
The circular villages on the lower Geest in the Hanoverian
Wendland were established in the early phases of European
settlement expansion, a process which was to change Eastern
Central Europe fundamentally over the course of the High
Middle Ages. In what follows, I will describe the beginnings
of these changes in the cultural landscape and illustrate the
implications of settlement expansion, using the example of
the settlement and plot layouts which were in use, especially
in the Bremen Weser Marshes and in the Hanoverian Wend-
land. When looking for the beginnings of these developments,
one is drawn to the area south of Leipzig, where Wiprecht II
of Groitzsch ruled at the beginning of the 12th century.

Wiprecht of Groitzsch and settlement expansion
between the Mulde, Wiera and Schnauder 

The annals of the abbey of Pegau for the year 1104 tell us that
Wiprecht ordered new land to be ploughed (exarari) in the dio-
cese of Merseburg. To this end, coloni were brought over
(transtulit) from Franconia, where his mother Sigena was mar-
ried. On Wiprecht’s order, these colonists had silva funditus ex-
stirpata, i.e. completely cleared the forest, in order to be
allowed to settle this region in the future and to hold hereditary
rights (hereditario iure) to it. Between the rivers Mulde, Wiera
and Schnauder, numerous settlements (villae) were founded
and finally even an abbey subservient to Pegau was established
at Luzeke (Lausigk) to function as parish church. In 1105,
Bishop Albuin of Merseburg, following Wiprecht’s wishes, as-
serted in writing that the tithe payments of named settlements
and those to be established in future were to go to the
monastery of St James in Pegau. The annalist found it amusing
(ridiculosus) that every person was to name after himself (ex
suo nomine nuncupare) the property he had established with
his own labour and that of his family. Indeed, among the set-
tlement names listed in the charters of the Bishop of Merseburg
are a whole host of patronymic place names paired with the
root word –dorf: amongst others Saslausdorf, Ottendorf, Bal-
lendorf, Milansdorf, and even an Etzoldshain.1

The initiator of this process of settlement2 in the marches east
of the Saale was Wiprecht II of Groitzsch, a colourful per-
sonality with far-flung contacts amongst others to the Salian

emperors Henry IV and Henry V and the Bohemian prince
Vratislav II of the Přemyslid dynasty, whose daughter Judith
became Wiprecht‘s wife.3 Wiprecht had grown up at the court
of the Margrave of the North Marches, Udo of Stade, who
from 1068 onwards also administered the March of Zeitz and
who gave Wiprecht the castle of Groitzsch. It is certainly no
coincidence that settlement expansion involving colonists
from faraway regions also took place in the surroundings of
Udo II’s sphere of activity.

Dutch settlements along the lower Weser 

In 1106, or more likely in 1113, Frederick Archbishop of Bre-
men and Hamburg sealed a treaty (pactio) with named per-
sons from the left banks of the lower Rhine, who are referred
to as Dutchmen and were led by a priest named Henry. They
allegedly had come to him asking for unploughed and
swampy land, terra...nostris indigenis superfluam, i.e. of no
use to its own inhabitants, in order to render it usable (ad ex-
colendam). After extensive consultation, he decided not to
turn down these wishes, but instead to enter into a written
agreement with this group, spelling out the conditions under
which they were to be granted this land. Every year, a denar-
ius was to be paid for each manse obtained. Its extent was to
be 720 regales virgae, or king’s rods, long and 30 wide, in-
cluding the small rivers (rivuli) flowing therein.
The Dutchmen apparently agreed to pay tithes according to
the archbishop’s regulations. In order not to be under the ju-
risdiction of a worldly court, the Dutchmen agreed to pay two
silver marks a year per 100 manses to be able to settle their
own disputes. In very grave situations, the archbishop was to
join them and receive one third of the court fees, the Dutch-
men retaining two thirds. They were allowed to build
churches in places of their own choosing. To support them,
Frederick granted them the tenth part of the tithe of the es-
tablished parish churches; each one was to be equipped with
hides for the priests. These were to be under the control of
the already mentioned priest (sacerdos) Henry for as long as
he lived. Finally, Archbishop Frederick left the land they had
asked for to the laymen Helkin, Arnold, Hiko, Fordolt and
Referik, who accompanied the priest, and to their heirs se-
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cundum seculi leges et prefata conventionem, according to
worldly laws and the written charter.4

The charter of Archbishop Frederick is not preserved in the
original, but only as a copy. It does not contain any informa-
tion as to where the Dutchmen and their priest Henry wanted
to settle. Following much critical discussion, it now seems
clear5 that the treaty was not drawn up with regard to the
Altes Land along the lower Elbe near Stade6, but instead for
the parishes Wasserhorst and Horn immediately north and
north-east of Bremen, where Dutch hides are recorded as
early as AD 1187.7

The Dutchmen8 began by establishing a hide marsh-plot either
side of a dam called Sietwenje, north of the long settled ridge
of the Bremen dune and between the two small rivers of the
lesser Wümme and Wümme. Each farm received a roughly
equal-sized share of this marsh-plot in the form of a strip plot
with an area of 47.5 hectares, immediately adjacent to their
farmyard and crossing the entire meadow. These strips were
separated from each other by drainage ditches running straight
down to the lesser Wümme. On the side further away from
the settlement, they ended on the so-called aft dyke, which
was built to prevent flooding by water from further inland.
The lesser Wümme, probably already straightened, also ful-
filled the function of an outlet channel. The marsh-plots were
further subdivided by dykes or canals running parallel to the
aft dykes and outlets, that is to say by further ditches which
ensured drainage from the low-lying plots.9

The farms were built on terps raised for this purpose, as it
was at first impossible to completely surround all the marsh
plots with dykes. Only the fields immediately adjacent to the
farms were enclosed by polders and hence protected from
smaller floods. Pasture for the herds was located beyond that.
Via the rivers and ditches, the farms could be reached by boat
and any future surplus produce could be transported to market
in this way, just as supplies were brought in.10

Establishing a settlement of this kind makes great demands,
initially in terms of measuring out the plots, later regarding
the construction and maintenance of ditches, dams and
dykes.11 The Dutch were, however, experienced in these mat-
ters, as river marsh-plots of this kind had been established
in the Bishopric of Utrecht and in the counties of Flanders
and Holland since the middle of the 11th century.12 After the
hides had been measured out, the terps for the farms were
built and only later were they connected by a front dyke.
However, there was still some way to go before the typical
look of a modern Marschhufendorf (or marsh-plot village)
with its multitude of very narrow parcels of land was
achieved: the narrow strips were only created by dividing
the estate amongst several heirs. This in turn was made pos-
sible by the specific legal form which Archbishop Frederick
of Bremen-Hamburg had granted to the new settlers in 1106
or 1113: the Dutchmen‘s law allowed the settlers to freely
pass their farms and hides on to their descendants. Alongside
the settlement and plot forms oriented towards the growing
of cereals, this right of free emphyteusis, which originally
came from the Netherlands but was then also established at
the mouths of the rivers Weser and Elbe, finally found its
way into East Central Europe.13

Settlement expansion east of the Elbe and Saale

Word that this area was suitable for settlement expansion
started to spread at the beginning of the 12th century. Partly,
this was down to a proclamation signed by Wiprecht of
Groitzsch, which was read in the churches of Thuringia and
Saxony at more or less the same time as the Franks settled
between the Elster and Wiera and the Dutch began to build
their marsh-plot settlements along the Weser:
“Proclaim this in the churches, hallow a fast, call together the
congregation, gather the people, declare this and let it be
heard to all borders of your jurisdiction, hallow the strife,
awaken the strong, put on your belts you strong sons, and
come all you warriors ...  The heathens are wicked, but their
land is rich with meat, honey, poultry and flour and, if it is
farmed, full of the riches of the harvests of the land, so that
no other compares to it. So say those who know it. Hence,
you Saxons and Franks, you men of Lorraine and Flanders,
you famous conquerors of the world, here you can save your
souls and, if you so wish, win the best land to settle. He
whose strong arm helped the French, who came from the fur-
thest west, to triumph over their foes in the furthest east, may
he give you the will and the power to subdue these neigh-
bours and so inhuman heathens, and may everything go well
for you”.14

This call to a crusade by Saxon ecclesiastical and worldly
leaders dates to the year 1108. It does not incite to a military
expedition to Palestine, as would have been usual at the time,
but to conquer and settle in the marches east of the Elbe. This
shows which aims the church and the nobility at the north-
eastern edge of the freshly consolidated Germany of the High
Middle Ages had been following since the beginning of the
12th century.15 This and similar calls which were to follow
were successful, and that the settlers from the west really did
come is shown by a large number of settlement and locational
charters16 and historiographic reports,17 but in particular by
place names18 and material remains investigated archaeolog-
ically.19 This process involved the military subjugation of the
Slavic dominions east of the Elbe and Saale, the immigration
of Frankish, Flemish, Rhenish and Saxon groups of people,
their settlement between the Slavic inhabitants of the con-
quered territories or in the territories of the lords who had re-
cruited them, and finally the gradual but fundamental
transformation of the cultural and natural landscape they
found. Today, we are far from seeing this as one of the “great
deeds of the German people”,20 as was the case up to the mid-
dle of the last century, or even from pointing to the ”fateful
imperial crown” which let the emperor ”lose sight of the Ger-
man area and its necessities for survival”, as it is phrased in
the sketch maps for German history of 1938, while Henry I
and Henry the Lion were said to have expanded ”German
Lebensraum to the east”.21 Similarly, interpretation of these
events within the framework of a generally aggressive “feu-
dal German expansion to the east”22 has become rare. Rather,
a consensus seems to have been established that the “German
medieval settlement in the east [should be seen] as a Euro-
pean problem”. Today, following Klaus Zernack, Eastern
colonisation is interpreted as ”a process of universal history
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proceeding from west to east, which led to the acculturation
and westernisation of the eastern half of Europe“23. As Chris-
tian Lübke claims, ”in a view aiming at the analysis of struc-
tures”, a ”German, national component of medieval
settlement in the east” has „irretrievably lost its traditional
pre-eminence“.24

In summary, at the moment the communis opinio is that from
the 12th century, and due to changing economic and social
conditions in the western areas of the empire, pressure to em-
igrate was building up,25 and in areas east of the Elbe this was
coupled with conditions that made successful settlement pos-
sible.26 From the beginning of the 12th century, there is in-
creasing evidence for settlement expansion achieved with the
aid of new settlers. Two instances have already been briefly
introduced in this essay. In contrast, a process of settlement
expansion apparently wholly carried by the autochthonous
population was implemented further to the north-east.

Settlement expansion with circular villages in the
Hanoverian Wendland 

Traces of early settlement expansion into the Slavic areas still
visible today, although they have been reshaped to an extent,
are the circular villages in the lower Geest in the Hanoverian
Wendland, located west of the Jeetzel and west of Lüchow in
the district of Lüchow-Dannenberg.27 The closed layout of
these villages, so impressive today, is not their original ap-
pearance; instead, this is due to modern changes. At the time
of their foundation, these villages probably consisted of only
a few farmsteads arranged in sectors around an open space.
The agricultural land of these villages was divided into what
Wolfgang Meibeyer introduced as so-called “Riegenschläge”,
subdivided into as many strip plots as there were full hides,
i.e. possible farmsteads in the settlement. Villages and plots
thus show a planned arrangement, making it very likely that
all circular villages on the lower and probably also on the
higher Geest, which was later much more strongly affected
by desertification processes, were established at the same
time and in one episode of expansion.28

Given that almost all circular villages in the Hanoverian
Wendland have Slavic place names, it is almost certain that
this process of settlement expansion was carried out by a
Slavic population. Earlier settlement geographic research was
certainly content to interpret the circular villages as Slavic
settlements allegedly belonging to the earliest settlement hori-
zon of the region.29 However, this is contradicted by the re-
sults of the very actively pursued archaeological investigation
of the region. It could show that, beginning with the Slavic
immigration of the 8th century, the lower-lying areas of the
Wendland along the Elbe, Jeetzel and Aland did indeed form
a Slavic settlement community. However, in the area of the
lower Geest, where the circular villages are located, only very
little Slavic pottery has so far been found in the surroundings
of existing villages.30 This proves that the circular villages
west of Lüchow were built with the participation of Slavic
settlers, but that this could only have happened at a time when
Slavic pottery had already gone out of use and had been su-

perseded by “German” pottery forms. This cannot have been
the case before the second half of the 12th century.31 The pe-
riod after the Wendish crusade of 1147 is also the time when
political power in the former area of the Linones32 and across
in Drawehn finally passed into the hands of immigrant ruling
families; in the latter case these were the counts of Lüchow
and those of Dannenberg.33 It was most likely they who ini-
tiated the planned settlement expansion onto the hitherto un-
settled Geest, supervised it and ensured that it resulted in a
kind of village form that perhaps corresponded to the habits
and preferences of the Slavic population.34

But where did the Slavs come from who, in one unified event,
covered the lower Geest with planned settlements? Wolfgang
Meibeyer still felt the need to invoke prisoners of war from
the areas east of the Elbe.35 Of course, the settlement of pris-
oners did play an important role in the High Middle Ages in
East Central Europe,36 but over the last few decades, archae-
ological research in the Wendland suggests another possibil-
ity. Due to the rising water levels of the Elbe and the Jeetzel,
the late Slavic settlements near water were becoming pro-
gressively uninhabitable in the 12th century;37 in the area
south-west of Lüchow too, several Slavic settlements were
abandoned before the 12th/13th century.38 Here as elsewhere
in Germania Slavica, the building of dykes, forest clearance
and the reduction of forest cover in the upper and middle
reaches of the rivers resulted in an increase in the ground
water table, forcing the Slavic population to change their eco-
nomic strategy, oriented towards animal husbandry, fishing
and beekeeping,39 and to partly abandon the settlements on
the water’s edge. Their inhabitants had to find a new home,
and given that new agricultural technologies in the form of
the reversible plough had made its soils easy to work, the
lower Geest offered a welcome opportunity for the new rulers
to find a settlement option for the Slavs driven from their tra-
ditional settlement locations in the lowlands. In the circular
villages built in the newly settled areas far from the lowlands,
and perhaps partly because of the familiar village structures,
the Dravenopolabians of the Wendland then had the oppor-
tunity to preserve their language and regional peculiarities
for much longer than other Slavic communities, namely well
into the modern period. Relics of a Polabian language were
recorded in the area around Lüchow as late as 1700.40

However, circular villages do not just exist in the Hanoverian
Wendland, but in an area extending from the Kieler Förde to
Bohemia.41 From this fact, the Göttingen geographer Hans-
Jürgen Nitz has concluded that circular villages were a set-
tlement form of Frankish state colonisation at the east edge
of the Carolingian Empire. He argued in favour of such an
early date, because some of the sites with this kind of village
form and landscape organisation had already been mentioned
in sources of the 8th or 9th centuries.42 However, it is much
more likely that the settlements mentioned so early did at that
point not yet have such an elaborate plot structure and were
only transformed and reshaped accordingly in the 12th cen-
tury. After all, neither have these sites yielded archaeological
finds which would suggest the establishment of planned set-
tlements in the Frankish period, nor has the theory of Frank-
ish ”state settlement” been tenable.43 Nevertheless, the
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circular villages have shown themselves to be capable of de-
velopment.44 In the lower mountain ranges, circular villages
could be turned into radial Waldhufendörfer (or forest hide
villages). This is for instance shown in Wosant/Bažantov at
the border between Bohemia and the Franconian Forest, a vil-
lage which was only finally abandoned in 1945. The only vis-
ible trace indicating the location of the site is the hollow of
the former village pond in the central square. The site was
abandoned in the course of the relocation or deportation of
its inhabitants from Czechoslovakia. Recently, this has made
possible the archaeological excavation by the west Bohemian
University of Pilsen, which has brought to light evidence of
the establishment of the village in the 13th century.45

In summary, it can be stated that from the first decade of the
12th century onwards, and following the example of prede-
cessors in the area of the Rhine delta, Dutch immigrants es-
tablished marsh-plot villages in the river marshes of the
Weser and the Elbe, aiming to increase agricultural produc-
tion and especially the growing of cereals. The initiators were
hoping for more income in the form of money and other
goods, while the so-called Dutchmen’s law meant that the im-
migrants received better legal conditions than in their area of
origin. This particularly concerns the right of emphyteusis
with the possibility to pass down the established farms. Such
settlement expansion was also initiated further inland, for ex-
ample by Wiprecht of Groitzsch between the Elbe and the
Mulde, where immigrants from Franconia and Sorbs living

in the region established settlements subject to new laws.
After the Wendish crusade of 1147, settlement expansion
driven exclusively by the Slavic population began west of the
Jeetzel in the Hanoverian Wendland. Here, no river-marsh
plots were established. Instead, the strip plots were laid out
radially as “Riegenschläge” adapted to a circular village
shape. This type of layout is only a short step away from the
villages built around a green and with open-field oxgang plots
adapted to three-field crop rotation, such as were recorded in
the 13th century in the March of Brandenburg, as for example
the village of Schönfeld in the Brandenburgian landscape of
Barnim. In terms of agricultural food production therefore,
north-eastern Europe from the 12th century onwards was at
the threshold of a new age. Successful settlement expansion
led away from the subsistence economy that had hitherto
characterised the Slavic river landscape with its waterside set-
tlements. Alongside steady growth, this enabled the popula-
tion to produce cereals for a larger market, paving the way
for new urban and monetary conditions.46 Although today we
should no longer hark back to the contrast between the ”fate-
ful imperial crown” and the eastward expansion as a “great
deed of the German people”47, we can still appreciate the new
legal and economic quality caused by the process of Euro-
pean settlement expansion. Only in the Hanoverian Wendland
the circular villages of the lower Geest form a coherent area,
reminding us of this period of European step-change.
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