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The Frisian towns as we see them now – the famous 11 ones – seem at first sight to have 

come into being only in the late Middle Ages, as simple market and trading places alongside a 

canal or a stream. Leeuwarden for instance, is known to have emancipated politically only in 

1435, when it acquired full rights as an autonomous city, out of the communally administered 

free Frisian region of Oostergo and its subdistrict Leeuwarderadeel. Or Bolsward, which 

celebrated its 550th years of existence as a town in 2005. These events however may not veil 

the fact that Leeu-warden, Bolsward en most other towns boasted central functions by then for 

several centuries. Central functions that started or were stimulated with the foundation of 

religious institutions that were connected to centers of political power. 

In my presentation, I would like to show how important these religious institutions – with 

their power-related property structure - have been in the development of the Frisian towns up 

to the middle of the 16th century. The start has to be sought at the end of the 8th century, 

when christianity was introduced by missionaries like S. Boniface, with the backing of the 

political force of the Karolingian kings. Dokkum, as we all know, was were Boniface found 

his Waterloo, and more than that. Which offered the new rulers an opportunity to create a 

religious mission center with a community of clerics attached to it at the same spot. Probably, 

this was done on an estate of the King, given to the Utrecht bishop, built up with confiscated 

land that originally had belonged to regional enemies of the Franks. The retrospective 

research we have done at the Fryske Akademy on the medieval landed property of churches 

and monasteries, based on the HISGIS project, shows that Dokkum did grow out of an 

enormous demesne, belonging to the S. Boniface abbey, which had the supposed royal 

donation of the late 8th century as its core. That this settlement originally was a political 

power base, or at least has been developed as such, is clear when we know that Dokkum had a 

comital mint in the 11th century. Thus it could become both a religious and a power center for 

North-eastern Oostergo. The waterway up to Dokkum seems to have been dug only after the 

center had been founded. 

For Dokkum, the spatial situation around 1500 does not give clear clues as to the connection 

between the institution and its property base on the one side, and the central function of the 

settlement as a market place at the other. This is much more transparant for the other three 

towns with early medieval roots: Staveren, Leeuwarden and Bolsward. Whereas Dokkum 

constituted the christian center of Karolingian power in the pagus Oostergo, Staveren was the 

early base in Suthergo, with at its heart the church and chapter of S. Odulfus, founded on a 

sandy nucleus, a kilometer west of the present north harbour. As we all know, this area was 

destroyed and swallowed by the sea in the late middle ages, but around 1500 the situation still 

must have been as I have drawn it on the map: with scattered ruins of the abbey on an isle in 

the Zuiderzee. Interesting is that – as we know from excavations - the trade center which 



boomed in the 12th century, was lying at another spot, far more to the southeast, on both sides 

of the canalized stream the Nagele. It was the connection via the ‘church dike’ between the 

old, probably agrarian based power center and the trade settlement which brought Staveren 

into being as the earliest urban settlement of Frisia. A nucleus which had been fostered by the 

rulers representing the King in any case in the 11th century. Staveren too, like Dokkum, had a 

mint and a toll by that time. And it was a place where the counts used to be welcomed when 

they entered Frisia from the south. The S. Odulfus church with its chapter of clerics and its 

sanctuary of Odulfus had a religious center function for the whole of the southwest of Fryslân 

and far beyond. In 1132 more that 30 parish churches in the surroundings were dependant 

upon it. After the middle of the 14th century however, Staveren did lose its preponderant 

position as the main Frisian harbour rather quickly; its economic functions were taken over by 

Sneek, to which many Staveren merchants and elite members did move. So here, as the result 

of a series of calamities through the forces of nature, it is difficult to see the continuity. 

This can be better observed  in Leeuwarden. Leeuwarden seems to have developed as a sort of 

counterpart of Dokkum, at the westside of the pagus Oostergo, in the early 9th century. At 

first there was an important agrarian settlement on a major terp near the mouth of the small 

river Ee, which functioned as a drain for the hinterland. It must have made part of a property 

complex that had come – possibly by way of confiscation – into the hands of the Karolingian 

king, who granted it to his royal abbey of Corvei, in Germany, along the river Weser. The 

monks of this abbey founded a church here with a mission center, dedicated to their main 

patron S. Vitus. As only few people know, the lion on the coated arms of the present town is 

the attribute of this much venerated saint. As for the relation between a church and landed 

property, we have to realise that in this period a church was exploited by its owner, not only 

as a religious institution but also as a source of income. A church usually had some farms and 

an sort of manor house at its disposal, both to feed the parish priests and to contribute 

economically to the well being of the person or institution who owned her. In this case, the 

abbey of Corvei, who however, lost its control in the course of the 12th century. It was a 

mission center with the S. Vitus church (and a community of 4 priests) around 1200. It 

probably was a base of political power too from the beginning. Here, like with Staveren, the 

development up to a town, was constituted by the spatial connection between the church area 

on the one side, and the two terps on both sides of the Ee-stream, where merchants and traders 

had settled from the 10th century onwards, on the other. We have to be aware however, that 

the representatives of the King did both foster and control this development. After 1200 the 

counts did not play a role anymore, and the local elite, which probably had a long history 

already as ministeriales or service men to the abbey of Corvei, tried to take over the 

administration. We can read this back in the property reconstruction of both the lands of the S. 

Vitus church and the main noble family of West-Leeuwarden, the Burmania’s. The parcels of 

both owners lied intermingled with each other, still in the 17th and 18th centuries. The church 

of S. Vitus of Leeuwarden was the mother church of several parishes in the neighbourhood. 

Two of them: Leeuwarden Nijehove or S. Mary’s, and Leeuwarden Hoek or Leeuwarden S. 

Catherine ‘s, later were incorporated into the city as a whole. 



Whereas Dokkum and Leeuwarden are the age old central places of Oostergo with a royal and 

religious origin, and whereas Staveren had been such a centre for Suthergo, - Franeker and 

Bolsward were the centers of the pagus Westergo. Recent research for Franeker (the name of 

which by the way means: field or acre of the Lord) has shown that it must have had the same 

origin as Dokkum, as a large landed complex owned by the King and given to the bishop of 

Utrecht, who founded a church upon it and developed it as a demesne of S. Martin. It would 

take too much time to give you the details. The same goes for Bolsward, which is also thought 

to have come into the hands of the bishop as representative of the King in a fairly early stage, 

say in the middle of the 9th century. Interesting is that Bolsward shows up the same spatial 

arrangement as Staveren and Leeuwarden, with a ‘church dike’ as the connection between an 

agrarian oriented settlement with a religious center, on the one side, and a trade settlement 

alongside a stream, at the other. 

Thus, the structure of all these proto urban settlements was already given around 1100, long 

before the period of the so-called Frisian freedom. When the Frisian elite broke with the 

power of counts – now mostly residing far away from the Frisian coastal area – and therefore 

also broke with control and overlordship, the Frisian lands and towns had to develop 

themselves. Whereas else many towns got their privileges and stimuli form territorial lords 

(kings, dukes and counts), the Frisian proto urban centres had to do without since then. 

As for the role religious institutions played in this development, we have to take a look at the 

mendicant orders, which came into being in the early 13th century. Famous are the names of 

S. Francis and S. Dominic who gave birth to the very popular orders of begging and 

wandering friars: the Franciscans and the Dominicans. Or grey friars and black friars. They 

preached the gospel, lived in absolute poverty, wanted to reach the masses and settled 

therefore especially in the now fast growing towns and cities all over Europe. Within a period 

of half a century thousands and thousands of convents were founded everywhere. As they 

always opted for towns, it has been said by experts that only urban settlements with one or 

more mendicant convents can be designated as a city in the high middle ages. Which would 

make Leeuwarden and Bolsward the major urban centers of Frisia in the middle of the 13th 

century. Towns however, were not only chosen by the mendicants to be close to the new 

urban population but also as centers from which they could wander around the countryside 

and reach the rural population as well. It is interesting to see why Leeuwarden and Bolsward 

were chosen by these new monks to create their main bases, keeping in mind that these orders 

acted in competition, because they were everywhere keeping an eye on the moves of the 

other. The Dominicans were the first to arrive at the Frisian stage, in 1245. That they did not 

prefer Groningen but Leeuwarden demonstrates that the latter was considered to have the best 

growth potential, both as a harbour place at the not yet silted up mouth of the Middle zee and 

as a center of a densely populated rural area in the surroundings. Westergo and Oostergo by 

then were seen as districts that belonged together, since the so-called termijn, the district in 

which the Leeuwarden friars could move around begging and preaching without meeting 

colleagues from other dominican convents elsewhere, covered the whole of the nowadays 

province of Fryslân. The same goes for the Franciscans who apparently had chosen Bolsward 

as their base because of its central position in Westergo. What probably had counted too for 



both orders in settling in these places is that unlike Dokkum and Staveren, Leeuwarden and 

Bolsward still had no monastery in the neighbourhood by then. 

Religious center functions therefore counted a great deal for these urban settlements. As for 

monasteries, the magistrates were very keen to keep them and foster them within their walls; 

they even were interested in the 15th century to bind them to their original sober lifestyle by 

forcing them to accept reforms. Their buildings and spires, together with those of the main 

churches and chapels, gave inhabitants and onlookers the impression of coming near to the 

ideal and heavenly city; that of Jerusalem with all its temples. Which had to pull people from 

afar for devotion and trade. This is also clear when we notice what devotional cults were 

developed in the 15th century, possibly by these men, to attract believers. Like the cults of St. 

Mary of Zevenwouden in Bolsward, St. Mary of Leeuwarden and St. Mary of Berg near 

Dokkum, beside the more age old cults of St. Boniface of Dokkum and St. Odulf of Staveren. 

As for the old parish churches with which communal life had started in these centres: they 

developed and growed parallel to the growth of the population. Not only as buildings – with 

large new gothic structures and towers like in Bolsward – but also as institutions manned with 

clerics. All parish churches from the towns that experienced a new growth as market places in 

the 15th century, got several parish ministers or pastors – who took care for the living souls – 

and a large series of chantry priests who had to pray for the souls of the dead, to ease their 

way from purgatory into heaven. The religious cult of the memory of the deceased has been 

booming in the Frisian towns as anywhere else in Europe, as we can see from the numbers of 

priests that were active in it in the middle of the 16th century. For towns like Leeuwarden, 

Sneek and Bolsward it must have meant a lot that they each had more than 15 priests in their 

midst, most of whom boasted an academical training by then. They constituted in a certain 

sense a sort of intellectual capital, which was lost after the Reformation. But that is another 

theme. 

My message – which may have become clear to you between the lines – is that the age old 

medieval history of the Frisian towns shows us that religious institutions, connected to centers 

of power, were – and probably still are, when we replace religion by culture nowadays – of 

the utmost importance for the growth and well being of cities. When it had only been a matter 

of trade and waterways, the Frisian towns would not have come into being as they did. 


