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Summary

For a long time, Bern, Burgdorf and Freiburg im Breisgau
were regarded as classic examples of medieval new towns.
For this reason, their particular interest for historians
and archaeologists lay in the topography of new urban
planning and traces of possible earlier sites. Any later
enlargement, therefore, was ignored. However, this is the
main object of the present study, which raises the general
question of the growth of medieval towns: when, where,
how and why did they expand?

To find answers to these questions, research was
focused on the cases of Burgdorf, Bern and Freiburg, three
towns founded by the Zihringen. The first part covers
the definition of certain terms and shows the need, when
discussing the suburbs and urban expansion, to distin-
guish between various aspects covering urban dynamics,
topography, architecture and law. The second presents
the topographical development of each town from an
historical perspective supported by both archaeologi-
cal evidence and written sources. Throughout the one
hundred and fifty to two hundred and fifty years of their
growth during the Middle Ages, the three towns expanded
no fewer than twenty times, each in a different way. The
study of their period of existence, the evidence they left
behind and their chronology has resulted in a broad range
of conclusions regarding those responsible for expanding
the towns - feudal lords as well as town councils - the
circumstances and the motives, the topographical and
architectural features, the religious and lay institutions, as
well as the economic and social structure. The third part
comprises a comparative study of these various elements
and an interpretation of them from the perspective of the
initial questions.

It was concluded that the growth of these towns
did not only result from unplanned development, which
was surrounded at a later date by a wall to integrate it into
the old town, but also from an evolution that was often
complex and carried out in several stages. Much of it, in
fact, comprised areas founded by the town authorities and
properly planned. This, for example, was the case of the
“outer new town” of Bern, the result of a decision taken
by the town council in 1344. Other areas occupied a site
which was originally dependent on a castle and often pre-
dated the town. These had been deliberately left outside

the walls when the town was founded, but had slowly
become economically and demographically attractive as
the town grew, and were finally absorbed by it. The artisan
quarter of Holzbrunnen, which was dependent on the
castle of Burgdorf, is a case in point, becoming the “lower
town” during the town’s second period of expansion in
the second half of the 13% century.

General demographic growth was not the only
explanation for the expansion of these towns. New areas
were often founded by the feudal lord at the time of his
accession. This happened with the “new interior town”
(Innere Neuenstadt) of Bern, the foundation of which
appears to owe much to Peter II of Savoy. The objective
of town councils in cases of expansion was generally to
remove the special legal statuses that existed on its territo-
ry and broaden the application of municipal rights, often
to the detriment of the feudal lord. The integration of the
“old market” of Burgdorf in 1322 is an example of this.

There was another form of growth, besides the
classic process of expansion through absorbing fairground
land or areas into the town proper: intramural growth,
which comprised the development of urban plots of land
that had not previously been built on. An example of this
is the district of Unterlinden, whose buildings only date
from the 13" century, on the north-west edge of what is
today Freiburg.

The new urban areas and their inhabitants reveal
a number of common features concerning chronology,
designation and legal status, location and fortifications,
the road network, the division of land, housing structure
and density, the fabric of lay and religious installations,
and finally socio-economic aspects.

Urban growth in most towns stopped during the
14 century, with outbreaks of the plague and the econo-
mic crisis putting an end to demographic expansion. This
in turn often led to a marked decline in population. The
three towns studied here experienced localised depopu-
lation, with houses or groups of houses demolished and
inhabited areas turned into gardens.
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