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Abstract
The prerequisites for the medieval urbanization in Scandinavia were inherent in the landscape.
Instead of searching for explanations only inside the urban space, with the landscape reduced to a
hinterland, it is more fruitful to discuss places as parts of a larger landscape of human action.
When using the landscape as a starting point for the study of town establishment, it is necessary to
have a perspective from below as well as the traditional one from above. Some towns were
established by the elite in society, while others developed from a meeting place or a market. The
possible success of a town depended on the founder as well as on the inhabitants’ intensions and
ideas.
From the different prerequisites, developments, and transformations in the landscape the
establishment of every town must be related to its own specific context. Different circumstances have
resulted in a great diversity both in urbanization processes and in town structures. Towns are the
outcome of a dynamic process, involving a wide range of agents with different and changing
objectives. This diversity will be illustrated in the presentation by some examples from the province of
Scania in southern Sweden. Malmö and Ystad are examples of towns that grew spontaneously to
begin with, but then later during the thirteen century became controlled by the king. The town
Trelleborg, on the contrary, seems to have been established by the king right from the beginning,
based on a formal concept of a town.
Landscape and urbanization
In order to describe urbanization in a long-term perspective, earlier research tried to formulate some
criteria for this development. The German discussion had a great impact on Scandinavian research on
the concept of towns by a setup of functional, structural, and topographical criteria. However, these
criteria does not in themselves constitute an explanatory model, but were more likely a way to group
different types of places. At the same time they made it clear that urbanization is a broader concept
then just town development (Andersson 2003:314pp).
In recent research, particularly in anthropology, landscape is defined as a dynamic process and a
complex web of relationships and human action (Ingold 1993). People are active agents with notions
and ideas about the landscape and space they are using, and as a consequence of this human
diversity, the process of landscape is multi-dimensional in time and space. The landscape consists of
different spaces and places, where the places, in a simplified way, could be described as spaces with
an obvious purpose or meaning. The places are in a high degree connected to everyday life and have
a distinct localization. From a dwelling perspective the place could be related to a “foreground”. On the
other hand the landscape spaces might be looked upon as a “background” that in a large extent is
based on the ideas of the landscape, i.e. representations. These representations can be of two kinds.
At first it’s about more concrete conception, which can be connected to a defined space based on
experience. The other is about ideas concerning potential spaces. These ideas are strategic and
connected to the possibilities to form, to cause influence, and to control areas and surroundings. In
that sense they were forward-looking (Lefebvre 1991 [1974]). Spaces and landscapes are formed by
the natural and the cultural expressions, but also the social relations, and thereby have been affected
by continual transformations.
The construction of urban space is part of this process, and therefore towns shall not be looked upon
as predestined goals. Similar to the landscape, urbanization is a process with several time-dimensions
of social change. From an archaeological perspective it seems important to separate urbanization and
urbanism (Anglert 2006:232p; Larsson 2006:47pp). As mentioned, urbanization is a process, while
urbanism is the form or conditions this process lead to. Together they have formed, what I will call,
urbanity. Then urbanity could be studied from two perspectives, as a part of a far-reaching
transformation of society characterized by a concentration of people and functions to allocated places,
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as well as the development of a special way of life or identity. Urbanization and urbanism respectively
have had different courses of events with changing roles over time.
Originally an initial urbanization has been the prerequisite for the growth of urbanism, while the
urbanism today is the main driving force behind the increasing urbanization round the world. Towns
and other urban places in Scandinavia were established in the early Middle Ages as a part, or as a
result, of urbanization, but not as the predestined aims of this process.
Movements and actions by people in a landscape concept have created more or less visible patterns.
In the landscape, people have gathered and some functions were localized to certain places. Some of
these meeting places became central, e.g. places with an importance as points of references
connected to nature, tradition, memory and history, or connected to ideological and judicial matters.
Other places were connected to harbours and market places. Some of these places have been a part
of a network system with wider references then the local or regional context (Hohenberg & Lees
1995:47pp). On the other hand there were also systems of places with various central functions
scattered within a certain area, i.e. the opposite of a town where everything is concentrated to a single
place. In short, this means that there could be tendencies towards urban development also in areas
without towns.
Alternative perspectives
The landscape concept as formulated above is wide and holds a great content of meaning. There are
then reasons to question, and above all to contrast and to supplement many of the approaches that
have dominated the research in urban archaeology. In the light of this, the interdisciplinary project Nya
stadsarkeologiska horisonter (New Horizons in Urban Archaeology) was formulated and organized by
The National Heritage Board (Anglert & Lindeblad 2004).
In the term hinterland a one-sided relationship is hidden where an area is considered to be dependent
on one specific place or phenomena – without a place no hinterland. An awareness of the existence of
a reverse relation has existed, without being incorporated in the model of the central place theory. For
the understanding of the dialectical conditions in a landscape the term hinterland seems rather
useless.
To cover all the relations in an area as a whole landscape is a more adequate concept. By studying
the landscape context possibilities are given to study a multitude of those relations that formed society.
The landscape has played an active roll and generated the creation of places of different kinds, but at
the same time these places have had an effect on the formation of the landscape. A perpetual ongoing
interchange and co-operation between places and spaces have resulted in transformations of the
landscape. By a landscape perspective we can also study areas without apparent urbanity or any
towns.
Urban development has not been linear. Urbanity is changing and has always been in correspondence
with the actual context. Functions and meanings of an urban place have altered over time, e.g. from
administrative to mercantile, and evident differences are obvious among the urban places from the
same period. The prerequisites for the medieval urbanization in Scandinavia were inherent in the
landscape. Looking at differences among urban places rather then similarities will increase the
possibilities to understand the nature of urbanity. Every urban place has its own character related to
the actual context and time.
The context of the landscape was affected by human action either as reproduction or as
transformation. Reproduction as strategy was a way to conform and stabilize existing conditions, and
lead to a slow process of changes. The transformations are mostly related to various strategies from
for example, economical, social, and political circumstances related to the landscape. They were often
more dramatic and were manifested in a reorganization of the landscape (Anglert et.al. 2006).
To understand the urban development a long-term perspective of the process is necessary.
Archaeological excavations in Scandinavia in the last years have revealed a wide range of early
central places from the Iron Age that have to be considered in the process. Urbanization started long
before the Middle Ages. On the other side, this process will never be fulfilled, why modern urban
planning is also of great interest. The long-term perspective reveals changes in functions and
meanings of urban places, why an unreflecting, teleological projection from a known condition back in
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time could be hazardous. The purpose and meaning of a town or an urban place in the 11 century
th
th
th
was quite different from the same place in the 13 , the 16 , or the 19 century.
The landscape of the early urbanization – examples from Scania
In the following I will try to illustrate the discussion with some examples from Scania the southernmost
province of Sweden, which during the Middle Ages belonged to Denmark. The town Lund became the
th
metropolis of the early medieval Denmark. Before Lund was established in the end of the 10 century
the landscape was dominated by the very important central place in Uppåkra. The foundation of Lund,
just a few kilometers from Uppåkra, could only come about at the expense of the older central place
though the places represent two different discourses or strategies in society. The new localization was
an expression of, and a way to accentuate, the shift. But the ascribed meaning in the landscape by
memories, roads etc. did not allow a longer move (Lihammer 2003).
The transformation of the landscape is also seen in the presence of the place name suffix thorp (in
Swe. torp). A lot of places (villages) with names ending in -thorp were localized around the king’s new
center, Lund, especially in the old center’s presumed demesne, that was confiscated by the king and
his allies (Anglert 2003). By placing allied, people representing the new discourse in places with a
specific place name, the new strategy became obvious and easy to understand in the landscape
context.
The same strategy is recognized in the surroundings of Malmö, today the most expansive and
th
urbanized area in the province. Before the high medieval town was established in the 13 century the
th
centrality of the area grew intermittent by different strategies and agents. In the early 11 century a
market place, Oxie, with special trade was established in the vicinity of the densly settled and
agricultural area (Jönsson & Brorsson 2003). Oxie became a king’s manor, the place of the Thing, and
the center of the hundred. Together with a bunch of thorp-settlements, a strategy to control the area
was manifested in the landscape.
th

During the 12 century a seasonal fish market was established at the place for the later town. The
local farmers in the area in collaboration with interest from the other side of the sea used the beach
(belonging to the village Malmö) in an organized way for the exchange of fish (Larsson 2006b). In the
th
mid 13 century the formalized kingly power gave the already urbanized place regal privileges. The
focal point in the area then moved to the coast which had a great impact on the landscape, especially
the patterns of communication.
Trelleborg is another coastal high medieval town. This town was founded by the king on an
uninhabited place out of an idea what a town would look like. But it was not always an unsettled place.
Archaeological excavations have revealed a huge settlement from the late Iron Age, which was
th
th
abandon in the 10 century. There is no record of any activities at the place during the 11 and the
th
12 century. Central functions were instead located to the surrounding landscape. A king’s manor with
a probable mint was located some kilometers to the north, and a market place indicated by the name
Köpinge, to the northeast. An important road ended just to the west of the later town, where a lot of
thorp-settlements are located. These places and functions seems to be a result of different strategies
in the landscape before the town was founded.
At the coast 50 kilometers further to the east the town of Ystad is situated. The surrounding landscape
is much alike that of Trelleborg. A king’s manor and a marketplace were situated to the northeast of
the town, and just to the west of the town an Iron Age settlement with a possible market place and
trading. Inside the medieval town the archaeological results is interpreted as a seasonal fishing camp
th
which reminds of the situation in Malmö. In the 13 century the town and its inhabitants were given
privileges by the king.
Finally I will show a landscape with several indications of centrality but where no town was ever
established. Between Trelleborg and Ystad a transformation of the landscape took place around 1000
A.D. In the shown area we found a lot of villages/hamlets ending with -thorp. I believe they represent a
strategy to transform the landscape and this hypothesis is supported by the distribution of rune stones.
Also a king’s manor was also located to the area. Finds related to high status near Dybäck points it out
as an area of central importance, especially from the middle of the Iron Age (Helgesson 2002; Larsson
2003). During the late Iron Age there was a harbour and, likely, a market place in the southwest part of
the area.
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To summarize the landscape process including urbanization has been complex and varied.
Urbanization was dependent on different agents’ intensions and strategies, both from above and from
below. The establishment and the success of a town required some kind of mutual agreement, as well
as a mutual need.
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Fig. 1. The location of the towns mentioned in the paper.

Fig. 2. Settlements around Lund and the older central place att Uppåkra. The high concentration of
place names ending -thorp (-torp, -arp, -rup) around Uppåkra are seen as a result of the confiscation
of its demesne and a new strategy in the landscape.
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Fig. 3. The settlements around Malmö with the king’s manor in Oxie and thorp settlements in relation
to an older central area and the later town Malmö.

Fig. 4. Trelleborg and its surroundings with the king’s manor in Gylle and a market area shown by the
names ending -köpinge.
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Fig. 5. The Ystad area. The king’s manor was localized in Nedraby and the market place in Köpinge to
the northeast of the town.
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Fig. 6. The distribution of parish churches, rune stones, and parish names ending -thorp (-torp, -arp, rup). In Örsjö a king’s manor is mentioned.
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