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CAROLINE WALKER BYNUM

Fast, Feast, and Flesh:
The Religious Significance
of Food to Medieval Women

In reading the lives of the [ancients] our lukewarm blood curdles at the thought of
their austerities, but we remain strangely unimpressed by the essential point, namely,
their determination to do Gods will in all things, painful or pleasant.
—Henry Suso!
German mystic of the fourteenth century

Strange to say, the ability to live on the eucharist and to resist starvation by diabolical
power died out in the Middle Ages and was replaced by “fasting girls” who still
continue to amuse us with their vagaries.
—William Hammond?®
Nineteenth-century American physician and founder
of the New York Neurological Society

SCHOLARS HAVE RECENTLY devoted much attention to the spir-
ituality of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries. In studying late
medieval spirituality they have concentrated on the ideals of chastity and pov-
erty—that is, on the renunciation, for religious reasons, of sex and family, money
and property. It may be, however, that modern scholarship has focused so tena-
ciously on sex and money because sex and money are such crucial symbols and
sources of power in our own culture. Whatever the motives, modern scholars
have ignored a religious symbol that had tremendous force in the lives of medi-
eval Christians. They have ignored the religious significance of food. Yet, when
we look at what medieval people themselves wrote, we find that they often spoke
of gluttony as the major form of lust, of fasting as the most painful renunciation,
and of eating as the most basic and literal way of encountering God. Theologians
and spiritual directors from: the early church to the sixteenth century reminded
penitents that sin had entered the world when Eve ate the forbidden fruit and
that salvation comes when Christians eat their God in the ritual of the commu-
nion table.?

In the Europe of the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, famine was
on the increase again, after several centuries of agricultural growth and relative
plenty. Vicious stories of food hoarding, of cannibalism, of infanticide, or of ill
adolescents left to die when they could no longer do agricultural labor sometimes
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survive in the sources, suggesting a world in which hunger and even starvation
were not uncommon experiences. The possibility of overeating and of giving
away food to the unfortunate was a mark of privilege, of aristocratic or patrician
status—a particularly visible form of what we call conspicuous consumption, what
medieval people called magnanimity or largesse. Small wonder then that gorging
and vomiting, luxuriating in food until food and body were almost synonymous,
became in folk literature an image of unbridled sensual pleasure; that magic
vessels which forever brim over with food and drink were staples of European
folktales; that one of the most common charities enjoined on religious orders
was to feed the poor and ill; or that sharing one’s own meager food with a stranger
(who might turn out to be an angel, a fairy, or Christ himself) was, in hagiography
and folk story alike, a standard indication of heroic or saintly generosity. Small
wonder too that voluntary starvation, deliberate and extreme renunciation of
food and drink, seemed to medieval people the most basic asceticism, requiring
the kind of courage and holy foolishness that marked the saints.*

Food was not only a fundamental material concern to medieval people; food
practices—fasting and feasting—were at the very heart of the Christian tradition.
A Christian in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries was required by church
law to fast on certain days and to receive communion at least once a year.> Thus
the behavior that defined a Christian was food-related behavior. This point is
clearly illustrated in a twelfth-century story of a young man (of the house of
Ardres) who returned from the crusades claiming that he had become a Saracen
in the East; he was, however, accepted back by his family, and no one paid much
attention to his claim until he insisted on eating meat on Friday. The full impact
of his apostasy was then brought home, and his family kicked him out.®

Food was, moreover, a central metaphor and symbol in Christian poetry,
devotional literature, and theology because a meal (the eucharist) was the central
Christian ritual, the most direct way of encountering God. And we should note
that this meal was a frugal repast, not a banquet but simply the two basic food-
stuffs of the Mediterranean world: bread and wine. Although older Mediterra-
nean traditions of religious feasting did come, in a peripheral way, into Christi-
anity, indeed lasting right through the Middle Ages in various kinds of carnival,
the central religious meal was reception of the two basic supports of human life.
Indeed Christians believed it was human life. Already hundreds of years before
transubstantiation was defined as doctrine, most Christians thought that they
quite literally ate Christ’s body and blood in the sacrament.” Medieval people
themselves knew how strange this all might sound. A fourteenth-century preacher,
Johann Tauler, wrote:

St. Bernard compared this sacrament [the eucharist] with the human processes of eating
when he used the similes of chewing, swallowing, assimilation and digestion. To some

people this will seem crude, but let such refined persons beware of pride, which comes
from the devil: a humble spirit will not take offense at simple things.®
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Thus food, as practice and as symbol, was crucial in medieval spirituality.
But in the' period from 1200 to 1500 it was more prominent in the piety of
women than in that of men. Although it is difficult and risky to make any quan-
titative arguments about the Middle Ages, so much work has been done on saints’
lives, miracle stories, and vision literature that certain conclusions are possible
about the relative popularity of various practices and symbols. Recent work by
André Vauchez, Richard Kieckhefer, Donald Weinstein, and Rudolph M. Bell
demonstrates that, although women were only about 18 percent of those can-
onized or revered as saints between 1000 and 1700, they were 30 percent of those
in whose lives extreme austerities were a central aspect of holiness and over 50
percent of those in whose lives illness (often brought on by fasting and other
penitential practices) was the major factor in reputation for sanctity.® In addition,
Vauchez has shown that most males who were revered for fasting fit into one
model of sanctity—the hermit saint (usually a layman)—and this was hardly the
most popular male model, whereas fasting characterized female saints generally.
Between late antiquity and the fifteenth century there are at least thirty cases of
women who were reputed to eat nothing at all except the eucharist,'® but I have
been able to find only one or possibly two male examples of such behavior before
the well-publicized fifteenth-century case of the hermit Nicholas of Fliie.'' More-
over, miracles in which food is miraculously multiplied are told at least as
frequently of women as of men, and giving away food is so common a theme
in the lives of holy women that it is very difficult to find a story in which this
particular charitable activity does not occur.'? The story of a woman’s basket
of bread for the poor turning into roses when her husband (or father) protests
her almsgiving was attached by hagiographers to at least five different women
saints.'?

If we look specifically at practices connected with Christianity’s holy meal, we
find that eucharistic visions and miracles occurred far more frequently to women,
particularly certain types of miracles in which the quality of the eucharist as food
is underlined. It is far more common, for example, for the wafer to turn into
honey or meat in the mouth of a woman. Miracles in which an unconsecrated
host is vomited out or in which the recipient can tell by tasting the wafer that the
priest who consecrated it is immoral happen almost exclusively to women. Of
fifty-five people from the later Middle Ages who supposedly received the holy
food directly from Christ’s hand in a vision, forty-five are women. In contrast,
the only two types of eucharistic miracle that occur primarily to men are miracles
that underline not the fact that the wafer is food but the power of the priest.'*
Moreover, when we study medieval miracles, we note that miraculous abstinence
and extravagant eucharistic visions tend to occur together and are frequently
accompanied by miraculous bodily changes. Such changes are found almost
exclusively in women. Miraculous elongation of parts of the body, the appearance
on the body of marks imitating the various wounds of Christ (called stigmata),
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and the exuding of wondrous fluids (which smell sweet and heal and sometimes
are food—for example, manna or milk) are usually female miracles.'®

If we consider a different kind of evidence—the exempla or moral tales that
preachers used to educate their audiences, both monastic and lay—we find that,
according to Frederic Tubach’s index, only about 10 percent of such stories are
about women. But when we look at those stories that treat specifically fasting,
abstinence, and reception of the eucharist, 30 to 50 percent are about women.'®
The only type of religious literature in which food is more frequently associated
with men is the genre of satires on monastic life, in which there is some suggestion
that monks are more prone to greed.'” But this pattern probably reflects the fact
that monasteries for men were in general wealthier than women’s houses and
therefore more capable of mounting elaborate banquets and tempting palates
with delicacies.'®

Taken together, this evidence demonstrates two things. First, food practices
were more central in women’s piety than in men’s. Second, both men and women
associated food—especially fasting and the eucharist—with women. There are,
however, a number of problems with this sort of evidence. In addition to the
obvious problems of the paucity of material and of the nature of hagiographical
accounts—problems to which scholars since the seventeenth century have devoted
much sophisticated discussion—there is the problem inherent in quantifying
data. In order to count phenomena the historian must divide them up, put them
into categories. Yet the most telling argument for the prominence of food in
women’s spirituality is the way in which food motifs interweave in women’s lives
and writings until even phenomena not normally thought of as eating, feeding,
or fasting seem to become food-related. In other words, food becomes such a
pervasive concern that it provides both a literary and a psychological unity to
the woman’s way of seeing the world. And this cannot be demonstrated by sta-
tistics. Let me therefore tell in some detail one of the many stories from the later
Middle Ages in which food becomes a leitmotif of stunning complexity and power.
It is the story of Lidwina of the town of Schiedam in the Netherlands, who died
in 1433 at the age of 53.'°

Several hagiographical accounts of Lidwina exist, incorporating information
provided by her confessors; moreover, the town officials of Schiedam, who had
her watched for three months, promulgated a testimonial that suggests that Lid-
wina’s miraculous abstinence attracted more public attention than any other aspect
of her life. The document solemnly attests to her complete lack of food and sleep
and to the sweet odor given off by the bits of skin she supposedly shed.

The accounts of Lidwina’s life suggest that there may have been early conflict
between mother and daughter. When her terrible illness put a burden on her
family’s resources and patience, it took a miracle to convince her mother of her
sanctity. One of the few incidents that survives from her childhood shows her
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mother annoyed with her childish dawdling. Lidwina was required to carry food
to her brothers at school, and on the way home she slipped into church to say a
prayer to the Virgin. The incident shows how girlish piety could provide a respite
from household tasks—in this case, as in so many cases, the task of feeding men.
We also learn that Lidwina was upset to discover that she was pretty, that she
threatened to pray for a deformity when plans were broached for her marriage,
and that, after an illness at age fifteen, she grew weak and did not want to get
up from her sickbed. The accounts thus suggest that she may have been culti-
vating illness—perhaps even rejecting food—before the skating accident some
weeks later that produced severe internal injuries. In any event, Lidwina never
recovered from her fall on the ice. Her hagiographers report that she was par-
alyzed except for her left hand. She burned with fever and vomited convulsively.
Her body putrified so that great pieces fell off. From mouth, ears, and nose, she
poured blood. And she stopped eating.

Lidwina’s hagiographers go into considerable detail about her abstinence. At
first she supposedly ate a little piece of apple each day, although bread dipped
into liquid caused her much pain. Then she reduced her intake to a bit of date
and watered wine flavored with spices and sugar; later she survived on watered
wine alone—only half a pint a week—and she preferred it when the water came
from the river and was contaminated with salt from the tides. When she ceased
to take any solid food, she also ceased to sleep. And finally she ceased to swallow
anything at all. Although Lidwina’s biographers present her abstinence as evi-
dence of saintliness, she was suspected by some during her lifetime of being
possessed by a devil instead; she herself appears to have claimed that her fasting
was natural. When people accused her of hypocrisy, she replied that it is no sin
to eat and therefore no glory to be incapable of eating.?’

Fasting and illness were thus a single phenomenon to Lidwina. And since
she perceived them as redemptive suffering, she urged both on others. We are
told that a certain Gerard from Cologne, at her urging, became a hermit and
lived in a tree, fed only on manna sent from God. We are also told that Lidwina
prayed for her twelve-year-old nephew to be afflicted with an illness so that he
would be reminded of God’s mercy. Not surprisingly, the illness itself then came
from miraculous feeding. The nephew became sick by drinking several drops
from a pitcher of unnaturally sweet beer on a table by Lidwina’s bedside.

Like the bodies of many other women saints, Lidwina’s body was closed to
ordinary intake and excreting but produced extraordinary effluvia.?! The
authenticating document from the town officials of Schiedam testifies that her
body shed skin, bones, and even portions of intestines, which her parents kept
in a vase; and these gave off a sweet odor until Lidwina, worried by the gossip
that they excited, insisted that her mother bury them. Moreover, Lidwina’s efflu-
via cured others. A man in England sent for her wash water to cure his ill leg.
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The sweet smell from her left hand led one of her confessors to confess his own
sins. And Lidwina actually nursed others in an act that she herself explicitly saw
as a parallel to the Virgin’s nursing of Christ.

One Christmas season, so all her biographers tell us, a certain widow Cath-
erine, who took care of her, had a vision that Lidwina’s breasts would fill with
milk, like Mary’s, on the night of the Nativity. When she told Lidwina, Lidwina
warned her to prepare herself. Then Lidwina saw a vision of Mary surrounded
by a host of female virgins; and the breasts of Mary and of all the company filled
with milk, which poured out from their open tunics, filling the sky. When Cath-
erine entered Lidwina’s room, Lidwina rubbed her own breast and the milk came
out, and Catherine drank three times and was satisfied (nor did she want any
corporeal food for many days thereafter).22 One of Lidwina’s hagiographers adds
that, when the same grace was given to her again, she fed her confessor, but the
other accounts say that the confessor was unworthy and did not receive the gift.

Lidwina also fed others by charity and by food multiplication miracles. Although
she did not eat herself, she charged the widow Catherine to buy fine fish and
make fragrant sauces and give these to the poor. The meat and fish she gave as
alms sometimes, by a miracle, went much further than anyone had expected. She
gave water and wine and money for beer to an epileptic burning with thirst; she
sent a whole pork shoulder to a poor man’s family; she regularly sent food to
poor or sick children, forcing her servants to spend or use for others money or
food she would not herself consume. When she shared the wine in her bedside
jug with others it seemed inexhaustible. So pleased was God with her charity that
he sent her a vision of a heavenly banquet, and the food she had given away was
on the table.

Lidwina clearly felt that her suffering was service—that it was one with Christ’s
suffering and that it therefore substituted for the suffering of others, both their
bodily ills and their time in purgatory. Indeed her body quite literally became
Christ’s macerated and saving flesh, for, like many other female saints, she received
stigmata (or so one—but only one—of her hagiographers claims).?® John Brug-
man, in the Vita posterior, not only underlines the parallel between her wounds
and those on a miraculous bleeding host she received; he also states explicitly
that, in her stigmata, Christ “transformed his lover into his likeness”?* Her
hagiographers state that the fevers she suffered almost daily from 1421 until her
death were suffered in order to release souls in purgatory.?® And we see this
notion of substitution reflected quite clearly in the story of a very evil man, in
whose stead Lidwina made confession; she then took upon herself his punish-
ment, to the increment of her own bodily anguish. We see substitution of another
kind in the story of Lidwina taking over the toothache of a woman who wailed
outside her door.

Thus, in Lidwina’s story, fasting, illness, suffering, and feeding fuse together.
Lidwina becomes the food she rejects. Her body, closed to ordinary intake and
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excretion but spilling over in milk and sweet putrefaction, becomes the suste-
nance and the cure—both earthly and heavenly—of her followers. But holy
eating is a theme in her story as well. The eucharist is at the core of Lidwina’s
devotion. During her pathetic final years, when she had almost ceased to swallow,
she received frequent communion (indeed as often as every two days). Her biog-
raphers claim that, during this period, only the holy food kept her alive.2® But
much of her life was plagued by conflict with the local clergy over her eucharistic
visions and hunger. One incident in particular shows not only the centrality of
Christ’s body as food in Lidwina’s spirituality but also the way in which a woman’s
craving for the host, although it kept her under the control of the clergy, could
seem to that same clergy a threat, both because it criticized their behavior and
because, if thwarted, it could bypass their power.”

Once an angel came to Lidwina and warned her that the priest would, the
next day, bring her an unconsecrated host to test her. When the priest came and
pretended to adore the host, Lidwina vomited it out and said that she could easily
tell our Lord’s body from unconsecrated bread. But the priest swore that the
host was consecrated and returned, angry, to the church. Lidwina then lan-
guished for a long time, craving communion but unable to receive it. About three
and a half months later, Christ appeared to her, first as a baby, then as a bleeding
and suffering youth. Angels appeared, bearing the instruments of the passion,
and (according to one account) rays from Christ’s wounded body pierced Lidwina
with stigmata. When she subsequently asked for a sign, a host hovered over
Christ’s head and a napkin descended onto her bed, containing a miraculous
host, which remained and was seen by many people for days after. The priest
returned and ordered Lidwina to keep quiet about the miracle but finally agreed,
at her insistence, to feed her the miraculous host as communion. Lidwina was
convinced that it was truly Christ because she, who was usually stifled by food,
ate this bread without pain. The next day the priest preached in church that
Lidwina was deluded and that her host was a fraud of the devil. But, he claimed,
Christ was present in the bread he offered because it was consecrated with all
the majesty of the priesthood. Lidwina protested his interpretation of her host,
but she agreed to accept a consecrated wafer from him and to pray for his sins.
Subsequently the priest claimed that he had cured Lidwina from possession by
the devil, while Lidwina’s supporters called her host a miracle. Although Lid-
wina’s hagiographers do not give full details, they claim that the bishop came to
investigate the matter, that he blessed the napkin for the service of the altar, and
that the priest henceforth gave Lidwina the sacrament without tests or resistance.

As this story worked its way out, its theme was not subversive of clerical
authority. The conflict began, after all, because Lidwina wanted a consecrated
host, and it resulted in her receiving frequent communion, in humility and piety.
According to one of her hagiographers, the moral of the story is that the faithful
can always substitute “spiritual communion” (i.e., meditation) if the actual host
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is not given.?® But the story had radical implications as well. It suggested that
Jesus might come directly to the faithful if priests were negligent or skeptical,
that a priest’s word might not be authoritative on the difference between demonic
possession and sanctity, that visionary women might test priests. Other stories in
Lidwina’s life had similar implications. She forbade a sinning priest to celebrate
mass; she read the heart of another priest and learned of his adultery. Her visions
of souls in purgatory especially concerned priests, and she substituted her suf-
ferings for theirs. One Ash Wednesday an angel came to bring ashes for her
forehead before the priest arrived. Even if Lidwina did not reject the clergy, she
sometimes quietly bypassed or judged them.

Lidwina focused her love of God on the eucharist. In receiving it, in vision
and in communion, she became one with the body on the cross. Eating her God,
she received his wounds and offered her suffering for the salvation of the world.
Denying herself ordinary food, she sent that food to others, and her body gave
milk to nurse her friends. Food is the basic theme in Lidwina’ story: self as food
and God as food. For Lidwina, therefore, eating and not-eating were finally one
theme. To fast, that is, to deny oneself earthly food, and yet to eat the broken
body of Christ—both acts were to suffer. And to suffer was to save and to be
saved.

Lidwina did not write herself, but some pious women did. And many of these
women not only lived lives in which miraculous abstinence, charitable feeding of
others, wondrous bodily changes, and eucharistic devotion were central; they
also elaborated in prose and poetry a spirituality in which hungering, feeding,
and eating were central metaphors for suffering, for service, and for encounter
with God. For example, the great Italian theorist of purgatory, Catherine of
Genoa (d. 1510)—whose extreme abstinence began in response to an unhappy
marriage and who eventually persuaded her husband to join her in a life of
continence and charitable feeding of the poor and sick—said that the annihila-
tion of ordinary food by a devouring body is the best metaphor for the annihi-
lation of the soul by God in mystical ecstasy.?’ She also wrote that, although no
simile can adequately convey the joy in God that is the goal of all souls, none-
theless the image that comes most readily to mind is to describe God as the only
bread available in a world of the starvirng.?’0 Another Italian Catherine, Catherine
of Siena (d. 1380), in whose saintly reputation fasting, food miracles, eucharistic
devotion, and (invisible) stigmata were central,®® regularly chose to describe
Christian duty as “eating at the table of the cross the food of the honor of God
and the salvation of souls”®? To Catherine, “to eat” and “to hunger” have the
same fundamental meaning, for one eats but is never full, desires but is never
satiated.®® “Eating” and “hungering” are active, not passive, images. They stress
pain more than joy. They mean most basically to suffer and to serve—to suffer
because in hunger one joins with Christ’s suffering on the cross; to serve because
to hunger is to expiate the sins of the world. Catherine wrote:
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And then the soul becomes drunk. And after it . . . has reached the place [of the teaching
of the crucified Christ] and drunk to the full, it tastes the food of patience, the odor of
virtue, and such a desire to bear the cross that it does not seem that it could ever be
satiated. . . . And then the soul becomes like a drunken man; the more he drinks the more
he wants to drink; the more it bears the cross the more it wants to bear it. And the pains
are its refreshment and the tears which it has shed for the memory of the blood are its
drink. And the sighs are its food.>*

And again:

Dearest mother and sisters in sweet Jesus Christ, I, Catherine, slave of the slaves of Jesus
Christ, write to you in his precious blood, with the desire to see you confirmed in true
and perfect charity so that you be true nurses of your souls. For we cannot nourish others
if first we do not nourish our own souls with true and real virtues. . .. Do as the child
does who, wanting to take milk, takes the mother’s breast and places it in his mouth and
draws to himself the milk by means of the flesh. So ... we must attach ourselves to the
breast of the crucified Christ, in whom we find the mother of charity, and draw from
there by means of his flesh (that is, the humanity) the milk that nourishes our soul. . ..
For it is Christ’s humanity that suffered, not his divinity; and, without suffering, we cannot
nourish ourselves with this milk which we draw from charity.*®

To the stories and writings of Lidwina and the two Catherines—with their
insistent and complex food motifs—I could add dozens of others. Among the
most obvious examples would be the beguine Mary of Oignies (d. 1213) from
the Low Countries, the princess Elisabeth of Hungary (d. 1231), the famous
reformer of French and Flemish religious houses Colette of Corbie (d. 1447),
and the thirteenth-century poets Hadewijch and Mechtild of Magdeburg. But if
we look closely at the lives and writings of those men from the period whose
spirituality is in general closest to women’s and who were deeply influenced by
women—for example, Francis of Assisi in Italy, Henry Suso and Johann Tauler
in the Rhineland, Jan van Ruysbroeck of Flanders, or the English hermit Richard
Rolle—we find that even to these men food asceticism is not the central ascetic
practice. Nor are food metaphors central in their poetry and prose.>® Food then
is much more important to women than to men as a religious symbol. The ques-
tion is why?

Modern scholars who have noticed the phenomena I have just described
have sometimes suggested in an offhand way that miraculous abstinence and
eucharistic frenzy are simply “eating disorders”®” The implication of such remarks
is usually that food disorders are characteristic of women rather than men, per-
haps for biological reasons, and that these medieval eating disorders are different
from nineteenth- and twentieth-century ones only because medieval people “theol-
ogized” what we today “medicalize”’®® While I cannot deal here with all the
implications of such analysis, I want to point to two problems with it. First, the
evidence we have indicates that extended abstinence was almost exclusively a
male phenomenon in early Christianity and a female phenomenon in the high
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Middle Ages.*® The cause of such a distribution of cases cannot be primarily
biological.*® Second, medieval people did not treat all refusal to eat as a sign of
holiness. They sometimes treated it as demonic possession, but they sometimes
also treated it as illness.*' Interestingly enough, some of the holy women whose
fasting was taken as miraculous (for example, Colette of Corbie) functioned as
healers of ordinary individuals, both male and female, who could not eat.*2 Thus,
for most of the Middle Ages, it was only in the case of some unusually devout
women that not-eating was both supposedly total and religiously significant. Such
behavior must have a cultural explanation.

On one level, the cultural explanation is obvious. Food was important to
women religiously because it was important socially. In medieval Europe (as in
many countries today) women were associated with food preparation and distri-
bution rather than food consumption. The culture suggested that women cook
and serve, men eat. Chronicle accounts of medieval banquets, for example, indi-
cate that the sexes were often segregated and that women were sometimes rele-
gated to watching from the balconies while gorgeous foods were rolled out to
please the eyes as well as the palates of men.*? Indeed men were rather afraid
of women’s control of food. Canon lawyers suggested, in the codes they drew up,
that a major danger posed by women was their manipulation of male virility by
charms and potions added to food.** Moreover, food was not merely a resource
women controlled; it was the resource women controlled. Economic resources
were controlled by husbands, fathers, uncles, or brothers. In an obvious sense,
therefore, fasting and charitable food distribution (and their miraculous coun-
terparts) were natural religious activities for women. In fasting and charity women
renounced and distributed the one resource that was theirs. Several scholars have
pointed out that late twelfth- and early thirteenth-century women who wished
to follow the new ideal of poverty and begging (for example, Clare of Assisi and
Mary of Oignies) were simply not permitted either by their families or by religious
authorities to do s0.*® They substituted fasting for other ways of stripping the
self of support. Indeed a thirteenth-century hagiographer commented explicitly
that one holy woman gave up food because she had nothing else to give up.*®
Between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, many devout laywomen who
resided in the homes of fathers or spouses were able to renounce the world in
the midst of abundance because they did not eat or drink the food that was paid
for by family wealth. Moreover, women’s almsgiving and abstinence appeared
culturally acceptable forms of asceticism because what women ordinarily did, as
housewives, mothers, or mistresses of great castles, was to prepare and serve
food rather than to eat it.

The issue of control is, however, more basic than this analysis suggests. Food-
related behavior was central to women socially and religiously not only because
food was a resource women controlled but also because, by means of food, women
controlled themselves and their world.
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First and most obviously, women controlled their bodies by fasting. Although
a negative or dualist concept of body does not seem to have been the most fun-
damental notion of body to either women or men, some sense that body was to
be disciplined, defeated, occasionally even destroyed, in order to release or pro-
tect spirit is present in women’s piety. Some holy women seem to have developed
an extravagant fear of any bodily contact.*’ Clare of Montefalco (d. 1308), for
example, said she would rather spend days in hell than be touched by a man.*®
Lutgard of Aywiéres panicked at an abbot’s insistence on giving her the kiss of
peace, and Jesus had to interpose his hand in a vision so that she was not reached
by the abbot’s lips. She even asked to have her own gift of healing by touch taken
away.*® Christina of Stommeln (d. 1312), who fell into a latrine while in a trance,
was furious at the laybrothers who rescued her because they touched her in order
to do s0.%°

Many women were profoundly fearful of the sensations of their bodies, espe-
cially hunger and thirst. Mary of Oignies, for example, was so afraid of taking
pleasure in food that Christ had to make her unable to taste.”’ From the late
twelfth century comes a sad story of a dreadfully sick girl named Alpais who sent
away the few morsels of pork given her to suck, because she feared that any
enjoyment of eating might mushroom madly into gluttony or lust.*> Women like
Ida of Louvain (d. perhaps 1300), Elsbeth Achler of Reute (d. 1420), Catherine
of Genoa, or Columba of Rieti (d. 1501), who sometimes snatched up food and
ate without knowing what they were doing, focused their hunger on the eucharist
partly because it was an acceptable object of craving and partly because it was a
self-limiting food.’®> Some of women’s asceticism was clearly directed toward
destroying bodily needs, before which women felt vulnerable.

Some fasting may have had as a goal other sorts of bodily control. There is

some suggestion in the accounts of hagiographers that fasting women were admired

for suppressing excretory functions. Several biographers comment with approval
that holy women who do not eat cease also to excrete, and several point out
explicitly that the menstruation of saintly women ceases.’* Medieval theology—
profoundly ambivalent about body as physicality—was ambivalent about men-
struation also, seeing it both as the polluting “curse of Eve” and as a natural
function that, like all natural functions, was redeemed in the humanity of Christ.
Theologians even debated whether or not the Virgin Mary menstruated.>® But
natural philosophers and theologians were aware that, in fact, fasting suppresses
menstruation. Albert the Great noted that some holy women ceased to men-
struate because of their fasts and austerities and commented that their health
did not appear to suffer as a consequence.>®

Moreover, in controlling eating and hunger, medieval women were also
explicitly controlling sexuality. Ever since Tertullian and Jerome, male writers
had warned religious women that food was dangerous because it excited lust.?”
Although there is reason to suspect that male biographers exaggerated women’s
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sexual temptations, some women themselves connected food abstinence with
chastity and greed with sexual desire.?®

Women’s heightened reaction to food, however, controlled far more than
their physicality. It also controlled their social environment. As the story of Lid-
wina of Schiedam makes clear, women often coerced both families and religious
authorities through fasting and through feeding. To an aristocratic or rising
merchant family of late medieval Europe, the self-starvation of a daughter or
spouse could be deeply perplexing and humiliating. It could therefore be an
effective means of manipulating, educating, or converting family members. In
one of the most charming passages of Margery Kempe’s autobiography, for
example, Christ and Margery consult together about her asceticism and decide
that, although she wishes to practice both food abstention and sexual continence,
she should perhaps offer to trade one behavior for the other. Her husband, who
had married Margery in an effort to rise socially in the town of Lynn and who
was obviously ashamed of her queer penitential clothes and food practices, finally
agreed to grant her sexual abstinence in private if she would return to normal
cooking and eating in front of the neighbors.?® Catherine of Sienass sister, Bona-
ventura, and the Italian saint Rita of Cascia (d. 1456) both reacted to profligate
young husbands by wasting away and managed thereby to tame disorderly male
behavior.?® Columba of Rieti and Catherine of Siena expressed what was clearly
adolescent conflict with their mothers and riveted family attention on their every
move by their refusal to eat. Since fasting so successfully manipulated and embar-
rassed families, it is not surprising that self-starvation often originated or esca-
lated at puberty, the moment at which families usually began negotiations for
husbands for their daughters. Both Catherine and Columba, for example, estab-
lished themselves as unpromising marital material by their extreme food and
sleep deprivation, their frenetic giving away of paternal resources, and their
compulsive service of family members in what were not necessarily welcome ways.
(Catherine insisted on doing the family laundry in the middle of the night.)®’

Fasting was not only a useful weapon in the battle of adolescent girls to change
their families’ plans for them. It also provided for both wives and daughters an
excuse for neglecting food preparation and family responsibilities. Dorothy of
Montau, for example, made elementary mistakes of cookery (like forgetting to
scale the fish before frying them) or forget entirely to cook and shop while she
was in ecstasy. Margaret of Cortona refused to cook for her illegitimate son (about
whom she felt agonizing ambivalence) because, she said, it would distract her
from prayer.®?

Moreover, women clearly both influenced and rejected their families’ values
by food distribution. Ida of Louvain, Catherine of Siena, and Elisabeth of Hun-
gary, each in her own way, expressed distaste for family wealth and coopted the
entire household into Christian charity by giving away family resources, some-
times surreptitiously or even at night. Elisabeth, who gave away her husband’s
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property, refused to eat any food except that paid for by her own dowry because
the wealth of her husband’s family came, she said, from exploiting the poor.5®

Food-related behavior—charity, fasting, eucharistic devotion, and miracles—
manipulated religious authorities as well.** Women’s eucharistic miracles—espe-
cially the ability to identify unconsecrated hosts or unchaste priests—functioned
to expose and castigate clerical corruption. The Viennese woman Agnes
Blannbekin, knowing that her priest was not chaste, prayed that he be deprived
of the host, which then flew away from him and into her own mouth.®® Margaret
of Cortona saw the hands of an unchaste priest turn black when he held the
host.%¢ Saints’ lives and chronicles contain many stories, like that told of Lidwina
of Schiedam, of women who vomited out unconsecrated wafers, sometimes to
the considerable discomfiture of local authorities.5”

The intimate and direct relationship that holy women claimed to the eucha-
rist was often a way of bypassing ecclesiastical control. Late medieval confessors
and theologians attempted to inculcate awe as well as craving for the eucharist;
and women not only received ambiguous advice about frequent communion,
they were also sometimes barred from receiving it at exactly the point at which
their fasting and hunger reached fever pitch.®® In such circumstances many
women simply received in vision what the celebrant or confessor withheld. Imelda
Lambertini, denied communion because she was too young, and Ida of Léau,
denied because she was subject to “fits,” were given the host by Christ.* And
some women received, again in visions, either Christ’s blood, which they were
regularly denied because of their lay status, or the power to consecrate and
distribute, which they were denied because of their gender. Angela of Foligno
and Mechtild of Hackeborn were each, in a vision, given the chalice to distrib-
ute.”® Catherine of Siena received blood in her mouth when she ate the wafer.”*

It is thus apparent that women’s concentration on food enabled them to
control and manipulate both their bodies and their environment. We must not
underestimate the effectiveness of such manipulation in a world where it was
often extraordinarily difficult for women to avoid marriage or to choose a reli-
gious vocation.”® But such a conclusion concentrates on the function of fasting
and feasting, and function is not meaning. Food did not “mean” to medieval
women the control it provided. It is time, finally, to consider explicitly what it
meant.

As the behavior of Lidwina of Schiedam or the theological insights of Cath-
erine of Siena suggest, fasting, eating, and feeding all meant suffering, and
suffering meant redemption. These complex meanings were embedded in and
engendered by the theological doctrine of the Incarnation. Late medieval the-
ology, as is well known, located the saving moment of Christian history less in
Christ’s resurrection than in his crucifixion. Although some ambivalence about
physicality, some sharp and agonized dualism, was present, no other period in
the history of Christian spirituality has placed so positive a value on Christ’s
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humanity as physicality. Fasting was thus flight not so much from as into physicality.
Communion was consuming—i.e., becoming—a God who saved the world through
physical, human agony. Food to medieval women meant flesh and suffering and,
through suffering, salvation: salvation of self and salvation of neighbor. Although
all thirteenth and fourteenth-century Christians emphasized Christ as suffering
and Christ’s suffering body as food, women were especially drawn to such a
devotional emphasis. The reason seems to lie in the way in which late medieval
culture understood “the female.”

Drawing on traditions that went back even before the origins of Christianity,
both men and women in the later Middle Ages argued that “woman is to man as
matter is to spirit.” Thus “woman” or “the feminine” was seen as symbolizing the
physical part of human nature, whereas man symbolized the spiritual or
rational.”® Male theologians and biographers of women frequently used this idea
to comment on female weakness. They also inverted the image and saw “woman”
as not merely below but also above reason. Thus they somewhat sentimentally
saw Mary’s love for souls and her mercy toward even the wicked as an apotheosis
of female unreason and weakness, and they frequently used female images to
describe themselves in their dependence on God.”* Women writers, equally aware
of the male/female dichotomy, saw it somewhat differently. They tended to use
the notion of “the female” as “flesh” to associate Christ’s humanity with “the
female” and therefore to suggest that women imitate Christ through physicality.

Women theologians saw “woman” as the symbol of humanity, where human-
ity was understood as including bodiliness. To the twelfth-century prophet, Elis-
abeth of Schonau, the humanity of Christ appeared in a vision as a female virgin.
To Hildegard of Bingen (d. 1179), “woman” was the symbol of humankind, fallen
in Eve, restored in Mary and church. She stated explicitly: “Man signifies the
divinity of the Son of God and woman his humanity”’® Moreover, to a number
of women writers, Mary was the source and container of Christ’s physicality; the
flesh Christ put on was in some sense female, because it was his mother’s. Indeed
whatever physiological theory of reproduction a medieval theologian held, Christ
(who had no human father) had to be seen as taking his physicality from his
mother. Mechtild of Magdeburg went further and implied that Mary was a kind
of preexistent humanity of Christ as the Logos was his preexistent divinity. Mar-
guerite of Oingt, like Hildegard of Bingen, wrote that Mary was the tunica human-
itatis, the clothing of humanity, that Christ puts on.”® And to Julian of Norwich,
God himself was a mother exactly in that our humanity in its full physicality was
not merely loved and saved but even given being by and from him. Julian wrote:

For in the same time that God joined himself to our body in the maiden’s womb, he took
our soul, which is sensual, and in taking it, having enclosed us all in himself, he united it
to our substance. . . . So our Lady is our mother, in whom we are all enclosed and born
of her in Christ, for she who is mother of our saviour is mother of all who are saved in
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our saviour; and our saviour is our true mother, in whom we are endlessly born and out
of whotn we shall never come.””

Although male writers were apt to see God’s motherhood in his nursing and
loving rather than in the fact of creation, they too associated the flesh of Christ
with Mary and therefore with woman.”®

Not only did medieval people associate humanity as body with woman; they
also associated woman’s body with food. Woman was food because breast milk
was the human being’s first nourishment—the one food essential for survival.
Late medieval culture was extraordinarily concerned with milk as symbol. Writers
and artists were fond of the theme, borrowed from antiquity, of lactation offered
to a father or other adult male as an act of filial piety. The cult of the Virgin’s
milk was one of the most extensive cults in late medieval Europe. A favorite motif
in art was the lactating Virgin.”® Even the bodies of evil women were seen as
food. Witches were supposed to have queer marks on their bodies (sort of super-
numerary breasts) from which they nursed incubi.

Quite naturally, male and female writers used nursing imagery in somewhat
different ways. Men were more likely to use images of being nursed, women
metaphors of nursing. Thus when male writers spoke of God’s motherhood, they
focused more narrowly on the soul being nursed at Christs breast, whereas women
were apt to associate mothering with punishing, educating, or giving birth as
well.8° Most visions of drinking from the breast of Mary were received by men.®!
In contrast, women (like Lidwina) often identified with Mary as she nursed Jesus
or received visions of taking the Christchild to their own breasts.?? Both men
and women, however, drank from the breast of Christ, in vision and image.83
Both men and women wove together—from Pauline references to milk and meat
and from the rich breast and food images of the Song of Songs—a complex sense
of Christ’s blood as the nourishment and intoxication of the soul. Both men and
women therefore saw the body on the cross, which in dying fed the world, as in
some sense female. Again, physiological theory reinforced image. For, to medi-
eval natural philosophers, breast milk was transmuted blood, and a human mother
(like the pelican that also symbolized Christ) fed her children from the fluid of
life that coursed through her veins.3*

Since Christ’s body itself was a body that nursed the hungry, both men and
women naturally assimilated the ordinary female body to it. A number of stories
are told of female saints who exuded holy fluid from breasts or fingertips, either
during life or after death. These fluids often cured the sick.?® The union of
mouth to mouth, which many women gained with Christ, became also a way of
feeding. Lutgard’s saliva cured the ill; Lukardis of Oberweimar (d. 1309) blew
the eucharist into another nun’s mouth; Colette of Corbie regularly cured others
with crumbs she chewed.®® Indeed one suspects that stigmata—so overwhelm-
ingly a female phenomenon—appeared on women’s bodies because they (like
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the marks on the bodies of witches and the wounds in the body of Christ) were
not merely wounds but also breasts.

Thus many assumptions in the theology and the culture of late medieval
Europe associated woman with flesh and with food. But the same theology also
taught that the redemption of all humanity lay in the fact that Christ was flesh
and food. A God who fed his children from his own body, a God whose humanity
was his children’s humanity, was a God with whom women found it easy to iden-
tify. In mystical ecstasy as in communion, women ate and became a God who was
food and flesh. And in eating a God whose flesh was holy food, women both
transcended and became more fully the flesh and the food their own bodies were.

Eucharist and mystical union were, for women, both reversals and continu-
ations of all the culture saw them to be.®’ In one sense, the roles of priest and
lay recipient reversed normal social roles. The priest became the food preparer,
the generator and server of food. The woman recipient ate a holy food she did
not exude or prepare. Woman’s jubilant, vision-inducing, inebriated eating of
God was the opposite of the ordinary female acts of food preparation or of
bearing and nursing children. But in another and, I think, deeper sense, the
eating was not a reversal at all. Women became, in mystical eating, a fuller version
of the food and the flesh they were assumed by their culture to be. In union with
Christ, woman became a fully fleshly and feeding self—at one with the generative
suffering of God.

Symbol does not determine behavior. Women’s imitation of Christ, their
assimilation to the suffering and feeding body on the cross, was not uniform.
Although most religious women seem to have understood their devotional prac-
tice as in some sense serving as well as suffering, they acted in very different
ways. Some, like Catherine of Genoa and Elisabeth of Hungary, expressed their
piety in feeding and caring for the poor. Some, like Alpais, lay rapt in mystical
contemplation as their own bodies decayed in disease or in self-induced starvation
that was offered for the salvation of others. Many, like Lidwina of Schiedam and
Catherine of Siena, did both. Some of these women are, to our modern eyes,
pathological and pathetic. Others seem to us, as they did to their contemporaries,
magnificent. But they all dealt, in feast and fast, with certain fundamental real-
ities for which all cultures must find symbols—the realities of suffering and the
realities of service and generativity.

Notes

This paper was originally given as the Solomon Katz Lecture in the Humanities at
the University of Washington, March 1984. It summarizes several themes that will be
elaborated in detail in my forthcoming book, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: Food Motifs in
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ed., 1580), 106-7.

Trattato del Purgatorio, in Umile Bonzi da Genova, S. Caterina Fieschi Adorno, 2 vols.
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23 —385. On Catherine’s eucharistic devotion, see Raymond, Life of Catherine, 904 -5,
907, and 909.
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1913-22), 3:255—58; letter 11, ibid., 1:44; letter 340, ibid., 5:158—66; and Catherine
of Siena: The Dialogue, trans. Suzanne Noffke (New York, 1980), 140.
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logique du sacrement de Ueucharistie, 2 vols. (Paris, 1885—86), 1:188—91; and n. 10 above.
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and Bell, 39-40, 88—89.
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535—43; see also John Marienwerder, Vita Latina, ed. Hans Westpfahl, in Vita Dorotheae
Montoviensis Magistri Johannis Marienwerder (Cologne, 1964), 236 —45, and Kieckhefer,
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Vern Bullough, “Medieval Medical and Scientific Views of Women,” Viator 4 (1973):
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hout, 1978), 1:225-306, esp. 231 and plate 15.
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(1098-1179),” Ph.D. diss., Yale, 1981, 131—-34. And see Marguerite of Oingt, Specu-
lum, in Les Oeuvres de Marguerite d’Oingt, ed. and trans. A. Duraffour, P. Gardette, and
P. Durdilly (Paris, 1965), 98—99.
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Colledge (New York, n.d.), 43; idem, “Le Miroir du salut éternel,” in Oeuvres de Ruys-
broeck 'Admirable, trans. by the Benedictines of St.-Paul de Wisques, vol. 3 (3rd ed.,
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di S. Chiara d’Assisi;” ed. Zeffirino Lazzeri, Archivum Franciscanum Historicum 13 (1920),
458, 466.

REPRESENTATIONS



84.

85.

86.

87.

See Mary Martin McLaughlin, “Survivors and Surrogates: Children and Parents from
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