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WOLFGANG BEHRINGER, HARTMUT LEHMANN, and CHRIS-
TIAN PFISTER (eds.), Kulturelle Konsequenzen der ‘kleinen Eiszeit’:
Cultural Consequences of the ‘Little Ice Age’, Veröffentlichungen des
Max-Planck-Instituts für Geschichte, 212 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 2005), 514 pp. ISBN 3 525 35864 4. EUR 74.90

There is at present no shortage of speculation about changing weath-
er patterns or ready explanations for the recent period of climate
extremes. Everything, it seems, contributes to the carbon footprint
and thus adds to the weather malaise, from cut-rate airliners to flat-
ulent cows. But this is not the first time that Europeans have experi-
enced extremes of climate; nor is this the first age that has taken note
of unique weather events and offered explanations for their occur-
rence. As the contributions to Kulturelle Konsequenzen der ‘kleinen Eis -
zeit’ make clear, there is ready evidence to suggest that people of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were just as concerned about the
weather. What the contributions also point out is that the people of
the early modern period, and in particular those who lived during
the final decades of the sixteenth century and the initial decades of
the seventeenth, had reason to take note of the weather, for this was
a phase within the so-called Little Ice Age (hereafter LIA) (c.1300–
1900) that experienced close-sequenced patterns of extreme condi-
tions. The intention of the volume is not only to provide the histori-
cal evidence to bear out this suggestion, but more importantly to
offer new perspectives on the historical impact of this event and how
the historian might best understand its importance. The collection
thus looks to bridge the gap between the history of culture and the
history of climate, to register the effect of something so macrohistor-
ical as weather on something so microhistorical as perception. The
primary concern is thus less the natural world than the human reac-
tion to it. How did people come to terms with climate extremes?
What sort of strategies developed in order to cope with them? How
should we understand the social and cultural crises of this period
(wars, witchcraft, persecution) against the backdrop of severe weath-
er? What sort of effect did the climate extremes have on sensibilities
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and how did these concerns come to the surface? As the editors point
out in the introduction, these are questions which not only join spe-
cialist research fields but might lead to new perspectives on the early
modern age.

The opening contribution is by Christian Pfister, who provides
both a survey of recent research and a range of methodological issues
raised by climate history. Pfister makes it clear at the outset that the
LIA does not describe a uniform or continuous climate. It was a peri-
od of cold winters and wet conditions punctuated by long spells of
average weather. But it is the periods of severe weather and their
effects that are the subject of interest. The volume refers to them as
‘Little Ice Age Type Events’ (hereafter LIATE), periods when both
proxy data and direct testimony speak of unusually severe weather
conditions, and it focuses in particular on the second such event that
reached from 1570 to 1630. The challenge facing historians, and one
which Pfister and the rest of the contributors set out to resolve, is
how to make these climatic facts significant to the scholar interested
in the history of human experience. ‘In order to become meaningful’,
writes Pfister with a view to ecology and economy, 

‘climate and history’, as a collective issue, needs to be broken
down to lower scales of analysis, with a special focus, for
example, on the food system, the health or the energy system,
or on specific activities such as transportation, communication,
and military or naval operations. Particular focus must also be
given to short-term and medium-term events. Moreover, con-
cepts need to be worked out in order to disentangle the sever-
ity of climate impacts and the efficiency of measures for cop-
ing with them (p. 59). 

In short, details provided by the study of climate in general, and
LIATEs in particular, should be approached as ‘heuristic tools
against which a given evidence can be compared’ (p. 66) rather than
as yardsticks to quantify and qualify the conditions of life.

Most of the contributions are devoted to the issues raised by
Pfister. In Erich Landsteiner’s study of the effect of climatic change
on nutritional habits, for instance, we see how local societies adapted
their material culture and their traditional diets to compensate for
crises and extremes. That might mean replacing bread grains with
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other cereals or, as in the case of the Vienna Spital, consuming more
beer in order to cope with the drop in wine production. This was a
conscious attempt to deal with exigencies, and it reminds us that con-
temporaries were well aware of the changes in the weather. Indeed,
as Otto Ulbricht’s study of the diary of the Swiss reformer Heinrich
Bullinger reveals, some people were concerned enough to keep track
of the changes. His comments were lapidary, but over the course of
decades Bullinger’s concern over the weather conditions worked to
sharpen the sense of crisis in his mind and found ready expression in
his calls for moral reform and a heightened eschatology. 

This line of inquiry is followed up in the section entitled ‘Religion
and Mentality’. In contributions by Benigna von Krusenstjern, Man -
fred Jakubowski-Tiessen, and Hartmut Lehmann we see how the
experience of severe conditions could be reflected through religious
culture. By drawing on lay chronicles, von Krusenstjern describes a
mentality impressed by the idea of an omnipotent God whose duali-
ty (both loving and wrathful) was easily captured in the climate. It
was a measure of the divine majesty, and a reminder that there was
an intelligence at work, even if, as the weather proved, mankind had
no clear understanding of its purpose. Extremes of climate thus
worked as outer signs of a deeper system of belief, a point made by
Jakubowski-Tiessen in his study of the rise of the festival of Good
Friday to the highest feast in the Lutheran calendar. The suffering
caused by severe weather—the pestilence, poverty, hunger, and
lack—was read as a type of re-enactment of the Passion, a reminder
that suffering was necessary for the faith. And just as there was suffer-
ing, there was hope of redemption, the reality of Good Friday. At some
stage, the weather had to lift. Of course, this mix of theology and mete-
orology did not always lead to a strengthening of the religious spirits.
In the Paul Gerhardt hymn analysed by Lehmann, we are reminded of
the most common reaction to severe weather: the conviction that God
was punishing the people for their sins. Taken together, the conditions
were best read as one of ‘nature’s sermons’, delivered by God in order
to wake the people and return them to a state of fear.

Of course, searching for connections between weather and culture
does run the risk of establishing causal relationships where none
actually existed. As Robert Jütte’s study of the German poor laws
reminds us, subsistence crises were relatively frequent during this
age. Most towns and cities had sumptuary measures in place and
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could deal with erratic climatic conditions, even those visited during
the LIATE of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
Weather was just one factor among many that shaped legislation,
even if it played a major role. Even more complex was the effect of
the conditions on the outlook of the age. In his contribution on
melancholy H. C. Erik Midel fort asks the question: did the century
have a mood? And if so, was it affected by the weather? Of course,
works devoted to the study of melancholy were common during this
period. They sat quite easily on the same shelves with books by
Lutheran eschatologists and Paracelsian doctors. Indeed, as
Midelfort points out, the sheer ubi quity of this discourse makes it dif-
ficult to tie it down to time and place. In fact, while the LIA may have
occasionally contributed to bouts of even deeper gloom, the main fas-
cination with melancholy itself was a later phenomenon. No doubt,
as David Lederer suggests in his contribution on suicide, the best
way to approach the evidence is from the perspective of the age. And
to a large extent, as Lederer remarks, it was an age of despair. Severe
weather may not have caused the sense of melancholy or despair, for
this was a feature of the time; but it certainly added to the overall
mood. 

The most appropriate working hypothesis seems to be that the
weather was complicit rather than causal. To offer a quote by Bernd
Roeck, whose contribution investigates the effects of the LIA on the
world of art: ‘It was, so to speak, an ingredient that made the soup
that much more bitter’ (p. 329). In Roeck’s survey of changes in
themes and styles the climate has an ambiguous position, similar to
the conclusions in Jütte’s study of poor-law legislation. It is difficult,
if not impossible, to trace lines of influence from climatic conditions
to artistic outlook. One is on much safer ground, as Roeck points out,
looking at the fiscal aspect, how the crises affected the markets and
impacted on what was bought and sold. The point is made with some
force by Lawrence O. Goedde in his discussion of Brueghel’s famous
snow scenes. This cycle is often invoked as a visual document of the
harsh winters of the later sixteenth century. But the scenes should not
be viewed as transparent renderings of a bygone climate. Not only
was Brueghel borrowing extant motifs and styles, he was using the
backdrop of the natural world to relate deeper notions about the
human condition. As Goedde writes, the winter scenes are primarily
‘fictional constructs’: ‘they do not survey the experience of those win-
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ters objectively or comprehensively but rather selectively and inter-
pretatively’ (p. 320). The same holds true for much of the Dutch land-
scape art that followed. (The cloud formations of Aert van der Neer,
for instance, are pure invention.) Safer ground can be found in less
ambitious art. In Patrice Veit’s study of Lutheran hymnody, extreme
weather conditions, along with war, pestilence, and disease, clearly
emerge as a theme. Analogy and mystery were kept to a minimum;
the text clearly spells out what was meant by its references to the cli-
mate, and that was no less than the orthodox refrain of the wrath of
God visiting the people because of their mounting sins. Weather was
complicit in this process, but just one factor among many; another
prominent theme in the ‘ever-increasing intensity of the thematisa-
tion of suffering’ (p. 293).

The final sections of the volume move away from conscience and
imagination and turn to the broader social consequences. Im pres -
sions of despair or crisis were not just voiced in sermons or visual-
ized in art; the authorities reacted to events with tangible social and
political measures. As Peter Becker illustrates in his contribution on
the theory and practice of rule during periods of crisis, the very
nature of sovereignty itself might be affected by the weather. Spates
of extreme climate that worked against the fulfilment of the expecta-
tions of a ruler (such as preservation of the common good) would
necessarily have an impact on relations of power. But there is still
much research to be done before historians can draw conclusions for
Europe as a whole. In two essays on the LIA in Spain, for instance,
many of the basic claims are called into question because of a lack of
evidence. Henry Kamen begins and ends his survey with doubts
about the validity of the theory for the Spanish lands. Kamen’s con-
clusion: research is in the early stages, but thus far what we know
‘gives no support . . . to the thesis of an extended and radical change
in weather conditions’ (p. 375). The piece by Mariano Barriendos on
climate and culture in Spain investigates the documentation related
to religious processions and liturgical means through which the local
population reacted to the environment. Barriendos’ conclusion: that
there was ‘irregular behaviour’ during the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries, periods when rogation ceremonies were espe-
cially intense. But this type of re search, as Barriendos concedes, is in
its infancy. The broader context of climatic conditions has yet to be
reconstructed.
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In a final, magisterial summary of present research and future
perspectives, Wolfgang Behringer returns to the discussions that
opened the volume. Behringer develops the point made by Pfister,
that the LIA works best as a heuristic aid to the past rather than a
script for understanding a mentality or a habitus. This is particularly
relevant for the LIATE under consideration in this collection, because
it sat to a certain extent between two eras, the medieval and the mod-
ern. These are contested distinctions, of course, but they are extreme-
ly useful helpmeets to dialogue, and if nothing else, a study of severe
climatic conditions across these periods will prompt historians to
look again at some well-known themes. For instance: how might we
relate the period of severe weather to social unrest, the increase in
crime, the heightened persecution, the campaign of confessionaliza-
tion? More to the point, where might we best locate its effects: in the
published ordinances of the early modern state, in the objects and
symbolism of the churches and the household, or perhaps in a col-
lective psychogram of the age? The real value of the idea of the LIA
and its integration into historical analyses lies less in what it might
answer directly than in what sort of questions it might throw up. As
Behringer remarks, the concept offers historians the opportunity to
rethink aspects of the age from a completely new perspective. Noth -
ing gets people talking like the weather.
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