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Preface

In 1973 the first volume of An Historical Geography of Europe was
published. It presented a survey of the geography of the continent at five
widely separated periods of time, from the fifth century B.C. to the
fourteenth century A.D. It stressed what has come to be called the
‘horizontal’ approach, and gave little space to the evolutionary pro-
cesses which occurred between the periods chosen. Such a method is
open to criticism. The choice of the periods for intensive study is not
automatic, and several periods of great interest and historical sig-
nificance received no consideration. The choice must be arbitrary,
unless regularly recurring periods are chosen —every five hundred years,
for example. Such a method would have been very difficult to use,
because some periods, the fifth and sixth centuries A.D., for example,
would be quite impossible to document on the scale contemplated.

The author tried to use what might be called ‘peak’ periods in
European history, the culminations of long historical processes. At one
time he considered using those examined by the art critic Clive Bell in
his study of Civilisation. The fifth century B.C. was an inevitable choice;
perhaps also the Carolingian period in the late eighth and early ninth
centuries, but the age of the Flavian emperors hardly marks the climax
of the Roman empire. Most would regard the thirteenth rather than the
fourteenth century as the culmination of medieval civilisation, and the
period around 1100 was chosen because a survey scemed to be needed
between the ninth century and the fourteenth.

This volume departs from the format of its predecessor. In the first
place it covers a span of only three hundred years rather than the
eighteen hundred of the earlier volume. Documentation is incompar-
ably more abundant than for the period before 1500 and spatial
distributions can be studied with greater precision and in greater detail.
Post-Napoleonic Europe differed greatly from Reformation Europe,
but change from the one to the other was very far from revolutionary. It
was therefore difficult to adopt a ‘horizontal’ approach in this volume.
Periods do not distinguish themselves with sufficient clarity, and,
indeed, it is difficult to discover significant change during the period in
certain areas and in some fields of human activity, such as agriculture
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and urban development. The method adopted has therefore been to
present a ‘horizontal’ picture both for the years about 1530, when the
book begins, and for the 1840s, when the impact of the Industrial
Revolution was beginning to be felt in much of continental Europe. For
the centuries between these terminal dates change and development in
the spatial pattern has been traced topic by topic, chapter by chapter,
thus combining the ‘vertical’ with the ‘horizontal’ methods. This tech-
nique was first used successfully by Professor J. O. M. Broek in his study
of the Santa Clara Valley of California, and was followed by Professor
H. C. Darby in A New Historical Geography of England.

The chief problem in studying a region as large and as complex as
Europe has proved to be one of organisation. A topical treatment in the
‘vertical’ chapters seemed to be the most practicable and convenient.
Information has therefore been organised under the heads of popula-
tion, urban development, agriculture, manufacturing and trade and
transport. A chapter has not been given to the history of the physical
environment, as could well have been the case. Instead, in the interests
of keeping the length of the book within reasonable bounds, this topic
has by and large been incorporated into the chapter on agriculture.

The five chapters which emerge must look remarkably like economic
history. Indeed, the author claims to write as an historian who has also
studied and worked in the field of geography. The spatial distribution of
economic activity in the past is itself an important fact in historical
explanation. In example after example its distribution is found to be the
consequence of the physical opportunities offered by the environment,
or at least of man’s perception of them. The writer’s primary purpose
has been to introduce into history the spatial dimension which has all too
often been lacking from historical writing. In both this volume and its
predecessor he has emphasised the distribution of population and
economic activity and their relationship to the physical environment,
rather than technology and economic organisation, though the latter are
in fact inseparable from the former.

As in the previous volume, both Russia and the British Isles have
been omitted, except for incidental references where relevant. Con-
straints of space would have prevented their adequate treatment, and, in
any case, both have been very fully treated in other books.

Department of History, N. J. G. Pounds
Indiana University,
Bloomington, Indiana.
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