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More or less 90° 

Georeferencing Peter Nenningôs plan of the Benedictine Abbey of Petershausen, 

Konstanz, South West Germany 

David BIBBY 

Landesamt für Denkmalpflege Baden-Württemberg im Regierungspräsidium Stuttgart, Germany 

 

Abstract: In 2002 in Petershausen quarter of Konstanz South West Germany planning permission was 

granted for a large new communal administrative building within the area once occupied by ancillary 

buildings of the Benedictine Abbey in Petershausen. An excavation was planned and in preparation, 

historical plan material was examined. Exceptional in this respect is the plan of Petershausen by the Austrian 

architect Peter Nenning dating to around 1800. The plan shows a collection of buildings varying in date from 

medieval to the late Baroque. The question arose as to whether the plan might be a useful and accurate 

historical source? Could it help us as a non-intrusive prospection tool in the forefront of the excavation and 

provide us preemptively with important details allowing a more targeted Excavation? The project turned into 

a discourse between the ordered world view of a late Baroque/Rococo architect and todayôs real, 

considerably less rectangular topography. And with the dig that followed it was possible to test the method 

as a soft prospection method against the actual excavation results. 

 

Keywords: historical plans, rectification, excavation, Konstanz. 

 

Petershausen Abbey 

The Petershausen quarter of Konstanz lies to the north, across the Rhine from the ancient town. The first 

archaeological findings from Petershausen originate from the Iron Age and the Roman period. Down the 

centuries the River Rhine had always been crossed here, on its exit from Lake Konstanz. The Abbey of 

Petershausen was founded by Bishop Gebhard II of Konstanz in 983. Sometime between 985 and 996 the 

monastery church became home to the relics of St. Gregory the Great (Pope 590ï604). The monastery 

church, which will feature importantly in this short project description, therefore retained its dedication to St 

Gregory, though the Abbey itself was named St Peterôs according to the medieval idea of Konstanz as 

ñRoma Novaò or ñRoma secundaò propogated by Gebhardós predecesssor Bishop Konrad the Great ï 

Petershausen as ñPetrus trans Rhenusò, reflecting Petri Domus in Rome (MAURER 1989: 78, 79). 

 

Background 

Today Petershausen is home to a number of important municipal buildings including the county council 

offices (Landratsamt), the Baden-Württemberg State Archaeological Museum, Konstanz police headquarters 

and the municipal housing offices. It was the construction of the municipal housing offices in 2005 which 

provoked the excavations, in the forefront of which, the work described in this paper was carried out (Fig. 1). 
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Fig. 1 ï Aerial photograph of Petershausen, view direction: east. In red the planned municipal housing offices. Above to the right the 

county council offices. Below the State Archaeological Museum. To the right of the museum: the police headquarters. 

 

 

Fig. 2 ï Peter Nenningôs plan of Petershausen, 1800ï1802 (GLA Karlsruhe, plan P5). 
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The Nenning Plan 

For just about the whole area which was to be excavated there exists a historical plan: The ñNenning Planò 

(Fig. 2). Peter Nenning (1735ï1825), born in Lingenau near Bregenz in Vorarlberg, Austria, was a master 

builder and autodidactic architect. In the year 1789 he became, the ñMaster of Buildingsò in the City of 

Konstanz and in that function, though not a surveyor, he presided over the production of the plan of 

Petershausen Abbey, dating to 1800ï1802, as part of an inventory at the time of the Napoleonic 

secularization, at which time the Abbey passed from the church into the possession of the margraves of 

Baden. Nenning was in his late 60ós when the plan was made. It shows a diverse collection of buildings 

dating from the medieval period to the late Baroque. In the area to be excavated in 2003 it shows details of 

buildings such as part of the stables, the coach house and the alter Torkel (old wine press) no longer present 

today. 

 

Methodology1 

The hope was that the Nenning plan could offer the chance for non-intrusive, pre-excavation ñsoft 

prospectionò. There are enough correspondences which should make the clear identification and correct 

positioning of each building possible ï the convent building itself, the prälatur (prelacy) and the pfisterei 

(bakery) serve here as examples. However, when an attempt is made to simply superimpose either the 

convent or the prälatur the situation becomes a little more complicated (Fig. 3). Whilst the individual buildings 

depicted in Nenningós plan are for the most part accurate, their positions relative to each other are not. 

Nenning, clearly following the Zeitgeist of his youth, positioned them in tidy, idealized right angles to each 

other. Therefore, although the buildings themselves are pretty exact, the Nenning Plan is not an accurate 

topographical representation of Petershausen Abbey around 1800. 

 

 

Fig. 3 ï The Nenning Plan overlain on the modern Cadastre. If the convent building is put in the correct position the prälatur is wrong 

(left), with the prälatur in the right position the convent is wrong (right). 

 

                                                      
1
 Software employed: AutoCAD, Autodesk Map + Raster Design; Kubit PhoToPlan; Adobe Photoshop; Adobe Illustrator. 
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The convent building, coach house and stables recorded in the Nenning plan of the turn of the 18th and 19th 

centuries were then new. Much of the medieval substance ï which had survived until at least around 1590 ï 

1600 had been replaced in the last third of the 18
th
 century. Building work commenced in 1769 and took 

three years to complete, so the new parts of the Abbey were only just 30 years old when recorded by 

Nenning. The architect of the 18
th
 century renewals was Subproir Franz Übelacker. Born in Meersburg on 

Lake Constance in 1745 he was, as well as being a monk and an architect, a scientist, an industrialist, a 

diplomat, an imperial librarian, a mathematician and a contemporary of Nenningôs and he shared his 

abhorrence of angles of anything but 90°! 

 

 

Fig. 4 ï Franz Übelackerôs Architectôs plan for the new convent and church, 1769 (Petershausen plan 29, GLA Karlsruhe, reproduced 

from MOTZ 1961: Abb. 8). 

 

Fig. 4 shows ¦belackerôs plan for the new 90° convent and a refitted church. The convent building itself was 

constructed almost exactly as shown on the plan, though the new church was never realized and the original 
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church remained in place until it was demolished in 1830. Even though Übelackerôs plan only shows a 

refurbishment of the existing church in its original position, considering his views on ñirregular anglesò, it is 

more than likely that he would have much preferred to demolish it and build one exactly perpendicular to the 

convent: When appraising the existing buildings prior to their demolition to make space for the new (as he 

called it) ñproperly angledò monastery, he indignantly observed that ñThe ancient convent was slanting!ò ï i.e. 

neither the church nor the prälatur nor the convent were at mutual right angles to each other or other abbey 

buildings. He goes on to say (rather smugly) ñI pulled the flights straight when I pegged out the foundations 

of the new buildings, and the two angles now dissect each otherò (MOTZ 1961: 40). ¦belackerôs intention 

was to build a squared set of buildings. As we now know, despite his best intentions (and his loud 

proclamations) he only partially succeeded. It is only Nenningôs idealized plan of Übelackers buildings that 

seemingly completed ¦belackerôs triumph. 

 

 

Fig. 5 ï The Konstanz Urkataster, 1870/71. 

 

With Nenningôs plan alone it is neither possible to ascertain the exact positions of the individual buildings, nor 

their spacial relationships to each other. But with the help of intermediate historical plans as ñstepping stones 

into the pastò, it is possible to extract the individual buildings from the plan and overlay them in their likely 

correct positions on the present day cadastral map of Konstanz. Luckily more than one stepping stone 

survives. In first place is the Konstanz Urkataster dating to 1870/71 (Fig. 5), which can be overlain onto the 

modern cadastre with unexpected and remarkable accuracy. And if we compare the Urkataster with the 

Nenning plan we find buildings common to both the Urkataster and the Nenning plan, but not present on the 

modern cadastral plan (Fig. 6). 

 



Bibby, More or less 90° 

 

 

16 

 

Fig. 6 ï Comparison of the Urkataster (left) and the Nenning plan (right). 

 

At this stage, with the help of the Urkataster alone it is already possible to position the coach house and the 

prälatur by simple transformation. With the coach house and prälatur in position it now possible to add the 

stables, their north wing remains standing today as the so called ĂNeue Torkelò (new wine press) and can 

hence be identified on todayôs cadastral plan (Fig. 7). 

 

 

Fig. 7 ï With the help of the Konstanz Urkataster it is possible to correctly position the convent, the prälatur, the stables and the coach 

house from Nenningôs plan. 
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In the absence of more ñstepping stonesò no further progress would have been possible. Luckily the City 

Archive kept turning up more material ï in a plan from 1832 the church has disappeared and although this 

plan looks more like the results of a ñreal geodetic surveyò than Nenningôs, it is in fact quite distorted (Fig. 8). 

However, it does provide important information on the monastery wall. This is especially useful in the south 

west part of the complex, where it shows us that the corner of the monastery enclosing wall, where it runs 

north from the west end of the prälatur and then turns sharply to the west, is identical to the end point of the 

wall still standing in that position in 2003. A slight bend in the wall to the west of the corner is also 

identifiable. 

 

 

Fig. 8 ï Anonymous Plan of Petershausen Abbey after 1832. Konstanz city archive, Motzpläne 121/29. 

 

Using this information the alte Torkel can be brought into position, its northwest corner being identical with 

the end of the wall. With the alte Torkel in position, its corners help to position the wash house and the 

kitchen (Fig. 9). And so the Plan grows. A comparison of this section of the rectified plan with the foundations 

uncovered by the excavation shows the level of accuracy attained by this soft prospection-method in this 

case. 

 



Bibby, More or less 90° 

 

 

18 

 

Fig. 9 ï The rectified position of the alte Torkel compared with the excavated features ï including the cross shaped foundation of a wine 

press. 

 

The most difficult part of the project was the positioning of the monastery church. Jammed in as it was, 

trapped and slanting, between the convent building to the north and roads to the west and north east. In 

reality it lay at much more of an angle than Nenning desired. A sketch from 1825, shortly before its 

demolition, clearly shows the angle at which the church stood (Fig. 10). 

 

 

Fig. 10 ï Petershausen Abbey 1825 (SCHREIBER 1825). 
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Nenningôs version is extremely distorted. Despite all his efforts he still could not manage to make the church 

stand exactly parallel to the convent building to the north, he did however succeed in making the task of 

rectification extremely difficult! Even so, some clues can be found. Firstly the pfisterei, well preserved both 

inside and out, is still present today and well documented in five different plans (Fig. 11). But, using the plans 

alone, it isnót easy to decide which rooms have survived intact and which corridors have been truncated. 

What can actually be used as the basis for the positioning of the west end of the church? A combination of a 

careful comparison of all the variations and a new tachymetric survey carried out especially for this project 

lead to a successful positioning of the building. 

 

 

Fig. 11 ï Five plans of the Pfisterei. Clockwise from top left: modern cadaster and Urkataster; Nenning; modern ground plan, ground 

floor; 1832. 

 

In the east the situation is somewhat better. During excavations in 1998/99 part of the foundations of the 

east gable of the church were uncovered. Using these, it was also finally possible to georeference wall-

fragments uncovered during the excavations in 1937 directed by Friedrich Garscha from the Baden State 

Museum. In actual fact he only dug two narrow trenches and tried to (wrongly) reconstruct the ground plan of 

the whole church as trapezoid. These excavations could also be correctly georeferenced. The georeferenced 

excavation findings provide an exact position for the east end of the church (Fig. 12). 
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Fig. 12 ï Excavation findings 1937 and 1998/99 showing the exact west end of the Abbey Church. 

 

More information on the position of the church could be gleaned from the rather beautiful plan of the 

Konstanz shoreline surveyed in 1826/27 by the ñOfficial Surveyor and Chief Inspector of Roadsò Ignaz 

Rudolf Dekkert in the forefront of new shoreline revetments and harbor walls (Fig. 13). Created some thirty 

years later than Nenningôs, this plan was the work of a surveyor rather than an architect. It has a high level of 

accuracy for the period in which it was created and any tendencies to see right angles where none are 

present are greatly reduced. It contains many valuable details. Although he didnót survey the monastery, 

Dekkert did record the church tower, two years before it was demolished. 
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Fig. 13 ï 1826/27 plan of the Konstanz shoreline by the Surveyor and Chief Inspector of Roads Ignaz Rudolf Dekkert, Petershausen 

sheet. Konstanz city archive Z IIa/5. 

 

Important is the exact positional relationship of the tower to a kink in the monastery wall which is not only 

present on Dekkertôs plan but also on the Urkataster and the contemporary cadaster (Fig. 14). 

By combining all these points of orientation and by reducing some parts to individual wall-flights it was 

possible to bring the church into a position which, on the basis of the evidence available, seems plausible 

(Fig. 15). Only some excavation could test the accuracy. 

Comparison of the rectification with the excavation in other parts of the project also give cause for optimism 

(Fig. 16). 

 


