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 i. 
Fat Bodies in Early Modern Europe

This book is the first to examine understandings and experiences of fatness in early modern Europe (c. 1450–1700), uncovering attitudes towards fat bodies across England, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain through interdisciplinary analysis.

Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of how early modern Europeans perceived and experienced fat bodies through historically specific contexts rather than modern assumptions. The book delivers this through interdisciplinary scholarship combining history, art history, and literary studies to analyse sources across five major European regions. This approach reveals both continuities and contradictions in attitudes towards corpulence, examining medical, artistic, and literary perspectives within their proper historical frameworks. By considering early modern experiences on their own terms and relating them to period-specific conceptions of embodiment, readers will develop nuanced appreciation for how fatness was understood before modern medical and social constructs emerged.

This book is written for students and scholars of the early modern period, particularly those studying European history, cultural history, and the history of the body. It will also appeal to researchers in fat studies seeking historical perspectives and non-specialists interested in historical attitudes towards bodies and embodiment.

Holly Fletcher is a research fellow at University College London, focusing on early modern material culture, bodies, health, and environments. Her first book is Body Size in Early Modern Germany (2026).

Christine Ott is a professor of French and Italian literature at Goethe-Universität, Frankfurt, focusing on food cultures, concepts of the body, and gastro-myths. She recently co-edited the special issue Fat Worlds. Feasters and Loafers in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Times (2023).

Jill Burke is a professor of history at the University of Edinburgh, focusing on the body and its representation in early modern Italy. Her most recent book is How to Be A Renaissance Woman. The Untold History of Beauty and Female Creativity (2023).
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New Perspectives on Jewish Cultural History

Boundaries, Experiences, and Sensemaking

Edited by Maja Gildin Zuckerman and Jakob Egholm Feldt



	
Reconstructing Minds and Landscapes

Silent Post-War Memory in the Margins of History

Edited by Marja Tuominen, T. G. Ashplant, and Tiina Harjumaa



	
Cultural Translation and Knowledge Transfer on Alternative Routes of Escape from Nazi Terror

Mediations Through Migrations

Edited by Susanne Korbel and Philipp Strobl



	
Uisneach or the Center of Ireland

Frédéric Armao



	
Practices of Reunification

The Continuation of Refugee Life After 1945

Edited by Susanne Korbel and Philipp Strobl



	
Fat Bodies in Early Modern Europe

Edited by Holly Fletcher, Christine Ott, and Jill Burke





For more information about this series, please visit: https://www.routledge.com/Studies-for-the-International-Society-for-Cultural-History/book-series/SISCH



 iii. 
Fat Bodies in Early Modern Europe

Edited by Holly Fletcher, Christine Ott, and Jill Burke

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group.]


 iv. First published 2026

by Routledge


605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

and by Routledge

4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2026 selection and editorial matter, Holly Fletcher, Christine Ott, and Jill Burke; individual chapters, the contributors

The right of Holly Fletcher, Christine Ott, and Jill Burke to be identified as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

For Product Safety Concerns and Information please contact our EU representative GPSR@taylorandfrancis.com. Taylor & Francis Verlag GmbH, Kaufingerstraße 24, 80331 München, Germany.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

ISBN: 978-1-032-77166-3 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-1-032-77165-6 (pbk)

ISBN: 978-1-003-48160-7 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003481607

Typeset in Times New Roman

by Apex CoVantage, LLC




 v. 
Contents


	List of Contributors

	Acknowledgements

	Introduction: Fat Bodies in Early Modern Europe
Holly Fletcher, Christine Ott, and Jill Burke


	Part I Fatness, Health, and Community

	1 ‘No Age Did Ever Afford More Instances of Corpulency’: Obesity as a Collective Condition and the Early Modern Medicalisation of Girth
Alexander Pyrges


	2 Fatness and Fertility: Childbearing and the Size of Women’s Bodies in Early Modern Germany
Holly Fletcher





	Part II Cultural Hierarchies

	3 The Fat Female Body in Angelo Beolco’s Anti-Classicist Literary Portraits
Andrea Baldan


	4 Silenus, as a Vase: The Fat Man’s Body at the School of Fontainebleau (c. 1530–c. 1570)
Scarlett Butler


	 vi. 5 Laughter, Guilt, Anxiety: Dealing With Fat Animals in Early Modern Europe
Christine Ott





	Part III Shifting Meanings

	6 Heavy Debates: Weighing Fatness in a Spanish Renaissance Dialogue
Pablo García Piñar


	7 How to Fragment a Perfect Microcosm: The Sphere as the Shape of Fat Bodies in Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors and Cyrano’s ‘Contre un gros homme’
Roberta Colbertaldo


	8 Robust Hero/Fat Fool: Early Modern Fat Stereotypes in the Portrait of Alessandro dal Borro
Jill Burke





	Index






 vii. 
Contributors


	Andrea Baldan is a research associate at the Institute for Romance Languages and Literature (Institut für Romanische Sprachen und Literaturen), Goethe-Universität, Frankfurt am Main, Germany.

	Scarlett Butler is a Ph.D. candidate in history of art at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, UK.

	Roberta Colbertaldo is a research associate at the Institute for Romance Languages and Literature (Institut für Romanische Sprachen und Literaturen), Goethe-Universität, Frankfurt am Main, Germany.

	Pablo García Piñar is an assistant instructional professor of Spanish language and literature at the University of Chicago, Illinois, US.

	Alexander Pyrges is a lecturer at the Institute for the History of Medicine (Institut für Geschichte der Medizin), Universität Würzburg, Germany.






 viii. 
Acknowledgements

This volume results from the hybrid conference, Fat Bodies in Early Modern Europe, which took place at the University of Edinburgh, Goethe-Universität Frankfurt, and online in June 2022. We would like to thank all speakers and attendees for their valuable and stimulating contributions. The conference received funding from the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, the University of Edinburgh, and Goethe-Universität Frankfurt (Freunde der Goethe-Universität). The publication has been funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft within the context of the project “Fette Welten? Utopische und anti-utopische Diskurse über Essen und Körper in der Vormoderne (Italien, Frankreich)” (431101838).



 1. 

IntroductionFat Bodies in Early Modern Europe

Holly Fletcher, Christine Ott, and Jill Burke

DOI: 10.4324/9781003481607-1


What did it mean to be fat in early modernity, and what was it like to be fat? How were fat bodies appraised, regulated, experienced, and understood? These questions lie at the heart of this volume, which seeks to uncover the various and complex ways in which early modern people conceived of fatness and fat bodies. While it is often assumed that premodern attitudes towards fat were exclusively positive, this view has been firmly disproven by recent scholarship. Fatness did not simply represent wealth and prosperity in a period of food scarcity, but rather, fat bodies have been subjects of ambivalence, and frequently stigma, throughout history. Recognition of this continued ambivalence has encouraged scholars to unpick the competing and coexisting attitudes towards fat which have developed over time and in particular contexts.

This collection is the first to examine understandings and experiences of fat within the focused, yet diverse, temporal and geographical setting of early modern Europe. In broad historical surveys on fatness and dieting, the early modern period has often been presented as a bridging point between modern condemnatory attitudes to fatness and a medieval ‘anything goes’ attitude. This volume examines this period of flux more closely, overturning the view that this was a time of smooth transition. With chapters examining early modern England, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain, this book uncovers the manifold understandings of fat present across these regions and explores both their continuities and contradictions. Our close attention to particularities challenges many assumptions about the history of obesity, which have been founded on a relative paucity of evidence. Through the analysis of both little-known and more familiar sources, spanning a range of genres, the chapters in this volume demonstrate the ubiquity, as well as the specificity, of concerns about fatness in early modern life. While some discussions of fat may be expected, such as in discourses of excess and gluttony, for example, others are less predictable – questions of fat are shown to enter into debates concerning good government, scholarly life, childbirth, intelligence, and military prowess. Early modern people analysed their own and others’ fatness in diverse, sometimes contradictory, ways, seeking to ‘read’ the internal health, character, and morality of individuals from the signs of their exterior. This volume draws attention to the distinctiveness of this period in encouraging the scrutiny of fat bodies, as fatness became embedded in broader contemporary debates about health, gender, identity, and society.


 2. 
Fatness, Health, and Embodiment

The early modern period – here defined liberally as between c. 1450 and 1700 – developed new conceptions of embodiment. Since Katherine Park and other key writers in this field asked if there was a ‘Renaissance Body’ in the 1990s, the answer has been a resounding ‘yes’ – or, more accurately, that the development and understanding of a proliferation of bodies grew in relationship to new cultural norms.1 As Laura Gowing has argued, early modern bodies are ‘almost unrecognisable to modern eyes’, being imagined and experienced differently from today.2 In this period, the body was not understood as one whole but as ‘something constantly changing, absorbing and excreting’ through boundaries which were porous and permeable.3 In both medical and popular belief, as well as in practical experience, the body was subject to change enacted by its environment. A great swathe of popular health manuals sought to advise their readers about how to manipulate this environment to optimise health.4

As the Riminese physician, Bartolommeo Traffichetti, opined in one of these handbooks, ‘You can’t know about health if you don’t know the humours’, by which he referred to the four humours of Galenic medicine, namely blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile.5 The Italian proto-feminist writer Moderata Fonte had one of her characters explain this system of health in The Worth of Women (first published 1600):


[W]e are all made up of four elements, which combine to form the four principal substances or dispositions of the human body; that is phlegm, which is generated from air; blood, from water; choler (yellow bile), from fire; and melancholy (black bile), from earth. If one of these humours predominates in the patient’s body, the doctor must be able to recognize this and choose the appropriate remedy for correcting the balance and tempering the dominant element.6



As Fonte’s character notes, balances of humours resulted in different body types, propensities to illness and personalities, including the likelihood of being fat or thin. Fat bodies were typically understood to possess a phlegmatic temperament, characterised as cold and wet, while bodies that were hot and dry, possessing a choleric temperament, tended to be thin. Humoral understandings could also intersect with astronomical interpretations. German field surgeon Hans von Gersdorff wrote in 1528 that those of a phlegmatic complexion, born under Saturn, would be ‘fat and sluggish’, while phlegmatic individuals born under Jupiter would be ‘not too fat’ and instead possess ‘moderate size’.7 In general, fatness was thought to be caused by an excess of the interconnected humours of blood and phlegm.

Galen himself had described obesity as resulting from a surplus of blood, and early modern physicians drew on this understanding when developing their own theories of fat.8 In 1580, Swiss physician Thomas Erastus offered an early explanation of the physiology of fat, which he described as the airy parts of blood, produced in the liver and derived from food and drink.9 Altering the fatness of the body, however, did not just involve changing one’s food consumption but rather the careful management  3. of all six non-naturals of Galenic-Hippocratic medicine: air; motion and rest (including what we might now call exercise); evacuation and retention (of bodily fluids such as faeces, urine, sweat, or semen); sleep and waking; and the passions or emotions, in addition to food and drink. Controlling the full swathe of interactions between the body’s internal complexion and the environment, encapsulated by the non-naturals, constituted early modern practices and understandings of ‘dieting’.

Although this approach to managing the body was centuries old by 1500, the advent of new technologies – such as printing, the full-length mirror, mimetic representation in art and anatomy, the development of tailored clothing, and the growth of portraiture – meant that understandings of fatness, and the appearance of the body more generally, underwent a fundamental shift from the late fifteenth century onwards. Recent general histories of what is now called dieting – the control of the fatness and thinness of the body – often focus on Alvise Cornaro’s (1484–1566) Short Compendium for a Sober Life of 1558 as the first popular ‘diet’ book, but it was only one of many such works in print during the sixteenth century, and certainly not the first or the most read.10 In fact, rather than being a sixteenth-century phenomenon, likely the earliest extant printed book dedicated to altering the body’s shape was published in Milan in 1481. This short manual, of only around ten pages, is appended to a Treatise about the Conservation of Health and titled A Book about Keeping the Body Healthy. It was most probably written by the Ferrarese court physician, Ugo Benzi (1376–1439), and circulated in manuscript during his lifetime.11 Aimed at a male audience, this work is dedicated


to preserve and defend a healthy body at the midpoint, and with measured habits and dispositions and fattening actions so that the process of time does not lead to superfluous fatness, and as well to have information about those things that to a large extent makes us fat, those that make us thin and what keeps a human body slim.12



The measure for fatness was related to whether it hampered your life in one way or another: ‘when a man cannot wipe his own bottom without effort, or when he gets tired to walk about, or when he’s prevented by fatness in bending over to hold his ankles’.13 Benzi’s emphasis on the ‘midpoint’ was typical of medical advice for this period, as was the coupling of advice on slimming down with prescriptions for fattening up.

Benzi’s proposed cures for fatness anticipated those which later proliferated in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century health and beauty manuals throughout Europe. These related to the manipulation of the six non-naturals and derived from classical precedents.14 Because fatness was connected to overly moist and cold humours, Benzi recommended a regimen that dried and heated the body:


What makes you thinner is the regulation of the nourishment of food, drink, airs, waking and sleeping, fatigue and rest, of evacuation and retention, and of the accidents and passions of the soul […]. Salted meat, old cheese, bitter foods, acidic foods, salted foods, lentils and other legumes, hard bread  4. and biscuit […] and continual use of vinegar dries the human body and makes it thinner. […] Dry, windy and cold air, continual superfluous physical effort, little sleep through which excessive wakefulness dries the human body. Sleep uncomfortably in hard beds and sleep clothed […] eat little and suffer hunger and use things that move the body and tires it out, that makes it sweat and have oneself bled often […] have serious thoughts and a soul full of great worries. Rancour and melancholy about things past redemption, and an appetite for arduous and difficult things […] and thoughts of serious dangers and similar things, and having too much sex makes you thin down.15



In the following century, such advice became fairly widespread, being contained within larger regimens on health and beauty prior to the seventeenth-century publication of monographs and medical dissertations on obesity. The latter, initiated perhaps by Gabriele Falloppio and subsequent lecturers in surgery at the University of Padua in the mid-sixteenth century, proliferated in the German-speaking regions where, their authors suggested, a propensity for fatness and excess made obesity a particularly pertinent topic.16

While early modern guidelines for fattening or slimming the body shared a common grounding in humoral teachings, their framing drew on the particular contexts in which they appeared. The focus on avoiding fatness in Benzi’s context of the North Italian courts emerged due to an increased emphasis on appearance as a means of social currency and an increasing pressure on individuals to think of their bodies as works-in-progress – raw material that, with enough effort, ingenuity, and self-control, could be manipulated to meet social ideas of beauty.17 As Timothy McCall has noted, the emphasis on staying slim was related to a wider culture of beautification among elite men and new fashions in clothing that saw ever-shorter doublets coupled with tight hose. McCall gives the startling example of the Duke of Milan being stabbed to death partly because he refused to wear his protective doublet as it made him look too fat.18 In the German lands, the conservative Catholic physician Hippolytus Guarinonius, in addition to warning about the dangers of fatness, criticised mothers who ‘starve their daughters while they are growing children, and particularly make them struggle for thirst, so that they retain their thin and slender bodies and do not become too large and powerful’.19 The desire for German women to appear slender was connected to contemporary discourses on Germanness which incorporated feminine values of honour, modesty, and self-control, here suggested to have taken effect in the nourishment of young girls.20

While personal worries about appearance likely existed well before this historic moment, this is the first time we get a cluster of sources to show how shifts in cultural understandings of body ideals, so readily visible in artworks and literary sources, could be assimilated by individuals. Augsburg accountant, Matthäus Schwarz’s, startling appraisal and depiction of himself as ‘fat and round’ at the age of 28 in 1525 and again the next year is a case in point.21 The earliest currently known personal testimony by a woman worrying about being fat comes from the same historic moment: Isabella d’Este, marchioness of Mantua (1474–1539), is recorded as having a personal battle with fatness over several years. A teasing  5. passage, dripping with sarcasm, in a letter to her husband, Francesco Gonzaga, in June 1509 clearly shows that she is aware of contemporary slimming advice:


Please forgive me for not responding sooner to your letter. Thank you for your gift of partridges, which I ate for the love of Your Lordship and also in order not to let myself slim down, because I need things of substance so that I do not become thin, having made such a good start in slimming down, but I do hope that this heat will help me to slim down in all earnestness; but if I had had the thoughts and worries that Your Lordship has had from those French poltroons perhaps I would not be so fat.22



At least in some European contexts, this emphasis on the functional issues related to fatness – its impact on fertility, on breathing difficulties, and so on – went alongside an aesthetic preference for a ‘proportional’ body. In a world largely without weighing scales big enough for human bodies, the use of proportions to assess bodily beauty started to become in vogue alongside the revival of the nude form in artistic culture. Commentators such as Leon Battista Alberti urged artists to create ideal nudes by taking the average proportions from real, beautiful male bodies, thus challenging the established classical canon of bodily proportion that had been largely accepted throughout the middle ages.23 Published posthumously in 1528, the German artist Albrecht Dürer’s Four Books on Human Proportion was the culmination of a decades-long quest to understand beauty in relation to the human form. In this text, Dürer was the first to argue for a theory of ideal proportion which was not a universal canon but accounted for the differences between bodies.24 According to Dürer, both fat and thin bodies could be beautiful, provided their separate parts were in proportion to the whole.25

By the 1540s, Italian books on female beauty offered pages of proportions which allowed readers to assess real bodies. Nicolò Franco, for example, in his 1542 Dialogue Where We Discuss Beauty, explains that most authorities think that a woman’s height should be ‘seven times the length of her face’, ‘the face should be three noses long’, ‘the arms should be two and a half times as wide as the length of the biggest finger, the leg one and a half times as broad as the arm, and the thighs three times the arm’, and so on.26 Twenty years later, this emphasis on proportion had morphed into direct advice. The influential beauty advice manual by the Modenese physician, Giovanni Marinello of 1562, The Ornaments of Women includes sections on how to reduce ‘the entire body and its members to proportion’.27 Here, he adapted Latin lectures to physicians taught at the University of Padua by Gabriele Falloppio and his successors, sharing their findings with an audience that could not read Latin. Marinello betrays ‘common knowledge’ here too – it was better for women to be fat than thin, but excessive fatness was problematic as it could lead to sterility and, thus, should be treated – his recommendations broadly follow Benzi’s. Marinello’s advice on shaping the body was hugely influential – as well as two subsequent Italian editions (1574, 1603) that found their way into collections throughout Europe, his text was translated and adapted in German, French, and English.



 6. 
Historicising Fat

Early modern experiences and understandings of fat bodies must be approached in relation to historically specific conceptions of embodiment, yet this contextual sensitivity is frequently missing from histories of fatness and fatphobia. In the emerging field of fat studies, historical overviews of the perception and representation of fatness have tended to focus on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as periods in which fatness became a subject of social, medical, aesthetic, and political concern.28 In challenging this view, this volume builds on existing scholarship which has shown that concern with fat has a much longer history. Despite describing the premodern period as a ‘time before fat’, Elena Levy-Navarro’s pioneering investigation of fat bodies in the works of Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, and Skelton provided an early historicisation of fatness. Inspired by Norbert Elias’s and Mikhail Bakhtin’s claim for heightened control over the body and bodily behaviour beginning in early modernity, she suggested that it was only with the development of a ‘civilized elite’ that the individualised, self-contained body could be ‘violated by fat flesh’, resulting in the moral stigmatisation of the fat body.29

While we follow her lead by examining how the specificity of early modern understandings of the body could impact on ideas about fatness, several of the chapters in this volume challenge Levy-Navarro’s view that ‘revulsion for fat is uniquely modern’.30 Scarlett Butler and Holly Fletcher reveal that fat bodies could be subject to stigma and negative stereotyping which depended specifically on early modern conceptions of the body in flux. Butler shows that a satirical print from the School of Fontainebleau, which mocks the Greek wine God Silenus by presenting his fat body in the form of a vase, drew upon medical understandings of the belly as a site for the accumulation of fluid humours (Chapter 4). Fletcher examines an early seventeenth-century medical text by Tirolean physician Hippolytus Guarinonius which aggressively condemns fatness among women in childbed, in part as excessive fat would disrupt the bodily flows required for successful birth and recovery (Chapter 2).

This volume thus supports the arguments of Georges Vigarello and Christopher E. Forth, among others, who have shown that fat bodies were already subjects of stigma, disgust, and ambivalence in early modernity. In the first comprehensive history of attitudes towards fat bodies, Vigarello argues that fatness has been continuously stigmatised since as early as the sixteenth century, though the reasons for this stigmatisation have varied over time. In the early modern period, Vigarello suggests, fat bodies began to be viewed negatively in connection with the vice of gluttony and the image of the clumsy, stupid peasant; in the modern era, fatness represented the greedy bourgeoisie, while in the present, fat people are said to possess a lack of willpower and autonomy.31 Reaching further back in time, Forth traces the evolution of negative stereotypes towards fat people from antiquity to the present day, focusing in particular on the material qualities of fat which played a role in generating responses to fat bodies, which he explores primarily in relation to disgust. Disgust at fat, Forth suggests, draws on human misgivings about our own embodiment and mortality, which are provoked by fat’s material associations  7. with both fertility and decay. He argues, therefore, that there has always been an ambivalence towards fat, which serves as a material reminder of our ‘messy and disappointing corporeality’.32

Ambivalence is a crucial starting point for this volume, and all of our authors recognise conflicting attitudes and understandings of fatness within their sources and contexts. Jill Burke interprets the Portrait of Alessandro dal Borro, from the first half of the seventeenth century, in relation to the range of potential readings of fatness available to early modern Europeans which, Burke suggests, could be employed knowingly for humorous ends (Chapter 8). Alexander Pyrges’s investigation of the medicalisation of obesity from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century shows how reports of a popular appreciation for fatness, in which corpulence was viewed as aspirational, bolstered pathological conceptions of fat as a health concern by reframing obesity as a collective condition (Chapter 1). In Christine Ott’s examination of fat animals in early modern literature, she questions how ‘thinking with pigs’ can help to understand the ambivalence of fat in early modernity, as well as the ambivalence of the human/animal relationship (Chapter 5). Perhaps the clearest demonstration of ambivalence towards fat appears in Pablo García Piñar’s close reading of a dialogue written by Juan de Arce de Otálora around 1520, in which two characters debate the merits and disadvantages of having a fat body (Chapter 6). Focused analysis of specific sources and geographies enables this volume to move beyond a recognition of the continued ambivalence towards fat throughout history, instead highlighting the particular ways and contexts in which such conflicting attitudes took shape in early modernity.

This approach builds on Holly Fletcher’s recent investigation of body size – fatness and thinness – in early modern Germany.33 Fletcher argues that body size assumed unprecedented significance in the German lands across the sixteenth century in connection with the profound social, religious, and political developments of the Reformation era. In this context, a proto-nationalistic view of body size emerged, where large, robust male bodies came to be associated with the strength of masculine German authority, while female slenderness was idealised for representing the modesty, honour, and self-discipline of German women. Fletcher thus presents a different story of early modern fatness (and thinness) from Vigarello, who identified a ‘definitive break’ in this period, after which fatness was increasingly stigmatised. Vigarello’s conclusions were drawn primarily from French sources, yet Fletcher shows that this narrative cannot be straightforwardly applied to sixteenth-century Germany. To unpick the nuances and complexities in understandings and experiences of body size, Fletcher brings together a broad range of sources and perspectives, examining fatness and thinness in relation to questions of gender, religion, health, material and visual culture, and personal identity. This interdisciplinary collection of chapters, examining a range of European geographies, expands upon Fletcher’s emphasis on the diversity of early modern bodies and thereby of ideas about body size.

The multiple perspectives on early modern fatness represented in this volume, moreover, reflect the flourishing of scholarship on historical corpulence across a  8. range of disciplines in recent years, as scholars have analysed the presentation of fat bodies in religious literature, medical treatises, comedic texts, and visual culture, among many other sources.34 The aesthetic evaluation of fatness in terms of beauty and ugliness is a prominent theme that has emerged throughout the investigation of fatness in diverse genres. Naomi Baker found that the ugly body in early modern English literature was frequently fat, as fatness was associated with sin, disease, carnality, and excess.35 In her examination of corpulence in Italian and French literary and visual genres, Christine Ott examines the significance of fatness as an aesthetic ‘problem’, insisting on the subjectivity of categories of ‘fat’ and ‘thin’, ‘beauty’ and ‘ugliness’. She investigates where and how dominant aesthetic ideals could be challenged, identifying concepts of shape (or shapelessness), eroticism, and youth as central factors which dictated the aesthetic evaluation of corpulence.36 These organising concepts re-emerge in this collection. Andrea Baldan analyses the presentation of fat female bodies by the Paduan playwright and actor Angelo Beolco, known as Ruzante, showing how Beolco’s erotic depiction of fat peasant women was intended to present an aesthetic ideal of fatness among the lower classes (Chapter 3). Roberta Colbertaldo examines the descriptions of ‘spherical’ fat bodies in works by Shakespeare and Cyrano, highlighting their use of shape and bodily fragmentation to question Renaissance canons of aesthetic perfection (Chapter 7).

Jill Burke’s work on the nude (2018) and, later, on beauty cultures (2023) traces how classically inspired ideals of beauty were transferred from the artistic and literary realm into the appraisal and modification of real bodies.37 She shows how ideas of ‘proportion’ came into common usage in relation to bodies in fifteenth-century artistic theory relating to the male nude, but, by the early sixteenth century, were used to appraise real women in Italian ‘querelle des femmes’ literature. A consideration of how cultural ideals and attitudes towards fatness related to the real bodies of early modern people is also a prominent theme in Burke’s chapter in this volume (Chapter 8). She considers how the diverse responses Alessandro dal Borro would have encountered in relation to his bulk, as well as his individual character and humour, may have informed how he chose to be presented in his portrait. Similarly, Holly Fletcher considers how medical discussions of fatness and childbearing related to the reality of early modern women’s experiences of body size and fertility (Chapter 2). As women’s bodies could be expected to undergo cycles of expansion and contraction through pregnancy and childbirth as often as every other year, she argues that women’s experiences of body size cannot be separated from understandings and expectations concerning childbearing.

The significance of gender for conceptions of fatness runs throughout this collection. We build, therefore, on earlier scholarship concerning the existence of different bodily ideals for women and men, who moreover faced different forms of fat stigma in accordance with their gender identities.38 Responding to both a public and scholarly emphasis on discrimination against female fatness, Sander L. Gilman examined the history of fat men, who, he argued, ‘claimed center stage in the obsession about fat bodies for most of Western history’.39 By contrast, Sabrina Strings has argued that fat stigma emerged in connection to both racialised  9. and gendered ideals for beauty and morality, primarily in relation to the female body.40 This volume emphasises the importance of examining fatness in relation to both women and men and conceptions of both femininity and masculinity. Gender and gendered power relations shaped the regulation and representation of fatness in early modernity. Scarlett Butler argues that Silenus as a Vase mocked the fat male body by presenting it with physical markers of femininity, as the vase’s form alluded to female anatomy (Chapter 4). Christine Ott examines fat animals in relation to intersecting frameworks of gender and power (Chapter 5). Analysing the physiognomy of Giambattista della Porta, Ott shows that the association of particular human bodies with the bodies of animals, particularly those which were fat and soft, emerged from a long tradition which deemed the fat, soft body to be effeminate and, therefore, easily ruled.



Re-Examining Early Modern Fat

Building on the growing scholarship on historical corpulence, this volume uncovers new perspectives on fatness in early modern Europe as the first sustained scholarly examination of fat bodies within this temporal and geographical context. Our interdisciplinary focus, involving scholars working in fields of history, art history, and literary studies, brings together sources and approaches which provide a fuller understanding of early modern experiences and evaluations of fatness. In numerous cases, our contributors draw on little-known sources which have been overlooked by existing scholarship. Andrea Baldan analyses two descriptions of fat women by Angelo Beolco which have not previously been included in literary studies of fatness, in part because they were written in pavan, a literary language based on a rural Paduan dialect which is difficult to interpret (Chapter 3). Similarly, the Renaissance dialogue from mid-sixteenth-century Spain examined by Pablo García Piñar has not received scholarly attention in histories of fat, yet it provides critical insights into the ambivalence of early modern attitudes towards fatness in the Iberian Peninsula (Chapter 6). Across the eight chapters of this volume, our contributors provide new insights into fatness and fat bodies in early modernity, providing a more complete overview of attitudes towards corpulence in this period, while also paying attention to the particularities of the sources and contexts they examine.

The first part of the volume considers fatness through the lens of health. Medical perspectives have frequently been at the centre of investigations into premodern fatness, as scholars have sought to identify when obesity and corpulence came to be viewed as a health ‘problem’. Ken Albala suggested that medical anxiety about obesity may be dated to the seventeenth century when physicians introduced a ‘fear of fat’ into the public consciousness.41 Rather than being limited to the seventeenth century, Michael Stolberg claims that discussions about obesity were present in ‘virtually every major early modern medical text’, while Mariacarla Gadebusch Bondio argues that there was a particular focus on obesity in the medical school in Padua from around the 1550s in relation to what she terms ‘medical aesthetics’.42 Alexander Pyrges’s and Holly Fletcher’s chapters offer new insights  10. and approaches to the relationship between fatness, health, and medicine. Pyrges argues that physicians used claims about the prevalence of corpulence in early modern societies, for which they drew on understandings of a popular appreciation for fatness to advance the medicalisation of obesity (Chapter 1). By suggesting that obesity was a collective condition, physicians justified the medical attention it received and presented fatness as a topic of relevance beyond the realm of medical experts. Pyrges thus highlights how competing early modern discourses on fat shaped and intersected with one another in a medical context.

Tirolean physician Hippolytus Guarinonius’s medical treatise, the starting point for Holly Fletcher’s examination of female fatness in relation to fertility and childbearing, similarly described fatness as a popular ideal and collective condition among Tirolean women in childbed (Chapter 2). Fletcher uses this text as a case study through which to reassess the existing understandings of the relationship between fatness and fertility in early modernity and to examine the gendered health implications of fat. Like Pyrges, Fletcher juxtaposes Guarinonius’s condemnation of fat with its reported desirability among lying-in women, who sought to fatten their bodies with the support of their female networks. Both Pyrges and Fletcher thus draw attention to the communities involved in assessments of fat: while Fletcher examines fatness within the female community of the lying-in chamber, Pyrges highlights how physicians presented the prevalence of obesity for the broader medical community by evoking the popularity of bulk throughout society. In both cases, medical experts are shown to assert the superiority of their perspectives on fat, further indicating how ideas about fatness were situated within assumed hierarchies of knowledge about the body.

Chapters in the second part expand upon the significance of cultural hierarchies for understandings of fat. Andrea Baldan shows how fatness was used by Angelo Beolco to stage the peasantry in gendered, embodied, and frequently sexualised ways, drawing on cultural paradigms which were particular to the upper classes (Chapter 3). Baldan thus examines how the perception of a common appreciation of fatness, also highlighted in the first two chapters, took shape outside of a medical context. In this case, he argues, the dramatisation of the fat female body for elite audiences, which parodied classical beauty ideals, was interwoven with discourses of control over both women and peasants. The significance of gender- and class-based hierarchies is also explored by Scarlett Butler in her examination of the School of Fontainebleau’s Silenus as a Vase (Chapter 4). Butler argues that the image, which draws on the popular body-vessel analogy used to depict both bodily excess and female embodiment, presents the idealisation of ‘moderate masculinity’ in this period. Butler connects this reading to the print’s target audience of educated, elite male collectors, who would ‘get’ the image’s mocking humour and were entitled to judge the boundaries of moderation.

Butler’s consideration of comedy in the presentation of Silenus, and for moralistic portrayals of fatness more generally, is echoed in chapters by Fletcher, Baldan, Colbertaldo (Chapter 7), and Burke (Chapter 8). Christine Ott also considers the significance of laughter, alongside guilt and anxiety, for the presentation of fat animals (Chapter 5). The hierarchies at the centre of Ott’s study relate to  11. an anthropocentric view of the world, today called speciesism. Ott shows that in emblem literature and comedic burlesque texts, a discourse emerged to justify the consumption and exploitation of animals, especially pigs, who supposedly strove to become fat. In discussions of fat animals and humans, Ott finds that an asymmetrical relationship was reinforced which associated the dominant with superior intellect and the control of bodily impulses, while the dominated were associated with earthbound and sinful physicality.

The volume’s third section turns to the shifting meanings of fatness in early modernity. Through his analysis of Juan de Arce de Otálora’s Coloquios de Palatino y Pinciano (‘The Dialogues of Palatino and Pinciano’), Pablo García Piñar identifies a moment of transition for attitudes towards fatness in mid-sixteenth-century Spain (Chapter 6). The debate, in which Palatino argues for the prestige of robust size while Pinciano presents a counter argument, concludes without a clear resolution, and Otálora leaves it up to the reader to decide which opinion has prevailed. García Piñar posits, therefore, that the dialogue represents a pivotal moment for ambivalence towards fat, before new dietary regimes at the Spanish court elevated a lean aesthetic ideal and a growing repulsion for fatness. Roberta Colbertaldo similarly considers how shifting perspectives on the human body shaped presentations of fatness in literary cultures (Chapter 7). She connects both Shakespeare’s and Cyrano’s descriptions of spherical fat bodies to developing scientific, artistic, and religious discourses which stressed a correspondence between the microcosm of the human body and the macrocosm of the universe. She thus situates these texts in relation to early modern global expansion and new astronomical and anatomical discoveries.

Like Baldan, Colbertaldo suggests that fat bodies are used by these writers to question Renaissance canons of aesthetic perfection. In Jill Burke’s chapter, she shows that Alessandro dal Borro’s body similarly departed from the ideal proportions championed by Italian physicians, and she interprets his bulky portrayal in relation to recurring tropes associated with male fatness (Chapter 8). In so doing, Burke offers a new conceptual framework for thinking about the shifting meanings of fat bodies. She utilises Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome theory to argue that meanings of fatness are comparable to the complex, multi-level system of rhizome roots, spreading unseen before gaining prominence at particular historical moments.43 Burke thus uses Borro’s portrait to argue against linear narratives concerning attitudes towards fat, suggesting that the image reveals the conflation of ideas about the large male body in early modernity.

***

This volume’s innovation lies in its contextual focus. Broad studies of fatness have not sufficiently examined the depth and complexity of attitudes towards fat bodies in early modern Europe. Scholars who have investigated nuanced understandings of corpulence in this period in greater detail (including this volume’s editors, among others) have done so for particular geographical regions or within focused medical, artistic, and literary contexts. This collection brings these perspectives together. In doing so, it pays close attention to contextual specificities while also  12. offering a bigger and more complete picture of fatness in early modernity. Burke’s use of the rhizome theory is thus indicative of the broader approach taken in the volume as a whole: our authors reveal the complex and multi-levelled meanings of fatness which emerged in a range of settings at this particular historical moment.
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