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András Vadas
The Little Ice Age and the Hungarian Kingdom? 
Sources and Research Perspectives

Abstract: The paper surveys the possibilities and limitations of identifying the impacts 
of the Little Ice Age (LIA) in the Kingdom of Hungary in the late medieval period. 
Using a variety of written sources, scholars working on western and other parts of 
central Europe have documented weather events and environmental processes asso-
ciated with the LIA. Despite the scarcity of some of these genres of written evidence – 
notably narrative sources – for historians working in the Hungarian region, there are 
indications of similar, if less pronounced, contemporary phenomena in the Kingdom 
of Hungary, which covered most of the Carpathian Basin in the late medieval period. 
This paper discusses two case studies, beginning with the problem of the appear-
ance of the so-called “Great Famine” of 1310s in this area. Despite the lack of contem-
porary domestic narrative accounts of the events, legal evidence and other sources 
suggest that some aspects of this weather-related crisis had a similar effect on the 
Hungarian kingdom as on other parts of central Europe (Bohemia, Poland, and the 
German lands). These sources, however, mention virtually nothing on the extent of 
the famines – they may have been only local or regional problems. The second part of 
the paper discusses the research potential into the long-term impacts of the Little Ice 
Age; while information on the climatic processes is limited, a clear shift in the water 
table resulted in changes in the suitability of certain altitudes and areas for settlement 
in the late medieval period.
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1 Introduction
The paper explores to what extent the climatic processes scholars have documented 
for western Europe can be confirmed using similar research methods in the Hungar-
ian kingdom, which covered most of the Carpathian Basin in the Middle Ages. The 
title asks a legitimate question, for the sources to which medieval historians working 
on this area of east central Europe have access are somewhat different from those to 
which historians working on France or Switzerland are accustomed. While it is not yet 
clear which, if any, consequences the Little Ice Age (LIA) had in Hungary, there is pre-
liminary evidence of weather patterns and climatic processes similar to those which 
have been demonstrated for western and central Europe in the late medieval period, 
even if a scarcity of source material for the study of the Carpathian Basin is more of a 
problem than in other regions of Europe.

This study begins with a consideration of the 1310s, a decade usually considered 
the first uncharacteristically cold and wet decade of the fourteenth century and the 
beginning of the LIA. The aim in this case is to argue that, despite the very scarce 
written evidence, some elements of the environmental crisis that were unfolding in 
other regions of the continent and on the British Isles or other parts of northwestern 
Europe reached the Hungarian kingdom as well. The study also asks to what extent 
long-term processes, such as changes in the hydrological regimes of various bodies of 
water throughout central Europe, were characteristic of the Carpathian Basin.

2 Sources and Research Situation in Hungary
Data gathered from historical sources now permits medium- and long-term climate 
reconstructions for the past millennium (and even longer in some places) for some 
parts of western and central Europe.1 Nothing similar is possible for the medieval 
climate of the Carpathian Basin. After the Roman era, literacy only reappears in the 
region during the period of Hungarian state formation around the turn of the tenth 
century; the scarce legal evidence produced at that time is insufficient for climate 
history research. The number of legal documents produced grew significantly only 
from the late thirteenth century onwards, and, even then, these documents rarely 
mention weather-related phenomena and do not provide enough data for continu-
ous climatic reconstruction. Whereas scholars working on western European climate 

1 E.g. Rüdiger Glaser, Klimageschichte Mitteleuropas. 1000 Jahre Wetter, Klima, Katastrophen, 
Darmstadt 2001 and Marina V. Shabalova/ Aryan F. V. van Engelen, Evaluation of a Reconstruc-
tion of Winter and Summer Temperatures in the Low Countries, AD 764–1998, in: Climatic Change 58 
(2003), pp. 219–242. On research possibilities: Rudolf Brázdil et al., Medieval Documentary Sources 
and their Use for Historical Climatology, in: Climatic Change (in preparation).
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reconstructions have access to an abundance of chronicles and annals dating back 
into the Middle Ages, such sources are rather scarce for the Kingdom of Hungary until 
the sixteenth century. The narrative texts, as well as other written evidence mostly 
tell of extreme weather events and crisis periods which generated richer narrative 
sources.2

Although the 1310s are not particularly rich in contemporary domestic narratives, 
a critical evaluation of the domestic and foreign chronicles and annals – both con-
temporary and later accounts – along with legal sources (charters) allow some insight 
into the environmental circumstances of this period in the Carpathian Basin, as well.

Most of the weather-related events on which these written sources report are 
of hydrometeorological nature: floods, waterlogged lands, droughts, etc. Though 
research into historic floods has greater potential for the early modern period,3 it is 
nonetheless possible to determine to some extent the nature and frequency of late 
medieval flooding of major rivers, too, especially the Danube and the Tisza.4 In addi-
tion, studies of some bodies of standing water are promising for determining weather 
conditions in certain periods. The shallowness of lakes in the Carpathian Basin (espe-
cially that of Lake Fertő) means that even smaller changes in water levels caused some 
areas to dry out or, conversely, to become inundated. It is possible to deduce primary 
trends in the water levels – or changes in the extremes – in some rivers and bodies 
of water, but these only allow for indirect extrapolation of changes in precipitation 

2 For the most recent overview of the role of written evidence in historical climatology, see: Andrea 
Kiss, Historical Climatology in Hungary: Role of Documentary Evidence in the Study of Past Cli-
mates and Hydrometeorological Extremes, in: Időjárás 113 (2009), pp. 315–339. For the possibilities 
of  research into medieval weather events, see: Ead., Weather and Weather-Related Environmental 
Phenomena Including Natural Hazards in Medieval Hungary I: Documentary Evidence on the 11th 
and 12th Centuries, in: Medium Aevum Quotidianum 66 (2013), pp. 5–37; Ead., Weather and Weather- 
Related Natural Hazards in Medieval Hungary II: Documentary evidence from the 13th Century, in: 
Medium Aevum Quotidianum 68 (2014), pp. 5–46.
3 András Vadas, Floods in the Hungarian Kingdom as Reflected in Private Letters (1541–1650) – Sourc-
es and Possibilities, in: Toader Nicoara (ed.), Anuarul Scolii Doctorale. Istorie. Civilizaţie. Culturǎ V 
[Annual of the Doctoral School: History, Civilization, Culture], Cluj-Napoca 2011, pp. 77–101; Id., The 
“waters leave their beds frequently” – A Western-Hungarian town and the flooding of the Rába/Raab 
River in the Seventeenth century (1600–1659), in: Water History 5 (2013), pp. 267–286; Andrea Kiss/ 
Zoltán Sümeghy/ Zoltán Zsolt Fehér, A Maros 18. századi áradásai és egy jellemző téli árvizének 
területi hatásai [18th-Century Floods of the River Maros and the Territorial Impacts of One of Its Typ-
ical Winter Floods], in: György Füleky (ed.), A táj változásai a Kárpát-medencében. Az erdélyi táj 
változásai [Landscape Changes of the Carpathian Basin: Changes in the Transylvanian landscape], 
Gödöllő 2008, pp. 94–100; Andrea Kiss, “Suburbia autem maxima in parte videntur esse deleta” – 
Danube Icefloods and the Pitfalls of Urban Planning: Pest and its Suburbs in 1768–1799, in: Csaba 
Kovács (ed.), From Villages to Cyberspace, Szeged 2007, pp. 271–282 and Ead., “Nam per saepissimas 
inundationes Danubii maior pars periit”, in: Chronica 12 (2016), pp. 156–167.
4 See Andrea Kiss’s groundbreaking dissertation on the topic: Floods and Long-Term Water-Level 
Changes in Medieval Hungary, Budapest, Szeged 2011 and her forthcoming monograph: Floods and 
Long-Term Water-Level Changes in Medieval Hungary (Springer Water), Cham 2019.
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within the catchment areas.5 Such research, however, always incurs the constant 
methodological problem of how to account for the human impacts on the different 
water bodies. Nonetheless, the study of areas with a dense network of waterways has 
considerable, as yet partly untapped, potential for the study of medieval and early 
modern environmental (and climatic) conditions. Despite the relatively wide scope of 
written sources from the fourteenth century, it is not possible to determine short- or 
long-term climatic tendencies in the Middle Ages; this only changes with the source 
situation of the sixteenth or rather seventeenth century, when the number of written 
sources increased and, even more importantly, new types of sources appeared or 
became more widespread, including private correspondence, diaries, town books, 
account books.6

Over the past two decades or so, scientists have made significant advances in our 
understanding of medieval climate fluctuations. Dendroclimatological, paleobotan-
ical, and complex environmental methods (e.g., pollen, macrofossil, and sediment 
analysis) now make it possible to reconstruct historical temperature (and precipi-
tation) fluctuations in the Carpathian Basin.7 However the territorial validity of the 
this research is relatively limited, and the high resolution studies either do not go 

5 On Lake Fertő: Andrea Kiss, Changing Environmental Conditions and the Water level of Lake Fertő 
(Neusiedlersee) before the Drainage Works (13th–18th centuries), in: Annual of Medieval Studies at 
CEU 1997–1998, pp. 241–248; Ead./ Ferenc Piti, A fertői fok [The ‘fok’ of Fertő], in: Soproni Szemle 
59 (2005), pp. 164–184. For a comprehensive overview of the literature on the changes in the level of 
Lake Balaton, see: Tamás Vajda, Adatok és észrevételek a Balaton 3–15. század közötti vízállásához 
[Data and Notes on the 3rd–15th-Century Water-Level Changes of the Lake Balaton], in: Belvedere Me-
ridionale 26/3 (2014), pp. 49–62. On the Danube and Lake Balaton, see: Orsolya Mészáros/ Gábor 
Serlegi, The Impact of Environmental Change on Medieval Settlement Structure in Transdanubia, 
in: Acta Archaeologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 62 (2011), pp. 199‒219; Andrea Kiss/ József 
 Laszlovszky, 14th–16th-Century Danube Floods and Long-Term Water-Level Changes in Archaeolog-
ical and Sedimentary Evidence in The Western and Central Carpathian Basin: an Overview with Doc-
umentary Comparison, in: Journal of Environmental Geography 6/3–4 (2013), pp. 1–11; András Vadas, 
Long-Term Perspectives on River Floods. The Dominican Nunnery on Margaret Island (Budapest) and 
the Danube River, in: Interdisciplinaria Archaeologica 4/1 (2013), pp. 73–82 and on the Great Hungar-
ian Plain: Id., Late Medieval Environmental Changes of the Southern Great Hungarian Plain – A Case 
Study, in: Annual of the Medieval Studies at CEU 17 (2011), pp. 41–60 and Zsolt Pinke/ László  Ferenczi/ 
Gyula Gábris/ Balázs Nagy, Settlement Patterns as Indicators of Water Level Rising? Case Study on the 
Wetlands of the Great Hungarian Plain, in: Quaternary International 415 (2016), pp. 204–215.
6 On Hungary: Lajos Rácz, Climate History of Hungary: Present, Past and Future, Pécs 1999. For the 
most comprehensive central European documentary evidence based reconstruction, see Petr Dobro-
volný et al., Monthly and Seasonal Temperature Reconstructions for Central Europe Derived from 
Documentary Evidence and Instrumental Records since AD 1500, in: Climatic Change 101 (2010), 
pp. 69–107.
7 For an overview of the research results up to 2012, see: András Vadas/ Lajos Rácz, Climatic Changes 
in the Carpathian Basin during the Middle Ages: The State of Research, in: Global Environment 6/12 
(2013), pp. 199–227.
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back into the Middle Ages or only cover the fringes of the Carpathian Basin (mostly 
mountainous areas).8

The recent emergence of the discipline of environmental archeology has also 
furthered understanding of medieval environmental (and climatic) changes, such as 
variations in the long-term hydrological conditions of the Carpathian Basin. It has 
proven particularly valuable in determining average fluctuations in the levels of lakes 
and rivers, dating floods and other hydrometeorological events, and – by incorporat-
ing research into settlement patterns – in tracing environmental changes within small 
areas.9 While there are relatively few excavations addressing the physical environ-
ment and the links between settlement location, settlement structure, and environ-
mental change at the present, environmental archeology will surely become a more 
important factor in future environmental and climate history research. Even given the 
current state of the research, combining the written historical record with scientific 
research and these preliminary environmental archeological findings sheds some 
light on the changes in the late medieval period usually understood in the context of 
western and central Europe as the initial period of the LIA.

3  The “Great Famine” and Hungary – Problems  
with and Interpretation of the Sources

According to the timeline established in Hubert H. Lamb’s foundational monograph, 
a period of milder winters, warm summers, and higher precipitation throughout 
western Europe ended in the late thirteenth century, and a slow cooling period set 
in that lasted until the sixteenth century, which marks the beginning of the LIA.10 

8 See the dendroclimatological reconstructions from the Carpathians, most importantly: Ionel Popa/ 
Zoltán Kern, Long-Term Summer Temperature Reconstruction Inferred from Tree-Ring Records from 
the Eastern Carpathians, in: Climate Dynamics 32 (2009), pp. 1107–1117.
9 Amongst others see: Erika Gál/ Imola Juhász/ Pál Sümegi (eds.), Environmental Archaeology in 
North-Eastern Hungary (Varia Archaeologica Hungarica 19), Budapest 2005; Csilla Zatykó/ Imola 
Juhász/ Pál Sümegi (eds.), Environmental Archaeology in Transdanubia (Varia Archaeologica Hun-
garica 19), Budapest 2007; P. Sümegi/ S. Gulyás (eds.), The Geohistory of Bátorliget Marshland: An 
Example for the Reconstruction of Late Quaternary Environmental Changes and Human Impact 
from the Northeastern Part of the Carpathian Basin, Budapest 2004; Gyöngyi Kovács/ Csilla Zatykó 
(eds.), “per sylvam et per lacus nimios.” The Medieval and Ottoman Period in Southern Transdanu-
bia, Southwest Hungary: The Contribution of the Natural Sciences, Budapest 2016 (with reference to 
further research).
10 Hubert H. Lamb, Climate: Present, Past and Future. Volume 2. Climatic History and the Future, 
London – New York 1977. For the problems of periodization, see: Christian Pfister, Five Centuries 
of Little Ice Age Climate in Western Europe, in: Takehiko Mikami (ed.), The Little Ice Age Climate, 
Tokyo 1992, pp. 208–213; Jean M. Grove, The Initiations of the ‘Little Ice Age’ in Regions Round the 
North Atlantic, in: Climatic Change 48 (2001), pp. 53–82; Jean M. Grove, The Little Ice Age, London 
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In the 1990s, however, scholars started to classify this earlier transitional period as 
part of the LIA itself, not primarily because of average temperatures or precipitation 
levels but due to the growing frequency of weather anomalies and weather-related 
 environmental crises (famines and floods).11 Recent scholarship suggests a rapid 
transition to the LIA in the first decades of the fourteenth century.12

As a result of these changes in the climate, the conditions for practicing agri-
culture changed significantly in most parts of western Europe and probably also 
in east central Europe. The most dramatic changes, however, occurred in northern 
and northwestern Europe and in mountainous regions (especially the Alps), where 
the possible zone in which certain grains and grapes could be cultivated shifted to 
lower altitudes and lower latitudes causing significant economic crises in a number 
of areas.13 The situation in the Carpathian Basin during this period was somewhat 
different: a deep political struggles at the turn of the thirteenth century was followed 
by the consolidation of the Angevin rule in the early 1320s, which introduced a period 
of more or less constant economic growth.14

Contemporary narrative and legal sources do not mention country-wide famines 
during this period, and there is little documentation from the Hungarian kingdom 
on the great plague epidemics of the 1340s.15 Taken together, this has been read as 

2003; Raymond S. Bradley and Philip D. Jones, The ‘Little Ice Age’: Local and Global Perspectives, 
in: Climatic Change 48 (2001), pp. 5–8; Rudolf Brázdil et al., Historical Climatology in Europe – The 
State of the Art, in: Climatic Change 70 (2005), pp. 363–430, here pp. 388–392; Wolfgang Behringer, 
Kulturgeschichte des Klimas: Von der Eiszeit zur globalen Erwärmung, München 2007, pp. 119–120.
11 Vladimir Klimenko/ Olga Solomina, Climatic Variations in the East European Plain During the 
Last Millennium: State of the Art, in: Rajmund Przybylak et al. (ed.), The Polish Climate in the Euro-
pean Context. An Historical Overview, Heidelberg 2010, pp. 71–101, here p. 82.
12 See for instance the research project lead by Martin Bauch, The “Dantean Anomaly” Project: Track-
ing Rapid Climate Change in Late Medieval Europe. Online document: http://www.historicalclima-
tology.com/projects/-the-dantean-anomaly-project-tracking-rapid-climate-change-in-late-medieval- 
europe (last accessed: 1 September 2016).
13 On the food shortage, see the foundational monograph by Wilhelm Abel, Agrarkrisen und 
Agrarkonjunktur in Mitteleuropa vom 13. bis zum 19. Jahrhundert, Berlin 1935 and William Chester 
Jordan, The Great Famine. Northern Europe in the Early Fourteenth Century, Princeton / NJ 1996. See 
also on the problem of the usage of the “late medieval crisis” Peter Schuster, Die Krise des Spätmit-
telalters, in: Historische Zeitschrift 269 (1999), pp. 19–55.
14 On the political struggles of the late Árpádian age, see: Jenő Szűcs, Az utolsó Árpádok [The Last 
Árpádians], Budapest 1993. On the political consolidation in the 1310s and early-1320s, see: Pál Engel, 
Az ország újraegyesítése. I. Károly küzdelmei az oligarchák ellen (1310–1323) [The re-unification of the 
country against King Charles I], in: Századok 122 (1988), pp. 89–147; Gyula Kristó, I. Károly király 
harcai a tartományurak ellen (1310–1323) [King Charles I’s Struggles with the Oligarchs], in: Száza-
dok 137 (2003), pp. 297–347. For the economic processes in Hungary, see the recent overview: József 
Laszlovszky et al. (ed.), The Economy of Medieval Hungary (East Central and Eastern Europe in the 
Middle Ages, 450–1450 49) Leiden – Boston 2018.
15 Andrea Kiss/ Ferenc Piti/ Ferenc Sebők, Rossz termések, élelmiszerhiány, drágaság, (éh)ínség – 
és feltételezhető okaik a 14. századi Magyarországon [Bad Harvests, High prices, and Famines – and 
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evidence that the so-called crisis of the fourteenth century did not affect the Car-
pathian Basin. Scholars have explained the lack of references in the historical record 
to these crises in different ways; some attribute it to the more favorable climatic condi-
tions, while others see it as an effect of the Mongol invasion, low population density, 
or the abundance of rich, arable land.16

For nearly a century now, historians have regarded the second half of the 1310s as 
a period of serious, widespread food shortages in western and moreover northwestern 
Europe.17 Research on eastern and central Europe, however, has largely neglected the 
existence of famines in the period,18 but in recent years a growing body of scholarship 
has begun systematically analyzing the regional sources relating to famines from the 
1310s. Finnish, Czech, Hungarian, Polish, and German scholars have also re-evaluated  
earlier known sources and discovered new evidence on the problem.19 Not only have 

Their Possible Background in 14th-Century Hungary], in: György Kövér/ Ágnes Pogány/ Boglárka 
Weisz (eds.), Magyar Gazdaságtörténeti Évkönyv 2016: Válság – Kereskedelem [Hungarian Economic 
History Yearbook 2016: Crisis – Trade] Budapest 2016, pp. 23–79. When writing the paper I had no 
access to this extremely important study in the topic yet. For data on the great plague in Hungary, see: 
Erik Fügedi, A középkori Magyarország történeti demográfiája [Historical Demography of Medieval 
Hungary] (Történeti demográfiai füzetek 10), Budapest 1992, pp. 28–29.
16 See e.g. József Laszlovszky, “Per tot discrimina rerum” – Zur Interpretation von Umwelt-
veränderungen im mittelalterlichen Ungarn, in: Gerhard Jaritz/ Verena Winiwarter (eds.), Umwelt-
bewältigung: Die historische Perspektive, Bielefeld 1994, pp. 37–55.
17 Henry S. Lucas, The Great European Famine of 1315–7, in: Speculum 5 (1930), pp. 343–377.
18 E.g. Grzegorz Myśliwski, Central Europe, in: Harry Kitsikopoulos (ed.), Agrarian Change and 
Crisis in Europe, 1200–1500, New York 2012, pp. 250–291.
19 For Finland and northeastern Europe, see: Heli Huhtamaa, Frosts, Floods, and Famines – Climate 
in Relation to Hunger in North-East Europe A. D. 1100–1550, MA Thesis, Joensuu 2011, pp. 50–53 and 
her study in the present volume. For Poland: Myśliwski (note 18), p. 259. For Hungary: Andrea Kiss, 
Some Weather Events from the Fourteenth Century, II. (Angevin Period: 1301–87), in: Acta Climatolog-
ica Universitatis Szegediensis 32–33 (1999), pp. 51–64; Richárd Szántó, Az 1315–17. évi európai éhínség 
[The famine of 1315–1317], in: Szabolcs Marton/ Éva Teiszler (eds.), Medievisztikai tanulmányok. 
A IV. medievisztikai PhD konferencia előadásai [Studies in Medieval History. Proceedings of the 4th 
PhD-Conference in Medieval Studies], Szeged 2005, pp. 135–142; András Vadas, Documentary Evi-
dence on the Weather Conditions and a Possible Crisis in 1315–1317: Case Study from the Carpathian 
Basin, in: Journal of Environmental Geography 2/3–4 (2009), pp. 23–29. For the Czech lands, see: Ru-
dolf Brázdil/ Oldrich Kotyza, History of Weather and Climate in the Czech Lands I: Period 1000–1500 
(Züricher Geographische Schriften 62), Zürich 1995, 166–167; Robert Antonín/ Michaela Malaníková, 
Když se jídla nedostává. České středověké reflexe hladových let v evropském kontextu [“When One 
is Not Fed” – The Medieval Relations about “the Years of Hunger” in the Central European Region], 
in: Beata Możejko/ Ewa Barylewska-Szymańska (eds.), Historia naturalna jedzenia. Miedzy ant-
ykiem a XIX wiekiem [Natural History of Food. Between Antiquity and the 19th Century], Gdańsk 
2012, 70–80. For Austria: Christian Rohr, Extreme Naturereignisse im Ostalpenraum. Naturerfahrung 
im Spätmittelalter und am Beginn der Neuzeit, Köln 2007; for German areas, see, e.g., Tim Erthel, 
Der Schmidtstedter Gedenkstein von 1316. Ein seltenes Kleindenkmal der spätmittelalterlichen Klima- 
und Kulturgeschichte Erfurts, in: Mitteilungen des Vereins für Geschichte und Altertumskunde Erfurts 
N. F. 17 (2009), pp. 8–16,, Rudolf Brázdil/ Oldřich Kotyza/ Martin Bauch, Climate and famines in 
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the 1310s received more attention in recent scholarship, but researchers have also 
begun re-evaluating the question of famines in the Carpathian Basin. Though refer-
ences to them are missing from the domestic narratives of the period, a number of 
fourteenth-century legal documents do refer to food shortages.20 The next few para-
graphs survey the available written sources which provide evidence of food shortages 
in the 1310s in the Hungarian kingdom.21

The first such document is a charter from 1343, a transcription of another docu-
ment from 1312, which highlights the food supply in the 1310s. The charter is a seem-
ingly straightforward documentation of the sale of an estate called Pethunye, but it 
specifies that anticipation of shortages in the near future was the reason for the sale 
of one sixth of this estate. The charter was issued on June 25, 1312, shortly before the 
grain was typically harvested, which indicates that there may have been expectations 
of a poor harvest. This does not mean that there was a widespread crop failure; the 
charter does not specify the reason for the supposed shortage in the coming year, but 
it is possible that it was due to weather conditions.22

While there is no other legal source referring to food shortage or related events 
from the first half of the 1310s, foreign narratives and non-contemporary chronicles 
provide another source of information on problems in the 1310s. Although there is no 
contemporary domestic evidence which expressly mention a wide-spread famine in 
the first half of the 1310s, a later chronicle of the Spiš region (northernmost area of 
present-day Slovakia) is interesting. Compiled in the seventeenth century by Caspar 
Hain, this account draws partly on local archival evidence and reports that there 
was a famine around 1312 that lasted three years. Hain even mentions cannibalism 
among the population,23 though, under the circumstances, this might reflect the vivid 
imagination of a seventeenth-century author, despite the fact that scholars, including 

the Czech Lands prior to AD 1500, in: Dominik Collet/ Maximilian Schuh (eds.), Famines During the 
‘Little Ice Age’ (1300–1800) (Socionatural Entanglements in Premodern Societies), Heidelberg 2017, 
91–114; and Martin Bauch, Jammer und Not. Karl IV. und die natürlichen Rahmenbedingungen des 14 
Jahrhunderts, in: Český Časopis Historický 115/4 (2017), pp. 983–1016.
20 See Andrea Kiss’s contribution to this volume. See also the works of Andrea Fara, esp. Production 
of and Trade in Food Between the Kingdom of Hungary and Europe in the Late Middle Ages and Early 
Modern Era (Thirteenth to Sixteenth Centuries): The Roles of Markets in Crises and Famines, in: Hun-
garian Historical Review 6 (2017), pp. 138–179. See also: Myśliwski (note 18).
21 For an earlier collection of the weather events of the period, see: Vadas (note 19). I will not refer 
here to data that is not related to food shortages or famine. For floods and other weather events, con-
sult the article quoted above, and Kiss (note 4), pp. 238–239.
22 Hungarian National Archives, State Archives, Collection of Diplomatics (MNL OL DL) 71 639. Edi-
tion: László Bártfai Szabó (ed.), Oklevéltár a gróf Csáky család történetéhez, I/1 [Cartulary to the 
history of Csáky family], Budapest 1919, pp. 88–92: possessionem Pethunye vocatam videlicet duorum 
aratrorum tercie partis dimidiam ipsos contingentem propter anni tunc cernetibus caristiam et sumptus 
necessarios vendicioni exposuissent.
23 Jeromos Bal/ Jenő Förster/ Aurél Kauffmann (eds.), Hain Gáspár lőcsei krónikája [The Chron-
icle of Caspar Hain of Levoča], Lőcse 1910–1913, p. 13: Zu dieser Zeit war auch 3 Jahr lang so groszer 
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Henry Lucas, have argued that this phenomenon was not unique in times of famine.24 
In spite of its probable exaggerations and the fact that it is not an contemporary 
 evidence, this chronicle is an important source, as the author was the town judge in 
Levoča with ready access to the town archives. Some of his references suggest that 
he was familiar with medieval chronicles or annals which have since been lost, so 
his descriptions of the medieval period in the town should be considered as well.25 
Of course there are general methodological problems with the use of early modern 
chronicles such as the lack of references and the creative license of the chroniclers of 
the period that make it difficult to separate historical fact from fiction. However, Hain 
seems to have been aware of the need to cite the earlier sources on which he based his 
work. For the period after 1516, he specifies which sources he used when compiling 
the chronicle, including Konrád Sperfogel, Dániel Türk, Márton Frőlich, and others. 
They were all local office-holders and prominent members of the bourgeoisie of 
Levoča in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.26 A recent study significantly sug-
gests that Hain probably used medieval annals on the history of the region, perhaps 
the work he referred to as the Annals of Levoča.27 These annals have a secular back-
ground but they may also have contained some transcriptions of religious annals, 
as well, for Hain’s work contains a large number of references to the foundations of 
monasteries and religious events, especially in present-day Slovakia.28 He dates the 
foundation of the Cistercian monastery of Spišský Štiavni (Slovakia) to 1216, which is 
indeed the generally accepted date for this monastery’s foundation, but he misdated, 
for instance, the foundations of the monasteries of Gelnica and Prešov.29 There are a 
number of mistakes in the Hain chronicle, but, apart from an entirely made up part 

Hunger, das die Menschen einander geschlachtet und gessen auch die Diebe von Galgen sind vor Hunger 
abgeriszen worden. Desgleichen war auch undter dem Viehe.
24 On the question of the cannibalism from 1315 to 1317, see: Lucas (note 17), pp. 343–377, and on 
cannibalism as a trope in the High Middle Ages, and even more so in the early modern era, see: Cǎtǎlin 
Avramescu, An Intellectual History of Cannibalism, Princeton / NJ 2009.
25 On the sources and the reliability of Caspar Hain’s chronicle, see the very recent work which draws 
previous literature: András Péter Szabó, Caspar Hain lőcsei krónikája – egy kompiláció forrásai [The 
Chronicle of Caspar Hain of Levoča], in: Gergely Tóth (ed.), Clio inter arma. Tanulmányok a 16–18. 
századi magyarországi történetírásról [Studies in the History of 16th–18th-Century Historiography in 
Hungary] (Monumenta Hungariae historica. Dissertationes), Budapest 2014, pp. 169–202. On the me-
dieval parts of Hain’s chronicle, see ibid., pp. 190–198.
26 On the period of their activity in Levoča, see: Kálmán Demkó, A Szepes-szombati krónika [The 
Chronicle of Spišská Sobota], Lőcse 1891, pp. 15–16. Hain himself also refers to early modern humanist 
chronicles such as Ortelius’s and Istvánffy’s chronicles (Bal/ Förster/ Kauffmann [eds.] [note 23], 
p. 3), however these latter ones are sometimes more unreliable than the later works of the dignitaries.
27 Szabó (note 25), p. 198.
28 Bal/ Förster/ Kauffmann (eds.) (note 23), p. VI.
29 For the correct foundation dates, see: Beatrix F. Romhányi, Kolostorok és társaskáptalanok a
középkori Magyarországon. Katalógus [Monasteries and Collegiate Chapters in Medieval Hungary.
Catalogue], Budapest 2000.
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on the prehistory of the Spiš region, these are probably not intentional. Therefore, it 
is quite likely that a famine did affect the northern part of the Hungarian kingdom 
sometime in the early or mid-1310s.30 Although Hain dates this event to three years 
around and after 1312, he also added that the exact date was uncertain. Whether or 
not the famine was linked to the weather or other factors is an open question, but it 
is worth noting that, as in the aforementioned case of Pethunye, the environmental 
conditions of the Spiš region were quite unfavorable for agriculture.

There is at least one further reference to the famine in legal evidence from the 
1310s: in 1318 a group of nobles from the village of Zeuleus (Szőlős, present-day Bala-
tonszőlős) took an oath to the convent of Tihany, a significant Benedictine abbey in 
Transdanubia (western Hungary). According to the document, the abbey cared for its 
tenant peasants by protecting and nourishing them during hardships and famine. 
The reference to famine is a valuable hint as the event described may have taken 
place precisely in the years of the documented “great famine.”31 The question of pro-
tection also raises a very important point already mentioned above: when the rule 
of the Árpádian dynasty ended, the Hungarian throne was left unoccupied, and the 
subsequent period was one of the most anarchic eras in the history of the kingdom. 
A number of powerful oligarchs and dynasties tried to seize the Hungarian throne. 
The consolidation of the rule of Charles I and the Angevins was a long process of 
which his third, and lawful, coronation, on August 27, 1310, was the starting point 
rather than the end.32 The scholarship generally considers the period between 1310 
and 1323 as a decisive phase in the reunification of the country and in the cementing 
of Angevin rule. Under such political circumstances, the protection by an ecclesiasti-
cal institution may have been crucial.

Military campaigns had a great impact on the communities affected; armies 
caused considerable crop damage when they marched through a given region, espe-
cially around harvest time. In the years addressed in this study, such campaigns 
were frequent. On May 19, 1317 the king issued a charter granting estates to János, 

30 For the low historical value of the prehistoric section, see: Bal/ Förster/ Kauffmann (eds.) (note 
23), p. VI and its introduction.
31 Imre Nagy/ Dezső Véghely/ Gyula Nagy (eds.), Zala vármegye története. Oklevéltár 1. 1024–1363 
[The History of Zala County. Cartulary], Budapest 1886, pp. 146–147 (No 110): Demetrius Tykon et Nico-
laus Vruslan dictus filii Arnoldi filii Foluyne pro se et pro Paulo fratre ipsorum, Ladizlaus et Demetrius 
filii Volpoth de Zeuleus, in nostri presencia personaliter constituti, attendentes et considerantes favorem 
et benivolenciam ecclesiarum, et maxime Wesprimiensis ecclesie, ac venerabilis patris domini Stephani 
dei gracia episcopi et prelati ecclesie ac perpetui comitis loci eiusdem, quibus hoc tempore impaccato, 
famis et inedie in fovendis, alendis, nutriendis, defendendis et protegendis, suos fovit, nutrivit et protex-
it, et ut speratur in premissis semper suum laudabile factum, in eorumdem personis recipiet incremen-
tum, cum omnibus ipsorum possessionibus in eadem Zeuleus.
32 See the most recent overview of the period, the special issue of Hungarian Historical Review 2 
(2013), pp. 211–386 (ed. Tamás Pálosfalvi); Enikő Csukovits (ed.) L’Ungheria angioina (Bibliotheca 
Academiae Hungariae – Roma. Studia 3), Roma 2013.
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son of Péter Popdi, as compensation for the damage the royal armies had done to 
his other estates.33 Although not documented during this decade, there are cases in 
other periods when the lack of food in a certain region was connected to ongoing 
military campaigns; this might have been the case in the 1310s, as well.34 Although 
significantly fewer soldiers were involved in these military expeditions than in later 
campaigns in the early modern era, the armies could still have serious consequences 
in smaller areas, especially if they passed through during a crucial phase of the agri-
cultural cycle: i.e., in late spring, early summer, or at harvest time. This could easily 
explain why protection was a key issue both for noble families and peasants.

Medieval narrative sources offer very little information on the famines in the 
early fourteenth century or, more precisely, the 1310s in the Hungarian kingdom. 
The period’s most extensive source, the so-called “Fourteenth-Century Chronicle 
Composition” does not list any major famines in this period.35 While some traces 
of the elements of the “Dantean Anomaly” posited recently by Martin Bauch may 
have occurred in the Hungarian kingdom just as they did in other parts of central 
Europe (Bohemia, Poland, or the German empire), there is virtually no information 
on the extent of the famines mentioned. It is impossible to deduce whether these were 
limited local or regional problems.

4  The Long-Term Impacts of the LIA  
in the Carpathian Basin – Where to Look?

As noted above, a second, no less relevant problem is the possibility of tracing long-
term changes in the fluctuation of the hydrological conditions in the Carpathian Basin 
going back to the medieval period. To date, there are no relevant reconstructions based 
on written evidence for the medieval period, and, even up to the eighteenth century, a 
number of uncertainties complicate the reconstructions, making them either impossi-
ble or unreliable.36 The same is true for temperatures and precipitation, but historical, 

33 Imre Nagy/ Gyula Tasnádi Nagy (eds.), Anjoukori Okmánytár. Codex diplomaticus Hungaricus 
Andegavensis, I, Budapest 1878, pp. 424–425.
34 E.g., a charter from 1321: MNL OL Collection of Diplomatic Photographs (DF) 209 129. Edited in: 
Imre Nagy (ed.), Hazai okmánytár. Codex diplomaticus patrius, vol. 4, Budapest 1867, pp. 130–131.
35 For a recent Latin-Engish bilingual edition of one of the text’s versions: János M. Bak/ László Veszprémy 
(ed.) The Illuminated Chronicle: Chronicle of the Deeds of the Hungarians from the Fourteenth-Century 
Illuminated Codex (Central European Medieval Texts 9) Budapest, New York 2018.
36 The existing ones: Judit Bartholy/ Rita Pongrácz/ Zsolt Molnár, Classification and Analysis 
of Past Climate Information Based on Historical Documentary Sources for the Carpathian Basin, 
in: International Journal of Climatology 24 (2004), pp. 1759–1776; Rácz (note 6) and Lajos Rácz, 
 Magyarország éghajlattörténete az újkor idején [Climate history of Hungary in the Modern times], 
Szeged 2001. On their problematic handling of the sources, see: Kiss (note 2), pp. 316–320.
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archeological, and scientific research in the last few decades have highlighted some 
medium- or long-term trends of medieval water levels. A number of factors influence 
such fluctuations: changes in riverbeds, changes in vegetations, the felling of forests, 
etc. Such processes are evident in a few sites that allow some conclusions regarding 
the changes in hydrological conditions of the Carpathian Basin during the medieval 
period.

Drawing on a variety of sources, scholars have a deduced that the water level in 
a number rivers were significantly lower in the Árpádian period (ca. 1000–1300) than 
in the late Middle Ages, and that a major flood peak occurred in the late fifteenth or 
early sixteenth century. Much of this data comes from the Danube valley. Individual 
case studies in the vicinity of the Danube Bend (some 25 kms north of Budapest) have 
generally found a significant rise in the average level of the Danube in the late medi-
eval period and a corresponding elevation of the groundwater tables along the banks 
of the river. Soil science research in connection with a never-realized dam project 
(part of the Gabčíkovo–Nagymaros Dams) at Nagymaros revealed that there had been 
a catastrophic flood in the late Middle Ages or the first phase of the early modern 
era.37 Data from Visegrád, both from the royal palace38 and from the so-called “New 
Town” (“Újváros” in Hungarian) as well as from the left bank of the Danube (Vác), 
suggests that the shift in the hydrological regime of the Danube took place at some 
point around the end of the Middle Ages.39

Similar processes were identified at sites in present-day Budapest.40 A number 
of ecclesiastical institutions in the Middle Ages were situated on Margaret Island, in 
the Danube between Pest and Buda, including one of the wealthiest such institutions 
in the medieval Hungarian kingdom, a Dominican nunnery founded by King Béla IV, 
who had been the Hungarian monarch in the during and the aftermath of the Mongol 
invasion. The whole island was, however, more or less a lower floodplain and thus 
endangered by flooding; a thirteenth-century miracle narrative refers to the problem 
of floods reaching the Dominican convent.41 In the sixteenth century, the high water 
of the Danube seems to have been more serious and, more importantly, a recurrent 
problem: for one thing, archeological excavations suggest that the floors were raised 

37 András Pálóczi Horváth, Nagymaros rétegviszonyainak kutatása [Research into the layers at 
Nagymaros], in: Tibor Kemenczei (ed.), Dunai Régészeti Híradó 1. Régészeti feltárások a dunai ví-
zlépcsőrendszer területén 1978-ban [Danube Archeological Reports. Archeological Excavation at the 
Territory of the Danube Barrage in 1978], Budapest 1979, pp. 47–51.
38 Kiss/ Laszlovszky (note 5).
39 Mészáros/ Serlegi (note 5), pp. 200–201, 207–214.
40 See also, on the mid-section of the Danube in Hungary and Óbuda (present-day Budapest): Ist-
ván Viczián, Archaeological sites on large river’s islands as records of Holocene climate and fluvial 
changes. A geomorphological case study in the Danube river section between Komárom and Paks, 
Hungary, in: Analele Universitatii Ştefan cel Mare din Suceava Seria Geografie 24 (2014), pp. 176–180.
41 Kiss (note 4), pp. 228–232; Vadas (note 5).
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in a number of parts of the nunnery friary, and legal evidence also provides additional 
proof that flooding reached higher levels than used to be typical.42

Although there is a relative abundance of charters relating to the institution in 
the late medieval period, most of these do not concern Margaret Island itself but 
rather more distant estates which belonged to the nunnery. One extremely important 
charter from the early sixteenth century, however, demonstrates very well what kind 
of sources may help reconstruct climatic phenomena in areas where narrative sources 
are relatively scarce. Thommaso de Vio, a papal legate and cardinal, issued a charter 
on September 5, 1523, granting the nunnery of Margaret Island permission to move the 
remains of “Blessed Margaret.” Margaret, the daughter of the aforementioned Béla IV, 
had spent her entire adult life in the nunnery in the mid-thirteenth century; after her 
death and burial somewhere in the church of the nunnery, she became the subject 
of a growing cult. According to an early sixteenth-century member of the convent, 
Lea Ráskai, renovations of the church’s sanctuary began in 1510. Circumstantial evi-
dence suggests that Margaret’s grave was opened at some point between 1510 and 
1512, probably due to this restoration work. The princess’s remains were consequently 
transferred to some point outside the church but within the cloistered area of the 
nunnery.43

Because the cloister was not open to pilgrims, however, Margaret’s earthly 
remains were no longer accessible to the public. The primary reason for the nuns to 
show Thommaso de Vio the place where Margaret’s bones were kept was to procure 
permission from the cardinal to move the relics to a location where pilgrims could 
view them – donations from these visitors were an important source of income to the 
nuns. One of the possible locations for Margaret’s body was the church, of course, 
which by the early 1520s had certainly been restored. Because Margaret was not actu-
ally canonized at that point (and not until 1943), however, it was not clear whether 
her bones should be put on display for veneration. The church would have been an 
obvious choice, as it was open to pilgrims for the majority of the year. In 1499, in fact, 
the nuns had been granted permission to visit Margaret’s remains in the church for 
only ten (!) days per year. This implies that the burial place of Margaret (and that of 
his brother King Stephen V) was open to the wider public for the rest of the year.44

According to the charter the legate issued, he had visited the place where Mar-
garet’s relics were kept in 1523. For the purposes of the present study, the charter’s 
reasoning regarding the act of relocation is of primary importance: the nuns ask for 
permission to move Margaret’s bones because their present location is subject to 

42 See Vadas (note 5), pp. 77–79.
43 Lajos Némethy, Adatok Árpádházi Boldog Margit ereklyéinek történetéhez [Data on the History of 
the Relics of Blessed Margaret], Budapest 1884, pp. 26–34; Ilona Király, Árpádházi Szent Margit és a 
sziget [Saint Margaret and the Island], Budapest 1979, pp. 143–144.
44 András Harsányi, A domonkos rend Magyarországon a reformáció előtt [The History of the Do-
minican Order in Hungary before the Reformation], Debrecen 1938, p. 105.
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the flooding of the Danube.45 According to the nuns, the problem was not that one 
 disastrous flood had reached the nunnery but rather that the nunnery was exposed 
to flooding on a regular basis. Unfortunately, the petition does not specify the loca-
tion of the relics at that time, but it is highly unlikely that the nuns had placed their 
most precious object at a place where it was exposed to destruction in the early 1510s, 
meaning that the situation had changed since then. Of course, the nuns’ mention of 
the flood danger in this case could have been a ploy to convince the legate that it was 
necessary to bring Margaret’s relics back into the church where her remains would 
be available for veneration despite the fact that her canonization was still pending. 
Nevertheless, it is probable that their argument was not entirely fallacious and that 
parts of the enclosed area of the nunnery were flooded from time to time around 1520.

In areas beyond the Danube valley, there is also evidence that water levels and 
flood danger rose after the Árpádian era, but most of this evidence is the result of sci-
entific analysis and archeological excavation rather than analyses of written sources. 
In Transdanubia, a research project which studied the environmental changes in the 
area along the River Dráva (the modern Hungarian-Croatian border)46 found that exca-
vation sites belonging to the Árpádian period were at lower elevations than late medi-
eval sites, which suggests rising water levels in the later Middle Ages. In addition, the 
existence of a number of small lakes in the alluvial plain around the river during the 
early modern period provides additional evidence of increased water levels.47

Not only the rivers but also the lakes show similar patterns in Transdanubia. As 
for the early medieval period (i.e., before the Hungarian Conquest in the late ninth 
century), archeological data is the most important source for historical hydrological 
investigations. In the area around Lake Balaton, numerous cemeteries and the set-
tlement complex at Zalavár (Mosaburg) – situated on the shores of the Kis-(‘Small’)
Balaton, a huge wetland area southwest of Lake Balaton – have received considerable 
attention in the scholarship. Most studies conclude that low water levels prevailed 
in the Conquest period.48 In addition to these archeological investigations, a charter 

45 Cum nuper apud monasterium vestrum diverteremur, ostensa nobis per vos fuerunt ossa beatę Mar-
garetę virginis monialis vestrę filię quonadam clarę memorię Belę quarti regis hungarię in loco ut asser-
ebatis exposito aquarum inundationibus. Et quoniam illam vitę sanctimonia non minus quam prosapia 
claruisse asserebatis nobis humiliter supplicastis ut illa inde transferri et in loco decentiori in quo inun-
dationes huiusmodi non officerent poni permitteremus – MNL OL DL 25 312, for the most recent edition 
of the charter, see: Antonín Kalous, Plenitudo potestatis in partibus? Papežští legáti a nunciové ve 
střední Evropě na konci středověku (1450–1526) [Papal Legates and Nuncios in Late Medieval Central 
Europe], Brno 2010, p. 379.
46 For the final report on the project, see: Kovács/ Zatykó (eds.) (note 9).
47 István Viczián, Geomorphological Research in and around Berzence, on the Border of the Drava 
Valley and Inner Somogy Microregions, Hungary, in: Kovács/ Zatykó (eds.) (note 9), pp. 75–91, esp. 
pp. 82–83.
48 Károly Sági, A Balaton szerepe Fenékpuszta, Keszthely és Zalavár IV–IX. századi történetének 
alakulásában [The Role of Lake Balaton in the 4th–9th-Century History of Fenékpuszta, Keszthely, 
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from 1335 allows for the reconstruction of the water level here with relative accuracy. 
This research suggests that the water levels were rising but still below modern (but 
pre-systematically regulated) average in the period between ca. 900 and 1335.49 Scien-
tific data for this period also confirms rising water levels in Lake Balaton, but varied 
reconstructions show considerable differences in the extent of the area affected by 
this process.50 Highway constructions in the last twenty years along the southern 
shoreline of Lake Balaton unearthed archeological evidence of settlements proving 
that many of the Árpádian sites disappeared by the late medieval period because they 
were situated at lower elevations and were likely endangered by water rising in the 
plains around the lake.51 As has been demonstrated for the western (and partly for 
the northern) shore of Lake Balaton,52 the water table also changed, which could have 
affected large areas that had previously been inhabited or suitable for cultivation. 
Some authors, however, point out that local populations regulated or at least influ-
enced the water level of the lake. Though there may not yet have been a flood gate 
constructed primarily for regulating water levels in the Middle Ages, the huge mill 
complex not far from the present-day flood gate at Siófok may have functioned partly 
as such.53 Despite doubts concerning the correlation between the fluctuation of water 
levels of Lake Balaton and precipitation in its catchment area, rising water levels have 
also been demonstrated along the shores of other lakes, such as Lake Fertő (north-
western Hungary/eastern Austria).54

In the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin, a number of studies have reached 
a similar conclusion. Settlements along rivers and mort-lakes in the Danube-Tisza 
Interfluve area follow a comparable pattern. Szabolcs Rosta’s recent study of medie-
val routes which passed through the Kiskunság region made some important contri-
butions concerning the late medieval topography of the village of Akasztó. As Rosta 
explains, the environmental situation of the area surrounding the settlement is quite 
problematic; the roads leading to the closest market town, Kiskunhalas, would have 
had to cross the so-called “Nagy-Sár” (“big mud”), which was, at least in the late medi-
eval and early modern period, true to its name, a marshy area. The presence of trade 

and Zalavár], in: Antik Tanulmányok 15 (1968) pp. 15–46. See more recently, with slightly different 
results: Maxim Mordovin, The Building History of Zalavár-Récéskút Church, in: Annual of Medieval 
Studies at CEU (2006), pp. 9–32, esp. p. 12.
49 MNL OL DF 253 832. Published in: Nagy/ Véghely/ Nagy (note 31), pp. 294–307 (No 206).
50 Vajda (note 5).
51 Mészáros/ Serlegi (note 5).
52 Most recently, see: Tamás Pusztai, A tapolcai bencés apátság építéstörténete [Building History of the 
Benedictine Abbey of Tapolca], in: A Hermann Ottó Múzeum Évkönyve 52 (2013), pp. 149–170., esp. p. 161.
53 For the mills there, see: Andrea Kiss, “Rivulus namque, qui dicitur Fuk, fluens de prefato lacu” – 
Fok, Sár, Foksár, in: Bertalan Andrásfalvy/ Gábor Vargyas (eds.), Antropogén ökológiai változások 
a Kárpát-medencében [Anthropogenic Ecological Changes in the Carpathian Basin], Pécs 2009, 
pp. 49–63.
54 Kiss (note 5).
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routes through the area in the earlier Middle Ages at least calls into question whether 
it was marshland at that stage.55 Not far from the area, in the valley of the Tisza at 
Szer (Ópusztaszer), research has highlighted how the settlement “moved” towards 
higher elevations in the late medieval period, probably to escape the flooding of the 
Tisza which affected the area. Archeological topographies indicate clearly that many 
settlements on the Great Hungarian Plain from the Árpádian era were not rebuilt after 
the Mongol invasion (1241/42), and new dwellings were often built in the vicinity of 
old villages, on higher terraces protected from potential floods.56 In the eastern part 
of the Great Hungarian Plain, a recent study has documented this process not only at 
sporadic sites, but at a general regional level,57 by comparing average elevations of 
high Árpádian and late medieval (fourteenth to early sixteenth century) archeological 
sites – including settlements, churches, and cemeteries situated in the heartland of 
the wetlands that covered a huge part of the Great Hungarian Plain. The area studied 
covered roughly four thousand square kilometers (nearly five percent of the territory 
of present-day Hungary). The average elevation of the late medieval archeological site 
group was significantly higher than that of the Árpádian period. On the other hand, 
the paper pointed out that the desertion of specific areas and settlements could have 
been partly due to their direct vulnerability to flooding, but also, to some extent, to 
the potential inundation of roads that would have resulted in the settlements’ being 
isolated and cut-off from existing networks.

Despite the lack of precise information on long-term changes in the climatic con-
ditions of late medieval Hungary, the abundance of circumstantial evidence gathered 
above does permit at least some conclusions. In at least more than dozen individual 
study areas in the Carpathian Basin, research has found that water levels rose from 
the late Árpádian period up to the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century. Such 
changes can be attributed to a number of factors: changes in the agricultural tech-
niques, the felling of forests, and, of course, changes in the climate, to name just 
a few. While some scholars attribute the whole process to the LIA and increasing 
precipitation during this period, they would do well to resist this temptation. Recent 

55 Szabolcs Rosta, A Kiskunsági Homokhátság középkori település- és úthálózata [Medieval Settle-
ment and Road Network of the Homokhátság Region, Kiskunság], in: Balázs Nagy (ed.), Középkori 
mozaik [Medieval Mosaic], Budapest 2010, pp. 101–148.
56 Katalin Vályi, Szer középkori településtörténete a régészeti leletek tükrében [Medieval Settle-
ment History of Szer in Light of Archeological Data], in: László Novák/ László Selmeczi (eds.), Fal-
vak, mezővárosok az Alföldön [Villages, Market Towns at the Alföld] (Az Arany János Múzeum Kö-
zleményei 4), Nagykörös 1986, pp. 119–124. For instance, from Békés County (southeastern Hungary), 
see: Dénes Jankovich B. (ed.), Békés megye régészeti topográfiája. Békés és Békéscsaba környéke 
[Archeological Topography of Békés County. Surroundings of Békés and Békéscsaba] (Magyarország 
régészeti topográfiája 10), Budapest 1998, pp. 673–677 (Nos 12/8, 12/9); János Makkay (ed.), Békés 
megye régészeti topográfiája. A Szarvasi járás [Archeological Topography of Békés County. District of 
Szarvas] (Magyarország régészeti topográfiája 8), Budapest 1989, p. 367 (No 7/99).
57 Pinke/ Ferenczi/ Gábris/ Nagy (note 5).

   



The Little Ice Age and the Hungarian Kingdom?   279

research, for example, has not demonstrated a clear increase in regional precipita-
tion sufficient to explain the clear shift in the water table. While climatic change may 
have influenced settlement patterns in the Carpathian Basin, changes in agricultural 
techniques, like the shift towards herding cattle, may also have been as influential in 
some areas as changes in precipitation.

5 Conclusions
This paper aimed to highlight possibilities for research on short- and long-term climatic 
and environmental processes in an area usually considered poor with regard to written 
evidence. Despite the scarcity of narrative sources and the limits this scarcity places on 
the research possibilities in the study of events related to weather in the medieval Hun-
garian kingdom, other genres of evidence – e.g., legal documents – have considerable 
potential for climate history research as Andrea Kiss and others have recently demon-
strated. The two aspects this short article addresses do certainly not reveal much about 
either the Hungarian research potential for the whole of the Middle Ages or the cli-
matic processes of the same area, but they do (hopefully) show that historical evidence 
can be combined with scientific and archeological data to significantly advance the 
understanding of some environmental processes if not climate itself.

The title of the article asks to what extent historians and scientists can provide 
evidence of the LIA using the sources available for the region. The answer very much 
depends on how the data presented here is interpreted, i.e., to what extent the pres-
ence of food scarcity or famine in distant regions of Hungary during a period of con-
stant warfare can be attributed to the same factors as famines in northern France or 
Scandinavia. The situation is equally ambiguous regarding potential connections 
between the LIA and rising water levels in the Carpathian Basin. What is nevertheless 
quite clear is that a major transformation in the environmental conditions in the region 
occurred from the late thirteenth century onwards. Perhaps the more important task 
facing scholars is to understand the different factors contributing to this transforma-
tion in more detail understanding rather than pursuing a search for traces of the LIA.

   




