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Abstract

The effects of medieval agrarian crisis on settlement and population were considered in a major interdis-
ciplinary research project in Scandinavia during the 1960s and 1970s. Within this project, there were signifi-
cant differences in methods used to calculate the extent of farm desertion between historians in the
participating countries. The reliance on written source material within the Swedish team reflected the domi-
nant approach amongst historians who made less use of map and landscape evidence than others. In this re-
newed investigation of the magnitude of farm desertion in the LateMiddle Ages, focussing on the province of
Jämtland in central Sweden, field survey of the physical landscape and some three thousand historical maps
are used as evidence, alongside conventional written sources, such as official letters and taxation documents.
The results indicate that the extent of farm desertion in medieval Sweden has been underestimated because
Swedish scholars generally eschewed the use of the retrogressivemethod, which their Norwegian counterparts
had been using since the 1940s. There is therefore good reason to reassess the desertion rates ofmedieval farms
in other parts of Sweden as well, using traditional geographical source materials together with the documen-
tary sources usually favoured by historians This may also hold for other parts of Europe as well. The rate of
desertion is discussed in a wider context of settlement contraction and expansion in central and peripheral
areas of Sweden, including the long drawn-out process of reclamation of the deserted farms (ödesbölen).
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E-mail address: hans.antonson@vti.se

0305-7488/$ - see front matter � 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.jhg.2009.01.021

Journal of Historical Geography 35 (2009) 619–641
www.elsevier.com/locate/jhg

mailto:hans.antonson@vti.se
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/jhg


The late medieval agrarian crisis has long been a key research problem for European histo-
rians.1 The idea of such a crisis was developed in the interwar period when many scholars iden-
tified significant and lasting changes in the size of agrarian populations, farm prices and the
number of deserted farms during the period between 1300 and 1450.2 In a recent review of re-
search on the medieval period, Schofield points out that the discussion of evidence for population
change in the period ‘remains a significant theme’.3 The twin themes to which Western European
historians of the agrarian crisis have devoted most of their efforts are, firstly, the driving forces of
the crisis, including the Black Death,4 climate change,5 war,6 changes in trade,7 soil depletion,8

and feudal exploitation;9 and, secondly, its effects on the size of settlement, population and every-
day life. Considerable research effort has been devoted to variations on these two themes, often by
considering hitherto unexamined regions or by utilising new methods and sources.

This paper considers the magnitude of late medieval farm desertion and changes in population
size in the Province of Jämtland in central Sweden (Figs 1 and 2), using landscape as a source.
Rather than simply adding another region to the map of European research, this paper seeks
to deploy new landscape evidence in the estimation of the extent of farm desertion. In recent de-
cades, historical study of medieval population change has been strongly influenced by English
scholarship, based mainly upon analysis of various kinds of contemporary written source mate-
rial. However, such sources are not distributed equally across all parts of Europe. The availability
of written source material is strongly dependent on geographical location: rich central regions
suitable for cereal production naturally contained more manors, monasteries and towns than
do more marginal areas. These institutions were more likely to have formal administrative struc-
tures and systematically catalogued written communications, increasing the likelihood that their
records would be preserved. On the other hand, in the more marginal regions there is a greater
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