
 

Volcanoes, plague, famine, endless winter:
Historians and scientists recall 536, the
'worst year to be alive'

February 2 2022, by Miles Pattenden
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It's only February and already 2022 is shaping up badly. A huge volcanic
eruption off the coast of Tonga, the prospect of war with Russia, the
ongoing pandemic (and its economic disruptions). And that's even before
we touch on Chinese saber-rattling over Taiwan or Sex and the City's
disastrous reboot.
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Welcome to the New Year: as ghastly as the old one.

A history of bad times

I write not to make light of our world's very real problems, but rather to
put them into some perspective. 2020, 2021 and perhaps now 2022, have
all been bad.

But they have not been worse years than, say, 1347, when the Black
Death began its long march across Eurasia. Or 1816, the "year without a
summer". Or 1914, when the assassination of an obscure Habsburg
archduke precipitated not one but two global conflicts—one of which
brought about millions of deaths in the world's most horrific genocide.

There have been plenty of other bad years, and decades, too. In the
1330s, famine set in and ravished Yuan China. In the 1590s a similar
famine devastated Europe, and the 1490s saw smallpox and influenza
begin to work their way through the indigenous populations of the
Americas (reciprocally, syphilis did the same amongst inhabitants of the
Old World).

Life has often been "nasty, brutish, and short," as the political
philosopher and cynic Thomas Hobbes observed in his Leviathan in
1651. And yet historians, even now, sometimes point to one particular
year as worse than the others.

Yes, there may have been a time within historical memory when it really
was the worst hour to be alive.
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https://www.historytoday.com/archive/black-death-greatest-catastrophe-ever
https://www.historytoday.com/archive/black-death-greatest-catastrophe-ever
https://scied.ucar.edu/learning-zone/how-climate-works/mount-tambora-and-year-without-summer
https://scied.ucar.edu/learning-zone/how-climate-works/mount-tambora-and-year-without-summer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assassination_of_Archduke_Franz_Ferdinand
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/famine-in-european-history/famines-in-europe-an-overview/1F2C289429D917478CA3124B1604127E
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24631803
https://www.encyclopedia.com/science/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/appearance-syphilis-1490s
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3207/3207-h/3207-h.htm


 

  

Inspired by the Black Death, The Dance of Death, or Danse Macabre, an
allegory on the universality of death, was a common painting motif in the late
medieval period. Credit: Wikipedia

536: the worst year in history?

536 is the current consensus candidate for worst year in human history.
A volcanic eruption, or possibly more than one, somewhere in the
northern hemisphere would seem to have been the trigger.
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https://www.science.org/content/article/why-536-was-worst-year-be-alive
https://phys.org/tags/volcanic+eruption/


 

Wherever it was, the eruption precipitated a decade-long "volcanic
winter", in which China suffered summer snows and average
temperatures in Europe dropped by 2.5℃. Crops failed. People starved.
Then they took up arms against each other.

In 541 bubonic plague arrived in Egypt and went on to kill around a third
of the population of the Byzantine empire.

Even in distant Peru, droughts afflicted the hitherto flourishing Moche
culture.

Increased ocean ice cover (a feedback effect of volcanic winter) and a
deep solar minimum (the regular period featuring the least solar activity
in the Sun's 11-year solar cycle) in the 600s ensured that global cooling
continued for more than a century.

Many of the societies living in 530 simply could not survive the
upheavals of the decades that followed.

The new 'science' of climate history

Historians now take a particular interest in subjects such as this because
we can collaborate with scientists to reconstruct the past in new and
surprising ways.
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https://scitechdaily.com/volcanic-winter-ever-present-threat-of-catastrophic-supervolcano-eruptions-revealed/
https://scitechdaily.com/volcanic-winter-ever-present-threat-of-catastrophic-supervolcano-eruptions-revealed/
https://www.worldhistory.org/article/782/justinians-plague-541-542-ce/
https://www.worldhistory.org/Moche_Civilization/
https://www.worldhistory.org/Moche_Civilization/
https://spaceplace.nasa.gov/solar-cycles/en/
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Only a fraction of what we know, or think we know, about what
happened during such murky moments now comes from traditional
written sources. We have a few for 536: the Byzantine historian
Procopius wrote that year that "a most dread portent has taken place,"
and the Roman senator Cassiodorus noted in 538 "[…] the sun seems to
have lost its wonted light and appears a bluish color. We marvel to see no
shadows of our bodies at noon and to feel the mighty vigor of its heat
wasted into feebleness. "

Yet the real strides in historical understanding of this "worst ever year"
are emerging through application of such advanced techniques as 
dendroclimatology and analysis of ice cores.

Dendroclimatologist Ulf Büntgen detected evidence of a cluster of
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://books.google.com.au/books?redir_esc=y&id=szQjAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA329&sig=ACfU3U3viCnyjDWpIekZMiXINambZi7GiA&focus=searchwithinvolume&q=portent
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=aymsvxyyOhoC&pg=PA518&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/dendroclimatology
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/news/picture-climate-what-can-we-learn-ice
https://www.nature.com/articles/ngeo2652


 

volcanic eruptions, in 536, 540 and 547, in patterns of tree-ring growth.
Likewise, "ultraprecise" analysis of ice from a Swiss glacier undertaken
by archaeologist Michael McCormick and glaciologist Paul Mayewski
has been key to understanding just how severe the climate change of 536
was.

Such analyses are now seen as important, even essential, resources in the
historian's methodological toolkit, especially for discussing periods
without an abundance of surviving records.

Some historians—including Kyle Harper, Jared Diamond and Geoffrey
Parker—use developments in this growing field to construct whole
revisionist narratives about the rise and fall of particular societies. For
them, conditions on our planet are far more significant in driving our
history forward than we ever realized.

Coping with adversity

But what was it like living through a climate-changing event such as that
which began in 536? It's a question historians continue to ponder as we
sift through our sources.

Most of those alive in 536 probably didn't know they had it so bad. As
historians, we are prone to over-rely on anecdotal doom-laden snippets
like the quotations from Procopius and Cassiodorus.

Yet, like the proverbial frog in boiling water, the average person back
then may only have realized slowly just how grim conditions in their
world were getting. The worst moment would not in fact have been in
536 but some time after—when the full effects of plagues and droughts,
chills and famines had truly set in.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/antiquity/article/alpine-icecore-evidence-for-the-transformation-of-the-european-monetary-system-ad-640670/0727B4230C5DA92634B6251B9FBD3898
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691166834/the-fate-of-rome
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/288954/collapse-by-jared-diamond/
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300219364/global-crisis
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300219364/global-crisis
https://theconversation.com
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