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Two important developments have set the stage for pursuing a fuller and more comprehensive history of 

Aachen than has ever been the case before: (1) in 2006 the municipal government appointed its own 

official city archaeologist (which bodes well for the hitherto sparsely researched Roman through 

Carolingian eras), and (2) after several years of shepherding the publication of an essential multi-volume 

collection of the city’s primary source documents »Regesten der Reichsstadt Aachen«, Dr. Thomas R. 

Kraus, director of the Stadtarchiv, is now serving as the series editor for a comprehensive history of the 

city of Aachen. This present volume is the first of the series. The first three volumes are planned to appear 

by 2014, and four additional volumes as soon as possible thereafter: 1: The natural foundations of the 

region and Aachen’s history from the late Celtic through the Roman and Merovingian periods; 2: The 

Carolingian, Ottonian, and Salian monarchies to the beginning of the Staufer era; 3: The emergence of the 

independently governed city of Aachen to the end of the 15th century; 4: Late 15th century to the entrance 

of the French revolutionary troops; 5: 1792/93–1814; 6: 19th-century Aachen; 7: 20th-century Aachen. 

The voluminous amount of archival sources, when coupled with the mountain of modern studies in various 

different subfields of Aachen’s history, has hitherto prevented the production of a Gesamtdarstellung of 

Aachen’s lengthy history. Such is the hurdle the present series has the courage to overcome. This first 

volume is dedicated to the natural history context for Aachen’s human history as well as to that human 

history from its prehistoric origins to the Merovingian era. As Aachen never had a medieval city chronicle, 

the first urban histories of the city only began in the 17th century, and during that and the subsequent 

century the best efforts (Beeck, Nopp, Thenen, and Moser) were still narrow antiquarian productions by 

clergy or legal scholars, who centered their efforts more on ecclesiastical foundations or urban constitution 

respectively than on the holistic history of the city writ large. The late 18th century saw the emergence of 

individual studies by city archivists (Meyer, Haagen) and the founding of the Aachener Geschichtsvereins 

(1879) as a supporter of a series of narrowly envisioned research projects. Only in 1924 did archvist Albert 

Huyskens edit a series for school teachers on the art/architectural, economic, legal, constitutional, 

religious, health & welfare, educational, and cultural histories of the city known as the »Aachener 

Heimatgeschichte« – interestingly enough with much of the pre-World War I imperial history of the 19th 

century missing. This series has been the only substantial effort thus far to provide the city with a usable 

public history, and so it was republished in 1984 despite its anachronisms. The Stadtarchiv director 
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Bernhard Poll did produce a multi-volume series »Geschichte Aachens in Daten«, which however only 

covered the early modern era to the present and in no particularly systematic way other than by 

considering events by calendar dating. In the absence of an academic research-based comprehensive 

history, the newspaper writer and dialect poet Will Hermann published his popular general history of daily 

life known as »Erzstuhl des Reiches. Lebensgeschichte der Kur- und Kronstadt« in 1951. So there still 

remains a very real need for a complete, research-based history of the entire span of Aachen’s existence. 

Let us then turn to the contents of the first volume in this long-needed series. 

The first 202 pages (fully 46% of the total pages in this volume) are dedicated to the natural history of the 

Aachen region. This collective project by colleagues at the Rheinisch-Westfälische Technische 

Hochschule Aachen – Werner Kasig (Professor Emeritus of Geology), Frank Lehmkuhl (Professor of 

Physical Geography and Geoecology), Thomas R. Rüde (Professor of Hydrology), Rafig Azzam 

(Professor of Engineering Geology and Hydrology), and Klaus-Günter Hinzen (Professor of Geology and 

earthquake research) of the Universität Köln – begins with the cosmic words of Prof. Dr. Kasig, »Unser 

Planet Erde, der in Milliarden von Jahren enstand, ist der einzige Himmelskörper in unserem 

Sonnensystem, der die natürlichen Voraussetzungen für die Entwicklung des Menschen bot.« Now that is 

an historical contextualization of Aachen’s past that would bring tears of joy to Annaliste devotees of the 

longue durée. As is now clear, before considering the impact of humans breaking the crust of the earth in 

section two of the volume, we here learn in exhaustive fashion about the geographic-geologic foundations 

of the Lower Rhine Bay with its sandstone, clay, limestone, and dolomite stone formations shaped over 

millions of years, the warm tropical lowland sea that covered the Aachen region in the middle Devonian 

era whose sediment enabled the formation of calcium carbonate so essential for its abundant limestone 

deposits, and the rising of the Nordeifel range with its rich flint and quartzite deposits. Geology, 

mineralogy, geophysics, hydrology, and geography are impressively employed to fashion an earth history 

into which human habitation emerges by the dawn of the warming Holocene era (ca. 10,000–12,000 years 

ago). A number of Aachen street names still attest to the importance of natural resources in the city’s 

history (Bleibergerstraße, Eisenhütte, Kalkbergstraße, Kelmesbergweg, Kupferstraße, Quellenweg, 

Sandweg, Steinmühlenweg, and Zum Blauen Stein to name a few). Fine chapters on the history of 

regional earthquakes, the eco-environment, regional geological formations, and the impact of both cold 

and thermal groundwater presence on human history round out the first section of the book, with the latter 

concluding as one would expect that »Aachen verdankt seine Entstehung vor allem den Thermalwässern« 

(p. 131). The over 100 graphs, charts, and photographs, many of them rich color productions, add a luster 

to this section and enables the reader to thoroughly comprehend the possibilities for, limitations on, and 

regulation of human habitation in the Aachen region. 

Evidence of a human presence on this landscape appears with flint mining for tools and weapons, whose 

trade likely shaped stone-age human relations in the region. The discovery of warm thermal water served 

as the second attractive natural resource by the era of Celtic habitation, which may well have been the 

primary motivation for Roman settlement in the Aachen area. Archaeology therefore takes the lead in the 
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remaining half of the book, providing the most recent evidence for the presence of both Paleolithic hunter-

gatherers (ca. 50 000 years ago at the latest) and Neolithic settlements (Bandkeramiker ca. 4900 B.C., 

Rössen ca. 4700–4500 B.C., Michelsberg ca. 3800–3000 B.C.), though these settlements were very 

sparse indeed. The remnants of a flint industry emanating from mines in Lousberg and producing tools, 

hatches, and blades remain alongside the various forms of ceramic products. Only a few Bronze-Age sites 

have been found thus far in Aachen (Urnfelder ca. 1300–800 B.C.) and even fewer Iron-Age (La Tène) 

sites, both of whose sparse burial mounds suggest that the region was not widely inhabited nor exploited 

by Celtic tribes. 

Documentation of Celtic presence in the region occurs first in Roman literary sources (principally Julius 

Caesar’s »De bello Gallico«), and this evidence matches archaeological findings that the Eburones did not 

predominate around Aachen, which had only scattered individual farms since the land was not particularly 

good for agricultural use. The same can be said about the absence of Germanic tribes strongly influenced 

and often led by Celts, such as the Sunici and the Cimbrian Aduatuci. Rather, it was as a resort for Roman 

legionaries and their families (which had accumulated along the Rhine River with Cologne as its center by 

the late first century B. C.) that Aachen owed its urban foundations. By the end of the first century A.D. 

Gallo-Roman manors formed in the countryside as Roman veterans took up their land grants, and Roman 

mining developed in search of iron and lead. These population clusters provided a growing customer base 

for the town’s now thriving thermal bath industry. Aachen’s very name indicates its essential Gallo-Roman 

origin: Aquae Granni, the waters of Granus Mogunus Amarcolitanus – a Celtic deity of Belgian Gaul 

associated with spas, healing thermal-mineral springs, and the sun, whom the Romans in Gaul 

appropriated as Apollo Grannus. 

Roman Aachen occupied about 20–30 hectares as the inner settlement, dated about a few years before 

the birth of Christ, with an outer »Roman influenced zone« including the settlement at Burtscheid. Fresh 

water was supplied from an aqueduct system built by Romans between the thermal bath at Burtscheid 

and Aachen, and the inner zone of the town was laid out in good Roman squared streets. Evidence 

survives of Mediterranean imports befitting a spa resort, such as wine, oil, oysters, figs, olives, and Italian 

table crockery, but no evidence of a Roman military presence exists. In this way, Aachen resembles more 

the civilian settlements in Gallia Belgica than the military settlements in Germania Inferior. Scholars still 

debate the province to which the spa town was actually oriented, and what its Roman legal status actually 

was (vicus or oppidum). Aachen prospered in any case during the first two centuries A.D., with baths for 

women and possibly even a theatre added. The settlement also became a center for pottery, metal, glass, 

and bone pearl production. 

The peculiar circumstance that to date no one has located in Aachen substantial Roman cemeteries (only 

one has been identified from the late Roman era on Alexanderstraße), a series of religious shrines 

(beyond a temple am Hof and a small shrine to Isis), or numerous Latin inscriptions (only 34 have been 

found to date) has made it very difficult to say much more about the history of Roman Aachen. The same 
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can also be said for the transition era into Merovingian hegemony. No more than 2000–3000 inhabitants 

likely filled the Aachen-Burtscheid during the early and middle Imperial era, though this still makes it the 

fifth largest Roman community north of the Eifel Mountains and between the Rhine and Meuse rivers 

(after Cologne, Xanten, Bonn, and Neuss). A rapid decline from such prosperity becomes clear as Roman 

military and administrative withdrawal from the region in the face of Germanic expansion is completed in 

the 5th century A.D. Yet there is archaeological evidence for continuity of settlement and stability of 

population during the tumultuous 3rd–5th centuries, with Germanic foederati defending the Roman cause 

(e. g. the Romanized Frankish magistri militum Bauto, Richomeres, and Arbogast as well as the half-

Vandal/half-Roman Stilicho) and the baths still functioning. Resultant interruptions in luxury trade, 

however, and the decline of Roman customers for the thermal baths eventually brought an end to Roman 

Aachen, and by the mid-5th century a reduced core remnant of Gallo-Romans mixed with the Germanic 

tribes who had settled in the region. This shift in the ruling elites is clearly evidenced by the discovery of a 

silver earring and bronze fibula found in a wooden sarcophagus (dendrochronologically dated to ca. 734), 

two east Gothic bronze coins from the first half of the 6th century, and Merovingian pottery – all located in 

the area from the Aachen Altstadt triangle of cathedral-market-Elisengarten areas. But again, lest we 

conclude that such archaeological evidence indicates an ›end‹ it can just as easily be read as a sign of 

continuity of settlement, which continued in this Altstadt core area into Carolingian times. Thus Frankish 

Aachen was not a complete new founding on the abandoned Roman remains of the town (such is the 

advantage of archaeology in the absence of literary sources) though we cannot say much about the 

character of Aachen’s remaining settlement from the sixth to the eighth centuries. We are reminded, 

however, that King Pippin did celebrate Christmas (765) and Easter (766) in Aachen before Charlemagne 

chose the town for his favorite Pfalz and so it retained a recognized importance among Frankish rulers. 

In these days of severely limited public funding for historical research and publishing, this richly depicted 

and deeply researched volume is also a resounding encouragement to the possibilities of constructive 

partnerships. Who among us would not wish that our city mayor would write a preface to a history volume 

(as Oberbürgermeister Marcel Philipp has here) with words full of historical consciousness like these? 

»Aachen verfügt mit seiner Historie über ein wertvolles Geschenk früherer Generationen, das wir mit Blick 

auf die Zukunft nicht nur mit einer Aufwertung der historischen baulichen Schätze im Stadtzentrum, 

sondern auch in Buchform würdigen wollen.« The entire series of planned volumes is not only sustained 

by a partnership between the Stadtarchiv, municipal leaders, and the Aachener Geschichtsverein but is 

also financially sustained by personal subscriptions of 221 individuals in the community (including 

Oberbürgermeister Philipp and Bürgermeisterin Dr. Margarethe Schmeer) and by corporations like the 

Sparkasse Aachen, Aachen Tourist Service e. V., and even the Club Aachener Casino. Though the final 

sponsor might give some pause depending upon one’s culture and scruples, who again would not be 

excited about such public support for an historical monograph? There can be no doubt that such a hard-

bound, fully illustrated academic volume like this would not be affordable for an academic press, and so a 

city history written for the public and with public support is an admirable achievement in and of itself. If this 
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first volume is a harbinger of the volumes to come, the city will be proud of the series and scholars can 

anticipate an outstanding collection of medieval urban history. 
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