Human touch, natural processes: The development of the rural
cultural landscape in southern Finland from past to present

PAIVI MAARANEN

Maaranen, Pdivi (2002). Human touch, natural processes: The development
of the rural cultural landscape in southern Finland from past to present. Fen-
nia 180: 1-2, pp. 99-109. ISSN 0015-0010.

This paper presents a brief study of the rural cultural landscape in southern
Finland. Most rural landscapes in southern Finland are produced by tradition-
al agriculture and affected by modern farming. The cultural landscape of the
countryside is therefore a human cultural achievement: working the land cre-
ates the agrarian landscape. Natural processes must be yielded and acknowl-
edged, however. The various periodic layers of the rural landscape derive from
its inhabitants and their historical periods. In this way, the landscape is com-
prised of natural and cultural phenomena, which can be both old and new.
This paper is based on a study of the rural cultural landscapes of Pernié and
Karjaa in southern Finland. The examination suggests a long-term landscape
development from prehistoric to historical periods.
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Introduction

Origins of the present landscape of Finland can
be traced to the end of the Ice Age. Landforms
made by glaciers were moulded by melting and
running water, waves, and currents about 12,000
years ago. Thick deposits with layers of sand, silt,
and clay accumulated in standing water. The

changing water levels, shore displacements, and
isostatic uplift movements changed the landscape
further. Forest vegetation covered the open ground
surface, first with mixed deciduous forests and
later with mixed deciduous and coniferous forests
(Eronen 1992: 70-73). The first humans appeared
in Finland’s present territory about 10,000 years
ago (Carpelan 1999a: 168) (Fig. 1). They were

Fig. 1. The open and bare North Lapland gives an impression of the natural landscape in the end of the Ice Age. The Sami
ways of life were traditional in the 1930s. (Photo courtesy of the National Board of Antiquities/SUK 5065: 21, 34/ Erkki

Mikkola 1934)



100 Paivi Maaranen

FENNIA 180: 1-2 (2002)

Pre-Roman Period

50-1150/1350 AD Roman Period
Migration Period
Merovingian Period
Viking Period
Crusade Period

Iron Age

1150/1350-1520 AD Middle Ages Early Swedish Rule

1520 AD- Late Swedish Rule
Russian Rule
Independence

Modern

Dating Age Period Dating
8300-1900/1700 calBC Stone Age Mesolithic 8300-5100 calBC
Neolithic 5100-1900/1700 calBC
1900/1700 calBC-50 AD Early Metal Age Bronze Age  1900/1700 calBC-600/500 BC

1050-1150/1300 AD

Table 1. A chronology of Finland’s
history. There are no written sources
from the prehistoric era. Archaeo-
logical cultural heritage is therefore
the only source concerning the Stone
Age, the Early Metal Age, and the
Iron Age. Historical sources are con-
nected to the historical periods from
the Middle Ages to the present
(Kuoppaméki 2000). Archaeological
sites and monuments can also give
valuable information of the historical
periods. Radiocarbon dates (calBC)
from Carpelan 1999a: 160-161,
1999b.

600/500 BC-50 AD

50-400 AD
400-550/600 AD
550/600-800 AD

800-1050 AD

1520-1809 AD
1809-1917 AD
1917 AD-

hunters and gatherers who followed the retreat-
ing Scandinavian ice sheet margin from south-
eastern Europe. It took thousands of years, how-
ever, before a human touch was clearly visible in
the landscape.

A present cultural landscape is a sum of ele-
ments from different prehistoric and historical
periods (Table 1). By examining these elements
and their relationships, it is possible to interpret
the whole of the landscape. In this sense, a cul-
tural landscape is a subjective interpretation of the
landscape elements. A cultural landscape can also
be studied in a broader context that connects
landscape development to state-level and inter-
national processes. The geographer Tarja Keisteri
(1990: 49) proposes that all visible and invisible
material and abstract elements should be taken
into consideration. She suggests that all factors
concerning the structures, organisation, culture,
and material representations of a society affect the
cultural landscape.

Cultural landscapes are subject to change be-
cause of the relationship between the natural en-
vironment and human society. A society has op-
tions in relation to the natural environment, be-
cause the effect is reciprocal (Stora 1994: 11). A
society changes when its natural environment
changes, but the changes in society can also
cause changes in the natural environment. Hu-
man adaptability to change varies depending on
economic activity, socio-cultural systems, popu-
lation, and technology (Fig. 2). Perceptions,
myths, ethics, and values are also part of a socie-
ty’s dialogue with nature (Myllyntaus 1994: 33).

Interaction between social conditions, econo-

my, and the environment produces a large selec-
tion of landscape elements, which represent hu-
man activity in the natural environment (Gisladot-
tir 1993: 71-72). Usually, these elements repre-
sent the long-term effects that result from human
activity on earth. A study of landscape elements
is important in order to analyse what resources
societies exploit and how they remould their en-
vironments. Many elements are visible, which al-
lows their discovery and interpretation. Other past
human traces are invisible, however, including
most archaeological sites and monuments. The
traces of prehistoric settlement and inhumation
cemeteries, for example, are not recognisable on
the ground surface. The archaeological cultural
heritage can be difficult to recognise and inter-
pret also because of destructive physical and hu-
man processes.

Prehistoric (8300 calBC-1150/1350 AD) and
historical (from 1150/1350 AD) archaeological
remains are very important and interesting source
material for landscape interpretation (Maaranen
2000a: 25-27). The Finnish Antiquities Act (1963/
295, §1-2) defines the types of ancient monu-
ments and states that it is forbidden to “excavate,
cover, alter, damage, or remove” ancient monu-
ments or disturb them in any other way without
permission. Ancient places can provide useful in-
formation about prehistoric times without written
sources. Most of them are not excavated, howev-
er, because of the lack of financial resources.
Nowadays, there are more than 14,000 prehistoric
places in Finland, but their number grows con-
stantly (Lahdesmaki 1999: 177-180; Maaranen
2000b: 137-138). Many archaeological remains
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survive in environments of traditional land use,
which were abandoned after World War Il. A huge
number of sites and monuments has been de-
stroyed, however, by agriculture, forestry, and
construction (Kristiansen 1985; Kirkinen 1999).
The accurate number of these ancient vanished
places is unknown, but it is likely to reach hun-
dreds in Finland alone.

Historical archaeological sites and monuments
in Finland number more than 100,000. Most of
them are not listed or known, so studying them
can be quite complicated. The study of this ar-
chaeological cultural heritage nevertheless helps
to understand historical phenomena, because
written sources from older historical times are of-
ten few or fragmentary. Time has destroyed many
written sources, because there were no archives
to maintain the documents or fire, war, or lack of
proper care destroyed the archives. Amongst the
most important sources are historical maps, which
were maintained for military and administrative
purposes. Many of these maps have been pre-
served because of their importance: several ar-
chives had copies (Alanen & Kepsu 1989: 6-8).
Modern maps are also important in landscape
studies concerning topography, geomorphology,
and soil. In landscape studies, archaeological and
historical sources are combined with the data
from pollen analyses and vegetation.

A cultural landscape retains several different
layers of history, which may be reconstructed as
historical cross-sections at regular intervals (CD-
Fig. 1). The development of an agrarian landscape
is usually characterised by phases of expansion,
consolidation, and regression. It is difficult to il-

lustrate a cultural landscape as a continuous proc-
ess, however, because the cross-sections are in the
form of discrete jumps between historical periods.
The role of natural processes and human impact
in the change thus remains hidden. New informa-
tion technology has solved these problems to
some extent: it is now possible to demonstrate a
dynamic landscape change and underline the
most important effects and processes (Visualiz-
ing... 2001).

Landscape reconstructions describe changes in
society and landscape. They can be produced at
different scales and for different time slices, de-
pending on the material available and the purpose
of the reconstruction (Berglund 1997: 35-36).
Reconstructions can be used to present land use,
vegetation, and primary production, or settlement
patterns, societies, and communication routes.
Areas can also be compared to trace similarities
and differences. Anomalous features are the most
interesting in the interpretation of past human ac-
tivity, because they can provide additional infor-
mation of the development processes of a cultur-
al landscape.

Reconstructing the past

The examination of southern Finland’s rural cul-
tural landscape is based on my previous studies
in Pernio and Karjaa (Fig. 3). The long-term land-
scape study in Pernio was part of the SUKKA
project regarding the medieval manor houses in
Finland (Suomen keskiaikainen kartanolaitos)
(Haggrén et al. 1999). The project was organised
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Fig. 3. The location of the Pernié—Karjaa research area in
southwestern Finland.

in the 1990s by the University of Helsinki and
joined by researchers from the National Board of
Antiquities and the University of Turku. The recon-
struction of the Perni6 cultural landscape was test-
ed by a similar reconstruction study in Karjaa near
Pernio (Maaranen 2000c: 210-214).

The change of Pernit’s cultural landscape was
reconstructed from the Stone Age to the twenti-
eth century. The study in Karjaa was limited to the
period from the Stone Age to the end of the Mid-
dle Ages. The study of the areas’ environmental
development was connected to the study of hu-
man activity. The aim was to reconstruct the past
environment and landscape and to understand
their interaction with their inhabitants. A focus of
interest was the analysis of variations in human
activity in different time periods. Both Pernié and
Karjaa were suitable for such a study because of
their long settlement history and numerous ar-
chaeological sites and historical sources. Because
of the abundance of source material, it was ex-
pected that the case studies could imply a gradu-
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al shift from central to peripheral settlement that
also applied to prehistoric and historical times
(Maaranen 1999: 116-118). These archaeological
and historical reviews enabled correlations and
comparisons in time and space. The examination
of the relationships between centre and periph-
ery during different times was also possible.

The study of the cultural landscape was found
to be a very effective tool in analysing ancient
human activity and its changes. First, a regional
geographic analysis was carried out to reach an
understanding of today’s landscape and its con-
stituents. Geomorphological mapping was then
undertaken to know the character, development,
and origin of the natural environment. Vegetation
development was reconstructed on the basis of
the combined data of soil, geomorphology, and
pollen. The human activity areas were marked on
these maps. This data formed the basis of the over-
all landscape reconstruction and interpretations
of its development. As a result, the environments
inhabited by different prehistoric societies and
their spheres of activity could be defined. The
study thus increased the understanding of how
landscape mirrors past societies.

An economic point of view was the basis of the
study: the environment was considered primarily
an economic resource used according to rational
rules. Economic aspects of society are quite tan-
gible and the economy is often put forward as the
prime explanation of archaeological phenomena
(Renfrew & Bahn 2000: 461-483). The obvious
reason for this is the lack of knowledge concern-
ing the cognitions of archaeological societies. En-
vironment, and landscape as a part of it, can,
however, be seen from an entirely cultural point
of view (Ersgard & Hallans 1996: 22f). That per-
spective stresses ideological, social, and cultural
factors and sees environment as being modified
by the society’s worldview in general and by its
ideas about the relationship between society and
environment in particular. The cultural point of
view was abandoned in the study of Pernié and
Karjaa, because pinpointing the social and cul-
tural factors that govern ancient society was found
to be very difficult.

Prehistoric landscape development

The development of the cultural landscape in
southern Finland is characterised by a continuous
increase in human activity during the prehistoric
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Fig. 4. A cultivation terrace in Brobacka, Karjaa, southern Finland. These kinds of cultivation terraces are very typical repre-
sentatives of traditional soil cultivation (Gren 1997: 21). (Photo courtesy of the National Board of Antiquities/S-L Seppald
1996)

Fig. 5. The cultural landscape of the
Aura River near Vanhalinna in Lieto
is one of the finest in southern Fin-
land. Prehistoric and historical sites
and monuments surround the
Vanhalinna hillfort. The hillfort dates
back to a period from the Iron Age to
the Middle Ages. (Photo courtesy of
the University Foundation of Turku.
The picture was taken in the early
1990s.)
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and historical times. The spatial distribution and
size of population vary, however, from one peri-
od to another. These variations affect landscape
processes in time and space.

Hunter-gatherers and fishermen dominated the
Stone Age (8300-1900/1700 calBC) in southern
Finland. The landscape of these maritime hunter-
gatherers was the natural environment. The hu-
man impact on this environment was weak and,
according to Emanuelsson (1988), similar to the
effects of big carnivores. The impact of hunter-
gatherers was also remarkably spotty and there
was relatively little modification of ecosystems
(Simmons 1989: 84, Fig. 3.3). Evidence of a long-
term modification includes fire that was used reg-
ularly to clear vegetation.

Natural landscape elements and processes thus
dominated the Stone Age landscape. Coastal
plains, mouths of rivers, and archipelagos were
the most favourable environments to seek sourc-
es of livelihood. Mesolithic (8300-5100 calBC)
hunters had small dwelling places on bay and
strait shores and alongside water routes. In the
end of the Stone Age, Neolithic (5100-1800/1700
calBC) settlers brought new elements to the natu-
ral landscape. These included small grazing
meadows and slash-and-burn cultivation plots.
Some dwelling places were permanently settled
and fire was used to clear forests to improve hunt-
ing possibilities (Thorpe 1996: 75, 93).

A transition from hunting and gathering to ag-
riculture occurred at the very end of the Stone
Age. Knowledge of agriculture was acquired slow-
ly and agriculture was not fully adopted till the
end of the Early Metal Age (1900/1700 calBC-50
AD) (Vuorela 1998: 178, 1999; Zvelebil 1998:
12). The transition to farming, however, was the
most important factor in the development of the
cultural landscape. Simmons (1989: 87, Fig. 4.1)
stresses that the effects of cultivators caused a
long-term change of vegetation. This change re-
sulted in a more open landscape.

Agriculture spread slowly but inevitably during
the Early Metal Age. The very first cereal plants
were barley (Hordeum vulgare) and wheat (Triti-
cum turgidum and T. aestivum) that were culti-
vated roughly 3,500 and 2,000 years ago in Fin-
land, respectively (Rousi 1997: 61, 65, 73; Vuore-
la 1999). Thorpe (1996: 97) presents the adoption
of agriculture as a shift in thinking rather than as
an economic development. This was highly pos-
sible also in Finland, because there was no press-
ing need to change the economy from hunting to
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farming. Animal grazing affected the environment
most in the beginning of agriculture, and domes-
tic animals maintained an important role as a
source of livelihood also in historical times
(Huldén 1999: 93, 98-99).

The landscape carried highly visible marks of
human activity from the Early Metal Age because
of animal husbandry and small-scale slash-and-
burn cultivation. Thin mixed deciduous forests
that domestic animals grazed dominated the Ear-
ly Metal Age cultural landscape in southern Fin-
land. In the nearby semi-permanent dwelling
places there were small cultivated plots where fire
was used to clear the land before cultivation. An-
imal husbandry was more important than culti-
vation, and domestic animals strongly modified
the landscape in the vicinity of the settlements.

During the Iron Age (50-1150/1350 AD), agri-
culture spread across southern Finland and per-
manent fields were introduced. Agriculture was
thus adopted as an important source of livelihood.
Evidence from pollen analyses shows that cereal
cultivation was practised in many places (Roeck
Hansen & Nissinaho 1995: 36), although physi-
cal traces of ancient cultivation are quite rare
nowadays (Fig. 4). The first permanent fields were
cleared by fire and fertilised with animal manure.
At the end of the Iron Age, there was a small-scale
rural cultural landscape, which continued to de-
velop during the Middle Ages (Fig. 5).

Historical cross-sections

The Middle Ages (1150/1350-1520 AD) were the
time of population growth and expanding agricul-
tural settlement. Finland was incorporated in the
Swedish Empire under the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, and the Empire’s enabling acts began
to influence land use and settlement patterns in
Finland. These acts regulated the structure of vil-
lages, the division of common lands, and owner-
ship of fields, among other things (see Roeck
Hansen 1996).

The first villages had been erected already at
the end of the Iron Age, but the village organisa-
tion was not established until the Middle Ages.
The first permanent roads began to develop and
bind the small villages to each other. The most
important of these routes still exist in today’s land-
scape. By the side of agriculture, hunting and fish-
ing were important sources of livelihood. Slash-
and-burn techniques were practised at the same
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time with permanent field cultivation. The slash-
and-burn cultivation was especially important to
settlers, who had to live and clear permanent
fields in the periphery. Animal husbandry also had
a very remarkable role because of produce (milk,
manure).

The Christian Church erected the first popula-
tion centres of the Middle Ages near older cen-
tres from the end of the Iron Age onwards. These
prehistoric old centers were important to the
Church for religious and political reasons. The
Church sought to adopt places that were of im-
portance to the pagans, and bring them under
Christian control (Nilsson 1992: 10-12; Purhonen
1998: 146-147). In this way, the new religion and
social hierarchy were introduced to the people.
Later, some of these important centres (including
religious buildings like churches and rectories)
moved from one place to another because of
changes in the settlement pattern, caused by pop-
ulation growth. The Church found it important to
be available in the centre of the settlement as a
spiritual leader and as an administrative quarter.

Another important type of centres were the cas-
tles and manor houses of the Swedish Crown.
These administrative centres were visible ele-
ments of the power of the Swedish Empire in the
cultural landscape of southern Finland. The ones
with a favourable geographical location and wide
settlement around them gained importance and
began to develop into towns. The Finnish medie-
val towns were small and few, however. There
were only six towns in Finland during the Middle
Ages: Turku, Ulvila, Rauma, Naantali, Porvoo, and
Viipuri (Nikula 1999: 13-14).

At the beginning of the Modern Times (from
1520 AD), early industrialisation and desolation
of agrarian settlement affected the rural cultural
landscape. The depopulation resulted from prob-
lems in agriculture, caused by a hard tax burden
on peasants and the loss of farm workers because
of the Crown’s continuous warfare (Oja 1955: 89;
Saihke 1963). The tax-paying ability of many
young medieval villages was reduced and many
farms were abandoned. Some rural manor hous-
es, in turn, were in quite a good situation. They
had options to try new sources of livelihood as
manufacturers. The early industrialisation
emerged in the form of iron works in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. The iron works need-
ed running water, timber, minerals, and workers
that were available in the countryside. The iron
works changed the rural cultural landscape sig-
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nificantly by cutting forests, channelling water
routes, and erecting industrial buildings (Fig. 6).

Until the eighteenth century, the rural land-
scape in southern Finland was still quite un-
changed in many respects. Land surveying was
relatively strictly controlled and the legislation
during the eighteenth century carried out many
claims concerning land use, structure of villages,
utilisation of forests, hunting grounds, cattle graz-
ing, and so on (a law in 1734, see Ruotsin...
1997). New land surveys during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries affected village commu-
nities and the rural cultural landscape, however.
Village communities began to become dispersed
and fields became larger, replacing traditional

Fig. 6. Mills were numerous in the rural cultural landscape
of southern Finland. The damming of small rivers and
streams was common in order to raise the water level in a
millpond and channels. The old dam of Brodtorp in Pohja
is still in good condition. (Author’s photo, 05/98)



106 Paivi Maaranen

farming with small fields, large meadows, and
group villages.

Finland was incorporated in the Russian Empire
in the early nineteenth century. Finland gained
autonomy under the Russian rulers and much of
the old legislation was maintained. The new trans-
portation technology (railroads) helped the Rus-
sian Empire to connect Finland and Russia more
closely to each other, because the gauge in these
two countries was different from the rest of Eu-
rope. Railroad centres were built during the nine-
teenth century in southern Finland. They differed
from the religious and administrative centres of
the Middle Ages and the later industrial centres.
The railroad centres drew people from the coun-
tryside to the densely-built and -populated areas
during the twentieth century.

A significant change in agricultural production
occurred in the mid-nineteenth century due to a
transition to milk production and haying mead-
ows. Gathering hay and grass from natural mead-
ows was no longer necessary. These previously so
important lands were now used as pastures or
ploughed to fields. Another, even more important
change was the adoption of artificial fertilisers
during World War Il (Bernes 1993: 109-110). This
change had extremely widespread effects: tradi-
tional grazing and grazing grounds were aban-
doned, because there was no need for animal
manure. The traditional, open rural cultural land-
scape began to overgrow without grazing animals.

The Finnish state was born in the year 1917 in
the aftermath of the revolution in Russia. The in-
dependence affected the position of crofters. Af-
ter the civil war in 1918, their weak position was
acknowledged and improvements were made.
This did not affect the rural landscape, but it be-
gan to change rapidly after World War 1. On the
one hand, the state established small farming units
for the Karelian evacuees from the territories ced-
ed to the Soviet Union after the war. On the oth-
er hand, fields for cereal cultivation were expand-
ed. During the post-war period, the displaced
Karelians were resettled on land parcels accord-
ing to the Land Acquisition Act of 1945 (Luostari-
nen 1997: 61). The new farms were established
on the lands of the big manor houses and estates
as well as on the land owned by the state. The
size of these farms was connected to the size of
arable land, which was allowed to be a maximum
of 15 hectares for a single farm. Some of the es-
tablished farms were not suitable for agriculture
because of their small size and infertile soil, and
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were abandoned quite quickly during the trans-
formation of the Finnish countryside in the 1950s
and 1960s (Kupiainen 1985: 95-98).

Today’s challenges

The rural landscape in southern Finland is a re-
sult of multiple landscape processes from past to
present. The roots of today’s cultural landscape
can be traced back to the end of the Iron Age (Fig.
7). Most medieval villages are preserved and
many ancient traffic routes are still in use. The ar-
chaeological heritage, valuable heritage land-
scapes, and built heritage are equal parts of this
landscape.

The landscape produced by traditional agricul-
ture fades away bit by bit, however, because of
the new farming technology and economy. Inten-
sified production methods have a strong impact
on the landscape. The use of more efficient farm-
ing methods leads gradually to uniformity of the
environment. One of the most important factors
is the mechanisation of agriculture that changes
the cultivation methods. Traditional agriculture
gave rise to a cultural landscape of variety, small-
scale features, and a diverse natural environment,
which are now disappearing entirely from the ru-
ral landscape. There is a demand for large-scale
field systems that are easy to cultivate economi-
cally and rapidly with machinery. The demand for
greater efficiency creates landscapes of large
fields, which serve the needs of mechanisation,
uniform production quality, and standardisation
(Sepanmaa 1997: 27).

Another important thing is the overgrowth of
the familiar open landscape. This is not at all
unique to southern Finland, because the same
process has taken place in Scandinavia and Eu-
rope. The problem was not really noticed in Fin-
land until the 1960s, when the effects of the
changing agriculture had become clearly visible
(Tikkanen-Lindstrom 1999: 145). Abandoned
farms and the change from animal husbandry to
plant and cereal cultivation are major reasons for
the overgrowth. Preservation of rural landscapes
requires continuous work and maintenance, for
nature will reclaim quite rapidly what is left to
‘waste’.

In Finland, the vanishing rural landscape be-
came a subject of interest to the Ministry of the
Environment. It made an inventory of the coun-
try’s traditional landscapes (Arvokkaat... 1992)
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Fig. 7. There are many traces of past
human action in Karjaa’s rural cul-
tural landscape. The Brobacka area is
one of the most interesting ancient
sites because of the prehistorical
graves and remains of historical cul-
tivation plots. (Photo courtesy of the
National Board of Antiquities/Paivi
Maaranen 1998)

and produced a management manual for them in
the early 1990s (Maisemanhoito 1992). In these
publications, nature and landscape are valued as
the principal resources of the countryside. In their
opinion, it is important to recognize and study the
number of valuable pasturelands and heritage
landscapes and to understand that landscape con-
servation can reveal important features of them.
These multi-layered rural landscapes are found
ever-changing, but society can monitor and guide
these changes. Alongside sites of national value,
the publications acknowledge sites of local his-
toric importance. In the preservation of cultural
heritage, environmental values, layers of land-
scape, and social orientations are emphasised.

In the beginning of the twenty-first century, ru-
ral landscapes face severe problems. The new leg-
islation of the European Union has put farms in a
difficult situation from an economic point of view
(Heikkild 2000: 35). Because of the history of the
crofters” and evacuees’ small holdings, there are
still more small farms in Finland than in other Eu-
ropean countries. The strict EU regulations make
it difficult to continue farming on these proper-
ties. Many farmers are thus opting for a different
livelihood. In the future, the decreasing number
of farmers and the closure of farms lead to a de-
creased diversity due to landscape expirations.
This is an unwelcome trend for the preservation
of cultural landscapes. In order to protect the
Finnish small-scale and mosaic-like rural land-
scape, it is essential to maintain permanent pop-
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ulation and agriculture in the countryside. With-
out the people and activities that have produced
the cultural landscape it is impossible to preserve
and maintain it.
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