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From 2009 to 2016, before planned recon-
struction work was due to begin, archaeologists 
investigated almost 50 plots of land in a conti-
guous area of more than 10,000 m². 
In the Founding Quarter, the oldest part of the 
World Cultural Heritage Site in Lübeck for which 
archaeological evidence exists, they found out-
standingly well preserved remains of urban de-
velopment, representing all aspects of life in the 
city. In 2018 the Hanseatic City of Lübeck is cele-
brating its 875th jubilee, at the same time as the 
European Cultural Heritage Year 2018. 
The Founding Quarter also features in this an-
niversary, as it enables visitors to discover both 
archaeology and town planning, from the first 
traces of human activity through to the modern 
engineering and construction work involved in 
building a new city block. The project is situated 
in the city centre, between the former Hanse 
port on the river Trave and the market square, 
flanked by the town hall and St. Mary’s church. It 
is circumscribed by three large streets, which are 
each connected by a smaller, intersecting street. 
Outside this grid, which was planned from the 
outset, some impressive buildings still exist that 
define the framework of the quarter, from the 
Romanesque two-storey hall at the port to the 
Gothic merchant church next to the town hall. 
At the moment it is particularly easy to get a feel 
for the dimensions of the excavation site, given 

the many still open spaces and interesting lines 
of sight between as yet unbuilt plots of land. 
On selected plots the archaeological finds have 
been left in the ground and are being actively in-
tegrated into the new development. This applies 
especially to the size of the plots, which the ar-
chaeologists have retraced so that the floor area 
and locations of the new buildings are exactly 
the same as those in the Middle Ages. The in-
tention is that the modern architecture should 
reinterpret the authentic flair of the original 
Founding Quarter for future generations. 
Lübeck’s model for urban living was very suc-
cessful and was adopted by many medieval 
towns along the Baltic coast. A didactic concept 
for understanding, teaching and experiencing 
this model is intended to ensure a lasting pro-
cess of knowledge transfer. With the assistance 
of the Youth Monument Preservation Team in 
Lübeck, the important cultural-historical aspect 
of medieval urban living is conveyed by young 
people to young people by means of experimen-
tal reconstructions of life-size replicas and the 
use of an original site.

The project is sponsored equally by the Federal 
Government Commissioner for Culture and the 
Media as part of the European Cultural Heritage 
Year 2018 and by the Possehl Foundation from 
Lübeck.

The project
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Between 2011 and 2014 the Lübeck-based 
Ulrich Gabler Foundation erected a building 
complex with various facilities for people with 
disabilities, as well as office space, on a plot of 
land at the junction of Schüsselbuden and Alf-
straße, which had been unused since 1986. Ex-
tensive excavation work on the site from 1985 
onwards had revealed outstanding finds dating 
from the early settlement of Lübeck and genera-
ted a wealth of new knowledge about the city’s 
Founding Quarter. Some particularly important 
remnants of stone and brick masonry were left 
in the ground and listed as cultural monuments, 
ensuring their preservation. The aim was there-
fore to integrate them into the new building.  
On the corner plot at Schüsselbuden 6 the ar-
chaeologists not only uncovered the remains of 
one of the oldest brick houses found to date in 
Lübeck, but beneath it the posts of a large tim-
ber house which had stood there previously. The 

wooden structure 
had been repla-
ced by brick buil-
dings in the early 
13th century. A 
cellar measuring 
18.5 metres by 
9.5 metres was 
built out of large 
stones and bricks 
and was partially 
sunken, since the 
land sloped away 
to the west. 
A row of pillars along the central axis and the 
remains of arches make it possible to identify 
a room with a groin vault. Traces of paint were 
also identified. Even though we know nothing 
about the former architecture, apart from the 
cellar, the assumption is that the building would 
have had a high hall 
on the first floor 
and dated from the 
early 13th centu-
ry. In this type of 
construction a rela-
tively high ground 
floor supports ano-
ther storey of equal 
height, which hou-

The Ulrich Gabler House  
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ses the hall. Access to the cellar was from the 
courtyard and entrance to the ground floor was 
via a portal on the gable wall of the house, facing 
Schüsselbuden. The cellar was finished to a very 
high standard and along with the ground floor 
was used to trade particularly valuable goods, 

such as furs, spices and wine. Wine was still sold 
here as late as 1900, as can be seen from the 
bottles that were found during the excavation. 
This type of large, particularly sophisticated 
building was mainly found on corner plots in 
Lübeck and two examples still exist; Alfstraße 
38 and Koberg 2. Remains of such houses were 
also found during the excavations from 2009 to 
2016, however. After the war the walls above 
ground were cleared away and some of the cel-
lars were filled in. Others continued to be used, 
and not only for storage purposes: housing was 
in such short supply that they accommodated 
people whose homes had been bombed and 
were sometimes also used for entertainment as 
dance halls.
For decades the corner plot described here was 
then used as a car park and only woken from 
its long sleep when excavation work started in 
1985. A hotel with an underground car park was 

planned, so it was vital that the dig should take 
place beforehand. But as the plans for the hotel 
were abandoned, the site remained empty until 
2011. This was the year in which the Ulrich Gab-
ler Foundation began its construction project. 
Their architects were faced with quite a tricky 
challenge: how to enable the cellar to be used 
without endangering the historical masonry. 
And: how could it be made visible from both the 
inside and the outside. 
The solution developed by the architects was 
to use as few load-bearing pillars as possible, so 
that the historical cellar can be seen from the 
ground floor inside the building and through 
the large windows onto the street. The brick-
work and stone walls have been restored in 
accordance with their listed status and the re-
mains of the central pillars were also integrated 
into the overall concept. 
Altogether a relatively open-plan room has been 
created, which demonstrates the dimensions of 
the 800-year old cellar and can also be used as a 
café at the same time. 
So in this case, all the discussions between the 
client, the architects and archaeologists deli-
vered an excellent result.
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The Information Centre in Café Ulrich’s, which 
is run by a charity, Vorwerker Diakonie, in the 
Ulrich-Gabler-Haus, Schüsselbuden 6, provides 
a wealth of detailed insights into the Founding 
Quarter project and shows how elements of the 
city’s original medieval fabric are being integra-
ted into contemporary architecture. As well as 
finding out about the history of Lübeck, visitors 
can experience the practical realisation of this 
integration here in a building which exemplifies 
the same approach. Café Ulrich’s will also serve 
as the meeting point for guided tours through 
the surviving historic cellars in Fischstraße, 
which are intended to convey more new infor-
mation about the architectural and cultural his-
tory of the site. 
At the front of the exhibition, which is being 
shown in the partially pre-
served cellar of a large me-
dieval brick building, some 
information panels explain 
the history of the house and 
describe the interesting ar-
chitectural artefacts found 
there.  At the rear – in a brand 
new extension – is a presen-
tation of Lübeck’s history 
and the development of the 
Founding Quarter. Texts and 
photographs here provide an 

entertaining illustration of the main facts and 
figures, and are enhanced by original archaeo-
logical finds. 
Short films and slideshows will be shown at re-
gular intervals on the following topics:
– Excavation in the Founding Quarter – impres-
sions of an important dig
– Replica of a wooden cellar from Lübeck and 
virtual exploration of the Founding Quarter in 
the last quarter of the 12th century
– The Youth Monument Preservation Team and 
its cooperation with the city’s Archaeology De-
partment
– History and development of the site Schüssel-
buden 6-8
Opening hours: Mon-Fri 9am to 6pm, Sat 10am 
to 6pm

The Informati on Centre
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A tour of the Founding Quarter

This walk illustrates the size, the breadth and 
the history of the Founding Quarter, so that visi-
tors can gain a better impression of Lübeck’s ol-
dest urban neighbourhood. It includes selected 
finds from the excavation as well as original pi-
eces. Standing buildings and structures like the 
port, the market square and topographical fea-
tures enable you to understand and experience 
the nucleus of Lübeck’s development. You can 
find the walk, along with interesting informati-
on about all the way stations, on our homepage 
and as a brochure in the Information Centre.

Website

To keep the whole project open and transparent 
we have set up a website, which links all the in-
stitutions and individuals involved and provides 
up-to-date news, announcements, information 
and contact details. It also contains links to other 
European projects that reflect the international 
dimension of the European Year of Culture and 
its international reception. 

Visit us at: www.sharingheritage.de/projekte/
archaeologie-und-stadtplanung-in-luebeck/

Lübeck’s Founding Quarter
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There is a guided tour of Lübeck’s Founding 
Quarter that has been devised especially for 
young people by us, the members of the Youth 
Monument Preservation Team in Lübeck. Youth 
Monument Preservation Teams are staffed by 
young people completing a voluntary social year 
and are organised jointly by the non-profit asso-
ciations Deutsche Stiftung Denkmalschutz and 
Internationale Jugendgemeinschaftsdienste. 
We delve deep into the history of the Found-
ing Quarter, which used to be the merchants’ 
quarter. The dig carried out between 2009 and 
2016 generated many new findings and so ena-
bled precise statements to be made about the 
initial settlement of Lübeck. So the journey be-
gins with the wooden huts of the first settlers, 
recounts the life of Hanse merchants and ends 
with the damage wrought by Allied bombs to 

the city centre. Large 
sections of the Foun-
ding Quarter were de-
stroyed when Lübeck 
was bombed in 1942. 
After the war two lar-
ge schools were built 
here in the architectu-
ral style typical of the 
1950s. They spoilt the 
historic townscape, 
however, which had 

survived in many 
places. As a result 
there was much 
debate and new 
concepts were de-
veloped that aimed 
to repair the da-
mage, particularly 
following Lübeck’s 
inclusion in the list 
of UNESCO World 
Cultural Heritage 
sites in 1987. Modern buildings have been un-
der construction since 2017 that will be a better 
fit with the historic fabric of the old town, be-
cause they follow the outlines of the traditional 
plots.
The tour starts at St. Mary’s church and winds its 
way through the Founding Quarter. On the way 
we go into a 13th century vaulted cellar, the ol-
dest surviving cellar shop in Lübeck. So Lübeck’s 
Founding Quarter has a lot to tell us.
Are you interested? Would you like to hear more 
about the history and the first residents of the 
area?

Then get in touch with us:
email: jugendbauhuette.archaeologie@lue-
beck.de
Telephone: 0451 122 7156 or 7173

Guided tours 
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The Museum for Pre- and Early History in Ber-
lin and the Association of State Archaeologists 
are presenting an exhibition entitled “Restless 
Times. Archaeology in Germany” at the Martin-
Gropius Bau from 21.09.2018 to 06.01.2019. 
The exhibition features artefacts from all over 
Germany and is being organised to mark the Eu-
ropean Cultural Heritage Year 2018. 
Spectacular new finds and new perspectives 
on old treasures enable the curators to depict 
a unique network of cultural interaction in Eu-
rope from earliest history through to the recent 
past. Mobility, conflict, exchange and innovation 
– together with their causes, effects and inter-
actions – have always defined the lives of com-
munities in Europe. High-quality exhibits from 
all the German states, assembled under these 
four headings, illustrate the consequences of 
interregional contacts at a personal, economic 
and religious level.

Lübeck’s Archae-
ology Depart-
ment is involved 
here too:
we are responsi-
ble for a key part 
of the exhibition, 
with finds and 
findings on the 
topic of “Innova-
tion and Standar-
disation”. Exhibits 
from Lübeck illus-
trate trade and exchange in the medieval town. 
One of the objects on display is a large installa-
tion featuring elements of a 12th century timber 
cellar from the Founding Quarter. Many finds 
from everyday life in the medieval Hanse metro-
polis are also on show.

Exhibiti on in Berlin
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As part of the European Year of Cultural Heri-
tage, members of the Youth Monument Preser-
vation Team in Lübeck are currently building a 
replica of a medieval wooden cellar with the 
support of Lübeck’s Archaeology Department.
The replica is based on a cellar about 840 years 
old that was excavated from the site at Fisch-
straße 17. It is the oldest, best preserved, and 
with a floor area of 9m by 5.5m, also the biggest 
timber cellar in the Founding Quarter. The oak 
timbers were fitted together in a system of posts 
and beams that required neither nails nor dow-
els. Around 40 cellars of this type were found 
in the whole Founding Quarter, so it is assumed 
that they were made by “mass production” for 
the time. It would probably have worked like 
this: 

A merchant went 
to a carpenter and 
asked him to build 
a timber cellar. The 
carpenter made 
the pieces to the 
desired length, 
took them to the 
site and assembled 
them. A lack of saw-
dust or woodchips 
from preparing the 
timber suggests 

that only final assembly took place on site.  
The Youth Monument Preservation Team has 
been working on the life-size replica since early 
2017. So far a number of sill plates, posts and 
wall boards have been made out of oak trunks 
from Lübeck’s municipal forest. The cellar is 
being completed at a live building site in the ex-
hibition “Restless Times. Archaeology in Germa-
ny” that is on display in Berlin.  Visitors have the 
opportunity to ask questions about the carpen-
try techniques used at the time and to follow 
the progress of the work.

Reconstructi on 
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The first set-
tlement on 
the riverbank 
consisted of a 
row of small, 
wattle huts 
each covering 
some 12 m², 
which were 
packed close-

ly together about where Gerade Querstraße 
runs today. Their gable walls faced the river Tra-
ve and bordered a large, open space stretching 
eastwards. It could have been an early market-
place or some kind of simi-
lar area for the exchange 
of goods. It is likely that 
the first inhabitants mostly 
made objects of bone and 
antlers, since small saws, 
many bone combs and claps 
for little boxes have been 
found here. 
The settlement, which ra-
diocarbon analysis and 
other archaeological meth-
ods have dated to around or 
after 1100 (i.e. more than 
a generation before Lübeck 
was established), was built 

on a plateau-like terrace, which served as berth 
for ships. The spot can still be identified today. 
Just take a look at the courtyard between Fisch-
straße and Alfstraße. Here you can clearly see 
the difference in height, which still exists to 
this day, although the original levels have been 
raised on various occasions. 

This may be the port described by Helmold von 
Bosau, which was seen by Adolph II, Count of 
Schauenburg when he founded Lübeck in 1143.

The fi rst merchants 
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Lübeck was founded around 1143 by a Lower Sa-
xon nobleman, Adolf II, Count of Schauenburg. 
The priest Helmold von Bosau tells the story in 
his late 12th century Slavic Chronicle, and also 
relates how the Count attracted numerous sett-
lers to populate the town. 
„As the country was abandoned he sent messen-
gers to other lands, namely to Flanders, Holland, 
Utrecht, Westphalia and Frisia, to say that eve-
ryone who had too little land should come with 
his family to receive the most beautiful, most 
spacious, most fertile fields, replete with fish and 
meat, as well as the best grazing land. (...) There-
upon an innumerable crowd from different tri-
bes set off, taking their families and belongings 

with them, and 
came to Count 
Adolf in Wagria, 
in order to take 
possession of the 
promised land. 
(...) Afterwards 
Count Adolf came 
to a place named 
Bukow, where he 
found an aban-
doned fortress 
[around where 
the Castle Friary 
is today] built by 

the Slavic prince Kruto, the enemy of God, and 
a very large peninsula surrounded by two rivers. 
On one side flowed the Trave and on the other 
the Wakenitz, both with marshy, unstable banks. 
But at one spot where the land is stable a narrow 
hill juts out beyond the ramparts of the fortress. 
So when the prudent man saw what a suitable 
location it was, with such a good port, he began 
to build a town there and called it Lübeck, be-
cause it was not far from the old port and the 
main place that Prince Henry had once estab-
lished. And thus the wilds of Wagria were popu-
lated and the number of inhabitants increased.” 

One of the oldest urban planning activities to be 
discovered by archaeologists was the separation 
of public and private land, i.e. roads and plots of 
land, by means of ditches and fences. One ex-
ample of this is the demarcation of the Einhäus-
chen Querstraße by gutters (red).

The founding of Lübeck
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In around 1158, after great arguments with   
Adolph II, Count of Schauenburg, the Saxon duke, 
Henry the Lion, took over the town and contin-
ued to expand it. He granted the merchants spe-
cial privileges that simplified trade with Gotland 
and other towns in the Baltic region. This gave 
an added boost to overseas trade, which had 
previously existed, and made the town and its 
inhabitants rich. With this economic upturn, a 
real construction boom was unleashed in the 
“Founding Quarter”. In the late 12th century 
things must have looked much like the massive 
building site that is there today, except with more 
timber buildings. What has remained of the mer-
chants’ houses from Henry’s day are mostly the 
big, heavy wooden underground cellars, which 
have survived for centuries.

They are testimony to a time when large quan-
tities of merchandise had to be stored and kept 
available for resale. The wooden cellars were al-
ways part of a larger building and were accessed 
by means of ramps or brick-built stairs. The big-
gest were up to 10 metres long and 7 metres 
wide. In some cases they were so well preserved 
that even complete rooms more than 2 metres 
high were still visible.

A life-size replica of one of these imposing tim-
ber cellars is being built by the members of the 
Youth Monument Preservation Team in Lübeck 
as part of the Year of Cultural Heritage.  The cel-
lar – and the original – can be seen in the Mar-
tin-Gropius-Bau in Berlin during the important 
archaeology exhibition there.

Urban expansion
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In 1201 began a decisive phase for Lübeck’s de-
velopment. It was the beginning of a quarter-
century in which the town was ruled by the Da-
nish King Waldemar II. 
This period of peace brought a great economic 
upswing, as can be seen in the expansion of the 
settlement. Lübeck’s built-up area was increa-
sed by around 50% by using lower-lying areas 
that used to be periodically or permanently un-
der water to construct housing. 
In 1217 King Waldemar had a city wall built of 
bricks, which encompassed the entire peninsu-
la. The port was also redesigned: a new quay 
wall enabled ships with a draught of up to 2 me-
tres to dock there. The first record of the Hols-
ten bridge dates from 1216. It divided the port 
into a northern section for long-distance trade 
and a southerly inland port. The marketplace 

was altered and the town hall that stands there 
today was built in the period up to 1230/40. 
Economic growth was also visible in the Foun-
ding Quarter: the first townhouses built com-
pletely of brick were erected there. It was now 
possible to build tower-like houses known as 
“Steinwerke” and impressive multi-storey halls, 
with floor areas of up to 280 m². Some remains 
were found during the excavation work, but 
others are still standing to this day, at Alfstraße 
38, for instance.

Lübeck also used this period to build up its po-
litical and economic strength, so that it was ul-
timately able to emancipate itself from Danish 
rule. The Danish king was finally vanquished at 
the Battle of Bornhöved in 1227.

Lübeck becomes a city
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In the middle of the 12th century a group of Low 
German merchants banded together with the 
aim of ensuring the safety of shipping and the 
joint representation of their economic interests, 
particularly abroad. Towards the end of the 13th 
century this “merchants’ Hanse” evolved into 
the “town Hanse”, whose envoys met at assem-
blies known as “Hansetage” to discuss relations 
between the merchants and the towns and with 
trading partners abroad.  
Between the 14th and 16th centuries around 
200 Hanse towns were recorded, stretching 
from the North Sea in what is now the Nether-
lands, across the northern Rhineland to Sweden 
and the present-day Baltic states. The Hanse’s 
trading network was even larger and extended 
to France, south Germany, the Mediterranean 
and Asia. It had trading posts known as “Kon-
tore” in England, Sweden, the Baltic states and 
Russia. From the very beginning until the last 
Hansetag in 1669, Lübeck was the head of the 
Hanse! 
Building supplies including timber and stone, 
materials such as pelts, hides, leather and cloth, 
and foodstuffs such as fish, meat, spirits, spices 
and salts were all traded. Everyday goods made 
of metal, ceramic and glass were also part of this 
international commercial traffic. Never before 
had such vast quantities been transported. 
The construction industry was also innovative, 

introducing the typical Lübeck merchant’s town-
house, with a high hall and attic floors, which 
provided sufficient capacities for storing all the 
merchandise now being handled. 
Many of these medieval houses are still standing 
today, often behind façades of more recent con-
struction, which have been adapted to changing 
fashions. Many cellars of townhouses like these 
were excavated in the Founding Quarter. On some 
plots they have been preserved and are being 
integrated into the new buildings.

Lübeck: Head of the Hanse
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In the night from 28 to 29 March 1942 the city 
was hit by the greatest catastrophe to befall it 
in recent times: Lübeck was the target of the Al-
lies’ first area bombing raid. A fifth of the old 
town was flattened, over 300 people died and 
15,000 were made homeless. St. Mary’s church, 
St. Peter’s and the cathedral burnt out, as did 
the war cabinet in the town hall and many valu-
able townhouses. But despite this, Lübeck still 
got off lightly compared with other towns. Due 
to the initiative of Eric M. Warburg, a banker 
from Hamburg, and Carl Jacob Burckhardt, later 
president of the Red Cross, Lübeck was made 
the transit point for relief packages being sent 

to Allied prisoners of war. This meant the city 
centre was spared from further attacks. 
After the war there was an enormous need for 
housing and infrastructure, so rebuilding on 
bombsites was started as quickly as possible. 
Little consideration was given to the previous 
structures that had grown up over long periods. 
This particularly applied to the Founding Quar-
ter. Here the remains of historical buildings that 
had been left standing were demolished and 
two large school buildings were erected, large-
ly obscuring the pattern of individual plots that 
had existed virtually unchanged since the Midd-
le Ages.

Lübeck’s destructi on
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A contributi on to the European Cultural Heritage Year 2018
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Following the relocation of the schools to other 
sites and the archaeological excavation work 
that was carried out from 2009 to 2016, it is now 
possible to rebuild the Founding Quarter in a cri-
tical reconstruction of the urban structure that 
existed here for centuries and was destroyed 
in 1942. This undertaking would not have been 
possible without the federal government fun-
ding for the demolition and the dig, which was 
provided by the investment programme “Natio-
nal UNESCO World Heritage Sites”. 
By 2020 a total of 38 houses are to be built on 
the approximately 10,000 m² site. Their mixed 
use will reflect contemporary urban life and so 
revitalise the neighbourhood. Housing will be 
combined with offices and small shops, as well 
as cafés, restaurants and cultural spaces. The 
concept for the new buildings follows the old 
lines, but the houses are not simple copies of 
the former architecture. Varied styles of buil-
dings enliven the streetscape, but their adher-
ence to the former planning structures also 
provides a glimpse of the past. 
The new Founding Quarter is intended to offer a 
space for different lifestyle and housing options 
and at the same time to be a place of cultural 
and social diversity. Selected lots have therefore 
been explicitly reserved for families with child-
ren, multi-generation housing and commonhold 
houses, while on other plots apartments will be 

built to let or for owner-occupancy.

Biggest building site
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On the lots Fischstraße 9, 11, 24, 26 and 28 the 
historical brick cellars survived and are being 
integrated into the new buildings. The cellars 
themselves represent various kinds of architec-
tural design and tell different stories. At the 
same time they exemplify the significance and 
development of brick architecture in Lübeck. It 
is not only the preservation of these cellars that 
is important, however, but also to ensure that 
their specific archaeological and architectural 
features can continue to be experienced in the 
future. To do so, an operating concept has been 
developed in collaboration with the landowners 
and the town planning department. Construc-
tion work on the buildings to be erected above 
the cellars is not allowed to damage the histo-

rical masonry and 
must be carried 
out in accordance 
with best conser-
vation practice.
One excellent ex-
ample of how such 
principles can be 
put into practice is 
the cellar of the Ul-
rich Gabler House, 
which houses the 
Café Ulrich’s. Once 
the new buildings 

have been com-
pleted the cel-
lars will be set 
up with multi-
media installa-
tions, explana-
tory texts and 
graphics, as well 
as original finds 
from the exca-
vations in the 
Founding Quar-
ter. Thanks to an 
agreement with 
the landowners 
it will be possible to visit these private proper-
ties at fixed times and by prior appointment. 
And Café Ulrich’s is the ideal place to begin a 
tour of this symbiosis of old and new at the nu-
cleus of Lübeck’s development.

Historical cellars 
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in modern buildings
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