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Trudy Eden

For many people, the phrase the lord’s supper may bring forth an image of the Last Supper (such as fifteenth-century mural by Leonardo da Vinci), with Jesus sitting at the center of a dining table and his twelve disciples seated on either side of him. The men are about to share a meal. This images evokes the powerful story of the last hours of Christ’s life, depicting the first Eucharist and contrasting the commensal solidarity of those seated at the table with the impending betrayal by one among the group, Judas Isacariot. Betrayal and the love and forgiveness with which Jesus responded to it are, of course, at the center of Christianity. So, too, is the Eucharist. As such, they have been the subject of much study by a wide variety of people, not the least of whom are scholars of numerous academic disciplines.

Another aspect of this image, that of the table laid for a meal, has received little scholarly attention. Yet food and the act of eating, particularly group eating, are potent forces in human culture. No one in any culture sits at a table to share a meal without a complex set of understandings that influence their behavior at the table as well as away from it. It is these understandings and behaviors in the context of Christian culture that this volume seeks. With its focus firmly on the meal, its antecedents, and its consequences, this collection asks the central question: Have Christians used food and its associative practices to shape, strengthen, and/or spread their faith? The answer is a resounding yes. The following essays show that Christians have done so in an astonishing variety of ways from the fourteenth century to the present and around the world. These practices, while retaining a definite Christian character, exhibit a great deal of flexibility. Their rich diversity distinguishes Christian food customs from the more codified traditions of other major religions such as Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism. Food has been, and still is, useful to and powerful for Christians.

This wide array of people, places, and foods in time is woven together by four underlying themes: commensality, fasting, the sacrament, and bodily health. Although modestly defined as “the habit of eating together,” commensality entails much more.1 When a group of people sit together and eat the same food, they create or strengthen physical and social bonds. The type and strength of the bonds varies depending on the circumstances of the meal. Physical bonds arise when people eat the same food, which their bodies metabolize and turn into flesh. They become, if only in part and only temporarily, made one and the same. In earlier times and places, this distinction was important, as it underlay human identity.

Social bonds develop for different reasons. In the premodern and early modern periods in England, for example, people often didn’t just “eat together.” Depending on the size and nature of the group, eaters were often arranged together to eat. The root word commensal means eating at or pertaining to the same table.2 Soldiers, for example, ate with men of the same rank. Nonmilitary diners at banquets sat at tables with people of the same social rank. In both cases the different tables received different kinds and amounts of foods. Commensality, then, ordered as well as bound social groups. Everyone who attended a meal bonded with the larger group but were divided and joined to their smaller group (called the mess) at the same time by the acts of eating the same food and of socializing during the meal.

Commensal has a third definition, as a noun, that developed in the nineteenth century but most certainly has roots in human dining customs. A commensal is an animal or plant which is attached to another and shares its food but is not a parasite.3 When applied to human activity, this definition suggests the strongest and healthiest of communities, for it is one thing to take from a group and quite another to share with it.

These several meanings of commensal and commensality appear throughout this volume. Church suppers were, and still are, a common commensal practice, an example par excellence of which are the nineteenth-century love feasts of the Brethren in Christ Church of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, as described by Heidi Lee. Similarly driven by commensal power were the highly successful early twentieth-century efforts of the Missouri-based Unity School of Christianity to first sponsor free vegetarian meals and then build a vegetarian restaurant within the church itself, as analyzed by Trudy Eden. Several essays show that comensal bonds developed among people who, even though they never sat at the same table, adhered to the same philosophy of food. An excellent example is the adherence to the Rule of Saint Benedict. Richard Irvine’s twenty-first century monks are bound by their acceptance of the Rule as are Sydney Watts’s French monks of the eighteenth century, and both are similarly tied to Salvatore Musumeci’s fourteenth-century Italian monastics. Another example is found in the Greek Orthodox practices as described by Antonia-Leda Matalas, Eleni Tourlouki, and Chrystalleni Lazarou. Although adherents were not all seated at the same meal, their strong philosophy on what should be eaten when and by whom created a commensal community of believers and eaters.

The most sacred, and arguably most powerful, commensal activity in both Catholic and Protestant communities is the taking of the sacrament. It produces bonds resulting from group consumption as well as from group beliefs. The “meal” is a simple one: bread and wine. The symbolic and real beliefs attached to both, and to the actual act of consuming them, lie at the heart of Christianity. Several of the following chapters analyze the meaning of the sacrament as a meal. Heather Martel explores its implications for religious identity in her study of the meaning of bread and wine and how Christians in seventeenth-century Spanish America reacted to the sacramental use of native breads, with its attendant fears of the ingestion and assimilation of foreign, not to mention impure, food. While not specifically about the sacrament, Hazel Petrie’s chapter on the English missionaries’ use of wheat and bread in proselytizing New Zealand Maori relies heavily on the association of bread with the sacrament. The consumption of wheaten bread by the Maori symbolized a new Christian, civilized, and subjected identity for and to those who converted. Highlighting a different approach to the sacrament, Trudy Eden’s chapter on the Unity School of Christianity suggests that, although the sect dispensed with the actual ritual of communion, it fully employed the concept of transubstantiation in its belief in the physical and spiritual benefits of vegetarianism.

A vegetarian diet, in the premodern and early modern eras, was a form of fasting. All fasts were believed to have spiritual benefits. Whether recognized or not at the time, they had social benefits as well. Ken Albala describes the role of fasting in religious reformation in Europe as one of individual spiritual cleansing through mortification of the flesh and actual physical cleansing. At the same, fasting by Protestants performed a spiritual cleansing of another type—that of the church itself. Furthermore, fasting as an activity performed by a group, whether formally or informally, proved to be a useful tool for shaping group and personal religious identity. As Johanna Moyer demonstrates in her chapter on the sumptuary provisions of Catholics and Protestants during the Reformation, differences existed between the two groups. Catholics saw fasting as a path to salvation, hence, those who practiced it could live with that assurance. Protestants, assuring their salvation through faith alone, saw their fasting as a marker of group identity. The same was true of Benedictine monks in the fourteenth and twenty-first centuries, who, as Salvatore Musumeci stated of his late-medieval monks, turned the entire year into Lent, a practice, among others, that set them apart from the lay persons in their communities. Fasting of one kind or another provided identity markers for a quickly growing group of “others” who disdained animal flesh. Defining what exactly was meat and what was not, however, could be difficult, as the chapter by Sydney Watts on the scientific debate over whether puffins were fish or flesh in eighteenth-century France shows. The presence of so many chapters from such various backgrounds allows us to see a direct line between fasting in the early modern period to dieting in the postmodern period. Both involved abstention from certain kinds of foods at specific times of the year, for a period of time or for a specific purpose. By the end of the twentieth century, as argued by Samantha Kwan and Christine Sheikh, Christians of varied denominations bound themselves together with their dieting practices, all seeking acceptance and salvation.

Closely connected to the subject of fasting is bodily health. The Rule of Benedict itself, as discussed by Musumeci, Watts, and Irvine, has certain connotations for health. Religious reform through or characterized by fasting, as discussed Albala and Moyer, elided concepts of the ill body and the diseased body politic. Fasting, of course, was thought to cure both. Health, illness, purity, and impurity, as well as the physical and spiritual effects of “dirty” foods, concerned Heather Martel’s sixteenthcentury Spanish and Catholics in North America just as they did Hazel Petrie’s nineteenth-century Maori who regarded wheat with a strong sense of taboo and impurity, the Unity vegetarians examined by Trudy Eden, and the Greek Orthodox adherents who practiced what became the popular, secular Mediterranean diet in the chapter by Antonia-Leda Matalas, Eleni Tourlouki, and Chrystalleni Lazarou. This theme reaches its most complex stage in the late twentieth century with the appearance of the fast-growing and powerful Christian diet phenomena, as told by Samantha Kwan and Christine Sheikh, an elaboration involving the body and its health, Christians versus non-Christians, purity and taboo, sin and redemption, beauty and ugliness, exteriority versus interiority, and the presence or absence of divine grace.

These four main themes—commensality, the sacrament, fasting, and bodily health—intertwine among each other as they bind the following chapters, which are arranged in chronological order. Starting with the culinary life of Italian monks in the fourteenth century, the chapter topics move on to fasting and sumptuary laws in the Reformation, food taboos in early America, and the impact of enlightenment science on lenten food classifications in the eighteenth century. Nineteenth-century topics focus on the use of food by Protestants to proselytize in New Zealand and to solidify congregational bonds in Pennsylvania. Chapters on the twentieth century examine the binding strength of food restrictions from vegetarianism to periodic fasting to dieting in Europe and the United States. Finally, the volume ends as it began, with the culinary life of monks, this time in early twenty-first century England. Altogether these chapters open up for examination the topic of food and Christianity and show how Christians used food and its associative practices to shape, strengthen, and spread their faith.

Notes

1. Oxford English Dictionary, “commensality,” http://dictionary.oed.com.proxy.lib.uni.edu/cgi/entry/50044904?query_type=word&queryword=commensal&first=1&max_to_show=10&single=1&sort_type=alpha; accessed October 7, 2010.

2. OED, “commensal,” http://dictionary.oed.com.proxy.lib.uni.edu/cgi/entry/50044902?query_type=word&queryword=commensal&first=1&max_to_show=10&single=1&sort_type=alpha; accessed October 7, 2010.

3. Ibid.
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
TO FOOD AND CHRISTIANITY

Ken Albala

Most of the world’s major religions have adopted, if not an explicit code of food taboos, then a conscious attitude toward modes of eating and rituals surrounding consumption and prescribed forms of sacrifice. We find complex rules of kashrut at the core of Judaic worship, veneration of the cow among Hindus, set periods of fasting and forbidden foods among Muslims, and vegetarianism among devout Buddhists. Food prohibitions and celebrations serve many functions: to distinguish believers within defined communities and to cement their social bonds through common ritualized practice, to purify the body and soul through abstinence, or simply to offer up one’s own sustenance to the gods as an act of worship. It should come as no surprise that food, being at the center of every human’s daily experience of life, should be firmly embedded in every faith’s definition of religiosity.

The act of ingestion and digestion involves the incorporation of food into our own flesh. What we eat literally becomes us, and we become it. Logically, therefore, food is among the most powerful expressions of identity, both for the individual and the group. Controlling one’s diet and restricting intake can be a direct parallel of the effort to control other aspects of one’s life and often comprises an entire ideology of consumption, a regimen or lifestyle that is a direct expression of one’s values and worldview. How we eat, what we eat, and with whom are the most fundamental reflections of who we are physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Religions have devised dietary codes based on criteria such as these, defining food as clean and unclean, edible and abhominable, sacred and profane. Such rules may distinguish individuals on the basis of social standing, kinship solidarity, and, of course, religious affiliation. Most importantly, these modes of eating define the relationship of humans to nature as well as to God.

Food has almost always been integral part of religious practice, stemming from the earliest fertility cults to various forms of sacrifice and harvest celebrations; religious rituals are fundamentally agricultural in nature and follow the cyclical rhythms not only of the birth and death of plants and animals but of human life itself. Expressions of faith naturally retain elements of these earliest forms of worship; even after practices are codified and evolve, food remains central to all forms of religiosity.

While Christianity as a whole never espoused a set of explicit and permanent rules governing food, it nonetheless, in the course of its twothousand-year development struck many varied attitudes toward consumption, ranging from near complete liberty to extreme asceticism, with practically every possible variety of feast and fast in between, including some unique food codes among individual sects or among particular religious orders. Christianity has also set the occasions on which familial celebrations have been held, times for gathering together, sharing traditional recipes, and handing down traditions.

The food ideologies of both early and medieval Christians have received ample scholarly coverage.1 The present volume has been conceived in an effort to address the relative lack of synthetic studies of the early modern and modern eras, the last five hundred years, especially in comparing developments among varied sects from the Reformation onward, on both sides of the Atlantic and to some extent across the globe. With the splintering of various denominations within Western Christianity, the entire question of the believer’s relation to food was opened anew, as it was at the advent of Christianity as an organized religion. Most importantly, the complex laws governing Lent and fasting in the medieval era were reexamined in light of new conceptions of salvation and the role of works in attaining it. The value of self mortification was questioned as well as the panoply of celebrations such as saint’s days which filled the medieval calendar with celebratory feasts. These practices were of course investigated with a keen eye to upholding scriptural authority, but also with a sensitivity to the value of traditions, many of which stretched back to practices of the early Church. That is, each denomination carefully reassessed what it took to be its own history and the correct interpretation of food practices as dictated by the New Testament and the Church fathers. That they seldom agreed about how Christians should eat makes this a particularly rich and diverse field of investigation.

Counter to what one might expect, post-Reformation-era attitudes do not shift away from food, they merely redirect attention to other aspects of consumption: toward commensality, bodily image, the nature of self-restraint and control. These, among other issues, will be addressed in this book.

In light of this historically minded reassessment, this collection of essays must open with an overview, albeit brief, of food practices in the first millenium and a half of Christianity and the several strands that influenced Christian attitudes toward food, even when they were rejected. First, it is important to recognize that Christianity was profoundly influenced by both Judaism and Greco-Roman thought. In some respects earlier practices were adopted or continued, in others Christian practice was defined in conscious distinction to what had gone before. This is epecially true of Judaism, from which Christianity sprung.

At the dawn of the common era, Judaism was a sacrificial religion: insofar as Jews had access to the Temple in Jerusalem, they were required by law to make offerings either of animals without blemish or other food-stuffs, portions of which would be burned on the altar within the Temple precincts by priests. This practice stretched back, at least in the biblical account, to Noah who made an offering to the Lord after the flood, being careful to pour out the blood, which was said to belong to God. This practice was formally prescibed in the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy as part of the Law given to the Jews by God via Moses.2 Its function was to expiate the sins of the community, the lamb being punished in place of the guilty souls who had transgressed God’s commandments. By the time of Roman occupation, however, many Jews lived far from the Holy Land and were scattered in communities throughout the Mediterranean where Temple sacrifice was impossible. In reconsidering ways each community could replace sacrifice, these Jews had already opened the question of what exactly God demanded in terms of sacrifice, in ways that would not only determine Jewish practice after the destruction of the Temple but would, inadvertently, influence Christianity as well. Does God require sacrifice or righteousness? Is food really so important after all? Or can fasting and prayer take the place of sacrifice for the expiation of sins?

Paul devised an ingenious solution to the question of sacrifice by asserting that Jesus dying on the cross was himself the sacrifice, the lamb of God or scapegoat for the sins of humanity. Thus, while the Jewish sacrificial laws were abrogated, they were also in a very real way fulfilled in a different form, now that the era of Grace had superceded the era of Law. Forgiveness comes as a free gift to the faithful, and the outward ritual forms are no longer necessary. Most Jewish rituals were thus reinterpreted in light of this new era of human history.

The complex food prohibitions of Judaism were, however, much more difficult to deal with. Not wanting to restrict Christianity to Jewish converts alone, it is understandable why Paul and others sought to abolish the kosher laws outright. These laws were essentially a way for Jews to avoid eating carnivorous animals and those which appeared to defy the system of classification devised by the Levitical priests. The taboo against pork, for example, was not, as some have contended, a practical solution to avoiding trichinosis, nor a way to maximize economic benefits by focusing on animals well suited to desert conditions.3 Quite simply the rule to eat only animals which chew their cud and have a cloven hoof was intended to be a short handway of recognizing ruminants, those untainted by murder, which we must recall was forbidden since the time of Eden. The sin of carnivorous animals is unexpiated by sacrifice, and thus they are unclean. The concept of creatures considered unclean extends also to those which appear to either defy classification or move in ways which appear unsuited to their medium. Birds must have feathers, fish fins and scales, land animals four legs. Thus shellfish, snakes, and the like are also unkosher.4 The concept of clean and unclean thus has little to do with our modern concept of hygiene; locusts, for example, are kosher.

Judaism had several other prohibitions, such as the mixing of milk and meat in the same meal, for one should not eat a “kid boiled in its mother’s milk,” as well as a prohibition against consuming blood and the ritual slaughter of animals, by severing the jugular vein so they feel the least pain possible, accompanied by a prayer of thanks. There was also one biblically commanded day of ritual fasting on the Day of Atonement or Yom Kippur as well as numerous examples of both personal and corporate fasting to atone for sins or avert God’s wrath during impending disaster. The Old Testament also contains examples of miraculous fasting; Moses, for example, fasted for forty days on Mount Sinai.

As the early Christians began to define their practices in opposition to Judaism and in an effort to draw adherents from among Gentiles, they first adopted a position of complete liberty toward food. “It is not what enters into the mouth that defiles the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth” (Matthew 15:11). There are other episodes: when Peter has a dream of a giant net teeming with every imaginable creature, clean and unclean, over which God commands, “Up Peter, kill and eat” (Acts 10:10–16). For these early Christians, this was but another era among several food dispensations demanded of the faithful stretching from fruitarian Eden to the postflood concession, whereby God allowed humans to murder whatever they liked for food, to the era of Mosaic kosher laws. This new dispensation was conceived as the final stage when faithful humans no longer needed complex laws since their sins were forgiven by Grace.

Though the kosher laws had been repealed, there were other aspects of Judaic practice that were retained. One was the ritual celebration of eating together, commensality, or, as the early Christians called it, a love or agape feast designed to strengthen social harmony and brotherhood. This was an opportunity to express solidarity as well as a time to exercise charity, although, if the apostolic accounts are accurate, they could also degenerate into luxurious potluck suppers. The practice gradually fell into abeyance, though it was often revived among Protestant sects such as the Moravians and Methodists.

Regarding charity, the practice among Christians was directly analogous to the Jewish performance of good deeds or mitzvot—giving to the needy, especially of food, was carried on directly in the Christian commandment to break bread with strangers. The Sabbath, or day of rest, was another food-related ritual retained, though moved to Sunday, to commemorate the Resurrection. In the Christian tradition, Sunday is thus never a day of fasting.

The Jewish Passover was also retained, but in severely modified form, as the basis for the ritual at the very center of Christian worship—the Eucharist or communion. The rite originates with words spoken by Jesus at the Last Supper, a celebration of Passover. While reclining, drinking the requisite four glasses of wine, and eating unleavened bread, Jesus remarks to his apostles that the bread they eat is his body, the wine his blood, and asks them to remember him when they eat or drink. This statement could be taken literally, as when decided by the Lateran Council in 1215 that the bread and wine miraculously transform into flesh and blood in a process called transubstantiation whereby the “accidents” or external form appear to be bread and wine while the “substance” become Christ’s flesh and blood. Or it could be taken metaphorically, the eating of bread to serve only as a memorial or a means whereby grace is infused into the supplicant, a position adopted in the Reformed tradition. In either case, the real presence would be the great dividing issue of sixteenth-century denominations at the start of the early modern period.

The fast as a way to purify the soul and show God one’s sincerity and contrition was another practice retained in early Christianity. Jesus and his apostles had fasted, which in this case meant total abstinence from food; Jesus fasted for forty days in the desert. While these forms of abstinence were considered beyond the power of ordinary mortals, the ideal would remain, and in the waves of persecutions among early Christians the fast would also become a communal means of atonement, just as it had been in the Old Testament.

The New Testament is rich with food references and metaphors. Jesus himself, considering his audience, often spoke in terms they could understand, and so we find parables drawn from farming and fishing practices as well as several food miracles. The fact that Jesus himself would provide festivities with loaves and fishes or a wedding with an endless supply of wine is evidence that Jesus and the first Christians’ attitude toward food was much like that of other Jews. Sensual pleasures were not in and of themselves suspect; if consumed in the right context under the right circumstances, they were to be considered gifts of God and enjoyed as such. As we will see, in light of subsequent developments, Christians of later eras would have a difficult time reconciling their own urges toward control with what were clearly joyous festivities in the Old and New Testaments.

The last book of the Bible, the Revelations of Saint John, also prompted another unique attitude toward food. Preparation for the apocalypse, the final judgement when sinners would be separated from saints, and humans would return to an era of edenlike peace when Christ would rule on earth, led many Christians to adopt a simple meat-free diet.5 Eschatological concerns and the coming of a Messiah were equally rooted in Judaism, appearing, for example, in Isaiah and the book of Daniel, but they took a different turn among many Christians who believed that in the New Jerusalem the faithful would no longer need to eat as before. Fruits would become, as they had been in Eden, enough nourishment to survive. Feeding would become more angelic, in a sense, and, just as the lion would lay down with the lamb, man would no longer have to kill for sustenance. In preparation for this new era, if not to actually hasten it, many Christian thinkers espoused vegetarianism—despite the clear passages in the New Testament that allow all foods for the faithful. Vegetarianism was not essentially inspired by concern for animal welfare, at least not among medieval Carthusians, nor among seventeenth-century Boehmenists, or even Seventh Day Adventists in the modern era.6

The inheritance of Greco-Roman culture is a little more complex. For one, certain pagan food rituals might potentially conflict with presumably taboo-free Christian food ideology. The pagan Greeks and Romans also performed ritual sacrifices, which served a celebratory function. Citizens were expected to participate in these great communal barbecues, which expressed both the largesse of the state and belonging to a defined group. Opting out, as vegetarians like Pythagoras had done, was in effect a form of social and political protest. But were Christians, as citizens, also expected to partake? Was it all right to consume meat that had been sacrificed to pagan gods? Technically, yes, was the answer Paul gave to the Corinthian community, but, lest one’s neighbor be led astray and fall into error regarding the meaning of such a sacrifice, it would be best for Christians to abstain if possible.

More importantly, there was a particular attitude toward eating among many Greeks and Romans that had a long lasting impact on Christianity. Among philosophers of the Stoic school, as well as many Platonists, it was believed that in order to attain virtue the needs of the body should be adequately met but never exceeded. Bodily functions were considered a distraction from the higher operations of the intellect and soul.7 Thus gluttony, and even excessive feasting on particular occasions, was seen as base and brutish. Rather, the virtuous individual should maintain an abstemious diet, avoiding luxuries, which only weaken and ennervate the mind, and stick to a constant regimen year round. Even the Epicureans, despite the ignominy later attached to their doctrines, maintained that the greatest pleasure could be attained by avoiding suffering, including that derived from not getting those delicacies to which one might be accustomed. Rather than feel the pain of such desire, it is best to live a simple, frugal life, free of excessive needs. The call for a regular frugal diet may be traced directly from classical philosophers to the early Christians, especially in their attacks on gluttony. Stoicism in particular had an impact on the thought of sixteenth-century reformer Jean Calvin, who sought to introduce a sober regime year round, one that has come to be associated with Puritanism.

The concern with gluttony, however, was expressed through all forms of Christian morality. In fact, it was considered the very first sin, stemming from Eve’s eating the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. Thence proceed all other cardinal sins as well: avarice, or the failure to practice charity with surplus food; pride, in showing off one’s bounty; sloth, in the consequent torpor that derives from overeating; envy, from the desire to obtain luxuries enjoyed by others, and, most importantly, wrath and lust, which were considered the physiological by-products of gourmandism.

Among the early Christians there was a strong medical logic to this call for simplicity and abstinence.8 The body becomes overtaxed by excesive feeding, the humors become corrupt, and the spirits surrounding the brain foul and thick. Thus the thoughts are disturbed. Moreover, an overly nourished body, especially one fed with meat, was thought to produce a plethora of blood, which would be subsequently converted into sperm (in both males and females), signaling the libido and thus readying the body for procreation. It is precisely for this reason that many early Christian writers counseled their celibate brethren and sisters to eat very sparingly, to avoid flesh, as well as to subject their bodies to various means of cooling off the ardor which leads both to bodily heat and moisture and the proclivity to sin. Among ascetics, this medical logic, ultimately inherited from authors such as Galen of Pergamum, dictated extreme abstinence.

The early Church is rife with examples of asceticism, which originally meant a form of physical “exercise” that was meant to subdue the urges of the flesh so as to strengthen the soul.9 Rather than a strict dualistic opposition of body and soul, the ancients believed that humans are composed of a systemic psychosomatic whole in which the affections of the mind influence the body, particularly in the production of humors, and the disposition of the body equally influences the mind and soul. For example, an excess of black bile, the cold and dry humor, leads to the psychic condition of melancholy; excess choler leads to wrath: excess phlegm to laziness and apathy. Thus physical distemperatures can exacerbate mental states and incite the individual to sin. These ideas inspired many ascetics to control various aspects of regimen, including food intake, in order to maintain homeostasis but also prevent overnourishment and excessive hot and moist humors. Thus we find cooling and drying regimens for early monastics.

With or without this rationale, there were also what might be called heroic ascetics, those who wandered into the Egyptian desert like Saint Anthony or Saint Simeon atop his column.10 Such ascetics might live solitary or hermetic lives, but just as often they came into communities as monks, whose food habits were governed by an official rule. That written by Saint Benedict in the sixth century set the pattern for Western monasticism, and, while it provides relatively meager meals, it also makes concessions for the sick and visitors who might be allowed meat or a third dish in a single meal. Most interestingly, in consideration of current habits, and not without certain reservations, Benedict allows his monks a hemina of wine daily (about 10 ounces), though he admits wine is really not for monks. For future generations of ascetics, there was this constant tension between the great heroic examples provided by the early Christians and the practical realities of maintaining health. To willingly damage the body or inadvertently kill onesself was considered a mortal sin, and thus we find constant exhortations to monks and nuns not to fast excessively. This was precisely the trouble Saint Jerome found himself in after the daughter of his friend Paula died from excessive fasting. On the other hand, monastic orders could just as easily grow wealthy, eating and drinking without restraint, as numerous examples of corpulent monks through medieval literature attest. This probably accounts for the recurrent tendency for zealous individuals to break from their lax monastic order to adopt a more austere lifestyle, sometimes forgoing meat altogether, as did the Carthusians, which led their being suspected of heresy.

In the course of the early Middle Ages, the ascetic ideal spread to the lay community as well. Yet, in consideration of the need to work, procreate, and carry on with daily life, fasting was limited to specific days, normally Friday and Saturday and, in some places, Wednesday as well. There were also fasts on the vigils of the most important saint’s days, as well as the so-called quatuor tempori—four times of the year on solstices and equinoxes. Lent was the most important fast, a forty-day period preceding Easter during which abstention from solid foods was required until sundown, thus partaking in one meal a day for the entire period with the exception of Sundays. Rather than leave the exact dictates of these fasts to parishioners, church officials gradually codified fasting practice in the course of the early middle ages so that all animal products, such as butter, cheese, and eggs, would be forbidden to all healthy adults, with various exceptions made for pregnancy and, in some cases, heavy labor. These regulations would last directly up until the early modern period and thereafter among Roman Catholics until the Vatican II Council in the 1960s. The majority of people for a good proportion of the year subsisted on vegetables, bread, and fish—which were considered cold and moist and suitable for a fast. Individuals might, nonetheless, purchase dispensations, and sometimes whole towns could obtain the right to eat butter or some other animal product.

Before the Reformation for all Christians, and among Catholics thereafter, religion and fast days also directly influenced the development of gastronomy. Chefs were inspired to create elaborate fish and vegetable dishes for their patrons, not perhaps in the spirit of fasting, but technically adhering to the letter of the dietary law. In medieval cuisine, for example, almond milk was widely used as a substitute during fast days, and could even be made into imitation butter and cheese. Other mock meat dishes were made, in fascinating ways prefiguring those of the industrial era.11

These fasts days were starkly contrasted with feasts, in particular Carnival, directly preceding Lent. Mardis Gras, or Fat Tuesday, was a day not only to consume all remaining meat before Ash Wednesday but in general a day of licence in food, drink, and bodily pleasures. It was said that the world turned upside down on this day, and inferiors were allowed to openly mock their superiors, albeit masked, in rituals of subversion. Thus there were mock weddings, mock trials, and the lowest person might be crowned king for the day. Rather than pose a threat to the structure of society, it has been suggested that this one day of ritual subversion actually strengthened the social order as a kind of safety valve—allowing people to blow off steam and then return to their proper stations the rest of the year. The closing down of Carnival celebrations in both Protestant and Catholic countries in the sixteenth century suggests that ritual subversion gradually gave way to real violence and disorder. 12

Protestants, in particular, in keeping with their aim to purge ritual practice of anything not found in Scripture, began to abolish celebrations whose origin they considered too pagan. That is, in the process of conversion centuries before, many pagan holidays had been “accommodated” to Christian worship by renaming for saints or, in the case of Saturnalia, being changed into Christmas. Puritans in seventeenth-century England, for example, abolished it along with many saints’ days. In so doing they radically reduced the number of holidays and opportunities for festive communal meals. Similar processes took place elsewhere in Europe. Although many factors were involved, dining became more privatized, along with other ritual celebrations as high culture gradually distanced itself from popular culture. Rather than gathering en masse regardless of social class on set occasions such as church-ales (a variety of traditional feasts), individuals increasingly retired into commerical establishments such as taverns and pubs, while elites ate and drank in their own homes.13 Holidays such as Christmas were still, of course, celebrated, but the focus increasingly became the family unit rather than the community. The division of the Catholic Church into a multitude of denominations played a large role.

Another perspective from which we might assess the influence of Christianity on foodways concerns the construction of the body in a sociohistorical context. In other words, how did individuals conceive of their own bodies and what foods did they eat or avoid in order to achieve the desired physical outcome? In the ascetic tradition, an outward excess of flesh was seen as a sign of inward moral weakness, yet we might also see the ideal of a slim body and consequent dieting in the modern era as a comparable manifestation of the power of ideas to shape and control intake. Such ideas are not only influenced by medical concerns, but they might also be tempered by social construction of beauty and a conflation of those ideals with holiness and maintaining the Temple of the Body. The practice of dieting has become inextricably entwined with conceptions of bodily purity, and there are many ways in which the modern pathology of anorexia is prefigured by women who starved themselves for Christ.14 Although the context and milieu may have changed radically over the centuries, the motivation among women to control their own bodies in a world that denied them all access to power is fundamentally, psychologically, tantamount.

This collection is designed to explore the many ways Christian doctrine has influenced consumption patterns and sometimes explicit dietary codes in the past five hundred years in Europe, America, and around the world. Each article addresses a particular way of eating or attitude toward food: vegetarianism, fasting and inedia, weight loss and health regimes, commensality, and so forth. All the chapters also fit into a broader theme: Christianity, no less than any other religion, has, despite its founding tenets of food freedom and the reiteration of this ideal in many reform movements, nonetheless led directly to several unique food ideologies and practices which bear the stamp of religiosity. Christianity continues to influence the way people eat, just as it has done for the past two millennia, as a “civilizing” force among missionaries around the world, as an inspiration for weight loss, as a means of addressing the ethical concerns raised by doctrines of nonviolence and environmental stewardship. That is, Christianity has had a profound impact on what we eat, though how this has happened has never received comparative analysis across the globe and over a long time span.
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THE URBAN INFLUENCE

SHOPPING AND CONSUMPTION
AT THE FLORENTINE MONASTERY
OF SANTA TRINITÀ IN THE MID-FOURTEENTH CENTURY

Salvatore D. S. Musumeci

The monks of Santa Trinità, in their monastery on the banks of the Arno River in Florence, Italy, participated fully in the universal religious lifestyle of late fourteenth-century monasticism, as dictated by the Rule of Saint Benedict.1 Santa Trinità, however, had all the benefits of an urban economy and marketplace availability, and its inhabitants took full advantage of this. In theory Santa Trinità’s diet was suited to a life of prayer, penitence, and preparation for the afterlife.2 The Vallombrosans, one of Italy’s many traditional religious orders, were dedicated to the Rule and a strict spiritual lifestyle that renounced bodily pleasures, observed perpetual silence, and embraced physical enclosure. Yet their provisioning practices, and the foods eaten by the monks, were similar to those of their secular Florentine neighbors.

Through the use of intermediaries like lay brothers and hired servants, the monks were able to keep to their strict enclosure but also easily and affordably provision their monastery to support the full-time congregation as well as visiting guests and friends. That their diet resembled what the secular Florentines ate is not to say that the monks were decadent or cavalier about the necessity of following Saint Benedict’s Rule. Instead, it shows an ability to fit, with resourcefulness and care, what they grew as well as purchased within the strictures and guidelines of their liturgical life.

Santa Trinità’s surviving account books, with their highly detailed records of daily expenditure, reveal the tensions between the popular image of monastic life in the middle decades of the Trecento and that life’s realities and actual practices, highlighting the fact of just how dependent the monks actually were on the markets and shops of Florence. Since the neighboring families shopped at the same markets and vendors that the monks frequented, it seems clear that the monks ate the same foods as their secular Florentine counterparts. However, they honored the Rule of Saint Benedict that regulated life at Santa Trinità by eating these same foodstuffs in a different manner from their neighbors and by using appropriate foods at the correct times of the year according to the liturgical calendar.

The information in this chapter comes from a libro di spese, or book of purchases, kept by Santa Trinità’s camerlengo, or fiscal administrator, Dom Lorenzo di Guidotto Martini.3 His purpose was to ensure a careful daily record of what was purchased on behalf of the monastery, its dependents, and guests. Dom Lorenzo’s account book runs from January 1360 (1359 in the Florentine calendar) through July 1363.4 The accounts were not designed to record dinner menus, architectural developments, or musical performances at the monastery. Dom Lorenzo had the inclination, time, and ability to carefully track and annotate institutional expenditures in a manner that was familiar to the many Florentine merchants who kept extensive business records, personal accounts, and zibaldone (a mixture of both familial and financial memoranda).5 Dom Lorenzo, like his secular counterparts, also used these fiscal records to note events that were important in the monastery’s history. This was, in part, to justify the expenditure incurred, providing a record that would not be easy to dispute if questions were raised over the accountant’s or monastery’s probity. Because monasteries were not exempt from secular taxation, Dom Lorenzo carefully recorded the gabelle, or taxes, paid for food imported into the city from the monastery’s estates outside the city walls. These records permit the analysis of the monastery’s self-sufficiency with regard to certain products, as well as justify the need for the monks to engage the markets, shops, and vendors of Florence for the products that were not produced in quantity enough on their lands to allow self-sufficiency. Where items were given as gifts or were exempt (for whatever reason) from taxation, they were not recorded.6 Dom Lorenzo’s text also provides more detail for marketplace purchases, particularly their quantities and prices.

For many scholars the monastic diet was a relatively bland affair and has primarily been viewed against the backdrop of the liturgical year, at times focusing exclusively on the cycle of fasting periods and feast days present in the calendar.7 Fluctuations in the purchase and consumption of meat, fish, and vegetables are normally understood as signposts for both reverent and irreverent behavior as well as a gauge of the congregation’s moral and spiritual health and practices. However, recent studies have established the strong relationship between the diet of the aristocrat and the diet of the religious house, challenging assumptions about an order’s relationship to its governing rule.8 This is not to argue that the liturgical year was not important, only that the argument needs to be made that fasting was only one part of the religious diet in the fourteenth century. Seasonal availability, the skills of the cook, the appearance and frequency of guests, and the obligation to entertain them were also important monastic considerations. Therefore Dom Lorenzo’s text can be used to better understand the alimentary habits and consumption patterns of the monastery of Santa Trinità. We would expect, for example, to see fasting clearly delineated in the daily purchases and mealtime preparations rather than through the long-term stores kept at the monastery.9 Likewise, feast days might be differentiated by the special nature of goods bought for specific occasions or celebrations, such as costly wines, roasted meats, and musical entertainments.10

The short period of time covered in Dom Lorenzo’s accounts was a relatively peaceful one in Florentine history; the economic and political landscape was mostly stable, providing us a look at what might be considered normative for both secular and ecclesiastic citizens.11 However, these three and a half years occurred during a longer period of transition between the devastating effects of the Black Death of 1348 (Florence’s population dropped from ninety thousand to about fifty-five thousand people) and a great political upheaval in the form of the Ciompi Revolt in 1378.12 During this time the monastery was embedded within its own long-established religious traditions and key local neighborhood connections.13 Unlike other monastic orders that were international in scope and ambition, the Vallombrosans were closely connected to the Arno city and its surrounding countryside.14 The order’s founder was a Florentine named Giovanni Visdomini, later known as Giovanni Gualberto, who joined the Benedictine monastery of San Miniato in the early eleventh century.15 In 1036 he formed a new order just outside Florence in the wooded hills of Vallombrosa, an order that sought to combine the contemplative elements of the Benedictine Rule with a stronger denunciation of material wealth and worldly possessions through the Rule’s literal interpretation and application.16 Gualberto wanted his ideal monastic communities to be self-sufficient.17 But the need to engage in daily devotions, meditation, and a regular cycle of prayer and praise made the investment of time required for self-sufficiency difficult. Conscious of these contradictions, Gualberto permitted the employment of conversi, or lay brothers, and famiglia, or hired servants.18 The lay brothers, along with the hired servants, were meant to serve as a buffer between the outside world, with its secular ideologies, and the secluded sacred world of the fully professed monks.19

Using Dom Lorenzo’s accounts to identify the actual individuals at Santa Trinità responsible for provisioning the monastery is a complex task, especially in light of the strict observance of Saint Benedict’s Rule expected of members of the Vallombrosan order. Three groups at Santa Trinità had interactions with the markets of Florence: the monks themselves, the lay brothers, and the hired servants (employed on a salaried basis by the monastery).20 Importantly, it becomes clear from the accounts that purchases and orders did not always involve or require actually leaving the monastery.21 The use of intermediaries, often the merchants themselves, allowed those in charge of a daily shop to bargain effectively without having to compromise their ascetic retreat behind the monastery’s walls. The use of intermediaries means that it can be difficult to untangle the distinctions between those leaving the monastery to go out into the markets and shops of Florence and those who simply paid for the requisite items from within the sacred space of Santa Trinità.22 Entries that record the servicing, purchasing, picking up, or dropping off of items are much more detailed than entries noting transactions taking place within the monastery, and the entries in Dom Lorenzo’s text that represent a monk-purchaser lack the detail that physically places the person outside the monastery’s walls.23 Where no one is credited with the purchase, it suggests someone within the monastery simply paid for an item rather than leaving the monastery to purchase it in the marketplace.24 Indeed, it is plausible that the majority of purchased items noted within Dom Lorenzo’s text could have been bought from itinerant sellers or by regular suppliers who brought goods to the monastery door and received their payment via a hired servant or lay brother; thus the fully professed monks of Santa Trinità kept to their enclosure, avoiding contact with the outside world.25

The lay brothers played key roles in managing the daily needs and activities at the monastery. Unlike the professed monks of Santa Trinità whose lives were devoted to study, meditation, contemplation, and prayer, the lay brothers (not bound by the rules of enclosure) occupied themselves with a portion of the everyday tasks that were necessary to the smooth and efficient running of the monastery. In addition, and to a lesser extent, they participated in the religious devotions that occurred daily at the monastery.26 These individuals acted as an important safeguard between the sacred space of the monastery and the secular world of late medieval Florence, a view suggested by the historians Peter King and Clifford Lawrence.27 Their jobs involved running errands, shopping, picking up, or dropping off items required by the monks. These recorded daily outings into the city center, which in part led the historian Gene Brucker to suspect that the monks had compromised their rule and withdrawal for all the secular attractions that the Arno city had to offer, were in reality simply tasks undertaken mostly by lay brothers to fulfill a specific need which was required by the cook, abbot, or stable boy to benefit visitors to the monastery.28

Alongside the monks and lay brothers of Santa Trinità, the hired servants of the monastery assisted with daily routines, undertaking the majority of the work to provision the kitchen and stable. Although both King and Lawrence emphasized the role played by the lay brothers, they largely ignored these secular servants who were the key liaisons between the monastery and the urban community in which it was located.29 From Dom Lorenzo’s entries, we can see that that this group undertook the bulk of the everyday excursions.30 There were only three servants who were paid on a salaried basis: the cook, the stable boy, and the grammarian—this last individual had little to do with the kitchen. The cook shopped directly for food and occasionally helped the stable boys by purchasing fodder during his daily excursions.31 In return, the stable boy looked after the animals and their needs but also helped with the purchasing of food-stuffs for the cook and his kitchen.32

The Vallombrosans took possession of Santa Trinità in 1092.33 As a monastery, it was probably one of the wealthiest, largely due to its urban location. While it had been founded outside the original walls of Florence, the construction of new city walls meant that Florence absorbed it into an expanding neighborhood.34 The piazza that developed outside of Santa Trinità was commonly associated with the church attached to the monastery, and most early fifteenth-century documents refer to piazza Santa Trinità or via di Santa Trinità.35 However, there were also important secular buildings in this area, and the art historian Kevin Murphy notes references in several 1427 catasto declarations to piazza degli Spini rather than piazza Santa Trinità.36 Indeed, while the chronicler Benedetto Dei names the space as piazza Santa Trinità in 1472, he is also conscious of important local lineages and is careful to list patrician residents of the piazza such as the Gianfigliazzi, Scali, Bombeni, Minerbetti, Soldanieri, Strozzi, Sassetti, and Spini.37

Although the cloistered community of Santa Trinità should have stood apart from these wealthy residents, it was, in fact, closely integrated with and increasingly dependent on their support. As with most ecclesiastic buildings, the church’s construction was financed by donations and the sale of private chapels.38 By the fifteenth century the Gianfigliazzi had two chapels and three burial sites for different branches of the family in the church of Santa Trinità.39 The family held both collective and individual loyalty to the Vallombrosan order during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In part, this could be because two of the Gianfigliazzi became Vallombrosan monks: the brothers Simone di Bertoldo de’ Gianfigliazzi and Bernardo de’ Gianfigliazzi.40 According to Murphy, the family provided this level of extensive patronage only to Santa Trinità.41 This was a gesture that would both justify the Gianfigliazzi’s loyalty to the Vallombrosans as well as strengthen the link between the family and the neighborhood within which Santa Trinità was located. The close relationship between the monastic community and its neighborhood is illustrated by the fact that at least two identifiable members of the monastic congregation during Dom Lorenzo’s tenure (Dom Jacopo di Bernardo Ardinghelli and Dom Simone di Bertoldo de’ Gianfigliazzi) came from local piazza families who contributed to the building and patronage program of the church of Santa Trinità.42 In fact, Dom Simone and his mother continued to have a close relationship even after he entered the monastery.43

Because the monastery was dependent on the city of Florence for so many of its daily needs, as we shall see, we need to briefly consider where sales and purchases of goods took place. Dei described the piazza outside the monastery and church of Santa Trinità as being “full of all the merchants and shops one could want.”44 The accounts do allude to a local open-air market, noting on June 18, 1360, that Dom Lorenzo paid a required tax for a merchato qui or “a market here.”45 A later libro di spese from Santa Trinità covering the years 1416–1423 mentions the purchase of flour in the piazza itself on a number of occasions.46 But Murphy’s study of the development of the piazza complicates the issue of what the monastery would have been able to purchase in its immediate vicinity. His in-depth study of the piazza’s history suggests that it, and the surrounding area, included a high concentration of individuals practicing manual trades such as carpentry or paving as well other nonfood related trades such as moneylending and painting.47 Murphy concludes that in order for the piazza’s residents to secure foodstuffs they would have needed to visit via Porta Rossa or the Mercato Vecchio, literally “the old market.”48

Historians Maria Bianchi and Maria Grossi, using the catasti declarations from 1427 and 1480, concur with Murphy’s analysis of the areas surrounding Santa Trinità.49 Grossi’s study deals specifically with the catasti declarations of 1427, which Murphy also utilized in his study, and shows that there were a range of places to buy food a short distance from the monastery.50 For example, within the quarter of Santa Maria Novella the monastery would have found butchers, greengrocers, and bakers.51 The other quarters bordering Santa Trinità were also well stocked with individuals selling food and wine.52 Furthermore, itinerant vendors and traveling markets often passed through the area, giving the monks access to the food items they needed, even if the piazza’s more established shops did not.53

Before we turn to market purchases, let us look briefly at the items Santa Trinità’s own farms supplied. Like most traditional monastic institutions, Santa Trinità relied on land holdings that were donated by grateful parishioners, using these lands to garner rental income or provide sustenance in the form of produce or animals.54 In this way, Santa Trinità would have been closely connected with the surrounding rural economy, husbanding, and overseeing their properties just as other land-owning Florentines would have.55 During the period in question, the monastery of Santa Trinità owned and farmed a range of properties; indeed, the holdings may have been more extensive than Dom Lorenzo’s text indicates.56 Dom Lorenzo identifies seven farms as distinctive entities in his text: Arcetri, Campora, Ema, Legnaia, Monte, Mugnone, and San Donnino. Paid laborers and farmhands tended each farm (or sometimes two farms), the buildings, and the crops on behalf of the monastery.57

The investment in multiple plots of land meant that the monks never had to rely on a single source for their basic provisions. They could ensure themselves against crop failure on one farm by spreading the risks across numerous sites. Looking more closely at what was cultivated and then how the goods were treated and transported gives a sense of the monastery’s attitude to the need for self-sufficiency.58 Imports from the monastery’s farms to the monastery’s kitchen, pantry, or cellar needed to be well planned and well orchestrated. Fresh foodstuffs would have deteriorated, unless they were used immediately or stored properly, and the monastery no doubt found it difficult to cope with a glut of seasonal produce. Though it is clear that the monastery’s farms produced a variety of items they used on a daily basis, and that a variety of products arrived reliably from the monastery’s lands, the sheer amounts of some goods produced were not enough to fulfill the monastery’s needs.59 This is in part why the monastery relied so heavily on the markets, shops, and vendors of the Arno city.

The farm at Ema produced beans, chickpeas, and garlic—all items that could be dried and stored.60 Ema also had an orchard, which provided pears, a variety of apples, figs, walnuts, cherries, plums, grapes, and medlars.61 All these items were either shipped to the monastery fresh or dried.62 The farm at Monte also supplied figs, walnuts, and apples.63 Both Monte and Ema had the ability to dry fruits, especially figs, in their fornace or oven.64 In addition, the farms supplied amounts of pork, poultry, and eggs.65 However, only three items were supplied from the farms in such quantities that Santa Trinità could be self-sufficient in them: olive oil, grain, and wine.66 In these items alone the monastery did not rely on the markets to supply their needs. The monks rarely ever purchased olive oil or grain, and though wine was purchased daily, it was in very small quantities and for a very specific purpose.67

Olive trees were a long-term investment for the monastery. Of the seven farms recorded in Dom Lorenzo’s text, only one piece of land, the farm at Monte, produced olive oil, and in such quantities that allowed for self-sufficiency. Indeed, in 1360, Dom Lorenzo referred to the farm at Monte as a fattoio da olio or an oil-producing farm.68 The same terminology was also used half a century earlier in 1307 when the Commune of Florence sold the property to the monastery.69

 Enormous quantities of grain were cultivated on five of the seven farms. Dom Lorenzo’s text makes it clear that Santa Trinità relied solely upon wheat production and deliveries from its own lands for this essential product. Ema, Monte, and Campora produced wheat, barley, and spelt; the farms at Arcetri and San Donnino only produced wheat.70 It is likely that the majority of grain was used to make the monastery’s bread, since Dom Lorenzo notes the grain was picked up from the monastery, milled, baked, and then delivered back to Santa Trinità in its loaf form.71 Here the integration of countryside and urban community becomes clearer. For example, the wheat arrived from the farm in an unprocessed state. A miller then collected a small portion of the grain from Santa Trinità’s stores on a regular basis, processed it, and sent it on to the monastery’s baker. Such a procedure occurs on September 28, 1360, when Dom Lorenzo records two exchanges of wheat between the miller Vespino, who took the resulting flour to the baker Biliotto.72

Like the olive groves, vineyards required capital investment and a high level of maintenance and personal attention by the farmhand.73 But, unlike olive oil, which all came from a single farm, the taxes paid on wine for the monastery indicate a much wider range of grape production. Unfortunately, Dom Lorenzo’s text gives us only very basic data: the tax paid on an amount of wine from a certain farm and the date the wine was delivered to Santa Trinità.74 His records indicate that white wine was delivered only during the month of September, while red wine was delivered primarily in October.75

A little over one hundred and twenty-two some of red wine were delivered to the monastery of Santa Trinità from its properties, while the records indicate only thirty-nine and a half some of white wine were received.76 The imbalance is unsurprising. White wine required more processing and did not last as long. Trebbiano was the white wine of choice in terms of cultivation and consumption.77 Trebbiano was a particularly popular Tuscan wine during this period.78 The popularity of this wine with the members of the congregation and their visitors is further emphasized by the fact that Dom Lorenzo noted several purchases of Trebbiano in addition to deliveries received.79 When comparing the deliveries of wine recorded by Dom Lorenzo to the purchases of wine made in the city of Florence, we see that wine was bought almost daily, even when there was enough in the cellar to drink.80 These purchases were usually in small amounts and were most often made when guests were visiting the monastery, suggesting that the wine purchased may have been a highquality product as opposed to what was served on a regular basis. Bulk purchases of wine, which were still nowhere near the amounts received from the farms, only occurred during the preparations for the annual festival celebrating the feast of the Holy Trinity.81 Comparison of the amounts delivered and the amounts purchased, therefore, clearly show that the monastery’s farms allowed Santa Trinità to be practically self-sufficient with regard to wine production and consumption; questions of quality, however, meant that the monks would turn to local shops when necessary.82

The entries that describe wine purchases in Dom Lorenzo’s text are interesting in terms of market interaction. Recent research on the buchette del vino, or the little windows through which wine was sold in medieval and Renaissance Florence, has shown that Santa Trinità had easy and ready access to a major wholesale wine seller in its very neighborhood.83 Just steps from the monastery, at palazzo Scali Buondelmonti on via delle Terme, those who shopped for Santa Trinità would have been able to secure a portion of wine for their meals as well as for use in topping up and maintaining the barrels in the cellar.84 Purchases of wine per minuto, or literally “by the minute,” seem to have been made with daily consumption in mind, especially that of the monks and residents of Santa Trinità, while wine purchased from a shop and given a varietal name, e.g., Trebbiano or Vernaccia, was usually bought for a meal honoring guests.85 The frequency with which wine was purchased by the monastery is rather deceptive, since the monks received enormous amounts from their farms and yet still saw fit to purchase wine every day or so from the shops in Florence. However, once we examine Dom Lorenzo’s actual entries, it is clear that the daily purchases were for very small amounts, perhaps for a special meal or to better honor a visiting abbot or friend. The vast majority of the wine consumed by the congregation was provided by the farms and not by the markets and shops of Florence.

In contrast to the monastery’s self-sufficiency in olive oil, grain, and wine, there were many items that the monks got from their lands only in small portions, meaning that they had to supplement these food supplies from the markets of Florence. Let us look now at some of the items the monks purchased. The most popular meat at Santa Trinità was castrone, the meat of a young castrated lamb.86 Lamb seems to have been served regularly and was clearly a reliable market product, whereas veal appeared to be reserved for feast days, including the public celebration of the feast of Holy Trinity, which was held annually for neighbors and friends in the piazza of Santa Trinità. After lamb the next two most popular meats consumed at Santa Trinità were cavretto, or kid and pork.87 The amount of pork purchased from local butchers was much lower, undoubtedly because pigs were being raised regularly on the monastic farms before being slaughtered, salted, and stored.88

Purchases of veal averaged about seventy-four libbre a year.89 As already suggested, the appearance of veal on the menu was clearly related to feast days and important meals with visitors; it was hardly ever consumed as part of a daily meal at the monastery. For example, on July 24, 1361, a purchase of veal was made for the feast of Saint Anthony that was celebrated the following day; the abbot of Monte Piano, the prior of San Fabiano, and Nuccio the organ player were to join the monastery for the feast.90 Veal also figured prominently in the monastery’s public celebration of the feast of the Holy Trinity.91 In 1363, for instance, further purchases of veal meat were made in addition to the live calf that was specifically bought for the occasion.92 This not only ensured that there would be enough for those in attendance to eat but also indicates that the meat may have been prepared in different ways. This explains why the monastery apparently consumed more veal than pork—it was not that veal was more common, but that it was more appropriate for the extremely large gathering of the one major feast day the monastery subsidized and celebrated with its community.93

Poultry was also a very popular item on the monastery’s table. The monks consumed several different species of bird and game. In addition to the thrush, hen, capons, and pigeons that the monastery received from its farms and raised on its own grounds, the monks purchased a variety of birds including cocks and goslings.94 The large amounts and varieties involved may be due to the limited prohibition by Saint Benedict’s Rule on the consumption of poultry—though the Rule required abstinence from the meat of quadrupeds, it did not have strictures on the consumption of birds.95 Along with poultry, eggs were a prominent market purchase. Purchases ranged from 9 eggs in October 1360 to a high of 358 in June 1360.96

Cascio or cheese purchases can be found throughout Dom Lorenzo’s text.97 In addition to buying general cascio, regional styles of cheese were consumed by the monastery’s congregation and guests. The most popular kind of cheese purchased, with an average yearly consumption of forty-four libbre, was cascio di forma.98 Purchases of this cheese occur during both feast and fast periods. It appears to have been served at the table as well as incorporated into cooked foods.

Instead of raising it in special ponds, located either on their farms or the monastery grounds, the monks bought fish.99 As would be expected, purchases spiked during lean months, when it served as the primary foodstuff (along with vegetables) for the morning or evening meal.100 While tench and eel were the most popular fish, dried sturgeon, tonnina, or salami made with the tenderloin of tuna, sorra, or salami made from the belly of tuna, salted mullet, fish from the Arno, gilthead, and pike are also noted in Dom Lorenzo’s text.101 The peak months for consumption of fish were March, April, and December, periods of great importance in the liturgical calendar with the celebrations of Lent, Easter, Pentecost, and Christmas. Fresh fish is rarely referred to, which is surprising since the monastery is located only a few yards from the Arno River. Instead, the majority of fish purchased was salted.102 During the Advent season, tench and other fishes purchased by the monastery normally found themselves prepared in an aspic.103 So much so that, on December 11, 1361, Dom Lorenzo tells us that Santa Trinità’s abbot implored the cook to fry the tench rather than make another aspic out of it.104

Surprisingly, the monastery did not grow vegetables on its farms, though some beans, pulses, and legumes were cultivated.105 Instead, fresh and varied vegetables were readily available in the market and purchased by the monastery on an almost daily basis. Cauliflower, leeks, and fennel, turnips, spinach, and squash frequently found themselves on the daily shopping lists.106 The consumption patterns of vegetables followed the dietary requirements of the liturgical year, allowing for the incorporation of vegetables, beans, pulses, and legumes into the monastic diet as a way to provide variety during the leaner months.107 These items not only figured in the menus devised for Advent and Lent but were also part of dishes that appeared throughout the entire year. Primarily serving in the role of side dishes, the vegetables, beans, pulses, and legumes provided a welcome addition to the cook’s broths and pottages that were constantly produced from the monastery’s kitchen. The monastery did receive shipments of apples, pears, and figs from its farms, but the monks also purchased these same items, and more fruits besides, from the markets and shops of Florence.108 It was not unusual for complete meals, both lunch and supper, to be composed solely of vegetables and fruits.

Careful analysis of Dom Lorenzo’s records indicates that the monks of Santa Trinità were tactful about what they grew or reared themselves. Self-sufficiency was important in terms of essentials: items such as wine, olive oil, and grain. Commodities that could be salted, dried, and then stored for considerable periods, such as pork, beans, and fruits like figs or plums, were also welcome. The farms also provided eggs and poultry in reasonable amounts, and birds were raised within the monastery itself. But, to avoid the danger of perishable products like fruits and vegetables arriving from the farms in large, seasonal quantities, and the expense of the considerable care and pasture that animals such as sheep or cows required, the monks turned instead to the marketplace. There were also very positive impulses behind this choice—the market gave the monastery access to a wide range of imported and more-difficult-to-obtain products such as spices, sauces, and exotic fruits like oranges. The monastery could also save on time and skill by buying ready-cooked meals, roasts, and, above all, fish: these were available from market vendors, itinerant traders, shopkeepers, and innkeepers. Although these market purchases may have grown to resemble that of many of their secular neighbors, important piazza families who were making the same marketplace purchases, the rhythms of the items recorded by Dom Lorenzo fall in line with the liturgical calendar and do not deviate from Saint Benedict’s Rule. The studies by Giovanna Frosini and Curzio Mazzi highlight the purchases and meals of the Florentine priors, and, when compared to those recorded by Dom Lorenzo, Santa Trinità’s consumption patterns bear witness to the obvious tensions between remaining true to Saint Benedict’s Rule and entertaining those who visited the monastery or, more specifically, and ate with the monks.109

The previous discussion indicates the enormous variety that was available to the monks in terms of foodstuffs and shows that they took full advantage of what the city of Florence had to offer. This variety was, of course, also enjoyed by the monastery’s secular neighbors and the important families in the piazza. However, though the monks enjoyed the same access to and variety of food that their neighbors did, the monastery used this bounty and provision in different ways. While the secular population gave, perhaps, no regard to what they ate and when, the monks were very careful to use their food in a manner appropriate to the Rule. They ate certain foods at certain times, and though there appears to be no difference in quantity, according to Dom Lorenzo’s text, there was certainly a difference in the kinds of food the monks ate during periods of religious fasting and feasting. What seems to be remarkable about the monastery of Santa Trinità is that a “fast” for them did not involve not eating—rather, they simply ate less of one kind of food (meat perhaps) and made up for that lack with other types of foods, such as pulses, beans, or fish. That is what Dom Lorenzo’s text shows us—the patterns of types of foods consumed, not the pattern of gluttony and feasting during festivals and starvation during periods of the fast. The monks of Santa Trinità appear to have eaten steady portions of food of all varieties, but they certainly followed the letter of Saint Benedict’s Rule as to what foods should be eaten when.
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