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Urban Death – Perceptions and Realities
Urban Mortality in the Early Modern Baltic Region

Perceptions
“The urban graveyard”

S   of urban life the city has been feared and condemned as a
sinful source of decadence and social decay. If it were not for the city’s allure-

ments, temptations and magic, one would have expected this particular life form
to have vanished from history. However, this did not happen; on the contrary,
urban growth and urbanisation are long term macro trends in history.1 Cities
have grown and decayed over thousands of years, and today we are running at
high speed into a totally urbanised society. Thus the myth of the teaming and
dynamic metropolis had the power to counterweight the sinful Great Harlot of
Babylon. Why is that so? Why have people chosen to migrate to, and live in cities,
in spite of the anti-urban propaganda, as well as all the disadvantages and risks?
And there was appreciable risk involved! One’s identity as well as one’s roots in life
could be lost; there was also the risk of being swallowed up and suffocated by the
sheer freedom of urban life, and the vast amount of opportunities. Of course one
could also simply die! This was especially so in pre-modern times, when the risk
of dying was high, and ought to have been a calculated risk among urban immi-
grants. This was the case among the Swedish eighteenth century elite, who were
clearly aware of the hazards of urban life.

Disease and climate – the unhealthy town of the Swedish enlightenment
Anti-urban sentiments and ideas seem to have been part of human thought since
the dawn of urban life. According to stoic tradition of Western philosophy ‘the

1 Concerning the much discussed definition of ‘urbanisation’ see for instance de Vries 1984, p.10ff, and Lilja
2000, pp. 29ff..
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most dignified life (was) the quiet life in the countryside, far from modern urba-
nism and civilisation’. The famous Swedish botanist Carl von Linné sought intell-
lectual comfort and inspiration from this stoic tradition. He favoured an enlighte-
ned primitivism, a healthy and natural life with modesty in material as well as
moral values. 2 During his travels through Sweden he often commented on urban
life, and he was never far from appreciating the “rural” values of the towns. He
spoke to mayors about the virtues and problems of their gardens, and noticed the
role of domestic plants and animals in the life of the small urban communities
through which he passed.3

Linné’s century, the enlightened eighteenth century, was intensely concerned,
one could almost say obsessed, with population growth. According to the period’s
contemporary mercantilist ideology, a large population was the basic foundation
of economic and political power. Thus, a state with a large number of inhabitants
was a potentially powerful state. Mortality was one of the demographic aspects
that provoked research, debates and arguments.4 There was a rising interest in
factors which threatened to diminish populations or hamper demographic
growth, and a new branch of research emerged from this reorientation. Many
local and regional studies took it as their objective to map out the ‘medical topo-
graphy’ of their studied localities. In this branch of local studies diseases were
drawn into focus. The effects of epidemics in the armies and in the countryside
were discussed, and, of course, the towns could not be passed unnoticed. On the
contrary!5

In 1760 the provincial physician Anders M. Wåhlin wrote about the town of
Jönköping, stating that it ‘is undeniable … that every place has its own endemic
diseases, caused as well by the location of the site, as the way of life of its inhabi-
tants’. To Wåhlin the climate provided the principal explanation of the poor he-
alth conditions of eighteenth century Jönköping. The town was often hard hit by
severe diseases, i.e. fevers of different kinds.6 It is to be noticed, however, that ‘cli-
mate’ in this context included air, water, and earth, as well as ‘weather’ in our more

2 Frängsmyr 1980, p. 96. In Swedish ‘… den mest värdiga livsformen var ett stilla leverne på landet, avskilt
från modern stadskultur och civilisation.’ Author’s transl.
3 Lilja 1995, p. 51.
4 Guteland et al 1975, pp. 37ff.
5 Frängsmyr 2000, pp. 152ff. 
6 Frängsmyr 2000, p. 156. In Swedish ‘Det är onekeligt … at hvar ort har sina egna Endemiska sjukdomar,
hvar til så wäl ortens belägenhet, som Invånarenas lefnads-sätt, det mästa bidraga.’ Author’s transl.
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modern meaning of the word. The eighteenth century idea of climate thus comes
close to the modern terms ‘physical life environment’ or ‘nature’.7

One of the dominating theories of disease diffusion saw epidemics as transported
by air. In this ‘miasma’ theory contaminated air was the cause of unhealthy condi-
tions.8 Thus the personal physician of King Gustaf III, Nils Dalberg, pointed at
polluted air as an important disease carrier in a speech for the Royal Academy of
Sciences in 1784. In this ‘Speech On the Condition of Air in Large and Populous
Towns’9 he argued that the urban climate contained great risk for disease diffu-
sion. According to his opinion, the countryside was much healthier and ‘had unli-
mited advantages compared to the towns’.10 Thus urban air caused sickness and
death!

Realities
The ‘standard knowledge’ and the problem
Is it not ‘standard knowledge’ today that pre-modern towns and cities suffered
from an endemic mortality surplus? Over and over again we hear the simple
phrase that towns needed major in-migration in order to keep growing, or even
not to decline. Thus, for a long time this urban mortality surplus has been taken
for granted among demographers and population historians, so much in fact, that
it has also been disputed.11 But is this the truth? Can the ‘standard knowledge’ be
qualified? Or can it even be disputed? 

It seems, in fact, to be a good case to dispute this age old ‘knowledge’. Several
factors affected mortality, and the rural-urban dimension was but one of them.
The birth/death ratio could vary over time and space. There were variations bet-
ween different types of towns. The complexity and structure of the urban popula-
tion was important. In general, smaller towns had a more favourable situation
than the larger cities. Military towns, export towns, and revenue towns had their
particular demographic problems; expanding towns also had their own set of
problems and stagnating towns theirs as well.

7 Frängsmyr 2000, pp. 17f. In Swedish ‘den fysiska livsmiljön’ och ‘natur’. Author’s transl.
8 Frängsmyr 2000, p. 157.
9 Frängsmyr 2000, quot, note 44,  p. 229. In Swedish ‘Tal om Luftens beskaffenhet i stora och folkrika
städer-’ Author’s transl.
10 Frängsmyr 2000, pp 161ff, quot p. 162. In Swedish ‘äga oändeligen stora fördelar framför städerna’
Author’s transl.
11 See Galley 1998, pp. 11ff, for a qualified discussion. Compare also for instance Prange 1984, p. 12, who is
only one of many proponents of the mortality surplus theory.
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In the remainder of this chapter I will discuss the mortality surplus thesis app-
plied to a region I would prefer to call the Scando-Baltic region, that is in short,
the Baltic region including Norway 12, and it will be a critical examination on my
behalf. My aim is to falsify the ‘standard knowledge’, and instead to argue in fa-
vour of more qualified statements. I do not claim that urban surplus mortality
was non-existent. It was, for sure, a major problem in many towns. I will simply
argue that this situation was unique, and restricted to some towns or particular
phases of individual urban growth. It can not be taken as representative of urban
systems as a whole or as the normality of European early modern urban demo-
graphy. Due to practical obstacles, I will not be able to present any covering sta-
tistics or conclusive evidence. Instead I will discuss some examples (15 Scando-
Baltic towns in total), and from these tentatively draw some general conclusions.
The basic question, of course, is whether these examples confirm or falsify the
‘surplus mortality’ thesis.

Another question within this thematic complex is the role of in-migration to
the towns. Were the towns dependent on in-migrants for their growth, or was this
factor of minor importance? It is my purpose to glance at this question as well, al-
though without any attempt to give conclusive answers. But let me first of all bro-
aden the geographic scope by starting outside the Scando-Baltic region.

Six English cases
According to Chris Galley, the mortality situation in English towns was much
more complicated than is presumed by ‘standard knowledge’. In fact, it was quite
common with mortality surplus, but the demographic situation was often rever-
sed, with a more or less pronounced surplus of births.

In diagram 1 the so called baptism/burial ratio is illustrated for a number of
English eighteenth century towns. This ratio is a kind of statistical index of urban
demography, showing the balance between baptisms and burials, through the
simple equation of baptisms divided by burials. In an all European context most
of the towns of this English sample are rather large. Only one, Lichfield, could be
called ‘small’, or even more accurately ‘medium sized’. Of these five English towns
with populations between 5000–36,000, the smallest one, Lichfield (c. 4700 inh.

12 Within my ongoing research project concerning population development and urbanisation in the Baltic
area the terms Scando-Balticum and Scando-Baltic region is used to cover the Nordic countries, the northern
parts of Germany and Poland, the Baltic states, and the western parts of Ukraine, Byelorussia and Russia. In
this article the sample of towns are gathered from a smaller area. See the map at page 102.
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1801), normally had a baptism surplus. In the others the situation changed over
time, but it was quite usual to have baptism surpluses. Norwich, the largest of the
towns with its 36,000 inhabitants 1801, had a positive baptism/burial ratio in 5
out of 10 measured years of the eighteenth century (note that the last figure of the
table is a decade average). Exeter and York, each with approximately 17,000 inha-
bitants, had 3 of 10 years of natural increase. The majority of the figures are close
to baptism/burial balance. Thus, figures above 0.95 can be seen as fairly close to
balance. In York this is the case in two instances and in Exeter as many as four. In
total, 40 % of the measured years had positive baptism/burial ratios, and if we in-
clude the near balance situations of ratios above 0.95, the total rate will be 54 %.
There was an unquestionable and predominant surplus mortality only in
Chester. 13

Of course these figures should be interpreted with some caution, since baptisms
and burials can not be equal to births and deaths. It is possible that underregistra-
tion affected burials somewhat more than baptisms. Thus a small registered natu-
ral increase could actually be a small natural decrease. However, the general con-
clusion that urban death rates could vary over time and between towns even du-

13 Galley 1998, pp. 16.
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ring the early modern period, seems firm enough, and it is reasonable to interpret
the figures of diagram 1 as a qualifier of the mortality surplus theory.

It is difficult to come to any conclusion about long term changes due to the
small number of towns. However, there is a weak indication of improvement du-
ring the eighteenth century. The baptism/burial ratio is generally higher (close to
1.0 or more, with one exception) during the later part of the century, and almost
all the averages of the 1790s show baptism surplus.

The time factor was, however, vital in London’s demographic development.
London had a long term growth from c. 50000 to c. 1 million during the early mo-
dern period.14 In the British capital three phases, or demographic ‘regimes’, are
detectable between 1540 and 1840.15 Up to the middle of the seventeenth century,
the demographic situation was characterised by comparatively even levels of
births and deaths. Relative demographic balance punctuated by heavy mortality
peaks is the dominant feature into the third quarter of the seventeenth century.
The city might even have had a natural surplus under normal circumstances, but
this situation frequently turned into a death surplus through enormous surplus
mortality due to the bubonic plague. The next demographic phase suffered from
a permanent mortality surplus. Between the middle of the seventeenth century
and the late eighteenth century, London’s demographic regime changed into con-
stant natural decrease, but the mortality peaks were gone. This is the period of the
‘man eating’ capital, or the ‘urban graveyard’. From the late eighteenth century the
natural decrease turned into its opposite. In the early 1780s, births started to over-
take deaths, and this gap widened during the first half of the nineteenth century.
Thus the capital city of early industrial England had permanent baptism surplu-
ses.

14 Bairoch/Batou/Chevre 1988, p. 33.
15 Galley 1998, pp. 16f.
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Diagram 2 – Births and deaths of London 1540 to 1840

The conclusion must be that surplus urban mortality, or the ‘standard knowledge’
is not to be taken for granted, not even in large cities such as London or Norwich.
And England was not an exception to the rule. Continental towns show the same
complexity of the early modern baptism/burial balance.

Three continental cases
In his monumental study of ‘capitalism and material life’ during the early modern
period, Fernand Braudel has given us some examples of urban demographic de-
velopment in the eighteenth century. With graphs he illustrates the ‘old regime’
demography of three French/Flemish towns from the 1660s to the 1790s. From
these examples it is quite clear that mortality surplus is not to be taken for gran-
ted even outside of England. Here Braudel illustrates the pre-modern situation of
high baptism and burial rates, and the change of the baptism/burial balance du-
ring the last part of the early modern period, and these illustrations clearly supp-
port the doubts concerning the thesis of a general urban mortality surplus.

Source: Gallery 1998. p 16

Source: 1801 Census
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Diagram 3a-c – Baptisms and burials of three French/Flemish towns c. 1665–1795

There was a mortality surplus often enough, but in the long run there was an equ-
ilibrium between births and deaths in the pre-industrial towns.16 The demograp-
hic ‘regime’ was similar to the situation in London during the capitals first phase,

16 Braudel 1982, pp. 58ff.



101

with baptism surplus punctuated with more or less heavy, and more or less frequ-
ent, mortality peaks. In fact, demographic ‘normality’ in these three towns seems
to make the ‘standard knowledge’ of urban demography false.

Braudel also had another purpose with these illustrations. He tried to docu-
ment the gradual improvement of the demographic situation during the later
part of the eighteenth century. In doing this he supported a widespread opinion
about demographic change during this expansive century. Two of the examples
turn from the typical demographic situation of the ‘old regime’ into a more mo-
dern pattern of permanent baptism surplus. ‘At earliest in the eighteenth century,
life overtakes death, and thereafter regularly remains to exceed its antagonist.’17 In
general terms this change might be interpreted as the first embryonic steps into
the ‘demographic transition’ of nineteenth century Europe. Thus his data confirm
the developments in England. However, as his third example shows, Braudel was
also anxious to qualify this ‘improvement thesis’. The town of Beauvais actually
changes from a permanent baptism surplus into an ‘old regime’ pattern.18

Urban death seems to have varied with the sizes and functions of the towns,
but also with the period of early modern demography. Furthermore, the pattern
of change is far from clear and systematic. If some general conclusion is allowed at
this point, it would be that larger cities might have had worse demographic situa-
tions than smaller towns, although the examples are ambiguous, as the town of
Norwich, with its 30,000 inhabitants, illustrates. There are also some indications
that the demographic situation improved towards the later part of the eighteenth
century. But the question centers on how general, in geographic and urban system
terms, this demographic change actually was.

Mortality and urban size
To cover some of the mentioned variations, and verify or falsify the vague general
patterns discerned through these few European examples, I have selected fifteen
towns for study from various parts of the Scando-Baltic region. In order to achie-
ve comparative geographic indications, the towns are chosen from a wide area of
the Scando-Baltic region, from southern Norway to Estonia, from eastern Den-
mark to central Sweden. However, in order to avoid the boredom of repetition
and too much detail, I will explicitly comment only on a few of the examples. For

17 Braudel 1982, p. 60 In Swedish ‘Först med 1700-talet tar livet överhanden över döden och överträffar
hädanefter regelbundet sin motståndare.’ Authors transl.
18 Braudel 1982, 59 illustration text and p. 60.
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comparative purposes I have also included the five English towns mentioned
above.

Map – Studied Scando-Baltic towns

Since size is supposed to be one of the main factors behind urban mortality, the
towns selected represent various size categories, classified as small, medium or
large towns. In the table I show the size classification of the chosen towns (inclu-
ding the English examples). Thus small towns are towns with a maximum of 6000
inhabitants, medium towns are towns with 6000 to 17000 inhabitants. These size-
classes are in fact too high to be adapted to the urban systems of the Scando-Bal-
tic region. As late as the 1800s, the majority of Swedish towns were ‘small’ accor-
ding to this definition.19 The classification is adapted to the size structure of the
chosen towns, and I use it mainly for practical purposes within the comparative
aspects of this article.

19 Lilja 2000, p. 84. 
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Finally my aim is to try to cover the chronology and geography of urban demo-
graphy, through data from the first half of the seventeenth century to the end of
the early modern period. Unfortunately the data quality is less than perfect, espe-
cially for the older period. However I believe the cumulative evidence may provi-
de a sound enough basis for tentative discussions and conclusions.20

Mandal on the southern coast of Norway – a case of small town mortality
To start with the small town mortality, the little borough, ladested, of Mandal will
provide the example.21 It is the smallest of the chosen towns. This town, on the
southern tip of Norway, had some 575 inhabitants in the late 1740s, but it was an
expansive township and grew to 1640 at the turn of the century 1800.

In Mandal, baptisms normally exceeded burials. Between 1749 and 1800, only

20 The evidence has been gathered mainly from published studies, i.e. Ericsson 1979, (Falun), Eliassen 1995
(Mandal), Galley 1998 (5 English towns), Hedlund 1980 (Västerås), Helmfrid 1971 (Norrköping), Lindberg 1975
(Linköping), Lilja 1995b (Stockholm, Copenhagen), Palm 2000 (Stockholm, Göteborg, Karlskrona), Pullat 1997
(Estonian towns), Villadsen 1976 (Köge). Parts of the data are reconstructions (mainly the data from Palm
and Pullat). I have not been able to counter  check the reliability of data, thus the discussions and conclu-
sions of the article must be taken as provisional and tentative.
21 Eliassen 1999, p. 50.

Table - Studied Scando-Baltic towns distributed by size categories
Approximate size (thousands)

c. 1650 c. 1700 c. 1750 c. 1800
large (30000< inh.)
Copenhagen 29 66 78 101
Stockholm 36 52 66 74
Norwich 36

medium (6-17000 inh.)
York 17
Exeter 17
Chester 15
Göteborg 3 7 11 13
Reval 12 10 12
Karlskrona 7 9 11
Norrköping 3 4 6 9
Falun 7 6

small (<6000 inh.)
Pernau 2? 3 6
Lichfield 5
Västerås 1.3 2.5 2.4 3
Linköping 1.2 1.5 1.9 3
Karlshamn 2.3 3
Narva 0.8 2.6 3
Mandal 0.7 1.6
Ystad 1.6 2.1 2.4 2.6
Köge 3 1.5?
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ten of the years had a registered mortality surplus, and there were only two severe
mortality peaks during these fifty years. At the beginning of the period, baptisms
normally varied between 16 and 23, with an average of 20.2, but after the expan-
sion they oscillated between 37 and 61, thus reaching an average of 50.5. Since
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death levels changed from an average of 14.9 to 37.9, there was a safe natural sur-
plus in Mandal during the late eighteenth century. During none of the decades of
the late eighteenth century did Mandal have a population decrease due to excess
mortality. The dominant pattern was a clear and almost permanent demographic
surplus.

In total, the town grew by approximately 1065 inhabitants in about 50 years.
However, since natural growth approximated 325 individuals, the net in-migra-
tion can roughly be estimated to c. 740 individuals. In relative terms, 70 % of
Mandal’s growth can be attributed to a more or less continuous flow of in-mi-
grants. Thus the little township must have been heavily dependent on this contri-
bution to its urban demography. On the other hand this first case-study also cle-
arly indicates that we cannot automatically assume a mortality surplus in Scando-
Baltic towns. Of course all calculations of natural population increases will be aff-
fected by some data errors, but if we assume that the registered surplus popula-
tion during this fifty years period can be estimated at more than 30 % due to a po-
sitive baptism/burial ratio, it means that Mandal grew very much on its own
power. Although its inflow of new inhabitants was more important in quantitati-
ve terms, the natural growth of the township should not be underestimated.

This natural growth showed no tendency to decline when the township beca-
me bigger in the later part of the eighteenth century. It is somewhat difficult to
extract different phases of development from the vital statistics of Mandal. The
fluctuating baptism/burial ratio does not disclose any major and varying trends.
However, the figures of Mandal might reflect a new pattern of positive demograp-
hic growth, since there seems to be a long term tendency towards fewer years of
burial surpluses and higher average baptism surpluses. This is quite clear during
the last two decades of the eighteenth century. In other words, we may have here a
Scando-Baltic example of the new positive demographic trend, which was detec-
table in some of the continental cases mentioned above.

Contrasting examples, Narva and Karlshamn
When we turn to two other cases of Scando-Baltic small towns, the Estonian town
of Narva and the Swedish town of Karlshamn, we find two diverging examples of
town mortality. In the early eighteenth the Estonian town Narva was seriously aff-
fected by the excesses of the great Nordic War, but I will return to this problem
later. I will mainly focus on the period after the town’s full recovery, roughly after
the 1730s, although for comparative reasons I will also discuss some aspects of the
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earlier period. In the early 1730s the population can be estimated to c. 2000; by
1800 it touched the 3000-level. However, looking at Narva’s population develop-
ment over a more extended period of time, the town actually seems to have resto-
red its population size to that of the pre-crisis period. Some estimates indicate
that the town may have had c. 3000 inhabitants already in the late seventeenth
century.22 Similar to recovered Narva, the population of Karlshamn, on the sout-
hern coast of Sweden, was well within the limits of a small town measured by the
classification system of this article. The town grew from c. 2300 to 2900 inhabi-
tants between 1749 and 1785, and thus it was roughly of the same size as Narva.23

But the demographic situations of these two towns were quite contrasting.
The development of births and deaths in eighteenth century Narva clearly re-

flects the population development of the city. From the low-point 1709–10, both
baptisms and burials started to rise systematically through more than three de-
cades. From the 1740s there was a tendency towards declining numbers of bap-
tisms and burials until the 1770s, when the levels stabilised at a figure of around
50–60 baptisms/burials per year.

22 Pullat 1997, p. 37 ff.
23 Karlshamn, statistiska tabeller.
24 Pullat 1997, p. 102. The figures from 1704-40 and 1754-61 are reconstructions. For the method af
calcualtion see Pullat 1997. p. 62 ff.
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In Narva the demographic situation appears to have been quite different from
that in Karlshamn. In general the baptism/burial-ratio was negative in Narva.24

Only two out of seven decades after 1730 had a natural demographic increase,
with the curves fluctuating wildly, but in the long run the situation improved so-
mewhat. The very difficult decades of the early eighteenth century did not return,
and during the middle of the century, particularly the 1750s, Narva in fact had a
positive trend. There are, however, new indications of stagnation during the third
quarter of the century, before another growth period started sometime in the
1770s.

The net result of Narva’s baptism/burial ratio actually confirms the mortality
surplus thesis, since more people were buried than baptised in the town. The net
result is calculated to c. –485 persons between 1704 and 1800. Even if we calcula-
te from the better situation between 1730-1800 the sum is negative, c. -150. Thus
Narva was totally dependent on net in-migration to grow and keep its population
in the eighteenth century. In relative numbers the natural decrease for the whole
century was – 22 %, and for the shorter period after 1730 – 15 %. These deficits
had to be countered by net in-migration flows.

In Karlshamn the tendency towards a positive baptism/burial ratio is quite
clear25 Out of 37 years between 1749 and 1786, the ratio was positive at 22. There

25 Karlshamn, statistiska tabeller.
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are only few mortality peaks in late eighteenth century Karlshamn. Three minor
peaks are visible in 1751 and 1773–74. In ten year averages, the 1770s had a slight
birth deficit, while the other periods had significant positive baptism/burial ra-
tios. The average trend of the baptism/burial ratio was constantly positive. Like in
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the Norwegian town Mandal and the Estonian town of Narva there are signs in
Karlshamn of a more positive demographic development during the latest part of
the eighteenth century. If we look at the last 15–20 years of the three eighteenth
century small towns, positive developments are discernible.

In contrast to Narva, Karlshamn was not dependent on net in-migration to
keep growing by its own power. Between 1749 and 1785 the total growth is calcu-
lated at 665 persons, and of these c. 200 were due to natural increase and c. 465 to
in-migration; like in Mandal, 30 % accounted for baptism surplus and 70 % for
net in-migration. This proves to be yet another falsifier of the mortality surplus
thesis, that still, however, was dependent on regular inflows of migrants! Thus, al-
though quite similar in size, these two small towns had different, almost contra-
dictory, demographic regimes, and different developments. The recovery and
growth of Narva were obviously much more dependent on in-migration than the
more modest growth of Karlshamn.

Small town mortality
To sum it up, these three examples of small town demography strongly support a
need to qualify the mortality surplus thesis. The situation changed over time and
between towns in a way that casts doubt on the ‘standard knowledge’ as far as
small towns are concerned. If we look at an overview of all 9 small towns of the
sample it becomes clear that no dominant pattern is to be found. Out of a total of
72 decade figures in the diagram, less than half (33) indicate a mortality surplus.
In the remaining 39, baptisms overtake burials. The average figures are positive in
8 of 13 decades, and the trend line is either close to the balance level or above it.

There are strong variations over time. Although data is scanty and the towns
are few we can observe a long term trend towards improved baptism/burial ratios
from the low points of the three decades 1690 to 1720. However this positive ten-
dency is not unambiguous. With its drop in the early nineteenth century the trend
curves indicate more of long term stability than any tendency towards a moderni-
sation of the demographic regime. Thus, what can be seen in some small towns is
undetectable in others.

Medium towns – Reval, and Norrköping
The examples mentioned so far are all small towns, i.e. towns of less than 6000 in-
habitants in the year 1800. If we focus on towns of the medium size category, the
picture might be expected to change. But that is not the case! Both the Estonian
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town of Reval and the Swedish town Norrköping normally had positive bap-
tism/burial ratios.26 In Reval this was a dominating feature during the first half of
the eighteenth century, although the ratio was steadily sinking from the high le-
vels at the beginning of the eighteenth century. During the latter half of the cen-
tury baptism/burial ratios evened out at the approximate balance level. This evi-
dence from Reval also contradicts any hypotheses, derived from the case of Narva,
that Estonia might have been different in urban demography than other parts of
the Scando-Baltic area, and figures from Pernau further confirm this.27

The demography of Reval changed from a very unstable situation, with high
but steadily sinking baptism numbers and lower but fluctuating burial numbers.
According to the baptism/burial ratio it is possible that the town had rapid natu-
ral population growth in the early eighteenth century, but the falling baptism
numbers could just as well indicate a diminishing population. The mortality peak
in 1711 was caused by the great plague, which hit not only Reval but many other
towns in the Baltic area, and the plague was only one of several hardships endured

26 Figures of Norrköping from Helmfrid 1971, pp.7ff, and figures of Reval from Pullat 1997, p. 65 ff, diagrams
2 A, 3 A, and 4 A.
27 Pullat 1997, pp. 6f.
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at this time. The period of the Great Nordic War was politically and militarily tur-
bulent. The natural growth may have been, and most probably was, eliminated
and turned into its opposite through out-migration of refugees.

According to the baptism curve the demographic situation of Reval stabilised
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from the 1740s, when two decades of probable population recovery turned into
almost half a century of stagnation. The steep rise of the baptisms at the end of
the century might be a sign of population growth, although high and fluctuating
mortality figures blur the picture. The demography of Reval from the 1740s could
perhaps best be characterised as pre-modern, with near balance baptism/burial
ratios and occasional outbursts of excessive surplus mortality.

The net result of eighteenth century population development in Reval was
close to nothing if we compare the beginning with the end of the century. The
estimated loss of population between 1700 and 1720 might have been as high as
3–4000 of a population of approximately 12000, and it took the rest of the centu-
ry to regain its former population level. Summarising the century as a whole we
must assume that the strong natural increase was countered by even stronger net
out-migration. The population growth would have been as high as close to 3000
persons if the population development were only dependent on births and de-
aths. Instead the calculated estimates indicate an out-migration as strong as the
natural decrease of the town. But this situation is a summary of two very different
stages of demographic growth. If we calculate natural increase and net migration
from the early 1720s, the result is quite different. Population growth can be esti-
mated to almost 6000 and the natural increase to only c. 700 persons. This means
that net in-migration in eighteenth century Reval was an important factor in the
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growth of the town. It can be calculated to as much as c. 88 % of the total popula-
tion increase between 1720 and 1799.

Norrköping is one of the cases where we have access to seventeenth century
data. In seventeenth century Norrköping the fluctuating baptism/burial ratios
provide another example of positive urban demography, with baptisms frequent-
ly exceeding burials. However, this positive situation often turned into its opposi-
te, indicating that neither positive nor negative baptism/burial ratios should be
taken for granted. In total, 12 years out of 20 had positive ratio figures in this me-
dium sized town, which may have grown from c. 4000 to 8000 between the 1730s
and the 1770s. A population study has calculated the number of people to 7900
for the year 1785.28

Two second rank towns – Gothenburg and Karlskrona
The two Swedish medium towns of Gothenburg and Karlskrona advanced to the
second and third position of Swedish eighteenth century towns. Both had popu-
lations exceeding 10000 at the middle of the century, and both had a strong po-
pulation growth. The expansion of Karlskrona especially was spectacular after the

28 Helmfrid 1971, pp. 7ff. Since I don’t have continuous serial data of Norrköping Ihave refrained from calcu-
lating migration figures.
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foundation of the town as the main Swedish naval base. The town was founded in
1680.

Gothenburg was refounded in 1619–21, as an inheritor to the earlier Swedish
west coast town of Nya Lödöse. The town had a more or less continuous popula-
tion growth during the seventeenth century, and by the turn of the century it had
reached c. 7500 inhabitants, and might by that time have advanced to Sweden’s se-
cond or third largest town, excluding the Baltic and German possessions. The
town’s growth was halted during the first decades of the eighteenth century, be-
fore it continued its growth more or less continuously during the rest of the cen-
tury. The baptism/burial ratio of Gothenburg was positive during most of the se-
venteenth century, but from the 1720s there was a tendency towards a more bal-
anced situation. We even have a small dominance of negative ratio figures after c.
1720. The population growth amounted to almost 8000 persons from 1630 to
1760. Of these 8000 persons c. 3250 (40%) came from natural increase and 4750
(60%) from net-migration. Thus this positive demographic regime of Gothen-
burg falls into a category of towns with positive natural growth, that still, how-
ever, were heavily dependent on in-migration for their population expansion.29

If we follow the indications of baptism numbers, Karlskrona might have ex-
panded from nothing to maybe as much as 7000 inhabitants during its first two
decades of existence. However, this estimation could be a result of high fertility le-
vels of a young, recently in-migrated population. But even considering that factor,
we have to assume a very strong population growth of Karlskrona during its first
phase. After this first expansion, growth became more moderate. Still in the
1740s, the population seems to have been at approximately the same size order as
four decades earlier. In the middle of the eighteenth century, growth reappeared,
and by the 1770s Karlskrona had more than 10,000 inhabitants.

As a port town and a naval base, Karlskrona seems to have been exposed to in-
fectious decease. The town had two major mortality peaks in 1711–12 and
1743–44, but in general the baptism/burial ratio was positive, although the decli-
ning long term trend of the ratio indicates a more balanced situation after the
1720s. Maybe this was a change towards a more “normal” demographic situation
after four decades of excessive growth and excessive mortality due to the 1710–11
plague.30

29 Palm 2001, pp. 151 ff.
30 Palm 2001, pp. 155 ff.



In total, Karlskrona’s population growth between 1699 an 1760 amounted to
more than 3800 persons. Of these, c. 1500 came from natural growth and more
than 2300 from an inflow of people. This means that 39% of total growth is ex-
plained by natural surplus, and 61% by net-in-migration to the town. Thus
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Karlskrona, like Göteborg, falls into a more general pattern of self-growing and
migration dependent towns.
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Medium town mortality
These few examples of medium town demography confirm the impression from
the examples of small town demography: often, urban baptisms exceeded urban
burials. If we complement these four examples of medium town demography
with three of the English cases mentioned above, the picture becomes somewhat
different than the one we have of the small towns. Two of the English medium
towns (Chester and Exeter) suffered from regular baptism deficits. The other
towns either fluctuated around the baptism/burial balance line, or had regular
baptism surpluses. All in all, out of 58 measured decades, 35 had negative bap-
tism/burial ratios, and the trend curves fluctuate around balance level. This
means that more than half of the data evidence shows baptism deficits, as compa-
red to only one third of the small towns. Thus we have an indication of a slightly
worse demographic situation in medium sized towns than in small towns. This
could, of course, be interpreted as an outcome of the size factor, but it is impor-
tant to note that it is mainly the English towns that worsen the picture. The Swe-
dish medium towns had better demographic situations.

Metropolitan mortality – Copenhagen and Stockholm
Of course a few examples of demographic situations are proof of nothing but the
demography of the examples themselves. The examples mentioned so far are all
small or medium sized towns. The question is whether the demographic situation
was different in large towns and national metropolises. Can the mortality surplus
thesis gain support from the large towns?

Stockholm’s demographic development, as it is reconstructed in diagrams 14a
and b, largely confirm the thesis.31 In general the Swedish capital city suffered
from a negative baptism/burial ratio, and the situation seems to have worsened
during the eighteenth century. Not until the later part of the nineteenth century
did Stockholm reach a permanent baptism surplus. The city was then embarking
on its development towards a modern industrial city. There were some similariti-
es between pre-industrial Stockholm and London. Both cities had a long term po-
pulation growth, which might provide an explanation of changes of their demo-
graphic structure. In Stockholm as well as in London, we can discern three

31 Palm 2001, pp. 145 ff. The figures from the seventeenth century are reconstructed data, with weaker relia-
bility before the 1660s.



32 Nilsson 1992, p. 24; Bairoch/Batou/Chevre 1988, p. 33.
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distinctive phases of demographic development, although somewhat delayed in
Stockholm compared to London (compare diagram 2 above). The first phase, in
London stretching from the 1540s to the 1650s, and in Stockholm from the 1640s
to the 1720s, was characterised by a more or less balanced demographic situation
punctuated by mortality peaks. The mortality peaks were heavier and more fre-
quent in London than in Stockholm. In Stockholm a dramatic death surplus occ-
curred during the plague 1710–11, but minor peaks are visible during the seven-
teenth as well as the eighteenth centuries. It is possible that these variations are
due to the different size of the cities. London was in the order of ten times the size
of Stockholm. London was a comparatively large city already from the early 16th
century, with some 50,000 inhabitants. This level was reached by Stockholm in
the late seventeenth century. By then London had grown to 575,000, a population
Stockholm could not match until the 1930s.32 Stockholm actually transformed
from a medieval, medium sized, merchant city in the early seventeenth century to
a minor metropolis and capital city in the late seventeenth century.



119



120

The next phase in the demographic development of the two cities turned a re-
latively balanced baptism/burial ratio into a constantly negative ratio, with an al-
most permanent mortality surplus. Thus, the demographic situation of the two
towns had worsened, and population growth consequently weakened. In fact
Stockholm experienced a long period of slow growth. For almost 120 years, bet-
ween c. 1700 and 1820, the city grew only moderately from c. 55,000 to 75,000 in-
habitants.33 In London the period of slower population growth was shorter, and
mainly concentrated to the first half of the eighteenth century, when the city grew
from 575,000 to 675,000.34 Already during the later part of the century London
started its modernisation process, and began to transform into a modern world
metropolis. In Stockholm this transition was delayed until the dawn of the in-
dustrial society in Sweden. From the 1870s Stockholm’s negative baptism/burial
ratio changed into a permanent positive one.

When we look at the two Scandinavian capital cities, Stockholm and Copen-
hagen together, the surplus mortality hypotheses is further confirmed. All eviden-
ce shows that Stockholm and Copenhagen suffered from more or less constant
negative baptism/burial ratios. (Diagram 14a and b). Measured by decade avera-
ges 1630–1800, the baptism/burial ratio in Stockholm varied between over 1.25
and down to almost 0.50. In only two out of seventeen ten-year periods did the
baptisms of Stockholm exceed burials. However, before the 1720s the birth defi-
cits were often modest. Three of the decades have ratios only slightly under the
balance level. According to the weak data from Copenhagen between 1730 and
1780, there was a constant birth deficit in this city as well, varying from c. 0.75 to
almost demographic balance.

The figures from these two major Scando-Baltic cities suggest that size is a sig-
nificant variable behind the causes of urban mortality. Both had populations sur-
passing 50,000 inhabitants in the late seventeenth century, and thus were outstan-
ding in the Scando-Baltic context. However, very few cities, mainly the Russian
city of St Petersburg, could match the size of these Nordic capital cities. Thus, as
examples they are unrepresentative of the eighteenth century urban systems. Ne-
vertheless, they confirm the hypothesis that large cities tended to suffer from
more or less permanent birth deficits in their demographic developments. In
order to grow both cities needed net in-migration, but not of the magnitude one
might have reason to expect.

33 Lilja 1995b, pp. 322ff; Nilsson 1992, p. 9.
34 Bairoch/Batou/Chevre 1988, p. 33.
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The demographic net loss of Stockholm is well established in Swedish re-
search. In fact, the city had quite a reputation as a “man-eater”. Stockholm had a
long term stagnation from the early seventeenth to the middle of the nineteenth
century. The baptism/burial ratio was almost permanently negative, and there
was no sign of improvement before the late 1850s. In fact, as have been discussed
above, the demographic modernisation of Stockholm appears to have been delay-
ed compared to other major cities of Europe.35

Large town mortality
When we directly compare the three towns of this study which may safely be
classified as large, namely Stockholm, Copenhagen and Norwich, we find a more
complex pattern. Diagram 15 compares the three cities during the eighteenth cen-
tury, individually and through an average trend in the same manner as the dia-
grams of small and medium towns above. From this comparison it is obvious that
the demographic regime differed between the two Scandinavian capitals on the
one hand and the English town on the other. Norwich had much more positive
baptism/burial ratios than the Scandinavian towns.36 It seems to have been quite

35 Söderberg, Jonsson, Persson 1991, pp. 171ff.
36 Galley 1998, p. 16.
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as likely with positive ratios as negative in the British town. But the general trend
is negative. The decade averages of the baptism/burial ratios converge towards the
0,9 level. However, the time changes of London and Stockholm, as well as the diff-
ferences between the three cities of Stockholm, Copenhagen and Norwich, in my
opinion support a general scepticism against the urban mortality surplus thesis.
Large towns often had mortality surpluses, that is true, but not all of them and
not all the time. I believe this qualification of the general thesis is motivated. Ne-
vertheless, the conclusion must be that large towns tended to suffer from negative
baptism/burial ratios, and thus were heavily dependent on in-migration to keep
up their size or grow further.

Mortality and urban size – a conclusion
The causal relation between urban size and urban mortality is complicated and
often superimposed by other factors which tend to blur the straightforward conc-
lusion that large towns had worse demographic situations than smaller towns.
Some of the indicators used above point in that direction, but not unambiguous-
ly! Several towns of the sample in this study provide contrary evidence against a
too simple statement in this matter. If we directly compare the eighteenth century
averages of the three size groups used in this study the result both confirms and
rejects the hypothesis. When it comes to the medium and small towns, diagram
16 shows a reversal of the hypothesis before the 1740s. Only the three large towns
had average baptism burial ratios almost constantly below the all town average.
A more general comparison between urban size and baptism-burial ratios is
shown in diagram 17. This diagram gives the correlation between the two varia-
bles. Urban size is given in logarithmic representation along the x-axis and the
ratio along the y-axis. Two trend lines illustrate the general correlation. The R2

value, i.e. the statistical figure measuring the strength of the correlation, is given
for each of the trend lines. To an unaccustomed reader of this kind of statistics I
can say that the diagram shows a situation with virtually no correlation what so
ever between the two variables urban size and baptism-burial ratio. A good corr-
relation would have given straight leaning trend-lines, with variable values lined
up close to the trend, and R2 values close to 1.0. Since the trends are almost hori-
zontal, and the R2 values close to zero, the conclusion must be that size is, at best,
a very weak causal factor behind urban mortality. The only evidence against this
conclusion is the vague tendency among the largest towns toward generally lower
baptism-burial ratios. Below the 15,000 size level there is no evidence at all.
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Of course this conclusion has to be drawn with some caution. The sample of
towns is small, and the time span as well as the geographic extension of the studi-
ed area is vast. Therefore I will turn to some smaller studies testing these two fac-
tors on the current sample of towns.

Chronology and geography of urban mortality
Although mortality levels were high in Scando-Baltic towns of the early modern
period, we have no reasons to over-stress this factor of urban demographic chan-
ge. In periods of normal social development, many towns appear to have had po-
sitive baptism-burial ratios. This was particularly the case for minor or medium
sized towns, though with some notable exceptions. The major cities normally
suffered from a baptism deficit that made them dependant on in-migration to
maintain size or grow. But even these cities had some periods of approximate ba-
lance between baptisms and burials. Time seems, when we look at the individual
towns, to be a factor of importance. London and Stockholm are good examples,
but several towns have significant changes in their demographic situations. Some
periods or decades were better off than others. Can we discern any general trend
of change over time in baptism-burial ratios?

If we gather all 19 towns of this study and calculate averages, we get an indica-
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tor of the importance of the time factor. This has been done in diagram 18, which
covers all the towns of the study from the earliest data in the 1630s to the latest in
the first decade of the nineteenth century.
A long term tendency is hard to establish from casual statistics like this, but the
tendency of the diagram at least gives one foundation for a tentative discussion on
the subject. Thus, if we study the diagram we will find that the ratio fluctuates in
an almost non co-ordinate manner, thus implying a very differentiated growth
pattern. The towns of the vast Scando-Baltic region, and the few British towns, to
a large extent developed in an un-orchestrated way. The baptism-burial curves
tended to eliminate each other giving a general average close to demographic ba-
lance. Thus nothing from this study allows us to assume that there was any signi-
ficant change over time in the general urban demographic regime before 1800. It
is not possible to confirm any demographic modernisation tendency in general,
although some of the studied towns (for instance Mandal and Narva) had some
signs of demographic improvement in the late eighteenth century.

What about the differences in space then? In diagram 19 I have classified 17 of
the studied towns into four geographic regions based on data from the eighteenth
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century. The conclusion which can be drawn from the data is rather straightfor-
ward. None of the town groups deviate in a systematic way from the general
trend. Thus, from this small study, both chronology and geography appear to be
unimportant as a general factor behind baptism-burial ratios.
Of course all conclusions have to be tentative. A much larger town sample is ne-
cessary to confirm the hypotheses put forward here. But so far I do not see chro-
nology or geography as important variables behind early modern urban demo-
graphy. The composition of the urban population, mainly its age and gender
structure, seems to be more important than chronology and geography. In the
final instance urban functions (economic, administrative etc.) might be the best
explanatory factors, since they determine the employment structure and the so-
cial composition of the urban population.

Major mortality crises
Thus we have good reasons to assume a balanced baptism-burial situation or a
positive demographic trend in many of the Scando-Baltic towns during the early
modern period. This assumption, however, does not imply that the urban systems
of northern Europe were free from major setbacks. There are several periods dis-



cussed in the literature as periods of major demographic crises, affecting urban as
well as rural demography. Most of them are more or less correlated to extensive
warfare, and the social distress caused by war. I will concentrate on two of these
periods, a mid seventeenth century crisis and an early eighteenth century crisis.
The first of the two was an outdrawn period of economic and social distress
mainly affecting the southern part of Scando-Balticum, from Denmark to Polish
Ukraine. This crisis is well co-ordinated with the commonly known phenomena
“the crises of the seventeenth century”. The thirty years war and the Nordic wars
of the 1650s and 60s provide the historic context of this social and demographic
downturn. Linked to this general crisis of international relations was also the
major Polish/Ukrainian Cossack revolt under the leadership of the famous Coss-
sack hetman Bogdan Chmielnicki in the late 1640s and the 1650s37.

The second of the two mentioned crises mainly affected the northern and
eastern parts of the Scando-Baltic region, and it was an outcome primarily of bad
harvests in the 1690s, and the Great Nordic War of 1700–1721, with the plague
1710–12.

Köge and the crisis of the mid seventeenth century
The extensive warfare in central Europe from 1618 to 1660 caused major damage
to the economic and social systems of the war-struck areas. Large parts of Germa-
ny were ravaged by armies during the Thirty Years War, and Denmark suffered he-
avily from the Swedish-Danish wars in the 1640s and 1650s. In modern Danish
research the crisis of the urban system is emphasised. Thus the seventeenth centu-
ry expansion of Copenhagen came to a halt during the 1640s and 1650s, and the
towns of Zealand suffered from serious growth problems during the same de-
cades.38 There are also indications that many of the former Danish towns of the
Swedish provinces Bohuslän, Halland, Skåne and Blekinge had a weak develop-
ment. The number of towns was reduced from 26 to 21, and their aggregate po-
pulation number seems to have stagnated at c. 17,000 inhabitants in total.39

The small Zealand town of Köge has been the object of a special study. The
town lost c. 50 % of its population between 1637 and 1672, with the main drop
during the 1650s. The population dropped from approximately 3350 inhabitants
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37 Magocsi 1996, pp. 199ff, 212ff; Davies 1981, pp. 463ff
38 Petersen 1980 pp. 47, 80ff; Prange 1984, pp. 34ff.
39 Lilja 1996, pp. 182ff.
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40 Villadsen 1976, p. 46.

to 1640 inhabitants between 1637 and 1672. Thus, the loss can be calculated to c.
1710 inhabitants. However, the baptism/burial ratio appears to confirm the
hypothesis that urban size affected the demographic outcome. The town impro-
ved its baptism surplus when its population declined. The baptisms fell from sig-
nificantly more than 100 per year in the later half of the 1640s to less than 70 in
the 1660s. Since the drop in burials started later, Köge had an almost constant ne-
gative baptism/burial ratio between 1645 and 1659, with only two years of positi-
ve ratio. By contrast this birth deficit turned into its opposite in the 1660s, sugg-

gesting that the major growth problems of the town had come to an end.40 Al-
though Köge’s demography changed into more normal patterns in the 1660s, the
town still had frequent birth deficits. In the early 1670s there were several years of
negative baptism/burial ratios, and before and during the decades of crisis several
serious mortality peaks struck the town. To sum up, burials exceeded baptisms in
16 out of 28 years between 1645 and 1672, and there was a steady baptism surplus
only during the 1660s.
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41 Villadsen 1976, pp. 59ff.
42 Villadsen 1976, pp. 77-83.

Köge’s population loss is almost equally explained by natural decrease and net
out-migration. The town lost almost 830 persons through a negative baptism/bu-
rial ratio, i.e. 48%, and more than 880 persons ( 52 %) through an out flow of mi-
grants. This double loss suggests that the problems of Köge were economical as
much as social and demographic. Because of changes in the international trade
patterns, especially in grain and cattle trade, Köge had to adapt to a new and less
favourable situation.41

The crisis of the early eighteenth century
The early eighteenth century crisis was a multi-causal crisis, emerging from bad
harvests as well as plague, and social effects of war. In the 1690s bad weather con-
ditions for several years caused a major famine in Finland and large parts of nor-
thern Sweden. The population loss of Finland, as a direct consequence of the fa-
mine years, have been calculated to as much as c. 140,000. Finland’s population
fell drastically from 470,000 to 365,000. The sex balance of the Finnish population
changed from 1.1 female per male in 1700 to 1.4 in 1720. In Sweden the evidence

Diagram 20 a–b 42



43 Lindegren 1992/93, p. 45, 180; Palm 2000, p. 49.
44 Lilja 2000, p. 68f; Lilja 1996, database.
45 Pullat 1997 pp. 39 ff
46 Preinits 1985, p. 40, 44
47 Petersen 1980 pp. 85. Petersen estimates the population loss to 22,000, and the population size of
Copenhagen to 76,000 in 1728. Compare Preinitz 1985, p. 45, who quotes a mortality figure of 23,000 during
the plague in Copenhagen.
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is somewhat contradictory, but most indicators and the most recent research
suggest a very slow growth of only 0.17 % per year between 1699 and 1718. The
population grew moderately from 1.36 to 1.41 millions.43

The towns of both Sweden and Finland suffered from serious growth pro-
blems during these decades. Their average growth fell significantly, and half of the
towns had an annual growth below 0.3 between the 1690s and the 1730s. Since
urban growth had re-started in the 1720s, the situation during the first two de-
cades of the eighteenth century must have been even worse.44

The Estonian town of Narva lost the major part of its population due to de-
portations and the plague of 1710–11. Raimo Pullat has estimated the population
loss through deportations in 1708 to at least 1,700 persons. Nine years later 700 of
them had returned, and the town was recovering fast. At the low point in 1710–11
it might have had as few as 225–300 inhabitants, but by the late 1720s this number
had grown to c. 2000 inhabitants.45

The great plague 1710–12
One of the last great European plagues swept through the Scando-Baltic region in
the early eighteenth century. In only a short time period between 1710–1712,
many thousands were killed by the plague. The countryside as well as the towns
were hit, but the disease had a decisive effect on the population stock of the larger
coastal cities because of their exposed locations and mobile populations. The two
Scandinavian capitals are drastic examples of the ravaging of this epidemic. Acc-
cording to modern calculations Stockholm may have lost as much as 20–22,000
inhabitants from a total population of 50–55,000.46 In Copenhagen the loss is
estimated to the same order of magnitude. The population of the Danish capital
is estimated to c. 66,000 at the turn of the century 1700, and the plague losses
amounted to at least the same number as in Stockholm.47

Thanks to modern research we are able to follow the demographic crisis of
Stockholm month by month. Thus the burial rate exploded in August and Sep-
tember of 1710 from 412 to 2411. In the next month the death rate peaked, and
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started to fall back to the normal level in January of 1711. During these four
months (August–December 1710) Stockholm lost at minimum 11,000 inhabi-
tants, but according to one calculation, it was probably at least twice as many.48 

This major epidemic struck many towns and large rural areas all over the
Scando-Baltic region. According to modern estimates the Swedish towns of Jön-
köping, Linköping, and Ystad suffered losses due to the plague in the order of 35-
40 % of their populations, and in five countryside parishes mortality rose to c. 10-
30 times the normal mortality levels.49 Two more towns of the sample of this
study show signs of this demographic disaster. In Estonia the coast town of Reval
suffered from a heavy surplus mortality in 1710–11 (diagram 8a-b above), and
the south Swedish naval base and medium town of Karlskrona experienced heavy
losses by the plague (diagram 13a–b).50

48 Preinits 1985, p. 31.
49 Preinits 1985, pp. 45f.
50 Pullat 1997, pp. 27 ff, 67 diagram 3 A. See above diagram 8 a–b and 11 a–b.
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Population flows and net-migrations – some tentative results
So far the urban mortality surplus thesis has been qualified from “standard know-
ledge” to a more vague statement which connects baptism/burial ratios to diffe-
rences in the social set up of urban populations. In general, the demographic
“normality” seems to have been positive or balanced baptism/burial ratios, al-
though with strong individual variations. Another “standard knowledge”, closely
connected to the mortality surplus thesis, is the assumption that pre-industrial
towns were dependent on in-migration to sustain their population or grow. I have
delivered some estimates on net in-migrations that actually confirm this thesis.
Several of the studied towns must have had at least as much inflow by net in-mi-
gration as by demographic surplus.

Indirect calculations of net in-migrations from the sample used in this article
are notoriously uncertain in detail, but as I believe fairly acceptable, if we settle
with lower demands of accuracy. Thus, calculated net flows probably mirrors the
main tendencies. Diagram 22 shows net migrations to or from 12 towns of the
sample. For purpose of comparison the results are given in 40-year periods, and
presented as percentages of the mean population of the period. For three towns I
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have been able to calculate from seventeenth century data, but the main results
are from the eighteenth century.

Measured in this way we find three levels of net migration dependency. At the
lowest level, migration probably had only a minor influence on urban population
change. This would be the case of Reval, Karlshamn and Narva with less than 10%
in-migration. Falun and Ystad also fall into this category, with their small levels of
net out-migration. The second level of migration dependency is to be found in
Copenhagen, seventeenth and eighteenth century Gothenburg, Pernau, seven-
teenth century Linköping and eighteenth century Mandal. All these towns had in-
migrations fluctuating at around the 30% level. And, finally, seventeenth and
eighteenth century Stockholm, Karlskrona and eighteenth century Linköping
were heavily dependent on in-migration. These towns varied around 80% in-mi-
gration of their average population size.

I have no answer to this levelling of migration rates. As the sample is very
small it may well be an arbitrary result. However, the general picture of the dia-
gram confirms the urban migration dependency thesis. Ten of the measured mi-
gration rates are high or very high. Only five calculations imply a low migration
dependency. Thus this combination of urban population growth and demograp-
hic net results indicates that many and probably the majority of the early modern
towns were more or less heavily dependent on in-migration. Since this question
can be answered only tentatively and through indirect calculations, it will remain
a hypothesis. Lack of empirical data on early modern migration patterns implies
that this provisional research situation will continue for the future. Thus we have
to adhere to a de facto restriction on our scientific possibilities, although I believe
it to be a reasonably safe conclusion that migration was a very important factor
behind urbanisation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

If for a moment we contemplate this in terms of social integration, it comes to
mind that these figures actually may imply a high level of social interaction in the
agrarian societies of the early modern Scando-Baltic region. A net migration flow
is only the tip of the iceberg phenomenon. Behind the net results of geographic
mobility are hidden much larger streams of in- and out-migration. It is not unli-
kely that the actual migration flows were at least five times the net-migration re-
sults. If this is a reasonable argument it implies the moving of people to and from
towns during 40-year intervals in the size order of maybe 200–250% of the urban
population. If we furthermore assume that the degree of urbanisation approxi-
mates 5–10%, this means that 20–25 to 40–50% of the population had some con-
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tact with urban environments and urban life styles. Even if we assume that many
North European towns were very small, and consequently their daily life ‘urba-
nism’ rather weak, we still have an impressive share of the pre-modern population
that received mental and intellectual influences from towns.

Of course this is only a numbers game, since we do not know the actual figu-
res. But, is it not a fair assumption that urban migrants must have constituted a
decisive component of the social and cultural integration of the Scando-Baltic
area in early modern times? And then it has to be remembered that Scando-Balti-
cum was only a weakly urbanised society. In other parts of Europe, mainly in the
“core-regions” around the English Channel or northern Italy, urban values must
have had good opportunities to diffuse through the constant flow of people bet-
ween towns, from town to countryside, or country to country.

The mentality of fear and the realities of risk – a summary
Let me summarise and draw some general, but tentative, conclusions from the
few examples of this study. Was there an urban mortality surplus in the early mo-
dern Scando-Baltic region? I.e. is the ‘standard knowledge’ on this subject valid? I
find it doubtful! ‘Normality’ seems to have been the opposite – a birth surplus or
at least demographic balance. There is no doubt that urban death could be a harsh
reality confronting the early modern town dwellers. Death levels were high, and
more or less frequent mortality peaks threatened to eliminate the urban demo-
graphic surplus for several years after, if there was a surplus at all.

However, modern research has cast a shadow of doubt on the older, common-
ly held opinion. It was quite common with a demographic surplus in Scando-Bal-
tic towns, just as it was in English towns. Thus, the calculated baptism-burial ra-
tios which are presented in this article suggest that many, probably the majority,
of the Scando-Baltic towns had a birth surplus. They would not have been depen-
dent on net in-migration for their own growth. Population growth could have
been self-generated. However, the picture is ambiguous. Several towns and several
periods of demographic change had birth deficits. There was a size factor involved
in the birth/death relation of urban populations, but this factor was generally spe-
aking rather weak. The larger cities of Stockholm and Copenhagen appear to have
suffered from birth deficits, although not always and in all cases. Changes of sex
ratios and age structures of urban populations, that were outcomes of extensive
migration flows in and out of the towns, were other, probably more important,
factors determining the demographic balance of individual towns.
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Was there risk involved when people migrated into towns? Certainly there
was, though it was not as dramatic as has been assumed. Were the towns depen-
dent on in-migration for population growth? Yes, for the most part; though, once
again, they were not as dependent as has been assumed. But the larger share of
pre-modern urban growth was probably due to net in-migration. Why, then, did
people choose to ‘go to town’ if they knew the risks? What were their arguments
and rationalisations? Were they actually aware of the risks? These are important
additional questions which were not able to be answered within the scope of this
study. To answer them we would have to explore the mentalities of urban mi-
grants. It is not enough to quote illuminating examples of condemnations and
drastic anti-urban propaganda through history. We would have to document the
thoughts and feelings of the ordinary migrants. However, if we did so, I believe we
would find that the majority were not aware of the risk, and that their calculations
were more positive than negative. Of course many might have been haunted by
the anti-urban propaganda which was spread by for instance the eighteenth cen-
tury enlightenment elite of Sweden. From them, people might have learned that
towns were places of sin and rootlessnes, or places of miasmic diseases, or even
places of supposed over-kill. But did the common people hear these voices or
listen to them? It does not at all appear to be the case. The poor calculated on bet-
ter survival possibilities in the town than in the countryside, and they probably
had good reasons to do so. The rich calculated on favourable conditions to enrich
themselves further through industry, trade or financial operations. They probably
also had good reasons for these hopes. Only the land-rooted people, the farmers
and the land owning nobility, had reason to favour the arcadian life of the coun-
tryside. Thus whatever the image of the town, its pull was stronger than its push,
and the eventual result was long term urbanisation.
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