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EXCERPT: The Rule of St. Benedict
St. Benedict of Nursia (c.480–550 CE) established a monastery – a community for
monks – south of Rome at Monte Cassino. There, he developed a system of rules to
guide every aspect of the lives of the community’s monks. This came to be known as
the Rule of St. Benedict, and it became the norm for all monastic life in Western
Europe in the Middle Ages.
In the chapter below, Benedict establishes regulations around the consumption of
food in the monastery.

CHAPTER 39: THE PROPER AMOUNT OF FOOD
For the daily meals, whether at noon or in midafternoon, it is enough, we believe,
to provide all tables with two kinds of cooked food because of individual
weaknesses. In this way, the person who may not be able to eat one kind of food
may partake of the other.
Two kinds of cooked food, therefore, should suffice for all the brothers, and if fruit
or fresh vegetables are available, a third dish may also be added. A generous pound
of bread is enough for a day, whether for only one meal or for both dinner and
supper.
Should it happen that the day’s work is heavier than usual, the abbot may
decide—and he will have the authority—to grant something additional, provided
that it is appropriate, and that, above all, overindulgence is avoided, lest a monk
experience indigestion. For nothing is so inconsistent with the life of any Christian
as overindulgence. Our Lord says: Take care that your hearts are not weighted down with
overindulgence.
Young boys should not receive the same amount as their elders, but less, since in all
matter frugality is the rule.
Let everyone, except the sick who are very weak, abstain entirely from eating the
meat of four-footed animals.

Source: Timothy Fry, ed., The Rule of St. Benedict (New York: Vintage Spiritual Classics, 1981), 40-41.
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EXCERPT: The Canterbury Tales – The Parson’s Tale
The Canterbury Tales were written in England (c. 1386 CE) by Geoffrey Chaucer. The
poem is about a group of people traveling together on a pilgrimage from London to
visit religious sites in the city of Canterbury. These pilgrims represented various parts
of medieval English society. To pass the time as they ride, they decide to tell stories.
These Tales are valuable to historians for what they reveal about medieval culture.
The following excerpt from a section called The Parson’s Tale is a reflection on the
nature on one of the “Seven Deadly Sins” – gluttony – and the ways in which the sin
can be remedied.

After Avarice [greed] comes Gluttony, which is expressly against the commandment
of God. Gluttony is immoderate appetite to eat or to drink…. This sin corrupted all
this world, as is shown in the sin of Adam and of Eve.
This sin has many species.
The first is to eat before time to eat.
The second is when a man gets himself too delicate food or drink.
The third is when men take too much beyond moderation.
The fourth is elaborate preparation, with intent to adorn his food.
The fifth is to eat too greedily.
These are the five fingers of the devil’s hand, by which he draws folk to sin.
Against Gluttony the remedy is abstinence… The fellows of abstinence are
temperance; also shame, that renounces all disgrace; satisfaction, that seeks no rich
foods nor drinks, and does not care for excessive decoration of food; moderation also,
that restrains by reason the unrestrained appetite of eating; soberness also, that
restrains the excesses of drink; frugality also, that restrains the delicate ease to sit long
at his food and luxuriously, therefore some folk stand of their own will to have less
time to eat.

Source: “The Parson’s Prologue and Tale,” Harvard’s Geoffrey Chaucer Website, accessed January 24, 2020,
https://chaucer.fas.harvard.edu/pages/parsons-prologue-and-tale.
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Medieval Recipe: Garbage
The following recipe was recorded in a 15th-century English cookery book.
This recipe is typical of such cookery books, which were kept as references for trained
chefs working in grand noble households. It is likely that these books were also used
by servants responsible for keeping kitchen supplies well-stocked, and for ensuring
that there was as little waste and theft as possible.
Key terms:
• “Garbage,” in this instance, refers to animal entrails
• Mutton is the meat of sheep
• Saffron, nutmeg, and cloves are all spices

Take fair garbage of chickens, as the head, the feet, the liver, and the gizzard;
wash them clean, and [put] them in a fair pot, and [add] there-to fresh broth
of beef or else of mutton, and let it boil; and mix it with bread, and lay on
pepper and saffron, nutmeg, cloves, and a little [apple juice] and salt, and
serve as a stew.

Source: Two Fifteenth-Century Cookery-Books, ed. Thomas Austin, EETS, original series, no. 91 (London, 1888),
quoted in Martha Carlin, “Fast Food and Urban Living Standards in Medieval England,” in Food and Eating in
Medieval Europe, ed. Martha Carlin and Joel Rosenthal (London: The Hamledon Press, 1998), 40.
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Menu: The Main Meal of the Day in an Elite Household
The following menu comes from the mid-15 century English Book of Nurture, which was
designed to give an aspiring servant a preview of the kind of life he could expect in a great
household. Key terms:
• Pottage was a soup or stew
• Subtleties were special, decorative dishes designed to look like something else,
and often were not even intended to be eaten
th

THE FIRST COURSE
Mustard with brawn of boar
Pottage: vegetable
Beef
Mutton
Stewed pheasant
Swan chaudon: a sauce made with giblets
Capon
Pork
Baked venison
Leche Lombard: a sliced pudding of pork, dried fruit with egg, and a sauce of wine & almond milk
Friture viant: a meat fritter
A subtlety: the Annunciation of the Virgin
THE SECOND COURSE
Two pottages, a blanc manger (ground chicken with rice and almond milk), and a jelly
Roast venison or roast rabbit
Bustard, stork, crane, peacock dressed in its feathers
Young herons, bittern with bread |Partridge, woodcock, plover, egret, young rabbits |Other larger birds
Larks
Sea bream
Docuet (a dish of egg, sugar, and cream), pain puff (a filled pastry), with a jelly
A fritter
A subtlety: an angel singing to three shepherds on a hill
THE THIRD COURSE
Cream of almonds and malmeny (minced poultry)
Roast curlew, snipe, quail, sparrows
Perch in jelly; crayfish; another fish dish
Baked quince
Sage fritter
A subtlety: the visit of the Three Kings to the Virgin
Fruit: blaunderels or pippins, with a caraway confit
Wafers and hippocras
Source: Manners and meals in olden time, ed. F.J. Furnivall (EETS, OS, 32; 1868), quoted in C.M. Woolgar, The
Culture of Food in England, 1200-1500 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 20.
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Illustrations from the Luttrell Psalter
A psalter is a book containing the psalms of the Bible, often accompanied by
additional religious material. They were the books most widely owned by elite nobles
in the Middle Ages. Many Psalters were richly illustrated.
The Luttrell Psalter was commissioned by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell (1276-1345), the head
of an English noble household, and included the illustrations below, depicting a feast
in Sir Geoffrey’s home.

Source: “Luttrell Psalter,” British Library: Collection Items, accessed January 24, 2020,
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-luttrell-psalter.
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Miniature: The Temperate and the Intemperate (c. 1475)
This large “miniature” (picture) appeared in a 15th century illuminated manuscript
containing a French translated The Memorable Deeds and Sayings of the Romans, a
1st century Latin text by Valerius Maximus. The manuscript was commissioned by the
abbot of a Cistercian Abbey in Flanders.
The illustration accompanies a section of the text entitled Concerning Morals and
Customs. It is credited to an artist known to us as Master of the Dresden Prayer Book.

Source: “The Temperate and the Intemperate,” The Paul J. Getty Museum, accessed January 24, 2020, ,
http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/105137/master-of-the-dresden-prayer-book-the-temperate-and-theintemperate-flemish-about-1475-1480.
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EXCERPT: The Land of Cockayne
In the 1300s, popular poems about the imaginary Land of Cockaygne emerged
across medieval Europe. The most widely-known version dates from 1350, copied
down in a friar’s notebook in Ireland.

This is about that idyllic land of Cockaigne
Of livelihoods there are plenty
That men do in all the lands
Of keeping body and soul together.
Hear this, what I have to say!
I came lately on a land
There it was strange and unknown.
Now listen well, for 'tis wondrous true
What God the people there has commanded:
In that land to live and to be,
Without work and without pain!
This word the people will believe.
Has seen anyone a better land
Than that land of Cockaigne?
This is the land of the Holy Ghost;
Those who longest sleep, earn the most.
The whole day long no one does work,
Whether old, young, weak or strong.
There no one suffers shortages,
The walls are there made of sausages.
There are the windows and the doors
Made of salmon and of sturgeon.
The tabletops are made out of pancakes,
Of beer are made the jugs.
The plates that are in the house
Are all of the finest gold.
The bread lies next to the wine
Which is as clear as the sunshine.

Source: Herman Pleij, Dreaming of Cockaigne: Medieval Fantasies of the Perfect Life, trans. Diane Webb (New
York, Columbia University Press, 2001), 33.
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A Truce at the Byzantine Empire’s Northern Frontier
In the 7th century, Byzantine writer Theophylact Simocatta recorded events
surrounding a 6th century standoff at Byzantium’s northern frontier, where imperial
troops defended against Avar invaders. Under siege as winter wore on and the
Eastern Orthodox Feast of the Passion and Resurrection approached, the Byzantine
troops faced the possibility of a famine, and were surprised when the opposing Avar
“Khagan miraculously made an offer” to relieve them.

[A]fter guarantees from both sides a five-day truce was agreed: fears were
allayed, and the Khagan sent wagons laden with food to the starving
[Byzantines]. This instance of enemy compassion is still counted as a miracle.
Three days later, while the Romans were enjoying this unexpected windfall,
the Khagan sent [Byzantine general] Priscus a request for some Indian spices.
The general, in response, sent pepper, tejpat, cassia and putchuk, and the
enemy leader took great pleasure in these exotic aromas. During the
subsequent cease-fire, which lasted until the [Byzantines] had celebrated their
great public festival, the two forces mingled with no fear on either side.

Theophylact Simocatta, Histories 7.13.1-7, quoted in Andrew Dalby, Tastes of Byzantium: The Cuisine of a
Legendary Empire (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 43.
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Medieval Recipe: Turk’s Head
Turk’s Head was a sweet-and-sour savory pie that came into being in 14th century
Europe. The dish was designed to look like a stereotypical Arab. The recipe below
likely dates from c.1320-40.

Here is a dish which is called Turk’s Head.
Take pork and hens and cut into small pieces; then grind in a mortar, and put
in good spices and saffron; put in plenty of eggs, some bread, and some whole
almonds; all of the above-mentioned ingredients are to be ground together
thoroughly in a mortar.
Then take a well-washed pig’s stomach, stuff with the filling, and cook well;
when it is done, take a skewer and pierce it through the middle and remove
the skin [i.e., the stomach]; then take the egg yolks and beat them well with
sugar in a bowl, and brush the roast all over.
Roast until the glaze has set.
Then put sugar on top, then a generous layer of ground pistachio nuts; the
color of the ground nuts, red, yellow, and green. The head [of hair] should be
black arranged to resemble the hair of a woman, in a black bowl, with the
face of a man set on top.

Source: Constance B. Hieatt and Robin F. Jones, “Two Anglo-Norman Culinary Collections Edited from British
Library Manuscripts Additional 32085 and Royal 12.C.xii,” Speculum 61, no. 4 (1986): 876–877.
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EXCERPT: Life of St. Margaret of Cortona
Remarkable evidence survives of medieval religious women reported to have practiced
extreme fasting as a form of spiritual devotion. Hagiographies (biographies of saints)
are our most important source on the lives of these figures.
According to her hagiography, the 13th-century Margaret of Cortona (a town in
Tuscany) received a vision of Christ, in which he told her, “In this life, Christians cannot
be perfect unless they restrain their appetites from vices, for without abstinence from
food and drink the war of the flesh will never end.” Margaret went on to live a life a
self-denial, serving the poor in the manner of St. Francis of Assisi, although the text
indicates that she struggled to achieve the perfection she sought. Her biographer
records the below lamentation that Margaret is alleged to have made at one such
moment of crisis.

Oh my body, why do you not help me to serve my creator and redeemer?
Why are you not as quick to obey as you were to disobey His commands? Do
not lament, do not cry, do not pretend to be half dead. You will bear the
weight that I place on your shoulders, all of it, just as at one time you bore it
to displease our Creator…. I not only wish to abstain from bodily food but I
wish to die a thousand times a day, were in possible, in this mortal life of
mine.
I want to die of starvation to satiate the poor.

Source: Lodovico de Pelago, Antica leggenda della vita e de’ miracoli di S. Margherita di Cortona scritta dal di lei
confessore Fr. Giunta Bevegnati (Lucca, 1793, quoted in Rudolph M. Bell, Holy Anorexia (Chicago, University of
Chicago Press, 1985), 101-102.

