UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM
X

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The Hanseatic World and Scandinavia

Wubs-Mrozewicz, J.; Gustafsson, Sofia

DOI
10.1017/9781009008839.013

Publication date
2026

Document Version
Final published version

Published in
The Cambridge Urban History of Europe. - Volume Il

License
Article 25fa Dutch Copyright Act (https://www.openaccess.nl/en/policies/open-access-in-
dutch-copyright-law-taverne-amendment)

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):

Wubs-Mrozewicz, J., & Gustafsson, S. (2026). The Hanseatic World and Scandinavia. In P.
Lantschner, & M. Prak (Eds.), The Cambridge Urban History of Europe. - Volume II: Medieval
and Early Modern Europe (pp. 272-291). Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009008839.013

General rights

It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations

If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

UVA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

Download date:11 Oct 2026


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009008839.013
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-hanseatic-world-and-scandinavia(03d5755a-0b6d-4e22-b8ae-48dbfc38e245).html
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009008839.013

12
The Hanseatic World and Scandinavia

JUSTYNA WUBS-MROZEWICZ AND SOFIA GUSTAFSSON

INTRODUCTION

Cities in the Hanseatic world and Scandinavia were connected in a number
of ways: mobility, trade, politics, elements of urban and maritime laws,
and the Low German dialects of their inhabitants and visitors resounding
in the streets. A traveller wandering from one town or city to another in,
say, the middle of the fifteenth century would have experienced repeated
moments of recognising familiar people, sounds, news of the day and
sometimes the contours of buildings and harbours or even the layout of
the streets and markets. This traveller would have also noticed that even
though the towns and cities were rather small by European standards,
they played a crucial role in the area: through them vast hinterlands were
intertwined commercially; they attracted skilled craftsmen; and some of
them were hubs of power and knowledge. Christianity and the growing
literacy of city dwellers put a mark on these towns, as they did in the rest
of Europe.

Yet apart from these reassuring connections, the traveller would have also
remarked on the diversity of the urban centres in this expansive geographical
area. Stretching from Dinant in the west to Reval (Tallinn) in the east, and
from Nidaros (Trondheim) in the north to Cracow (Krakéw) in the south, it
did not constitute one polity or even region.' The area was divided by mul-
tiple and often shifting political boundaries. The towns and cities had differ-
ent overlords and enjoyed varying degrees of autonomy. Some of the urban

! The area of economic and commercial activity of Hanseatic merchants was far greater:
through their settlements in cities such as Bruges, London and Novgorod as well as
smaller towns; through their trade connections ranging from Greenland to Italy; and they
sourced raw materials from as far as the Urals. See also chapters 13, by Ehrenpreis, and 14,
by Szende.
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The Hanseatic World and Scandinavia

centres became part of the Hanse, a loose network organisation of traders
and cities, which still poses a challenge to historians. The traveller would
marvel at how difficult the organisation was to grasp even by contemporary
standards, and could nevertheless be a powerful economic and political tool
in the hands of collaborating urban councils and merchants. This part of
Europe should, however, not be solely understood through the lens of the
Hanse — and it was changing over time.

If the traveller made this journey through time, she or he would notice
the changes in the position and function of the urban centres in this
area. From the sixteenth century, all cities experienced the effects of the
Reformation, state formation and explorations beyond Europe. Yet some
fared economically and politically well in the early modern period, while
others experienced stagnation or decline — even the mightiest Hanseatic cit-
ies. Their connections and diversity should thus be mapped both spatially
and chronologically.

THE DIVERSITY OF THE URBAN
CENTRES

There were up to 200 cities and towns which at any point would be in the
Hanse. Some of them had a long history; for example, Cologne, which had
its roots as a Germanic and Roman settlement, or Bremen, which received its
urban privileges in the ninth century, among them the rights to hold markets,
mint coins and have its own laws. Another early example of a town which
would later become important in the Hanse is Deventer (nowadays in the
Netherlands). It was established as a settlement in the eighth century as a
result of missionary efforts and acquired urban rights in the tenth century. At
the other end of the scale were cities in the Eastern Baltic, which emerged as
part of the expansion of German merchants and Danish conquests, close to
sites which had been commercial settlements or strategic outposts for centu-
ries. Prime examples for this are Riga, which was granted urban privileges in
1225, and Reval, which emerged after 1219 and was also a relative latecomer
in the European “who gets the city rights?’ game (1248). Most of the towns
and cities which would later form the Hanse, however, received their urban
privileges between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. Among them was
Liibeck (founded in 1143 and refounded in 1159), which often took the lead in
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JUSTYNA WUBS-MROZEWICZ AND SOFIA GUSTAFSSON

the Hanse and in the regional group of the Wendish cities (which included
Rostock, Stralsund, Wismar, Hamburg, Liineburg and Greifswald).”

In contemporary sources, these Wendish cities with easy access to the
sea were called the ‘sea cities” of the Hanse. This designation has influenced
the historiography of the Hanse cities, which has generally placed a special
emphasis on maritime connections. Much of the economic and political
power of this organisation of cities and merchants was indeed connected to
the North Sea and the Baltic Sea. They enabled east-west trade and general
mobility and were the scene of wars in which some of the cities sometimes
participated. For instance, in 1426-35 the Wendish cities fought a primar-
ily maritime war against King Eric of Pomerania (ruler of Scandinavia at
that time) about the Oresund Dues and therefore the control of maritime
transit in the area.” There were also other important cities and towns with
direct access to the sea; for instance, Harderwijk, Danzig (Gdansk), Elbing
(Elblag) and Konigsberg (Kaliningrad). However, there was in fact far more
diversity in the physical location of the towns and cities whose merchants
and magistrates were active in the Hanse. Several important urban centres
were located on rivers, with the most important being the Rhine, Weser,
Elbe and Vistula. Some of the municipalities were removed from the sea by
hundreds of kilometres; for instance, Cracow or Breslau (Wroclaw). They
both relied on a combination of riverine and maritime connections for their
interregional trade. This reveals an important aspect of how the network of
cities functioned: regional hubs such as Braunschweig in Saxony were cru-
cial in connecting these urban dots on the map. And consequently, direct
access to the sea was not a criterion in order to be part of the Hanse (i.e.,
being willing to participate in or being admitted to it), but having a mar-
ket, or an urban product such as beer or textiles, or goods coming from
the hinterland which were suitable for participation in a supra-regional
network was.*

The diversity and complexity of the urban network is also visible when we
take alook at the population numbers. In the fifteenth century, the largest city
by far in the area was Cologne, estimated at about 40,000 inhabitants. This
was almost twice as much as for Liibeck (about 25,000) or Danzig (20,000).

? Most academic publications either discuss the Hanse as an organisation, or are devoted
to individual cities or a group of cities, not cities in the Hanse in general. A notable excep-
tion is Bracker (ed.), Hanse.

* K. Fritze and G. Krause, Seekriege der Hanse: Das erste Kapitel deutscher Seekriegsgeschichte
(Berlin, Brandenburgisches Verlagshaus, 1997).

4 Bwert and Selzer, Institutions.
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The majority of the towns, however, were small, with 2,000 inhabitants.
Size mattered for the choice of the regional heads of the Hanse, taxation and
the clout the envoys of a town or city had during meetings.” But population
size, a usual proxy for determining the standing of a city in urban studies and
urban history, was as such of no importance for the possibility to participate
in the network. Rather, during meetings of delegates from Hanseatic cities,
the collective economic and political power of the urban centres was a topic of
discussion and used as an argument to motivate cities to partake in negotia-
tions or military campaigns.

There also was a considerable degree of diversity in terms of the func-
tion of cities. Some of the cities in the Hanse were centres of ecclesiastical
power, for instance the (arch)bishopric cities of Cologne, Bremen or Riga.
There were also hubs of learning, such as the university towns of Rostock
and Greifswald (founded, respectively, in 1419 and 1456). Zooming in here
on cities” economic and commercial roles, we can note that in many of
the larger cities being a member of the Hanse was part of urban economic
life, such as when their merchants attended markets abroad and made use
of Hanseatic privileges. Yet the economic function was also regional and
thus not exclusively Hanseatic. There were urban centres that were dis-
tinct market towns — for instance, Deventer in Overijssel — where goods
from Holland were exchanged for merchandise from the Rhine area. There
were also shipping towns such as Kampen, which provided manpower and
ships for the transport of goods in the west—east exchange. In terms of
population size and political clout, some of the major urban centres were
transit cities and interregional nodal points in the network; for instance,
Liibeck (as a medieval staple market), Danzig (with strong connections
to Holland and Zeeland, especially from the late fifteenth century) or the
towns in the eastern Baltic (drawing on the Livonian hinterland as well
as imports from Russia). Finally some cities, along with their immediate
hinterlands, were themselves centres of production. A good example is
Hamburg, from whence huge quantities of locally brewed high-quality
beer were exported. Braunschweig and several Westphalian towns pro-
duced textiles, which found customers all over Northern Europe, while
Liineburg provided precious salt from its mines. In addition to these com-
modities, a variety of goods were being moved throughout the network:
waz, flax, hemp, hides and furs from the Eastern Baltic; grain, wood, amber

° R.Hammel-Kiesow, ‘Bevolkerungsentwicklung und stidtische Topographie’, in Bracker
(ed.), Hanse, 242-48.
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and copper from the Southern Baltic; and wine, spices, textiles and paper
from Western and Southern Europe. Iron, copper, dried cod and herring as
well as forest products were exported from Scandinavia.®

Scandinavian towns became integrated in trading networks, but, as a
rule, they did not participate in the Hanse. The main reason for this was
the formation of kingdoms in Scandinavia that started in the Viking Age.
In the Middle Ages, Scandinavian kings sought benefits from long-distance
trade and would often appear as economic and political obstacles to the
interests of the Hanse. Two towns can be seen as exceptions. Bergen in
Norway had a large Hanseatic settlement, a Kontor, but the town as such
was not a member of the Hanse. Visby on the island of Gotland was the
most important transit harbour of the Baltic area in the twelfth century,
but when competition increased during the great wave of urbanisation
during the thirteenth century, its importance gradually decreased. The
island had a varied political history, first being tied to the Swedish king
and later to the Danish king, and back and forth. But Visby had significant
autonomy and was also a member of the Hanse. Some other Scandinavian
towns could at times benefit from Hanseatic privileges and Stockholm, for
example, once participated in a Hanseatic meeting. Some historians have
therefore claimed that a few of the Scandinavian towns should be regarded
as Hanse towns.”

Scandinavian towns were small, most with less than 2,000 inhabitants, and
all commercial centres with continuous built-up areas and town privileges
are usually included in the Scandinavian definition of a town. By these stan-
dards there were, by the end of the fifteenth century, almost seventy towns
within the borders of present-day Sweden, six in Finland, between ten and fif-
teen in Norway and around seventy-five in present-day Denmark.® Dividing
towns like this between the nations of today gives, however, quite a mis-
leading understanding of the Scandinavian medieval urban world. There was
not a single town in the northern half of Sweden and the few Finnish and

¢ For references, see the vast literature in Jahnke, Hanse; Wubs-Mrozewicz and Jenks
(eds), Hanse; R. Hammel-Kiesow and S. Selzer (eds), Hansischer Handel im Strukturwandel
vom 15. zum 16. Jahrhundert (Trier, Porta Alba, 2016).

7 C. Jahnke, ‘Das Verhiltnis der skandinavischen Stidte zur Hanse’, in J. Burgtorf, C.
Hoffarth and S. Kubon (eds), Von Hamburg nach Java: Studien zur mittelalterlichen, neuen und
digitalen Geschichte (Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2020), 115-34.

8 Helle, Eliassen, Myhre and Stugu (eds), Norsk byhistorie, 64—66; H. Andersson, Sjuttiosex
medeltidsstdder: Aspekter pd stadsarkeologi och medeltida urbaniseringsprocess i Sverige och
Finland (Stockholm, Riksantikvarieimbetet, 1990), 7; Kristensen and Poulsen, Danmarks
byer i middelalderen, 18-19.
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Norwegian towns were situated along the coasts. Only Denmark and most
of the southern half of Sweden could at that point be described as urbanised
areas in Scandinavia.” The largest cities for most of the period covered by this
volume were Bergen, Stockholm and Copenhagen.

Most Scandinavian towns from the high Middle Ages were located in
agricultural areas and connected to waterways, along the coasts and by
navigable rivers, indicating the importance of trade. This had not been
a necessity for settlements of the Viking Age. One example is Uppékra
(close to Lund), where archaeologists uncovered a vast built-up area
which was inhabited for about a thousand years until the tenth century.
While there is no written evidence of this town-like settlement, some
commercial centres are mentioned in sources from the ninth century,
such as Birka on an island in Lake Milaren (close to Stockholm), the
coastal towns Hedeby and Ribe in Southern Denmark and Skiringssal on
the south coast of Norway."

The establishment of towns in Scandinavia is obscure because of the lack
of written sources, but the development of most towns coincided with the
urbanisation boom which Northern Europe experienced from the twelfth
century. From the middle of the thirteenth century, preserved charters and
letters demonstrate an established network of towns. Excavations have
revealed that many of them had a history as central places in society before
receiving official privileges. Some Scandinavian towns grew because of
increased demand for particular commodities. Bergen, for example, became
the main centre in Europe for trade in stockfish (mainly dried cod). The
demand for iron and copper from Central Sweden stimulated the growth of
towns that were connected to Lake Milaren, such as Arboga and Visteras.
From the thirteenth century, Stockholm functioned as a transit harbour by
the coast for the metal trade of the region, which was one of the reasons it
became the most important city of the Swedish kingdom. Some towns grew
because they were cathedral cities or the destinations of pilgrims, such as
Nidaros in Norway, Lund, Roskilde and Odense in Denmark, Uppsala and
Vadstena in Sweden and Abo in Finland. Some towns were established in the
vicinity of castles, such as Vyborg (today on the Russian side of the border
with Finland), with a castle built in the late thirteenth century for Swedish

® The word ‘Scandinavia’ is used here in the meaning of the Nordic countries, but in
Scandinavia the word is used to only describe Sweden, Norway and Denmark.

10 See, for example, S. Croix, ‘Urban way of life as identity? A case study from Ribe’s empo-
rium’, in H. Lovise Aannestad (ed.), Vikings across Boundaries: Viking-Age Transformations
(London, Routledge, 2021), vol. II: 115-28.
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defence to the east. Kalmar, with a castle from the same period, protected
the Swedish kingdom to the south. In Oslo, Akershus Castle was built at
about the same time as a residence for the Norwegian king. Urbanisation
was thus not only a result of increased trade opportunities, but also stimu-
lated by rulers and the Church.

The urbanisation boom of the high Middle Ages was followed by a long
period when only a few towns were founded from the middle of the four-
teenth century. Instead, many of the existing towns expanded as trade
routes changed and demand for products such as grain and iron increased.
Jresund in the Danish kingdom (today the border region between Sweden
and Denmark) was a centre for the herring trade. This region expanded in
the late Middle Ages, as the demand for fish increased and export became
restricted to the towns. The region functioned as a gateway between Eastern
and Western Europe and benefited from the increase in long distance trade.
Malmé and Copenhagen drew the winning cards in this development and
became the largest commercial centres of the Danish kingdom."

POLITICAL AND JUDICIAL AUTONOMY

By the end of the fourteenth century, most cities and towns of this region
were ruled by a town council, which consisted of representatives of the civic
community. More and more power lay in the hands of the burgomasters, the
chairmen of the councils. The council was the town’s government as well
as its main court of law. In the most powerful cities of the Hanse, lavish city
halls became symbols of autonomy and council rule (Figure 12.1). However,
in most towns there was also a bailiff who represented the rights and duties
of the town’s overlord. The cities and towns were subject to varying layers of
political and judicial influence of such rulers.”

Usually, historians point out that Hanseatic towns were autonomous in
terms of law and economic policy — otherwise they would not have been able

"' Overviews of the urbanisation process in Scandinavia are found in M. Berglund, L.
Nilsson and P. G. Sidén (eds), Svensk stadshistoria — en introduktion (Stockholm, Stads- och
kommunhistoriska institutet, 2019); Helle, Eliassen, Myhre and Stugu (eds), Norsk byhisto-
rie; Kristensen and Poulsen, Danmarks byer.

2 For overviews of town government, see Isenmann, Stadt, ch. 4, and Gustafsson, Svenska
stader.
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Figure 12.1 The central square in Danzig (Gdansk), in a detail from an engraving
by Aegidius Dickmann, published in 1625. Image: Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum
Braunschweig. AegDickmann AB 3.4: Ansicht von Danzig, Langer Markt mit
Artushof, Rathaus, Langgassentor und Gefangenenturm.

to operate in the Hanse, for instance by negotiating privileges. Autonomy was
granted by overlords but shaped by city councils. Yet autonomy took various
forms and thus there was diversity in this respect as well. Some cities such as
Liibeck or Dortmund enjoyed far-reaching autonomy as Reichsstadt (imperial
city) in the Holy Roman Empire. Others had overlords who rarely interfered
in their economic and political activities, such as the bishop of Utrecht in
Kampen, Deventer and Zwolle. Still others, such as Rostock or Wismar, were
directly subjected to militant rulers (the dukes of Mecklenburg) and had to
consult them or take them into account, such as when the Hanseatic towns
debated participation in a war.

Changing rulers, and shifting political boundaries, also had an impact
on how autonomously towns (and their merchants) could operate. Several
Hanseatic cities were not only part of the Holy Roman Empire, but also fell
under the rule of Denmark (e.g., Liibeck in the early thirteenth century),
Sweden (several cities from Stralsund to Reval, periodically in the sixteenth—
eighteenth centuries), the Habsburg Netherlands and the United Provinces
(e.g., Overijssel and Guelders towns after 1528), the Teutonic Order (Prussian
towns in the thirteenth to fifteenth, and in some cases sixteenth, century) and
the Polish Crown (Prussian and partly Livonian cities from the fifteenth and
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sixteenth century).”” There were many Hanseatic settlements all over urban
Europe which were located in cities and towns that were under a variety of
rulers. The four main ones were the so-called Kontore that could be found
in London, Novgorod, Bergen and Bruges (later moved to Antwerp). Their
distinctive feature was that they hosted merchants from various Hanseatic
cities, who jointly made use of the privileges given to the Hanse there."*
When overlords were at odds with each other, as happened repeatedly in this
period, challenges and constraints appeared for the political, economic and
also juridical autonomy of the towns.

The political life of towns in Scandinavia differed from most Hanse towns,
because they were subject to kings. For most of the period analysed here,
there were two kingdoms, since Denmark and Norway were in a union
and Finland was the eastern part of the Swedish kingdom. All urban citi-
zens swore an oath to protect the king or his substitute and work for the
benefit of the kingdom. The relationship to the town overlord was often
legally defined. The towns were seen as valuable: they had great significance
in the economy, defence and political organisation of the kingdoms. Urban
forces made up a significant part of the Swedish army and were of decisive
importance.ls In external negotiations, like with Hanse towns, the king or
his substitute communicated on behalf of the towns in his kingdom. Despite
the close ties to the king, towns were given privileges which granted them
extensive internal autonomy from the high Middle Ages. Like most towns
in this region, Scandinavian towns constituted autonomous jurisdictions and
had their own administration, regulating matters of trade, building, inheri-
tance and other specific rules concerning urban life. However, kings could
control the spread of town law in Scandinavia as this was a royal prerogative.
Norway was the first country in Europe to receive a legal code for the whole
kingdom in 1274, and two years later a law for the Norwegian towns. In the
middle of the fourteenth century, Sweden followed suit when two Swedish
legal codes were created: one for the countryside and one for the towns.
Unlike Sweden and Norway, Denmark had a plurality of town laws, but

B polish Crown: part of the Prussian towns after 1466, others after 1525; some Livonian
towns in the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries, see R. I. Frost, The Northern Wars
1558-1721: War, State and Society in Northeastern Europe, 1558—1721 (Harlow, Longman,
2000).

4 M. Burkhardt, ‘Kontors and outposts’, in D. Harreld (ed.), A Companion to the Hanseatic
League (Leiden, Brill, 2015), 125-61.

¥ M. Neuding Skoog, I rikets tjinst: krig, stat och samhdlle i Sverige 14501550 (Lund, Augusti,
2018), ch. 5.
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some of them, such as the early law of Schleswig, were used or modified in
other towns in adjacent regions."®

There was a multitude of laws both in the Hanse region and in Scandinavia."”
Systematic urban law-making was not part of the Hanseatic collaboration
of cities. Even regulations of matters on the sea, such as the ownership of
goods from shipwrecks, could vary considerably between different towns.
The diversity in the legal landscape demanded collaboration and exchange
of information among skippers and merchants.”® Yet, it was not seen as an
obstacle to trade, but rather as one of its pre-conditions.

Some laws spread among the towns of the Hanse (e.g., through migra-
tion), and became the legal framework for many towns. Magdeburg law (and
a variation of it, Kulm law) spread in the east and was, for example, used in
Berlin, Breslau, Stettin and Danzig. The most prevalent law among the mem-
bers of the Hanse was, however, the law of Liibeck. Wilhelm Ebel estimated
that Liibeck law was used (often with local adaptations) in around a hundred
towns at some point during the Middle Ages."” The council of Liibeck could
act as court of appeal for the towns using Liibeck law, which further strength-
ened ties in the region.

Cities and towns, within and outside the Hanse, formed a web of cen-
tres with mutual interests in trade and production, and similar political
and social prerequisites and general problems to administer. Cities came
to resemble each other, as urban institutions, practices and particular
cultural features spread throughout the area.”’ Although the urban land-
scape of both Scandinavia and the Hanse region was diverse in many
ways, there were also strong integrating forces at work in the Middle
Ages, creating a distinct urban identity. One of the main driving forces
behind this development was the collaboration through the Hanse, but
there was always a plurality of trans-urban connections in the region,
through guilds, religious institutions, trading companies and, not least,

16 A comprehensive work on Scandinavian law is D. Strauch, Nordisches Recht im Mittelalter
bis ca. 1500: Eine Quellenkunde (Berlin, De Gruyter, 2016).

17 See, for example, the contributions in Cordes (ed.), Hansisches und hansestddtisches
Recht.

'® E. Frankot, ‘Of Laws of Ships and Shipmen’: Medieval Maritime Law and Its Practice in Urban
Northern Europe (Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 2012).

Y W. Ebel, Liibisches Recht im Ostseeraum (Cologne, Westdeutscher Verlag, 1967), 22.

20 Ror examples, see A. Mind, Urban Carnival: Festive Culture in the Hanseatic Cities of
the Eastern Baltic, 1350-1550 (Turnhout, Brepols, 2005); S. Gustafsson, Svenska stdder; L.
Bisgaard, L. B. Mortensen and T. Pettitt (eds), Guilds, Towns, and Cultural Transmission in
the North, 1300-1500 (Odense, University Press of Southern Denmark, 2013).
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personal relations.”' The Hanse can be viewed as both a stimulator and a
product of the integration of the urban world.

THE HANSE AS A SAFETY NET

The Hanse is a unique phenomenon in urban Europe, in terms of both its
definition and its function. And it was probably the only pre-modern urban
organisation which at the end of the fifteenth century was compared by the
English to a crocodile in the water: a potentially dangerous creature with
sharp teeth, of which only the head and some parts were visible.? It was nei-
ther a mercantile mega-guild nor an urban league. It started as an association
of traders (and, as such, one of the many hanses, that is, merchant groups) and
later also became an association of cities, but on its own terms.?? There is a
working definition of the Hanse as a network organisation of merchants and
the cities they traded from, consisting of up to 70 larger and 130 smaller cities
and towns. It was a long-lived, expansive and resilient phenomenon, which
put an imprint on Europe for more than 500 years through its trade, trading
outposts and policies, mainly in the north, but also indirectly in the south.**
The ongoing scholarly debate shows that there is no satisfactory concept that
would cover the richness and complexity of the Hanse as a mercantile and
urban phenomenon. One of the reasons is that the Hanse was already diffi-
cult for contemporaries to grasp. This was a deliberate choice made by the
members of the Hanse. Famously, the Hanseatic urban envoys to the English
king in 1469 resisted any institutional framing (and thus collective responsi-
bility) by articulating what the Hanse was not: certainly not a ‘societas’ (trad-
ing company), ‘collegium’ (corporation), ‘universitas’ (corporate body), or a
‘corpus’ (body) of any kind, either for the merchants or its member cities. It
had no common property, no common chest, no common seal, no common
representative, no common leader and no common ruler. Instead, it was a

2! One thorough study on connections in the area is K. Baur, Freunde und Feinde:
Niederdeutsche, Dinen und die Hanse im Spdtmittelalter (1376-1513) (Cologne, Béhlau, 2018).
22 S. Selzer, Die mittelalterliche Hanse (Darmstadt, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
2010), 36.

# J. Wubs-Mrozewicz, “The Hanse in medieval and early modern Europe: An introduc-
tion’, in Wubs-Mrozewicz and Jenks (eds), Hanse, 9.

24 R. Hammel-Kiesow, Die Hanse (Munich, Beck, 2002).
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confederation by mutual consent.” This evasive definition allowed members
the flexibility to become more or less engaged in the collective trade, privi-
leges and policies in certain periods — to such an extent that even the exact
membership was not always clear. Next to commercially and politically active
core cities, there were several (smaller) towns which participated in a more
passive manner; for instance, by using access to markets and information.*
In the 1440s, there was an attempt to define the boundaries more specifically
within the organisation itself by establishing which towns and cities were not
part of the Hanse. At the time, for instance, Amsterdam’s membership was in
doubt. These discussions, along with the national- and state-oriented perspec-
tive of historians writing about the German Hanse in the nineteenth century,
placed Holland and Zeeland towns outside the organisation. Only relatively
recently has the argument been put forward that these towns were members
of the Hanse prior to the 1430s according to all relevant criteria: partaking in
privileges, use of settlements abroad, participation in Hanseatic meetings and
voting on core matters of the Hanse, such as who was to be included in, or
excluded from the organisation.”’

There is, however, consensus on why the Hanse emerged and flourished.
As presented by Rolf Hammel-Kiesow, there were three main reasons for
the development of the Hanse from the late twelfth century: 1) the Baltic
region became included in the west-east exchange through Christianisation
and migration eastwards, with room created for trade from Scandinavia; 2)
the overall population growth in Europe after 1100 created a demand for
bulk trade which Northern German traders were able to conduct in a rela-
tively co-ordinated way; 3) the formation of urban communities in Europe
as non-agrarian centres of production, consumption and trade.”® Merchants
coming from these urban communities co-operated abroad (e.g., in London
or Bruges) and obtained collective privileges from the twelfth century, even-
tually coining the successful but always vague umbrella term of the Hanse
in the fourteenth century.zg This international trade, connected not only to
Northern European urban centres in England, Flanders, Brabant, Holland,

# 8. Jenks, ‘A capital without a state: Liibeck Caput Tocius Hanze’, Historical Research
65 (1992), 134-49; ]. Wubs-Mrozewicz, “The late medieval and early modern Hanse as an
institution of conflict management’, Continuity and Change 32:1 (2017), 59-84.

26 Jahnke, Hanse, 128.

¥ D. Seifert, Kompagnons und Konkurrenten: Holland und die Hanse im spiten Mittelalter
(Cologne, Bohlau Verlag, 1997), 102.

28 Hammel-Kiesow, Hanse, 22.

¥ C. Jahnke, ‘Die Hanse: Uberlegungen zur Entwicklung des Hansebegriffes und der
Hanse als Institution Resp. Organisation’, Hansische Geschichtsblitter 131 (2013), 1-32.
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Norway, Scania (under Danish rule), Denmark, Sweden and Russia, but also
to France, Portugal, Spain and Italy, was the main driving force for Northern
German traders to feel the need for mercantile co-operation. International
trade was also a driving force for tighter co-operation between different cities
from the fourteenth century. This need for co-operation spurred the formal-
ising of the shared settlements abroad, the creation of shared institutions such
as the Hanseatic diets (meetings held regularly from the 1380s if not earlier,
which had grown organically from regional meetings) and the organisation
of the cities into regional associations, in which meetings of urban represen-
tatives were also organised.”’

In recent scholarship, the focus has shifted from highlighting the leading
role of Liibeck in these processes (the traditional, so-called “Trave-centric’
research which would see the city on the River Trave as the crocodile’s head),
to analysing the role of regional urban networks in the emergence and organ-
isation of Hanseatic trade and politics. As a result, discussions now focus on
pragmatism and flexibility rather than loyalty to Liibeck or the organisation
of the Hanse itself.” This ties in with the notion that the Hanse could some-
times be an optional institution for the cities — which does not mean that no
pressure was exercised to collectively participate in (or at least pay for) wars,
or to negotiate jointly for privileges. External and internal pressure could be
direct or indirect, but tended to point towards recognition of the added value
of Hanse membership. From this perspective, the Hanse became in effect an
institution in its own right.**

So what was the added value of the Hanse for the cities, their mer-
chants, councils and more broadly their inhabitants? In other words, how
can the Hanse be approached in functional terms? In addition to the shared
privileges abroad that could be obtained and defended collectively, and
co-ordination in issues such as weights, measures and currency exchanges
and other shared economic interests, the Hanse’s appeal was also political.
For instance, cities sometimes formed (temporary) military alliances against

% N. Jérn, ‘Die Herausbildung der Kontorordnungen in Novgorod, Bergen, London und
Briigge im Vergleich — 12.-17. Jahrhundert’, in D. Ruhe and K.-H. Spiess (eds), Prozesse
der Normbildung und Normverdnderung im mittelalterlichen Europa (Stuttgart, Franz Steiner,
2000), 217-35.

' 0. Auge (ed.), Hansegeschichte als Regionalgeschichte (Frankfurt a. M., Lang, 2014); R.
Czaja, ‘Regionale und hansische Identitit des preuBischen Biirgertums’, in J. Tandecki
(ed.), Die Rolle der Stadtgemeinden und biirgerlichen Genossenschaften im Hanseraum in der
Entwicklung und Vermittlung des gesellschaftlichen und kulturellen Gedankengutes im spiteren
Mittelalter (Torun, UMK, 2000), 91-101; Hundt, Hanse und Stadt.

%2 Jahnke, Hanse.
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their own rulers or foreign rulers who curbed the rights of the Hanseatic
merchants abroad or organised trade blockades. Their shared political force
allowed urban councils for centuries to negotiate with kings and princes and
be treated with remarkable respect.”” These negotiators were members of
the urban elites in the Hanseatic world: burgomasters, councillors, Kontor
officials, syndics and secretaries.’® They knew each other from regional and
general diets,”’ from sojourns abroad where they learned to trade in their
youth or (from the later Middle Ages) attended universities. They were also
tied by kinship and business relations and spoke the same language (dialects
of Low German). For them, the added value of the Hanse was, on the one
hand, personal: they could run their businesses smoothly and move easily
between cities. On the other hand, in their official function, they could make
use of the close contacts to safeguard the interest (‘common good’) of their
cities by pointing towards the common good of the Hanse (‘common mer-
chant’ and ‘common cities’).*¢

This brings us to another aspect of the attraction for the cities and their
inhabitants to be part of the Hanse: the ‘enhanced reciprocity’ that perme-
ated the Hanseatic urban network. Most traders and their home cities in
pre-modern Europe co-operated to at least some extent in order to facilitate
economic exchanges, often by the promise of reciprocity in providing help,
but also by the looming threat of equally reciprocal sanctions if things went
awry. The written exchanges of Hanseatic city councillors and the reports of
regional and general meetings of the membership suggest that the emphasis
was primarily on mutual help. Sanctions were a last resort and punitive col-
lective measures such as expulsion were especially to be avoided. This was
directly connected to the function of the Hanse as an effective institution
of conflict management: mechanisms were developed to contain conflict
between member cities (e.g., by appointing mediators) and between inhab-
itants of the cities in their individual conflicts, in a number of ways.3 7 As the
Hanseatic network was brought to life by the mobility of merchants, sailors

3 Behrmann, Herrscher und Hansestdidte. 3 poeck, Herren der Hanse.
* V. Henn (ed.), Die hansischen Tagfahrten zwischen Anspruch und Wirklichkeit (Trier, Porta
Alba, 2001).

36 K. Friedland, ‘Der gemeine Kaufmann’, in N. Jérn, D. Kattinger and H. Wernicke (eds),
Genossenschaftliche Strukturen in der Hanse (Cologne, Bohlau, 1999), 287-94.

¥ A.Cordes and P. Hohn, ‘Extra-legal and legal conflict management among long-distance
traders (1250-1650)’, in H. Pihlajamiki, M. D. Dubber and M. Godfrey (eds), The Oxford
Handbook of European Legal History (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2018), 510-28; O.
Gelderblom, Cities of Commerce: The Institutional Foundations of International Trade in the
Low Countries, 1250-1650 (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2013).
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and their family members, and in fact relied on this mobility for its function-
ing, urban laws and customs were geared towards catering for complex busi-
ness, property and inheritance disputes.”® Membership in the Hanse allowed
relatively easy access to the necessary documentation (e.g., extracts from
administrative records), the acceptance of each other’s urban courts and their
rulings and the care for widows and orphans, both through urban laws and
through the networks of guilds and brotherhoods. In a highly insecure world,
the Hanse was an additional safety net for the cities and their inhabitants:
merchants, sailors, craftsmen and their families.>

TRANSITIONS IN THE EARLY MODERN
PERIOD

A new phase of founding towns started in the late sixteenth century in
Scandinavia, this time clearly linked to state formation. Towns were founded
by the monarchs to stimulate trade, and in Sweden were often connected
to the metal industry; for example, along the northern coastline. Helsinki
was founded by the Swedish king in 1550, as a rival to Reval. The general
European population growth in the sixteenth century led to an increased
demand for the export of oxen, grain and other agricultural products, par-
ticularly from Denmark. Owing to the economic decline caused by almost
constant warfare, only a few new towns were founded in the second half
of the seventeenth century, and Scandinavia would not see a wave of new
foundations until the nineteenth century. Norway deviated from this pattern
of stagnation with many new towns gaining privileges in the period, but a
majority of them were very small, with less than 2,000 inhabitants.*

¥ M.-L. Pelus-Kaplan, ‘Mobility and business enterprise in the Hanseatic world: Trade
networks and entrepreneurial techniques (sixteenth and seventeenth centuries)’, in Wubs-
Mrozewicz and Jenks (eds), The Hanse in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, 239-54.

* F. Dirks, ‘Stidte und stidtische Fiihrungsgruppen des Hanseraums und ihre
Biindnisse: Die Ratssendeboten des Spitmittelalters zwischen Kooperation und Konflikt’,
in R. Deigendesch and Ch. Jorg (eds), Stddtebiinde und stidtische Auflenpolitik. Trdiger,
Instrumentarien und Konflikte (Ostfildern, Thorbecke, 2019), 139-52; Wubs-Mrozewicz,
‘Institution of conflict management’; J. Selart, “‘Where was the home of the Livonian mer-
chant? Early urban mobility in the Baltics’, Zapiski Historyczne 84 (2019), 43—66.

“ F.-E. Eliassen, ‘Bypolitikk og bysystemer under eneveldet’, in Helle, Eliassen, Myhre
and Stugu (eds), Norsk byhistorie, 202—06.
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Stockholm consolidated its role as Sweden’s capital in the seventeenth cen-
tury and its population increased considerably. An estimation for the 1690s
gave 57,000 inhabitants in Stockholm, while the next-largest Swedish towns
only had 4,000-6,000 inhabitants.” A similar development can be seen in
Denmark where the capital Copenhagen became the dominant city, while
many other towns stagnated. In the middle of the eighteenth century, about
50 per cent of Denmark’s urban population lived in Copenhagen. Its function
as the centre of state administration and defence was the driving force of
this development.** The appearance of Copenhagen and Stockholm was also
transformed, with small wooden houses replaced by larger ones built in brick
or stone, palaces, and representative buildings of the state.

The population growth, particularly from the eighteenth century, led to a
significant change in the social structure of the larger towns and cities. As long
as the towns stayed relatively small, most of the inhabitants active in crafts
and commerce were connected to one of the burgher households where they
received food and lodging and were under the supervision of the master of
the house. When the population multiplied, it became more common for
workers to run their own households. The number of cheap town dwellings
increased rapidly to accommodate the multitude of new inhabitants. Many
taverns appeared and cultural life flourished. The development increased
social problems with overcrowded houses, bad sanitary conditions, alcohol
consumption and crime.

The towns of the early modern period would see their self-rule more and
more restricted, while state regulation and control increased. Many towns
stagnated because they lost the privilege to trade overseas. Staple rights were
only granted to some of the towns along the coasts, whereas all others were
forced to only serve their hinterland or sell their goods to the merchants
from the staples. However, some towns bloomed into cities because of the
interference of the state. One example is Gothenburg, which was founded in
the seventeenth century and soon grew to become the second largest city of
Sweden. It had the main Swedish harbour for foreign trade in the North Sea
region and the city saw a strong Dutch influence.

S, Lilja, Tjuvehdl och stolta stider: Urbaniseringens kronologi och geografi i Sverige
(med Finland) ca 1570-tal till 1810-tal (Stockholm, Stads- och kommunbhistoriska institutet,
2000), 405.

2 0. Degn, “Town development and urban population in the Danish Kingdom, ca
16201680 — From prosperity to crisis’, and M. Bregnsbo, ‘Copenhagen — The capital of an
empire’, in Bitsch Christensen and Mikkelsen (eds), Danish Towns during Absolutism, 97-132
and 133-52, resp.
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The usual narrative about the Hanse — and, by extension, Hanseatic cities —
is that they experienced a decline from the sixteenth century until the organi-
sation was dissolved in the seventeenth century. The symbolic date is the last
Hanseatic diet in 1669.”’ The reasons given for the decline include changes
in the European economic system, with a shift to the west and the growth
of connections across the Atlantic; the rise of states such as Sweden or the
(Habsburg) Netherlands, which left less room for the autonomy of cities or
the autonomous Kontore in, for instance, England or Russia; and the cultural
and political turmoil and divisions caused by the Reformation and the Thirty
Years War, which led to divisions between cities. The bottom line, according
to older research, was the Hanse’s failure to adapt to changing circumstances,
despite attempts to reform in the sixteenth century.** In recent years, scholars
have reframed this narrative of demise by removing the negative undertone;
instead, this is now seen as a period of transition.” There were three tra-
jectories: some cities experienced stagnation and decline; others underwent
a transformation and attained strong political and economic positions; and
still others experienced rises and falls dictated both by external circumstances
such as wars and by internal urban policies.

The first path is exemplified by Liibeck, which thrived politically and eco-
nomically in the Middle Ages, but lost much of its standing after the sixteenth
century. The city participated in struggles related to the Reformation while
the shift to Atlantic commercial routes, along with the rising Dutch domi-
nance in the Baltic grain trade, had a marked impact on the city. However, this
does not mean there were no new ventures: merchants from Liibeck went to
Spain, Portugal and North Africa in the seventeenth century and there were
connections to South and North America in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Nonetheless the city turned into a relatively minor player in this
global exchange and had no industry which could compensate for the loss of
regional trade. Liibeck was no longer perceived as one of the most important
cities in Europe.*® A similar trajectory can be argued for Liineburg, which

“* Tt must be noted that Liibeck, Bremen and Hamburg stepped up as heirs of the Hanse
and still in 1679 claimed that they acted in the interest of the whole Hanse. They were also
the formal owners of the Kontore abroad. The Kontor in Bergen, Norway, was dissolved in
1774, while the properties in London and Antwerp were sold in, respectively, 1853 and 1862.
4 R. Postel, ‘Der Niedergang der Hanse’, in Bracker, Hanse, 165-93.

4 1. Iwanov, Die Hanse im Zeichen der Krise: Handlungsspielrdume der politischen
Kommunikation im Wandel (1550-1620) (Cologne, Bohlau, 2016); J. L. Schipmann, Politische
Kommunikation in Der Hanse (1550-1621): Hansetage und Westfilische Stddte (Cologne, Bohlau,
2004).

4 A. Grassmann (ed.), Liibeckische Geschichte (Liibeck, Schmidt-Rombhild, 2008).
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experienced a sharp decline in its salt exports due to dwindling demand.*’
Cities whose burgomasters and councillors used to be received by rulers in
the Middle Ages became provincial towns in the early modern period.

Other Hanseatic cities benefited from the repeated political and economic
changes and found new roles, the prime example being Hamburg. In the early
modern period, the city adapted to institutional and commercial changes in
Europe: in 1558, the Hamburg stock exchange was founded, and in the fol-
lowing years the city welcomed an English community of traders as well as,
after 1580, Sephardic Jews. It continued to be a significant harbour through-
out the period discussed in this volume and beyond and is now the second
largest city in Germany (see also chapter 24 by Weber).* Braunschweig is
another example of a flourishing political and cultural centre in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Or perhaps most spectacularly Berlin-Colln,
the twin town which merged in 1710 and became the political, economic and
cultural capital of Prussia.

Danzig had a meandering trajectory. It grew significantly from the late
fifteenth century as the main funnel of the trade in grain which was deliv-
ered from its large Polish and Ukrainian hinterland. The economic upswing
was closely connected to its co-operation with Amsterdam, a major commer-
cial and financial centre in the early modern period, and to the pre-modern
shipbuilding industry.* Danzig’s harbour was also the ‘window to the sea’
of the Polish Crown (from 1569 also referred to as the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth), and as such it was of strategic importance. This became
its bane in the middle of the seventeenth century, when wars with Sweden
disrupted Danzig’s economic growth. The partitions of the Commonwealth
in the eighteenth century (when Danzig came under the kingdom of Prussia)
and the Napoleonic Wars also had an adverse effect.’® Another example of
urban ups and downs is Cologne, which remained Catholic in the sixteenth
century and was weakened by the departure of Protestant merchants. In addi-
tion, the urban elites and crafts in the seventeenth century were reluctant to
admit newcomers, which hampered a revival. The wars in the Rhine area at

47 The town was invited to a Hanse diet for the last time in 1476, but did not send
representatives.

8 J. Poettering, Migrating Merchants: Trade, Nation, and Religion in Seventeenth-Century
Hamburg and Portugal, 2019 (Berlin, De Gruyter, 2019).

4 C. Link, Der Preufische Getreidehandel im 15. Jahrhundert: Eine Studie Zur Nordeuropdischen
Wirtschaftsgeschichte (Cologne, Bohlau, 2013).

0" As the Free City, as the arena of the outbreak of the Second World War, and later as
the seat of Solidarnos¢; M. Bogucka, Baltic Commerce and Urban Society, 1500-1700: Gdansk/
Danzig and Its Polish Context (Aldershot, Ashgate Variorum, 2003).
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that time created both hindrance for trade and demand for products, but the
overall picture is one of stagnation in the early modern period.”

CONCLUSION

This chapter has covered a huge area in pre-modern urban Europe: an area
which is often undervalued in large overviews of the historical development
of cities. The reasons have been the relatively small size of most urban settle-
ments (size being seen as a proxy of importance); the peripheral location of
Scandinavian and most Hanseatic cities, when viewed from the region which
has been central in the historiography, namely Western Europe; the hetero-
geneity of the histories of the towns and cities in the area; and the complexity
underlying the concept of the Hanse, which connected many of the settlements.

The importance of the towns and cities in the area lay not in their size, but
in their multiple functions — be they economic, commercial, political, reli-
gious, cultural or military — and in the fact that they were nodes in larger net-
works. These connections meant that the Scandinavian towns and towns in
the Hanse were fully integrated into urban Europe. Their diversity reflected
developments elsewhere: there was not just one script for the trajectories of
cities in Europe. The Hanse, a unique pre-modern urban organisation, illus-
trates how rich this urban history was. It was an element of the identities
and activities of the towns and cities in the region — but not just the only one
(see also volume 3, chapter 5, by Thelle).
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