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Crisis or transition? 
Risk and resilience during the Late Medieval 
agrarian crisis

Eva Svensson*

But things like this are never written down (Gregory 1999, 254).

Abstract
During the Viking Age and Early Middle Ages (c. 9th-13th centuries), outland-using 
peasants in the hilly and forested areas of inner Scandinavia were making a good living 
by producing commodities for sale in external markets. Some were using the outland 
intensively, relying on commodity production. Others used the outland extensively in 
diverse ways and balanced with agrarian activities. Trade networks broke down in the 
13th century, and intensive outland-using peasants had to restructure their economy, 
placing greater emphasis on cereal cultivation and cattle breeding. The extensive outland-
using peasants did not restructure their economy in the same way. The Late Medieval 
Agrarian Crisis with the Black Death brought death and the desertion of farmsteads. 
However, permanent desertion of settlements was not noticeable in intensive outland-
using communities, whereas there are far more deserted settlements in extensive outland-
using communities. These communities were less resilient than the intensive outland-
using communities, who had built new capacities when restructuring the economy. Many 
of the deserted settlements appear to have come under the ownership of the vicarages, 
the only agents of feudalism in the investigated areas. Crisis feudalism appears to have 
been an important factor in permanent desertion after the Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis.

Keywords: Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis; risk; resilience; outland use; crisis feudalism.

Résumé
Crise ou transition ? Risque et résilience pendant la crise agraire du Bas Moyen Âge
À l’époque viking et au début du Moyen-Âge (IXe-XIIIe siècles), les paysans des 
régions montagneuses et boisées de la Scandinavie intérieure gagnaient bien leur vie en 
produisant des biens destinés à la vente sur un marché extérieur. Certains utilisaient les 
terres banales intensivement pour la production de produits de base. D’autres utilisaient 
celles-ci extensivement pratiquant des cultures plus diversifiées et équilibrées. Les réseaux 
commerciaux se sont effondrés au XIIIe siècle et les paysans utilisant intensivement 
les terres banales ont dû repenser leur économie, en mettant davantage l’accent sur la 
culture de céréales et l’élevage du bétail. Les paysans utilisant les terres banales de manière 
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extensive n’ont pas dû restructurer leur économie de la 
même manière.

La crise agraire du Bas Moyen Âge, avec la peste noire, 
a apporté la Mort et la désertion des fermes. Cependant, 
une désertion définitive des domaines n’est pas perceptible 
dans les communautés pratiquant une utilisation 
intensive des terres banales, alors qu’il y a beaucoup 
plus de fermes abandonnées dans les communautés 
utilisant une agriculture extensive des terres banales  ; 
Ces communautés étaient donc moins résilientes que les 
communautés pratiquant l’agriculture intensive des terres 
banales, qui avaient développéde nouvelles capacités 
lors de la restructuration de leur économie. Un grand 
nombre de fermes désertées semblent avoir appartenu aux 
paroisses, seules représentations « féodales » dans les zones 
étudiées. La crise de la féodalité semble donc avoir été une 
composante importante de la désertion permanente après 
la crise agraire du Bas Moyen Âge.

Mots-clés: Crise agraire du Bas Moyen Âge; Risque; 
Résilience; Utilisation des terres banales; Crise de la 
féodalité.

Zusammenfassung
Krise oder Übergang? Risiko und Resilienz während der 
spätmittelalterlichen Agrarkrise
Während der Wikingerzeit und des frühen Mittelalters 
(ca. 9.-13. Jh.) war das Leben der bäuerlichen 

Gesellschaft in den hügeligen und bewaldeten Gebieten 
im inneren Skandinavien günstig, dort wurden Waren 
für einen externen Markt produziert. Einige Siedlungen 
konzentrierten sich intensiv auf die Rohstoffproduktion. 
Andere nutzten extensiv die Randgebiete im 
Rahmen von breit gefächerten und ausbalancierten 
landwirtschaftlichen Aktivitäten. Im 13. Jahrhundert 
brachen die Handelsnetze zusammen, und die 
ländliche Gesellschaft musste ihre Wirtschaftsweise 
umstrukturieren und Getreideanbau und Viehzucht 
stärker in den Vordergrund stellen. Die in den Randlagen 
lebenden Bauern haben jedoch ihre Wirtschaftsform 
nicht in gleicher Weise umstrukturiert. Die 
spätmittelalterliche Agrarkrise sowie die Pestepidemien 
führten zu einem Exodus der Bevölkerung und dem 
Wüstfallen der Gehöfte. Allerdings war die permanente 
Verödung von Siedlungen in den intensiv genutzten 
Regionen nicht spürbar, während es in den extensiven 
genutzten Gegenden weitaus mehr verlassene Siedlungen 
gibt. Diese Gemeinschaften waren anfälliger für die 
Krise. Durch die Umstrukturierung der Wirtschaft 
in den intensiv genutzten Landschaften hatten die 
dortigen Gemeinschaften neue Möglichkeiten für 
eine Lebensgrundlage aufgebaut. Viele der verlassenen 
Siedlungen scheinen in den Besitz der Pfarrhäuser 
übergegangen zu sein, die einzigen feudalen Akteure in 
den Untersuchungsgebieten. Solcher Krisenfeudalismus 
scheint ein wichtiger Faktor für das Wüstfallen nach der 
spätmittelalterlichen Agrarkrise gewesen zu sein.

In the detective stories by Susanna Gregory on Dr 
Bartholomew of Cambridge University, the reader 
encounters an English society fighting the effects of the 
Black Death, and a landscape filled with physical memories 
of the terrible catastrophe, such as empty houses and 
spooky, deserted villages in ruins. In these novels there are 
also narratives of how people tried to deal with both the 
disease and its consequences, and the issue of why some 
were spared and others not – that is, managing risks and 
reflecting on resilience.

The Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis has always been 
of central importance in research on the Middle Ages in 
Europe. But there has been an increased interest in recent 
years, not least expressed in the Facebook group ‘The Black 
Death Network’, probably due both to a stronger societal 
focus on environmental problems, risks, and disasters in 
our time, and to new theories, methods, and findings able 
to shed new light on the historical events.

In this paper, ongoing research on medieval rural 
settlements in forested and hilly areas in the county 
of Värmland, western Sweden, will be presented and 
discussed using the socio-ecological theoretical framework 

of historical ecology. The main focus will be on the 
adaptive strategies pursued by different actors in the rural 
communities, mainly peasants, in relation to the concepts 
of risk, resilience, and crisis feudalism.

Historical ecology: risk and resilience in 
relation to the Late Medieval Agrarian 
Crisis
The Black Death, hitting Europe in the middle of the 
14th century, was a disaster with a suggested mortality 
rate of about 60% (Benedictow 2004, 382-384). An 
immediate outcome of the Black Death must have been 
both a sharp reduction of members in households and 
an abandonment of settlements. However, it takes more 
than a virulent pestilence to cause long-term settlement 
desertion, and the Black Death featured in a package of 
social, environmental, health, and technological hazards 
and restraining processes, often labelled the Late Medieval 
Agrarian Crisis. The hazards and restraining processes were: 
climate change with colder weather, floods, and erosion; 
overpopulation; imbalance between cereal cultivation and 
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cattle breeding and use of marginal soils for agriculture 
with inadequate agrarian technology; feudal1 pressure; 
war; cattle panzooti; bad harvests, and famine (Campbell 
2016; Kitsikopoulos 2011; Lagerås 2016).

Still, the impact of the Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis 
remains surprisingly invisible in both archaeological and 
historical records in Sweden. In a Nordic project that 
relied on written documents, historians have come up 
with high degrees of desertion for Norway but distinctively 
lower figures, and even an increase in settlements, for 
other Nordic countries. The high numbers for Norway, 
50-70%, are, however, partly due to Norwegian historians 
working with other methods. For areas adjacent and 
partly covered in this paper, desertion rates were estimated 
to have been c. 20% (Gissel 1981; Österberg 1977). This 
very modest figure can be explained by the scarcity of 
medieval documents concerning peasant holdings, and 
to the written documents not containing information 
on partial desertion. Regressive analysis of historic maps 
has shown that partial desertion was a common feature, 
meaning that the settlement unit as such would not be 
regarded as deserted (Karsvall 2016).

Studies relying on different source material paint 
a more complex picture. An interdisciplinary project, 
combining results from a number of archaeological, 
osteological, dendrochronological, and palaeobotanical 
investigations in southern Sweden (part of Denmark in 
medieval times) showed that there was indeed widespread 
farm abandonment starting ca. 1350 AD, especially in 
recently colonised forested areas (Lagerås 2016). However, 
the compilation of results from outlying areas further 
north in the middle of Scandinavia, western Sweden, 
and eastern Norway points to a lack of crisis. Here there 
were no real signs of an economic setback during the 
Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis, due to a strong flexibility 
in resource utilisation and a market-adaptive economy 
(Berglund et al. 2009).

Thus, the impact of different risks in the Late 
Medieval Agrarian Crisis package on rural communities 
varied at regional, local, and even individual settlement 
levels. Apparently, there were also counteracting factors 
and conditions. For example, rural settlements that had 
households who were involved in commercial activities, 
and versatile households who could use their knowledge 
to make changes without too many restraints stand out as 
less vulnerable (Curtis 2014, especially 270-271; Ersgård 
2016, 97-100; Lewis 2016, 793; Svensson et al. 2013, 
103-104). Recent studies of agrarian, pastoral economies 
in eastern Africa have pointed to community-building as 

1 The word ‘feudal’ will be used in this paper, in spite of the term 
not being well suited to the study area. The reason for using the 
word is that it is paired with what is, for this paper, the important 
theoretical concept of ‘crisis feudalism’.

another important factor for handling risks (Petek 2018). 
Such counteracting factors and conditions could be 
characteristics of resilience.

Risk assessment today often departs from varieties of 
the function Risk = T(hreat) / H(azard) / P(robability) 
x E(xposure) x V(ulnerability), whereas resilience can be 
described as the ability of a system to absorb stress caused 
by internal as well as external factors (Svensson et al. 2013; 
see also Gunderson – Holling 2002; Holling 2001 for the 
resilience theory as a systems theory). The impact of risks 
is thus dependent on the degree of resilience in relation 
to the actual risks. But risks are more complex than 
the function above describes. The function is a product 
of today’s engineering society, where society wants to 
mitigate risks with technical solutions instead of dealing 
with the complex problems behind the risks. And the 
function ‘forgets’ that risks occur in different societal, 
chronological, and environmental contexts.

Therefore a socio-ecological approach that considers 
cumulative effects over time, the historical ecological 
approach (e.g. Crumley 2017), will here be the theoretical 
framework for understanding the interplay between risk 
and resilience in peasant communities. Historical ecology 
addresses not only adaptive strategies and versatile uses of 
landscape resources, but also the importance of learning 
and capacity building for the future.

The culture of resource colonisation 
and outland use – introducing the forest 
peasants
The long-dominant research narrative of forested and 
hilly areas with unfavourable conditions for cereal 
cultivation as being marginal and of marginal importance 
in medieval rural societies has been challenged by a 
number of investigations over the last 30 years. Instead 
of marginalised peasants making do with the peripheral 
leftovers, archaeology has unearthed histories of market-
oriented communities producing a variety of goods for 
sale. Seemingly gaining both wealth and a strong standing 
in society, the key to commodity production lay in the 
resources of the outland (Sw. Utmark), and the human 
practice of harvesting these resources is called outland use 
(Sw. utmarksbruk) (Andersson 1998; Svensson 1998; 2008).

Research into the earlier phases of outland-using 
communities in Scandinavia, in the early half of the first 
millennium, has pointed out two major characteristics. 
First, settlement expansion into forested and hilly areas 
comprised an innovative combination of farmstead, 
shieling, and agrarian and non-agrarian outland use 
(Svensson 2018). Second, settlement expansion should be 
understood as resource colonisation, where people moved 
into seemingly unfavourable environments pursuing 
special resources. In the initial phases, these appear to have 
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been mainly commodities for conspicuous consumption 
by a European elite, such as furs (Lindholm – Ljungkvist 
2016). Later, from around the 10th century AD on, a 
more complex outland use developed that encompassed 
mass production of everyday goods such as bloomery 
iron, antler (elk and reindeer), and various stone products 
such as soapstone items, whetstones, and quernstones. 
In some areas, rural communities specialised in outland-
based commodity production and trade, and decreased 
agrarian production to a subsistence level, i.e. so-called 
intensive outland use. In other areas, there was a balance 
between agrarian production and outland use, so-called 
extensive outland use (e.g. Baug 2013; Hansen – Storemyr 
2017; Stene 2014; Svensson 1998; 2008).

The agents behind colonisation were in most cases 
freeholding peasants2, not only introducing an innovative 
combination of farmstead, shieling, and outland use, 
but also smart ways of organising the complex and 
work demanding outland use. The keys to successful 
organisation were versatility, seasonality, communality, and 
an adapted gendered labour division. Versatility was not 
only a way of using many different sources for producing 
commodities and necessities in a landscape with poor 
soils for agriculture, it was also a way of spreading risks by 
relying on diversity. Through co-operative work, pooling 

2 There are other interpretations of who were the agents behind 
outland use, such as unfree persons working for chieftains seated 
in more central, agricultural areas; the sami; anonymous groups 
of hunter-gatherers, etc. Certainly there were regional and 
local differences. However, with more detailed studies of the 
complexity of outland use, and the connection of outland use and 
settlements, the freeholding peasants stand out by far as tje most 
likely alternative in most areas. See discussions in e.g. Stene 2014; 
Loftsgarden 2017.

different competences, spreading the different chores over 
the year, and sending women to work far away from the 
farmsteads on a variety of tasks, the available workforce 
was used effectively (Svensson 2015, 75-77).

The strategic innovativeness of the outland-using 
peasants should not be considered unique. On the 
contrary, the more rural medieval landscapes in Europe 
are investigated archaeologically, the more peasants in 
general stand out as strategic and knowledgeable agents 
(Loveluck 2013). Thanks to landscape approaches, making 
researchers look beyond houses and fields, a greater variety 
of land use is detectable. Indeed, sometimes resource 
utilisation and processing could be on a proto-industrial 
scale, as in one of the cases examined here.

There were both intensive and extensive outland-
using communities in the area we are going to look at 
more closely (Fig. 2). In the northern part, peasants were 
heavily involved in bloomery iron production and elk 
hunting using pitfalls. They also engaged in some agrarian 
outland use, in the form of shielings for seasonal cattle 
breeding, outland cereal cultivation, and haymaking 
on outlying meadows including mires. Outland use in 
the investigated area, at least during its peak, appears 
to have been organised hamlet-wise, with all hamlets 
pursuing several forms of outland exploitation. Further 
south, there were considerably fewer pitfalls used for the 
hunting of elk, only a handful of iron-production sites, 
and fewer and smaller shielings. However, there are also 
a few tar production sites and stone quarries, indicating 
both a less-intensive and a more-diversified outland use. 
Another difference is that the outland use was, at least 
to some extent, organised by community or parish, with 
different hamlets specialising in different kinds of outland 
uses. There was probably an intercommunity exchange 

Fig. 1: A bloomery iron 
production site with the remains 
of the furnace in the front and 
the slag heap in the back (© Eva 
Svensson; after Svensson 2008, 
Fig. 7).
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of products as well as production for external markets 
(Emanuelsson et al. 2003; Svensson 1998; 2008).

The first crisis – collapse of trade networks
The usage of the outland for commodity production 
increased dramatically in the 10th century AD (e.g. 
Indrelid et al. 2015; Stene 2014; Svensson 1998). Outland-
using peasants had a strong standing in medieval society, 
controlling waste resources and generating considerable 
wealth from production and trade. They relied on trade 

networks through which products from the outland 
reached market places and urban centres, and eventually 
consumers, sometimes far away from the place of 
production (Ashby et al. 2015; Glørstad  – Loftsgarden 
2017; Loftsgarden 2017). Through these trade networks, 
outland-using peasants came to possess goods they needed 
and wanted for their own consumption.

Due to major societal and technological 
developments, the conditions for peasants and trade in 
outland commodities changed. During the 12th and 13th 
centuries, there was a process of growing royal power, 

Fig. 2: Map of the study area 
with sites mentioned in the text. 
Intensive outland-using areas 
are hatched (© Stefan Nilsson, 
Antikva Geographica).
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state formation, the rise of a nobility and ecclesiastical 
institutions, and urbanisation. Even if most of the 
manifestations of the process played out in the agrarian 
plains area, the process included the introduction of 
top-down control and restrictions. This, together with 
an increased presence and domination of the Hanseatic 
League in larger Scandinavian towns, had serious 
consequences for trade in outland commodities. Due to 
the invention of the blast furnace and growing production 
of pig iron in the Swedish Mining District, bloomery 
iron production in Scandinavia’s outland faced fierce 

competition. The trade networks appear to have broken 
down, as there was a steep decrease in outland-produced 
commodities in the 13th century (Indrelid et al. 2015; 
Loftsgarden 2017; Stene 2014; Svensson 1998).

The forest peasants did not suffer the changes without 
a fight. There are examples of improved technology and 
the introduction of more-efficient work processes in 
bloomery iron production in western Sweden, probably 
as a response – albeit in vain – to the competition from 
the blast furnace (Svensson 1998, 185-186). There are also 
examples of peasants taking up social competition with 
the rising nobility. For instance, the forest peasants at 
Skramle even designed their own coats of arms and wore 
a heraldic mount (Fig. 3; Svensson 2008, 206-207). The 
forest peasants appear to have been fighting for preserving 
the old social structure, in which the bonde (Sw. ‘peasant’) 
was the dominating social order, with no privileged 
estates. Throughout the Middle Ages, there were hardly 
any families in the Swedish outland-using areas seeking 
to be ennobled, even if several of them must have had 
the material resources required. The only representative of 
feudal institutions was the parish vicar.

There were also longer-term responses to the crisis of 
the collapsed market, especially a change towards more 
agrarian production in order to achieve a higher degree 
of self-subsistence. In areas previously involved in the 
intensive version of outland use, there was an increase in 
cereal cultivation, both in the infields and in the outland, 
and in cattle breeding in the 14th century. Cattle 
breeding especially continued to expand during the Late 
Middle Ages and early modern times, with an intensified 
use of shielings and forest grazing (Emanuelsson et al. 
2003; Stene 2014).Fig. 3: Heraldic mount from the hamlet Skramle (© Bengt Holter; 

after Svensson 2008, Fig. 45).

Fig. 4: Reconstruction of Skramle, 
13th-century phase with 3 
households (© Bengt Holter and 
Bengt Andersson; after Svensson 
2008, Fig. 2).
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But not all farmsteads survived, in spite of the 
successful restructuring of local economies. For instance, 
the farmstead Skinnerud in western Sweden, established 
in the 10th century when the boom in outland 
commodity production took off, was deserted by ca. AD 
1250. Skinnerud appears to have specialised in iron and 
hide production and, having very little agrarian land, 
was more vulnerable when the market broke down 
(Emanuelsson et al. 2003).

The crisis was also noticeable in communities where 
extensive outland use involved greater agrarian production 
and restricted commodity production during the boom. 
Here, too, there might have been a slight increase in 
agrarian production as a response to the crisis, although 
it is not as evident as in areas that were characterised by 
intensive outland use. In the small hamlet of Skramle, 
there was probably an increase in infield cultivation. But 
there was also a reduction of farmsteads, as the number 
of farms shrinks from 3 to 2 ca. AD 1300 (Andersson – 
Svensson 2002).

Traces of the Late Medieval Agrarian 
Crisis – local traditions and settlement 
desertions
Furthermore, after the reduction of households ca. 1300, 
the peasants at Skramle appear to have continued with 
business as usual. The small hamlet was fairly well-off, 
judging from the well-built houses, including an up-to-
date smoke oven, and artefacts. The peasants cultivated 
mostly barley, with some oats and wheat, had a common 
cow-house, and they would have kept sheep/goats. They 
also had a part in a small shieling nearby. Apart from cereal 
cultivation and cattle breeding, the peasants produced 
soapstone goods of a fairly low quality, hunted fur-bearing 
animals and processed the furs, and performed small-scale 
smithing and bronze / brass casting. Smithing and bronze 
/ brass casting was most likely an internal hamlet affair, 
whereas the soapstone products appear to have been sold 
to a local market and the furs to an external market. But by 
ca. AD 1350 Skramle was completely deserted. From the 
character of the cultural layers and the spatial distribution 
of artefacts, the desertion appears to have been instant. 
Instant desertion rhymes well with the local tradition of 
Skramle being deserted during the Black Death, and never 
resettled again (Andersson – Svensson 2002).

Skramle was not alone. According to tradition another 
settlement, Åmot, shared the same fate. Åmot has been 
located about 10 km north of Skramle, but has not been 
excavated. About 40 km south of Skramle, another local 
tradition of desertion, due to the Black Death, has led 
to the discovery of the deserted medieval farmstead of 
Ivarsbråten, where excavations are currently being carried 
out (Svensson 1992). But it is another kind of tradition 

that we are going to look into here, namely traditions 
of deserted chapels, churches, and monasteries. As the 
mapping of such sites is under process, this paper is 
restricted to a couple of examples where some kind of 
excavation has been carried out. The sites are Blomskog, 
Kyrknäs, Lönnskog, and Yxsjölinna (Fig. 2).

Blomskog is known in local tradition as ‘the 
monastery’, but assessed by antiquarians as a prehistoric 
grave (cairn). This was the case until a minor excavation 
was performed in 1993, as a result of which the cairn 
was reinterpreted as an ordinary rural house. Although 
no artefacts were recovered in the small trench, the 
remains could be dated by 14C to the early 13th century 
(Andersson – Jansson 1995).

According to local tradition, Kyrknäs was a chapel in 
medieval times. However, a regressive analysis of historic 
maps by the historical geographer Stefan Nilsson gives 
clear indications of a deserted settlement unit, the land 
of which had been divided between several other hamlets 
probably before the earliest tax ledgers from the early 
16th century. In 1922, a minor undocumented excavation 
was carried out, touching the remains of the wall of a 
timber house that had burned down. Burnt clay was the 
only reported finds material from the excavation, but iron 
items, including a locker, had been reported previously as 
stray finds (Brodin 1923, 87).

Lönnskog is reported in local tradition as one of three 
medieval churches in the sparsely populated parish of 
Långserud. During the excavation, a minor trench opened 
in 1959 revealed a possible house foundation, a few nails, 
an iron mounting, and a few sherds of glass. The glass 
sherds were probably of recent character, whereas the 
mount was presumed to be medieval. In the area, a bronze 
(?) brooch and an arrow had been recovered previously as 
stray finds. Local inhabitants reported that the site was 
called Svärtingebyn, a name distinctively indicating a 
hamlet (ATA; VM Arkiv).

The last site, Yxsjölinna, is supposed to have been a 
chapel for pilgrims heading for Nidaros in Norway. The 
excavations carried out in 1955 unearthed the remains 
of a hearth and artefacts including a spindle whorl, a 
couple of whetstones, a bronze mounting, a few nails, 
and sherds of soapstone vessels. As the results did not 
match the expectations of a chapel, they were discarded 
as recent disturbances (ATA; VM Arkiv). However, the 
artefactual assemblage is of distinct medieval character 
and resembles assemblages from other medieval 
farmsteads. Also, clearance cairns and fossilised fields 
have been located (Nilsson 2000).

So local traditions can be misleading, though not 
only because chapels turned out to have been farmsteads. 
At Skramle, archaeology shows that the site was in fact 
resettled in the late 15th century, despite the tradition 
claiming it was never resettled after the Black Death – but 
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with a significantly poorer, single farmstead. In the early 
16th century, Skramle was deserted permanently. This 
time, the site appears to have been deserted in a more 
organised way, with people bringing their things with 
them when leaving (Andersson – Svensson 2002).

‘Crisis feudalism’?
Can we learn something from the combination of 
local traditions and archaeology? I argue that there 
is a reason for chapel traditions being attached to 
deserted medieval farmsteads. But first, we shall 
return to the reasons for the permanent desertion of 

Skramle. According to the oldest historic maps from 
the 17th century, Skramle belongs to the vicarage of 
Stommen, together with 5 other deserted settlements; 
Töres, Vafferhallen, Dumperud, Lurfallet, and 
Ladvändan. The first was probably a deserted farmstead 
/hamlet, with the others more likely being deserted 
crofts (Svensson 2008, 109 and references therein). 
My interpretation is that the local vicar was able to 
incorporate deserted settlements in the vicarage estate 
after the Black Death. When Skramle was resettled in 
the 15th century, it was probably by a tenant family 
under the vicarage. As Skramle and the other 5 
settlement units were located close to the vicarage, the 

Fig. 5: The excavation at Yxsjölinna, 1955 (© VM Arkiv, neg. 27970:3).
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vicar appears later to have decided to evict tenants and 
farm the land directly under the vicarage (Andersson – 
Svensson 2002; Svensson 2008).

In obtaining the land of Skramle, Töres, Vafferhallen, 
Dumperud, Lurfallet, and Ladvändan, the vicar of 
Gunnarskog turned the vicarage of Stommen from a 
previously average farmstead into a considerable estate, 
which was something new in a community where 
the ability to turn the natural outland resources of the 
forest into commodities through work had held priority 
over landholding (Johansson 1994, 20-22). The vicar, 
representing the only feudal institution in the community, 
the Church, thus seized the opportunity to profit on the 
victims of the Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis.

A similar phenomenon, labelled ‘disaster feudalism’, 
has been investigated in Spain in the context of a 
14th-century flash flood that destroyed the village 
of S. Romano and its surrounding lands. Following 
the disaster, the manorial family appears to have 
appropriated the land (Fernández et al. 2017, especially 
47). However, in order not to restrict the phenomenon 
to acute disasters, I suggest a more encompassing 
concept; ‘crisis feudalism’.

The vicar of Gunnarskog was probably not the 
only one to actively enrich the church in the wake of 
the Black Death, and I suggest that the connection 
between the deserted medieval farmsteads and the 
local traditions of chapels, churches, and monasteries 
should be explained by the active expropriation of land 
by the representatives of the Church. It was due to 
the ecclesiastical association that deserted settlements, 
incorporated into the local vicarage’s estates, were 
transformed in local traditions into chapels, churches, 
and monasteries.

Due to the poor, or rather non-existent, body of 
medieval documents, and to the blurred ownership 
situation for church estates after the reformation and 
reduction of Church properties to the Crown in the 
first half of the 16th century, it is impossible to prove 
the hypothesis for each of the examples above. But a 
detailed investigation carried out concerning Yxsjölinna 
by the historical geographer Stefan Nilsson has shown 
that Yxsjölinna was most likely part of the church 
estate of Älgå parish in the later Middle Ages (Nilsson 
2000). Blomskog can also be clearly associated with the 
vicarage estate, as the site is located close by and on 
land belonging to the vicarage, according to historical 
sources. There are also indications in historical maps 
and written documents that other deserted settlements 
in the vicinity were in the possession of the vicarage 
(Andersson  – Jansson 1995, 130-131). Thus the 
situation resembled Skramle and the vicarage estate in 
Gunnarskog. By contrast, the ownership histories of 
Lönnskog and Kyrknäs remain to be investigated.

Crisis or transition? Risk and resilience 
during the Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis
We have by no means located all deserted medieval 
settlements in the area of investigation. Still, there is a 
clear trend. There appear to have been far more deserted 
settlements in areas practising extensive outland use than 
in areas practising intensive outland use. Certainly, several 
of the hazards in the Late Medieval Agrarian risk package 
hit outland-using communities of both kinds, but there 
appears to have been a greater degree of resilience in the 
communities previously practising intensive outland 
use. Considering that the effects of the first crisis of the 
collapsed trade networks some hundred years prior to the 
Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis were more disastrous to, and 
demanded more comprehensive changes of, the economy 
of the intensive outland-using communities, a higher 
degree of vulnerability, not resilience, was to be expected. 
This was exacerbated by the fact that their economic 
changes involved an increase in agrarian production on 
unfavourable soils in times when the climate grew colder.

So what made the previously intensive outland-
using communities more resilient than those relying on 
extensive outland use? A very simplified answer is that 
they managed to avoid crisis feudalism. When Skinnerud 
was deserted, the land remained with the mother hamlet 
Backa and was used as an asset in the transition towards 
a more agrarian economy. If there were other, so far 
unknown, farmsteads being deserted during the first or 
the Late Medieval Agrarian Crisis, they were probably 
used in the same way or resettled. The peasants appear 
not only to have been able to keep deserted land within 
their ranks, but also to exercise some control of the parish 
church and the vicarage estate. They even moved the 
church on occasion, separating it from the vicarage estate.

However, being able to avoid crisis feudalism 
demanded skills. Here I would like to point out the 
importance of learning and capacity building, as stressed 
by historical ecology. The necessary adjustments to meet 
the first crisis of the collapsed trade networks had included 
not only a transition to a more agrarian economy, but 
also the building of a stronger community. The increased 
use of shielings and forest grazing demanded extending 
cooperative work and decision-making from within 
the hamlets to between hamlets and the wider local 
community. The process of transition must also have 
involved a great deal of learning and capacity building – 
both important aspects of resilience – for handling risks.

Communities who used the outland extensively 
did not go through a major reform of their economy, 
thus not learning the same lessons and not building 
new capacities in the same way as their previously 
intensive outland-using peers. Keeping up ‘business 
as usual’ during the first crisis made them more 
vulnerable to crisis feudalism when they were struck 
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by the combination of disasters of the Late Medieval 
Agrarian Crisis.

The more we acknowledge medieval peasants across 
Europe as strategic and knowledgeable agents (eg. 
Loveluck 2013), the more we have to attribute to them 
different degrees of resilience in good times as well as bad. 
It is also clear that we need to know more about both the 
peasants’ complex and versatile land use and the social 
contexts they operated within to be able to understand 
risks and resilience in medieval rural communities. 
In the examples presented here, the promotion of 
community building and restructuring of the economy 
from an industrial-oriented basis to an agrarian (but still 
versatile) profile included capacity building – the key to 
withstanding crisis feudalism.

That versatile economy and the possibility of staging 
knowledge-based changes were important resilience factors 
have been pointed out in studies from other parts of 
Scandinavia and Europe (Curtis 2014, especially 270-271; 
Ersgård 2016, 97-100; Lewis 2016, 793; Svensson et al. 2013, 
103-104). Through this study, the factors of capacity and 
community building have been added to the understanding 
of resilience (see also Petek 2018). Given the increased focus 
on medieval peasants as strategic and knowledgeable actors, 
it is highly likely that there will soon be a number of new 
studies both confirming and challenging these findings, 
and that other pieces will be added to the puzzles of risk 
and resilience in medieval times.
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