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Dark Sides of the City — Editorial

And work of every description ceased, and all the trades were abandoned by the arti-
sans, and all other work as well, such as each had in hand. Indeed, in a city which was 
simply abounding in all good things, starvation almost absolute was running riot.

Procopius, History of the Wars, ii. 22,  
translated by H. B. Dewing for the Loeb Library Collection, 1914
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Procopius’s famous description of the plague which 
ravaged Constantinople in ad 541–542, is testimony 
to a dark side of life in large, dense agglomerations. In 
a similar, even if less apocalyptic guise, the stresses, 
challenges, and restrictions on social interaction occa-
sioned by the pandemic which emerged in 2019 has 
showcased some of the predicaments of urban settle-
ment in the traditional sense of the concept. Yet the 
rapid, global adjustments and response to COVID-
19 also demonstrated the capacity of differentiated 
and interconnected urban societies and economies. 
The events are apt to highlight the significance of 
rethinking the deep trajectories of urbanism.

A significant vector of current debate on this 
theme is the relationship between urbanism as an 
instrument of political structures on the one hand, 
and as a facilitator of communication and social net-
works on the other. Archaeo logy has often treated 
urbanism as little but ‘an appendage to the concept 
of “the state”’ (Cowgill 2004, 526). The result may 
be celebrated as ‘complexity’ and ‘civilization’. Yet 
as recent commentators have noted, a ‘dark’ reading 
of the same outcomes calls attention to the role of 
cities in ‘predatory’ regimes, employed to subdue 
and exploit populations (Fernández-Götz, Maschek, 
and Roymans 2020).

Other recent reappraisals have turned the tables 
of the argument and regard urbanism as one of the 
essential preconditions to the emergence of early 

state structures ( Jennings 2016; Scott 2017). In the 
present volume Justin Jennings and his co-authors 
hone this argument in a comparative analysis to sug-
gest that early cities were not dependent on region-
ally organized polities for supplies and subsistence. 
Rather, it was the economy and affordance of urban 
nodes and societies which helped bring such poli-
ties into being. Birgit Maixner’s contribution to the 
volume offers an apt illustration of one aspect of 
this affordance, demonstrating how finds of glass 
beads chart the influence of incipient urban nodes 
on the North European seaboard in the eighth–
ninth centuries ad. Long-distance urban networks 
predated the rise of effective large-scale policies in 
this maritime world. Such a perspective, informed by 
a geo graphically comprehensive mapping of urban 
products, not only provides a different understand-
ing of urban emergence, but also of its role in long-
term social trajectories.

Rethinking the role of urbanism may also pro-
ceed through methodo logical questions. A recent 
mono graph on a large early medi eval settlement 
in the Rhine Delta contrasts the complex material 
culture and economic networks of the populations 
with the virtually rural structure of the site (Theuws, 
de Bruin, and Bult 2021). Arguably, the inhabitants 
were able to exploit the diversity and connectiv-
ity of a riverine landscape to sustain an urban-type 
economy with a minimum of built infrastructure or 
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elite control. In this case, the ‘urbanness’ of a com-
munity is manifest as a differentiation of activities 
and exchange, rather than as a settlement pattern 
— a model which echoes scenarios now suggested 
for some of the world’s earliest urbanizing societies 
(e.g. Scott 2017). Similarly Hagit Nol, in this vol-
ume, compares terms used in contemporary writ-
ten documents with archaeo logical excavations in 
settlements from the early Islamic period in Israel/ 
Palestine, and finds that evidence for a range of ‘ser-
vices’ provided to a hinterland is a more salient hall-
mark of urban settlements in this setting than any 
particular physical properties of the sites.

Natural conditions and social practices are inev-
itably interrelated in the urban physical framework, 
not least in negotiating the disadvantages created as 
a ‘dark’ counterpart to the benefits of ‘urban eco-
systems’ (Christophersen 2021). Recent use of the 
settlement scaling framework suggests that a key var-
iable of this process is the ‘rhythms of social mix-
ing’ — how and how often people commute to and 
gather in central places (Smith and others 2021a). 
Different societies find different solutions to bal-
ance the costs of energy and transport required for 
subsistence, including farming, with the need for 
co-presence and participation in communal activi-
ties, civic construction works, complex division of 
labour, or markets for exchange. This means that 
very different residential location systems — from 
low-density urbanism to high-density walled cities 
— may serve to realize surprisingly similar societal 
gains. The balance struck in any given urban soci-
ety may profoundly affect how well those societies 
are able to respond to changes and disruptions, and 
may eventually be critical to settlement persistence 
and urban sustainability (Smith and others 2021b). 
Here comparative archaeo logical studies have perti-
nent and sometimes alarming points to raise to the 
urbanizing world of the present.

Current urban archaeo logical approaches also 
call for a rethinking of archaeo logical data and its 
presentation, on a variety of levels and in a variety of 
ways. This is needed in order to allow examination 
of complex phenomena such as migration, displace-
ment, economic dynamics, climate change, or urban 
fluctuations. The quantification and modelling of 
material evidence and written sources has a poten-
tial for deep-reaching impact on our understanding 
of urban sites and their developments. These issues 
are in themselves not new in archaeo logy, but they 
can now be tackled in much greater detail, allowing 
in turn for broader comparisons of better quality. 
Sweeping, even breathtaking overviews of the role of 
urbanism in human history have become bestsellers 
in recent years (Smith 2019; Woolf 2020); yet while 

offering immensely important insights and pushing 
for new agendas in the way in which history is writ-
ten — namely to a higher degree through archaeo-
logy — such overviews also come at the cost of the 
nitty-gritty of data. And this is what lies at the heart 
of archaeo logy, but often it is not published in a 
way in which it lends itself easily to such purposes.

Thus a rethinking of archaeo logical data, often 
drawn from a variety of contexts and publications 
of varying shapes and quality, is easier preached 
than practised. Archaeo logical data, when not the 
author’s ‘own’ data, has usually passed through the 
hands of the original excavators/ collectors, and it has 
been curated, processed, and presented in a certain 
way to fit — for good causes — their approaches. 
However, more often than not, the data is not being 
made openly accessible to all, but is published in 
condensed and summarized forms, sometimes still 
only in printed format, due to restrictions caused by 
publication formats or publication costs. ‘Grey lit-
erature’ and ‘grey data’ remains another ‘dark’ side 
of urban archaeo logy.

An immense, unleashed potential within archaeo-
logy lies in rethinking data approaches. This 
underlines the growing need for often large-scale 
non-fieldwork-based research projects, which col-
lect data over a number of years and reprocess such 
data critically within current academic frameworks. 
However, this is a need which unfortunately still 
remains difficult to secure funding for, since such 
basic research projects often do not offer flashy atten-
tion and make for immediate front-page material.

Nonetheless, such projects are being under-
taken (Raja, Bobou, and Romanowska forthcom-
ing; Romanowska, Bobou, and Raja 2021), and four 
contributions in this issue further underline the value 
of such approaches. The article by Li Min casts light 
on Bronze Age China and migration history through 
archaeo logical evidence. Iza Romanowska and her 
collaborators tackle the Kuznets Curve and system-
atically set out the ways in which archaeo logical data 
may be used within this framework of economic 
theory. However, they also show how, when crack-
ing down on the empirical evidence, it is challeng-
ing to conclude on grand hypotheses concerning 
detailed economic theories. The nature of the evi-
dence, even from well-researched sites, such as the 
oasis city of Palmyra, remains full of lacunae. This, 
however, does not mean we should not try, but it 
casts light on one of the main issues to tackle in 
urban archaeo logy, namely obtaining higher reso-
lution data — in all respects. Tom Brughmans and 
his co-authors tackle high-definition data using the 
results of the full-quantification excavation pro-
ject, the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter 
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Project (2011–2017), in order to explore the ways in 
which such data might cast light on urban pollution, 
climate changes and natural catastrophes, and the 
responses of urban societies to such processes and 
events. These are extremely complex processes, and 
they can be detected when the data is curated in a way 
that allows for it. The article by J. W. Hanson delves 
into inscriptions from the Roman world assessing 
their actual potential to offer a better understand-
ing of urban fluctuations and the developments of 
sites in the Roman Empire.

Urban archaeo logy constitutes the history of 
cities. The complex and dense urban strati graphies 
provide the best insights into urban life and into 
the processes which made up this life over centuries 
and millennia. Therefore urban archaeo logy often 
also offers possibilities to rethink urban histories 
and rewrite the narratives that have dominated our 
understanding of numerous sites and regions and 
even our global understanding of the role of cities 
in history (e.g. Woolf 2020). In this issue, three arti-
cles concern themselves with urban histories. One 
of the indisputably most famous urban sites in his-
tory remains that of Rome. Rome’s urban history, 
however, is still bathed in a mytho logical light, in 
particular in its early phases. Nikoline Sauer dis-
entangles the evidence from the archaic period in 
her article and shows in which ways new informa-
tion can be teased out of old evidence, if viewed on 

its own, without the much later written texts guid-
ing the reading of the evidence. This also includes 
much new evidence, accumulated over the last two 
decades.

If it is still possible to partly rewrite the urban his-
tory of Rome — one of the most prominent cities in 
archaeo logical research — through a high-definition 
approach, one must ask in which ways less promi-
nent, yet crucial, sites might also offer entirely new 
views on global urban history. Olympia Bobou and 
her collaborators turn to Palmyra and hold up epi-
graphic evidence connected to the Roman-period 
Palmyrene elite against the immense portrait cor-
pus from the city, consisting of about four thou-
sand limestone funerary portraits produced in the 
Roman period, in an attempt to tackle how inscrip-
tional material from the first three centuries reflects 
actual developments of the city in a broader sense, 
or how far an urban reality was indeed a constructed 
fact in its own time. Ben Jervis and colleagues take 
a different approach by presenting us with research 
tackling an archaeo logy of emptiness, an approach 
which pushes borders for the ways in which urban 
archaeo logical theory must develop in the com-
ing years.

Urban archaeo logy is emerging from darkness, 
in a literal sense and in transferred meaning. But it is 
not the darkness of matter, but of an empty matrix, 
which guides its way.
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