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Preface

During the Middle Ages, the consumption of food revolved around fasting and feasting.
Fasting, especially during Lent, was an important form of penance within the Catholic Church.
Even so, clites, clerics, and peasants discovered creative means to avoid fasting during Lent. |
determine the extent to which this is true of popes, the leader and the supposed example for the
Christian people. Specifically, 1 analyze the fasting practices of Pope Boniface VIII to understand
the complex and often contradictory role of food in the Medieval Christianity.

In 2010, Time Magazine came out with a list of the “Top 10 Most Controversial Popes™.!
Boniface, whose term lasted from 1294 to 1303, unsurprisingly made the list. Before he assumed
the papacy, Boniface was already surrounded by scandal as he succeeded Celestine V, one of the
very few popes to resign from office. But, the article in 7ime stated that it was due to his conflict
with Philip IV of France, his avaricious desire to acquire wealth and land, and his declaration of
papal supremacy which made him a controversial pope.?

Yet, this contemporary view only provides a one side of the notorious pontiff. Through
analyzing his personal records, my research presents another perspective of Boniface as pope.
Examining his household expenditures highlights that he conformed to religious doctre
regarding fasting. This evidence, along with looking at his infamous post-mortem trial, and his

own thoughts on penance, proves that he was, at least in part, a law-abiding Christian.

1 Clair Suddath, “Boniface VIIL” Time.com, April, 14, 2010, under “Top 10 Controversial Popes,” http://
wmv.time.comftimefspcciaIsfpackagesfartic]ef{) ,28804,1981842_1981844_1981605,00.htmi (accessed February, 8,

2013).
2 Ibid.
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Chapter One: Fasting on a Feast

The Contradiction of Consuming Food in Medieval Europe

In The English Medieval Feast, William Mead imagined a scene from a medieval
banquet: “A peacock selected as decoration for the feast was carefully flayed, roasted, once more
dressed in his gorgeous plumage, and then toward the end of the feast brought ceremoniously
with music to the table to be placed before the most valiant knight.”™ The image of a cooked and
then stuffed large bird in a hall demonstrated the lavish feasts of medieval society. Mead
continued to discuss the cultural significance of presenting the peacock to a knight, who then
made wild and chivalric vows. Feasting transcended food, as it reflected the social hierarchy of
the elite class. While this scene is fiction, it represents how the act of eating was just as cultural
as it was a necessity to life.

Feasting in the Middle Ages centered on the creation of a spectacle, awe-inspiring to
viewers. Between ordering the wine and meat to serve and planning the entertainment,
preparation for these elaborate events could take months.2 Particular emphasis focused on the
visual scene and incorporation of the senses.® The food, like the courtly entertainment, played a

role in the performance, and was meant to overwhelm the guests visually. In laboring for the
feast, cooks artistically transformed the food at these elite banquets through the use of color,
texture, and shape. For example, saffron mixed with egg yolks colored a dish vibrant yellow.*

These details produced an other-worldly effect for the guests. The one sense missing from

| William Edward Mead, The Engiish Medieval Feast (New York: Bames & Noble, Inc., 1967), 143.
2 Nichola Fletcher, Charlemange’s Tablecloth: A Piguant History of Feasting (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2004),

20.
3 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 60-61,

4 pW. Hammond, Food and Feast in Medieval England (Sutton Publishing, 1993), 137.
1



descriptions of the feasts was taste. The cooks gave more care to the presentation of the dishes as
opposed 1o their lavor. While the consumption of food took place at the [easts, the visual aspect
of the food proved more important, as it played a larger role in the show.

Despite the attention paid to the presentation of these dishes and the party atmosphere,
the motivations behind these feasts overshadowed the food. Among the lower classes, weddings
and funerals as well as banquets held at the end of the plowing season compromised the majority
of peasant festivities.’ These celebrations were minor relative to elite events. In contrast, nobles
held feasts as part of elite culture and not occasional, small scale parties. Staging banquets
signaled the host’s level of wealth, status and power in the community. The daily consumption of
a variety and expensive amount of food marked personall economic superiority. A public feast
displayed this ability to society. More specifically, at feasts, this display of wealth and power was
seen in the quantity of courses and quality of the food.

A more extravagant feast reflected a higher status of the host. Thus, the number of
courses revealed the social importance of the event and the host. Sometimes nobles tried to outdo
others in the number of courses to establish superiority in power.6 Social status determined the
division of courses. The noblest person would be presented with all the dishes, the next rank
down would get a little less and this pattern continued down the social ladder. Those of the
highest status consumed the most exotic courses, while lesser guests ate fewer and less
extravagant dishes.”

Similarly, the quality of the food established status, as the cost of ingredients revealed the

wealth of the host. Principally, the choice of meat and its preparation separated elite feasting

5 Hammond, 39.
& Fletcher, 29.
7 Hammend, 1335.



from ordinary banquets. Meat occupied the central role at the feasts, as it was the primary
ingredient that was transformed. For example, meats and fishes used to make jellies were
considered high status dishes because of the degree of skill that it took to produce them.® Serving
roasted meat. ranging from the average pig and chicken to the exotic peacock, signified high
social status because of the expense. Even when the lower classes had access to meat, they would
boil i1 instead of roasting. indicating their lack of means to elevate the food into a more fanciful
dish.” While the speciacle was the perceived focus of these events, the attention to the quality
and quantity of the dishes conveyed the centrality of the use of food to display wealth, status, and
power ai feasts.

Feasting was not the sole method through which food was seen in the Middle Ages.
Bridget Ann Henisch proposed that the medieval year resembled a chessboard of black and white
squares. with the vear divided inio fast and feasting days. Henisch stated that “a Church feast
was ushered in by a period of fasting; a fast rewarded with not only a feast in this life but the
hope of a celestial banquet in the next.”'® Fasts provided an outlet for people to complete
penance for their sins. such as overindulgence in food and alcohol at feasts. Those attempting to
ariain 2 closer connection to God could pursue religious perfection through the developing the

ability to resist human faults. Asceticism, especially associated with saintliness, included

repressing the desire for food, a bodily weakness.!!

\felin2 Weiss Adzmson . ed., Food in the Middle Ages (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1995), 66.

2 Jean-Louis Flandrin and Massimo Montanari, eds.. Food: A Culinary History from Antiquity to the Present (New
York- Colombia University Press, 1996), 179.

12 Bridget Ann Henisch. Feast and Fast: Food in Medieval Society (University Park: The Pennsylvania State
Umniversiny Press, 1976). 28.

3 Bypum, 2.
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Beyond the clergy, there stood a long tradition of lay fasting in Christianity. In early
Christian [asting practices, people abstained from certain foods entirely and limited themselves
to a single meal.'? This definition of fasting changed throughout the Middle Ages, as by the
thirtcenth century, fasting meant to abstain from meat and sometimes meat products. While not
cveryone obeyed this standard, fasting for penance had a place in every Christians’ life.

Fasting practices centered on the abstinence from meat during Lent. The Church preached
that consuming meat was linked to Adam’s fall in the Garden of Eden. ' Man’s failure to listen to
God resulted in all earthen creatures considered to be impure and sinful. The absence of meat
during Lent served as penance for humans’ insolence toward God. However, fish escaped
impurity caused by man by living in the water. Water, separated from Earth, possessed purifying
abilities, such as in baptisms and the flood Noah experienced in the Bible.!* While consuming
meat was forbidden, the prohibition covered other animal products less strictly, such as butter or
milk.

People were supposed to practice fasting both in weekly routines and important religious
holidays. Ordinary fasts took place on Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday.'> The observance of
these ordinary fasts increased during the longest and most important fasts of year: Advent and
Lent. People would fast during the Advent, or the four weeks preceding Christmas, the birth of
Christ. Yet, Catholic doctrine placed the greatest emphasis on Lent, representing Jesus’ fast of
forty days in the wilderness. The Church expected the laity to substitute fish for meat in their

diets during the entire forty days, but the rigor varied among class and region.

12 Bynum, 37.

13 Hensich, 32-33.
14 Fenisch, 33.

!5 Henisch, 30.



Imagining the year as divided up into feasting and fasting days suggests that religiously
proscribed fasting to counterbalance the custom of feasting. However, fasting contradicted and
sometimes directly opposed the elite tradition of banqueting. Tensions were especially high when
these two practices collided.

While seemingly clear cut, fasting was defined in a fluid and unclear manner, resulting in
the difficulty of practicing abstinence from meat. For example, Bemard of Clairvaux, a French
abbot of the Cistercian order, stated that fasting should also include abstaining from gossip and
laziness.'s To Bernard, fasting should have been embraced all areas in which people sinned.
Fasting in this sense could entail a holistic cleansing of the self and not limited to the
consumption of food. This logic expanded fasting from a literal sense of abstaining from food
into 2 more symbolic notion of expelling all sinful behavior.

In terms of food, fasting directly countered the sin of gluttony and therefore, gluttonous
behavior during Lent should have been unacceptable as well. Gluttony, like fasting, held many
definitions including drunkenness, consuming food with no purpose, and forgetfulness caused by
overindulgence in eating and drinking. Other definitions derived from Gregory the Great
included eating before the proper time to eat, and preparing food in too elevated a manner or
with too much decoration.” So, fasting should also include abstaining from these practices as
well.

The definition of fasting was not the only unclear part of this religious practice.
Paradoxes existed within Church doctrine regarding the general consumption of food. On one

hand, eating and feasting were made sacred by the Bible, including the Last Supper, and

16 Bynum, 43.
17 Madeleine Pelner Cosman, Fabulous Feasts: Medieval Cookery and Ceremony (University Park: The

Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976), 120.
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commemorated by the Church in the mass.'® But, Christianity also taught that earthy desires,
such as food, needed to be separated from the spiritual. These worldly pursuits only corrupted the
soul, just as the apple tempted Adam and Eve.

Moreover, the Church endorsed modifications to fasting, making the boundaries between
fast and feast even more blurry. In the later Middle Ages, people could to pay the Church to
consume forbidden foods during Lent, such as butter. Rouen Cathedral in France was nicknamed
“Buiter Tower” because the money collected from this religiously ordained loophole helped
construct it.!® Other loop holes liberalized substitutions for meat. The Church permitted
consuming beaver tail because it resembled a fish, but the body of the beaver remained off
limits.2° Church authorities considered birds as animals except for the barnacle goose since it
began life in a shell.2! These contradictions meant that people could find a way around
meaningful fasting.

The laity proved to be extremely creative in devising solutions to the problem created by
Lent. Before meat became obsolete in their Lenten diets, Christians overindulged right before the
long fasting periods. Special dishes, like pain perdu, arose during this time as to use up all the
forbidden delicacies such as eggs.22 Once Lent came, the desire for prohibited foods continued.
Some found escapes in their fasting regime to lessen the impact on their lives. Alcohol
consumption increased during this time because it did not break the fast but it did help ameliorate

feelings of deprivation. The popular quote, “Fishes must swim,” associating the consumption of

fish with the need to drink alcohol, embodied the mood produced by Lent.?

12 Henisch, 2-3.

19 Henisch, 47.

20 Henisch, 47.

21 Henisch, 47.

22 Henisch, 38.

23 Henisch, 41-42.



Another example of people avoiding a full commitment to Lent was the purchase of
luxury goods. Luxury toodstufls increased in price beeause of the amplified demand during this
tume. The laity consumed luxury products, such as sweets and spices, which were used to liven
up the food. while adhering to the fast.>! Other means to subvert the rules of fasting using

superfluous items included camoullaging the taste of the fish and creating imitations of

LT

cggs” from [ish roe and used fish to produce a faux-bacon and

prohibited foods. Cooks molded

ham.**

One might think that the clergy would not only fast but embrace the meaning of this
practice, but they too found resourceful ways to lessen the strain of Lent upon their diet. For the
clergy, luxurious fare during feast days compensated for fasting.?® The idea of compensation for

fasting depreciated the significance of the sacrifice. Access to fish during Lent also increased the
comfort of some clerics. The best known source of fish in England was the monastic fish pond.””

These ponds progressed from simple stews to an claborate infrastructure including water

channels connected to rivers. It functioned both as a storage facility and as a fish farm. The

scarcity of fish and the increase in prices meant that fish was a desirable commodity that not

everyone had access to. Even though the Church deemed fish an acceptable alternative meat
during Lent, the ability to consume large amounts of this protein defeated the sacrifice.

Not every Christian desired t0 subvert fasting. Some spiritual men and women fasted

with extreme devoutness and rigidity. Some women were even recorded as fasting solely on the

Eucharist.2® Nevertheless, these women did not limit their fasting to Lent, and fall outside the

24 Henisch, 41-42.
25 Bynum, 41.

26 Flandrin, 261.

27 Hammond, 22-23.
2% Bynum, 83.



practices ol the majority. To the laity, lasting symbolically gestured to their duty to do penance
for their sins but in reality, most did not fully embrace the principle behind fasting.

Scholars have shown that people regularly practiced a symbolic fasting rather than truly
sacrificing to fully practice penance for their sins. Not only did the laity do this but the clergy as
well. How [ar did this behavior extend? Did it extend to the upper echelons of the Church, those
who in fact ereated Christian fasting policies? My paper investigates to what extent this was true
of popes. One well documented pope was Boniface VIII, who was charged with refusing to fast
during Lent in his infamous post-mortem trial. [ analyze the household records of Pope Boniface
VIII (1235-1303), preserved in the Libri Rationum Camerae Bonifatii Papae V11, to examine his
private bills for food consumption.

By comparing his personal expenditures, policies and actions throughout the year to the
period of Lent, I determine that the Pope held himself to the same principles he imposed on his
congregation. Not only did he adhere to this tradition, in soime respects, his fasting practices
surpassed those of the laity. I also refute the claim that he did not fast during Lent, a claim made
through eye-witness testimony at his post-mortem trial. Additionally, 1 look at previous popes
fasting practices as well as Boniface’s own thoughts on penance. By looking at Boniface and his
fasting practices, I explore the contradictions over the religious meanings of food during the

Middle Ages as well as food’s central role in, not only religious practices, but many layers of

society.



Chapter Two: Scandal, Controversy, and Heresy, Oh My!

The Inftamous Legacy of Pope Boniface VIII

Benedetto Caetani was born in 1235 in the town of Anagni. He studied Roman and Canon
law in Bologna and went on to work with embassies as a member of the Roman Curia, the
administrative body of the pope. In 1291, Benedetto Caetani was given the title of Cardinal
Priest, putting him in close contact with the current pope, Celestine V. Celestine was elected
during a time of great political struggle between two old Italian families; the Colonna and
Orsini.?® This conclave, or elective body of cardinals, split between these two families and failed
to compromise on a pontiff until 1294, 2 years after the death of the previous pope, Nicholas IV.
Peter of Morrone, who became Celestine V, was chosen, not for his bureaucratic background, but
for his extreme piety. While he was an acetic hermit and a very holy man, he lacked the
ambitious, calculating personality of other thirteenth century popes and education, all of which
Boniface possessed.

Because of his vast knowledge of the Catholic legal doctrine, Benedetto either persuaded
Celestine V to abdicate his position as pope or simply informed of his right to relinquish his
position. Another rumor surrounding Celestine’s departure from office claimed that Boniface
whispered to the current pope to resign through means of a pipe, as if from God, in order to push
Celestine out of the papacy.3? While the role Benedetto played in this remains unclear, in 1294,
Celestine V abdicated and on December 24, the conclave elected Caetani as pope. Benedetto

Caetani took on the papal name of Boniface VIIL

29 Robert Brentano, Rome Before Avignon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 142-143.
30 Brentano, 140.

9



Some the actions he took as pope made him unpopular with his contemporaries. After
Celestine released himself from office, Boniface, fearing that he might try to reclaim his title,
ordered that the former pope be arrested.?! Celestine eventually died in his imprisonment in

1296. This produced rumors of a conspiracy to commit murder, which were used against

Boniface at his trial.

Boniface was also known for his intolerable temperament. While he suffered from the
“stones” or kidney stones which explained his hostilities, it only added to his bad reputation. For

example, during Ash Wednesday in 1300, as Boniface distributed the ashes to the bishops in the

curia, he threw ashes in the face of Archbishop of Genoa, a member of a faction against

732

Boniface, while stating, “Ghibelline thou art and with the Ghibellines shall return to dust.

Boniface’s papacy was not solely founded upon controversy and scandals. To mark the

end of the thirteenth century, the pope called for the Holy Year or Jubilee. He stated that every

hundred years there would be another celebration. To partake in the Jubilee, Christians embarked

on a pilgrimage to Rome, specifically to the basilicas of Saint Peter and Paul. ¥ The pope granted

indulgence to any pil grims who made this journey and confessed their sins. Pilgrims came by the

thousands, from every part of Central and Western Europe.** According to F. Donald Logan, this

act appears to not have other motive than to allow Christians to express their piety, exhibiting

Boniface’s virtuous side.??

However, Boniface remains most notable for the less pious actions of his papacy. During
his term as pope, Boniface VIII experienced much familial strife, which forms a great part of his

e
31 E. Donald Logan, 4 History of the Church in the Medieval Ages (London: Routledge, 2002), 257.

32 Brentano, 141.
33 Logan, 257.
34 Logan, 257.
35 Logan, 257.
10































































































































































