early phases with a subse-
quent change to organized internal
layouts;

. Differential scale and nature of occupa-
tion outside of the hillfort interiors;

. Variable later histories and social
trajectories.

This section will consider each of these
in turn. It would not be wise to argue that
any observed synergies are the result of
direct cultural contact or exchange, since
the sites are geographically distant and
asynchronous (main period of Iron Age
occupation at the Heuneburg spans 630–
450 BC and at Danebury 470–50 BC).
However, the intention here is to rethink
the significance of their similarities and
differences in terms of the ways that
increasing social complexity and centralisa-
tion was managed.

Monumentality of the boundaries and
construction events

Perhaps the most important commonality
is the shared interest in the monumentality
of the hillfort boundaries, and the repeated
acts of construction, destruction and
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reconstruction. At Danebury, boundary
construction and modification appears
almost continuous, whereas at the
Heuneburg it is more episodic. Features
such as the Heuneburg’s mudbrick wall or
Danebury’s glacis rampart would have
been visually stunning and involved an
extravagant use of resources which could
have been easily avoided if an alternative
method of enclosure had been employed.
The interpretations of these boundaries
have tended to see them as resulting from
elite control and display. In recent years,
however, in Britain there has been a
growing emphasis placed on the social
implications of participation in boundary
construction events as a means of binding
communities together (Sharples, 2007;
Brown, 2009; Lock, 2011; Davis, 2015).
Niall Sharples in particular (2010) has
interpreted construction events as key
arenas for the negotiation of social rela-
tionships between communities. For
Sharples, gift exchange formed the princi-
pal means of formalizing relationships
between individuals and communities in
later prehistoric societies. However, such
activity, he argues, was not limited to the
exchange of material, but could also
encompass the exchange of human labour.
The construction of hillfort boundaries
would have involved the labour of large
numbers of people brought together by
the future occupants. These participants
would provide their labour because they
were already bound together by long-
standing reciprocal obligations established
through the regular exchange of material.
The construction events thus functioned

as symbolic acts that helped define the rela-
tionships between communities. Labour
was provided as a gift to pay social debts
and the boundaries themselves remained as
a visible mnemonic of those relationships.
Boundaries as a physical representation of
social relationships could also be referenced
through the materials used in construction.

At the hillfort of Maiden Castle, Dorset,
for instance, a large quantity of non-local
limestone blocks was used to refurbish the
eastern entrance around 400 BC (Sharples,
1991b: 76). Sharples (2010: 117–19)
argues that the use of such material is likely
to have played a role in creating links
between landscape, people and place:
people entering Maiden Castle and seeing
the limestone would be visibly reminded of
the relationship between the occupants of
the hillfort and communities living else-
where in the landscape.
The enormous multiple rampart and

ditches at Danebury were likely to be
under almost constant construction for a
considerable amount of time. If we accept
that the hillfort was not a pre-eminent
centre for the production and exchange of
material culture, then the constant interest
in the boundaries could be interpreted as a
result of the competitive exchange of
labour between the surrounding communi-
ties and the occupants. The boundaries
would have come to be seen as a physical
manifestation of that relationship between
those communities, rather than enhancing
the prestige of a resident king. The use of
timber to create the initial box-rampart
may have been a visible reminder of the
link between people and particular wooded
places. The creation of the glacis style
boundary in Period 5 clearly marked a
major transformation which enhanced the
visibility of the boundary, but also signifi-
cantly altered its physical materiality. The
dramatic change from timber to earth and
stone may have reflected the establishment
of new relationships between people inha-
biting different parts of the landscape.
Importantly this broadly coincides with
the abandonment of other hillforts in the
vicinity and suggests that the territory
under the influence of the community at
Danebury had increased in size, absorbing
new groups and areas of the surrounding
countryside.
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How then should we understand the
boundaries at the Heuneburg? Clearly the
material culture recovered from the
Fürstengräber and from the Heuneburg
itself suggests that social competition
within this society was not restricted to
boundary construction, but principally
encompassed the acquisition and con-
sumption of material. This is important
and may partly explain why construction
events at the Heuneburg were apparently
episodic, but also colossal. In the Late
Bronze Age to Early Iron Age (Halstatt
B–C, c. 1000–620 BC), the evidence sug-
gests that there was systematic settlement
of the area around the Heuneburg, with
increasing evidence for rural farmsteads.
Relationships between these independent
communities were created through the
exchange of material culture, principally
agricultural surplus for wealth objects such
as ironwork. Competition and careful
manipulation of these exchange relation-
ships between these relatively dispersed
communities provided the conditions for
the emergence of elites, but these were
unstable and liable to collapse because of
the pressure of sustaining such exchange
relationships. The creation of centres like
the Heuneburg may have been a result of
the desire of elite groups to create more
stable social conditions where production
and consumption of wealth objects could
be tightly controlled. To stage the initial
construction event required careful plan-
ning and manipulation of these exchange
relationships over extended periods in
order to accrue sufficient gift debts and
surplus food. The scale of the boundary in
Period IVc suggests that a very large
group of participants was brought together
by the future occupants from the sur-
rounding communities. The boundary
would then become a physical representa-
tion of those relationships and its location
and form was an important medium
through which these relationships were

articulated. The boundary was built dir-
ectly on top of the Bronze Age rampart,
which must still have been a significant
feature. This could have helped to legitim-
ize Iron Age activity by establishing a
direct connection between past and
present (Ferńandez-Götz 2014). This was
reinforced by the use of traditional con-
struction methods which would have stood
as a visible mnemonic for the communities
involved. The enormous quantities of
timber required may have been sourced
from particular locations within the imme-
diate vicinity, helping to establish a loca-
tional relationship between the hillfort
community, its landscape, and its people.
Boundary construction in this society may
have acted to establish or confirm relation-
ships which were subsequently maintained
through the regular gift exchange of
material rather than labour.
This initial boundary may have stood

for 30 years before it was replaced by the
mudbrick wall. This period coincides with
the densest occupation at the Heuneburg,
when the hilltop plateau, lower town, and
outer settlement were at their greatest
extent (Krausse et al., 2016: 70). The total
population was very large, perhaps as
many as 5000 people (Fernández-Götz &
Krausse, 2013: 478). Such a population
would have required copious supplies of
food, probably procured beyond the agri-
cultural capacity of the immediate vicinity.
This is supported by an analysis of the
provenance of livestock through isotopic
analysis of their remains (Stephan, 2016:
68–70). According to the strontium
isotope ratios, some cattle, sheep, and pigs
were imported from significant distances
at this time (even up to 100 km away),
which suggests that exchange relationships
had been established with livestock-produ-
cing communities located some distance
away. In part this may help explain the
reason for the construction of the bound-
ary and the choice of mudbrick. The
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implication is that the size of the territory
and number of communities under the
control of the authority at the Heuneburg
had significantly increased and the recon-
struction of the boundary was a means to
formally establish these new relationships.
Arnold (2010: 106) has argued that its
construction was a form of ‘corvée labour’
symbolizing the allegiance of the groups
involved to its builder. This is slightly
misleading because it assumes that partici-
pants gave their labour as a form of levy or
tithe to a lord when actually it may also
have been embedded within gift exchange
relationships. If we think of the boundary
as representing the manifestation of social
relationships, then the materiality of the
mudbrick wall was deliberately different
and exotic, perhaps a visible reminder of
the extensive territory and communities
now under its influence. It also incorpo-
rated elements such as limestone and
sandstone which had to be quarried and
brought to the site from some distance
away. The use of stone from different
sources has been argued by Bettina Arnold
and Manuel Fernández-Götz (2018) as a
kind of communal symbolism in which
people effectively built material from their
homes into the fortification system.
The mudbrick wall was destroyed by fire

and demolished to its stump. This has
been interpreted as a violent reaction
reflecting deep ideological change, possibly
even a dynastic takeover (Gersbach, 1982).
Again, we should perhaps also consider
this act as symbolizing the changing nature
of community relationships. Certainly,
after the destruction of the mudbrick wall,
the population appears to decrease and
retreat within the boundaries of the hilltop
plateau and lower town. The boundary is
rebuilt, but this time in the traditional
earth and timber box method. This may
have been a very visible reminder that the
relationship between the occupants and the
surrounding communities had changed.

Isotopic evidence of livestock at this time
(Stephan, 2016) indicates that the vast
majority of animals were raised in the local
area and suggests a re-focus on the imme-
diate surroundings.

Change from dispersed occupation to
organized layouts of hillfort interiors

The other significant point of similarity
between the two hillforts is the nature of
occupation: it appears to move from a
sparsely occupied interior and densely
occupied countryside to a densely occupied
interior and sparsely occupied countryside.
In one sense, if the boundaries were a
physical manifestation of the relationship
between the occupants and surrounding
communities, then the architecture and
layout of the interior were an expression of
the relationship between the occupants.
Anthropologists have long argued that
meanings and social ideologies are materi-
alized through the constructed environ-
ment in what has come to be known as
‘spatial logics’ (DeMarrais et al., 1996;
McIvor, 2015). In other words, the par-
ticular arrangement of architecture and
space can be manipulated so that the
embodied experience of dwelling within it
masks or accentuates one’s social condi-
tion. Settlement layouts can thus reflect
variable ideologies such as communal soli-
darity or social inequality which are rein-
forced through the physical experience of
living and acting within such an
environment.
It is interesting to note that after the

construction of the original hillfort bound-
ary at both the Heuneburg and Danebury,
occupation within the interior of the hill-
forts indicates that there was a relatively
low population living in clusters of build-
ings scattered around the interior. The
buildings presumably represent a range of
houses, workshops, and storage buildings
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and demonstrate variability in design and
size. The residential arrangement at this
time was therefore characterized by a low
density of built space and areas of open
space between the groups of buildings.
The latter presumably represent extended
family or kin groups who had moved into
the hillfort from the immediate surround-
ings. The settlement layout, or spatial
logics, points to an attempt to define spa-
tially and presumably socially independent
units within the enclosed areas. The impli-
cation is that the rural settlement and
social pattern had been recreated within
the hillforts.
Period IVb3–a/1 at the Heuneburg and

Period 6vi–vii at Danebury were marked
by significant change, with the previous
pattern of occupation being completely
reorganized. Buildings during these
periods were practically identical, of
similar size, and crammed into regular
rows. At Danebury these were concen-
trated in the lee of the ramparts, but at
the Heuneburg the entire hilltop was
covered. The evidence suggests very dense
occupation by a considerable population at
both sites at this time. The arrangement is
suggestive of significant planning, presum-
ably by whatever authority controlled the
hillforts and implies that the spatial order
was manipulated to emphasize a new ideol-
ogy. At Danebury this spatial arrangement
has been argued to have been a strategy to
blur the distinctions between individual
households and strengthen the importance
of the larger community (Davis, 2013). Can
we envisage a similar scenario at the
Heuneburg? The similar dimensions of the
buildings and their arrangement in neat
rows appear to be a conscious attempt to
reduce obvious status distinctions between
the residents and increase the sense of com-
munal solidarity. The fences and drainage
ditches separating the buildings however
presumably represent property boundaries
and suggest that individual identity had not

been completely absorbed within a commu-
nal ideal.
Could the reorganisation of residential

space have had another reason too? I have
already argued that what marks both hill-
forts out is that they represent a significant
shift away from any type of previous
settlement organisation. The scale and
intensity of occupation was an entirely
new way for people to live together. The
old rural settlement pattern of spatially
isolated clusters of buildings dispersed
throughout the countryside, and mirrored
during the early phases at the hillforts, was
replaced by an intensively utilized space in
which people were living in extreme prox-
imity. Sharples (2014: 231) has argued
that in such circumstances we often see in
urban environments social homogeneity.
This is a conscious mechanism put in
place to tackle social frictions that might
arise when people who were used to living
in relatively sparsely populated dispersed
settlements become residents of densely
occupied areas with little freedom of
movement. Are the patterns of residence
at both sites borne out of similar solutions
to social problems derived from large
numbers of people living closely together?
The uniformity of buildings and regular
spacing may have been attempts to intern-
alize a sense of communal solidarity,
masking social inequalities and frustrations
by emphasizing ‘we’re all in this together’.

Differential scale and nature of external
settlement

The scale of their population is one of the
clearest differences between the Heuneburg
and Danebury. Both hilltops were at times
intensively occupied, but the population at
Danebury probably never numbered more
than around 200–300 people. While this
represented a significantly larger concentra-
tion of population than had been seen at
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any point in prehistory in this part of
Wessex, the population at the Heuneburg
was of an entirely different magnitude.
During Period IVb3 it was perhaps as
much as 5000 inhabitants. Some of these
people clearly resided on the densely occu-
pied hilltop plateau or lower town, but the
majority must have lived within the vast
outer settlement which covered over 100
hectares. Such nucleation of settlement is
unusual in temperate Europe at this time
and reminiscent of the large oppida which
appeared in the last two centuries BC

(Ferńandez-Götz 2016). The outer settle-
ment consisted of a large number of farm-
steads which were apparently the homes of
family or kin groups. Presumably these
groups had previously been dispersed
throughout the countryside but had been
encouraged, wilfully or forcibly, to join
together and move wholesale into the
shadow of the Heuneburg. Such deliberate
agglomeration of settlement indicates the
union of previously individual groups into a
single social and political community. The
farmstead plots were all of a similar size
and organized in neat rows (which mir-
rored the arrangement of contemporary
buildings on the plateau). However, each
farmstead was defined by a palisaded
enclosure, which suggests that its occupants
were allowed to maintain a degree of
spatial and presumably social independence.
Moore (2017) has argued that such a
layout, seemingly replicating rural settle-
ment forms, deliberately downplays status
distinctions and indicates that the house-
hold remained the fundamental social
building block. In this sense, considerable
group autonomy, in which individual
households retained power, may still have
existed, although architectural conformity
suggests a desire to be partly subsumed
within a broader social entity.
At Danebury, there is no such cluster-

ing of population in the immediate sur-
roundings of the hillfort. When the

population of the site was at its maximum
(Period 6vi–vii) a zone of around 6–10 km
around the hillfort appears to be devoid of
settlement entirely, the implication being
that the entire population had moved into
the hillfort’s enclosing boundary. Once
contained within the hillfort, settlement
was arranged in neat rows. There was little
differentiation between houses and no
indication of fences or other boundaries
dividing occupation areas into separate
settlement units. The arrangement is a
clear attempt to downplay social distinc-
tions, but also to emphasize the commu-
nity rather than the individual household
as the fundamental social entity. Some
groups who inhabited areas of the land-
scape further afield were allowed to main-
tain their spatial independence, but only
by following rigidly organized architectural
rules that mirrored those within the hill-
fort itself (Sharples, 2010). At the settle-
ment of Winnall Down for instance
(Fasham, 1985; Davis, 2012), the Early
Iron Age enclosure ditch was deliberately
backfilled and the settlement reorganized.
Pairs of roundhouses which had previously
been in several clusters were rearranged
into a neat row. Such changes seem likely
to mark the breakdown of the household
as the focus of social power in these
Wessex Middle Iron Age societies.

Variable later histories and social
trajectories

That such development was non-linear is
evidenced by the fact that in later periods
at both sites this regimentally structured
settlement organisation breaks down. At
Danebury during Period 6viii, (first
century BC) the highly organized residen-
tial pattern was replaced by a disorganized
spread. The density of occupation certainly
decreased dramatically at this time while
there was an increase in the number of
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smaller farmsteads surrounding the hill-
fort. This may suggest a breakdown in the
communal ideology which had held the
hillfort community together and a new
emphasis on individual status. The re-
emergence of small farmsteads seems to
indicate the return of the household as the
primary social form and a deliberate rejec-
tion of large, centralized settlements as
places to articulate power relationships.
At the Heuneburg during Periods IIb–Ia

(fifth century BC) the density of occupation
decreased on the hilltop plateau. There was
a reappearance of building clusters and
clear indications of social differentiation
with the construction of the Herrenhäuser.
Interestingly, the density of occupation in
the lower town increased dramatically at
this time and was characterized by a
uniform architecture and regimented
organisation, while the outer settlement
was abandoned. The implication is that
elite families had moved onto the hilltop
plateau and social heterogeneity was
emphasized through the layout and loca-
tion of the settlement. We may be seeing a
situation in which society had transformed
into a more hierarchical form dominated
by a small number of elite individuals and
households who resided within the hillfort.

A BROADER PHENOMENON?

Although centralized, and sometimes
large, agglomerations of settlement are
known from earlier periods throughout
Europe, it was the early first millennium
BC, particularly the seventh to fifth centur-
ies, which saw the widespread emergence
of such sites. The construction of such
concentrations of human habitation, often
defined by an enclosing wall or bank, has
frequently been interpreted as evidence of
increasing warfare and the need for
defence possibly as a result of a climatic
downturn. More recently, however, there

has been a growing recognition that new
centralized communities emerged as the
use of iron supplemented bronze produc-
tion and undermined the social system of
Bronze Age societies (Kristiansen, 2000).
This was not a revolution; it occurred
gradually in different regions resulting in
new forms of social control based on the
control of land and resources. Setting up
an enclosure and moving an entire com-
munity inside was an obvious claim to par-
ticular tracts of land, but it also provided
the potential for social tensions as the
power of previously independent house-
holds was subsumed within a broader col-
lective. Interestingly, the subordination of
the individual household to an overall
gridded plan is the guiding principle of
Classical poleis, but increasingly even this
is being recognized as misleading
(Whitley, 2001: 168–74). Not all early
poleis were gridded settlements. Eretria,
for example, appears to have begun as
little more than agglomerations of inde-
pendent households which only later was
subsumed within an overall community
plan (see Whitley, 2001, fig 8.1), in a
manner that calls to mind the spatial
arrangements at Danebury and the
Heuneburg. Even the layout of some Late
Iron Age oppida suggests similar trajector-
ies. At Manching for instance, occupation
was arranged in enclosed settlement units
that mirrored contemporary rural settle-
ment forms (Moore, 2017); this may indi-
cate that the household, at least initially,
remained the social focus.
European prehistoric centralized settle-

ment forms such as hillforts, poleis, oppida
and Fürstensitze are rarely considered
together, perhaps because their differences
in scale, function, form, and social context
appear too stark. However, while they do
represent different settlement traditions,
there are similarities. Most notably, each
represents a new way for groups and com-
munities to live together. Their initial
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development suggests that this was not
necessarily a simple or straightforward
process; it was often complex and even
experimental in nature as individuals and
groups negotiated new power relationships
and new ways of living together.

CONCLUSIONS

Hillforts are usually interpreted from a
regional or, less frequently, a national per-
spective. Yet the commonalities of construc-
tion and architecture intriguingly suggest that
they should be considered as a pan-European
phenomenon and may imply the develop-
ment of a shared ‘vocabulary of power’
during the Iron Age across the European
continent. Our two case-studies have
demonstrated that, even in very different
Iron Age societies, similar social problems
and issues may have elicited similar responses
through the manipulation of the material
environment. Boundaries defining hilltops
were probably constructed for a wide variety
of reasons from defence to community cohe-
sion, but it is the process and participation in
construction events that provided a common
arena for the creation and orchestration of
social relationships between European Iron
Age communities. The constructed space
within these boundaries also promoted ideo-
logical concerns including ties of solidarity,
identity, or even social inequality. The broad
movement from individualized settlement
units to architectural conformity and organ-
isational rigidity within the hillforts of
Danebury and the Heuneburg suggests
similar ways of dealing with social tensions
arising from changing power structures and
increasing centralisation.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
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Danebury et la Heuneburg : la création de communautés à l’âge du Fer en Europe

L’essor des sites de hauteurs fortifiés caractérise l’âge du Fer en Europe tempérée. Bien que fort divers,
ils possèdent des trais communs, ce qui présuppose des liens culturels sur une vaste aire géographique.
Cependant on a interprété les sites de hauteurs fortifiés sur des bases théoriques de plus en plus diver-
gentes dans les différents pays européens. Les études sur l’âge du Fer en Grande-Bretagne se sont pro-
gressivement distancées de celles de l’Europe continentale. L’auteur de cet article cherche à confronter ce
problème à travers l’analyse des données archéologiques fournies par deux sites de hauteur fortifiés bien
connus en Europe, Danebury dans le Wessex (Angleterre du sud) et la Heuneburg en Bade-Wurtemberg
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(Allemagne du sud-ouest), et relève plusieurs traits communs importants ainsi que des différences dans
l’occupation de ces sites. Si les différences indiquent que ces sites de hauteur fortifiés ont été créés par des
sociétés de l’âge du Fer fort diverses, les synergies auraient pu être le résultat de solutions semblables à
un problème commun, c’est-à-dire comment résoudre les tensions que la transformation de communautés
autrefois rurales en sociétés de plus en plus centralisées engendre. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Mots-clés: Danebury, la Heuneburg, sites de hauteur fortifiés, communautés, centralisation,
logique spatiale

Danebury und die Heuneburg: die Entstehung von Gemeinschaften in der frühen
Eisenzeit in Europa

Die Entstehung von befestigten Höhensiedlungen ist ein Merkmal der Eisenzeit im gemäßigten
Europa. Obschon sie sehr unterschiedlich sind, gibt es aber auch viele Gemeinsamkeiten, was kulturelle
Verknüpfungen über weite geografische Bereiche voraussetzt. Die Deutung dieser befestigten
Höhensiedlungen hat sich in ihren theoretischen Grundlagen in den verschiedenen Länder Europas
zunehmend verzweigt. Besonders in Großbritannien hat sich die Erforschung der Eisenzeit von den
Forschungen auf dem europäischen Festland immer mehr abgegrenzt. In diesem Artikel wird versucht,
durch die Untersuchung der Nachweise aus zwei der bekanntesten befestigten Höhensiedlungen in
Europa, Danebury in Wessex (Südengland) und die Heuneburg in Baden-Württemberg
(Südwestdeutschland), auf diese Frage einzugehen. Mehrere wichtige Gemeinsamkeiten und
Unterschiede in der Belegungsabfolge der beiden Siedlungen werden hervorgehoben. Während die
Unterschiede in den befestigten Höhensiedlungen sehr wahrscheinlich die Erzeugungen ganz verschiede-
nen eisenzeitlichen Gemeinschaften widerspiegeln, zeigen die Synergien, dass ähnliche Lösungen für
gemeinsame Probleme gesucht wurden, nämlich wie man die Spannungen, die aus der Verwandlung
von ehemaligen ländlichen Gemeinschaften zu zunehmend zentralisierten Formen der Gesellschaft,
überwinden kann. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Stichworte: Danebury, Heuneburg, befestigte Höhensiedlung, Gemeinschaft, Zentralisierung,
räumliche Logik
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