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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: The term 'rural settlement' is usually associated with agriculture: peasants produce agrarian 

goods for the landowners and themselves. Archaeological research in the last 30 years in northern 

Switzerland show that this simple pattern doesn’t match the reality which can – based on archaeological 

records – be at least partly reconstructed. Though these records often use to be only fragmentary, the 

analysis of features and finds allow to sketch a great variety of different ways of living: Some sites show 

strong Roman traditions not only concerning the material goods, but also due to the toponymy, others 

show clearly the immigration of Germanic groups. Some settlements consist of isolated farms, others 

cover large areas with many different buildings. Animal bones and remains of cereals show a large range 

from a rather poor alimentation with no meat or at most meat from old animals to a pattern which comes 

up to what we find in settlements of the higher nobility. Articles of daily use are issued from regional 

sources (i.e. pottery) or from far away (pottery and soapstone). Some of the settlements are specialized 

in the production of goods which are not only for subsistence but also for trading and market relations 

(pottery, iron smelting, woven fabrics). All these aspects show a colouful picture of a society which is 

neither uniform nor self-contained. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Introduction 

Though there is a consensus that "rural settlement" can mean a very variable range of different 
types of villages and hamlets, it is mostly connected with the idea of agrarian production on the 
base of subsistence. Written sources often show a very complex and different pattern of how 
the rural population was living; in this regard the  study on the rural society in the dominion of 
the abbey of Prüm by Ludolf Kuchenbuch gives a colourful picture with countless shades of 
dependencies for the 9th century (Kuchenbuch 1978). 

During the last decades, archaeology has excavated a great number of non-urban sites which 
not always match exactly the results of historical studies. Sometimes, the remains of the 
material culture can add aspects which are not dealt with in charters or rent-rolls. It's the 
objective of this paper to approach the problem of rural settlements in northern Switzerland 
between the 5th and the 13th century. Except for some particular cases we shall concentrate on 
the region between the Jura mountains in the south and the Rhine in the north as well as the 
area between Basel and Delémont in the west. The exceptions are one site more to the east and 
one farther southwest. The region of our main interest is characterised on the one hand by a 
considerable number of sites which have provided important results; on the other hand the 
status of publication is sufficient to offer a detailed picture of the development. The most 
important work is Reto Martis "Zwischen Römerzeit und Mittelalter" (Marti 2000) followed by 
"Between ager and silva" which includes more recent excavations (Marti 2009). For the early 
deveopment of the bishopric of Basel see the 1st chapter of "Pro Deo" (Marti 2006 a; 2006b and 
Tauber 2006a; 2006b). A general survey on Swiss archaeology is given in SPM VI (2005) and SPM 
VII (2014).  

Archaeological sources usually have one thing in common: they are bits of a jigsaw puzzle which 
is never complete. In relation to rural settlements we have sometimes a church, sometimes a 
cemetery or some postholes or pit houses in a construction site. None of the following examples 
can claim to show a whole or nearly whole settlement. Nevertheless the archaeologist's 
detective work can often give an impression of more than just small pieces of a village or hamlet. 

The keywords of our paper are "continuity and change", "standard of living", "production" and 
"trade and markets". 

2. Continuity and change 

These keywords may refer to a population: persistence of a people/tribe/community with a 
continuous culture vs. change by immigration of new groups. But they can also relate to the life 
period of a settlement and the changes within its development. In practice it will often prove 
difficult to separate the two meanings, but a careful analysis of the archaelogical sources in 
combination with historical arguments may lead to convincing results. 

In Roman times, the northwestern part of today's Switzerland was dominated by the large town 
of Augusta Raurica and a dense population in its back country living and working in numerous 
estates. In the bellicose times of the 2nd half of the 3rd century, large parts of Augusta Raurica 
were abandoned as well as many estates in marginal areas. Around 300 the Castrum Rauracense 
was built and took over the urban functions; in the forties of the 4th century a bishop Iustinianus 
is mentioned (Marti 2006a). A similar fortification was erected in Basel. The Roman presence 
was consolidated during the 4th and also the 5th century, when on the northern bank of the 
river Rhine large cemeteries show an immigration of Alemannic settlers (Motschi SPM VI 2005, 
320-321). In the region south of the river persisted a Gallo-Roman population, especially in the 
major valleys with important roads, while more peripheral regions were largely depopulated. 

This is the platform from which we take off for a short survey of a selection of sites which offer 
some informations to our keywords. The selection shows a great variety of different patterns, 
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some due the state of preservation of the archaeological sources, but also due to the quality of 
excavations and documentation. 

 

Fig. 1 Selection of early medieval and medieval settlements Kaiseraugst (Marti 2000, A 266-271; 
2006a) 

The Gallo-Roman population becomes manifest in a large cemetery of more than 1000 graves 
which date from the 4th to the 7th century. The sparseness of grave goods is an indication of 
Roman tradition. From the 6th century onwards there are some signs of a growing contact to 
people from the Frankish core area between Loire and Rhine. 

The early bishopric seems to have been lost; it was reestablished in the 7th century with bishop 
Ragnachar, probably in the context with a colonisation of the hinterland by Frankish settlers. But 
Ragnachar already was bishop of Augst and Basel, which shows the growing importance of the 
latter place. Nevertheless the bishopric didn't last for long and had to be reestablished once 
more in the 8th century, but this time it was the bishopric of Basel. The church and the 
settlement of Augst seems to have become part of the royal fiscus and could therefore be given 
away by king Arnulf of Carinthia in 891. 

Excavations in and around the Castrum give evidence of pottery, glassmaking and antler working 
(Frosdick 2014, 99-104) from the 5th to 7th century. Excavations in the east of the fortification 
show that the medieval Kaiseraugst wasn't limited to the Castrum any more (Frey 1992). 

The Ergolz Valley 

The Ergolz valley is the main valley just south of Augusta Raurica. Together with the Rhine valley 
to the west it is the immediate hinterland of the Roman city. Its importance is emphasized by 
the main roads which lead from the Rhein valley to the passes across the Jura mountains to the 
Swiss Plateau. With Liestal-Munzach and Röserntal, Liestal, Lausen-Bettenach and Sissach it 
includes five of our selectioned sites within a distance of only 7 kilometers.  

Liestal (Marti 2000, A 180-183; Marti 2006c, 277; Tauber 2009a) 

The site has a Germanic place-name which is oviously secondary, for it goes back to a small 
Roman fort. Though large-scale earth movements in the later Middle Ages have eliminated 
nearly all traces, the area within the rectangular square was conserved - and with it the church 



Old and New Worlds: the Global Challenges of Rural History | International Conference, Lisbon, ISCTE-IUL, 27-30 January 2016 

 
4 

which originates from a early medieval bulding dedicated to the saints Martin (of Tours) and a 
bit later Brida (Brigid of Kildare). The excavation in today's church showed a continuity from the 
late 3rd century until today. In the first half of the 13th century. Liestal gains in importance and 
1241 it is mentioned as "burgus". 

Liestal-Munzach (Marti 2000, A 276-278). 

"Munzach" is a place-name ending in "-acum", a typical ending for a Gallo-Roman name. It's 
origin is a large Roman estate in the hinterland of Augusta Raurica which is occupied since the 
early 1st century. In the 4th century the population seems to experience a decline, but there is 
no evidence that the settlement was abandoned. From the 5th century onwards it developed 
into an early medieval settlement which around 800 is mentioned as a Thing, the assembly of 
free men. At the beginning of the 13th century it was abandoned, probably in favour of Liestal 
which at that time experienced a growing importance. However the church dedicated to St. 
Lawrence persisted until it was dismantled in 1765/66. 

About 450 meters nothwest, in the "Röserntal" lies another settlement of a very special kind 
(Tauber 1998a; Serneels 1995): hundreds of postholes, more than 25 pit houses, many working 
pits and other traces cover a surface of about 10'000 square meters.There were no traces of 
Roman structures, although some finds of small fragments of pottery and glass sherds signal the 
vicinity of the villa rustica.  

According to the ceramic finds the occupation of the place starts in the early 9th and lasts until 
the 12th century. 4.5 tons of iron slags were collected which indicates the main activity as well 
as other finds like knife blades which were never sharpened: iron smelting and forgeing objects. 
The shape and the chemical composition of the slags allow to localise the positions of the 
bloomery furnace and three different workplaces of blacksmiths: one for refining the blooms, 
the other two for forgeing the purified iron. Moreover there were hints of the manufacturing of 
glass, perhaps copper alloy and bones. 

We do not know if this settlement had a name of its own. But we suppose a connection with a 
charter from 825, in which a man called Uppert made a donation of a third of his property in 
"Firinisvilla" (=Füllinsdorf) and "Monciacum" to the monastery of Sankt Gallen (Wartmann 1863, 
vol. I, Nr. 291); in this chart he reserves the usufruct for himself and his children (who are not 
yet existing). For this usufruct he will pay alternatively an interest in money or "soccum I", a 
plough share. 

Lausen-Bettenach (Marti 2000A 271-276; 2006b, 56f; Tauber 1998b, 221-240; 2006b, 76-79).  

Bettenach, another name with the ending "-acus". The origin was a Roman estate at the bank of 
a barrier lake which supplied the aqueduct to Augusta Raurica with water. The terrain was 
occupied from the 1st century AD until it was abandoned around 1200. Only the church which 
today is the parish church of the village Lausen reminds us of the old settlement Bettenach. 

The traces found during the excavations show a changeful history, although we can assume that 
the explored area covers only about 25% of the original settlement. 

The area of the Roman building in the North seems to have been used until the 11th century. In 
the 5th or 6th century a large structure of stonework was erected some 50 meters to the south.  
The dimensions suggest an enclosing wall with smaller interior buildings. At the same time, a 
small stone church was built some 50 meters to the West. It included a single tomb. Shortly 
afterwards galleries were added north and west to create space for more burials. 

The large stone structure was given up in the later 6th century. Wooden buildings and pit houses 
characterise the settlement for more than 200 years. In the 9th century another stone building 
was erected. 
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A considerable change took place the 11th century: the 9th century building was torn down in 
favour of wooden houses. The church was also dismantled and replaced by a much larger 
building with 3 naves, a different orientation and dedicated to St. Nicolas. We think that this 
considerable transformation signals a change in Bettenach's ownership. The position at the 
beginning of the Roman aqueduct suggests that the place belonged to the Roman fiscus; when 
the merovingian kingdom took possession of our region, it became royal property. We suppose 
that it was given to Rudolf von Rheinfelden, duke uf Swabia, who had married Mathilde, the 
daughter of emperor Henri III, in 1057. The building of a new church and its dedication to St. 
Nicolas (one of Rudolfs favourite saints) is a manifest of his new property.  

The excavated structures show a continuity from the 1st to the early 13th century. But there are 
also details which suggests a continuity of the population. The large stone structure und the 
church of the 5/6th century follow patterns which show strong cultural connection with the 
"Burgundia" und in the case of the church also with the Rhaetian Alps (Marti 2000A 271-275 for 
the stone structure and 156-159 for the church). The same cultural orientation can be seen in 
the finds, especially the pottery which in shape, technique and decoration follows late Roman 
traditions and sometimes bears traces of affinities to the West of todays Switzerland and the 
Rhone valley (Marti 2004, 193). 

The animal bones give some impression of the nutritional level of the population. The late 6th 
and 7th century show cattle slaughtered as adults, ovicaprids  with similar proportions of 
subadults and adults (dual role of delivering wool and dairy products as well as prime meat) and 
pigs as subadults. In 8th and 9th century the meat consumption seems to increase; the 
proportion of pigs is higher, and ovicaprids are frequently slaughtered as subadults. The status 
peak of the settlement is reached in the 10th and 11th century where the proportion of pig 
reaches the same category as in the castle of Altenberg (Frosdick 2011; Marti-Grädel 2013). 
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Fig. 2 Plan of the excavations in Lausen-Bettenach Pratteln (Marti 2009; Tauber 2009b) 

Pratteln is a Roman place-name (from "pratellum"). The fact that the initial sound "p" and the 
"tt" were not changed to "pf" and "ss" in the second consonant shift shows that in the 6th or 
7th century Latin was still the spoken language.  

Pratteln is another site where the early medieval settlement developed without interruption 
from a Roman estate which is situated beneath today's town centre. The dimension of this 
estate can be reconstructed on the basis of scarce structures and finds. Excavations of 2006/07 
show an expansion to the east. The whole area was blotched with postholes and spots which 
were reddened by fire. Two bloomery furnaces and large quantities of tapped slags provided 
evidence of iron-smelting activities. Moreover we found a pottery kiln built from fragments of 
Roman tiles. The produced pottery was very exotic: it was distinctively different from what was 
used in our region and corresponds in shape and technique to ceramics which are known from 
the region between Dijon and Lyon. This can't mean anything else that a potter from this region 
came to Pratteln and did his business as usual - an interesting evidence of far-reaching 
connections into the "Romania". 

Based on the finds we can date these activities beween 500 and the late 7th century. 
Radiocarbon dating of the furnaces and the kiln confirm a period in the middle of the 6th 
century. The end of this part of the settlement was probably caused by a landslide caused by 
cutting the trees for combusting material: the place was covered by a thick layer of loess without 
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any trace of humification zones. On the other hand the area some 50 meters to the east was left 
intact and occupied until the late Middle Ages. 

Reinach (Marti 2009; SPM VII 2014, 489; Marti/von Wartburg 2015a) 

Another place-name with the ending "-acum", and another village in the area of a Roman estate. 
In contrast to Lausen-Bettenach the evidence of the population's continuity as well as structures 
of the 4th or 5th century are very scarce. The reason could be a large-scale erosion in the plain 
of the river Birs, but also a stronger depopulation than for instance in the Ergolz valley. In any 
case these conditions start to change in the years before the mid 6th century, when Frankish 
immigrants from southern Alsatia start to colonise the Birs valley. They establish a settlement in 
Reinach which develops to a large agglomeration of houses, pit-houses and other structures, 
with a cemetery in the northeast. The traces which have been excavated until 2014 cover a 
surface of 300 to 200 meters; the limit of the settlement seems to have been reached in the 
northwest only! 

The newcomers of the mid 6th century were not only present in Reinach, but were a 
consequence of "colonisation of land as a result of the Pax Merovingia" (Marti 2009, 305). They 
can be identified by grave-goods and by ceramics which differ from the native wares: the wheel-
turned biconical pottery and a special handmade ware which is supposed to be influenced by 
other than Frankish populations coming from Hesse and Thuringia (Marti 2007, 7-9). Apart from 
grave-goods and ceramics there is another innovation brought along with the new settlers: their 
own pigs, a race which was much taller than the native animals of our region and also taller than 
the Roman specimens (Marti/von Wartburg 2015, 36-43). These foreign elements can be 
recognized for a short time only; around 600 the finds of Reinach don't differ from the regional 
(still partly Gallo-Roman?) mainstream any more. 

The large surface which is covered by early medieval Reinach shows a settlement with a 
considerable number of farmsteads. We assume that the main economic activities were 
agrarian, but there are some indications of a differenciated society. The traces of a comb 
manufacture may fit into the scheme of a simple rural settlement. But the (until 2014) 5 pottery 
kilns of the 7th and 8th century are probably more, especially with regard to the product ("sandy 
wheel-ware") which is the same as in nearby Oberwil and Therwil.  

Other features which make Reinach to an outstanding case are a "giant" pit house of 6.5 to 9 
meters (SPM VI, 398; a "genitium"?), a 7th century gold coin (Marti 1999, 314) and a clay seal 
dyed red with haematite from the 1st half of the 7th century (Marti/von Wartburg 2015, 38-39).  

The medieval village covers a reduced surface in the southern part of the excavated area. It also 
comes up with interesting structures: four pit houses of the early 12th century show the 
distinctive traces of horizontal weaving looms with four postholes for the frame and a 
depression for the pedals.  

The animal bones show a special effect: The proportion of pig is very high in the late 6th and 7th 
century; this seems to be typical for the economy of newcomers. They bring along the pigs which 
due to the high fecundity and the possibility to fatten them in the woods can guarantee a 
sufficient meat supply for a community which has to build up a new existence. n the following 
centuries the proportions between cattle, ovicaprids and pigs becom more balanced and show 
the characteristics which are known from other places (Frosdick 2011, 232-233). 
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Fig 3 Plan of excavations in Reinach Oberwil (Marti 2000, A 103ff.; Marti 2006b, 42-43)  

"Oberwil" is a German place-name, which has to be secondary. Only scattered traces of a Roman 
estate are known, and not a bit of an early medieval settlement except for the curch: It was built 
around 400 as a mausoleum, probably with a lead sarcophagus. Around 650 a noble family starts 
to bury their dead within the building; the scarce grave goods show a Gallo-Roman tradition. A 
belt buckle in a woman's grave indicates cultural relations to the Burgundia (Marti 2000, A 166-
168).  

At the same time when the burials begin, a large manufacture of pottery can be located on the 
opposite slope of the valley, which produces the "sandy wheel-ware". 

Develier-Courtételle (Fellner/Federici-Schenardi et al. 2007)  

The hamlet was founded in the second half of the 6th century. Starting with two farms around 
560/570 and followed by the next two shortly afterwards, it finally counted 6 at the beginning 
of the 7th century. All units consist of a main building and some smaller houses (workshops or 
granaries), sometimes also pit houses. In the 3rd quarter of the 7th century political conflicts 
between the people of the region and the monastery of Moutier-Grandval on the one and the 
Alsatian duke Adalrich (also known as Eticho) on the other side provoked the decline of the 
hamlet: Only the two first (and biggest) farms persisted till the first half of the 8th century.  

The exemplary accuracy of excavation and analysis of the results permit detailed statements to 
the activities. The preferred cereals were spelt, oats and einkorn, but rye, wheat and barley were 
also produced. Pea, lentils and fava beans completed the crop growing. Large millstones suggest 
the existence of a watermill. Flax and hemp were very important and were retted near the river 
crossing the settlement. Cattle was most important as milk giving and draft animals, which were 
butchered late. The numbers of pigs, sheep and goats were much lower, but these animals were 
slaughtered at a young age, which represents a better meat quality. Remains of chicken and 
geese were very scarce. Two places of butcheries could be located; the disproportion between 
many skull fragments and less meaty pieces suggest an exchange trade or a sale on local 
markets. 
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Numerous were the metallurgical remains. Several workplaces of blacksmiths have been found, 
sometimes with traces of the handling of copper alloys. But the most important activity was the 
refining of blooms from the bloomery furnaces which worked at the fringe of the valley of 
Delémont. These blooms were brought to the hamlet and were reworked into (mainly) steel and 
soft iron for tools, knives and weapons. The refining of the blooms stopped in the 3rd quarter of 
the 7th century.  

Courtedoux-Creusenat (Deslex et al. 2014) 

This site is hamlet of two farmsteads only. It was founded around 550; each farm counted two 
large houses, several smaller buildings, pit houses and granaries. The 1st half of the 7th century 
brought a rearrangement: only one large house per farm, but more smaller buildings. The 
southern farm was abandoned shortly before 700, the northern persisted till mid 8th century. 

The agrarian production was characterised by a great variety of cereals and leguminous plants; 
the animal bones show differences between the farms. In the north farm, cattle becomes more 
and more important in the course of the 7th century before its importance declines before 700 
and is outnumbered by pigs and ovicaprids. Poultry shows a continuous increase. In the south 
farm the cattle ratio is stable troughout the century, but the pigs are also important.  

Non-agrarian activities seem to be limited to forgeing objects of a considerable quality which 
suggests the presence of specialised blacksmiths. 

The age structure of the slaughtered animals and the quality of the finds of ceramics, soapstone 
and glass vessels show a prosperous community with the possibility to import things from far 
away. The decline seems - as in Develier-Courtételle - to have something to do with the conflicts 
of the 3rd quarter of the 7th century. 

The overview of the examples of rural settlements will be finished by two special cases in the 
east and far in the southwest of the region of our interest, Rheinau-Herrenwis in canton Zurich 
and Finsterhennen near the lake Biel in canton Bern. 

Rheinau-Heerenwis (Roth 2008) 

Parts of a settlement have been excavated in Rheinau which until 1803 belonged to the 
monastery of the same name. The traces can be dated between the 7th and the 12/13th 
centuries. The most interesting features are medieval (10th to 12th century): a rectangular ditch, 
probably from a palisade, with a gate and postholes of one ore more houses within; pit houses 
with obviously different functions; a system of troughs arranged in series etc. 

One pit house seems to have been the workshop of a wool weaver, which was suggested by the 
find of a carding comb. A 4 to 15 meters large pit house of the mid 12th century housed traces 
of 5 horizontal weaving looms; another slightly younger example was located in a pit house 
nearby.  

The animal bones show a similar pattern as on other places: cattle was frequent and slaughtered 
at a rather high age, ovicaprids rather young than old, and the bones of pigs show a preference 
for young animals. 

The remains of vegetal nutrition reflect the usual high degree of diversity. However cereals 
showed a particular feature: the analysed samples contained very few bits of threshing remains 
or seeds of field weeds; this means that they were carefully cleansed before brought to the 
granaries. 

Finsterhennen-uf der Höchi (König 2011) 
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This site is a hamlet of four farmsteads of the 12th century. Each consists of a main bulding a 
few smaller houses and several pit houses. Only few structures overlap; this means that the 
period of occupation was rather short. In 7 of 22 pit houses the traces of horizontal weaving 
looms were obvious, in 5 more they were less explicite. 

The animal bones show a pattern with mostly adult or senile cattle, some ovicaprids and pigs 
which were slaughtered early. The botanic remains resemble those of Rheinau: a considerable 
diversity of cereals, but nearly no treshing remains and seeds of field weeds.  

3. Standards of living 

Archaeological evidence may give us detailed informations about conditions of living in rural 
settlements which are perhaps not mentioned in written sources. Therefore they can 
complement the picture of past societies.  

When we look at the agrarian production of the excavated sites, we first of all notice a 
astonishing variety of cereals and legumes which could mislead us to suppose that this could be 
a sign of wealth. As a matter of fact, with the growing of many different staple foods the 
peasants tried to minimize the risk of a general crop failure (Kühn 2000). In addition we have to 
consider that many plants such as cabbage, beets, leek, onions and all other plants where the 
leaves or roots were consumed do usually not appear in the archaelogical sources. For this 
reason vegetal remains are not fit to determine the wealth and social status of the inhabitants 
of a settlement. On the other hand animal bones may give answers to the same question. The 
thumb rule is: A high proportion of adult or senile cattle signal a rather modest meat diet, while 
many young pigs, young ovicaprids, poultry or wild animals such as red deer or hare indicate 
upper class diet with prime meat.  

The alimentary aspect is not the only one which allows to distinguish different status layers. The 
study of the structures can also serve the same purpose, for instance extraordinary dimensions 
of a pit house (Reinach), stone buildings within an otherwise wooden architecture (Lausen-
Bettenach), houses fortified by palisades with a gatehouse (Rheinau) as well as the remains of a 
10th century stove with stove tiles (Lausen-Bettenach; Marti 2015b, 49-51). 

Last but not least we have finds which exceed all we would expect in a house of a "simple 
peasant": in the 7th century a bronze tripod and glass vessels (Courtedoux), a gold coin and a 
clay seal (Reinach), in the 9th to 11th century cruciform and enamelled disc brooches, a silver-
plated or tin-coated spur (Lausen-Bettenach, Liestal-Röserntal), a gilded book clasp and a stylus 
(Lausen; Marti/Bugmann 2015, 120-123) and other items which are either luxury goods or mark 
a high social position.  

 

 

4. Production 

When we are talking about production, we take agriculture for granted as well as the small-scale 
activities of blacksmiths, carpenters, carvers of antler and bone etc. What we would like to 
discuss is the large-scale production of goods which exceeds by far the subsistence economy. 
This means that we must look for either artifacts which can be clearly identified or for production 
facilities.  

The most promising activities are pottery, ironsmelting and textile work. Pottery can be easily 
identified by analysing the raw materials of its components; in the case of ironsmelting we have 
furnaces and slags; and for the textile work we have the traces of the weaving looms.    
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Pottery 

As was mentioned in the catalogue of the selected settlements in Reinach and Oberwil (and 
Therwil) a large complex of ceramic production has been studied. It started in mid 7th in 
Oberwil/Therwil and lasted till the end of the 8th century in Reinach. The produced pots are 
known as the "sandy wheel-ware" due to the high proportion of sandy tempering (Marti 2007). 
This ware replaces the predecessing ceramics in a very short period which suggests well 
organised production und distribution in a rather large region in northwest Switzerland from 
Courtedoux in the west to the Frick valley in the east. Until 2014 twelve pottery kilns have been 
found in Oberwil and one in the neighbouring Therwil (von Warburg/Marti 2014). The 
concentration on a small area emphasizes systematic planning of a large-scale production which 
starts at the time as a noble family begins to bury the dead in the church. It seems that the whole 
workplace was operated by this family. 

The until 2014 five pottery kilns of the 7th and 8th century detected in Reinach follow another 
pattern. They also produced sandy wheel-ware,but they were not concentrated like the kilns in 
Oberwil, but were dispersed within the large area which was covered by the settlement. This 
must be the consequence of another kind of organisation. 

Iron smelting 

The study of ironsmelting activities has a long tradition in Switzerland (Tauber 2007). A 
fundamental progress was the Ph.D. thesis by Ludwig Eschenlohr on the ironsmelting industry 
in the central Jura mountains (Eschenlohr 2001). An area of 800 square kilometers was 
investigated; nearly 400 ironsmelting places were recorded, most of them dated between the 
6th and the 14th century. Usually the furnaces were situated in the woods, near the 
rawmaterials iron ore and wood. The refining of the blooms took place for instance in Develier-
Courtételle. 

Pratteln (6th century) and Liestal-Röserntal (9th to 12th century) follow another scheme: the 
furnaces are orperated within the settlement. In Röserntal all the manufactering steps took 
place at the same spot.  

An interesting feature is the fact that many ironsmelting places can be located in the 
surroundings of monasteries: Moutier-Grandval from the 6th centuty onwards, Belellay, St. 
Ursanne, Lucelle, Beinwil and Schöntal in the Middle Ages. The latter comes up with a special 
case. In the 13th century there was not a bloomery, but a blast furnace operating which 
produced cast iron. The workplace included a finery where this "pig iron" was transformed into 
malleable wrought iron. 

The extent of the iron smelting in the Jura mountains exceeds by far the subsistence economy. 

 

Textile work 

Our last survey concerns the weaving. It is usually considered as the classical women's work on 
te farmstead, supplying the local community and paying as a tax to the landlord. During the 
period we are discussing the tissues were initially weaved on a vertical weaving loom. This is a 
technique which is not very productive; experts estimate a daily performance of 1.5 meters of 
woollen cloth (Rast-Eicher/Windler 2006, 32). In the 12th century we can observe a change: in 
our catalogue of selected settlements, we find at Reinach, Rheinau and Finsterhennen a new 
horizontal weaving loom; this paper is not the place to discuss the question when and where 
this innovation was first used. We just would like to emphasize that after 1100 it is widespread 
in northern Switzerland (not only in the mentiones sites; Windler 2008). The essential innovation 
were the pedals with which the shed of the warp could be opened. Since both hands were free 
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to handle the shuttle with the weft, the performance was much better; instead of 1.5 meters 
one can achieve up to 5 meters. However in our region the main raw material of the weavers 
was not wool, but flax and hemp.  

The increasing productivity is one thing; the quality of the structures is another. In Reinach the 
4 pit houses with horizontal weaving looms could be understood as subsistence for a village. 
Though the (at least) 12 looms in Finsterhennen probably weren't in use simultaneously, they 
stand for another kind of production. This is also the case in Rheinau where 5 loom stood in a 
large pit house. It seems that these sites were specialised weaving settlements. This assumption 
is confirmed by the analysis of the cereals: in granaries of crop growing communities threshing 
remains are expected to be much prominent, for the cleansing usually was carried out 
immediately before use. The samples in both Rheinau and Finsterhennen were brought 
cleansed, because the weavers didn't cultivate cereals. As a conclusion we can assume that in 
the 12th century the new looms were widely spread in north Switzerland and increased the 
production of cloth from flax or hemp. 

 

Fig. 4 Pit house with traces of a horizontal loom: 4 postholes of the frame and a depression for 
the pedals 

5. Trade and markets 

As we have seen the production in several branches of trade exceeded the just local demand 
but was orientated on a (at least) regional exchange. But apart from the sandy wheel-ware we 
can't follow the distribution of iron and cloth with archaeological means. 

For cloth we can however consult the results of historical studies: In the 12th and 13th centuries 
(and later) the "tela de Alamania" was a highly appreciated product on the international markets 
(Schnyder 1973, 42-45). Around 1200 records of notary's offices in Genoa are full of entries 
about linen cloth and sailcloth (from hemp) which are imported from Alamania to be shipped 
across the Mediterranean Sea. Of course we cannot construct a direct connection between the 
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looms in the pit houses and these documents of long-distance trading. Nevertheless we think 
that the widespread evidence of the new looms with their highly increased productivity cannot 
be separated from the general prospertity of the cloth trading. 

When we try to find out if and where our settlements were linked to a long-distance trading, the 
local production is not very promising: Only the pottery is well defined and shows a regional 
distrubution. So we have to choose the other way round and look for imported goods. As we 
have seen, there are always luxury goods like for instance the cruciform brooches which occur 
from Northern Italy to Ireland or Norway (Marti 2000, A64-65). But what we are looking for are 
everyday's objects which are imported in larger quantities.  

Again it is the pottery which can help us. Let's take the example of Develier-Courtételle, where 
the analysis shows an interesting pattern: Only 16% of all ceramics are of a local production; the 
majority comes from the potteries of Oberwil/Reinach (a beeline of 25 km), South Alsatia 
(Munster valley; 80 km), North Alsatia (150 km) and Sevrey (near Châlons-sur-Saône; 180 km). 
In Courtedoux, the Sevrey ware dominates in the first phase of the occupation; with the Alsatian 
Dukedom gaining in power around 650 the proportion of this ware decreases in favor to the 
Alsatian wares. In the hinterland of Basel the Sevrey ware is unknown; the Alsatian wares are 
frequent and in addition there is a handmade ware with a characteristic tempering which was 
produced in the region of Kaiserstuhl in South Baden (Germany). 

The case of the pottery shows how the centuries between 550 and 900 knew a network of trade 
which was certainly more than just local or regional. 

This can also be shown with another group of objects: In many settlements of northwest 
Switzerland (Courtedoux, Develier-Courtételle, Munzach, Röserntal, Lausen etc.) we can identify 
soapstone vessels in considerable numbers (160 fragments in Develier-C., more than 90 in 
Röserntal). There are two main qualities, a green and rather coarse of chlorite schist and a 
smoother grey type of talc schist. Recent studies (Llhemon 2012) have shown that the greenish 
variety has its origins in the region of Aosta (a beeline of 180 km), while the grey comes from 
the valleys around Chiavenna (190 km). While in 7th/8th century Courtedoux and Develier-
Courtételle the chlorite schist is the current variation, in 9th/12th century Röserntal the talc 
schist slightly outnumbers the green fragments. 

6. Conclusion 

Archaeological sources show quite impressively a freat variety of ways of living in medieval 
settlements. The more or less uniform village of poor peasants working for subsistence only does 
not really match what we are finding. There are many traces which show a division of labor 
between settlements as well as within the same village, and the participation on not only 
regional, but also on long-distance trade. Even in small hamlets we find here and there some 
luxury goods, which may be an exception but which also show that the local production must 
have returned a profit. Thus the bits of the great jigsaw puzzle called history can add to the 
completion of the picture of past rural settlements. 
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