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ABSTRACT The Late Iron Age (second century 
bc to �rst century ad) agglomerations in Europe 
known as oppida have long defied easy categori-
zation leading them to be described using various 
terms, such as proto-urban, rurban, and polyfocal. 
Despite the diversity of oppida many share charac-
teristics, including large open spaces and low-den-
sity se�lement, which appear similar to a range of 
other social centres from around the world which 
also struggle to fit conventional definitions of 
urbanism. Despite this, discussion of the relevance 
of such comparison remains limited. Through 
assessment of the two best investigated oppida in 
Europe (Bibracte, France and Manching, Germany) 
we explore the nature of the oppida phenomenon, 
the commonalities they share, and how these com-
pare with agglomerations elsewhere in the world.

KEYWORDS Oppida; assembly; environs; sanctuar-
ies; trade; low-density urbanism.

Introduction

The appearance of the large complexes known as 
oppida (sing. oppidum) in Late Iron Age Europe (sec-
ond century bc–first century ad) represents one of 
the most fundamental transformations in European 
societies (Fig. 9.1). Characterized by their huge size, 
monumental ramparts, and role as social foci, discus-
sion of oppida has been dominated by debate over 
whether they are urban (Collis 1984; Fernández-
Götz, Wendling, and Winger 2014; Woolf 1993). 
Recent discussions have recognized both the useful-
ness of comparing Iron Age agglomerations to Greek 
and Roman urbanism (Winger 2017) while recog-
nizing that considering them simply in reference to 
classical cities is problematic (Moore 2017a). Many 
of the unusual aspects of oppida, discussed further 
below, such as their scale, low-density, and trajectory 
of development, has subsequently led to consider-
ing them as potentially related to a range of other 
‘Anomalous Giants’ or ‘mega-sites’ found throughout 
the global past but which struggle to be defined as 
‘urban’ (Fletcher 2009). Oppida have subsequently 
been considered using concepts such as low-density 
urbanism, rurban systems, and as assembly places 
(Fernández-Götz 2019a; Moore 2017a; 2017b; Moore 
and Fernández-Götz 2022). This allows our under-
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standing of Iron Age agglomerations to move beyond 
comparing them solely against a yardstick of clas-
sical urbanism and assess if similarities with other 
forms of urbanism and socio-political centres may 
help explain oppida morphology and roles.

In this paper we focus on perhaps the best inves-
tigated oppida, Bibracte (France) and Manching 
(Germany), as case studies through which to discuss 
the roles and trajectories of the oppida phenomenon 
more generally. From this, it is clear that many aspects 
of oppida echo those of a range of sites around the 
world which are of huge scale but in many respects 
differ from conventional urban sites. We suggest that 
comparison with other settlements which struggle 
to be defined as urban and might be referred to as 
‘Anomalous Giants’ is beneficial in indicating that, 
while oppida sometimes share some characteristics 
with conventionally defined urbanism, and may have 
imitated some aspects of classical cities, they also 
represent alternative ways in which complex soci-
eties created places for social interaction and the 
articulation of power.

Defining and Contextualizing oppida
in Late Iron Age Europe

The term oppidum originated from classical sources, 
most significantly Julius Caesar used it to describe 
fortified locations he encountered in Gaul during 
his conquest in the mid-first century bc. By the 
early twentieth century oppida were recognized as 
a Pan-European category of monument and began 
to be regarded as a phase of urbanism prior to the 
Roman conquest (see historiography in Salač 2012 
and Lukas 2014). Roughly translatable from the 
Latin as ‘town’, over the last fifty years the urban 
nature of these complexes has been at the forefront 
of their analysis after a long period in which the 
focus was primarily on economic issues (Collis 1984; 
Fichtl 2005; Sievers and Schönfelder 2012; Woolf 
1993). It is now recognized that the development 
of large agglomerations in Iron Age Europe was a 
longer and more complex process while increasingly 
nuanced concepts of urbanism have been sought 
to reconsider these phenomena (Fernández-Götz, 

Figure 9.1. Location map of oppida in Europe with Bibracte and Manching highlighted. Drawn by T. Moore.
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Wendling, and Winger 2014; Moore 2017a). 
The late Hallstatt centres (often referred 
to as ‘Fürstensitze’), which flourished in 
the sixth–fifth centuries bc, have been 
revealed to have been much larger than 
originally considered (e.g., Heuneburg, 
100 ha; Bourges, 250 ha) leading to claims 
that they should be regarded as Europe’s 
first ‘cities’ (Chaume 2020; Fernández-
Götz and Krausse 2013; Krausse and oth-
ers 2016). Meanwhile, large unenclosed 
agglomerations in the Middle La Tène, 
some of which like Aulnat-Gandaillat could 
be of significant size (c. 200 ha), indicate 
that another phase of social centraliza-
tion existed prior to the development of 
enclosed oppida, with some authors regard-
ing these as also potentially urban in char-
acter (Fichtl 2013).

Oppida are hard to define as a unified 
phenomenon, varying in form and areal 
extent (Fig. 9.2) (Woolf 1993). Definitions 
of oppida are usually based on specific 
characteristics, including size (usually a 
minimum of 25 ha); that they should be 
enclosed with a rampart; densely occupied 
and acted as centres of trade and ritual (e.g., 
Buchsenschutz and Ralston 2012). Such 
definitions, largely developed in relation 
to the central European sites, however, 
mask the diversity of comparable complex 
sites which emerged during the late first 
millennium bc, and their potential wider 
significance. Discussions of oppida thus, 
for example, often exclude British poly-
focal complexes and large Iberian enclo-
sures, largely because of historiographic 
research traditions rather than clear dif-
ferences in morphology or social roles 
(Moore 2017a; Ruiz-Zapatero, Álvarez-
Sanchís, and Rodríguez-Hernández 2020). 
However, this range of sites might repre-
sent the impact of similar pressures on 
European Iron Age societies in the late 
first millennium bc (Moore 2017a). These 
issues remind us that oppida were part of a 
long development of large agglomerations and that 
it may be more fruitful to consider oppida within 
the context of long-term settlement trends than 
regard them as isolated phenomena (Fernández-
Götz 2020).

The development of oppida varied chrono-
logically across Europe (Fig. 9.3). The earliest appear 
to have emerged in central and eastern Europe, for 
example Závist and Stradonice date from the sec-

ond century bc and the oppidum phase at Manching 
began in the last third of second century bc. In 
Gaul, major examples emerged in the mid–late sec-
ond century bc with others flourishing in the first 
century bc (Fichtl 2005, 37). The sprawling com-
plexes found in Britain emerged later, dating from 
the late first century bc to mid-first century ad
(Moore 2020).

Figure 9.2. Plans of varied oppida. Drawn by T. Moore.

Figure 9.3. Chart of chronology of select oppida. Drawn by T. Moore.
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Environmental and Economic Change 
in the Late Iron Age

Approaches to oppida have often concentrated on 
the impact of the expansion of the Roman Empire in 
their emergence. This has particularly focused on the 
role of Roman trade in stimulating economic trans-
formations in Rome’s hinterlands (Cunliffe 1988). 
However, recognition that Iron Age societies were 
already developing large agglomerations focused on 
regional exchange and craftworking in the third and 
second centuries bc (Fichtl 2013), has led to recog-
nition that external forces were only one factor in 
the transformation of Iron Age society.

Understanding oppida development needs to 
consider the longue durée of settlement change over 
the later first millennium bc. Across most of north-

ern and western Europe from c. 300 bc there was a 
marked increase in rural settlements (Bradley and 
others 2016; Malrain, Zech-Matterne, and Blancquaert 
2015). This probably reflected an increasing pop-
ulation, although the picture across Europe more 
widely suggests such a pattern may not have been 
universal (Nikulka 2016). Climate models indicate 
that oppida development coincided with a period of 
relatively warm conditions across much of Europe 
which began around 300 bc following a wetter and 
cooler climate in the Early Iron Age (c. 800–400 bc). 
Possible further warming took place around the turn 
of the millennium (often referred to as the ‘Roman 
warm period’) which lasted through the early first 
millennium ad (Brun and Ruby 2008; Franconi 
and Gosden 2021). The impact of local factors on 
climate is undoubtedly complex and short periods 
of climate deterioration may have occurred dur-
ing this period, some causing periods of instability 
(Fernández-Götz 2016). However, the long-term 

Figure 9.4. Distribution of second–first-century BC Italianate wine amphorae 
in temperate Europe. Drawn by T. Moore a»er Olmer 2018.
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impact of prevailing climate conditions on improved 
farming productivity seems likely to explain the set-
tlement increases witnessed in many regions and a 
concomitant rising population. How these transfor-
mations relate to the emergence of oppida remains 
to be fully understood, but a growth in population, 
resulting in increasingly contested landscapes make 
it likely that societies required more complex means 
of managing resources and places for social inter-
action and negotiation. An increase in population 
may also have led to social transformations in the 
context of inheritance and thus to the emergence of 
large population concentrations. Ethnographic com-
parisons of such processes in relatively recent alpine 
societies offer plausible interpretations for the Late 
Iron Age situation (Wendling 2010).

Changing dynamics in trade with Mediterranean 
societies remain important when considering the 
development and role of oppida. After sustained inter-
action between Iron Age communities north of the 
Alps and Etruscan and Greek societies, in the sixth–
fourth centuries bc, a period of less intense engage-
ment prevailed, although contact via other means, 
such as roles as mercenaries and cultural interac-
tion, remained important (Schönfelder 2007; Wells 
2020). By the late second century bc, the expanding 
Roman Empire’s incorporation of the Greek city-
states on the southern French coast meant it was 
increasingly engaged with Iron Age European soci-
eties. By the first century bc exchange with Roman 
traders was on a large-scale, reflected in the millions 
of Roman wine amphorae which entered Gaul at this 
time (Olmer 2018) (Fig. 9.4).

Past studies have tended to see the appearance 
of imports in temperate Europe as driven by Rome; 
traders seeking out new markets and exploiting the 
region for raw resources (e.g., slaves and metals) 
required by an expanding empire (Cunliffe 1988). 
More recently, the agency of Iron Age societies in 
these exchanges has been recognized, noting for 
instance the role of many imports in local ritual and 
consumption practices (Poux 2004). The role of 
some imported materials as symbols of authority in 
Iron Age society and connections to Roman imperial 
power is also evident (Creighton 2000), emphasiz-
ing a complex interaction between these forces. In 
some regions, particularly southern Britain, the role 
of imports in new power dynamics and as expres-
sions of novel identities seems to have been more 
important than what they signified in terms of trade 
(Hill 2007). By contrast, in central Gaul by the first 
century bc, trade was on a vast scale (Olmer 2018). 
It is clear, however, that Iron Age societies were 
already developing regional exchange networks and 
centres for craft specialists (Fichtl and others 2019), 

indicating that Roman trade was incorporated into 
networks of long-distance trade rather than stim-
ulating the development of oppida to control and 
maintain it (Collis 2014).

Bibracte and Manching: 
History of Research

The chronological and morphological diversity of 
oppida entails that identifying examples as repre-
sentative is liable to provide an unrealistic impres-
sion. Despite their variety, however, wider trends 
can be discerned within the development, roles, and 
organization of oppida. These are potentially signif-
icant in explaining how and why oppida developed 
and why they took forms somewhat different from 
classical urbanism.

Two oppida have been the focus of greatest 
research in Europe. Bibracte, located largely on Mont 
Beuvray, in Burgundy, France (Fig. 9.5) has long been 
a type-site for the oppida phenomenon (Collis 1984). 
Identifiable by its ancient name, recorded by Julius 
Caesar, Bibracte was where he overwintered in 52 bc, 
after the decisive battle of Alésia that brought about 
Roman victory in the Gallic Wars. Caesar claimed it 
was the pre-eminent centre of Aedui (Caes., B.Gall.
i.23), a people who were close allies of Rome. This 
association means Bibracte has a prime place in clas-
sical history and French national identity (Dietler 
1998). It has attracted the attention of scholars since 
the nineteenth century and was subject to large-scale 
investigations by pioneering French archaeologist, 
Jaques-Gabriel Buillot. It became a major archaeo-
logical research centre in the 1990s, leading to con-
tinued large-scale excavations by a multinational 
group of researchers (Guichard 2014; Guichard, 
Meunier, and Paris 2018).

Using Bibracte to discuss the development and 
nature of Iron Age oppida is complicated by the devel-
opment of monumental and elaborate architecture in 
the late first century bc, after the Gallic Wars, when 
the indigenous leaders were clearly enhancing their 
power in the new Roman imperial era. This was a 
phase when the architecture of the complex often 
imitated Roman architectural styles, even if it was 
modified through an Iron Age lens and when the 
influence of Mediterranean architectural styles can 
also be traced back to foundation of the settlement 
(Hoppadietz forthcoming). How much the layout 
of Bibracte after the Roman conquest mirrored its 
earlier organization remains uncertain, although 
recent assessment suggests there were significant 
elements of continuity, as well as dramatic trans-
formations (Guichard and others 2018).
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Manching, close to Ingolstadt in Bavaria, 
Germany, has been subject to long-term investiga-
tion in advance of development on the site (Fig. 9.6) 
(Sievers and Wendling 2014). Beginning systemati-
cally in the 1950s, until 2016 most of these were con-
ducted by the Roman-Germanic Commission (RGK). 

These revealed large areas of the complex (Sievers 
2007, 9–18) with excavations continuing in recent 
years in the southern part of the complex further 
elucidating its layout and development (Wendling 
and Winger 2014; Winger 2020). Combined, this is 
allowing for an increasingly detailed understanding 
of the development of the complex and its spatial 
layout (Wendling 2013).

Figure 9.5. Simplified plan of Bibracte and its development 
over time. Drawn by T. Moore a»er Dhennequin, Guillaumet, 
and Szabó 2008 and Guichard, Meunier, and Paris 2018.
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The extent of research at both oppida means 
that despite their large size, they have seen relatively 
large areas excavated in comparison to many oppida. 
At Manching c. 11 per cent (40 ha) of the interior 
has been excavated, although to different levels of 
methodological and documentational quality, with 
LiDAR and c. 100 ha of geophysics providing further 
evidence of its layout (Wendling 2013). At Bibracte 
c. 4 per cent (8 ha) has been excavated, of which at 
least 6 ha to a modern standard. Another c. 30 ha 
(22.2 per cent intra muros) has now been surveyed 

using geophysics, which alongside LiDAR data, pro-
vides further clarity on the nature of activity within 
the complex (Wendling 2023). At both sites, recent 
research has seen greater attention to their envi-
rons, with surveys and excavations around Bibracte 
(Barral and Nouvel 2012; Creighton and others 2008; 
Moore and others 2013) and Manching (Eller n.d.; 
Eller and others 2012). This has revealed important 
new information on the relationship to their envi-
rons and even expanded the limits of what we might 
consider the extent of these sites (Moore 2017b). 
Despite the wealth of work at both complexes, like 
many ‘Anomalous Giants’, their scale means that 
investigations have still only examined a relatively 
small proportion of their overall extent. Recent dis-
coveries at both sites emphasize too how new dis-
coveries continue to challenge preconceptions on 
the nature and extent of occupation at many oppida.

Figure 9.6. Plan of Manching, showing the major excavation 
areas, the location of Iron Age cemeteries, and surrounding 
rampart built in La Tène D1. Shaded zones indicate the 
continuous expansion of the settled or otherwise used 
areas, from the pre-fortified phases (La Tène C1/C2) to 
the oppidum (La Tène D1). Drawn by H. Wendling a»er 
Wendling 2013, 461, fig. 1, with additions.
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Ancestry and Development

The origins of oppida have always been difficult to 
assess. Many were replaced with Roman towns, some 
also becoming medieval and modern towns, ensur-
ing that their earliest phases have often been trun-
cated and are hard to investigate. This means that it 
is at sites like Manching where abandonment in the 
Iron Age allows for greater assessment of its origins. 
Despite their differences, Bibracte and Manching 
reflect a pattern of development which occurs at 
many oppida, suggesting a relatively common trend 
in how they emerged. Many oppida appear to have 
emerged from pre-existing socially significant places, 
often in the form of small timber-built sanctuaries, 
which began as early as the fourth century bc (Fichtl, 
Metzler, and Sievers 2000), or places which already 
appear to have been a focus of the social assembly 

Figure 9.7. Plan of Manching, showing the location of 
sanctuaries/shrines, other sacred areas, votive and funerary 
deposition locations, cemeteries, and burial mounds. 
1) ‘Central temple’ trench 20. 2) Stone pavement. 3) Depot 
A12. 4) ‘Zentralfläche Ost’, ditched enclosure. 5) Burial 
103 f. 6) ‘Zentralfläche’ sanctuary/shrine. 7) ‘Zentralfläche’ 
deposition zone. 8) Burial 725b. 9) ‘Zentralfläche’, 
circular building. 10) Circular geomagnetic anomaly. 11) 
Depots 550/1 and 576/3. 12) ‘Südumgehung’, sacred area. 
13) ‘Altenfeld’, special buildings 24 and 36. 14) Depot 
1490a. 15) Bronze Age burial mounds. 16) ‘Nordumgehung’ 
Gold tree/shrine. 17) ‘Leisenhart’, mass deposition. 
Drawn by H. Wendling a»er Wendling 2021, 156, fig. 1.
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of rural communities (Moore 2020). This evidence 
indicates that while many of these locales were lack-
ing in pre-existing large settlements, the places in 
which they were constructed had long histories of 
social significance, sometimes stretching back into 
the Early Iron Age (Moore 2017a). While the oppida
themselves only emerged from the second century 
bc, their development was clearly part of a longer 
trajectory of settlement change. This was potentially 
related to longer term population growth, perhaps 
linked to climate changes (discussed above) which 
began in the Middle La Tène (400–200 bc), and as 
part of the formation of larger social entities in Iron 
Age societies, the named peoples who were later rec-
ognized by Roman writers.

The area occupied by the agglomeration at 
Manching has been recognized to have a complex 
earlier history. Its origins as a regional focus seem 
to have emerged in the form of a cult site, built in 
the late fourth century bc/early third century bc
(Fig. 9.7), in the area which was to become the 
centre of the oppidum that emerged later (Maier 
1990; 2000; Wendling 2019a, 165–69). This attracted 
regional communities to assemble at this location 
in the third–second centuries bc (Wendling 2021, 
157–60; Wendling and Winger 2014, 133) with a large 
unfortified settlement developing here.

Bibracte was first intensively occupied, in a rather 
ad hoc fashion, around the end of the second cen-
tury bc, when the outer ramparts were constructed, 
with internal occupation consisting of timber build-
ings (Guichard, Meunier, and Paris 2018, 102). Its 
antecedents are less obvious than Manching, but 
the earliest activity here may also have been in the 
form of a sanctuary, perhaps dating as early as the 
third century bc (Fernández-Götz 2014, 391), situ-
ated in the area of the later Roman temple complex. 
Recent research at the temples on Sources de l’Yonne 
extra-mural settlement at Bibracte (discussed more 
below) hints that here too an early phase of Iron Age 
ritual activity represented the origins of the settle-
ment (Moore and Hoppadietz 2019).

Manching and Bibracte reflect a wider pattern, 
with the antecedents of many oppida represented 
by sanctuaries, such as Gournay-sur-Aronde, which 
emerged in the fourth–third centuries bc around 
which settlement agglomerated (Fichtl, Metzler, 
and Sievers 2000). Such sanctuaries represent the 
emergence of an increasingly interconnected, but 
still largely rural, populace in the Iron Age. These 
sanctuaries seem to represent places for collec-
tive assembly, slowly leading to the development 
of regional identities and allowing the develop-
ment of larger, more centralized social structures 
(Fernández-Götz 2014).

Manching’s emergence as an unenclosed settle-
ment reminds us that it was also part of a wider tra-
jectory of agglomerations emerging in France and 
central Europe in the third–second centuries bc
(Fichtl 2013; Fichtl and others 2019). Frequently sit-
uated in river valleys and plains, as Manching was, 
these were centres of craft specialization and regional 
exchange, representing communities who were more 
than self-reliant farmers. While sometimes over-
looked as having the potential to be defined in urban 
terms, the scale of some unenclosed agglomerations 
and the fact that many preceded the development of 
enclosed oppida, indicates they were part of Iron Age 
societies’ trajectories to greater centralization and 
specialization (Fichtl 2013; Salač 2012). However, it 
has been noted that while the open settlements of 
the second century show some standardization in 
size and orientation, apart from Manching there is 
little evidence of spatial organization, planned lay-
outs, collective facilities, or monumental buildings 
(Trebsche 2019, 377), which many regard as cru-
cial evidence of urbanism. For this reason, many 
scholars argue these large unenclosed agglomera-
tions should not be regarded as urban in the same 
way oppida might be (Buchsenschutz and Ralston 
2012, 358; Buchsenschutz 2015, 306; Rieckhoff 2021, 
122). Manching, therefore, provides important evi-
dence concerning the development of an oppidum
from an unenclosed agglomeration. The settlement 
was enclosed c. 140/120 bc with a 7 km long murus 
gallicus style rampart (see below), although it may 
have had an earlier palisade. Prior to this, in the 
third century, the settlement was unenclosed but it 
is increasingly recognized that the nature of occu-
pation in its earliest phases is comparable and even 
superior in density, spatial organization, and com-
plexity to many enclosed oppida and might even be 
regarded as ‘urban’ as many such centres (Fichtl 2021, 
90–96; Wendling 2013, 460). At present, Manching 
seems to be the only clear example of an unfortified 
agglomeration becoming an oppidum in the valley, 
suggesting that such continuity may have been the 
exception rather than the rule (Rieckhoff 2021, 122). 
This may make the development of Manching even 
more extraordinary.

Even where it is difficult to establish whether 
sanctuaries preceded oppida, many of these locations 
appear to have had long biographies which indicate 
their prior social significance. New settlements were 
often situated in places with earlier activity, such as 
extant ramparts, much of which would have remained 
visible. Gergovie and Corent, for example, reused 
hilltops with Early Iron Age and Late Bronze Age 
occupation (Poux 2012, 282–84). Many continen-
tal European oppida reoccupied Bronze Age or late 
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Hallstatt centres (Danielisová 2014; Moore 2017a, 
78) while British examples may have had earlier 
roles as assembly places (Moore 2020). It seems 
likely, based on chance finds, that Mont Beuvray had 
also been occupied in the Early Iron Age, although 
related structural remains have yet to be identified 
(Gruel and Vitali 1998, 12). At Manching the pres-
ence of earlier Neolithic and Bronze Age activity, 
including tumuli, indicates this too had long been 
an important point in the landscape (Krämer and 
Schubert 1970). The presence of fourth–third-cen-
tury bc cemeteries predating the settlement suggests 
this was a focus for rural, dispersed communities 
(Krämer 1985). Similarly, finds from the central sanc-
tuary sites of earlier objects, including a Hallstatt 
sword and earlier La Tène helmets, emphasize the 
longevity and significance of this place prior to the 
oppidum (Krämer and Schubert 1970; Nieszery 1992; 
Wendling 2013, 466; Winger 2017, 100).

Such long biographies, alongside the choice of 
what were often topographically striking or signifi-
cant places (such as prominent hills and river cross-
ings), suggests oppida locations were integral to the 
creation and maintenance of community identity and 
explains why these places developed in the Late Iron 
Age. The sanctuaries at these locations also imply 
that many had long histories as social foci, perhaps 
as places of social memory (lieux de mémoire) for the 
rural population (Fernández-Götz 2014). Conversely, 
the choice of locations which were socially signifi-
cant, but often marginal from densely settled farm-
ing landscapes (Danielisová 2014, 78; Moore 2020), 
may stress the changing nature of power at the end 
of the Iron Age, deliberately locating these centres 
away from existing social mechanisms (Hill 2007).

At both Bibracte and Manching their positioning 
on naturally important routeways is also likely to be 
significant in their development, allowing them to 
become specialist production and exchange centres 
(see below). This may reflect the changing nature 
of Iron Age societies, becoming more focused on 
exchange, and representing new sources of wealth 
and power in what remained a predominantly agrar-
ian society. As has been suggested for Manching, its 
establishment represented a way to stimulate and 
benefit from trade, outside of pre-existing social 
mechanisms (Wendling 2010; 2013, 463, 470–73).

Spatial Organization

The focus of the oppidum at Bibracte is the large 
enclosure situated on the 809 m hill of Mont Beuvray. 
The hill is encompassed by two lines of rampart, 
the first stretching for c. 7 km (constructed around 

110 bc), encompassing c. 200 ha, which was later 
replaced by an inner rampart of c. 5 km (constructed 
c. 90 bc) enclosing an area of c. 135 ha. The latter 
rampart was of the murus gallicus style, found at 
many oppida, which included a stone facing with 
timber revetment, and stood some c. 4–6 m high 
(Buchsenschutz, Guillaumet, and Ralston 1998).

Internally, occupation encompassed c. 100 ha 
of the interior, although the density of occupation 
changed over time (Fig. 9.5) (Guichard, Meunier, and 
Paris 2018, 58). The interior was organized in a way 
that suggests a complex social structure. Craftworking 
areas were confined largely to the road leading into the 
complex near the gate at Porte de Rebout, although 
divisions between low and high-status areas of occu-
pation should not be too finely drawn. Ritual areas, 
in the form of sanctuaries and other activities, were 
located at the summit of the hill and in relation to the 
numerous springs on the site. By around 50–30 bc
at PCo1 a monumental building, probably a forum 
basilica (Dhennequin, Guillaumet, and Szabó 2008, 
67; Szabó 2019), was located relatively central to the 
settlement, associated with what might have been 
shops along the axial route through the complex. The 
building complex along the road closely adopted the 
orientation and spatial organization of the buildings 
from the earlier phases of the oppidum, suggesting 
significant continuity in the layout of the settle-
ment (Hoppadietz forthcoming). There appear to 
have been status distinctions in some of the hous-
ing within the complex with elite houses focused in 
certain areas, such as PC1. Here, what were proba-
bly already high-status buildings were replaced with 
an elaborate Roman-style atrium house in the early 
first century ad (Paunier and Luginbühl 2004). The 
range of high-status houses, while grander than dwell-
ings elsewhere in the complex, indicate that no sin-
gle house was pre-eminent, however.

The rebuilding of structures across the complex 
on a relatively regular basis, perhaps every twenty 
years, was matched by the rebuilding of the ram-
parts between 100 bc and 30 bc (Buchsenschutz, 
Guillaumet, and Ralston 1998), potentially repre-
senting a rebuild every generation (Woolf 2006, 271). 
Such reorganization may reflect a relatively unstable 
internal power structure, best described as a form of 
oligarchy, with emerging leaders needing to assert 
authority and stress group identity through con-
struction projects (Collis 2000, 232; Moore 2017a, 
296). This also relates to what were probably chang-
ing forms of identity as Iron Age societies came into 
contact with Rome, with buildings adopting classi-
cal forms of architecture.

There was also the provision of public spaces, 
including relatively large open areas, which may 
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have been the case at PC14 for at least part of its 
history. Some of these platformed areas contained 
structures, including an elaborate timber building 
at PC15, thought to have been some form of public 
building, although whether for ritual or exchange 
remains uncertain (Guichard, Meunier, and Paris 
2018) (Fig. 9.8). Open areas existed elsewhere, most 
notably at La Terrasse, with indications that this 
remained open throughout the site’s occupation, 
perhaps a sacred or assembly area (Goláňová and 
others 2020). The central main street with its elab-
orate boat-shaped water basin (Almagro-Gorbea 
and Gran-Aymerich 1991) can also be considered a 
public place (Hoppadietz forthcoming).

Until relatively recently, it was assumed that the 
oppidum of Bibracte was confined to the enclosed area 
on Mont Beuvray. Systematic survey and excavation 
in the environs have, however, revealed the presence 
of sprawling unenclosed settlement of c. 120 ha at 
Sources de l’Yonne, c. 4 km to the north, which was 
contemporary with occupation on Mont Beuvray 
(Fig. 9.9) (Moore and others 2013). Although inves-
tigations so far have been small-scale, this area of 
the settlement appears to have flourished in the first 
century bc. This may indicate that Bibracte was a 
more dispersed centre by this time, not confined 
by the ramparts on Mont Beuvray. Bibracte is not 
alone in having this arrangement of multiple centres 
of activity, with a potentially similar arrangement 
recognized in the Auvergne at Corent, Gergovie, 
and Gondole. Poux (2014) has described this as a 
multipolar centre although the possibility that both 
complexes represented low-density sprawls of occu-
pation has also been suggested (Moore 2017a). The 
permanent population of Bibracte in the mid-first 
century bc has been suggested as around 5000–10,000 
(Guichard, Meunier, and Paris 2018), although cre-
ating such estimates is fraught with problems. This 
would imply a relatively low-density of occupation, 
somewhere between 37–74 persons per hectare (for 
the main 135 ha inner enclosure) (Fernández-Götz 
2019b). This would be c. 21–42 persons per hectare 
if we include Sources de l’Yonne agglomeration, and 
much lower if we consider them part of the same 
overall complex which included expanses of open 
farmland (Moore 2017a).

The spatial organization of Manching is signifi-
cantly different to that of Bibracte, although it shares 
important similarities. Occupation appears to have 
significantly expanded around 200 bc possibly in a 
relatively planned way, partly as its low-lying position 
allowed easy expansion (Wendling 2019a; Wendling 
and Winger 2014, 136). The early unenclosed settle-
ment extended over c. 20 ha by the early second cen-
tury bc and by the final phase of occupation appears 

Figure 9.8. Simplified plans of the diÃerent phases of structures in area PC15 
at Bibracte. Drawn by T. Moore, a»er Guichard, Meunier, and Paris 2018.

Figure 9.9. Plan of Bibracte and Sources de l’Yonne complex. Drawn by T. Moore.
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to have encompassed c. 250 ha of relatively built-up 
space, although the density of occupation varied sig-
nificantly. The level of building diversity and building 
density during this pre-fortified phase suggests a fun-
damentally urban level of complexity that exceeded 
that of the subsequent phases of the fortified oppidum 
(Wendling 2013, 473–76; 2018, 166–71). Recent evi-
dence suggests that this earliest phase was enclosed 
with a ditch and palisade, although the major murus 
gallicus rampart was constructed relatively late in its 
development (c. 140/120 bc), encompassing an area 
of c. 380 ha (Wendling 2013, 477).

The development of this first phase was oriented 
towards the alignment of a rectangular complex in 
the centre of the settlement, which is interpreted as 
a sanctuary. This also influenced the course of the 
street network. The complex appears to have had 
distinctive zones of activity suggesting a centrally 
organized layout, although this changed over time. 

In the central area, this included regular, enclosed 
plots along 10 m wide roads. Along one road were 
smaller buildings considered to have been houses for 
craftworkers and traders, but also included granaries 
and cattle corrals (Wendling 2018, 159). The southern 
part of the central area included long timber halls 
(Fig. 9.10) up to 30 m long and c. 5 m wide. Such long 
halls also occurred within a district located in the 
northern part of the Südumgehung area, which was 
surrounded by a porticus-like structure (Sievers 2010; 
Winger 2015, 18–19, 46–50). There is no consensus 
on the function of these structures. The density of 
imported amphorae finds in the central area dom-
inated by these long halls and their form has sug-
gested to some they might be comparable to the stoa
of the classical Greek world, which had functions as 
public and economic spaces (Wendling 2018, 164). 
That a distinctly enclosed district in the central area 
was given over to exchange might also be evident in 
the discovery of slave-chains, suggesting the quar-
tering and transport of slaves (Schönfelder 2015) as 
well as evidence for coin minting and metalwork-
ing. Other roles for these long halls have been sug-
gested, however, as high-status dwellings or even as 
stables (Winger 2015; 2018).

Figure 9.10. Le�) Plan of the ‘Südumgehung’ excavation area at Manching, high-
lighting the plan of long houses in an area surrounded by a porticus along parallel 
streets. Right) Plans of long houses of diÃerent phases from the ‘Zentralfläche’ 
area of Manching compared with ground plans of classical and Hellenistic stoai. 
Drawn by H. Wendling, supplemented a»er Wendling 2018, 164, fig. 8.
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Figure 9.11. Comparison of plans of intra-site rectangular 
enclosures within Manching with ‘Viereckschanzen’ (rural 
enclosed settlements) at Manching-Westenhausen and 
Riedlingen (Baden-Württemberg, Germany). Monumental 
buildings at Manching ‘Zentralfläche’ correspond to central 
buildings in the ‘Viereckschanzen’. Drawn by H. Wendling, 
supplemented a»er Wendling 2019b, 250, fig. 8.

In the second half of the second century bc, 
Manching underwent a major reorganization of its 
settlement structure (Sievers 1999, 15–21; Wendling 
2013, 480). Despite fundamental continuities, for 
example in the road network, the organization of 
the settlement changed. This later phase of build-
ing deviated from the earlier spatial layout with a 

shift in orientation towards the east and was no 
longer anchored on the central rectangular enclosure 
(Wendling 2018, 158; 2019a; Wendling and Winger 
2014, 136; Winger 2015, 14–17). Large parts of the 
settlement were now occupied by smaller enclo-
sures which were of similar size and organization 
to rural farmsteads found in the region (Fig. 9.11). 
These included domestic buildings, granaries, wells, 
and refuse pits (Brestel 2019; 2021; Wendling 2019a). 
This phase also marked a greater emphasis on farm-
ing within the bounds of the settlement which was 
now surrounded by a rampart. This may suggest a 
greater reliance on food production from within 
the complex. Despite this restructuring and some 
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decrease in the density of the built environment, the 
economic role of the settlement remained, however. 
Regional and long-distance trade and craftworking 
continued, testifying to the site’s continued eco-
nomic and political regional supremacy (Feugere 
and Gebhard 1995; Sievers 2002a; 2002b; Wendling 
2013, 470–73).

At least five sacred areas, ‘sanctuaries’ or ‘shrines’, 
including rectangular and circular structures, have 
now been identified at Manching possibly with dis-
tinct cult districts (Wendling 2021; Winger 2020). 
Combined with the evidence for rural-like farm-
steads within the complex, those areas may denote 
different social groups within the agglomeration. 
This might support the notion that the community 
at Manching retained an element of separate kin 
groups and households that now clustered together 
within the oppidum.

The overall density of occupation at the complex 
is somewhat hard to gauge. Wendling (2018) argues 
that it was markedly more densely settled than com-
parable rural settlements. The overall population at 
the height of activity in the second century bc has 
been postulated as around 5000–10,000, marking 
a density of 13–26 people per hectare (Fernández-
Götz 2019b), which like many oppida makes it com-
parable to low-density urban phenomena around the 
world (Moore 2017b).

Synoecism and Planning

Both Manching and Bibracte reflect some of the wider 
patterning of the spatial organization of oppida. This 
includes discreet zoning for activities such as indus-
trial quarters, areas of higher-status housing, sanc-
tuary sites, and open areas (Sievers 2007, 49–54). 
At some more nucleated sites (e.g., Villeneuve-St-
Germain) such different activity areas appear to 
have been defined by internal ditched divisions. 
Such clear distinctions are not apparent at our case 
studies, although the discovery at Manching, in the 
site’s southern periphery, of a radiating system of 
ditches and a seemingly consistent system of enclo-
sure in the more central areas may represent some-
thing similar (Wendling 2023).

One aspect from the spatial layout of Manching 
which is recognized at some other oppida is the 
inclusion of settlement enclosures similar to those 
seen in the rural hinterlands (Sievers 2004). A sim-
ilar situation has been recognized at the oppidum of 
Condé-sur-Suippe where the enclosures are of simi-
lar size to those in the rural hinterlands (Moore and 
Fernández-Götz 2022). At Manching, this similarity 
has been explained in different ways, some arguing 

it represents the physical manifestation of aristo-
cratic authority within the oppidum (Fernández-Götz 
2014, 384; Wendling 2013). An alternative, although 
not necessarily contradictory, possibility is that this 
reflects a desire to retain the household as a social 
entity within the settlement. At some oppida this 
may represent the synoecism of the rural population 
into a more nucleated context (Sievers 2007), while 
retaining something of their distinctive rural iden-
tities (Moore and Fernández-Götz 2022). In some 
areas, such as a northern France and Bohemia, this 
may relate to a decline in rural settlements, indi-
cating the movement of a significant part of the 
rural population into the oppida (Danielisová 2014; 
Haselgrove and Guichard 2013). The abandonment 
of the rural settlement at Etting-Wettstettener Weg, 
close to Manching, contemporary with the expan-
sion of Manching around the second century bc
may be an example of this process (Eller and others 
2012, 307–08), although there remains some debate 
about the role of this settlement.

The presence of multiple areas across Manching 
interpreted as sanctuaries might also indicate the 
presence of distinct social groups within the oppidum
(Winger 2020). This process might be evident at 
Manching in its earliest origins, with the early ceme-
teries representing dispersed rural settlements which 
came together through synoecism to form a more 
densely occupied settlement while retaining some 
of their original distinctive sense of community 
(Wendling 2013, 466; Winger 2017, 100). Material 
culture and isotope analysis suggest an influx of peo-
ple from Bohemia and might also point to retained 
cultural identities within the complex (Sievers 2015). 
Evidence for such a process at Bibracte is less appar-
ent. Here it seems likely that the population explo-
sion at the complex in the first century bc may have 
partly led to a decline in rural settlement, at least in 
its immediate vicinity. Evidence that rural identities 
were retained within the oppidum is lacking how-
ever, possibly indicating that Bibracte represented 
a different social trajectory. Indeed, many oppida in 
Gaul were places where thousands of people congre-
gated, probably coming from different population 
groups to form a completely new population struc-
ture (Buchsenschutz 2007, 252; Rieckhoff 2021, 126). 
The translocation of a rural population into oppida
was, therefore, not universal. At some examples 
seemingly largely empty of dense settlement, these 
perhaps had roles more as meeting-places for dis-
persed rural communities (Moore and Fernández-
Götz 2022). When it is evident, the inclusion of 
farmstead enclosures within the oppida may mark 
tensions in transforming what remained primarily 
rural societies into more centralized ones.
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Another common element of oppida, is the pres-
ence of open areas, seen at Manching and Bibracte. 
This often takes different forms, but at many at 
oppida, such as the Titelberg and Corent, open spaces 
were concurrent with sanctuaries, combining public 
assembly with ritual (Fernández-Götz 2014; Metzler, 
Méniel, and Gaeng 2006). Other structures imply 
this combination of gathering and ritual, for example 
the theatre-like structure at Corent (Poux 2012). The 
central location of sanctuaries within many oppida
(e.g., Corent, Bibracte, Manching) reinforces the 
impression that ritual and social authority were inti-
mately combined in late Iron Age society.

In Manching it has been argued that some of 
the elaborate enclosures in the central area were 
elite residences, even if not necessarily permanently 
occupied, but rather as some form of ‘urban depend-
encies’ of a land-owning elite (Sievers 2007, 88–93; 
Wendling 2013; 2019b). In the late phase of Bibracte, 
a large, insula-like complex of Roman-style atrium 
buildings on the Pâture du Couvent, dating from the 
Augustan period (Szabó 2019; Hoppadietz forthcom-
ing), as well as the large Roman-style atrium house 
at PC1, testify to the presence of wealthy inhabit-
ants. Although it is interesting that the development 
of the latter in the last decades of occupation in the 
early first century ad coincided with the decline of 
occupation elsewhere in the complex. Elsewhere, rich 
burials, containing Roman imports, associated with 
rural settlements in the hinterlands of some oppida
in Gaul, such as close to the Titelberg, alongside 
Caesars’s reference to aedificia (elite farmsteads), 
suggest that many oppida were not the prime res-
idences of the elite but rather centres for markets 
and production with the elites situated in enclosed 
settlements in the rural landscape (Fichtl 2019; 2021; 
Metzler-Zens and Metzler 2000). The implication 
is of a complex relationship between growing sta-
tus distinctions within Iron Age society and how 
oppida were used to both limit this through nego-
tiated forms of power while also being expressions 
of how that power was obtained. In contrast to an 
emphasis on demographic and economic explana-
tions for the emergence of the oppida (Salač 2012; 
2014), others have argued their emergence was a con-
scious political project, planned and implemented by 
an elite (Kaenel 2016, 72; Gruel and Buchsenschutz 
2015, 308). This perspective regards the primary goal 
of establishing the oppida as not necessarily part of 
economic expansion, but a process of the indige-
nous elites gaining and maintaining their power 
(Rieckhoff 2021, 133).

Monumentality

One of the conventional attributes of urbanism has 
been evidence for monumental structures (e.g., 
Marcus and Sabloff 2008, 13). In general oppida lack 
such buildings, although the theatre-like structure 
at Corent (Poux 2012), the basilica and its wooden 
predecessor (Hoppadietz forthcoming) and large 
wooden building at PC 15 at Bibracte (Fig. 9.8), and 
the large halls at Manching (Wendling 2018; 2019b) 
might be argued to have been, at least in relative 
terms, of monumental significance. This dearth of 
dominant monuments may, however, support the 
notion that these were societies where power was 
expressed in other areas of social life.

One element of oppida that can be argued to be 
a defining monumental characteristic is their ram-
parts. Both Bibracte and Manching had ramparts 
which extended for many kilometres, reflecting how 
ramparts at many oppida could be on a vast scale, 
at the most extreme examples such as c. 16 km at 
Colchester (Camulodunum) in Britain and c. 10 km 
at the Heidengraben in Germany (Ade and others 
2012). The construction of such ramparts required an 
enormous consumption of resources (labour; stone; 
timber; iron) with the outer rampart at Bibracte esti-
mated to have required four million person-hours to 
construct (Haselgrove 2016, 458). For Manching, it 
has been estimated that around two thousand people 
would have been needed for 250 days to construct 
its murus gallicus (Fernández-Götz 2019b, 50) with 
resources such as the stone for the walls brought 
from some distance away (van Endert 1987, 115–18). 
The effective defensive capability of such ramparts 
has been questioned, with aspects of some murus 
gallicus ramparts, such as the absence of a ditch in 
front of it, argued as evidence that defence was not 
their primary purpose (Collis 2010, 31). Such per-
spectives have been questioned (Moret 2018) and 
may owe more to modern preconceptions of the 
nature of Iron Age warfare than a real lack of defen-
sive intention.

It seems likely that these boundaries fulfilled 
numerous roles, both practical and symbolic. 
Considering the suggested nature of Late Iron Age 
society as oligarchic (or heterarchical), one where 
power was contested between rival families, the mon-
umentalized nature of ramparts is potentially signifi-
cant. Their construction emphasizes the need for an 
elite to mobilize the community to make repeated 
statements of social control (Rieckhoff 2014). That 
such labour was expended on an aspect which defined 
(physically and symbolically) the community may 
indicate how power was part of a negotiated process 
that connected elites to the wider community, some-
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thing implied by classical writers (Fernández-Götz 
2014; Moore 2017a). Construction of the ramparts 
should, therefore, be regarded as more than a pro-
cess of defining the extent of the settlement, with 
the act of construction (and reconstruction) repre-
senting an inclusive process which reinforced group 
identity (Woolf 1993, 232).

The scale of such ramparts, in length, but also 
in their dramatic appearance, was also potentially 
significant. Inhabitants, visitors, and other com-
munities would have been well aware of what such 
ramparts represented in terms of labour consump-
tion, demonstrating the power of the community 
involved (Collis 2010, 31). Such scale should be con-
sidered not only in absolutes terms, but also how 
it compared with the scale of preceding and con-
temporary settlements (Moore 2020). As appears 
to be the case for some other mega-sites around 
the world (e.g., Co Loa and Great Zimbabwe) the 
scale of these complexes was designed to reflect 
the power of these places and the communities 
who constructed them. The scale of construction 
at oppida thus displays an element of theatre as well 
as a demonstration of practical military power. The 
materiality of these ramparts, occasionally of for-
eign form, such as the western murus gallicus style 
rampart at the eastern oppidum of Manching, may 
well have also added a form of ‘exotic knowledge’ 
(Helms 1988) demonstrating the long-distance con-
nections of its inhabitants.

The ramparts also seem to have sometimes been 
designed to choreograph movement towards, through, 
and around these complexes. Such practices may 
explain the arrangement of ramparts at oppida like 
Heidengraben and Zavist which created impressive 
approaches to elements of the complex, particularly 
high-status or ritual enclosures. The situating of 
industry on the peripheries of some complexes or 
close to the entrance, as at Bibracte, might also be 
significant, requiring visitors to pass-by this state-
ment of control over production as they moved 
towards focal places in the complex (Moore 2017a). 
At Manching, it is notable that the focus of the site, 
the central temple, was situated equidistant, and 
probably clearly visible, from the eastern and south-
ern gates (Sievers 2012). Here too the symbolic role 
of the walls in defining it as a political, economic, 
and sacred space, distinctive in the wider social land-
scape, cannot be underestimated (Rieckhoff 2021, 
118, 132; Wendling 2021, 159).

Environment and Economy

Many definitions of urbanism rest significantly on 
the relationship between central places and their 
hinterlands (Smith 2020). Despite recognition that 
oppida can only be understood in relation to their 
environs (Collis 1984, 189; Danielisová 2014), our 
appreciation of the relationships between oppida
and their hinterlands remains somewhat limited. 
For some examples, such as Condé-sur-Suippe and 
Villeneuve-St-Germain in northern France, and pos-
sibly some oppida in Bohemia, there is evidence of 
nucleation of rural settlement within their bounds 
(Danielisová 2014; Haselgrove 1996). Elsewhere, the 
role of rural settlements as suppliers of resources 
seems likely.

Pollen and other environmental evidence indi-
cate that the immediate environs of both Bibracte 
and Manching witnessed increased deforestation and 
arable exploitation in the Late Iron Age ( Jouffroy-
Bapicot and others 2013; Peters 2004). The poor soils 
in the area around Bibracte suggest much of the farm-
ing was likely to have been pastoral in nature, how-
ever, and it is assumed that significant quantities of 
cereal crops were imported into the oppidum (Petřík 
and others 2021; Wiethold 2011). At Manching the 
presence of numerous buildings interpreted as gra-
naries, suggests the storage of cereals produced in 
the local environs (Eller n.d.; Winger 2015) but with 
farming also taking place in its bounds (Küster 2013). 
For some other oppida, evidence suggests households 
still managed agricultural resources from the oppidum, 
farming the immediate hinterland (Danielisová 2014, 
81; Moore and Fernández-Götz 2022). Despite rela-
tively limited data, a similar situation may be envis-
aged for Bibracte and Manching even if large amounts 
of foodstuff were also imported.

At many oppida, open spaces within the enclo-
sure seem unlikely to have been just for public 
assembly. Even at the more densely occupied oppida, 
including Bibracte and Manching, they likely incor-
porated areas for farmland and small-scale man-
agement of livestock and horticulture. Despite the 
likelihood of agricultural production both within 
the walls and immediate environs of both our case 
studies, these and other oppida were frequently not 
located in areas of prime agricultural land. Bibracte 
was poorly located to access the better arable land 
of the adjacent Arroux Valley. Manching’s location 
has also been argued to be in relatively poor farm-
land (Wendling 2013). Oppida elsewhere appear to 
have often been positioned in landscapes which 
were relatively marginal (Moore 2020). This indi-
cates that the location of oppida was based more on 
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other factors, such as the location’s earlier social 
significance (as discussed above), the need to be 
on routeways, or access to natural resources.

Mining and Natural Resources

Something that distinguishes oppida from earlier 
Iron Age agglomerated settlements is their place-
ment close to natural resources. Mining, for copper, 
silver, and lead, appears to have been widespread 
in and around Bibracte, with the mining on Mont 
Beuvray potentially related to coinage manufacture 
(Cauuet 2020). Mining may have been some of the 
earliest activities at the site, in the second century 
bc, although it continued into the first century bc. 
At Manching the proximity of iron bog ore seems 
to have been a factor in the choice of location and 
there is evidence of significant iron working at the 
complex using these ores (Schwab and others 2006; 
Wendling 2013, 463). This was the case at other oppida
such as Kelheim, although it is unlikely that this was 
the sole rationale for the choice of these locations; 
the latter, for example, was also strategically posi-
tioned at an important river confluence.

This control of natural resources corresponds with 
roles as centres of production, including dedicated 
manufacturing areas. At Bibracte the area around La 
Côme du Chaudron (Fig. 9.5) alongside one of the 
main routes into the complex provides evidence of 
structures housing specialist bronze and iron work-
ing (Dhennequin, Guillaumet, and Szabó 2008). 
This intensification of manufacturing appears evi-
dent in the Bibracte region with evidence of higher 
industrial pollution in the Late Iron Age ( Jouffroy-
Bapicot and others 2013, 1899). At Manching special-
ized manufacture is also evident, including bronze, 
iron, glass working, and coin minting (Sievers 2007, 
73–82). Much of this activity took place in the south-
ern Altenfeld area and beyond, which appears to 
have been a specialist craftworking district (Sievers, 
Leicht, and Ziegaus 2013).

Trade and Exchange

A fundamental role of oppida was as centres of trade 
and exchange. Oppida were located close to major 
routeways, often in the form of proximity to major 
rivers. Manching was located on the intersection of 
important trade routes, with the Danube immediately 
to the north and an oxbow on the River Paar, a trib-
utary, acting as port for conducting trade (Leopold 
and Völkel 2013; Sievers 2007, 39–40; Völkel and 

Leopold 2007). Bibracte, overlooking the Arroux 
Valley is also located on an important north–south 
route, which had been used to connect with the 
Mediterranean world since the sixth century bc. 
In the second/first century bc, the Rhône–Saône–
Yonne–Seine connection was an important trade 
route between the Mediterranean world and oppida
in Gaul. This association with routeways and the 
presence of large amounts of Roman imports at 
Manching and Bibracte, particularly in the form of 
Roman amphorae, has led to the suggestion that 
one of their roles was controlling trade with Rome. 
Certainly at large oppida like Bibracte and Corent 
the amount of wine being imported and consumed 
was significant, estimated to have been as much as 
20,000 litres per annum at the latter (Poux 2012, 134). 
At Manching, by c. 200 bc imports of amphorae, as 
well as occasionally more exotic goods, were arriv-
ing from the Roman and Greek world (Stöckli 1979; 
Will 1987). The quantity of amphorae at Manching 
— indeed the easternmost find-spot of republican 
amphorae — is far lower than at Bibracte, however. 
This may suggest a different nature to the trade with 
Rome or that it was part of a rather distinct process 
of transalpine transport, perhaps utilizing wooden 
barrels (Brestel 2021). Finds such as amber from 
the Baltic and coins from a range of other Iron Age 
communities also reveal how Manching was con-
nected, as was the case at many oppida, to a com-
plex network of indigenous trade and exchange sys-
tems across Europe. Specialized structures, including 
the long houses and an enclosed commercial area 
at Manching (Wendling 2018) and possibly some 
of the rectangular buildings at Bibracte, like that 
at PC15 (Fig. 9.8), may have been structures where 
markets took place.

Evidence from classical sources that Roman trad-
ers lived within oppida also supports the notion 
that they were trade centres (Collis 2000, 236). We 
should be wary of privileging classical perspectives, 
however. Just because Rome saw these as appropri-
ate centres for conducting trade does not mean this 
was their main function. We may also be drawing 
distinctions between economic behaviour and ritual 
practice which were intimately related in Late Iron 
Age society. As Mathieu Poux (2004) has empha-
sized, the nature of Roman imports (largely for the 
consumption of wine), their treatment, and deposi-
tion on sanctuary sites, and in rich burials, empha-
sizes the main role of these goods was in ritual and 
commensality. Oppida roles in such activities, may 
therefore have stimulated such trade, rather than it 
being caused by Roman economic expansion.
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Decline and Demise

The end of oppida in Europe is overshadowed by 
the expansion of the Roman Empire. The conquest 
of Gaul in the mid-first century bc and Britain in 
the mid-first century ad led to the imposition of a 
Roman model of urbanism across much of western 
Europe. Many oppida were abandoned for more osten-
sibly suitable urban locations nearby, for example 
Gergovie and Corent for Augustonemetum (Clermont 
Ferrand) and Pommiers for Augusta Suessionum 
(Soissons). Other oppida were directly replaced by 
Roman towns, in France, as far apart as Bourges, in 
the west, to Metz in the east, and in Britain at towns 
such as Silchester and Colchester. In many ways, 
this continuity of place emphasizes Rome’s recog-
nition of oppida’s social, political, and administra-
tive importance.

The decline of Bibracte indicates how Rome’s 
incorporation of these centres was a drawn-out pro-
cess. Rather than immediately abandoned, occupation 
at Bibracte flourished at the time, and in the imme-
diate aftermath, of the Roman conquest, receiving 
numerous major buildings, many in stone. The con-
struction of temperate Europe’s earliest basilica in 
c. 50–30 bc signalled a remodelling of activity while 
stressing the social and political importance of the 
site. This undoubtably partly reflected the Aedui’s 
favourable attitude towards Rome and it remained 
the administrative centre for this region after the 
Roman conquest. Neither the density of buildings 
nor the amount of imports decreased at this time.

Around ad 10, Bibracte was replaced by a new 
urban foundation at Augustodunum (modern Autun), 
c. 20 km to the north-east. This was part of a wide-
spread reorganization of the urban infrastructure of 
Gaul in the Augustan period which may have been 
both prosaic, allowing for more strategically situated 
urban centres on the Roman road network (Barral 
and Nouvel 2012), and part of a process of impos-
ing a new social order (Fernández-Götz 2019b, 58). 
Even before its abandonment, activity at Bibracte 
had changed markedly. Towards the end of the first 
century bc the craftworking areas were largely aban-
doned or relocated from former craftworking quar-
ters to other areas. At PCo1, the building was once 
again rebuilt and craft areas moved into former cen-
tres of the civic buildings. There was also a focus on 
occupation of elaborate houses, such as that at PC1, 
while the sanctuary areas continued to be occupied 
into the ad 20s (Guichard, Meunier, and Paris 2018). 
Evidence in some areas that large-scale terracing 
for structures was taking place in the final decades 
of the first century bc (Barrier 2014), suggests too 
that the move to Augustodunum was not necessar-

ily anticipated. The end of Bibracte as an oppidum
thus represents not so much a gradual decline, but 
rather a planned resettlement of the population to 
Augustodunum. Here the indigenous elites and the 
wider population could now profit from the connec-
tion to the Roman trade network under Augustus, 
whose trade route from Areale on the Mediterranean 
via Lugdunum and Cavillonum to Bononia on the 
Atlantic led through Augustodunum.

Their replacement by Roman towns did not mean 
the oppida were simply forgotten, however. Bibracte 
is a case in point. The Iron Age sanctuaries were 
replaced with Gallo-Roman temples which contin-
ued in use throughout the Roman era. At Sources de 
l’Yonne, although occupation also declined around 
the same time, here too the sanctuaries were redevel-
oped (Moore and others 2013; Moore and Hoppadietz 
2019). The role of oppida as ritual foci continued 
at other oppida, with the construction of Roman 
sanctuaries, for example at Titelberg and Alésia. In 
Britain, some Roman temples were constructed on 
the site of what had been important Late Iron Age 
burials within the oppida, for example at Verulamium 
and Camulodunum (Creighton 2006). Elsewhere, in 
Britain, rather like the construction of the high-sta-
tus houses on Bibracte, the construction of early 
Roman villas within oppida, like Bagendon, suggests 
a continued importance of these places even after the 
abandonment of their roles as centres for production 
and exchange (Moore 2020). Activities at oppida like 
Bibracte indicate that they remained symbolically 
significant places. This implies a desire for these 
locations to remain as lieux de mémoire (Golosetti 
2017) affirming local identity as societies reformed 
in the new imperial context. In some cases these 
may have represented ‘fictive memory’, designed 
to mask changing power relations (Moore 2011). 
Nonetheless, oppida remained important in affirm-
ing community identity, with a perceived need to ref-
erence these earlier monuments. Such connections 
might even be recognized in the form of the Roman 
towns which replaced the oppida, with the scale of 
the walls and areal extent of Augustodunum mim-
icking its predecessor at Bibracte (Woolf 2006, 271).

The situation at Manching represents a differ-
ent picture. The settlement was abandoned before 
Rome arrived in the area. The oppidum declined in 
the 80s bc, with fewer imports and a diminishing 
population, eventually abandoned by the mid-first 
century bc (Wendling 2013, 481). This was part of a 
wider pattern for the decline of many oppida in cen-
tral Europe, such as Závist (Salač 2012). The date of 
this decline suggests it was unrelated to the expansion 
of the Roman Empire (Fernández-Götz 2019b, 56) 
although the possibility that the Gallic Wars of the 
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mid-first century bc destabilized the wider oppida
network remains a possibility. The decline of oppida
in central Europe has been attributed to a variety 
of external forces such as migrating peoples, from 
Italy or northern Germany, epidemics, or shifts in 
trade networks that bypassed Manching (Rieckhoff 
2002; Rieckhoff and Rösch 2019; Salač 2014, 73). The 
instability of the oppida phenomenon itself and the 
declining ability of the hinterland to sustain a large 
population has also been suggested as being key 
to Manching’s decline (Wendling 2013, 418). Salač 
(2012) has suggested that as populations increased 
their reliance on foodstuffs from elsewhere and their 
location away from the best economic routeways was 
unsustainable. According to this thesis, such a trajec-
tory should also be true for oppida such as Bibracte, 
which were located at unpromising altitudes and 
close to, but not directly on, important transport 
routes. Therefore, decline would have been inev-
itable even without the restructuring undertaken 
by Rome. The fact that, by contrast, Bibracte con-
tinued to flourish after the Gallic Wars (as outlined 
above) indicates that Salač’s (2012) thesis clearly did 
not apply to all oppida. Instead, Bibracte’s abandon-
ment appears not to have been caused by economic 
necessity or predetermined by a lack of resources 
but was instead a conscious political decision by 
Aeduan elites to exchange life in what remained a 
successful oppidum for life in the newly established 
Gallo-Roman town of Augustodunum (Hoppadietz 
forthcoming).

We have tended to see the development of oppida
as part of social evolution: the necessary growth of 
more complex central places as populations grew and 
societies became more complex. The decapitation 
of oppida by Rome may, however, mask what was a 
relatively cyclical process of nucleation and disper-
sal seen in Iron Age Europe (Fernández-Götz 2020). 
Salač (2012) has noted that the emergence and decline 
of central agglomerations in later prehistory seems 
relatively common. For example, the earlier phase 
of massive sites, in the sixth–fifth centuries bc, sim-
ilarly appeared and disappeared in a relatively short 
space of time, with expansion followed by reduction 
to a smaller core and eventual demise. Despite the 
extent of recent work at some late Hallstatt centres 
there remains little evidence that these sites contin-
ued (at least in any ‘urban’ form) into the fourth–
third centuries bc (Milcent 2014, 49).

The relatively short duration of some of these 
complexes may reflect their relatively unsuitable 
locations for sustaining large populations. If many 
oppida relied on producing their own foodstuffs, 
we might be witnessing a final explosion of activ-
ity, brought about by their monopolistic political 

and economic pre-eminence, but one which was 
unsustainable. Population decline more generally 
in the first century bc has been noted in certain 
regions of Europe (Haselgrove and Guichard 2013; 
Nikulka 2016), although the reasons for this are 
unclear. A link to disruption from the Gallic Wars and 
climate change have both been suggested, although 
the apparent absence of such a decline in other parts 
of Europe suggests potentially relatively localized 
causes. Whilst Salač (2012) sees the abandonment 
of oppida largely as a question of resource exhaus-
tion, it is also worth considering how the congre-
gation of such large numbers of people may have 
led to internal social instability due to increased 
tension over wealth inequalities (Wendling 2013). 
Based largely on forms of clientage, Late Iron Age 
societies were inherently unstable, with the dynamic 
patterning of oppida and open settlements poten-
tially reflecting the fluidity of power within, and 
between, communities (Moore and Ponroy 2014, 
152; Sievers 2008, 16). We must also consider that 
the very act of bringing groups together would have 
created new social dynamics and relationships, as 
well as new ways of obtaining and expressing power. 
Like Manching, some Gallic oppida such as Condé-
sur-Suippe declined well before the impact of Roman 
conquest and were only occupied for around forty 
years. At the latter, the complex seems likely to have 
represented the majority of the community nucle-
ated in a single centre. The tensions such processes 
may have created may not have been foreseen if the 
key motive in choosing these locations was not eco-
nomic but based on their existing social significance 
(Moore 2017a, 296).

It is notable that those oppida which continued 
in the Roman period were often those which were 
situated directly on routeways (e.g., Paris, Chartres, 
Besançon, Metz, St Albans). These centres may not 
have differed entirely in their roles from other oppida
(Moore and Ponroy 2014), but their continuity may 
tell us more about their potential as urban centres 
in classical and modern terms than their success as 
centres for Iron Age agglomeration. Here we may 
be seeing a somewhat similar distinction between 
‘upstarts’ and ‘hubs’ noted elsewhere (Lawrence and 
Wilkinson 2015), with upland oppida representing 
relatively short bursts of social requirements in con-
trast to more sustainable settlement trajectories. We 
should be wary, however, of privileging a particu-
lar concept of urban success. Although some oppida
saw relatively short floruits, they were in many cases 
important social centres for over two hundred years 
and the long biographies of the location of many 
oppida suggest they were, and remained, important 
social foci. Considering the relatively fragile nature 
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of Roman urbanism in many areas of Europe and 
the lack of a resurgence of urbanism in some areas 
of Europe until the medieval era (Collis 2014, 21), 
we may consider that nucleated urbanism could 
also be unstable.

Oppida and ‘Anomalous Giants’

Although Bibracte and Manching cannot be taken 
as necessarily indicative of the trajectory and role 
of all agglomerations of the Late Iron Age they rep-
resent useful exemplars with which to consider the 
nature of the oppida phenomena and reflect on its 
similarity to other forms of urbanism (Moore 2017b; 
Moore and Fernández-Götz 2022; Winger 2017; 2021).

The trajectories and roles of oppida share some 
important traits with several other Anomalous Giants 
discussed in this volume and elsewhere. Significant 
is the tendency, even at oppida which were at the 
more densely inhabited end of the spectrum, towards 
low-density occupation (Moore 2017b). This is shared 
with a range of African and Mesoamerican settlements 
which, while of large areal extent, have low-density 
occupation and significant open areas within their 
bounds. The dispersed and polyfocal nature of some 
oppida, seen more at complexes in Britain and perhaps 
others like the Heidengraben (Moore 2012; 2017a), 
also shares some characteristics with other anom-
alous sites like Great Zimbabwe, or Mesoamerican 
and Hawaiian urban centres (cf. Smith 2012; Isendahl 
and Smith 2013).

The reasons for this low-density occupation 
remain uncertain in the case of oppida, but there 
are indications that they were partly economic, relat-
ing to the presence of farming within the bounds 
of the complex reflecting low-density urban cen-
tres around the world (Fletcher 2009; Moore and 
Fernández-Götz 2022). It may also mark the process 
of transposing rural settlement forms into a new 
more nucleated centre. This was partly a social, as 
much as economic, process attempting to retain the 
identity and power of rural communities in the pro-
cess of nucleation and agglomeration (Moore and 
Fernández-Götz 2022). Such a desire to retain the 
power and identity of rural communities in a qua-
si-urban setting can be seen in the western African 
giant ‘villages’, such as Umor in Nigeria and Tallensi 
and LoDagaba in Ghana (Fletcher 2019; Moore and 
Fernández-Götz 2022) and perhaps Neolithic Trypillia 
(Chapman and others 2014). This may indicate that 
in addition to any apparent technical constraints on 
settlement density (Fletcher 1995), the low-density 
nature of some ‘Anomalous Giants’ might reflect 
broader social commonalities. This seems to have 

been negotiated or heterarchical forms of power, sim-
ilar to many Anomalous Giants, which contrasted 
more nucleated urbanism. This tension in how power 
operated might also be reflected in the emphasis 
on open areas for assembly within many oppida
something also seen in the central area at Neolithic 
Trypillia (Chapman and others 2014) and communal 
meeting-places within some African ‘giant villages’ 
(Moore 2017a), although neither are directly anal-
ogous to the oppida. At the same time, commonal-
ities between the architecture and layout of some 
oppida with cities in the classical Mediterranean 
world (Wendling 2018; Winger 2017) suggest that 
Iron Age societies were experimenting with pro-
cesses of social and power centralization, drawing 
upon the needs of existing social organization and 
the influence of external sources.

The low-density nature of oppida may also be 
explained by the way in which they created land-
scape as arenas for display. At Bibracte, like many 
oppida, the arrangement of the complex suggests 
that movement into and through these complexes 
was as much about creating an impressive expe-
rience (Rieckhoff 2014) which demonstrated the 
power of its inhabitants and elites (Moore 2017a). 
In this there are affinities with complexes like Great 
Zimbabwe, suggesting that low-density was as much 
a product of how oppida positioned elements of 
activity in certain areas to convey a sense of power 
rather than just physical constraints.

As with other Anomalous Giants that developed 
in dialogue with a nearby empire, such as Co Loa 
in Vietnam (Kim, Lai, and Trinh 2010), the role of 
the Roman Empire in the development and decline 
of oppida remains hard to disentangle from long-
term social and economic dynamics. Indeed, oppida
caution us against dichotomies between internal 
or external causation (Fletcher 2004, 131). A range 
of changes were taking place across the later first 
millennium bc, some at a continental scale (such 
as population increase), others far more localized. 
The varied form of oppida suggests such pressures 
were dealt with in different ways. It is not a case of 
whether Roman imperial expansion caused the emer-
gence of oppida, but rather how Iron Age societies 
reacted to the range of changes, and how underly-
ing factors (including existing social systems, econ-
omies, religious beliefs) influenced those choices.

The relatively short-lived nature of oppida, at 
least as large, relatively densely occupied centres, is 
also reminiscent of various Anomalous Giants. For 
oppida this may be partly related to the instability 
of their social cohesion and the unstable nature of 
power in the Late Iron Age societies. It may in part 
also be due to a reliance on resources from elsewhere 
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and exchange as drivers in their economic basis. 
As Fletcher’s (1995) analysis has revealed, agrarian 
societies’ creation of low-density urbanism allows 
them to bypass the constraints of nucleated urban-
ism, although the stability of such agglomerations 
remains open to question.

Conclusions

Discussions of oppida have often struggled to find 
alternatives to neo-evolutionary models of urban-
ism and state formation. Evidence that oppida may 
have been part of a cyclical process of centraliza-
tion and decentralization (Fernández-Götz 2018; 
Salač 2012), alongside the volatility seen in some 
rural settlement patterns at this time, emphasizes 
that these societies were far from stable. The diver-
sity of oppida reflects a range of alternative mecha-
nisms to managing social complexity and were not 
a planned trajectory to centralized states, but adap-
tations to a range of internal and external pressures. 
Some of the solutions resulted in places and struc-
tures which were potentially unstable or unsustain-

able. The congregating of heterarchical societies 
may have been an original intention, but the mon-
umentalizing of social centres and permanency of 
communities, alongside the growth of specialists, is 
likely to have led to unintended outcomes. In some 
cases, this may have led to the disbandment of the 
experiment, whilst others morphed into different 
social and architectural forms. To provide explana-
tory frameworks for oppida, it is increasingly useful 
to move away from the geographically and theoret-
ically isolated nature of European Iron Age studies 
to place oppida in the broader context of centrali-
zation in Africa, the Americas, and beyond, rather 
than solely comparing it with classical urbanism. 
There are indications that such comparisons sug-
gest oppida were part of a wider alternative trajec-
tory of societies to accommodate the needs of larger 
social systems with central places that varied from 
classical urban norms.

Abbreviations

Caes., B Gall. Caesar, De bello Gallico
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