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Have you ever been reading a period recipe and found yourself wondering why the writer calls for boiling followed by roasting followed by boiling? Or wondered why exactly so many medieval feasts ended with spiced wine? This class will provide a basic overview of the medieval medical view of food and eating, with an emphasis on the four humors. 

What are the humors?

In the classical and medieval worldview, and indeed up until very recently, it was believed that the human body contained four liquids, or humors: blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile. Each humor was a distinct mix hot/cold and wet/dry, corresponded to a specific season and element, and was associated with a personality type (sanguine, phlegmatic, melancholic, choleric). (See the back of this handout for a chart showing all of these associations.) When a person's humors were out of balance, this could lead to disease. According to medieval physicians, human beings are naturally moderately warm and moist. Thus the most healthful foods are those that are also moderately warm and moist.

Medievally, food was viewed almost as medicine. While our worldview assigns a one-to-one correlation between disease and drug, the medieval medical view was much more holistic, with all aspects of a person's life contributing to their health. There were specific foods for sick people, and certain foods were believed to be either particularly good or bad for specific conditions, often depending on the nature of the disease (hot foods being good for cold conditions, for example).

Foods were not thought to contain or be made of humors, rather different foods generate different humors in the body. In addition to the inherent properties of its ingredients, different cooking methods could change a dish's ultimate humoral effects. Thus something cold and wet (like fish) might be sauced with particularly hot and dry spices, and roasted rather than boiled. Overall, a professional medieval cook strove for balance – sometimes for an individual dish and typically in a complete menu, with nothing that would tip the diner's humors too far in any direction. A cook might also be called upon to prepare dishes that would balance an individual's humoral imbalance; if the master of the house were of a generally phlegmatic nature, hot and dry foods would predominate on the menu.

Medieval digestion
In accordance with the major classical medical writers (eg Galen and Hippocrates) medieval physicians believed that digestion was overall very similar to the process of cooking. Food entered the stomach, where it was heated and broken down, and passed out of the stomach through small openings or vessels to nourish the entire body and be converted into flesh. If thick or heavy foods were eaten at the beginning of a meal, they would sink in the stomach and block these vessels, preventing other foods from being digested or causing them to remain too long in the stomach, becoming dangerously overcooked. An ideal feast would proceed from light to heavy foods. Many medieval feasts also both began and ended with stimulating foods (such as spices, with their hot nature), to open the stomach and to speed up the cooking process. Other stomach openers include almonds, lettuce, and mint.

A selection of some medieval foods and their properties

(Most of these were gleaned from Early French Cookery by Scully and Scully)

Almonds: (sweet) warm and moist (bitter) warm and dry

Pine nuts: warm and dry

Sugar: warm and moist (viewed almost as a panacea for its similarity to the natural, balanced state of a human)

Spices: hot and dry

Mustard: dangerously hot and dry

Honey: warm and dry

Vinegar: both warm and cold (according to Galen)

Marjoram: very healthy, especially good for cold and moist humors

Sage: warm and dry

Cheese: new cheese is cold and moist, very nourishing; old cheese is warm and dry and bad to eat; cheese that is between new and old and "not too fat" is the best to eat

Egg: (white) cold and moist (yolk) warm and moist

Pork: the very best meat, according to Galen

Veal: very nourishing, warm and moist; the best meat

Beef: cold and dry (mature animals)

Lamb or kid: warm and moist

Mutton: colder and drier than lamb

Marrow: cold and moist

Liver: warm and moist

Poultry/fowl: warm and moist

Fish: cold and wet

Peas: cold and dry

Chickpeas: cold and dry

Rice: warm and dry

Mushrooms: very cold and wet; deadly mushrooms are excessively cold

Onions: warm and dry (although Avicenna says warm and moist)

Garlic: warm and dry

Leeks: warm and dry

Turnip: warm and moist

Cabbage: (wild) warm and dry (domestic) cold and dry (red more so than green)

Gourd/squash: cold and moist

Pomegranate: (sweet) warm (sour) cold

Orange: (flesh) cold and moist (peel) warm and dry

Apples: cold and moist
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