food in the medieval times

**A Journey Through Food in the Medieval Times: What People Ate and Why**

Food in the medieval times paints a fascinating picture of daily life, culture, and survival in an era
that spanned roughly from the 5th to the late 15th century. Unlike modern cuisine, medieval food
was deeply influenced by social class, geography, religion, and seasonality. Understanding what
people ate during these centuries offers a window into the challenges and customs of the past, as
well as the roots of many culinary traditions we see today.

The Social Hierarchy of Medieval Food

One of the most defining factors in food during the medieval era was social status. Nobles and
peasants lived vastly different lives, and their diets reflected this divide.

Food for the Nobility

The wealthy elite enjoyed a lavish diet that showcased their status and wealth. Feasts were common
in castles, with tables laden with a variety of meats, spices, and delicacies. Game such as venison,
boar, and wild birds were prized, alongside domesticated animals like beef, pork, and lamb. Spices
imported from the East—like cinnamon, pepper, and cloves—were symbols of luxury and were used
generously.

Bread played a central role, but the type differed according to rank. Nobles often consumed white
bread made from finely sifted wheat flour, considered a delicacy. Sweet pastries, custards, and
honey-sweetened desserts also featured prominently at banquets.

Food for the Peasantry

In stark contrast, peasants' diets were simpler and more dependent on locally available ingredients.
Their staple was coarse rye or barley bread, supplemented by pottage—a thick stew made from
vegetables, legumes, and occasionally some meat or fish. Meat was a rarity due to cost and
restrictions, so peasants often relied on beans, peas, cabbage, onions, and root vegetables.

Dairy products like cheese and butter were common, especially in rural areas. Seasonal fruits and
nuts were gathered when available, but preservation was a challenge, so winter diets were often
quite basic.

Common Ingredients and Cooking Techniques

The medieval kitchen was a place of robust flavors, shaped by the ingredients at hand and the



preservation methods available.

Grains and Bread

Bread was central to the medieval diet, earning the phrase “breaking bread” as a symbol of sharing
and sustenance. Different grains were used depending on the region and social class. Wheat was
preferred by the upper classes, while rye, barley, and oats were staples for peasants.

Baking techniques included simple hearth ovens and communal bakehouses. Bread was often dense
and coarse compared to modern varieties, especially the common “black bread” of peasants, which
was more filling and nutritious despite its humble appearance.

Meat, Fish, and Preservation

Meat was highly prized but not always accessible. Nobles hunted game, while peasants raised pigs,
chickens, and occasionally cattle. Fish was crucial for those living near rivers or coasts and was
especially important during religious fasting days when meat was forbidden.

Preserving food was essential. Salting, smoking, drying, and pickling were common methods to

extend the shelf life of meat and fish. Salt was a valuable commodity, used both for flavor and
preservation.

Vegetables, Fruits, and Herbs

Vegetables formed the backbone of many meals, especially for the lower classes. Common
vegetables included cabbage, onions, leeks, garlic, and beans. Fruits such as apples, pears, plums,
and berries were eaten fresh or dried for winter use.

Herbs were not only for flavor but also for medicinal purposes. Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme
were popular in medieval cooking, adding aroma and taste to otherwise simple dishes.

Medieval Meals and Eating Habits

Understanding the structure of meals and how people ate during medieval times sheds light on their
daily rhythm and social customs.

Meal Times and Structure

Typically, medieval people ate two or three meals a day. Breakfast was often light or even skipped,
especially among the upper classes. The main meal, called dinner, was served around midday and
was the largest. Supper was a lighter evening meal.



Feasting occasions, however, broke this routine with multiple courses and elaborate dishes, serving
as social and political statements.

Table Manners and Utensils

Eating customs varied, but table manners were important, especially among the nobility. Dishes
were often shared communally, and food was eaten with fingers or simple utensils like knives and
spoons. Forks were rare and mostly used by the wealthy toward the end of the medieval period.

Communal bowls and trenchers—stale bread used as plates—were common. Drinking vessels were
made of wood, horn, or metal, and ale or wine accompanied most meals.

The Role of Religion in Medieval Food

Religion had a profound influence on what and when people ate.

Fasting and Feast Days

The medieval Christian calendar dictated many food-related customs. Fasting periods, such as Lent,
required abstaining from meat and dairy, leading to increased consumption of fish and plant-based
foods. Feast days, on the other hand, were opportunities for indulgence, marked by elaborate meals
and special dishes.

Monastic Food Traditions

Monasteries played a key role in medieval food culture. Monks cultivated gardens, brewed beer, and
copied recipes. Their diets were often simple but balanced, with an emphasis on vegetables,
legumes, and fish, reflecting religious discipline.

Medieval Food Preservation and Storage

Without refrigeration, medieval people developed ingenious methods to keep food edible for longer.

Salting and Smoking

Salt was the primary preservative for meat and fish, drawing out moisture to prevent spoilage.
Smoking added flavor and further preserved food, especially in colder climates.



Drying and Pickling

Drying fruits, herbs, and meats was common, allowing storage over winter months. Pickling
vegetables in vinegar or brine provided a sour tang and extended shelf life.

Root Cellars and Cool Storage

Root vegetables and some fruits were stored in underground cellars or cool, dark places to slow
decay. This method was vital for surviving harsh winters when fresh produce was scarce.

Legacy of Medieval Food in Modern Cuisine

Many medieval culinary practices and ingredients have left a lasting impact. The emphasis on bread,
seasonal eating, and preservation techniques like pickling and smoking continue in modern cooking.
Spices once reserved for the elite have become everyday flavors worldwide.

Traditional dishes such as stews, pies, and roasts have roots in medieval recipes, adapted over
centuries. Exploring food in the medieval times not only enriches our understanding of history but
also invites us to appreciate the origins of our contemporary food culture.

Whether it’s the hearty pottage of peasants or the intricate feasts of nobles, medieval food tells
stories of survival, celebration, and community that transcend time.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were common staple foods in medieval times?

Common staple foods in medieval times included bread, pottage (a type of stew), grains like barley
and oats, and legumes such as peas and beans.

How did the diet of peasants differ from that of the nobility in
medieval times?

Peasants primarily ate simple, hearty foods like coarse bread, vegetables, and occasionally small
amounts of meat or fish, while the nobility enjoyed a more varied diet including meats, spices, sugar,
and elaborate dishes.

What role did spices play in medieval food?

Spices were highly valued in medieval times for flavoring and preserving food, often symbolizing
wealth and status since they were expensive and imported from distant lands.



How was food preserved during medieval times?

Food was preserved through methods such as salting, smoking, drying, pickling, and storing in cool
cellars to extend its shelf life in the absence of refrigeration.

What beverages were commonly consumed in medieval times?

Common beverages included ale and beer, which were safer to drink than water, as well as mead,
wine (especially among the wealthy), and various herbal infusions.

Additional Resources

Food in the Medieval Times: An Analytical Review of Diet, Culture, and Socioeconomic Influences

Food in the medieval times presents a fascinating window into the daily lives, social structures,
and cultural norms of Europe from roughly the 5th to the 15th century. Far from the romanticized
depictions of lavish banquets and rustic peasant fare, medieval food consumption was complex and
varied considerably according to class, geography, and available resources. Understanding the
nuances of medieval diet not only sheds light on historical nutrition and agriculture but also reveals
the interplay between food, religion, and power during this transformative era.

Overview of Medieval Diet and Food Sources

The medieval period encompassed a broad range of societies, from the impoverished peasants to the
affluent nobility and clergy. Consequently, the types of food consumed and the methods of
preparation differed markedly. Staple foods for the majority included cereals such as barley, rye,
oats, and wheat, often ground into coarse bread or porridge. Meat was a luxury for many but formed
a central part of aristocratic diets.

Agriculture was the backbone of medieval sustenance, with crop cultivation and animal husbandry
dictating the availability of ingredients. Seasonal cycles and preservation techniques, such as
salting, smoking, and pickling, heavily influenced what could be eaten year-round. Additionally,
trade routes introduced spices and exotic goods, primarily accessible to the upper classes.

Class Distinctions in Medieval Food Consumption

Food in the medieval times was a clear marker of social status. The peasantry largely subsisted on a
diet dominated by grains and vegetables, with occasional access to dairy products and small
quantities of meat, often sourced from hunting or scavenging. In contrast, the nobility indulged in a
wider variety of foods, including game, domesticated animals, fish, and imported spices.

e Peasant Diet: Coarse bread, pottage (a thick stew of grains and vegetables), legumes, and
seasonal fruits.



¢ Nobility Diet: Roasted or boiled meats (beef, pork, venison), elaborate pastries, fine white
bread, and richly spiced dishes.

¢ Clergy Diet: Varied depending on monastic rules, often vegetarian or fish-based during
fasting periods.

This differentiation was not merely culinary but also symbolic, reinforcing the hierarchical structure
of medieval society.

The Role of Religion in Shaping Medieval Food Practices

Religious observances had a profound impact on medieval eating habits. The Christian calendar
dictated numerous fasting days and periods where meat consumption was forbidden, influencing
food availability and preparation methods. Fish, eggs, and dairy products were common substitutes
during these times.

Monasteries were centers of agricultural innovation and food preservation, often maintaining herb
gardens and experimenting with fermentation. Their dietary restrictions led to creative culinary
adaptations, contributing to the diversity of medieval cuisine.

Common Foods and Ingredients in Medieval Europe

Food in the medieval times involved ingredients that were locally sourced or obtained through trade.
Understanding these components highlights the nutritional landscape and culinary creativity of the
era.

Grains and Bread

Grains were the cornerstone of medieval sustenance. Bread was the primary food for all classes but
varied in quality. The wealthy ate white bread made from finely sifted wheat flour, while peasants
consumed darker, coarser bread with rye or barley. Bread was so central that it was often used as a
plate, known as a trencher.

Meat and Protein Sources

Meat consumption was highly stratified. Nobles enjoyed beef, pork, venison, and poultry, while
peasants had access to small game, salted pork, or preserved meats. Fish was especially important
during fasting days or in coastal regions. Salted and smoked fish allowed for longer storage, critical
in seasons when fresh meat was scarce.



Vegetables, Fruits, and Legumes

Vegetables such as onions, leeks, cabbage, and beans were common among peasants. Fruits like
apples, pears, and berries were seasonal treats. However, medieval people lacked many modern
vegetables; for example, potatoes and tomatoes were unknown in Europe at this time.

Spices and Flavorings

Spices such as pepper, cinnamon, cloves, and saffron were prized commodities, often imported from
Asia and the Middle East. These ingredients were a sign of wealth and sophistication, used
predominantly by the upper classes to enhance flavor and demonstrate status.

Medieval Food Preparation and Preservation
Techniques

Food in the medieval times was prepared with techniques that balanced resource availability and the
need for preservation, especially in the absence of refrigeration.

Cooking Methods

Cooking was typically done over open hearths using boiling, roasting, baking, and frying. Stews and
pottages were common due to their efficiency in using available ingredients. Baking bread was a
communal activity in many villages, often taking place in shared ovens.

Preservation Techniques

Preservation methods were vital for survival through harsh winters and lean periods. Common
techniques included:

1. Salting: Used for meats and fish to inhibit bacterial growth.

2. Smoking: Added flavor and preserved food for months.

3. Drying: Fruits and herbs were dried to extend shelf life.

4. Pickling: Vegetables were preserved in vinegar or brine.

These methods not only extended food availability but also influenced taste profiles in medieval
cuisine.



Health and Nutrition in the Medieval Diet

The nutritional quality of food in the medieval times varied widely based on social class and season.
Peasants often faced nutritional deficiencies due to monotonous diets dominated by grains and
limited protein. Conversely, the upper classes, despite access to a wider variety of foods, sometimes
suffered from overindulgence and related ailments.

Medieval medical beliefs also influenced dietary choices. Certain foods were thought to balance the
four humors—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile—reflecting an early attempt to link diet and
health.

Comparisons with Modern Diets

While modern diets benefit from global food distribution and scientific understanding of nutrition,
medieval diets were constrained by geography and technology. The reliance on seasonal produce
and lack of refrigeration contrasts sharply with today’s year-round availability of diverse foods.
However, some aspects of medieval eating, such as the emphasis on whole grains and fermented
foods, are seeing renewed interest for their health benefits.

The Cultural Significance of Medieval Food

Food in the medieval times extended beyond mere sustenance; it was a cultural artifact that
expressed identity, hospitality, and power. Banquets hosted by nobility were occasions to display
wealth and political alliances through extravagant dishes and elaborate presentations. Even the
choice of food could serve as a form of social communication.

Religious festivals often featured special foods, reinforcing communal bonds and spiritual
observance. Furthermore, the communal nature of meals in monasteries and villages fostered social
cohesion.

Exploring food in the medieval times reveals a rich tapestry of culinary practices shaped by
environment, economy, and belief systems. The period’s foodways reflect a society negotiating
survival, status, and spirituality through the medium of their daily bread and beyond. While the
flavors and ingredients may seem foreign to the modern palate, the underlying human relationship
with food remains a timeless thread connecting past and present.
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food in the medieval times: Food and Feasts in the Middle Ages Lynne Elliott, 2004 Provides
an overview of food, hunting, and cooking in the Middle Ages.

food in the medieval times: Food in the Middle Ages Melitta Weiss Adamson, 1995 First
Published in 1995. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis, an informa company.

food in the medieval times: Food in Medieval England C. M. Woolgar, D. Serjeantson, T.
Waldron, 2006-07-06 Food and diet are central to understanding daily life in the middle ages. In the
last two decades, the potential for the study of diet in medieval England has changed markedly:
historians have addressed sources in new ways; material from a wide range of sites has been
processed by zooarchaeologists and archaeobotanists; and scientific techniques, newly applied to
the medieval period, are opening up possibilities for understanding the cumulative effects of diet on
the skeleton. In a multi-disciplinary approach to the subject, this volume, written by leading experts
in different fields, unites analysis of the historical, archaeological, and scientific record to provide an
up-to-date synthesis. The volume covers the whole of the middle ages from the early Saxon period up
to ¢.1540, and while the focus is on England wider European developments are not ignored. The first
aim of the book is to establish how much more is now known about patterns of diet, nutrition, and
the use of food in display and social competition; its second is to promote interchange between the
methodological approaches of historians and archaeologists. The text brings together much original
research, marrying historical and archaeological approaches with analysis from a range of
archaeological disciplines, including archaeobotany, archaeozoology, osteoarchaeology, and isotopic
studies.

food in the medieval times: Food in Medieval Times Melitta Weiss Adamson, 2004-10-30
Students and other readers will learn about the common foodstuffs available, how and what they
cooked, ate, and drank, what the regional cuisines were like, how the different classes entertained
and celebrated, and what restrictions they followed for health and faith reasons. Fascinating
information is provided, such as on imitation food, kitchen humor, and medical ideas. Many period
recipes and quotations flesh out the narrative. The book draws on a variety of period sources,
including as literature, account books, cookbooks, religious texts, archaeology, and art. Food was a
status symbol then, and sumptuary laws defined what a person of a certain class could eat—the
ingredients and preparation of a dish and how it was eaten depended on a person's status, and most
information is available on the upper crust rather than the masses. Equalizing factors might have
been religious strictures and such diseases as the bubonic plague, all of which are detailed here.

food in the medieval times: Food and Feast in Medieval England P. W. Hammond, 1995
Describes the extraordinary range of food which found its way on to the tables of medieval English
society, its production and distribution.

food in the medieval times: Medieval Feasts and Banquets Tehmina Bhote, 2003-12-15
Examines the role of food during medieval times, discussing how it was prepared, shared, and used
in society.

food in the medieval times: A Cultural History of Food in the Medieval Age Massimo
Montanari, 2014-05-22 Europe was formed in the Middle Ages. The merging of the traditions of
Roman-Mediterranean societies with the customs of Northern Europe created new political,
economic, social and religious structures and practices. Between 500 and 1300 CE, food in all its
manifestations, from agriculture to symbol, became ever more complex and integral to Europe's
culture and economy. The period saw the growth of culinary literature, the introduction of new
spices and cuisines as a result of trade and war, the impact of the Black Death on food resources,
the widening gap between what was eaten by the rich and what by the poor, as well as the influence
of religion on food rituals. A Cultural History of Food in the Medieval Age presents an overview of
the period with essays on food production, food systems, food security, safety and crises, food and
politics, eating out, professional cooking, kitchens and service work, family and domesticity, body
and soul, representations of food, and developments in food production and consumption globally.

food in the medieval times: Medieval Careers in Medieval Times Volume 1 Sarah




Peterson, 2013-06-01 MEDIEVAL CAREERS IN MEDIEVAL TIMES Medieval Careers in Medieval
Times, Volume 1 includes Seven Medieval Career lesson plans. Each plan includes short lectures or
discussions about the career and related historical topics. Engaging activities and review games
reinforce the lesson. Worksheets, teacher's keys, book and movie suggestions are also included. The
following careers are covered in Volume 1: Pages and Squires; Kings, Queens and the Feudal
System; Jesters; Knights and Heraldry; Cooks, Bakers and Brewers; Barbers and Apothecaries;
Astrologers

food in the medieval times: Food & Feasts in the Middle Ages Imogen Dawson, 1994 Learn
about food and feasts and many more fascinating facts about life in medieval times when you read
this book.

food in the medieval times: Life in Medieval Times Judith Kidd, Rosemary Rees, Ruth Tudor,
2000 The Heinemann History Scheme offers an opportunity to refresh the approach to teaching at
Key Stage 3. It uses sources and activities to explain complex issues and helps students think
through historical concepts for themselves. The Scheme is an exact match to the QCA scheme of
work.

food in the medieval times: Medieval Times: Ontario Curriculum Resource Book,

food in the medieval times: Life in Medieval Times Fiona Reynoldson, 2002 The Heinemann
History Scheme offers an opportunity to refresh the approach to teaching at Key Stage 3. It uses
sources and activities to explain complex issues and helps students think through historical concepts
for themselves. The Scheme is an exact match to the QCA scheme of work.

food in the medieval times: All Manners of Food Stephen Mennell, 1996 So close
geographically, how could France and England be so enormously far apart gastronomically? Not just
in different recipes and ways of cooking, but in their underlying attitudes toward the enjoyment of
eating and its place in social life. In a new afterword that draws the United States and other
European countries into the food fight, Stephen Mennell also addresses the rise of Asian influence
and multicultural cuisine. Debunking myths along the way, All Manners of Food is a sweeping look
at how social and political development has helped to shape different culinary cultures. Food and
almost everything to do with food, fasting and gluttony, cookbooks, women's magazines, chefs and
cooks, types of foods, the influential difference between court and country food are comprehensively
explored and tastefully presented in a dish that will linger in the memory long after the plates have
been cleared.

food in the medieval times: A Glimpse into Medieval Times: Surviving and Thriving in
the Middle Ages Pasquale De Marco, 2025-03-17 Step back in time and immerse yourself in the
captivating era of the Middle Ages with this comprehensive guide to a world of knights, castles, and
cathedrals. Discover the intricate tapestry of medieval life, from the grand halls of power to the
humble cottages of the peasantry. Journey through the bustling streets of medieval towns, where
merchants and artisans ply their trade, and witness the grandeur of castles and cathedrals, symbols
of both temporal and spiritual authority. Delve into the complex social structure of the Middle Ages,
where nobles, clergy, and peasants each played their distinct roles in a world governed by tradition
and hierarchy. Explore the intellectual and spiritual currents that shaped medieval society.
Encounter the scholars and theologians who debated the nature of existence in the world's first
universities, and discover the profound influence of religion on every aspect of medieval life. Witness
the rise of the Crusades, holy wars that sought to reclaim the Holy Land from Muslim rule. Uncover
the hidden world of medieval beliefs and practices, from the healing arts to the supernatural. Learn
about the role of superstition and faith in everyday life, and encounter a world where saints and
sinners, miracles and witchcraft, coexisted in an uneasy balance. Through vivid storytelling and
captivating historical accounts, this book brings the Middle Ages to life, revealing the grandeur and
the challenges of a time that continues to fascinate and inspire. From the clash of armies on the
battlefield to the quiet contemplation of monks in their cells, this book offers a comprehensive and
captivating exploration of a pivotal era in human history. If you like this book, write a review!

food in the medieval times: Food Lit Melissa Brackney Stoeger, 2013-01-08 An essential tool



for assisting leisure readers interested in topics surrounding food, this unique book contains
annotations and read-alikes for hundreds of nonfiction titles about the joys of comestibles and
cooking. Food Lit: A Reader's Guide to Epicurean Nonfiction provides a much-needed resource for
librarians assisting adult readers interested in the topic of food—a group that is continuing to grow
rapidly. Containing annotations of hundreds of nonfiction titles about food that are arranged into
genre and subject interest categories for easy reference, the book addresses a diversity of reading
experiences by covering everything from foodie memoirs and histories of food to extreme cuisine
and food exposés. Author Melissa Stoeger has organized and described hundreds of nonfiction titles
centered on the themes of food and eating, including life stories, history, science, and investigative
nonfiction. The work emphasizes titles published in the past decade without overlooking significant
benchmark and classic titles. It also provides lists of suggested read-alikes for those titles, and
includes several helpful appendices of fiction titles featuring food, food magazines, and food blogs.

food in the medieval times: Food and the Literary Imagination J. Archer, R. Marggraf
Turley, H. Thomas, 2014-11-18 Food and the Literary Imagination explores ways in which the food
chain and anxieties about its corruption and disruption are represented in poetry, theatre and the
novel. The book relates its findings to contemporary concerns about food security.

food in the medieval times: A Cultural History of Food in the Medieval Age Massimo
Montanari, 2012-01-17 Europe was formed in the Middle Ages. The merging of the traditions of
Roman-Mediterranean societies with the customs of Northern Europe created new political,
economic, social and religious structures and practices. Between 500 and 1300 CE, food in all its
manifestations, from agriculture to symbol, became ever more complex and integral to Europe’s
culture and economy. The period saw the growth of culinary literature, the introduction of new
spices and cuisines as a result of trade and war, the impact of the Black Death on food resources,
the widening gap between what was eaten by the rich and what by the poor, as well as the influence
of religion on food rituals. A Cultural History of Food in the Medieval Age presents an overview of
the period with essays on food production, food systems, food security, safety and crises, food and
politics, eating out, professional cooking, kitchens and service work, family and domesticity, body
and soul, representations of food, and developments in food production and consumption globally.

food in the medieval times: Misconceptions About the Middle Ages Stephen Harris, Bryon L.
Grigsby, 2010-05-26 Brought together by an impressive, international array of contributors this book
presents a representative study of some of the many misinterpretations that have evolved
concerning the medieval period.

food in the medieval times: The Medieval Kitchen Hannele Klemettila, 2013-06-15 We don’t
usually think of haute cuisine when we think of the Middle Ages. But while the poor did eat a lot of
vegetables, porridge, and bread, the medieval palate was far more diverse than commonly assumed.
Meat, including beef, mutton, deer, and rabbit, turned on spits over crackling fires, and the rich
showed off their prosperity by serving peacock and wild boar at banquets. Fish was consumed in
abundance, especially during religious periods such as Lent, and the air was redolent with exotic
spices like cinnamon and pepper that came all the way from the Far East. In this richly illustrated
history, Hannele Klemettila corrects common misconceptions about the food of the Middle Ages,
acquainting the reader not only with the food culture but also the customs and ideologies associated
with eating in medieval times. Fish, meat, fruit, and vegetables traveled great distances to appear on
dinner tables across Europe, and Klemettilla takes us into the medieval kitchens of Western Europe
and Scandinavia to describe the methods and utensils used to prepare and preserve this
well-traveled food. The Medieval Kitchen also contains more than sixty original recipes for enticing
fare like roasted veal paupiettes with bacon and herbs, rose pudding, and spiced wine. Evoking the
dining rooms and kitchens of Europe some six hundred years ago, The Medieval Kitchen will tempt
anyone with a taste for the food, customs, and folklore of times long past.

food in the medieval times: Medieval Bodies: Life and Death in the Middle Ages Jack
Hartnell, 2019-11-12 With wit, wisdom, and a sharp scalpel, Jack Hartnell dissects the medieval body
and offers a remedy to our preconceptions. Just like us, medieval men and women worried about



growing old, got blisters and indigestion, fell in love, and had children. And yet their lives were full
of miraculous and richly metaphorical experiences radically different from our own, unfolding in a
world where deadly wounds might be healed overnight by divine intervention, or where the heart of
a king, plucked from his corpse, could be held aloft as a powerful symbol of political rule. In this
richly illustrated and unusual history, Jack Hartnell uncovers the fascinating ways in which people
thought about, explored, and experienced their physical selves in the Middle Ages, from
Constantinople to Cairo and Canterbury. Unfolding like a medieval pageant, and filled with saints,
soldiers, caliphs, queens, monks and monstrous beasts, this book throws light on the medieval body
from head to toe—revealing the surprisingly sophisticated medical knowledge of the time. Bringing
together medicine, art, music, politics, philosophy, religion, and social history, Hartnell's work is an
excellent guide to what life was really like for the men and women who lived and died in the Middle
Ages. Perfumed and decorated with gold, fetishized or tortured, powerful even beyond death, these
medieval bodies are not passive and buried away; they can still teach us what it means to be human.
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