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Editorial
What an exciting and transformative 6 months for Dig It! Our 
Journal simultaneously became peer-reviewed, international, 
and larger – including more pages and including more people 
into the editorial process.
It has been an ever rewarding experience, and I look forward to 
holding in my hands the printed Journal with 7 research papers 
from authors in 5 countries; 2 field reports; 2 conference and 
website reviews; 1 interview with a veteran of archaeology; and 
a friendly ‘hello’ from a fellow archaeology student journal from 
Buffalo, US.
I would like to extend the warmest ‘thank you’ to my three 
congenial fellow editors Jordan Ralph, Antoinette Hennessey 
and Matthew Ebbs for their drive, motivation, ingenious ideas 
and hard work. To the authors for trusting us with their papers 
and spending days and nights improving them. To the permanent 
review panel consisting of Rhiannon Agutter, Amy Batchelor, 
Robert DeWet-Jones, Anna Foroozani, Simon Munt, Dianne 
Riley, Zoe Robinson, Fiona Shanahan, Rhiannon Stammers, 
Isabel Wheeler for their gentle language editing. To the 
anonymous reviewers for their insightful feedback. To ArchSoc 
for their financial, organisational and emotional support.
Dig It intends to provide opportunities for professional 
development to young researchers who wish to familiarise 
themselves with the different roles in the publishing process, 
from writing over editing and layouting through to reviewing. 
As it turns out, the greatest learning experience was probably had 
by us editors, after all – and we would like to thank everybody 
else involved in the Journal for allowing us to transform an idea 
sketched in December 2013, through trial and error and hard 
work, into something to be proud of. With the mouse still dizzy 
from the final layouting work, we are looking forward to the next 
challenge that will be Dig It Volume 2, Issue 2. 
Jana Rogasch
Editor, Dig It: The Journal of the Flinders Archaeological Society
<jana.rogasch@flinders.edu.au>

President’s Address
I would firstly like to say welcome to our new and continuing 
members for 2014. We look forward to delivering an outstanding 
service of both professional development and social networking 
to our Society’s members. I would like to thank the 2013 
committee for their efforts in providing a great network for both 
students and professionals. ArchSoc continues to be the largest 
and most active student archaeological society in Australia, a 
feat that has been recognised by other institutions around the 
country. 
A number of ArchSoc and Departmental events have kept our 
Society busy throughout the start of the year. These events 
include the Digger’s Shield cricket match against the Paleontology 
Society, the National Archaeology Student Conference (NASC) 
hosted at Flinders University, the Ruth and Vincent Megaw 
Annual Lecture in Archaeology and Art, presented by Professor 
Emeritus Brian Fagan, and recently, the maritime-themed 
annual pub crawl. We are hoping to run a field exercise later in 
the year, details to be advised. ArchSoc activities are displayed on 
the notice board outside HUMN 112 and details are sent out via 
our mailing list <archsoc@flinders.edu.au> so keep an eye out 
for future events.
As some of our returning members may notice, Dig It has 
now become a peer-reviewed journal. As our membership has 
grown this year, we are also gaining a number of international 
readers and contributors. The editorial team welcomes your 
contributions for future issues of Dig It. I would encourage our 
members to publish here where many of your fellow peers can 
read up on what other members are conducting research on. 
Now in our 22nd year of existence, the Flinders Archaeological 
Society will continue to flourish, bringing out the best in our 
members for the industry of tomorrow. Get involved when you 
can! We are always looking for volunteers to lend a hand, generate 
new ideas, help run social events and professional development 
opportunities, or simply come along and show some support. I 
hope to see all of you around some time on campus or at one 
of our many events. Don’t forget to follow us on Twitter (@
FlindersArchSoc), like our Facebook page, and follow our blog 
(http://flindersarchsoc.org).
Bradley Guadagnin
President, Flinders Archaeological Society 2014
<guad0002@flinders.edu.au>

Adelaide city at dusk. Photograph: Andrew Wilkinson, 2014
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Abstract
During the last four centuries BC, non-Mediterranean Europe 
undergoes deep economic and social transformations exemplified 
by the appearance of large agglomerations that already had urban 
characteristics is one of the most important landmarks. The 
development of such urbanisation process in this area, beginning 
four centuries before the Roman conquest, has raised questions to 
protohistorian archaeologists for a long period of time.
A better understanding of this phenomenon requires two main 
revaluations. The first is to reconsider the extent of agglomeration 
diversity, not in the light of morphological (open vs fortified 
settlements) but in a functional sense. Secondly, the urbanisation 
process needs to be perceived not only through the agglomerations 
themselves, but as a long-term territorial phenomenon, which 
affects the entire range of settlements. Rhythms of creation, 
networks and functions of those sites have to be studied in aim to 
follow the development of the urbanisation in Central and Western 
Europe. It will also highlight the close ties of this process with the 
emergence of the first state structures in this area.

Introduction
Over a relatively short period between the end of the 4th and the 
middle of the 1st century BC, an unprecedented phenomenon 
of complexification of modality of habitation developed in 
non-Mediterranean Europe. This was the emergence of large 
agglomerations with had urban characteristics. The fact that we no 
longer consider those sites as pale copies of their Mediterranean 
neighbours, but as part of an urbanisation process characteristic 
to the Celtic society, is a recent achievement of sharp debates 
between researchers in the protohistorical domain. 
The urban character of these agglomerations, suggested by 
processualist researchers (Collis 1984) and contested then by 
postprocessualists (Woolf 1993), is now well accepted. Since the 
publication of Fichtl (2000), most protohistorical archaeologists 
finally accept that these agglomerations are cities, in the full sense 
of the term. A similar reversal occurred simultaneously for the 
categorisation of the first Iron Age Princely centres. The current 
view is now to consider that, after the fall of those centres, some 
agglomerations became cities by at least at the end of the 2nd 
century BC. However, now the tendency seems to go further, by 
applying the term of ‘city’ to older and older agglomerations, in 
particular to the open settlements of the 3rd century BC (e.g. 
Fichtl 2013).
This ambiguity results from negligence for the definition of the 
concept of city. The aim of this paper is to develop an original 
and more rigorous overview of this urbanisation process. 
Starting from a general definition of the city, based on functional 
rather than morphological criteria, archaeological evidence 
is used to measure the density, diversity and the centrality of 
those agglomerations. These three notions will allow for better 

differentiation of the sites and deliver a new perspective on 
greater diversity of Celtic agglomerations, which cannot be 
simply divided between open and fortified sites. These processes 
will also be examined in the broader context of long-term 
transformation of a territory. This approach will bring new 
opportunities for studies, particularly analysis of the evolution of 
social networks of sites in relation to the appearance of the city 
and the state.

Current view of the research: Emergence of the 
urban phenomenon in the Transalpine Celtic 
World
Within the Celtic-speaking area (Figure 1), defined through 
assessment of toponymy and texts (Cunliffe 2006:34), 
archaeological research shows a variety of different cultural 
forms. This article focuses on urbanisation processes in the 
transalpine Celtic world, which affected a large region from the 
Atlantic coast of present day France to Slovakia (Figure 1). By 
consequence, it excludes the Iberian Celtic world and the south 
of Gaul, where the phenomenon seems to have started earlier 
(Cunliffe 2006:145-157; Garcia 2004:5), and the British Islands, 
which are affected later (Cunliffe 2006:183-186).
Although inhabited by many peoples, each with their own 
authority, this vast continental region shared not only important 
aspects of material culture and artistic expression, but also an 
almost similar response to the upheavals of the last few centuries 
BC (Moscati et al. 1991:51). From the end of the 4th century 
BC, archaeologists highlight that strong population growth, 
seen in the multiplication of sites and colonisation of plateaus, 
was accompanied by an unprecedented economic boom, greatly 
increasing both agricultural and artisanal production (Malrain 
et al. 2002). At that time new products (iron tools, wheel-made 
pottery etc.), mass-produced and more complex technically, 
circulated widely across Europe and sometimes well beyond the 
Celtic territories (Brun and Ruby 2008:112-131). The settlements 
were still scattered over the countryside, but the territories were 
becoming structured. This was particularly due to the apparition 
of a dense network of farms, which were increasingly organised 
by hierarchy (Malrain et al. 2002; Cony 2011; Menez 2008:431-
468).
This context formed the ideal setting for the development of 
the urban phenomenon. The 3rd and 2nd century BC saw a 

New Approaches to the Celtic Urbanisation Process

Figure 1: Transalpine Celtic world (created by author)



20

Clara Filet, New Approaches to the Celtic Urbanisation Process | Dig It 2(1):19-27 (2014)

20

gradual concentration of habitations, with the appearance of 
agglomerations, that could stretch over 7-15 ha on average, and 
much further in some instances (eg. Lovosice measuring approx. 
60 ha; Augstein 2006:207). The agglomerations were often 
characterised by their proximity to major communication routes 
and the importance of commercial and craft activities that were 
undertaken in the settlements. 
During the second half of the 2nd century BC, large sites 
gradually developed (e.g. Bibracte – 200 ha, Manching – 380 
ha), alongside, or in place of, these first agglomerations (Fichtl 
2000:141). They were usually fortified and in modern literature 
are often referred to as oppida. This stems  from Caesar’s usage of 
this word in his ‘De Bello Gallico’. The major point of difference 
between these new sites and the old sites is the presence of a 
strong political power capable of anchoring and gathering a large 
population around a common task, such as the construction 
of a monumental fortification. Indications of contact between 
those sites highlight their organisation into networks. Evidence 
for these contacts was initially noted by Déchelette (1908-
1914) through the diffusion of similar artefacts from known 
settlements. Thus, at least in the western part of the transalpine 
Celtic world, these sites are structured in a well understood 
political and territorial entity, referred to as ‘civitates’ by Julius 
Caesar (Caesar ‘De Bello Gallico; Fichtl 2012). Civitates were the 
first archaic states in this area.
However, this episode of centralisation (Figure 2) was short-
lived. The eastern area, of the transalpine world, underwent 
a crisis in 80-70 BC leading to the disappearance of most 
of the agglomerations. The origins of this event are difficult 
to determine (Salač 2012:338), but could have been related 
to untenable economic strategies under population growth 
(Danielisová et al. 2013:236). In the Western Celtic world, the 
Roman conquest in the 50s BC and the reorganization of Gaul 
by the emperor Augustus brought a fatal blow to the major Celtic 
cities (Ouzoulias and Tranoy 2010).

Celtic agglomerations and urbanisation: An abuse 
of language?
These large agglomerations have been studied since the late 
19th century and the question of their place in the European 
urbanisation process has been the subject of debate for a long 
time (Kaenel 2006:22-23). The terms of ‘city’, ‘town’, ‘ville’ or 
‘Stadt’ have been constrained, relativised and even left out to 
qualify those settlements (e.g. Woolf 1993). This is especially so 
in French and Germany literature, where the term ’proto-urban‘ 
has been used to describe them, suggesting that these centres 

cannot yet be described as fully urbanised (e.g. in Sievers and 
Schönfelder 2012). This ambiguity is mainly due to negligence in 
the definition of the city, which is nevertheless an essential phase 
of urbanisation’s studies.

Celtic agglomerations: Another model of urbanism?
To consider the Celtic agglomerations as cities is to face a 
major obstacle: their planning does not correspond to what has 
been considered a city. The buildings in these agglomerations 
were made of earth and wood. Due to this, for several decades 
researchers did not accept that these sites could, in fact, have had 
monumental architecture. The scarcity of their planning left large, 
empty areas. In some cases it has been argued that these spaces 
were used for farming, as shown at the site of Manching (Maier 
et al. 1992) and Staré Hradisko (Danielisová and Hajnalová 
2014). The basic housing unit did not consist of densely packed 
buildings, but rather of dwellings standing alone or organised 
in groups of households. It also included storage structures and 
annexes for craft production that were dispersed in an enclosed 
courtyard (Figure 3). By consequence, it can be assumed that 
these units served both as dwellings and as workplaces.
This image takes us far from our way of imagining the urban 
centres inherited from Greeks and Romans. The diversity of 
forms of urban centres across the world, however, disproves 
the idea of the existence of a unique model of the city. A lot of 
studies on urbanisation renounced to define the city, i.e. what 
their research was all about (Damgaard Andersen et al. 1997). 
However, this diversity of urban sites should not prevent the 
construction of a general definition of the city. The forms of the 
city are multiple, but its nature, i.e. urban function, is not.

Defining the city
Addressing these problems, the definition of the city has to be 
based not on morphological, but on functional criteria. Unlike 
definitions based only on the presence of remarkable buildings 
(such as shrine, palace or market) and a certain view of how a 
city should be organised (e.g. in Fichtl 2013), Brun and Ruby 
(2008:70) define a city as follows:

Figure 2: Distribution of the most well-known Celtic agglomerations in 
relation to main communication roads (created by author)

Figure 3: Examples of Celtic urbanism, some enclosures from Villeneuve-
st-Germain, France (created by author, adapted from Ruby and Auxiette 
2010:45)
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A city is defined as a permanent agglomeration of 
various populations and activities, aimed at promoting 
the local and regional development of social relations. 
At the local level, such a site promotes proximity in 
terms of policy control, economic efficiency, cultural 
contact and social reproduction by allowing so-called 
“agglomeration” economies. At the regional level and 
beyond, a city promotes a situation in a network, i.e. a 
relative position in a complex hierarchy of productive, 
social, territorial functions, so both utility and in mental 
representations.

The definition of the city given by Brun and Ruby (2008:70) 
follows the work of geographers (as Lussault 2003:144), by 
pointing out three notions as basis of the city: density, diversity 
(of people, of activities etc.), and centrality. This definition, based 
on the functional characteristics of the city, is deliberately broad. 
It renounces the consideration of a city as a set of criteria that have 
to be ‘ticked’ or ‘crossed out’ on a list. It is not by the presence of 
a rampart, public buildings, a temple etc. that the city is defined, 
nor does a larger number of features from an arbitrary list bring 
a given site ‘closer’ to being a city. This definition, thus, breaks 
with the ultimate criterion tradition that attempts to create the 
differentiation between a large village and a city.
Furthermore, this definition is applicable to all types of urban 
sites throughout the world, unlike the definitions based on 
morphological criteria. In order to utilise the functional 
definition in the archaeological analysis of unevenly preserved 
urban sites, it is necessary to examine the corpus available 
in the light of this definition. This questioning has to be done 
in conjunction with a number of indicators dependent on 
the agglomeration and culture studied, as well as the type of 
information and sources available. Additionally, the city is not 
an entirely unique and hermetic category. There are different 
degrees of urbanity; there is not a binary opposition between 
the city and non-city. A city never exists alone. Its own urban 
character is not a fundamental feature of a site, but is inferred 
from the relationships, attractiveness and polarisation of spaces 
that surround it. A city relies on a hinterland, and is most often 
connected with other cities in what is called ‘an urban network’. 

Understanding the urban phenomenon: The 
utility of functional information

Usual classification: One single morphological criterion
The persistent ambiguity on when to apply the term ’city‘ to a 
site results from two general problems in archaeology: first, that 
archaeological evidence is subject to bias during the research 
process, depending on its state of preservation and visibility and 
also on the fact that excavation usually researches only a sample 
of a site. And second, archaeological data only correspond to 
the result of an action but not to the action itself. In fact, any 
archaeological study operates on consequences. We do not have 
access to the processes leading to these consequences, so all the 
work of the archaeologist is to interpret the implications in order 
to understand the processes themselves. However, the risk is to 
assume that the most visible consequences, i.e. the most visible 
archaeological remains, are the most important elements of the 
process in question.
Research on Celtic agglomerations has suffered from this amalgam 
for a long time. The need to quickly develop classifications and 
typologies in order to make the data more easily understandable 

and to facilitate comparisons led to the adoption of only a very 
small number of criteria, taken usually from among the most 
immediately visible features. The clearest criterion, much easier 
to grasp than the size of the town or the wealth of its inhabitants, 
was the presence of a rampart. It has been argued that the 
presence of a rampart indicates a special status of the settlement 
(Kaenel 2006:28) and allows researchers to distinguish sites 
without the need for thorough excavations. The rampart was a 
particularly useful benchmark for the development of spatial 
analysis of territory (e.g. Féliu 2008). However, it is illusory to 
deduce information about the urbanisation process solely from 
this classification on the basis of the most visible features.
Currently, the most frequently used classification of 
agglomeration differentiates between open and fortified sites, 
the latter being called oppida (Féliu 2008:96). This Latin term 
is easy to use and researchers tend to justify its use by the 
designation given to certain sites by Caesar, who in ‘De Bello 
Gallico’ distinguished between oppidum, vicus and aedificia (e.g. 
Caesar, De Bello Gallico, I: 5, 2). These terms, oppidum, fortified 
site, and vicus, open site, are often  translated respectively as ‘city’ 
and ‘village’.  The term aedificia does not refer to agglomerated 
sites and therefore has tended to not be utilised in the study of 
urbanisation. 
These types of sites are subject of separate analyses and syntheses 
(e.g. Fichtl 2000, 2012 for fortified sites, Augstein 2006 for open 
sites). The problem, however, is that from a morphological 
difference (the presence or absence of a rampart), two categories 
of sites were deduced, referring to functional (power centre for 
the oppida, trading centre for open sites), chronological (open 
sites precede the oppida) and hierarchical (village and city) 
distinctions. However, this is a methodological bias. The model of 
Manching (Germany; Sievers 2003) demonstrates that a site does 
not change its nature once it acquires a rampart. This distinction 
works as a practical tool for the archaeologist; although, other 
criteria must be taken into account when studying the diversity 
of Celtic agglomerations.

A functional typology of settlements
Accordingly, this study focuses on developing a new typology, 
based on morphological and functional information (Filet 
2013:61-70) with the aim to observe the diversity of these sites. 
Particularly the diversity of the sites across time will help to 
develop an understanding of the genesis, evolution, and regional 
specificities of these agglomerations.

Methodology
As defined by Brun and Ruby (2008:70), the notion of ‘city’ is 
based on three criteria: density, diversity and centrality. Those 
three criteria are applied to build a typology from a restricted 
corpus of sites.

Density

An estimation of population is problematic in Celtic settlement 
studies. Reliable demographic data, based on studies of 
settlements or necropolises, do not exist for the majority of sites. 
Therefore, the notion of density is only used here for the corpus 
definition, as all sites in this study are agglomerations. Density is 
implied in the rural vs urban distinction.

Diversity

Diversity was interpreted through the occurrence and 
combination of three main features; economy, political cohesion 



22

Clara Filet, New Approaches to the Celtic Urbanisation Process | Dig It 2(1):19-27 (2014)

and religious function.  The economic status of each settlement is 
defined through both agricultural production (which is present 
at every site, including vast and fortified sites; Danielisová and 
Hajnalová 2014) and craft production. The political stature 
of each site is interpreted though the existence of a coercive 
power, or at least of a collective structure and organisation of the 
community. Evidence of such collective structure can be found 
in the preplanning of a settlement (Filet 2012), monumental 
architecture, the edification of a rampart, coins production 
or the existence of public places, in particular gathering areas. 
Finally, religious function is addressed; primarily identified by 
the presence of a shrine. However, the imbrication of politics and 
religion is a feature of ancient societies; and the Celtic society is 
no exception. It is, therefore, difficult to disentangle the political 
and religious stature of a site, as features of a settlement can 
belong to either category.
The presence of only some of those functions is, however, not 
enough to qualify the functional diversity of a settlement. One or 
the other function will be found at many settlements. The crucial 
factor is the intensity of the presence of those characteristics. 
I therefore suggest that the more different functions, the 
more places associated with these functions, and the more 
archaeological evidence for these functions is observed, the 
more we can consider that functional diversity is significant. 
For example, when the agricultural and craft production is 
considerable, but is not associated with significant evidence for 
a political function, functional diversity would be low. When 
however craft production is low, agricultural production is 
presumed to be sizable, and there are some clues for the presence 
of a political function, I define a medium functional diversity. 
The category of large functional diversity is finally used to define 
sites where craft and agricultural production is considerable, and 
which possess numerous evidence for the presence of a political 
power. The diversity of status and wealth of residents was not 
taken into account in this study, as evidence for the presence of 
an elite can be found in all the sites studied. 

Centrality

The notion of centrality concerns the insertion of the sites in 
a network of contacts and interaction between settlements. 
The different sizes of these networks, defied by the differences 
in the attractiveness and redistribution strength of the site, 
will distinguish between agglomerations. These differences 
are highlighted by three forms of evidence: importations, craft 
production and coins diffusion.
Using these three criteria, six categories of centrality were 
defined:
Centrality C1: 
• no importations or only raw materials imported 
• craft production poorly distributed
• coins from local to regional sources
Centrality C2:
• diversified importations, one source
• craft production poorly distributed
• coins from local to regional sources
Centrality C3:
• no importations or only raw materials imported
• craft production highly distributed
• coins from local to regional sources

Centrality C4:
• no importations or only raw materials imported
• craft production highly distributed
• coins from supra-regional sources
Centrality C5:
• diversified importations, diversified sources
• craft production highly distributed
• coins from supra-regional sources
Centrality C6:
• diversified importations, diversified sources
• craft production highly distributed
• coins from inter-cultural sources
Importations were classified by two elements; diversity of 
imported objects and diversity of the sources of the objects. 
Unfortunately, not enough studies about circulation of goods 
inside the transalpine Celtic world have been carried out 
(except e.g. Pierrevelcin 2010). Therefore only goods from the 
Mediterranean, German and Baltic worlds were considered in 
this study. Additionally, amphorae and campanian wares were 
excluded, as they are present in almost all the agglomerations 
taken into account in this study.  The geographical location of 
each site was also considered. As, for example, sites situated next 
to the Germanic boarder had better access to Germanic goods, 
the presence of Germanic goods would therefore not assist in the 
question of centrality. 
Craft production diffusion was studied through two lines of 
evidence. First, is craft production one of the main functions 
of a settlement? (e.g., half of the pottery ovens in Bohemia 
were found in Lovosice, and they were not solely intended for 
the inhabitants’ use; Salač 2012:324), and second, does the site 
possessed highly specialised craft facilities (e.g. a goldsmiths)?
Coin diffusion was defined as the distance from the sources 
of monetary types: local to regional, supra-regional and inter-
cultural radiation. 

An ideal-typology of agglomerations

Diversity and centrality were then used in order to find similarities 
inside a corpus of twenty-seven well-studied agglomerations and 
develop an ideal-typology (to use Max Weber’s term; Coenen-
Huther 2003:531). 
In view of a complex situation, involving a multitude of factors, 
the ideal-type acts as a simplification thereof, reduced to the 
features that seem most essential to the researcher. This stylised 
(or ‘ideal’) version of reality has no descriptive value, but 
allows making complex phenomena comprehensible. It is not a 
transcription of reality, but a mental construction, a tool with 
only logical value (Coenen-Huther 2003:532). The aim here is not 
to create a definitive and fixed typology of Celtic agglomeration. 
The ideal-types – in our case, ideal-types of agglomeration – are 
considered to be tools of intelligibility, which help to understand 
the process of urbanisation. I do not claim to provide a fixed 
image of the diversity of grouped settlements. I intend instead to 
obtain a new vision of this diversity, and to see how it was set up 
across time and space.  
The analysis of functional diversity and centrality of 
agglomerations depends on the degree of knowledge available on 
each site. Twenty-seven settlements were analysed for this study 
(from more than 200 counted in the transalpine Celtic world; 
Filet 2013). These were chosen as they have been extensively 
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studied and published. Another important limitation of my 
method comes with the fact that I consider each site as a single 
chronological point, not as an object evolving in time. However, 
the data on the periodisation of functions and interactions in each 
site are not yet large enough to take into account this temporal 
factor. The data which my research is based on are probably 
linked to the moment where the site interacted the most with the 
others. This is the reason why I indicated the climax period on 
my chart (Figure 5).
For all these reasons, I cannot claim to be able to extend this 
frame to the study of all known Celtic settlements, as a definitive 
and fixed image of the Celtic agglomerations diversity in Europe. 
Once again, I consider this framework as an ideal-typology, 
which will evolve with future excavations on new sites. 

Results
Starting from measurements of the functional diversity and the 
centrality of the 27 sites, six different ideal-types were observed 
and divided into three groups (Figure 4).
• Group A, formed by ideal agglomeration types 3 and 6, 

differentiates itself by medium functional diversity and 
low centrality. Those two types are however distributed in 
time in two distinct waves of sites creation (Figure 5) and 
are contemporaneous at the beginning of the 1st century 
BC. This is the reason why, although these two types have 
some similar characteristics, they do not belong to the same 
process.

• Group B, formed by the ideal-types 1 and 2, differentiates 
itself by low functional diversity and medium centrality. 
Contrary to group A, we can perceive continuous 
developments of sites from type 1 to 2. Since the distinction 
between these two types is related to the passage from 
Centrality C3 to C4, we can assume that the evolution from 

type 1 to 2 is linked to the intensification of exchange and 
monetisation of economy during the 2nd century BC.

• Group C, formed by ideal-types 4 and 5, differentiates itself 
by high functional diversity and high centrality. Archaeology 
and texts show that those agglomerations were often capitals 
of their civitates (as Nanterre, Villeneuve-st-Germain, 
Bibracte, Titelberg, and probably Corent and Orléans) 
or the main agglomeration of their region (Manching, 
Altenburg-Rheinau and Stradonice), especially in present-
day Germany and the Czech Republic, where there is no 
evidence of the existence of such archaic states (Fichtl 
2012:109). The difference between types 4 and 5 results from 
a distinction of centrality (C5 and C6). Since the sites are 
contemporaneous, this difference can probably be linked 
to the location of the sites from important communication 
roads and the influence of their civitas. The sites of the type 6 
belong to the most powerful civitates, those that are we know 
the best from literary sources, such as Arverni (Corent), 
Aedui (Bibracte), and Carnutes (Orleans) (Fichtl 2012). 

There are a few particularities in the body of sites. First of all, 
we can immediately notice the special status of two Czech 
agglomerations: Staré Hradisko and České Lhotice. It is not yet 
possible to determine if these differences in centrality are linked 
to the singularities of money use in Bohemia, where there is no 
production of low value coins, contrary to their high circulation 
in Western Europe (Pierrevelcin 2008:104) or rather to the 
effective differences between East and West in the functioning of 
agglomerations. Some agglomerations taken into account cannot 
be classified. As the table (Figure 4) shows, the site of Němčice 
(also located in Bohemia) could be either an intermediary type 
between types 2 and 6 or a new one. It might be related to the 
Austrian site of Roseldorf, which seems to possess some of the 
same characteristics (Salač 2012:328). For now, we do not have 
sufficient data to compare the centrality and functional diversity 
of these two sites. Finally, Roanne (France) stands apart due to 
the very high centrality compared to its functional diversity. 
This particularity could perhaps be explained by its early 
commercial role – notably it served as a transshipment station 
between the rivers of the Rhône/Saône axis and the Loire River. 
The agglomeration of Chalon-sur-Saône could have played the 
same role for the river Saône. For now, both of these assumptions 
remain hypothetical.
This typology highlights that the functions and the centrality 
of the Celtic agglomerations are relevant for the task of 
distinguishing between them in a more helpful way, much more 
constructive than the former examination of presence or absence 
of a fortification. Even though an important part of sites from 
types 4, 5 and 6 possessed a rampart, some of them were probably 
open settlements (e.g. Nanterre or Corent) and settlements from 
other types are found with a rampart. Furthermore, this typology 
allows us to expose a bigger part of the array of the settlements 
diversity and it brings many new prospects to the analysis of the 
Celtic urbanisation process.

A new perspective about the Celtic urbanisation process
Classically, the Celtic urbanisation process has been understood 
in a binary way, with the appearance of open settlements from 
the end of the 3rd century BC, replaced by fortified ones starting 
100 years later. The site of Levroux (France) was considered as 
model, through the contemporary disappearance of the open 
settlement in the plains and the construction of a fortified one 

Figure 4:  Ideal-typology of Celtic agglomerations (created by author)
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on the close hill (Kaenel 2006:28).  From the 2000s onwards, 
some researchers started to nuance this model (Féliu 2008:206), 
arguing in particular with the archaeological evidence of a 
contemporary occupation phase between the open and fortified 
sites of Basel in Switzerland (Féliu 2008:206). To go further, 
not only the links between the types of settlements have to be 
reconsidered, but we have to rethink the whole diversity of 
settlements. The ideal-typology I tried to build is thus helpful to 
reassess the Celtic urbanisation process.
Gradually, during the 3rd century, we witness growth and 
amalgamation of some habitation nuclei, which will form first 
agglomerated settlements (type 1, Figure 4). In the present state 
of knowledge this seems to affect particularly the east of the 
Celtic world, with a number of examples in the Czech Republic 
(Lovosice) and Hungary (Sajopetri). The archaeological site 
of Aulnat (France) stands out as the most western, but was 
probably not the only one. From the outset, craft activities are 
well established in those sites which are also related to medium 
or long distance exchange networks.
Between the late 3rd and early 2nd century BC, these sites seem 
to grow in number. The increasing of production structures in 
each of them supports the perception of a certain intensification 
of craft production. New sites appeared (as Levroux in France, 
Basel Gasfabrik in Switzerland etc.; type 2), but it seems that there 
was not a new wave of creation. There appears to have been a 
gradual evolution, during which the concentration of the habitat 
became more common and craft activities were strengthened. 
Apparently, the population was ’learning agglomeration‘, which 
entailed the adaptation to a new way of life, based on new values 
and a new mentality. For example, the dead from each centre 
are buried outside of the agglomeration and no longer in small 
groups near the households.
A little bit later and towards the northwest, settlements of the 
Celtic world underwent a parallel phenomenon of emergence of 

a new type of sites (type 3). Contrary to the sites seen before, 
Acy-Romance, Ymonville, Trégueux and Paule (all in France) 
were not major hubs in craft production and they seem to have 
played a rather minor role in the exchange networks. It appears, 
however, that these sites centralised agricultural production, 
in large barns as in Paule (Menez 2008) or in a considerable 
number of granaries and/or silos like in Acy-Romance, Trégueux 
and Ymonville (Lambot 1999; Allen et al. 2012; Inrap 2010). 
Nevertheless, the particularity of those sites compared to the 
contemporary settlements is the very early organisation and 
rationalisation of the space: dense networks of ditches and 
fences (Ymonville, Trégueux), the organisation of households 
around rectangular squares (Acy-Romance), existence of closed 
public squares (Paule, Ymonville, Acy-Romance) or communal 
buildings (Trégueux) that gathered a small community. Some 
studies (Lambot 2005) suggest that these squares or buildings 
could accommodate a number of persons exceeding the 
population of the agglomeration itself. Everything indicates that 
these sites were seats of a landed power, based on land ownership 
and in control of its people and its resources. The long occupation 
length of these grouped settlements supports the idea that they 
were the focal points of local authority, sustainably maintained 
through gradual setting up of hierarchy of settlements and the 
emergence of Celtic civitates.
The major transition seems to occur during the second third of 
the 2nd century BC. At that time, the number of agglomerations 
increased considerably, they diversified and became more 
hierarchised than ever. New cities (from that moment they are 
called that), such as Corent, Orléans, Besançon or Nanterre, 
centralised and intensified all the functions seen before (types 4 
and 5). They were very active in the production and circulation 
of goods, and they were seats of more powerful authorities (as 
demonstrated by texts, rampart edification, planed urbanism or 
coins production), whose range was higher than what existed 
before. Essentially, they possessed all the criteria that allow us to 
see these sites as true ‘centres’, and as real cities.
At the same time, the appearance of a series of secondary towns 
(type 6) added a new level of hierarchy. They were probably used 
for the relay of authority or, the smallest ones, as seats thereof 
(as Boviolles or Essey-lès-Nancy in France). Individually they 
seem to play an essentially regional role, even though they were 
certainly highly hierarchised. Their continued appearance until 
the middle of the 1st century BC means that they played an 
important role in the process of structuring the territory into 
networks.
The last visible change is the gradual strengthening and 
enrichment of the central sites, whose attractiveness, influence 
and authority became increasingly important (e.g. Bibracte, 
Villeneuve-St-Germain or Stradonice). The construction of 
ramparts and deeper insertion into the networks of international 
trade should be seen as symptoms of strengthening of a central 
power. This hypothesis is supported by the fact that Caesar 
names each site of this group as capital of a civitas.
These processes were relatively homogeneous across the Celtic 
world at the beginning of the period taken into account. As 
highlighted by the typology, from the 2nd century however east 
and west parted their ways. The fate of the eastern cities is a 
special case that will be discussed in another publication.

Figure 5: Chronology of studied sites (created by author)
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Two movements of creation: from territories to networks, from 
networks to territories
By eliminating the reductive distinction between open and 
fortified sites, this brief overview highlights a much greater 
diversification, which is more in line with the complexity of 
Celtic society itself. It also helps to underline the confrontation 
of two dynamics in the creation of these sites. The first one is 
an external process, with an intention to participate heavily in 
long-distance trade by being sites of production, distribution 
and export (Group B). Without neglecting their undeniable 
local role, we should note that this was the preferred type of 
function in the creation of these settlements. In contrast, the 
second dynamic is the internal stratification of the territory and 
progressive constitution of networks structuring it (Group A).
Naturally, these two movements are quite related. Large 
commercial sites played a role in the organisation of territories 
(where they generally occupy the highest ranks in the hierarchy), 
while sites of the second category are part of these trade networks 
and spread their influence at a local level. This difference seems 
however symptomatic of two opposing movements within the 
urbanisation process: an upward movement that starts at the 
local level and gets involved in higher networks, and a downward 
movement that originates from the network organization and 
joins the territorial structuring. The confrontation between these 
two movements can be seen in the settlements of Group C.
The perspective this paper tried to develop shows that we 
are not dealing with a linear phenomenon in which the open 
agglomerations developed into cities. The urbanisation process 
rather took the shape of a gradual diversification of sites from the 
earliest agglomerations (type 3) into a range of new settlements, 
which had different functions and levels inside the sites networks.

Urbanisation as a process

The interplay of four main phenomena
The gradual diversification of sites shows that urbanisation must 
be seen as a process in development, that is to say as a series of 
transformations that lead or can lead to emergence of the city. 
This notion has several implications. On the one hand, we have 
to bear in mind that urbanisation, as a process, begins before the 
appearance of the city itself, which is only its late aftermath. As a 
result, researchers have already paid attention to the ’open craft 
agglomerations‘ in particular, where economic dynamism and 
development of communal facilities can already be considered 
as urban features (Fichtl 2013; Salač 2012). The case of princely 
centres of the 6th and 5th centuries BC, called “the incompletely 
urbanised sites” or “atelo-urban sites” by Chaume and Brun 
(2013) is also quite informative. An urbanisation process can 
exist without leading to the appearance of cities. On the other 
hand, it should be noted that this series of mutations does not 
only affect the agglomerations but also has consequences for 
all the types of settlements. The gradual diversification of the 
types of sites, accompanied by a functional and hierarchical 
redistribution, has consequences in the rhythms of creation for 
rural sites as well, and for the interactions between these sites. 
All those modifications participate in the evolution of a territory 
over the long term. These observations highlight that four 
different phenomena were at play during the Celtic urbanisation.

The densification of settlements
The census directed by Malrain, Blancquaert and Lorho 

(2013) of rural settlements in the northern half of France has 
provided accurate information on the rhythms of creation and 
abandonment of habitats between the 5th century BC and the 
1st century AD. For the period in question (between the 4th 
and the 1st century BC), they show an initially slow and gradual 
densification of rural sites from 400 BC and an unprecedented 
acceleration from the second half of the 3rd century BC. Site 
density peaks around 150-100 BC, when the number of known 
rural sites is in some regions multiplied by five compared to 
the beginning of the sequence (Malrain et al. 2013:257). The 
comparison of these data with those from other parts of the 
Celtic world is still to be done. 

Organisation into a hierarchy
Starting from the 3rd century, we observe an increase of 
hierarchical disparities between settlements. Some of the sites 
gradually distanced themselves from the others through their size, 
their monumental architecture and the diversity and quality of 
their goods. These archaeological differences bring our attention 
to discrepancies of wealth and status of the given place and of 
its inhabitants, related to diversification of functions of these 
sites (for example as local authority seats). For some particularly 
monumental examples as the farm of Batilly-en-Gatinais (in the 
department of Loiret) or the complex of Paule (Côtes d’Armor), 
the researchers now tend to use the term “aristocratic farms”. 
Many regional typologies are being established so as to classify 
the hierarchical levels of these farms (e.g. Malrain 2010:43; 
Menez 2008).

Concentration of settlements
From the middle of the 3rd century, at the same time the large 
farming settlements characterised by considerable population 
concentration appeared, the expansion and the amalgamation 
of several settlement nuclei formed the first agglomerated sites. 
From the first examples known in northern Gaul, such as Aulnat 
(Puy de Dôme), to the large cities of the 1st century BC, these 
sites increase considerably in number, in surface and in intra-site 
density (Filet 2012).

Structuring the territory
This last phenomenon underlies the entire studied period. It may 
be visible since the end of the 4th century, with the development 
of constructed shrines (Fichtl et al. 2000). Shrines played an 
important role in “political and social cohesion” (as described by 
Fichtl 2013:153) and in stabilising territories by uniting groups 
of people under their influence. The progressive stabilisation and 
ranking of habitat clusters further accentuate this hierarchically 
structuring, which leads to the formation of the first archaic 
states in Gaul, the Celtic civitates, whose the largest could stretch 
over more than 20,000km² (Brun in press). They were already 
well established when Caesar started his conquest in 58 BC. The 
boundaries of these autonomous political entities were widely 
adopted in the Roman reorganisation of Gaul (Ouzoulias et 
Tranoy 2010).
These four phenomena are obviously interconnected. Their 
consequences were the basis of the gradual initiation of the 
city and the state. This is not to say that they affected all parts 
of the Celtic world to the same intensity or at the same pace. 
For example the study of Malrain, Blancquaert and Lorho 
(2013:225), which is based on comparisons of the number of 
rural settlements between each northern region of northern 
France, pointed out time-lags and regional rhythms. The most 
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important peaks of creation or abandonment of settlements were 
not always contemporary and settlement densification started 
earlier in some areas. The same interpretation could be deduced 
from the work of Pion (2007:37), who studied the territories of 
north-eastern France (“Belgic Gaul”). He analysed the federation 
process of composition of new civitates from small territorial 
entities (called “pagi”) to compose the new civitates. His work 
shows that at the moment of the conquest of Gaul, this process 
was not at the same stage in each area. Indeed the constitution of 
the state and the urbanisation were more advanced in the eastern 
civitates of Belgic Gaul than in the west.

Perspectives: Social networks of settlements
Following up on this work on urbanisation processes and 
territorial surveys, a more dynamic study of territories has to be 
pursued, in particular through the organisation of interactions 
between sites. As Metzler (1995) had already shown for the 
agglomeration of Titelberg (Luxemburg), large agglomerations 
concentrated a number of products before redistributing them, 
going thus above the local scale to intercultural and the other 
way round. Agricultural products and raw materials from farms 
were passed to the agglomeration through a number of relay 
sites. Then surpluses were sold on a larger scale. In the backward 
movement, imports and manufactured products passed through 
the agglomeration before being redistributed locally. In addition 
to these economic exchanges, the connections involved cultural 
influences, political control or diplomatic relations between 
states. All these connections consisted of more or less intense 
contacts between sites. As the functions of each of them were 
distributed, no site was self-sufficient, but it owed its continuing 
existence to a system. Studying this system, its implementation 
and its evolution will refine this overview and will allow seeing 
how the organisation of networks accompanied the four 
phenomena discussed above.
During the 4th century BC, the landscape was composed of 
more or less extensive networks of farms, whereas four centuries 
later at the time of Caesar’s invasion, territories seemed to be 
much more structured and to involve a variety of much larger 
settlements. These changes had implications for the evolution 
of networks that connect them, including a multiplication of 
types of relations on which they were based. The challenge lies 
in understanding how this intensification of contacts developed 
during those four centuries. Was it done gradually and locally, 
or immediately and on a supra-regional scale? Can we perceive 
collapse? What was the longevity of nodal points in the networks? 
All of that new information will bring original arguments to 
consider the urbanisation as a set of dynamics inside a territory 
and no longer as a gradual evolution of one type of sites from 
open to fortified settlement.

Conclusion
Celtic urbanisation appears as a non-linear process. Open 
agglomerations did not evolve into cities. On the contrary, 
these processes manifest themselves first in an increasing 
diversification of the types of sites, especially agglomerations – 
their variety went far beyond the traditional distinction between 
open and fortified settlements. The appearance of this new 
diversity implies increasing hierarchical distinctions between 
settlements and redistribution of functions they played. These 
changes transformed significantly the way settlements interacted 
with each other and thus participated actively to long-term 

territory transformation dynamics. These major transformations 
were completely new in this area and they contributed to general 
complexification of Celtic society during the last four centuries 
of European protohistory.
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