Bodywork 
Food & Drink http://www.stmatthewsguild.org/Education.htm

Food & Drink • Utensils • Ale 

Food & Drink 

Most peasant diets were unbalanced and boring. In an age of dramatic increases in prices, the poor could afford little more than bread. Sometimes the bread was stirred into watery vegetable stews. But meat was to expensive for most people. Fruit was quite common, even though doctors believed it caused fevers. Since people depended on bread, one bad harvest could cause widespread starvation. At such times, the hungry would eat almost anything – straw, roots, rats, even tree-bark. 

By contrast, the rich ate an enormous variety of meat and fish. Meat was often dried and salted, to keep it through the winter. Then it was cooked in hot spices – to cover up the taste and smell of decay. Most vegetables were despised by the rich, although cabbages were thought to prevent baldness. 

New delicacies like turkeys and drinking chocolate provided variety now and then. Sugar was still a luxury. It was expensive, and difficult to obtain. When available, it was sprinkled on everything, including meat. 
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The Fork & The Napkin 

During the renaissance no festival was even possible without the pleasures of the table. Food was a sign of wealth; its abundance demonstrated the fortune of the host who invited his guest to partake in good food and wines. 

In an effort to refine table manners, in the 16th century, each guest was given a napkin, a plate and a glass, and sometimes a knife and a two- pronged fork. Table forks were rare until now, where they were beginning to be used more and more in wealthier homes. These implements were novelties; it would take another 300 years before they were common place. 

Most often, fingers were used for eating, but according to manual of etiquette, people were advised to “pick up the meat with three fingers, and not to fill the mouth with overlarge morsels,” and “to avoid putting meat in the mouth with two hands.” As for the table napkin, precise instructions were given that it was not to be used “for wiping away sweat and blowing the nose.” 
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Ale
A dark, heavy alcoholic beverage made from water, malted barley, and spices, consumed within a week because it spoiled quickly. The common everyday drink (breakfast, lunch and dinner) of the English people. 

Alehouses
A drinking establishment where beer and ale are served. 

Church-Ales
Fund raising events held by churches where beer or ale was sold to raise money for the parish. 

Bride-Ales
Another name for the bride’s post-wedding feast at which prodigious amounts of ale were drunk. 

Hogshead
A large cask of ale with a capacity ranging from 63 to 140 gallons 

How to Make Drunkards Loathe Wine
To make common drunkards loathe and abhor wine, put a live eel in a wide-mouthed pot deep enough to suffocate it. Give the strained wine to the drunkard to drink. 
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Health & Hygiene 

No matter where people stood in stature or wealth, they lived in the midst of disease and death. Influenza, smallpox and bubonic plague swept across Europe. The worst effects were felt in towns and cities, where large numbers of people were crowded together in filthy conditions. In 1599 alone, plague killed all but 500 of the 4500 inhabitants of Santander in Spain. 

Doctors could not explain these diseases, let alone cure them. The doctors and surgeons could deal only with the less mysterious ailments. Those who could not afford to pay doctors’ fees used herbs as cures. They probably recovered more quickly than the doctors’ patients, who were told to swallow crabs’ eyes, buttered live spiders or powdered human skull. 

By modern standards, 16th century people were hopelessly unhygienic. Soap was very expensive, and people rarely washed. “The more the dirt is moved, the more it stinketh” the English believed. Even kings like Henry IV of France had to use special perfumes to drown their dreadful body odors. We can only imagine what their subjects smelled like. 
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The Human Body 

For 1,000 years, the science of the body, anatomy, had remained virtually unchanged. Medieval doctors relied on textbooks and tradition. In the 16th century, a revolution in anatomy took place, led by artists, like Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo, as well as doctors. This revolution, inspired by the rediscovery of the writings of the great classical physicians, and encouraged by a new spirit of inquiry and observation, changed everything. Both doctors and artists began to dissect bodies and to describe the results with unheard-of accuracy. The first medical textbook written in a thousand years was published. “On the structure of the human body”, it was based on the practice of human dissection. 

Before the 16th century, surgeons were considered little more than mechanics and had scant training. Their array of instruments were often un-sterilized and crude. Now, anatomy and dissection became an essential part of a physician’s training. Modern surgery was born, and standards were improved. Wounds were closed by stitching, rather than cauterizing (burning with a hot iron) them. 

A 16th century surgeon could amputate a man’s leg without the benefit of anesthesia. Skilled surgeons could remove a limb while spilling as little as four ounces of the patient’s blood. 

Advances in medical sciences during the Renaissance came primarily from the need to treat victims of the bubonic plague. 
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Hospitals
A charitable institution for the refuge, maintenance, or education of the needy, elderly, ill or young. 

Physicians
The most prestigious level of the three-tiered medical profession; although university trained, physicians had limited healing skills, and their knowledge was primarily theoretical; their contact with patients was commonly limited to a wealthy few. 

Surgeons
The second level of the three-tiered medical profession, men whose knowledge and skills were based, not on theory, but by practice in treating wounds of various sorts, frequently on the battlefield. 

Apothecary
One who prescribed, mixed, and dispensed drugs and herbal remedies; the third and least prestigious level of the medical profession. 
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16th Century Toilets 

Chamber Pot
A portable container used as a toilet, typically found in bedrooms. 

Close-Stool
A small, portable, enclosed wooden stool with a hinged lid which, when lifted, revealed a hole, beneath which was a chamber pot. 

Water Closet
A room containing a toilet similar to a close-stool. 

Privie
A very small room set in an outside wall, with a seat placed over a shaft that drained into a pit below; an outhouse or outside toilet. 

Cesspool
A covered hole or pit for receiving sewage or wastes from chamber pots. 
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Antidotes to Venery 

If thy loins be too hot, anoint them with the oil of henbane or poppy…and do not…lie in a soft featherbed. Some there be which cool their privities in cold water, and find thereby a present remedy. They that drink the juice of water lily…12 days together shall have no manner of desire to carnality. And therefore it is good for wiveless bachelors and husbandless maidens to drink. 
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The Black Death 

The PLAGUE, also known as Bubonic Plague, appeared in the middle of the fourteenth century, raging through Italy, France, Germany and England. Over the course of 200 years, it killed over 375,000 men, women and children. 100,000 people perished in and around London alone. At times, there were 1,000-6,000 deaths per week. 

People called it the Black Death, BLACK for the color of the tell-tale lumps that foretold its presence in the victim’s body, and DEATH for the inevitable result. You would die within 2-3 days of being infected. 

The plague was first brought to Italy in ships returning from the Black Sea. The virus was carried by a species of flea that lived on black rats and other rodents. Once on dry land, the rats lived in people’s homes and spread the deadly virus to humans. The Renaissance saw the rise of trade between countries, this dramatically increased the spread of the disease throughout Europe and England. 

It was rumored that dogs and cats spread the disease. It’s estimated that 40,000 dogs and 200,000 cats were killed. The real effect of this was that there were very few predators of the rats who carried the fleas, so the plague spread much more rapidly. 
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Death Takes a Child 

Woodcuts would show a child being dragged from his parents by a devil (representing death). Repeated outbreaks of the plague reinforced the medieval belief that illness and early death were punishments from God for human wickedness. 

In Renaissance Europe, between 25-50% of all babies died in their first year. With little proper treatment available, common illnesses such as influenza and measles easily killed vulnerable babies. Children born to poor families were also particularly at risk from malnutrition. 

