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Virtually all so-called obesity cures … are simply shrewd schemes for fooling the overweight, and the purchasers of most of them are being kidded by experts.

Arthur J. Cramp, ‘Fooling the Fat’ in
Your Weight and How to Control it (1928)

I have always wanted a mistress who was fat.

Paul Gauguin (1848–1903)

If fat is not an insidious creeping enemy, I do not know what is.

William Banting, Letter on Corpulence,
Addressed to the Public (1869)

To the scientist there is nothing so tragic on earth as the sight of a fat man eating a potato.

Vance Thompson, 1920s

Whatever be the quantity that a man eats, it is plain that if he is too fat, he has eaten more than he should have done.

Samuel Johnson (1709–84)

That fat men are indolent and stupid is well recognised.

Leonard Williams, MD, Obesity (1926)

A fat man is a joke, and a fat woman is two jokes — one on herself and one on her husband.

Cecil Webb-Johnson, MD, Why Be Fat? (1923)

Are you aware that fatness has destroyed your sex appeal and made you look older, somewhat like a buffoon whom people are inclined not to take seriously in any area or on any level?

Frank J. Wilson, Glamour, Glucose and Glands (1956)


For my dad and his love of words
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1. Too many of us are labouring under the tyranny of a culturally prescribed body shape; where dieting is the norm and a skinny body the goal. Women such as the singer Beth Ditto are facing down the prejudice and the bullying and challenging today’s ideas of what is beautiful. She has used her weight to promote her belief that ‘such a personal thing as one’s body should never be a reason for controversy, since every person is beautiful in their own way’. The story of beauty and the story of health have always been intertwined but the long and mean history of body-shaping and diets has distorted our view of both.


1
Introduction: ‘The Price of a Boyish Form’

FAT, PLUMP, STOUT, overweight, large, chubby, portly, flabby, paunchy, pot-bellied, beer-bellied, meaty, of ample proportions, heavyset, obese, corpulent, fleshy, gross, plus-sized, big-boned, tubby, roly-poly, well-upholstered, beefy, porky, blubbery, chunky, pudgy, podgy, bulky, substantial, voluminous, voluptuous, generous, lardy … We’ve heard them all.

Fat is ‘bad’ and dieting is the new norm, but few people in recent decades have had what we might call a ‘normal’ relationship with food, one untouched by the constant barrage of diet news, fast foods and a food environment radically different from what it was even just a generation ago. If we look further back than that – centuries back – it becomes obvious that much of the dieting industry is fraudulent, yet still we follow the latest fad, hoping for some quick and easy weight-loss miracle because slimming down is hard, tedious work. Our attitudes to our bodies, and to fat and food, need to change.

Fad diets are little better than useless. They do the biggest business and arguably the greatest harm, and they have been around since long before your great-grandmother was eyeing up that fetching knitted knee-length number for her trip to Bognor with a new beau. Dieters can initially lose 5 to 10 per cent of their weight on any number of fad diets, but the weight almost always comes back. A recent report by the American Psychological Association which looked at thirty-one diet studies found that, after two years of dieting, up to two-thirds of dieters weighed more than they did before they began their regimen. Sustained weight loss was found only in a small minority of the participants, while complete weight regain was found in the majority. Diets, they concluded, ‘do not lead to sustained weight loss or health benefits for the majority of people’. And there is evidence that yo-yo dieting is something of a Faustian bargain: it can make the whole enterprise more difficult so that repeat dieters find they have to eat less and for longer to lose the same amount of weight. Recent evidence suggests that, even though the most important changes we can make to reduce our cancer risk (after giving up smoking) are to exercise and lose weight, repeated dieting is linked to cardiovascular disease, stroke, diabetes and a compromised immune system. The human cost of both obesity and yo-yo crash dieting is bad enough but there are huge economic costs too. We need to re-think our quest for unrealistic thinness through sometimes dangerous, expensive and misguided crash diets and pills, and return to a simple, sensible healthy approach to eating as first set out by the Greeks.

While I was writing this, and feeling a bit of a fraud because I’ve never seriously attempted a diet, I had a go at a low-carbohydrate plan to see how it would feel and whether I’d be able to stick it out. It was a strict regimen that I got from a best-selling diet book, and it proved to be much more of a trial than I’d imagined. I’m not by nature an obsessive person but from the minute I woke up each day I found myself thinking about food. I thought about what I could eat, when I could eat it, how much I could have and, particularly insidious, I cast sideways glances at friends and family to check on what everyone else was having. I took to weighing myself – naked, before my first cup of coffee, and then clothed, and then late, after dinner at night, just so I could obtain the greatest range of numbers and ruminate on where I was in my diet and what it all meant (answer: very little, other than I lost half a pound, but all this weighing and obsessing proved a major distraction from the work that I should have been getting on with). What it did provide was a real insight into the way in which dieting can become obsessive and how any new diet that promises stress-free, painless and fast weight loss is instantly attractive. The repetitive and often unsatisfying experience of dieting can only be debunked by a long, hard look at its history, a process that could release us from the tyranny of fads and quick-fixes.

What can a look at centuries of dieting, gluttony, abstinence and artifice tell us about tried and tested (or used and abused) diets and regimens? Such a survey will range from the ideal Greek body to the celebration of plump flesh by medicine and the arts in times of dearth; from the industrialisation of society, which brought new foods, fashions and stigmas, to wartime scarcity and political constraints; from the rounded hour-glass figures of 1950s ‘sweater girls’ to the insubstantial and boyish Twiggytype. From heroin chic, Kate Moss in her pants and the size zero debate, to the explosion of magazines and websites such as Heat and TMZ, the ideal woman has become smaller, skinnier and more sickly as real women have gained their independence and got bigger. Sifting through all the accumulated centuries of advice and instruction, science and psychology, insanity and innovation we will discover the often really wild truth about dieting. All the errors and attitudes, shapes and Schadenfreude, sense and nonsense of dieting will be laid bare and might even put to rest the notion that there is a magic dieting ‘something’ which stands out from all the fads and fashions, and which has THIS WORKS stamped all over it.

*

In 1953, three years before I was born, Simone de Beauvoir wrote, ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.’ As I grew up in tandem with feminism I absorbed the idea that feminist theory begins with the body, that everything has been written on the body: all the inequalities, the prejudices, the rights and wrongs. Not only is your body inescapable, but what society says about it is, too, and what we regard as ‘nature’ is, in fact, socially constructed. Our perception of our bodies changes over time and each period and every culture has had its own obsession with a particular body shape, with appearance, with what is seen as beautiful or ugly. Add to this the fact that as we age our bodies change shape, and the notion of attractiveness becomes evermore nuanced. Desirable body shapes are culturally specific and prejudice is heaped upon those whose bodies differ; and this norm, this marker of beauty and belonging, has continually altered. Modern feminism, operating now in the interests of both women and men, is of course still trying to remove these prejudices, to liberate us all from convention.

When I was ten years old, in 1966, at a family party an uncle remarked on how I was growing and serenaded me with a medley of Maurice Chevalier songs. He began with ‘Every little breeze seems to whisper “Louise”, Birds in the trees …’ and moved on, creepily crooning in his mock Gallic accent, to ‘Thank Heaven for little girls (they grow up in the most delightful way)’. Then he asked what I wanted to be when I grew up. Happily occupying his warm worsted lap and enveloped in the powerful, pungent smell of men – of whisky and tobacco and Brylcreem – I cocked my head, swung my pigtails, and answered, ‘Miss World.’ That seemed to me then to be the epitome of female achievement. I already knew that all the female characters in the British children’s television programmes of the time were passive, silent or fixed to the spot: Louby Lou, Little Weed and the Wooden Top mother and daughter. By contrast the Miss World contestants were visible: they spoke (after a fashion), and they were out there getting a lot of attention. They had grown-up ‘ideal’ female bodies, but they acted and stood like girls: coquettish, showing off but disguising it by holding their heads to one side, apparently ever so malleable, demure in their fitted swimsuits and white high heels. They were catching men. I could already identify with them, with the way that they were obviously one thing pretending to be another; their real selves camouflaged in order to succeed in a skewed world. It was clear, even to a child, that you needed to look the part, and in the early 1960s that part involved big pointy breasts, a nipped-in waist and round hips. Their ‘vital statistics’ were all-important, with 36, 24, 36 the preferred incantation. So as a young girl I already believed that beauty could be measured and worked for, and the rewards were many. When I grew up I would work on my body so that I, too, could sit on more men’s laps and bask.

Then in 1970, when I turned fourteen, the Miss World competition was brought to a chaotic halt by a band of noisy feminists. The presenter that year, Bob Hope, was taken aback by flying tomatoes, flour bombs, ink, and angry shouts of ‘cattle market’. Bob’s conclusion was that the protesters he faced must have been ‘on some kind of dope’. Ha! Watching it all on television, I can’t tell you how exciting, indeed how joyously radical it was to see and hear the women chanting, ‘We’re not beautiful, we’re not ugly, we’re angry.’ That year, too, the Equal Pay Act was passed in Britain, three years after David Steel’s Abortion Act. In America in 1971, the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) was founded by Gloria Steinem, Betty Friedan and Bella Abzug, and in 1972 the Equal Rights Amendment was passed by the Senate at much the same time that Ms. magazine was launched. I no longer saw any need to be sugar and spice, I had a boyfriend, twenty-four to my sixteen, who thought me worryingly ‘precocious’, and by the time the Sex Discrimination Act was passed in 1975 I was nineteen, in London, on the Pill, with no make-up, no bra, no knickers, no razor, Spare Rib under my arm, my sisters by my side – and feminist to the bone.

Yet, as I became a young woman in the midst of feminism’s second wave, we were all still labouring under the tyranny of a prescribed body shape. Many of us refused to succumb, but I look back now knowing that it was easy enough to do so then, for we were young and therefore, almost by definition, beautiful. Thirty-odd years ago, in my early twenties, I had two babies. I got BIG. When I gained three stone, only seven pounds or so of which was baby, my doctor gave me a sternly paternal lecture on how much fat I was putting on. He told me, with great confidence, in fact, that I ‘would blow up like a barrage balloon’ and that I’d struggle to lose the weight if I insisted on breastfeeding. No more narrow hips and concave belly, he said. Instead, it seemed as though I might actually turn into a woman – shock horror – which was most certainly not the desired eternal-girl shape, even amongst provincial GPs.

This noxious attitude goaded me enough to waddle out and buy Susie Orbach’s newly published book, Fat is a Feminist Issue. Fat and sex, she wrote in 1978, are equally central in the lives of women, and:

in the United States 50 per cent of women were estimated to be overweight. Every women’s magazine has a diet column. Diet doctors and clinics flourish. The names of diet foods are now part of our general vocabulary. Physical fitness and beauty are every woman’s goals. While this preoccupation with fat and food has become so common that we tend to take it for granted, being fat, feeling fat and the compulsion to overeat are, in fact, serious and painful experiences for the women involved.

Not much has changed, has it? During the last century our preoccupation with losing weight has increased, even becoming, according to some psychiatrists, a national neurosis. We have a common aversion to fat – an aesthetic distaste, not to be confused with concerns over obesity and health, though the two are often conflated – and we have a multimillion-pound slimming industry to go with it. Our culture has an endless array of celebrities for us to gawp at: archetypal silent, skinny, schoolgirl-women and waif-boys, eminently enviable and emulated by all groups and ages. They are constantly reported to be on weight-loss diets or to be eating ‘healthily’ (and, we’re reassured, the steak and chips eaten at the press lunch is the ultra-thin star’s genuine everyday diet). The present glut of self-loathing, shame and pointless misery of trying and failing to be the ideal creature of our society’s desire needs re-thinking. We must rebel against the futility of the present Western beauty norm by exploring and exposing the long and dirty history of body-shaping and dieting so that we can make the crucial shift away from this slavery towards a diet that is healthy both physiologically and psychologically. Dieting is a process on which one embarks laden with emotion, often in an attitude of self-flagellation, and the whole enterprise is salted with the potential for failure.

Yet we all diet sometimes and most of us are adept at the self-delusion which is, let’s be honest, necessary for embarking on a fast, and perhaps excessive, weight-loss regimen. The process is like being in love, it provokes the same feelings: an unforgiving and complex mix of the physical sensations and mental tortures of wanting. There you are, dieting, yearning for something. Food is the immediate desire, and thinness the more remote but possibly achievable goal; you are desperate for two things that are out of immediate reach. You dwell obsessively on the object of your love, running over and over it in your mind, discussing it endlessly with others, worrying at it and fantasising about it. It’s a sensation not unlike romantic love: it’s appetite, perhaps an unquenchable one, a ravenous one. It’s not just your body, of course, but your mind too – and that’s the bit that really needs to change. We are a culture in pursuit of the perfect diet and the perfect body, and there are a lot of unhappy and insecure people around to prove it.

In fact, a recent survey of 5,000 people found that more than 60 per cent of women in relationships feel decidedly uncomfortable eating in front of their partners. Up to 40 per cent of women feel like they are always dieting or are constantly concerned about their weight; 25 per cent of them thought about food every thirty minutes but just 10 per cent thought about sex as often (men are said to think about sex much more frequently, with 36 per cent fantasising every half an hour). Some women were also concerned with dieting when eating out, choosing low calorie foods in restaurants instead of what they really wanted, and many admitted eating junk food in secret and then lying about it. Lies and insecurities are the bread and butter of much of the popular dieting and body-shape commentary and advice. What are we to make, for example, of the ecstatic coverage of the Duchess of Cambridge’s pre-wedding diet and her dramatic dress-size drop? This is especially troubling given how often we’ve been told that Princess Diana’s bulimia began in the lead up to her wedding. Must women have no scary female flesh at all? Is even a little fat so unacceptable? Kate Middleton’s mother, we are told, dropped two dress sizes on the Dukan diet and recent research has argued that daughters mimic their mother’s dieting and eating habits, and that a mother’s dieting history is her daughter’s dieting future.

With as many as one-third of all men and women in the Western world thought to be overweight and, unsurprisingly, twice that number believing themselves to be so, the diet industry is sitting pretty. In America alone, an astonishing $40 billion a year is spent on slimming and there truly is something for everyone. You can try the Cabbage Soup diet, or the Grapefruit diet, the Three-day diet, the One-day diet, the Scarsdale diet, the Zone diet, the South Beach diet, the F-Plan diet, the GI diet, the Atkins, the Dukan, the MacDougall Plan, the Prism, the Pritikin, the Hay, the Hollywood, the Russian Air Force diet, the Better Sex diet, the Blood Type diet, the Açai Berry diet, the Hallelujah diet, caveman diets, detoxifying diets, hypno-diets, negative calorie, food-combining diets, the magic-bullet diets, even eating naked in front of the mirror … We are bombarded via technology, too, from the self-improvement vinyl record series of the 1960s, such as Edward L. Baron’s ‘Reduce Through Listening’ which ‘helps you develop a dislike for fattening foods’, to the iPhone apps of today. Always in your pocket, your iPhone can keep track of your food intake and calorie consumption. You can whip it out whenever a morsel of food threatens you or you feel like scoffing something inappropriate. You can set yourself goals, record your every bite, diligently follow your own progress and see how much weight you’re losing or gaining, get instant internet help and tie-ins with proprietary diet regimens, some free, some not, and be swamped by advertising. There are apps that can scan product bar codes and automatically download the calorie count into a daily planner. You can check on yourself in the most obsessive way. We are, it seems, caught in panic-diet mode, trying anything, feeling the pressure from all sides and the misery on the inside.

Fat people have always provoked embarrassment, and even bullying, both individually and commercially, but successful weight loss has to begin with a personal decision. And who ever makes a good decision under pressure? Fat-acceptance activists argue that body fat is not the problem but that what counts is how it is presented in our culture. Influential women such as the singer Beth Ditto intend, according to Germaine Greer, to force acceptance of their body type (Ditto is about 5 ft tall and 15 stone) and so challenge the conventional imagery of women. A good move – as long as the health risks that are associated with being excessively overweight are also publicised. But it will still be an uphill struggle when there is big money to be made and a seemingly bottomless pit of private insecurities to be excavated.

When science tells us that our body’s basic instinct to store calories is stronger than our sexual instinct, you know that dieting is a much more complex process than it might seem. Now is the time to ditch the torments – the mad fad diets, slimming drugs and artificial manipulations – needed to squeeze and force ourselves into an unattainable norm of perfection that robs us of our dignity, our cash and our health. Health and contentment are the aims but there’s no money in these for the diet industry. Fat is a synonym for the worthless, the slow, the inert, the unattractive, the weak, the poor and the stupid. We have to scrutinise the way in which our culture is exploiting fat at the same time as it castigates it, how we in the West are caught between attractively packaged fast foods and anxiety-inducing diets within a culture that understands fat as bad. The whole diet industry has invested in magical thinking and novelty, it is in the lucrative business of selling hope to the miserable and desperate and creating a vicious circle of hopelessness. It uses its guile to lure us into the Next Big Idea, one that will inevitably involve monstrously detailed instructions, eating food you don’t recognise, or some drug or magic bracelet accessory, or mechanical device. And of course most of these come with pricey built-in failure rates that pave the way for the Next, Next Big Idea.

Greed and profit drive the diet market, and complicated diet plans and paraphernalia just distract the mind from what’s required and from the ordinary and inescapable fact that you have to make sensible choices and stick to them. The more difficult a diet is to work out and follow, the more likely the dieter is to give up – and try something else. This reinforces the feelings of failure and benefits an industry which has a vested interest in making losing weight seem a complicated business. We need to know about eating well, to dismiss the diet fads and gurus so that we can ditch the self-loathing and the shame.

The all-consuming story of dieting began in barely recorded pre-history but it really took off some two thousand years ago when the Greeks, who knew for a fact that carrying too much fat is bad for you, developed a fundamentally sound way of addressing it – which is still relevant to us today.
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2. The voluptuous and sexually charged Hohle Fels Venus, a tiny female figurine carved from mammoth ivory and unearthed in Germany in 2008 is at least 35,000 years old. She is the earliest depiction we have of the human form, her body is short and squat with huge breasts and a waist that is slightly narrower than her broad shoulders and wide hips. Undeniably excessively curvaceous, she shows that fat is not just a modern phenomenon.


2
The Origin of the Diet

Agayns glotonye is the remedie abstinence

Chaucer

FAT PEOPLE ARE NOTHING NEW. Fat women, especially, have appeared in art and artefacts across the centuries: one of the earliest found examples of figurative art and a representation of an immensely fat woman is the Hohle Fels Venus. Dug up not long ago in Germany, the Venus is a carved mammoth ivory figurine estimated to be about 35,000 years old. There are even earlier hominid figures that could be said to represent obesity: it is thought that the Venus of Berekhat Ram, which was discovered in the Golan Heights, could date from sometime between 230,000 and 500,000 BC; and the Venus of Tan-Tan, from Morocco, is also said to be a relic of this period. If this is so, then neither piece would have been the work of Homo sapiens, but of Homo erectus. The question is whether the large breasts and rolls of fat on the bellies and thighs of the figurines reveal the shape some women actually were, or whether they are stylised, symbolic forms, perhaps of fertile, pregnant or lactating women or, even, it has been suggested, interestingly in the light of our present-day Western obsession with thinness, of ancient pornography.

Some anthropologists and medics say that these prehistoric artefacts are too few and far between to argue that there has always been a natural and apparently widespread propensity to become very fat, while others believe that they are not at all a rare or surprising phenomenon. As long ago as 1939, R. Hautin wrote his essay, A Historical Framework for the Development of Ideas About Obesity agreeing with the latter suggestion, saying that, ‘the women immortalized in stone age sculpture were fat; there is no other word for it. Obesity was already a fact of life for palaeolithic man – or at least for palaeolithic women.’ Images of obesity have recurred over the ages. It is possible that fatness became more common as agricultural settlements began to take over from hunter-gatherer tribes some 12,000 years ago. Queen Hatchepsut, who became pharaoh in Egypt in around 1479 BC and who is regarded as one of the most successful rulers, might have been particularly fat as evidence of ‘pendulous breasts’ was found in her mummified remains and a contemporary wall painting shows her as, without doubt, a very big woman.

The insults that are often used against fat people – the secret, and often not so secret, moral and physical judgements that we all make – also have ancient and deeply tenacious roots. The old disease of polysarcia, the pathological condition of too much flesh, was thought to indicate a lazy, phlegmatic, stupid person who just could not control themselves. Those reprobates, ‘who are uncommonly fat’, would also, according to the ancient Greeks, ‘die more quickly than the lean’. Like our modern medical profession, however, the ancients were no strangers to contradiction, and they also believed that, ‘in all maladies, those who are fat about the belly do best; it is bad to be thin and wasted there’.

The Greek word diaita, from which our word ‘diet’ derives, described a whole way of life rather than referring to a narrow, weight-loss regimen. It provided an all-round mental and physical way to health, basic to one’s very existence and success. Greek and Roman physicians knew that how the body functioned was largely dependent on what an individual ate, and that different foods could affect people in different ways. The whole foundation of Western medical science relied on diatetica, the fundamental healing therapy of a regimen of certain foods. Being too fat, or too thin, was therefore seen as a sure sign of an unhealthy body, an imbalance of its essential ‘humours’ (of which there were four: black bile, yellow bile, blood and phlegm). Fat women, for example, were said to find it difficult to conceive, and recent medical studies have confirmed this. Fat men were believed more likely to die earlier, and modern cardiological science has again shown this to be true.

The Greek philosopher and physician Hippocrates (c. 460– 370 BC) relied on experience and philosophy to discern the truth about human frailties and was as uncompromising about our bodies as he was rational about his prescriptions. His Corpus Hippocraticum recommends the observation of nature and the study of evidence in the search for causes of disease. There were two main areas to study: alimentation (the nourishment of life) and the environment we inhabit. Hippocrates understood that the underlying principles of health were food and exercise, or work, and that a high food intake meant that a lot of hard work was needed for it to be properly assimilated. A failure to balance an excess of either would upset the body’s metabolism and disease would surely follow. ‘Man,’ he wrote, ‘cannot live healthily on food without a certain amount of exercise.’ Walking was considered a natural exercise and, even though it ‘partakes somewhat of the violent kind’, if you did it after eating it would prevent the accumulation of abdominal fat, especially if you walked extra fast. More ‘violent’ exercise, including running long distances and gradually increasing your exertions, helped to burn off excess food in the body and was thought ‘suitable for people who eat too much’, along with the ‘induction of vomiting’ which he considered especially beneficial.

Still, Hippocrates’ fundamental premise was right. He knew that it was impossible to prescribe a rigorously perfect regimen for all, one in which the amount of food would exactly counterbalance the amount of exercise in every individual case. People’s constitutions were not all alike, and individual requirements varied according to age, climate, season, and so on. Food, too, was very variable, that is, ‘there are different varieties of cheese, different varieties of wine and of all other foods in the composition of our daily intake’. Despite these varieties any sudden change in one’s regimen was to be carefully avoided, and the amount of food and exercise taken had to be reduced gradually, week by week. In the summer, breakfasts ought be ‘light and food not excessive … as much drink as possible must be taken during meals but not in between. Suitable vegetables, cooked or raw, must be had in abundance.’ Furthermore, this being a way-of-life diet, baths should be taken lukewarm and sexual intercourse avoided whenever possible.

He observed that people who ate too much presented with all sorts of symptoms: at first they frequently fell into a prolonged and pleasant sleep at night, and even for short intervals during the day, but the fatter they got the worse their sleep became until it was ‘less agreeable, more disturbed and in their dreams they struggle.’ Their heavy, uncomfortable fullness, or plethoric state, produced aches and pains over part or all of the body as well as a feeling of utter fatigue which made the sufferer believe that he or she was really tired. The danger was that they would try to relieve these feelings with rest and a good feeding but this would soon lead to further ill health. Others were recorded as suffering from flatulence because they were not absorbing the excess food, and a high temperature may be present along with constipation because the bowels failed to work properly ‘in proportion to the food taken’. Hippocrates’ patients were often found to vomit up their food the following day, undigested, with acid eructations producing ‘a burning sensation up the throat and even into the nostrils’, and they had bad complexions and rotten headaches. And, as for having sex, while one might experience a sense of immediate relief, beware, for the feelings of heaviness will be worse later on: ‘The danger is great.’

What to do? For obese people with a laxity of muscle and red complexions, Hippocrates recommended dry food to help with their moist constitution but, in general, a diet of light and emollient (soothing or softening) foods was needed to assist with the evacuation of the bowel, ‘thus enabling the lower part to relieve the congestion of the upper’. Slow running, considerable morning walks, and even wrestling were to be actively encouraged. The very fat, especially ‘those desiring to lose weight’, were told to indulge in a spot of hard work and to eat while still panting from their efforts. Their meals were to be prepared with sesame or seasoning and other similar substances, and be of a fatty nature so that they would feel as full as possible on very little food. They should, moreover, eat just one main meal a day and take only wine with it, diluted and slightly cold. Breakfast should never be missed, and after breakfast one could perhaps have a bit of a sleep and, later in the day, one of those walks. In fact, they should walk naked for as long as possible and then sleep on a hard bed. Every morning, for the following six days, the walks and exercises should be gradually increased until, on the seventh day, a full meal was to be followed by vomiting. Vomiting, bathing and anointing were good (as long as the bath was only lukewarm), and would do instead of all the sloth-inducing sex you weren’t allowed to have. And so on, all over again, for a four-week period.

To us, this advice seems mixed, some sensible, some inadvisable if not dangerous, but it would all have made sense at the time, based as it was on contemporary knowledge and practices. Induced vomiting, for example, which might horrify us today, was popular and almost an art form, as the following attests: ‘fat individuals should vomit in the middle of the day, after a running or marching exercise and before taking any food. The emetic may be half a cup of hyssop (0.15 litre) ground with three litres of water, to which vinegar and salt is added to render the drink as agreeable as possible. The whole of it is to be taken beginning with a small and gradually increasing quantity.’ If enemas were prescribed for the obese they had to be thin and salty, and sea water was best of all. Vinegar was a great favourite in the treatment of excessive fat, its properties being regarded as dry and warm and so antithetical to fat bodies which were considered moist and cool.

In the classical world, what foods you ate, and how much, played an important role in ethical teachings and philosophical and political thinking, and centred on ideas of luxury and corruption. Food was for sustenance alone and to overindulge was morally and physically bad for you. Everyone knew that luxury would excite the passions which, once aroused, could result in an undignified slide into moral and physical degradation. To Socrates (469–399 BC) the pleasures and comforts of a civilised diet generated increasing demands for luxuries, not only for palatable delicacies but for scent and cosmetics, mistresses, the fine arts of painting and embroidery, for gold and for ivory: a really slippery slope. All these luxuries and the greed that went with them would, he cautioned, lead inevitably to wars and unjust societies. If appetite should outstrip self-control then it was not just your body that would suffer, your very soul was in danger, and civilisation would wither.

Cravings for strong foods, full of heat, were thought to give rise to sexual promiscuity, a social as well as personal danger, and literature on food began to record astonishing descriptions of feasts, of gluttony and lechery. Stories of the eating, drinking and sexual proclivities of well-known members of society abounded and could bolster or destroy reputations, whether they were based in truth or not and this has continued throughout history.

The Greek Sicilian chef, Archestratus of Gela, wrote a poem, Hedypatheia (Pleasant Living), in the fourth century BC, in praise of the life of luxury, and was mentioned along with twenty other writers on food and cooking, by the Greek gourmet Athenaeus who wrote the Deipnosophistae (The Learned Banquet), a long, third-century AD account of the luxuries associated with dining. These works on eating and drinking revealed attitudes, opinions and, not least, contemporary emotions involved with food. They laid emphasis on simplicity and abstention and so were concerned with the moral aspects of cooking and eating as well. Works such as Petronius’s Satyricon, a first-century Roman ‘novel’, parodied sensual culinary excesses in its description of a feast given by the character Trimalchio. Trimalchio is an ex-slave made good, and his vulgar, flamboyant indulgences at the table end with his household and guests acting out his own funeral. Plutarch, a Greek historian writing at around the same time, discussed the problem of obesity and health, saying that ‘thin people are generally the most healthy’ and drawing the conclusion that ‘we should not therefore indulge our appetites with delicacies or high living, for fear of growing corpulent’. He described the body as ‘a ship which must not be overloaded’, and wrote that a good doctor was one who used diet rather than drugs or the knife. Scribonius Largus, first-century court physician to the Roman emperor Claudius, agreed, and summed up the stages of medical cure as, first and foremost, diet, then drugs, and lastly cautery or surgery. A good and moderate diet – no extremes or faddish behaviour – was by far the most important and successful way of treating disease. Caution and moderation were everything.

If diet was your route to health it was also, if abused, the way to disease and death. This meant that, in this period, responsibility lay with the individual who had it in his or her power to control their physical and mental state. Choosing how one lived was therefore a moral question; one had a duty to oneself but also to society. This sat well with the contemporary Stoic view which, simply put, stated that virtue, endurance and self-sufficiency would lead to truth, health and happiness. Moderation and balance were essential in all things, including one’s diet, a philosophy that placed the ordinary business of eating within the moral order.

The extremely influential, second-century Greek physician Galen (c. 130–c. 200 BC), a follower of Hippocrates, produced On the Power of Foods, which contained an all-round explanation of the dietary habits of the Roman Empire. Good doctors, he thought, should also be good cooks and he often included recipes in his works. Recounting one of the earliest known case studies of treatment for obesity, Galen wrote that he had ‘reduced a huge fat fellow to a moderate size in a short time, by making him run every morning until he fell into a profuse sweat; I then had him rubbed hard, and put into a warm bath … Some hours after, I permitted him to eat freely of food, which afforded but little nourishment; and lastly, set him to some work.’ He also cited the case of one Nicomachus of Smyrna, who was so huge that he couldn’t even get up from his bed. Other commentators noted the enormous size a Roman senator had achieved, so big that he was only able to walk when two of his slaves carried his belly for him, and another, an Egyptian pharaoh whose middle was wider than the span of his slave’s outstretched arms. Dionysius of Heraclea was famous for his gargantuan appetite, and got so fat that he, too, could barely move or be moved. He suffered, it is thought, from either apnea or narcolepsy so that he had to have people around him to prick his flesh with needles should he fall asleep on his throne. A contemporary poet recorded that Dionysius said he wanted to die ‘on my back, lying on my many rolls of fat, scarcely uttering a word, taking laboured breaths, and eating my fill’, a death of luxurious excess and satiation. He died at fifty-five, an object of great and general fascination because of his enormous body.

Early ascetics such as Saint Anthony, who, at the end of the third century, went off to live the solitary life in the desert east of the Nile, also attracted intense contemporary attention and wonderment for quite different reasons. Their heroic abstinence and starved bodies were often the subject of exaggerated glorification. The manner in which ascetics chose to starve their bodies is unclear, but much of the surviving literature suggests a destructive dualism, a real hostility to their physical selves. This may have been in part directed against sexual desire but was more generally an aversion to the demands the body made upon the soul, demands that were feared as demonic distractions from the focus on God. Food and eating, as perfect vehicles for ritual, are central to most religions, often differentiating one sect or denomination from another.

As the anthropologist Meyer Fortes puts it, it is not so much that food is good to eat as that it is good to forbid, and Mary Douglas, the British anthropologist, has argued that food is not only a metaphor or vehicle of communication but a physical event and so a powerful and symbolic means of denial. Eating habits have social and moral components and reveal all sorts of messages about human needs, about the separation of spirit and flesh, about the physical functions of ingestion, excretion and corruption, and the guarding of orifices. Using prayer to banish fat has a long history, from St Augustine of Hippo in the third century AD to Deborah Pierce in 1960, author of I Prayed Myself Slim. These modern Christian weight-loss plans are heavy on the ambiguity, however, because the body is both an obstacle to spiritual growth and a tool for cultivating that growth – both eating and fasting have the same potential for sin or salvation. Such conflicting attitudes have a profound influence on people’s relationships with food and their bodies.

The ancient way to true asceticism was through ‘never giving the self its fill of bread, nor water, nor sleep, and tormenting oneself with appetite for these things, not feelings of lust’. Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus, a third-century neo-Platonist philosopher, said of his subject that he ‘appeared ashamed of being in the body’. Philostratus’s third-century Life of Apollonius of Tyana describes a regimen of five years’ silence, celibacy, refusal to wear clothes and shoes made from animal products, or to eat any foods bar dried fruit and vegetables, with the result that, ‘even when young and vigorous he mastered the body and was in control of his passions’. The Egyptian hermit Dorotheus said, when asked about his extreme austerities, ‘It [the body] kills me, so I kill it.’ Theodore of Skyeon, in sixth-century Anatolia, was said to have ‘nobly mortified his body, keeping it under and wearing it down, as though it were some alien thing which warred against the soul’. As a philosophical idea, self-control to whatever degree stretches as far back as Socrates and was a continuing theme through ancient philosophy, from the Stoic view that true humanity lies in controlling oneself and exercising moderation in the face of the powerful desires for food, drink and sex, to the neo-Pythagorean concept of bodily austerity as a means to spiritual insight. To philosophers, physicians and the common man alike, the physical self was an object of deservedly anxious attention, and some disgust. The human body required constant control to keep it in balance, to dry it and to achieve and maintain continence, a difficult and continuous task best done through diet.

Early Christian ascetics, similarly, viewed the body as something apart, to be approached only with a deep sense of detached mistrust, as something to be dominated, something seen to be denied. This enactment of abstinence was almost theatrical in nature, a drama displayed before a captivated audience. As the church became established, one of the ways in which temptation and greed, those intense and selfish desires, were written on the body was in fat, obvious and showy. The ideal, slender, exiguous body had always been deemed divine and in stark contrast to the mortal and sinful body grown large and wanton in flesh.

Even St Augustine of Hippo struggled daily with his desire to eat and drink, far more than he ever did with his feelings of sexual lust. His greediness was ‘not an evil which I can decide once and for all to repudiate and never to embrace again, as I was able to do with fornication’. Even regarding his food as a form of medicine, as was common, he still felt sure that the ‘snare of concupiscence’ awaited him. The very process of passing from the discomfort of hunger to the comfort of satiation was ‘a pleasure and there is no other means of satisfying hunger except the one’. So, caught in a cleft stick, he felt himself obliged to eat, even though he knew he would suffer for it.

Gluttony, far more so than the six other deadly sins, was a visible sin, embodied in opulent flesh, an outward sign of a soul sold to another God. This is Pauline philosophy: all humans are damned for their flesh. Women, being weak and pathologically corrupt creatures, were particularly susceptible to temptation and the early church fathers were especially obsessed with what they did with their bodies. When comparisons are made now between the early fasting saints and modern excessive dieting, the suggestion is that unusually high numbers of young female deaths in the thirteenth century might have been a response to Christian teaching, and it does not seem too far-fetched an argument. In the late 1970s and 1980s fundamentalist Christian groups in America were producing books which promoted rigorous weight loss for women.

Habitual overeating has traditionally been regarded with the utmost distaste, and Christian notions of gluttony included not just gross indulgence, but connoisseurship. In the sixth century, Pope Gregory the Great had identified several different kinds of gluttony, such as:

eating too much (nimis)
eating with unbecoming eagerness (ardenter)
eating wildly (forente)
not waiting until decent mealtimes (praepropere)
enjoying food that was too expensive (laute)
and being too picky (studiose)

All these eating behaviours were regarded as equally sinful. Excessive picky daintiness encompassed both fussing over the preparation of food and medical or hypochondriacal concerns with it. Lust and gluttony, two of the Catholic deadly sins, were thought to complement and encourage each other, being quintessentially physical sins as opposed to the mental transgressions of pride or envy. St Thomas Aquinas was an enormously fat Catholic priest and philosopher who was so big by the time he died that his pall-bearers had trouble fitting him into his grave. In the thirteenth century he was preaching right-mindedness, part of which was the established idea that greed and gluttony were matters of the soul. If you happened to be fat, as he was, your body spoke volumes about your struggle with spiritual health. With a troubled eye on the hereafter Aquinas wrote: ‘Let us not give our minds to delights but to what is the end of delights. Here on earth it is excrement and obesity, hereafter it is fire and the worm.’ So early Christian attitudes to food were already complicated, involving temptation, sin and punitive redemption. They borrowed much from the classical Greek theory of diatetica, linked, as the Christian approach was, to duty and morality, but obscured it, just as it is obscured today by novelty, dissatisfaction and a fixation with celebrity culture. But diatetica is a deeply sensible plan for living and eating that, though relevant today, has been largely discarded in favour of the faster and more superficial approaches that have their roots in popular early modern diet regimens.
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3. Body-shapes are dictated by fashion and are nothing new. Corsetry has been popular for hundreds of years and these restrictive garments were worn by children as well as adults as shown above in the portrait of the Countess of Leicester and her children (1596). Originally made of metal, horn and whalebone with seams, gores, buttons and lacing, corsets drew in waists and bellies even during times of bad harvests and food scarcity. The bad breath and over-lapping ribs which were said to result from the luxurious vanity of corset-wearing were still a problem three-hundred years later.


3
Luxury and Sloth

TODAY, THERE IS ALWAYS A NEW dieting manual on the best-seller lists, many of which promote unsustainable diets or re-hashes of previous fads, often endorsed by a celebrity whose unattainably slim body betrays hours of work and a lot of cash investment. But it wasn’t always like this. Medieval and early modern books on food and eating were still based on sound classical diet ideas, although some revealed anxieties about the ‘ideal body’. One of the earliest ever regimens specifically for weight loss was devised for those who did not match up to this ‘beauty of the form of the body’, meaning those who suffered from ‘undue thinness and fatness’. The eleventh-century plan, prescribed by Avicenna, a Persian physician and philosopher, advises the fat and unhealthy to eat only bulky food with little nutrition in it and then to help it move through their bodies as quickly as possible with the aid of laxatives and exercise. Avicenna’s weight-loss answer is still extremely popular nearly a thousand years later though still no more successful as a long-term solution.

The first ‘modern’ best-seller, the cosmopolitan and popular fifteenth-century De honesta voluptate et valetudine, by Bartolomeo Sacchi (Il Platina) (1421–81) attempted to bring pleasure (voluptate) and health (valetudine) together. Platina was a humanist writer who supplemented recipes borrowed from other works with some of Galen’s medical advice to produce a practical cookery book in an attempt to balance dietetics (the science of eating for good health) with gastronomy (a philosophy of eating well for pleasure and cultural refinement). The book got caught up in the culture-changing development of the printing press revolution and so was available to a much wider readership than any before. It was first published in Rome in 1470, in Florence and Venice in 1472, and later in Germany before it ran through several subsequent editions. By 1505 it had been translated and adapted into French as Le Platine en françoys and became one of most important works on diet and eating in early modern Europe. In his eighth book, Platina concentrated on condiments, spices and the enhancement of flavour and, after a list of more than sixty condiments one could use, he noted that ‘Nothing given to us to eat is so flavourless that sugar does not season it.’ This advice was qualified, however, with a warning to his readers not to use spices and the like for ‘luxury, lust and intemperance’. Following acknowledged historic wisdom, he regarded these vices as prevalent in Rome and other Italian cities where the people’s appetites were so jaded that they could only be stimulated by artificial means (and also where many of them were dangerously fat).

Post-Renaissance food writing was all about a proper understanding of how plain, wholesome food could nourish the body. The prevailing belief was that a good diet would lead to healthier lives for all and thus a happier and more prosperous society. Xenophon’s Of Household, published in Latin in 1508 and reissued five times by 1526, addressed the gentry and wealthier classes who aspired to a simple and satisfying home-produced diet to counter their hankerings for more exotic and unhealthy items, in a way that is reminiscent of the middle-class organic movement of today. The less well-off, who needed stamina for physical work, were already eating this good diet of bean and cereal pottage, bread, dumplings, puddings and pies and didn’t have access to large quantities of meat and other food luxuries.

The dietetic rationale of books such as Thomas Elyot’s Castel of Helth (1534), Andrew Boorde’s Compendyous Regyment of a Dyetry of Health (1542), William Vaughan’s Naturall and Artificial Directions for Health (1602) and Thomas Moffett’s Health’s Improvement (1655) expressly conveyed this civic ideal and were concerned with problems of excessive consumption. They recommended a diet not far removed from peasant food; moderation and frugality were the watchwords. Yet there was a contradiction between this directive and the sometimes lavish efforts that went into the preparation of particular dishes.

Sir Thomas Elyot published Castel of Helth as a medical work with opinions on diet. Elyot was a well-travelled diplomat and scholar, an intimate of Wolsey and Thomas Cromwell, and a supporter of humanist ideas concerning the education of women (his The Defence of Good Women was published in 1540). His book was derided by his peers but appreciated by the general public, and it speedily went through seventeen editions. Like Hippocrates before him, Elyot understood the healthy human body as resting on the balance between the four principle humours (Greek medical ideas were adhered to until well into the eighteenth century). Different foods generated different humours, and one learned by experience what foods suited one’s body: fish was inferior to meat because it thinned the blood; butter was nourishing; cheese was the enemy of the stomach; turnips were thought to enhance virility and ‘augment the seed of man’; fruit could be dangerous as it brought on ill-humours which might rise to putrefying fevers if eaten continually; alcohol made one sickly (Cornish people were strong and healthy because they drank only water); and a mixture of different meats at one meal was very bad for the constitution. Elyot followed classical writers on the merits of coleworts and cabbages as medicines against all diseases, and was prejudiced against spices which he considered were brought to England only ‘to content the insatiableness of wanton appetites’. He concluded that gluttony was an abuse rife in the kingdom. Again, simplicity and restraint were the thing.

Temperate eating was also advised by one of Elyot’s contemporaries, the physician Andrew Boorde (c. 1490–1549). As a young man, Boorde had been a Carthusian monk but, in 1521, he ‘dispensed of religion’ in favour of medicine and was always practical in his advice. He, too, condemned gluttony, saying that two meals a day should be quite enough for those leading a gentle, sedentary life, while three meals a day were necessary for people whose work was more physically demanding. In contradistinction to Elyot, Boorde recorded that the Cornish drank an ale so vile, white and thick that it looked and tasted as though pigs had wrestled in it.

Disapproval and disgust were evident in the writings of these powerful and educated men, many of whom were involved in court politics. Henry VIII’s eating habits (his insatiably greedy appetite, particularly for globe artichokes, was well known) and anxieties over his fat, ungainly body and generally unhealthy state drew increasing public notice as he aged. The politician, John Hales (c. 1516–71), MP for Preston, was extremely worried about gluttony, claiming that more men died from overeating than ever had from the sword or plague – a pretty eye-catching claim in the sixteenth century. Following classical and contemporary advice he advised his readers to accustom themselves to simple foods so that they would be ready to swallow them easily whenever they were sick, but he argued, too, that eating strange and dainty meats when one was not hungry would stir up trouble and dissension in the nation. Thomas Cogan’s Haven of Health (1584) was written for boys in Protestant England and urged personal bodily self-restraint and management especially in spheres of diet and sexual conduct. This was the basis of the nation’s health – physical and moral, spiritual and societal. To maintain a ‘meane and temperate dyet, in the feare of God’ was a spiritual matter with wide-ranging consequences. Food and politics were irredeemably linked, and Hales had advocated good health rather than corrupt wealth. The mid-sixteenth century was a difficult time of poor harvests and dearth when food prices rose sharply, and though Hales exhorted men to ‘make no sedition in the Commonwealth’, he was still blamed for whipping up public disturbances. He had based his arguments on those of Plutarch and called for ‘moderate and mean fare’ for his fellow statesmen and peasants alike. This mean fare was a ‘sodden’ pottage, frumenty (a sort of spiced porridge), bread sops and greenstuffs, usually washed down with water. The availability of foods, and the act of eating, represented a fragile dependence on an insecure world of dearth and possible starvation. This anxiety would surface after the world wars of the twentieth century, as we shall see.

In the mid-seventeenth century, hunger arising from poor harvests, and the attendant political manoeuvring, encouraged the Royal Society to explore the idea of hunger-suppressing foods. This was an early subject for the men of the Royal Society, an organisation founded in 1660 to discuss the new philosophy of knowledge through observation and experiment. In 1662 members were urged to support the planting of potatoes, and Robert Boyle, influential founding member and father of modern experimental methods, promised to supply some for trial by his fellows. In the early 1680s in Scotland there was renewed interest in classical writers such as Pliny who had written on hunger-suppressing foods used in the ancient world as well as in similar references made in the literature of ancient Britons and Highlanders. Experiments were conducted using plants such as heath pea or caremyle, otherwise known as bitter vetch (Lathyrus linifolius), colloquially known in Scotland as ‘knappers’. Dr James Fraser, who became Secretary of the Chelsea Royal Hospital, experimented on himself with doses of caremyle, which he likened to liquorice, and found he could comfortably go without food for sixty-six hours. Interest grew and was encouraged at the highest level by Charles II and his court. Sir Robert Sibbald, cofounder of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh and of the Botanic Garden, published a treatise in 1699 entitled Provision for the Poor in Time of Dearth and Scarcity, where there is an ‘Account of such Food as may easily be Gotten when Corns are Scarce and Unfit for Use’.

Alongside these efforts at assuaging the hunger that arose from lack were developments in the eating habits of the better-off. At the start of the seventeenth century, when world exploration was in full swing, new foods had begun to reach the British Isles and were beginning to change some people’s diets as well as their attitudes to different tastes and textures. The range of available foods broadened, foreign influences became more apparent, and certain food fashions that took off among the well-to-do filtered down through the layers of society. Sugar arrived. In bulk. A new era began when honey was usurped as the traditional sweetener and, in London at least, sugar was soon regarded as the healthier option. It had made an early appearance in Holinshed’s Chronicles in around 1577 when sugarbread was roundly scorned as a new and outlandish confection, a foolish conceit provided by comfit-makers (a profession first recorded in 1594) and indulged in by the gentry. Comfit-makers coated sweetmeats and fruits in sugar, producing a time-consuming and expensive food for the urban rich. The records of the Reynell family, who lived in rural Devon, reveal that their sugar consumption had increased from twenty-four pounds in 1629 to forty pounds in 1631. By 1676, books such as Rules for Health were recommending a weighing chair that could measure the weight of a diner after his meal and act as a guide for precise food intake; other commentators, such as Leonardo Lessia, advised weighing food before eating it, a control that did not, however, understand the relationship of particular foods to the accumulation of body fat.

In the seventeenth century, attitudes to the temptations and vanity of Eve (female beauty) were based on practical, philosophical or religious ideals, creating and upholding sex differences. They embraced aesthetics as well as order. The British poet Sir John Harington specified the best of early modern feminine beauty as ‘skin, and teeth, must be cleare, bright, and neat [with] large brests, large hips’. The first tailored corsets and metal or whalebone rigid stays were available for the wealthy who wished to live up to Harington’s ideal. They very visibly accentuated the shape of the female body, with seams, gores, buttons and lacing adding an erotic dimension to corset-wearing. In 1597, the fourteen-year-old daughter of an English gentleman, a Mr Starkie, was accused of being possessed by the devil having demanded ‘a French bodie, not of whalebone, for that is not stiff enough but of horne for that will hold it out, it shall come, to keep in my belly’. The French essayist Michel de Montaigne tells of the famous French surgeon, Ambroise Paré, who had opened up some of these ‘pretty women with slender waists’ on the dissection table, ‘lifted the skin and the flesh, and showed us their ribs which overlapped each other’. To get a slim outline these women would endure any self-inflicted pain, it seemed; they were so tightly tied and bound they suffered ‘gashes in their sides, right to the living flesh. Yes, sometimes they even die from it’. John Bulwer, in The Artificial Changeling (1653), railed against the corset, too:

Another foolish affection there is in young Virgins, though grown big enough to be wiser, but that they are led blindfold by Custome to a fashion pernicious beyond imagination; who thinking a Slender-Waist a great beauty, strive all that they possibly can by straight-lacing themselves fine enough until they can span their Waste. By which deadly artifice they reduce their Breasts into such streights, that they soon purchase a stinking breath; and while they ignorantly affect an August or narrow Breast, and to that end by strong compulsion shut up their Waists in a Whale-bone prison, or little-ease, they open a door to Consumptions, and a withering rottennesse.

Both the alarm at female vanity (and its consequences) and the concomitant development of interest in new foods, deepened the perceived connections between behaviour, health, medicine and diet. Physicians, alchemists, chemists and intellectuals all joined the debate on the benefits of different rules and standards for what they considered to be healthy regimens. The obvious commercial possibilities began to be exploited as fashionable new diets were concocted, promoted and traded upon. Certain foods and drinks were sold as miracle foods, a trade that took off in the Victorian age and is still going strong. Among the new proprietary foods was William Folkingham’s ‘panala ala catholica’, a medicinal composition – brewed of ale and herbs which were to be infused for three days or more and then drunk cold – that was announced to the public in 1623 in a book of the same name. And in 1653 the Countess of Kent published a recipe book that included new cordial waters, also sometimes called diet drinks, which were all the rage at the time among the fashionable classes.

A diet can be something of an odyssey, which is perhaps why we so often need a guide in the form of a diet book or manual. One of the most successful diet books, The Art of Living Long by a Venetian merchant named Luigi Cornaro (1464–1566), is still in print over four hundred and fifty years after it was first published in Padua in 1558. It was an instant success, went through many editions, and was translated into many languages. Contemporaries such as Elyot, Boorde, Vaughan and Markham, concerned with what they perceived to be the problem of excessive eating and drinking, had read Cornaro’s ‘admirable diet’, a diet not far removed from the simple peasant food they all advocated. A 1903 edition of The Art of Living Long was still advising its readers to take good heed of Cornaro’s work, and recommending the spirit of his approach, if not his life-and-death method, the strictness of which could, as today’s neurobehaviourists recognise, sometimes backfire.

Cornaro’s story is one of sin and redemption and it begins with a no-holds-barred confession about his first forty years that were spent in dissipated, gluttonous overindulgence. This way of life had deprived him of many of his excellent friends so he employed the best physicians to help him undo the self-inflicted damage before he, too, went to an early grave. Eventually the conclusion was reached that only one thing would save him – a sober and regular life. It was diet or die for Cornaro, so he worked out a personal regimen and saved his own life.

The first rule of Cornaro’s diet is to regain self-control. Gluttony, he believed, was not merely a personal sin but also a killer. He saw it as an almost apocalyptic force: it ‘kills every year … as great a number as would perish during the time of a most dreadful pestilence, or by the sword or fire of many bloody wars’. Citing the ancients, Galen, Hippocrates, Plato and Cicero, he insisted, with the zeal of a convert, on living a regular life of moderation. All passions had to be restrained if not denied, and one should cease to be a slave to pleasures and appetites because they were nothing but fatal delusions. Taste was one such pleasure. The idea that ‘what delights the palate, cannot but be good for the heart’ was false, he wrote, and only served the sensualists who would suffer in the long run and provide business for the ‘apothecary [who] is perpetually employed in countermining the cook and the vintner’. Physic, or medicine, was, for the most part, nothing but a substitute for the actual weight loss necessities of exercise and temperance.

People should eat little and frugally (today’s Calorie Restrictors are Cornaro’s direct dieting descendants) he advised, and he recommended a diet consisting of twelve ounces a day in bread, soups, yolks of new-laid eggs, meat, plus about fourteen ounces of wine. For meat he suggested sticking to veal, kid, mutton, partridges, pullets and pigeons, and ‘among the sea-fish I choose goldenies, and of the river fish the pike’. His granddaughter later recalled that Cornaro even cut down on this intake as he aged, sometimes restricting himself to just the yolk of an egg for his one daily meal, occasionally making it do for two. If he changed his diet at all he discovered that he became ill and saw this as vindication of the great influence a regular regimen has on a body.

Cornaro’s diet had other unexpected effects on his body. Not only had he become thin again, he wrote, but he had regained his masculinity, something he felt he had lost through his vain pursuit of luxury and pleasure – indulgences traditionally seen as feminine. This is a cultural hot potato: fat is soft and feminine, for which read ‘weak’, not hard like the flesh of a ‘real’ man. Disentangling these matters – the demarcation of fat as a female sexual attribute, body re-shaping and self-image in relation to others (do you opt for disciplined dieting or Let. Yourself. Go.) – is a complicated exercise. Embarking on a diet is no simple undertaking. For a dieter is not just altering his or her physical body shape: they are altering the shape that they occupy in society and, so doing, are changing what their body says to the rest of the world.

‘The first physicians by debauch were made, excess began, and sloths sustained the trade,’ wrote the poet John Dryden (1631–1700), acknowledging that medicine has long been up against people’s greed and wanton appetite. In his epic poem Paradise Lost (1667), John Milton, poet and political activist, advised the rule of ‘not too much’ if one wanted to avoid disease and misery, and he advanced the idea of gluttony being a feminine vice by blaming Eve and the indulgences of her daughters:

Some, as thou saw’st, by violent stroke shall die,
By fire, flood, famine; by intemperance more
In meats and drinks, which on the Earth shall bring
Diseases, dire, of which a monstrous crew
Before thee shall appear, that thou may’st know
What miseries the inabstinence of Eve
Shall bring on men.

If thou well observe
The rule of ‘Not too much,’ by temperance taught
In what thou eat’st and drink’st, seeking from thence
Due nourishment, not gluttonous delight,
Till many years over thy head return;
So may’st thou live, till, like ripe fruit, thou drop
Into thy mother’s lap, or be with ease
Gathered, not harshly plucked, for death mature.

Up until the eighteenth century, the concept of the diet, still largely about healthy eating and living, was discussed and written about by physicians, philosophers, poets and politicians. It embraced morality, control, civic duty, self-awareness and balance. The German philosopher Nietzsche, whose sedentary life had made him fat, read Cornaro’s book in the late nineteenth century, and was not impressed: ‘The extraordinary slowness of [Cornaro’s] metabolism,’ he wrote, in Twilight of the Idols and the Anti-Christ (1888), ‘was the cause of his slender diet … a scholar in our time, with his rapid consumption of nervous energy, would simply destroy himself on Cornaro’s diet. Credo experto – believe me, I’ve tried.’ But, even if Cornaro’s diet didn’t work for German nihilists, what had been good for sixteenth-century Italians might perhaps be applied to the nineteenth-century English. According to one of the many editions of The Art of Living Long, ‘what the noble Cornaro observes of the Italians of his time, may with justice be applied to this nation at present’. The overindulgent orders of Victorian society were ‘not contented with a plain bill of fare … we ransack the elements of earth, sea, and air for all sorts of creatures, to gratify our wanton and luxurious appetites … to create a false appetite, we rack the inventions of our cooks, for new sauces and provocatives, to make the superfluous morsel go down with the greater gust’.

Given the evidence of our own time, it would be hard to claim that we are any different now: porridge-flavoured ice cream, extra-sweet white chocolate and salty caviar, a combination of beetroot and green peppercorn jelly with mango and pine purée, are all recent examples of culinary experimentation. In America, celebrity chefs such as Emeril Lagasse, and Ina Garten who hosts the popular show Barefoot Contessa, produce rich and extraordinary dishes; and in Britain Heston Blumenthal is said to have 600 dishes in the ‘design’ process while Nigella Lawson – neither a chef nor professional cook – gives her qualification as ‘an eater’. Many of our present attitudes to food – the need for variety, the devil-may-care consumption – are ultimately unsatisfying. Luxurious eating is the counterpoint to crash dieting and neither of these will make us content.

Diatetica was the ancient foundation of Western medical science, the fundamental healing therapy of a management regimen that prescribed particular foods and ways of eating. The ancient idea of diet included weight loss where necessary, but was primarily concerned with all-round mental, physical and social health. Dieting was not merely an issue for the individual driven by dissatisfaction and desire but a matter of wider social significance. If one ate well, and with restraint, one could live well, too; but if one was partial to overindulgence not only would there be consequences for the individual but the wider common good would suffer. This truism of the classical period was relevant in the eighteenth century and remains so today. And we’d do well to replace our tendency to associate diet with fashion and celebrity (the vanity and luxury of which the Greeks warned) with a renewed focus on health and well-being.

[image: Image]

4. The satirical cartoonist Gillray portrays George, Prince of Wales, later Prince Regent and George IV (reigned 1820–30), vulgarly picking his teeth with a table fork after a bout of excessive wining and dining, a picture of greed and waste. Hugely overweight and known as the ‘Prince of Whales’, he had a reputation for being notoriously dissolute and spendthrift when war, taxation and dearth weighed heavily on the poorer classes. Excess and gluttony, written on his body in flesh, were not just personal failings but moral and political sins, too.
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