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introduction

In our hall hangs a nineteenth-century framed handbill, hand-

blocked in red and blue, printedby the ‘Inmates at the Prevention

and Reformatory Institute, 237 Euston Rd, London’. It used to

hang in the parlour of a farmhouse near Louth in Lincolnshire,

close by the chair in which, according to family legend, John

Wesley satwhenhecame to tea onememorable afternoon. It says:

RULES

To Be Observed By This Family.

Waste Not, Want not

Gather up the fragments that remain that nothing

be lost—John vi.12.

Do everything at its Proper Time

To everything there is a Season, and a time to

every purpose—Eccls.iii

Put everything in its Proper Place.

Use everything for its Proper Purpose.

Rise early. Be industrious.

Let all things be done decently and in Order—Cor. xiv.40

BE PUNCTUAL. BE REGULAR. BE CLEAN.



The chair still has a place of honour; but the Rules have been

relegated by the next generation to a lowly space next to the

coat rack. We no longer need to be told ‘Be Clean’—being clean

is hardly worthy of comment. Even so, there are still some

visitors who look at the Rules and say simply: ‘I agree with

that.’ That handbill speaks with distant voices that can still be

heard, but are growing fainter.

There is a certain timelessness about cleansing and cleanli-

ness that seems to intrigue all of us—and even horrify us, when

ancient purification mentalities crop up in modern politics—

but there is no real mystery about cleansing and cleanliness.

Historically speaking, all of it comes from somewhere, and has a

reason for being. This book starts from the premiss that every-

thing about cleanliness is datable, and traceable, and tackles its

well-hidden history head-on, across all fronts. Cleansing was

such a universal subject, and so obviously consisted of any

number of different histories, all of them probably interrelated

in various ways which we knew very little about, that it would

have been unwise to leave out any scrap of evidence.

Seek and ye shall find: under every rock that was turned over

were fresh sources, new angles, new events, and new people

waiting to be disinterred. Hygiene was almost virgin soil, a

historian’s dream. The work originally started in the nineteenth

century, and many years later ended up in the Neolithic; I then

slowly worked my way back again towards the twenty-first cen-

tury. The trawl gradually started to turn into a coherent story.

Inevitably, many of the details have had to be cut; and individ-

ual histories and close historical interpretation very much

reduced, painfully, sometimes to a mere half-sentence. But

half a loaf is better than none.

A few preliminary comments will be helpful. I have gradually

come to think of the words ‘clean’, ‘purity’, and ‘hygiene’ as

representing three—possibly even four—historical dimensions

piled on top of one another, overlapping through time (for

AQ1
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reasons I will touch on later). Simple ‘cleanliness’ I think lies at

the bottom of everything, and seems to me to represent

our animal and human side—not only the demands of our

extremely ancient biology, but also our very ‘Neolithic’ love of

grooming, orderliness, and beauty. Purity was man-made, but

also lies in deep levels of time as a psychology that produced

certain refined religious, or supernatural, ideologies of divine

perfection and pollution that were socially imposed on animal

nature and the material world. ‘Hygiene’ derives from the clas-

sical Greek word for wholesomeness and human healthiness,

which then became a shorthand term for the Greek natural

science of preserving and extending life. The first half of the

book sketches out these main themes in some detail; while the

second half deals with the subsequent literary and social history

of European personal hygiene in its original, andmuch broader,

ancient Greek sense, popularly known as ‘the regimen of

health’—what we did (and do) for ourselves in order to preserve

our bodies, with or without trained doctors, or publicly pro-

vided facilities. You could call it a social and cultural history of

preventive medicine.

There was a lot of solid material evidence involved in all of

this; but it was always obvious that there was an ‘immaterial’

world that was just as real, if not more so, to many of the actors

concerned—cleanliness is, after all, next to godliness. To the

religious mind the two worlds were fused as one, and could not

be separated: it is called holism. This is why there had to be a

history of personal hygiene and purity. The religious mind also

revealedafurthersecret:patriarchalasceticPuritanismhadeffect-

ively wiped the history of grooming and cosmetic care from the

European records, certainly from the history of hygiene. They

genuinely despised its very close and happy associations with

beauty, women and sex. Yet grooming and cosmetic care are two

of the most intensive and regular forms of bodily cleansing that

we do to ourselves, and fully deserved to be rescued.
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Readers will be familiar with some parts of the story, but

probably not the whole—it is not the normal view of personal

hygiene. This is scarcely your fault. In fact there hasn’t been a

book on the general history of hygiene for over fifty years. One

historian complained in 1974 that ‘there has been no serious

scholarly study of personal hygiene. The subject has been treated

as a source of amusement and has been presented in the context

of social history as entertainment.’ Heaven forbid. He was of

course referring to the large genre of jocular coffee-table books

on the history of the bath and toilet, each one a labour of love

andwit, from the immortally named Flushed with Pride: The Story

of Thomas Crapper (1969) by Wallace Reyburn, to the inter-

national best-seller Lawrence Wright’s Clean and Decent: The

History of the Bath and Loo (1971).1 The serious nineteenth- and

twentieth-centurywork onhygienehad gone intoVictorian sani-

tary public health; and into numerous inconclusive attempts

to measure the rate of hygienic Progress through economic stat-

istics. The real death-blow in the 1970s was the switch to demog-

raphy, which concentrated on the causes of birth, death, and

population increase, and emphasized the importance of food

supplies and marriage rates, but which provocatively reduced all

types of hygiene (public or private) to a late, and minor, demo-

graphic factor. It did not look good. Now at the beginning of the

twenty-first century, the whole landscape has changed. Hygienic

behaviouralism has crept back onto the agenda. The range of

potential sources had grown significantly, largely owing to the

sociological historian Norbert Elias, who built a psychological

theory of decreased dirt tolerance (and increasing bodily refine-

ment) into his influential study The Civilising Process; and to the

anthropologist Mary Douglas, who revealed the politics of pollu-

tion in Purity and Danger. We can now study hygiene without

necessarily asking whether it was ‘successful’ or not; and can put

the hardline models of demographers and economists (tempor-

arily) to one side.
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But if you get rid of the myth of Progress, what are you left

with? Why do hygienic standards so frequently and confusingly

overlap? Why (as Lawrence Wright put it) has ‘a living English-

man complained of his Oxford college that it denied him the

everyday sanitary conveniences of Minoan Crete’; why has the

design of baths scarcely changed in 3,000 years; why do we still

have rats, lice, and fleas despite all our advances in antibiotics?2

The problem really lies in our old-fashioned philosophy of time.

The March of Hygiene was traditionally thought of as an undif-

ferentiated, linear flow of Time—also known as ‘true’ time or, as

Marx called it, ‘Absolute’ time. Time as a regular succession of

physical events, flowing steadily like a river. Or time measured

mechanically—clock time. Traditional Western thought was

strong on linear time, easily described by drawing a line on a

piece of paper. If you were an ancient Greek you would have

drawn a circle. If you were Hegelian you would have drawn a

spiral. If you were a Victorian ‘positivist’ you would have drawn

a gently rising line, a single path stretching ahead to a utopian

infinity: the social philosopherWilliamMorris gave a full account

of this wonderful hygienic world to come (somewhere around

the year 2003) in his famous utopian novel News from Nowhere

(1890).3 Reading thisworknowbrings a strange sense of temporal

dislocation, and wry amusement. Real life is so much grubbier

and unpredictable than it is in the imagination, and far more

heavily weighed down with burdens from history.

But there is a more modern philosophy of time, derived from

Einstein and developed by early twentieth-century European

historians, which solved these temporal problems at a stroke.

Norbert Elias thought of time as a river flowing at three differ-

ent speeds and levels: deep, slow biological time; quickening

human socio-historical time; and right at the surface, the flick-

ering ephemera of individual memory. This became the basic

structure and principle of the book.4 The Annales historian

Fernand Braudel also described multidimensional time as an
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‘orchestra’ of different histories, each with its own score, acting

in concert. These succinct descriptions ended up providing the

basic theory and chronology of the book, because, empirically

speaking, comparing all the evidence from all the sources,

multidimensional time-theory was the only philosophical

principle that actually appeared to work. Multidimensionality

accounts for all the historical continuities as well as all the his-

torical changes. It allows the processes of Nature and Nurture to

becomplementaryandcoexistent, rather thanmutuallyopposed;

and it makes all ideas of hygienic ‘progress’, ‘modernization’, or

even ‘evolution’, suddenly look like one-dimensional tunnel

vision.

It would certainly take an orchestra of histories to deal

with such a multifaceted phenomenon as cleansing, over

such long periods. There are just two further points to be

made here. I am unashamedly looking for universal trends,

but do not claim to be anything other than a local European

(in fact a British) historian. Potentially every part of the world—

or any social group—has its own unique profile and history

of cleansing, purification, or hygienic practices, and its own

cultural mix. Like chess, human hygiene is played out with a

set of basic options, giving rise to a very wide variety of situ-

ations. Secondly, I am not looking at dirt, but at standards of

cleanliness and the reformers of cleanliness; which may make it

appear as if I am taking an ‘optimistic’ historical standpoint,

which is not the case. The science of hygiene is far too com-

plex for that. Food, water supply, clothing, housing, climate,

seasons, geographical location, height above sea level, size of

settlement, drainage, building styles, earth floors, occupations,

work patterns, immunity levels, age, sex, status, professional

medical help, standards of midwifery, maternal child care, and

now genes, have all been cited as ‘variables’ which could

shorten—or lengthen—the lives of individuals. You could also

add handkerchiefs, toothpaste, or soap. Multidimensional,
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multi-causal, multi-variable—how do you judge a moving bio-

system?5

I recently came across the seventeenth-century scientist

Robert Boyle’s classic definition of ‘The Requisites of a Good

Hypothesis’: ‘That it be consistent with itself . . . [and] at least

be consistent with the rest of the Phaenomena it particularly

relates to, and does not contradict any other known Phaeno-

mena of Nature, or any manifest Physical Truth’. That was all

right; but on the next page was a rather more alarming list of

‘The Qualities and Conditions of an Excellent Hypothesis’:

firstly, ‘That it be not Precarious, but have sufficient Grounds

in the nature of the thing itself or at least be well recommended

by some Auxiliary Proofs’; and secondly, ‘That it be the Simplest

of all the good ones we are able to frame, at least containing

nothing that is superfluous or impertinent’.6 Acutely aware of

the many gaps in evidence and constant reliance on the exper-

tise of so many others, I can only hope that the hypothesis and

results coming from these first few exploratory trenches are

neither too precarious nor impertinent.
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chapter 1
bio-physicality

Dirt is only matter out of place, and is neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’.

Nature does not care what we think, or how we respond, to

matter in all its forms. But as a species we do care, very deeply,

about our own survival. A dense mass of human history clusters

around the belief that dirt is ‘bad’, and that dirt removal (cleans-

ing) is always ‘good’. The old Anglo-Saxonword ‘clean’ was used

in a wide variety of situations: it was often blatantly human-

centred or self-serving in a way we might call ‘moral’; but it was

also used more objectively as a technical term, to measure or

judge material things relative to other things. It was thoroughly

comprehensive, and unquestioned.

Preceding all human cultural history, however—certainly

before any human history of personal hygiene—were billions

of years of wholly amoral species development. The exact date

one enters this endless time-line is almost irrelevant; what we

are really looking for are the time-spans or periods when things

speed up, which in the case of Homo sapiens sapiens was some-

where between c.100,000 and 25,000 bce, followed by another

burst of development after c.5000 bce. Throughout this long

period of animal species development, all of our persistent,

overriding, and highly demanding bio-physical needs were

evolving and adapting, and providing the basic infrastructure



for the later, very human-centred, psychology, technology, and

sociology of cleanliness.

It is difficult not to use ancient language when describing the

egotistical processes of human physiology—routinely described

as the ‘fight’ for life—and in particular, our endless battle

against poisonous dirt. Much of this battle is carried out below

the level of consciousness. Most of the time our old animal

bodies are in a constant state of defence and renewal, but we

feel or know nothing about it; and the processes are virtually

unstoppable. We can nomore stop evacuating than we can stop

eating or breathing—stale breath, of course, is also an expulsion

of waste matter. Ancient scientists were strongly focused on

the detailed technology of these supposedly poisonous bodily

‘evacuations’; and modern science also uses similarly careful

technical terminology when describing bodily ‘variation’,

‘elimination’, ‘toxicity’, or ‘waste products’. In either language,

old or new, inner (and outer) bodily ‘cleansing’ is ultimately

connected to the more profound principle of ‘wholesomeness’

within the general system of homeostasis that balances and

sustains all bodily functions.

Inner Cleansing

There can be no disputing the link between cleansing and sur-

vival. Survival is the main aim of the organism. External attacks

or accidents apart, themost common and constant threats to its

survival are internal poisoning, and premature decay. The body

defends itself from these vigorously: firstly, through the com-

plex filters and waste-disposal system which make up most of

the innards; secondly, by the judicious use of the internal–

external sense organs; and thirdly, by manipulating the outer

limbs to attend to the external body surfaces. Without this

massive tripartite, self-defensive, self-cleansing, physiological

system we would quickly die.
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‘Biological cleansing’ is a biotechnology of perpetual motion,

common to all species. Bio-perpetual motion runs on its own

time. As in all other plants and animals our bodies respond

obediently to the macrobiological rhythms of our solar and

lunar ‘body clocks’, that prompt us through the years, months,

days, and hours, ordaining the time to eat, sleep, give birth,

grow, or die.1 Human body-cleansing also has its own physical

calendars and clocks. Powerful daily circadian cycles regulate

our total energy flow and all the major bodily processes, par-

ticularly the arrival and passing of themenses, the fetus, and the

faeces. Micro-second cellular activity is constant—but it is when

we are asleep, or resting, that microbiological ‘cleansing’ can

take place relatively uninterrupted. It is no accident that we

cleanse ourselves in the morning from the evacuated remnants

of our night’s sleep; just as we cleanse ourselves in the evenings

from the remnants of the day’s work.

Poison or dirt removal—cleansing—starts in the cell. Modern

immunology records the great cellular battles that are fought by

the organic ‘Self’ against mutation, malfunction, and the phys-

ical invasion of lethal pathogens—cells which bring about the

death of whole cells, or whole organisms, before the genetically

determined time.2 Not all ‘foreign bodies’ destroy their host

cells, but some of them do it rapidly and spectacularly, and

the most lethal of these travel the globe, creating epidemics of

infectious diseases. Normal healthy cells, on the other hand,

reproduce exactly to order, in order, with all parts functioning

correctly, time after time. Any disorderliness is a clear threat to

their survival, and a rigid cellular discipline prevails—a sort of

constant cellular ‘housekeeping’ is carried on in which whole-

ness or ‘wholesomeness’ of the cell is the great aim, and any-

thing that is ‘foreign’ (or ‘alterior’) to the cell is rejected. The

pool of circulating water that bathes the working cells is kept

pristine at all times, within a chemical variation of only 1 per

cent: any more variation and the cells would start to die.3
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You are what you eat—and your body takes the best, and

leaves the rest. This job is done by the larger organs in the

hydraulic system now called ‘elimination’ (formerly known as

‘the evacuations’). Everything we eat or drink goes into the

stomach and slowly passes through the small intestines, by

which time most of the nourishment or ‘goodness’ has been

absorbed. The liver rearranges the products of digestion that are

distributed to the other tissues by the blood supply; the kidneys

filter the blood and keep the cellular water pool clean, excreting

waste products as urine. By the time the food reaches the colon

whatever remains is surplus to requirements, and ready to be

ejected through the bowels via the anus. Human excreta or

dung consists mostly of water, dead bacteria, and cells, indigest-

ible matter, and various gases and chemicals, such as bilirubin,

which is made when the body takes old blood cells apart—

bilirubin is a brown colour. Watery fluids also seep out of

other orifices such as the mouth, nose, and eyes, but also with

great consistency through the pores of the skin, which act like

one-way valves, keeping us cool—andmoist, and scented—with

oily waste matter (hold your arm against a sunlit wall and you

can see the vapours of perspiration steadily evaporating from

it). Dead dry matter is also continually falling away from our

outer bodies. We shed skin, hair, and toenail clippings, and

generally dispose of quantities of waste matter minute by min-

ute, day by day, year in year out—normally between 3 and 6

ounces a day, or 4 tons in the average lifetime. Between 75 and

80 per cent of vacuum cleaner dirt consists of human skin cells.

The Senses

The next layer in the body’s homeostatic self-defensive response

system are the delicately built sense organs, hard-wired into our

psyche: the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and skin—sight, smell,

hearing, taste, and touch. This is where the psychology of
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cleansing comes in. The sense organs are the brain’s external

antennae, connecting the body to the outside world, and it is

they that detect all foreign or alterior bodies approaching or

entering the organism, and ruthlessly guide our responses. The

brain supports one particularly formidable physiological safety

net: the nervous reflex of disgust and repulsion. Disgust is cer-

tainly a primary reaction. Most mammals show their nervous

reactions of distaste or disgust by turning away, averting the

eyes, shaking the paws, or wrinkling the nose—though with less

of the more extreme reactions of disgust such as a spitting or

vomiting. In humans actual loathing is nervous and immediate,

triggered by any or all of the senses. Odours, for example, send

their message directly to the 5 million receptor cells in the nasal

mucus and down into the olfactory regions that ‘are yellow,

richly moist, and full of fatty substances . . . the deeper the

shade, the keener and more acute the sense of smell . . . The

effect is immediate and undiluted by language, thought, or

translation.’ (Or as one fourteenth-century scientific encyclope-

dia put it: ‘And the air with the likeness and quality of fumiosity

comes suddenly unto the sinew of smelling and presenteth

thereto the likeness of the vapour of the fumiosity that is

printed in that air.’)4 In one famous experiment, a group of

volunteers were given a full-face blast of animal excrement

(skatole) and paid good money to withstand it as long as they

could. None lasted more than five minutes. The nostrils flared,

the face turned away and went pale, the heart rate went down,

blood pressure up, sweat poured onto the skin, and finally

the stomach started to convulse. It was the pure disgust re-

sponse in action, located deep in the insula, the area of the

brain that malfunctions in patients with obsessive-compulsive

disorder, which causes them to wash and clean things end-

lessly, or vacuum endlessly, most of the day. It is the total

opposite of the gross self-neglect that is often a sign of clinical

depression.5
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Biologically speaking, theneurologyandchemistryof ‘delight’

plays a crucial part in animal grooming and nurture. The op-

posite of sensuous disgust is sensuous ‘delight’—all those things

‘that pleaseth and comforteth the brain wonderfully’. Delight is

a psychology—we crave our delights. True delight, according to

the poets and philosophers, consists of things that pleasure all

the senses: good food, fine music, sweet smells, soft caresses,

sheer beauty. The effects of cleansing and cleanliness can genu-

inely be counted as one of life’s great pleasures—gladdening the

eye, sweetening the taste, inviting the touch, and delighting the

nose. Delight has not yet been as much studied as disgust; but

the ‘attractive’ sense chemistry and sense neurology is appar-

ently just as necessary to the body as the more negative feelings

of repulsion or fear.

We display the release of the body’s pleasure-giving chemical

opiates, the endorphins, through broad smiles, a lowered heart

rate, relaxed muscles, widened eyes, increased eloquence, or

speechless laughter. The welcoming smile is as universal as the

repulsing frown, and babies have the smile very quickly after

birth. Most of the early delights we feel as babies are directly

related to the sense of touch, and are all to do with being fed,

nuzzled, handled, and enveloped in adult arms in that close

tactility we call ‘love’—and much of that is parental grooming;

later on, we also take delight in touching and grooming our

sexual partners. Zoologists have artificially stimulated groom-

ing bouts by using hormones and peptides; but a soft caressing

touch is all that is needed to stimulate the production of the

opiate endorphins and damp down the pathways in the nervous

system: the heart rate goes down significantly. In other words,

being groomed produces mildly narcotic effects; and the

longer it carries on, the more swooning or relaxing effects it

achieves.6 These periods of relaxed ‘de-arousal’ are carefully

timed. Generally speaking, animal grooming occurs in gaps

chapter 1 bio-physicality 13



between energetic primary activities: i.e. before or after social

contact, sexual activity, or eating, after exploratory or defensive

behaviour or gaps in work, and before or after sleeping. During

these resting periods peace is restored, and ruffled fur or feathers

can be rearranged, repaired, and brought to their normal state

of readiness. Grooming thus helps animals relieve stress: it is a

useful way of going off duty, of taking a break. Grooming there-

fore does double duty as work and play (and a surprising

amount is play).

The sense of smell is, again, right at the forefront of attrac-

tion. Good or ‘fresh’ smells, in particular sweet floral smells,

have always been a crucial indicator of wholesome, welcoming

cleanliness; to be ‘as fresh as a daisy’ or ‘as sweet as a rose’ is

high praise. Attractive smells, lavishly applied, can become an

important part of one’s own self-identity: people often choose

perfumes, or perfumed toilet soaps, for life. Our body involun-

tarily produces its own strong and attractive natural odours.

Pheromones, discovered with delight in the 1970s, are human

sexual scent-markers belonging to the odoriferous glandular

system that serves as a mammalian communicator (stink

glands, recognition glands, rutting glands, marking glands),

which are contained within the apocrine glands under the arm-

pits in particular, coating the long underarm hairs with their

oils. Odourless in themselves, their scent is triggered through

bacterial decomposition, which produces the sweet or musky

smell. The pheromonal sweat of other animals has long been

a constituent of musk-based perfume, bringing a feeling of

delight that is clearly deeply ingrained in the mammalian psy-

che. Animal researchers trying to encourage endangered wild

cats to breed ‘stumbled on the secret powers of [Calvin Klein’s

perfume Obsession] during experiments with ocelots . . . In cap-

tivity the cats are hard to mate, but a little dab of ‘‘Obsession’’

sent the cats into a sexual frenzy.’7
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Training and Adaptation

A relatively recent physiological discovery strongly suggests

a vital link between human nature and nurture, built into the

anatomy of the senses. The human sense organs are pre-wired

into our brain—but they are also preconditions ‘waiting to be

learnt’. In other words, they take on the ‘primary imprint’ of

the local environment at birth, and are subsequently fine-tuned

by personal cultural experience.8 Only primary imprinting can

explain the wide range of sense cosmologies throughout the

world. There is not even any universal agreement on the physical

existence of the five senses: some population groups have always

thought there are more, or fewer; the Tzotzil of Mexico judge

things by heat quality; other peoples prioritize the sense of smell,

or hearing, or touch; the famous five-sense European classifica-

tion was laid down by the ancient Greeks.9 Cultural anthropolo-

gists and psychologists now detect different degrees of sensual

tolerance in all sorts of different social situations. It has become

obvious, for example, that the tolerance of strong smells and

tastes has declined among the world’s wealthier populations,

for whatever reason; in much the same way, possibly, as visual

and aural sensitivities (and particularly the sense of inviolable

personal private space—when to touch or not to touch) can

evidently become more refined or acutely sensitized (or desensi-

tized) under certain conditions, or with certain individuals.

All we know for sure is that there is obviously a deep psych-

ology of slime, dirt, and stickiness that all hominids apparently

share, in different degrees. Close physical contact with other

people’s bodily wastes is generally and universally thought to

be rather repulsive, and it is for precisely these reasons that

extended contact with human waste matter (laundering, rub-

bish clearance) is commonly assigned to the lowest human

rank, class, caste, or gender.10 Jean-Paul Sartre noted that differ-

ent individuals, as well as different age groups, can have
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different ‘thresholds of tolerance’ to dirt. To a certain extent

this can be seen in the developmental psychology of children

and food-taking. Babies are not born with a full sense of disgust

to ‘dirty’ foods, but only a vague sense of danger, distaste, or

simple aversion, rather like animals. By the age of 4 they are

more suspicious but still fairly casual, but by the age of 8 they

react just like adults.11 By adulthood our dislike of dirt, or any

other signs of deadly decay, is so strong that we tend to avoid

touching, tasting, smelling, looking at, or even speaking or

writing about, dirt and dirty things. No doubt there is also a

genetic component connected to each individual’s dirt thresh-

old—we all know people who seem to have been born clean and

tidy, those who acquire cleanness and tidiness, and those who

definitely have to have it thrust upon them. The anthropologist

Mary Douglas freely acknowledged that ‘my other source of

inspiration has been my husband. In matters of cleanness his

threshold of tolerance is so much lower than my own that he

more than anyone else has forced me into taking a stand on

the relativity of dirt.’12

By adulthood we are more or less trained to reject dirt in any

form, and to practise some basic cleansing habits—in the

twenty-first century, teeth-cleaning, hair-combing, going to

the toilet, face- and hand-washing (young humans also have

to learn how to get dressed). The role of human parenting in

passing down information, and establishing routine patterns of

personal hygiene behaviour, should not be underestimated

either in prehistory or later. Trained habits inculcated by

human parents during the early years are essential social skills:

children can physically survive without them, but without

human rules and etiquette they behave more like sensuous

animals. The sociologist and historian Norbert Elias for one

was convinced that toilet-training was the initial stage of

human civilization, and seemed to him genuinely to explain

a gradual bio-psychological refinement of human manners
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and habits over time—of thousands of generations of parents

repeating or improving on what their parents had shown and

told them.13

Care of the Body Surfaces

Toilet-training—or in adults, the act of performing your

‘toilet’—is in fact part of a whole repertoire of grooming behav-

iour, common to all species. ‘Grooming’ is the old generic word

that was commonly used to describe everything that we would

now call personal hygiene. Grooming is our final physiological

defence system, taking place ‘outside’, on the exposed surfaces

of the body, in direct response to the environment. It is a

behaviour trait that employs all the senses and looks after all

the body parts. External surface grooming is so central to the

history of human cleanliness (and medicine) that it is strange

we know so little about it. Even social anthropology has studi-

ously ignored human grooming; and although we so often see

animal grooming live, close up, on screen, sadly no one has yet

filmed similar behaviour with human subjects. It is grooming

that saves the body from falling into disrepair, the same groom-

ing that induces respect, or perhaps finds us amate. Asmedicine

it is both foreseeing (preventive) and healing (therapeutic). As a

social system it is mind-boggling.

Animal grooming habits are the only possible model for

human grooming behaviour, and help fill the inevitable gaps

left in the historical record. The detailed observation of animal

grooming systems in zoology originated some forty years ago

from small specialist studies of COBS (care of the body surfaces).

COBS grooming patterns are now routinely mapped out, and

the animal ethology of grooming has become one of the main

methods of establishing species group dynamics—physical

hygiene is regarded as almost a minor function.14 Significantly,

our primate cousins have the biggest ‘grooming budgets’ of all
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mammals, grooming between 10 and 20 per cent of their time—

‘an enormous commitment’ given the amount of time they

need to find food, and far more than they need simply to

control infestation.15 Like other animals they not only ‘auto-

groom’ (grooming one’s self); they also practise long hours of

‘allo-grooming’ (grooming by or for someone else). They may

even be practising ‘vocal grooming’.

The basic routine for land animals is the ‘dry grooming’ of the

outer hide, or pelage. Inmost animals each body part is invariably

treated in a certain order (generally head to toe) and becomes a

separate grooming zone. Each zone has specific requirements

and allotted time. Typically, grooming bouts in mammals vary

in length between thirty seconds and ten minutes, with the

longest bouts in the morning and special attention given more

randomly to different parts, at oddmoments.16When the time is

right for grooming, the hands and sense organs automatically

take over, looking or feeling for encrustations, living parasites,

minor lesions, or breaks in the structure—bumps, bruises, scrapes,

small wounds, pustules. Primate hands are exceptionally flexible

and have a wide range of techniques du corps: scratching, scouring,

picking, pricking, probing, pressing, stroking, rubbing, wiping,

combing,shaking,tugging,stretching.17Mammalswithouthands

or forepaws more commonly use their mouth orifices to groom:

the main primate mouth-grooming actions are licking, spitting,

sucking, nibbling, eating, nipping, and biting. Primates, humans,

and certain other mammals also have the curious ‘toothcomb’—

the pair of long, pointed, semi-lateral canine teeth which seem

to be part of the ‘nibbling’ and ‘scratching’ grooming apparatus,

being more sensitive and less rigidly anchored than the other

teeth.

Animal grooming has many observable links with later

human history. Semi-automatic primate grooming actions are

still used today in what we call ‘first aid’—the quick instinctive

attention given to oneself by oneself, or to others by parents
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or intimates. It is difficult to ignore the grooming ‘alert’ that

scratches an itch. ‘Relic gestures’ in modern populations in-

clude shaking, flicking, or smoothing hair; stretching and rub-

bing the limbs; feeling and absent-mindedly scratching the

skin; brushing, or straightening or adjusting the clothes that

form our artificial pelage.18 We still use our tongue and tooth-

comb publicly to nibble and clean our nails, and pick off skin,

or lick small wounds with our anti-bacterial saliva. The well-

known practice of removing and then eating ‘snot’ from the

nose is always denied or laughed off (by adults); but it is strange

to note that while the evacuatory sneeze is instinctive, blowing

your nose is a skill that will have to be acquired (sucking

obstructive snot from the noses of cold-ridden young babies

is a well-known folk remedy, discreetly practised).19

We also still pick out nits. This ancient human occupation,

only occasionally documented, has become increasingly

shameful and only performed in private. Getting rid of poison-

ous or unwelcome parasites is, across virtually all species, a

primary function of grooming: they can damage the hide and

multiply fast unless checked, and only constant vigilance keeps

the parasite-load down. Parasites are remarkably host-specific

and highly adaptive, even down to their colouring—small white

lice try to become invisible in well-groomed fur, while large dark

lice wallow luxuriously in poorly groomed fur—and they can-

nily concentrate themselves in the hard-to-reach areas, where

the animal cannot see.20 Human flea and bedbug populations

have only very recently been reduced. The human head louse is

a remarkably persistent and successful species, hanging on des-

pite combing or brushing, and only losing grip when lathered

with conditioner or dying under an onslaught of chemicals.

But the chatty social occasions when we all sit around allo-

grooming and picking nits out of each other no longer exist.

A rare twentieth-century description from an isolated Russian
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village billeting Second World War refugees revealed a symbi-

otic relationship between the village lice and the village people:

The village was full of lice. Hannah poured petrol on their clothes

and burned them. They put paraffin on their hair to get rid of the

lice. But for the villagers, lice were part of their daily life. Every

Friday after they bathed, they would put their heads in someone’s

lap, look for lice, and squash them between a knife and a fingernail.

‘That was their pastime’ says Rosa.21

The phenomenonof animal (andhuman) ‘group allo-grooming’

gives weight to the distinct possibility that the grooming may

have helped to develop human speech skills. With primates

especially, it has been found that the larger the group, the

more time is spent grooming—mainly because they are literally

having to ‘stay in touch’ with more individuals. But for any

bigger population groups (say over 120–30 bodies) touch and

eye contact alone would become unfeasible, andmay have been

supplemented by a type of grunting, cooing, or muttering

speech form that has been described as ‘vocal grooming’.22 It

is tempting to see vocal grooming as the precursor of human

‘gossip’—the sort of mindless nattering, chattering, or free-

association vocal sessions that assert status and relay the most

intimate news and views. Young hominid females have it in

abundance. Certainly in later periods of history, gossip was

inextricably linked with key grooming areas: bathhouses,

barber’s shops, roof terraces, courtyards, and bedrooms.

Equally fascinating are the group dynamics of animal groom-

ing—the social politics of grooming. Allo-grooming may have

been vastly more important in the past than it seems to be now

(though it still reappears before festive occasions) and human

history is replete with grooming hierarchies, life-cycle groom-

ing, allo-grooming, and medical mutual aid. In the animal

world, an individual’s chances of a safe passage through life

increase hugely through being assisted and generally cared for
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1 Primates grooming—an intense and loving experience. Careful

observation and nit-picking is essential grooming care for all animals,

including primates.
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by others, and solitary animals are at a grave disadvantage in

this respect. Allo-grooming is the basic technique behind all

nursing care: the fact that another pair of eyes can often detect

small problems before they become large ones, keep watch on

your back—or help you through a major medical crisis.23 Noth-

ing more strongly suggests social cohesion in prehistory than

the discovery that many skeletons and well-preserved ancient

bodies had obviously been groomed, nursed, and given medical

aid. The prime example of medical mutual aid would have been

childbirth: there is a 20,000-year-old cave picture of a pregnant

woman in labour, surrounded by a circle of figures, in northern

Brazil. A surprising number of Neolithic skeletons had been

‘trepanned’ (a holemade in the skull) while still alive; yet others

have survived broken limbs that have been set, and limbs that

have been amputated. The business of rearing infants and nurs-

ing adults would have been (as in tribal communities today)

very much the work of the entire family, extended kin included;

and all life-and-death decisions would have been tackled on the

spot (as they still are in isolated areas). There were no specialized

‘doctors’ then, but a great many carers and allo-groomers with

time on their hands. At one Neolithic cave site it was estimated

that food-gathering took up as little as twenty hours per week

per person, or roughly three hours a day.24 The famous traveller

who froze to death on a Tyrolean pass in c.3300 bce was aged

25–40, had worn teeth and arthritis but excellent internal or-

gans (with lungs blackened by fire smoke), had survived severe

illnesses, was healing several broken bones, and had small

tattoos set in groups on either side of his spine, possibly for

back pain. He was also shaved and beardless, and had recently

had his hair cut.

All regular animal grooming bouts are finely tuned to the

politics of social status. It appears that grooming is such a valu-

able skill—perhaps the only resource the giver has to trade

with—that it is often politic and self-seeking. Primates in
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particular use grooming as a way up the social ladder, and as

part of a social reward system: the more powerful you are, the

more attention you will get. Through grooming friendships are

sealed, and intimate groups are formed: ‘a light touch, a gentle

caress, can convey all the meanings in the world . . . Knowing

which meaning to infer is the very basis of social being . . . ’.25

The choice of grooming partners is highly deliberate. The most

important social divisions in the primate world are between

young and old, kin and non-kin, and male and female. Rank

and power go to the strongest member of the family (and

to whichever natal gender group is in charge). There is some

flexibility, but on the whole a top-down grooming hierarchy

prevails.Thepowerful‘A’ranks—alphamalesandalphafemales—

are groomed more than others, by others, and allo-groom less

than others. ‘B’-ranking groups, male and female, are usually

the busiest overall, grooming both up and down the chain.

‘C’-ranking males and females—often outsiders or unmatched

males or females—get least attention of all. But even such

powerful social divisions seem to be as much for guidance as

a rigid rule; it ultimately all depends on circumstances, and

self-interest.

Grooming ‘peaks’ occur over the life cycle, and the very

young get preference over all ranks. After the birth, primate

mothers allo-groom incessantly, up to 20 per cent of their time

(approximately twice that spent on their own grooming needs)

but maternal concern quickly eases off. The second most

important grooming peak in a young primate—and young

human’s—life is the time of sexual maturity, courtship, and

sexual display. For sexual success, health and beauty are a win-

ning combination—females especially like to get good value

from their mate. Good grooming enhances the sexual signals,

and both sexes will attempt to display themselves as well

groomed and well kept, and often select their partners by giving

or soliciting grooming. In the last phase of the life cycle, old age
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and death, both auto and allo-grooming drop to a new low.

Among elderly humans, a poor sense of smell (and reduced

vision) is often the prelude to a decline in personal grooming.

Powerlessness and helplessness are a lethal combination. High-

ranking males and females are displaced, and themselves be-

come supplicants, at the mercy of the new rank-holders. Again,

survival depends largely on individual circumstances and abil-

ity. In one chimpanzee group one old male was groomed by the

alphamale, but never returned the grooming—he was still a key

player in the group’s politics.26 At the end, though, primate

death is a private affair, a last retreat into the bushes. It would

be inconceivable for other primates to ‘lay out’ or publicly

groom the body after death, as hominid primates do.

Place, Space, and Order

In the very earliest periods of human society, grooming was

governed only by biology; but the next sedimentary layer in

the history of personal hygiene was the arrival of human artifi-

cial technology. By slow degrees the biological body of early

Homo sapiens became refined, retuned, towards a range of new

sensory experiences—smells, sounds, textures, colours, tastes—

most of which are nowwholly taken for granted, but at the time

must have seemed miraculous. They were certainly deeply

embedded in the Late Neolithic spiritual world. Medical materi-

alism, on its own, is never going to be a sufficient explanation of

human attitudes towards cleansing. Cleansing is a mechanical

physical process, but in thehumanpsyche it developed imagina-

tively and gained an invisible moral dimension that we have

lived with ever since—cleanliness as a moral virtue. Moral

cleanliness was and is inevitably a subjective or qualitative

assessment; but the judgement between the ‘right’ way and

the ‘wrong’ way of proceeding through life is the point where

natural technology and human morality (or psychology)
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overlap. Technology has its own inviolable rules and cleansing

disciplines; so does religion. Human cleansing behaviour has

long been ruled by strict personal discipline, orderliness, and

regimen, and some history of human routines, spatial rules,

and the psychology of ‘order’ has to be invoked if we want to

track down these long historical changes.

The great achievements of Neolithic peoples were the artificial

or ‘applied’ technologies (or techne) created by their hands and

brains, which they used to safeguard and enrich their domestic

lives. There was a definite surge of technical (and religious)

innovation in personal hygiene and cleansing following the

Cro-Magnon migration from Africa into Eurasia and beyond,

from around 40,000 to c.3000 bce—a dynamic period normally

known as the Neolithic, or Late Stone Age.27 During this period

Homo sapiens sapiens developed a strong physical dependence on

specific places and artificial objects, shared with other animals,

that zoologists call ‘environmental physiology’. Many if not

most of our domestic artificial cleansing skills were developed

during the Late Stone Age, alongside the vernacular architecture

that emerged in innumerable varieties, on all continents. Pro-

tective artificial nesting-places snugly surrounded the throbbing

human body organism, filled up with ‘belongings’, and became

the body’s known habitus—which, like anything else in close

contact with the body, had to be cleansed and kept whole.28

Manual surface-grooming, food preparation, and domestic clean-

ing took turns in ministering to the body and its needs; many of

the actions, indeed, were the same.

The social division of space, and the separation of domestic

functions, are at the root of all house- and body-cleaning oper-

ations. Inasmuch as the brain has an innate spatial and visual

‘ordering’ ability—otherwise we could not physically perform

at all—it is usually concerned with snap-second judgements;

but these instincts clearly also extend to thewider environment.

In Anglo-Saxon the verb ‘to order’ (Middle English ordren) has
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two distinct meanings—prioritization and soundness: ‘to give

order or arrangement to; to put in order; to set or keep in proper

condition; to dispose according to rule; to regulate, govern,

manage; to settle’. (As a noun, it is rank order or full classifica-

tion: i.e. the order of all things.) The philosopher Plato once

described cleansing (katharmos), logically, as the science of

division—‘of the kind of division that retains what is better

but expels the worst’—and commented that ‘every division of

that kind is universally known as purification’. This is an almost

exact philosophical description of housework, which deals with

the orderly inflow and outflow ofmatter, and the purification of

‘matter out of place’, on a daily basis.29

Having a sense of space and place is obviously psychologically

important for humans, who will still mark out and divide even

the tiniest of corners, under the most difficult of conditions (as,

for example, during imprisonment). Neolithic nesting arrange-

ments would have been rather similar to those still used in the

small spaces of a modern tent, boat, or caravan: small rooms,

severely functional, holding just a few well-used basic objects,

but with each object in its exact place.30 At the famous Neo-

lithic settlement on the island of Skara Brae in the Orkneys

between 3100 and 2500 bce, six small interlinked stone-built

houses were built to a remarkable standard of Stone Age con-

venience and comfort. Each contained a large amount of stone-

built furniture: stone ‘dressers’ with several shelves, stone water

tanks, bed-shelves and built-in hearths, and a drop-latrine built

into an outside wall (they also had complete command of a

beer-brewing technology).31 Our knowledge of the history of

Neolithic domestic surface technology, and domestic cleaning

tools, is negligible; all we know for sure is that housework has

to be connected to the worldwide history of building mate-

rials. The Sumerians, for instance, invented glazed mud bricks

(ceramics); the ancient Egyptians (and the Chinese) coated

their interior house walls with anti-verminal plaster. Stone or
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wooden habitats were perhaps easier to keep clean, but earthen

floors and woven vegetation (with or without a smooth clad-

ding) were probably the norm. In addition, there is the insuffi-

ciently analysed effect of the so-called string revolution—a

‘joining’ technology that neatly complemented the more-

famous ‘cutting’ stone technology. First came the single twisted

thread of some vegetable fibre, then the double or triple twisted

string, then the weaving of the plait, the rope, and the net—

all with multiple uses for storage, hunting, adornment,

and, of course, the eventual development of brushes, cloths,

and clothing.32

Storage—on shelves or in nets, pots, bags, or boxes—is an

efficient and inherently ‘ordered’ system, and one that the

people of the Late Stone Age apparently invented out of sheer

necessity. Cleanness, neatness, and tidiness in ‘stowing’ or stor-

ing and maintaining objects would always have been necessary

not only for their own survival, but for their owner’s survival, if

they were essential objects. Cleaning up is a sign of finishing the

job. Modern machine manufacture is also dependent on a

cleansing work discipline—and even a modern building speci-

fication can yield a rich mix of historic terminology: ‘Cleaning:

chip, scrape, disc sand and grind surfaces to remove all fins,

burrs, sharp edges, weld spatter, loose rust and loose scale.

Clean out all crevices. Thoroughly degrease . . . ’.33

In Old English, ‘clean’ itself appears to have been a rather

overworked generic word that was used, initially, to describe

dainty physical forms. The root word clene is derived from the

Old High German clacne or clani, in turn derived from the verb

stem kli-klai, meaning ‘to stick’; the Old High German root

firmly gives the meaning as ‘clear’ with an additional meaning

of ‘littleness’—neat, delicate, fine, tiny, small, and puny (see

also sweet, cute)—with similar echoes in Icelandic. The moral

definitions evidently arrived later. ‘Clean-liness’ is definitely a

later, suffixed word that seems to embody a new level of cultural
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generalization; as do the well-known later ‘compound’ pairings

such as ‘clean ’n’ decent’, ‘clean ’n’ tidy’, or ‘sweet ’n’ clean’.

(For the record, ‘pure’ is a Middle English French–Latin import,

while ‘hygiene’ is a seventeenth-century Greek–Latin import.)34

Human rubbish radiates out from the source, and putting

human faeces ‘outside’—anywhere immediately past the domus

threshold—is universal behaviour. Neolithic middens were

typically located directly outside the habitation, with further

rubbish dumps on the outer boundaries of the settlement. The

near-universal and ancient ‘dry’ sewage sanitary system, still

found in isolated rural areas, consisted of indoor sand, ash, or

earth buckets that were dumped on outdoor middens, and

subsequently scavenged for fertilizer or fuel. Toilet habits appar-

ently divide universally into ‘washers’ or ‘wipers’—and most

ancient peoples were wipers: ‘These words refer to how people

clean themselves after they have excreted. Washers use water,

wipers use some solid material like grass, leaves, paper, sticks,

corncobs, mudballs, or stones.’ The drop-latrine at Skara Brae

was yet another example of advanced Neolithic hydraulic tech-

nology. Drop-latrines were vertical hollow shafts built on an

outside (stone) wall down which the solids dropped and

the water flowed, with a receptacle or pit to collect the final

waste.35

On Skara Brae the middens grew so large that the famous

stone-lined and covered corridors were actually built in order

to drive a clean and sheltered passageway between the huts,

which later themselves became completely enclosed by their

middens.

To appreciate the level of comfort and containment eventu-

ally reached we can look at the traditional ground plan and

furniture of the tented Mongolian ger (or yurt). Inside the ger,

the circular space was divided not only into halves but into

quarters, according to categories of gender and purity. Men

and women sat and slept on opposite sides of the tent; the
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dirty cooking and cleaning area was on the women’s side in the

quarter nearest the exit flap, and the sacred space was on the

men’s side in the quarter at the back. The domestic artefacts in

the ger were packed into boxes, chests, nets, and bags; and as a

further flourish it was decorated with glittering and crafted

objects, including decorative traditional clothing produced on

important occasions.36 This was a survival kit—a life that could

be packed within hours and hauled across plains, rivers, and

mountains, all based on Neolithic technology. In the end, do-

mestic cleanliness is always entirely relative, and psychological.

Although you could not ignore the muddy, weather-beaten,

and extreme conditions of life in the wilderness, you could if

you were lucky mitigate them—soften the harsh surfaces, add

touches of refinement, and keep things separate, dry, and un-

soiled. In theory, even in the Neolithic the most makeshift

accommodation could have been to its owner (in the words of

a twenty-first-century migrant refugee living in a hut made of

flattened oil-cans, hung with embroidered cloths) ‘my beautiful

house’.37

Pollution

Distancing yourself from poisons, dust, and dirt is one thing;

but distancing yourself from invisibly ‘unclean’ people and

objects is quite an achievement of the imagination. Animals

maintain certain social boundaries and distances, but they

have no conception of a dirt demon. The metaphysical or

sacred dimensions of the ger were clearly just as important to

its inhabitants as its physical dimensions, which were so care-

fully arranged to reflect their cosmological beliefs in the work-

ings of the universe. Religious purity has a distinct role in the

history of personal hygiene. It was not functional, not rational,

and more often than not completely illusory; but it was a key
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cultural component that determined the lives and cleansing

behaviour of very large numbers of people.

Religiouspurityrulesandprohibitionsareasocialphenomenon

that developed over many millennia, and still exist worldwide.

For a long time they were looked on as a sideline to theology—

irrational or magical superstitions that somehow arose from the

instinctive or ‘hygienic’ sense of disgust. In her classic work Purity

and Danger (1966), Mary Douglas reanalysed their social signifi-

cance, and showed decisively how and why it was that ‘pollution

fear’ came to be universally developed as a method of social con-

trol. There was nothing irrational about purity rules: they were a

form of social legislation. Pollution psychology, Douglas sug-

gested, is still verymuch alive today, even inourmodern, techno-

logical, and highly ‘differentiated’ societies.

Purity and pollution rules vary worldwide in their complexity

and intensity, and have always been subject to different geo-

graphical, economic, political, and historical processes. There

are some societies that place almost no emphasis on metaphys-

ical pollution, like the remote twentieth-century Pygmies; or

societies where pollution rules are hierarchically ordered,

highly differentiated, and closely regulated, as in the Indian

and South-East Asian caste systems. Even within a given geo-

graphical region, tribal religious rules could frequently change

completely within the space of a few miles; it was the later

written religions that imposed common practices over large

regions. The dirt-avoidance religious practices that evolved in

early societies performed two particular functions. Firstly, they

were a type of metaphysical insurance policy, a defence against

the physical cracks in the universe. Secondly, they held the

body politic together in an orderly set of social relationships.

Purification was an attempt to control the universe through

forethoughtandactive intervention.Bypatrollingandconstantly

defining the spiritual boundaries and keeping the supernatural

defences secure, everything was done to ensure the safety of the
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group, ward off death, and lengthen the chances of survival.

Cosmic harmony was ensured by a series of sacred purificatory

rituals directly linked to universal biorhythms (often dedicated to

a particular god, goddess, or spirit). Virtually all early cosmologies

were rooted in philosophical dualism: the observation of moral

‘polarities’ or opposites in nature—day–night, sun–moon, right–

left, man–woman, hot–cold, above–below, inside–outside, life–

death.38 In extremely hierarchical systems, dirt slopped and

hovered around the bottom rungs of the ladder of creation and

was given supernatural physical form: no religious system has

such lively dirt demons as the coprophiliac, shit-eating, ‘hungry

ghosts’ of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese Buddhism—the thirty-

six gaki zoshi ghosts, and the seven po spirits that live in the body,

who delight in filth, turn their back on life, and are fixated on

death: ‘the ones with bodies like cauldrons, those with needle-

thin throats, vomit eaters, excrement eaters, nothing-eaters,

eaters of vapours in the air, eaters of the Buddhist dharma, water-

drinkers, hopeful and ambitious ones, saliva eaters, wig-eaters,

blood-drinkers, meat-eaters, consumers of incense smoke,

disease-dabblers, defecation-watchers’.39

Naming and isolating the various dirt dangers through regu-

lation and classification reduced them andmade themmanage-

able; and elaborate purifications were devised using every

element—hot, cold, wet, or dry—with other materials judged

by their porosity (from ‘hard and pure’ to ‘soft and impure’) or

potency.40 Each local sacred technology was unique, and might

remain so under isolated conditions: there is only one tribe of

cattle-keeping Todas, ‘the whole basis of whose social organisa-

tion is directed towards securing the ceremonial purity of the

sacred herds, the sacred dairy, the vessels, the milk [and] the

priest-dairyman’.41

People used their eyes, hands, andnoseswhen they tookpart in

these rituals, but by definition, the supernatural was not of this

world. As Douglas discovered, lists of ritual dirt ‘abominations’
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such as those in theHebrew text of Leviticus, or those of the tribes

of the Lele, Dinka, or Ndembu, held a contradictory message:

‘suddenly we find that one of themost abominable or impossible

is singled out and put into a very special kind of ritual frame that

marks it off fromother experience . . .Within the ritual frame, the

abomination is then handled as a source of tremendous power.’42

So in Judaism hatat blood purged the sanctuary; being scattered

with funeral dust cleansed Nyakyusa mourners; in Hinduism all

the waste products of the cow were considered holy, and were

therefore pure, and purificatory. Many ‘dirty’ but potent ingredi-

ents were and still are used in indigenous systems of polyphar-

macy, including the widespread use of many different dead

animal parts as charms (such as the wearing of a rabbit’s foot, or

the dung hung in a bag round the neck in ancientMesopotamia).

Hence the imaginative phenomenon that rationality finds so

strange—that ritual purity and impurity laws do not refer to

observable cleanliness or dirtiness, but to a classified purity status:

‘If you touch a reptile, youmay not be dirty, but you are unclean.

If you undergo a ritual immersion, you may not be free of dirt,

but you are clean.’43

Death was always a major defilement. Physical contagion

(‘catching’ a poison through air, liquid, or by touch) may have

been a recognized phenomenon; but ancient Homo sapiens

clearly thought there was far more to death than that. Stringent

isolation and purification rites were imposed on the polluted

corpse, its home, and its relatives, after death. Widows and

widowers, or anyone who had to touch the corpse, were espe-

cially unclean. In some societies, the death of a chief could

cause defilement so great that it sometimes entailed the aban-

donment of the settlement; while death defilement could even

affect family members who were nowhere near at the time; or

was even inherited through several generations. There was

another gamble with death contained in the ritual of scapegoat-

ing—the ‘transference’ of badness or bad luck to another body,
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thereby purging and renewing your own; and, with a similar

motive, in certain types of ritual wounding or ritual murder

(such as the killing of kings).44

The opposite of death and decay was life and goodness;

wholeness and purity were supernaturally linked to regener-

ation and fertility. Agricultural rebirth or regeneration was

marked in many New Year equinox ceremonies. All early gods,

goddesses, and spirits were elemental, and usually fecund; but

fertility goddesses were particularly associated with the earth,

spring, and water, especially running water. Spring-time bath-

ing festivals have everywhere been used to signify new-year

renewal; anyone who has watched the (televised) mass purifica-

tions of the Kumbh Mela festival that take place by the Ganges

in India each January can easily appreciate the potential scale of

these ancient water rituals.45 ‘Hypogenic’ or sacred water archi-

tecture from 16,000 bce has been found in Sardinia, where the

Nuraghi peoples worshipped their enormous Great Goddess in

round stone temples built over sacred wells; as the distribution

of the famous so-called ‘Venus’ figurines show, the very early

Neolithic worship of fertile female ‘fat goddesses’ covered most

of western Europe from Scandinavia to the Mediterranean.

In the emerging world of ‘Homo hierarchicus’, to be born

a polluting low-caste ‘untouchable’, or a chosen excluded one

(the living human equivalent of a dirt demon), was a fairly nasty

fate.46 Transitional states—which represented formlessness,

dirt, and disintegration—messed up the tidy divisions of holi-

ness. Thus unusual anomalies in nature, or marginal people

who crossed social, physical, or metaphysical boundaries—

‘outsiders’—were especially likely to be polluted, or polluting.

Primate Homo sapiens sapiens was also well aware of the times

and occasions when extra care was required in the human life

cycle, particularly those parts of the cycle where the body was in

some form of major transitional (and dirt-ridden) relationship

withtheexternalworld—asatbirth,puberty,pregnancy,ordeath.
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Every substance that issued or fell away from the body was

transitional and therefore suspect (saliva, blood, urine, sperm,

sweat, vomit, faeces, hair, and nail clippings). Food intake was

closely monitored.

According to these rules of transition women were the main

polluters. Menstruation was contained and controlled by purity

rules and seclusion, while menstruating women were often

believed to be contaminators of food; pregnant or post-partum

womenwere frequently separated off from the entire community

as well as their own household, sometimes for months. Sex

pollution or chastity rules (such as purdah) required ritual seclu-

sion inside the home, both before and after marriage, even

though these politic rules that so carefully protected fertile

women on behalf of the male line could easily be self-defeating

if not enough females were allowed to procreate, or indeed do

useful work.47 For both males and females, however, the puberty

initiation ceremonies thatmarked the arrival of new sexual emis-

sions were often severe tests of bodily endurance, cathartic priva-

tion, and ritual purification. After the rites the young adult was,

like chrysalis to butterfly, transformed into his or her new adult

‘skin’, fully displayed in the ceremonial dancing and sexual pea-

cocking which followed—among the South African Xhosa, the

redochrepaintedonyournewlypurifiedbodywas supposed tobe

rubbed off in the arms of your future wife.48 Betrothal and mar-

riage ceremonies were more festive occasions: the worldwide

rituals of preparatory purification, grooming, bathing, and dress-

ing up of the bride and groomwere yet another time of extensive

group bonding, when every effort was made to bring about good

luck, and expel evil influences.

There can be no such thing as ‘total holiness’, and the reli-

gious imagination frequently collided with hard reality.49

Whatever happened to you depended to a large extent on

your immediate circumstances—religion, age, gender, or purity

status. But everyone was involved in the duty of self-patrol. On
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a day-to-day level, ritual purifications stopped anything ‘bad’

from entering the body, and protected the body from what it

touched: from casual contact, formal contact, contact between

old and new, contact with strangers, contact with strange

things. If you were not vigilant (or were deceitful) most likely

someone would be vigilant for you. It was part of politics, a way

of living within, and not outside, your own society. Although

there have always been certain societies, places, and occasions,

where religious writ did not run and human life continued

along older paths, so that more people lived outside elite circles

of spiritual purity than lived within them, nevertheless it seems

that once the sense of a metaphysical or psychological purity

danger was alerted or imprinted on a group, it could become a

source of communal tension that was difficult to eradicate or

deny, and created a new source of power that could be exploited

for political ends. To read purity rules fully, Mary Douglas once

said, ‘you must always ask who is being excluded’; adding ‘the

only thing that is universalistic about purity is the temptation

to use it as a weapon’.50

Tools, Adornments, and Body-Art

We come back to earth with the human toilette, which was very

much a celebration of the living human form and a constant

reminder of the endless human labour that was going on behind

the scenes. We have already investigated the biology of personal

hygiene; and purity rules have shown how the skin could be-

come a significant cultural boundary between the self and the

world. But for many people today there is one sole and sufficient

reason for practising personal hygiene that eclipses all others:

self-representation. It was at some time during the Neolithic

that the body became an artwork. The human capacity for

aesthetics must surely have been one of those ontological pre-

wired conditions waiting to be learnt, ready to be sharpened and
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inspired by all the sensuous colours, smells, and forms displayed

in nature. Neolithic technology gave us most of the cosmetic

body-art we have today, including the specific decoration of the

different body parts, and the clothing styles and adornments that

became, in effect, an artificial ‘second skin’. Washing and bath-

ing the human body also required artificial technologies all of

their own, and are only partly natural.51

Although it was technological expertise that perfected high-

art Neolithic body culture, there were a number of animal

grooming techniques around that could have been observed,

copied, and refined. Animals regularly use water, mud, or dust

baths. Apes and chimpanzees are especially fond of tools (and

toys) and frequently use stones for massage, twigs for cleaning

teeth, or bundles of leaves like towels or napkins. Animals also

scent and oil themselves; a whole new world of zoopharmacog-

nancy—the discovery and use of natural drugs by animals—

opens up when we consider the small white-nosed coati who

go to a particular aspen tree to wallow or rub themselves with

camphor resin once a day; or the spider monkeys who use a

citrus tree in much the same way.52

But the unique methods of human skin decoration only

worked on a clean or naked canvas. The gradual loss—or adap-

tation of—human body hair (fur) over millions of years gave the

final shape to human grooming habits. In the tropical and semi-

tropical zones where bipedal hominids originated, hairlessness

is supposed to have been a heat advantage; though in colder

regions, artificial clothing became another adaptive heat advan-

tage as a replacement furred hide—which of course is what such

costumes weremade of, in the days before artificial cloth. Grow-

ing population numbers may have been another cause of

change. Lacking other natural markings on their pelage, the

body-painting, hairstyling, and other adornments that distin-

guished human beings from other beasts presumably made
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them more readily and easily identifiable to each other, espe-

cially from a distance.

All Neolithic body-art was and still is an ‘art for the parts’, in

that each different body part or grooming zone goes to make up

the decorative whole, and any or all of the grooming zones can

be emphasized for special artistic attention. Thus the eyes, nose,

ears, mouth, hair, neck, arms, hands, fingernails, breasts, waist,

navel, legs, feet, ankles, and toes have all been given decorative

forms everywhere. Particularly elaborate hand and nail art, for

example, still survives in South-East Asia; and hair art in Africa;

but nothing quite matches the cosmetic dental art of tooth-

filing and coloured tooth-inlays—tooth art—practised among

the ancient Aztecs.53 The condition of the skin was always

considered especially important. It was either well oiled and

glossy or (as in Namibia and many other places worldwide)

carefully rubbed over with the ochre-coloured earth; both treat-

ments also help against infestation and sunburn. The African

Nuba tribe have words to describe each different style of body

movement, every visible muscle on the body (and even the

indentations between them), and five different types of skin

abrasions: ‘if a man has . . . a minor abrasion, he will not paint

or call attention to his body in any way; dry, flaky skin is not

merely considered unattractive, it signifies that a person has

removed himself from normal social intercourse’.54

The earliest human body idols from southern Europe, Africa,

and the Middle East are ubiquitously painted with red ochre,

over-painted by stripes of other colours, particularly chalk

white, and the blue, yellow, and black vegetable dyes (woads).

One 42,000 bce cave settlement on a beach at the tip of south-

ern Africa has revealed evidence of red ochre paints and a paint-

grinding stone set just within the cave entrance.55 Other forms

of radical body manipulation—tattooing, circumcision, body-

branding, the stretching of earlobes, necks, mouths, and

noses, ring-piercing, the binding and moulding of arm and leg
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bones, waists, feet, and skulls—depended entirely on the spe-

cialized skills of whatever community you were born into.

Skin-tattooing had appeared on all continents by the Late Neo-

lithic, but found a particular home in the southern Pacific; in

New Guinea today the Roro people will describe the untattooed

person as ‘raw’, comparing him unfavourably with uncooked

meat. Contemporary Melanesian body-art involves tattoos,

scarification, teeth-blackening, penis gourds, noseplugs, ear-

plugs, and much casual ornamentation of leaves, flowers, fur,

or feathers.56

From around 30,000 to 40,000 bce the ornamental layer

seems to have developed fast, as the string revolution started

to kick in. The world’s earliest rock art and sculptures show

figures with head ornaments, fringed armbands, beaded girdles,

and braided hairstyling; while a large industrial bead-making

site from c.30,000 bce at Dolnı́ Věstonice, in the Czech Republic,

has been described as the ‘New York of the Palaeolithic’: finds

there included exotic beaded costumes, braids, hats, ropes, nets,

and a very extensive ceramics industry.57 One of the most

spectacular early Eurasian burial sites is at Sunghir’ in Russia,

dated around 24,000 bce, where the bodies of two high-status

children were found wearing full-length costumes sewn with

3,500 mammoth ivory beads; other graves contained ivory

bracelets, pendants, necklaces, and rings. Such graves prove

beyond doubt that, ‘weather permitting’, as one archaeologist

rather quaintly put it, ‘Ice Age people may have been dressed

and decorated with more elegance than generally imagined.’58

In fact the children must have been dazzling in life as well as in

death. Cloth and clothing technology developed even faster

during the ‘secondary products revolution’ of the Eurasian

Bronze Age from c.4000 bce, when ivory, stone, pottery, and

wood products were rivalled by metal.59 Fine cosmetic tools

became prestigious grave goods—especially the burnished

bronze mirrors that enabled people to study their own face
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and hair closely and conveniently for the first time, alongside

well-made combs, knives, paint palettes, and small metal water

buckets. One of the best-preserved bodies we have from the

ancient past is the ice mummy, or ‘Ice Maiden’, from the Iron

Age Pazyrick tribe in Siberia, a high-class female buried around

400 bce. Her whole body was tattooed with stylized trees and

flowers all over the neck, back, and chest, with two deer, whose

antlers flowed wavelike up both arms. Her next ornamental

layer was a white silk embroidered blouse, a red dress, a long

red sash, thigh-length red leather boots, necklaces, and a 3-foot-

high headdress—which took up a third of the coffin—carved

and coated with golf leaf. Also buried with her were her horses,

her drinking cup—and her face mirror.60 By that time the new

metal technology was simply an extra bonus.

Water, Springs, and Stoves

And what of water, that supreme ingredient of modern personal

hygiene? And how do we account for the rise and ubiquity of

hot water? Clean drinking water was of course the first human

necessity: anything else was a luxury well beyond the norm. The

long story of washing and bathing water began in the Neolithic

at some indeterminate date, but probably (since it required

extra resources and labour) during the later periods of relative

prosperity and economic surplus. Later Neolithic technology

seems to have risen to the challenge of water, with ingenious

solutions to the problems of both fresh water and drainage. The

large, square, stone water containers of the Late Neolithic (like

those at Skara Brae) were the first form of domestic water supply,

and were also quite capable of boiling a large amount of water

when heated with hot stones from the fire. Water could be

brought from the source in leather, pottery, wood, or shell

containers; but the more convenient light and portable metal

basins and buckets only start to appear in the records during the
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Bronze Age. Bath-tanks, using even larger quantities of water for

full-body bathing (not to mention clothes-laundering), seem to

have accompanied the civic hydraulic sanitary engineering that

was certainly one of the wonders of Late Neolithic technology—

in Mohenjo-Daro, Knossos, Carthage, or Rome.

There was also a natural template for the human use of

luxurious heated baths. Neolithic tribal groups undoubtedly

discovered most of the world’s extra-ordinary natural waters

during their nomadic wanderings. Cold-water springs, rivers,

and lakes might be innately sacred and healing; but the world’s

naturally heated waters must have been even more fascinating

and awe-inspiring. There are hot springs worldwide in Africa,

North and South America, Australia and New Zealand, Siberia,

Iceland, Japan, and elsewhere. The planet’s volcanic geothermal

systems produce water in many different temperatures and

forms, ranging (in Europe) from the ‘sweating grottoes’ in the

rocks near the Greek thermae of Aedepsos, to the calcium hot

pools circling the extinct volcano of Monte Amiata in central

Italy, and the hot mud wallows at Dalyan in Turkey. It is likely

that nomadic routes developed around the hot-spring systems

on all continents (like the aboriginal ‘walkabout’ water-hole

routes known to have existed in Australia), and the hot springs

seem to have played a significant part in human settlement

patterns. For instance, many if not most of the highly decorated

Upper Palaeolithic sacred cave systems in the French Pyrenees

and the Cantabrian Mountains of northern Spain are within

walking distance of important hot-spring sites, also later

exploited by the Romans.61

Japan, of course, is the outstanding example of an ancient

hot-spring folk culture, and has some of the world’s most

lengthy and fastidious bathing rituals. In Japan hot springs

even come up under the sea, as on the westernmost island of

Kyushu, where the ocean reaches temperatures of 328 C (1048 F)

and where (in later times and as in thermal Iceland) almost
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2 The Terme di Saturnia in Tuscany, one of many springs surrounding

the extinct volcano Monte Amiata that local people have used for

thousands of years, creating the bathing-basins. The chalky water is pale

blue–green, and hot.
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every house had a thermal bath. Remnants of Japan’s past could

still be witnessed in the early twentieth century, when the

Kamchadales tribe still took long annual treks to the hot

springs, putting up their tents and staying for several weeks.62

Similar ancient tribal gatherings and parties around hot

springs were witnessed in nineteenth-century central Africa

(and North America) where ‘the inhabitants came in large

groups, and the business of bathing, washing, and idling was

interspersed with joyful scenes, instrumental music, and

barbaric songs’. The same things happened in any Roman

thermae—or Finnish sauna.

Artificial ‘stoving’, or sweat-bathing, may have been another

of the skills that the Cro-Magnons took with them from place

to place. Sweat huts were common throughout Africa and the

Americas, and were particularly favoured in the cold northern

zones of western Asia (especially Finland, Russia, Poland,

Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and the Germanic and old Celtic

regions; a few ancient Irish sweat huts still existed in the nine-

teenth century). At its simplest, the personwas wrapped up next

to a fire; or covered with hot earth; or put into a sealed hut or

tent, and steamed with hot stones and water. The intensive heat

therapy relaxed the body and opened the pores of the skin so

that the sweat poured out. A bunch of twigs could be used (as in

the Finnish and Russian saunas) to further ‘raise the blood’, and

stones, shells, or other abrasives used to scour loosened scurf off

the skin. Cold air—or a sluice of cold water—restored the body’s

median temperature.63

Communal stoving or ‘allo-stoving’ not only made you well,

it provided relaxation and ‘good times’. Later on, stoving was

particularly associated with spring celebration and marriage

parties, or even with burial rites. The remarkable Scythian stov-

ing ritual reported by the Roman author Herodotus was a riot-

ous wake that also served as a purification ceremony:
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After a burial the Scythians go through a process of cleaning them-

selves; they wash their heads with soap, and their bodies in a

vapour-bath, the nature of which I shall describe. On a framework

of three sticks, meeting at the top, they stretch pieces of woollen

cloth, taking care to get the joints as perfect as they can, and inside

this little tent they put a dish with red-hot stones in it. Now hemp

grows in Scythia, a plant resembling flax but much coarser and

taller. . . They take some hemp seed, creep into the tent, and

throw the seed on the hot stones. At once it begins to smoke, giving

off a vapour unsurpassed by any vapour bath one could find in

Greece. The Scythians enjoy it so much that they howl with pleas-

ure. This is their substitute for an ordinary bath in water, which

they never use.64

People obviously dealt with their temperature problems in

idiosyncratic ways, and some of them actually embraced the

cold. There was a particular practice, or ceremony, of deliber-

ately ‘hardening’ or training the body that seems to have been

common among some northern European tribes. The Romans

famously noted the Teuton or Germanic habit of cold-dipping

their children and babies into streams; and something of a

similar sort occurred among the people of the isolated Lofoten

peninsula off northern Norway, in a ceremony observed by the

Italian mariner Pietro Querini, in 1432. The round wooden

houses of ‘these beautiful and immaculate people’, as he called

them, ‘have only one opening to the light, up in the middle

of the arch of the roof . . . They take their new-born when they

are four days old and place them naked under the peephole,

remove the fish skin and let the snow fall on them to get the

children used to the cold.’65

Modern cultural sociologists rightly describe the human body

as an ‘unfinished body’—a body created by nature but finished

by humans—and, by following this line, have rediscovered all

sorts of different ‘social’ bodies (gendered, emotional, regu-

lated, dominant, reproductive, economic, civilized, consuming,
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narcissistic) with human culture imprinted firmly all over them.

This would be an excellent description of the Late Neolithic

body—except that it is usually applied to ‘modern’ bodies

only. But human evolution may not be the one-dimensional,

one-way process we usually take for granted. Humans are highly

adaptive, and we often see comfortably bred urban populations

reverting to ‘prehistoric’ practices and levels of awareness

whenever there is a technical breakdown (just as other popula-

tions can rapidly learn to wear clothing, handle cars, or surf

the Internet).66 The idea of the ‘unfinished body’ should

perhaps also be seen as a very old and self-regarding, or self-

conscious, species theory. Back in the Neolithic the word

‘naked’ was presumably given to people without any bodily

adornments, in order to distinguish them from those who

had, and certainly by c.3000 bce personal cleanliness had

become an established feature of human society. As Bronze

Age societies saw it, the extra ‘polish’ or ‘finish’ given by their

grooming and adornments separated them from all other ani-

mals, and, as we shall see, they wore them with pride.
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chapter 2
the cosmetic toilette

This is really the story of ‘ellu’, an ancient Mesopotamian word

meaning a type of glittering, strikingly luminescent, or beautiful

cleanliness—apowerful,non-ascetic,pre-Christianimageofbeauty

that was entirely guilt-free. The cosmetic routine now called

‘pampering’—baths,aromas,facials,manicures,pedicures,hairstyl-

ing, and costuming, conducted in sensuous surroundings with or

without groups of friends—emerged at both ends of Eurasia during

the Bronze Age from c.4000 bce, along with most of the necessary

tools and raw materials. Cosmetics is the underbelly of personal

hygiene, usually ignored, oftenmuch reviled, but even now form-

ing an essential part of personal health care and self-identity. The

sensuous beauty of ellu turns out to be an integral part of the long

historyofroyalcourtculture,whichranmoreor lessunbrokenfrom

this period throughfivemillennia to thepresentday. Thanks to the

Neolithic revolution in technology and trade, Eurasia’s fertile sub-

tropical river valleys, coasts, islands, andhinterlandshadproduced

some tribal societies that had grownvery rich indeed.

Stratification and Outcome

The Eurasian Bronze Age is famous for an entirely new cast of

characters: the super-rich. High kings and queens, high priests

and priestesses, pharaohs and emperors—chiefs of the local



tribal chiefs, traders, empire-builders, all huge hoarders and

displayers of luxury goods. Their urban-based civilizations are

the founding myths of Eurasian history; a story told quite sim-

ply with a roll-call of their famous cities scattered throughout

the fertile subtropical zones, all of which provided the context

(and the cash) for their expensive lifestyles. In western Eurasia

the Fertile Crescent in Mesopotamia supported the Sumerian

and Assyrian dynastic cities of Ur (c.5000–2000 bce), Babylon

(c.1792–800 bce), and Nineveh (c.883–612 bce); Egypt had cre-

ated the Nile river port cities of Memphis (c.3000 bce), Thebes

(c.2060 bce), and Alexandria (c.323 bce); in central and eastern

Eurasia the Harrapans built the stone cities of Harrapa and

Mohenjo-Daro (c.2550–1550 bce) along the Indus valley; the

early Bronze Age Shang dynasty founded the Yellow River valley

cities of Zhengzhou and An-yang (c.1554–1045 bce), and the

Chou dynasty on the Wei River founded a grid-planned city at

Chou-tsung (c.1027 bce). The large continental ‘inland seas’,

with their ports and volcanic-island archipelagos, produced

the Mediterranean cities of Knossos (2000–1200 bce), Sidon

(c.1000 bce), Carthage (814 bce), and Rome (753 bce); and the

various early volcanic-island civilizations of ancient Japan,

Indonesia, and the peninsula of Burma, Thailand, Cambodia,

and Vietnam. Bronze tools and weapons had accelerated one

imperial phase in Eurasia; iron tools set off the next round of

warring states. Isolated thousands of miles away across the

Pacific Ocean, in c.2000 bce the Mayans and other Meso-

Americans were just getting to grips with their Stone Age, to

be followed by a prosperous ‘Gold Age’.1

Surplus wealth and increasing populations irrevocably brought

about increased social stratification andwidening social divisions

between city, town, village, and countryside. A pyramid of social

ranks rose from a broad agricultural base to a small urban–palace

elite (thought to be roughly 10 per cent or less of their popula-

tions).2 A similar social stratification can be seen in religious
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politics. It was around this time that the Indus valley or Vedic

caste system (jati), which was heritable down the bloodline,

developed as a purification theology which divided the whole

of society from top to bottom, into four separate orders or

clans (varna) according to a hierarchical order of purity—holy

priests (Brahmans), noble warriors (Kshatriyas), wealthy mer-

chants (Vaisyas), and obedient servants (Sudras). (The aboriginal

Dalits, or Untouchables, were excluded from this classification by

their Aryan conquerors, becoming socially invisible.)3 But

whether you were rich or poor, there were three important

reasons to groom in the ancient world: bodily protection, social

status, and divine protection—the proverbial state of ‘health,

wealth, and happiness’ (or peace of mind).

The main regional hubs of the ancient Asian beauty trades

scattered along the Eurasian subtropical latitudes served the city

civilizations. Within these stratified, centralized societies,

grooming had become a ‘high’ art form associated with the

modern urban era, clearly distinguishing their populations

from earlier or peripheral tribal groups—those without towns,

houses, clothing, cookery, kings, or religion. The importance of

grooming to the social elites is proved by the quantities of high-

class cosmetic evidence they left behind them, leaving the per-

sonal grooming (toilet, or toilette) of the remaining 90 per cent

of their populations something of a blank. Body-art was not

confined to the wealthy; but as you moved up the social scale,

you got every extra bit of grooming that time or money could

provide (the same strict principle of unequal access that also

applied to purification rituals). The old Neolithic nursing and

grooming routines, however, were probably insufficient to pro-

tect fully those in the bottom ranks, living on bare subsistence,

from significant environmental change; particularly those

living in increasingly dense urban sites, who were the likely

victims of proliferating parasites, (worms, flies, lice, fungi, bac-

teria), and new species of epidemic disease (malaria, dysentery,
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bilharzia, tuberculosis) already on the move.4 Each individual

may have had similar needs, but there was a wide variety of

outcomes.

The Cosmetic Trades

All these imperial-sized chunks of land carved out by local dyn-

asties were centres of cosmetic excellence, with fragile trading

links. A strong dynasty was a definite commercial asset. Dotted

about the landscape in strategic positions, massive palaces and

temples towered over the rest of the population, and drove the

luxury economy. Beauty was a powerful display of rank order;

and it was just as true in c.3000 bce as it was to the Roman author

Herodotus later ‘that the countries which lie on the circumfer-

ence of the inhabited world produce the things which we believe

to be most rare and beautiful’.5 If a thing was rare and beautiful,

the kings, queens, and chieftains wanted it (which created a

trade); and then so did everybody else (which created an indus-

try). Palaces and temples not only created demand, but also

refashioned raw materials in their own farms or workshops,

turning themselves into middlemen and ‘adding value’ to local

resources or cheap imports. At Pylos (c.1550–1200 bce) in Myce-

naean Greece, the palace administrators ran an extensive per-

fume industry by importing crude oil, recruiting local labour to

add imported spices and local herbs, then selling the product

either in locally made bulk jars or in small expensive phials, in

exchange for all the gold, silver, Egyptian faience, copper, ivory,

and wool that the local community and the palace required.6 For

the local palace, its suburban ‘service city’, and the local hinter-

land farmers and gatherers, cosmetics and beauty goods were,

literally, a golden trading opportunity: small, portable, and prof-

itable—if you had the technical know-how.

Thanks in part to this sustained demand for beautiful and rare

things, almost every useful rock, tree, shrub, plant, fruit, root,
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flower (or animal part) in Eurasia was gradually discovered and

exploited during the Bronze Age between c.3000 and c.1500 bce.

Beautiful and desirable ‘goods’ (i.e. good things) were created

from local wood, stone, metal, and animal products, or from the

heaps of leaves, seeds, and flora that the gatherers brought in;

while already domesticated plants like olives, grapes, corn, flax,

andwoolwere grown,harvested, andmanufactured inbulkonan

ever-increasing scale. Natural materials exploited for a specific

cosmetic purpose around this time included the soft volcanic

rock called pumice stone, used for filing or scraping the skin;

and the natural sponges found in warm seas, used for sluicing

the body. The ornamental cut-flower trade was one of many

specialized luxury trades that underwent a long transition. From

at least c.3000 bce the Egyptians gathered two types ofnative lotus

flower, the white and the blue; by c.ad 200 the Indian pink lotus

had been introduced, and bulk quantities of roses, narcissus, and

lilies were artificially cultivated and shipped off to flower and

garland traders in Rome (who were also importing artificial silk

garlands from India). Itwas said that 2,000 lilieswere needed for 3

pounds of flower oil: ‘Themore times you repeat with fresh lilies,

the stronger the ointment will be.’7

Over the course of several millennia Egypt emerged as the

main hub of the western Eurasian cosmetic trades. The Egyptian

upper classes alone consumed the products of thousands of

villages, thousands of miles away. To meet demand and serve

their perfumed unguent industry, the Egyptians invaded and

developed the ‘Land of Magun’ (ancient Oman) as a spice re-

gion. In c.3000 bce the coastal village of Ras al-Junayz in Oman

was apparently connected not only with Old Kingdom Egypt,

but with Mesopotamia and the Indus valley:

the inhabitants of the village traded their own products—large

mollusc shells, as well as shell rings—with crews of incoming

vessels . . . a manganese oxide of local origin, pyrolusite, was
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ground to make a black powder used as an unguent (kohl) and kept

in shells of small molluscs of the genus ‘Anodara’—and Anodara

shells containing a black powder have also been found in the Royal

Tombs of Ur. . . [and there were] other exports, for example the

operculi of molluscs, which when ground up, were an essential

ingredient in perfumes for incense.8

That all these trading andmanufacturing skills should have been

contained in one small village in 3000 bce is a sobering thought.

Cosmetic equipment was now routinely included in the trip

to the land of the dead, and grave goods are a main source of

evidence outside the imperial courts—even beyond the subtrop-

ical zones. That the north-west Eurasian Celts were always well

barbered and groomed is underlined by the grave of one Celtic

chief, buried honourably with a small bag laid on his chest

containing his most essential personal belongings: three iron

fish-hooks, five amber beads, a wooden comb, and an iron razor.

The Russian Pazyricks were buried with their bronze mirrors.

In China the preference was for ivory hairpins. Well before 3000

bce Egyptian pre-dynastic graves contained long-toothed

combs, hairpins, and an especially revered tool among the

Egyptians, the eye palette, a thin stone oval or rectangular

slate used for grinding up eye paint that became increasingly

elaborately decorated and ceremonial in character, and is con-

sistently found in tombs up to the Nineteenth Dynasty and

beyond. The most expensive consumer item of all was probably

the cosmetic travelling-case; an unusually well-preserved Egyp-

tian Eighteenth Dynasty case gives us just a glimpse of this new

batterie de toilette. A well-packed traveller’s kit, this resinous

cedar box has four compartments containing one terracotta

and two alabaster vases for oils and unguents; a piece of pumice

stone; two (joined) ‘stibium’ tubes for eye and face paint, a

wood and an ivory stick; an ivory comb; a bronze shell for

mixing ingredients; a pair of pink gazelle-skin sandals; and

three red cushions.9
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For valuable cosmetic products especially, the container was

now part of the product. Container designs multiplied, and

were lavishly decorated with the new range of pigments: Egyp-

tian blue-glass, for example, and Egyptian blue-glass ceramics

(faience) were made into small and elegant jars, jugs, and bot-

tles of all sizes, all with handles, stands, lids, and spouts. They

were high-class bijoux gifts which were widely traded (and cop-

ied) for centuries. Kohl eye paste was normally packed into

reeds; but the luxurious kohl tubes of the princess Meritaten,

found in her bedroom suite at the royal palace of El Amarna,

were made of red, white, and apple-green painted pottery with

her name inlaid in white and blue; other kohl tubes found there

were ‘made of glass in the shape of a small hand-sized column

with a spreading palm-leaf capital, with the column then dec-

orated by bands of different coloured glass, dragged into loops

around the stem’. Cosmetic tools and containers now often

came in sets; complete sets of tubs and basins were a traditional

marriage gift in China.10 For water and other liquids there were

bronze or wooden shells, saucers, finger-bowls, hand-basins,

foot-basins, small buckets, large buckets, and bathtubs; for dry-

ing the skin, bath towels, hand towels, and face cloths; for

scraping the body, gold, bronze, and ivory combs, toothpicks,

brushes, knives, files, and scissors. Some of these ancient toilette

items have survived better than others: wooden, leather, or

cloth items were all highly perishable, and the crystal, marble,

gold, silver, and bronze baths of which the poets speak were

either highly breakable or highly recyclable, or mythical. Only

some sturdier stone or pottery baths have survived.11

Cosmetic Receipts

The serious point that the ancients understood about cosmetic

or beauty care was that it kept you well and healthy: ‘such,

indeed, are human means of embellishment, and therewith
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they keep off death from themselves’, as one Vedic author put

it.12 A more comprehensive view of the connection between

cosmetics and health care can be obtained from some of the

very earliest medical texts. Many of these simply recorded a

folkloric pharmacology of herbal, animal, andmineral ‘receipts’

(ingredients) for the treatment of various conditions, that con-

tinued to be recycled for centuries to come; ancient Indian

cosmetic receipts in particular were preserved uninterruptedly

from 600 bce to ad 1600 and onwards to the present day. All

these early receipt texts show an overwhelmingmedical interest

in the care of the body surfaces. Egyptian cosmetic receipts

appear in medical papyri next to skin salves, eye salves, and

tooth remedies; similarly in the early Anglo-Saxon leech

books. In the Indian herbals, cosmetic receipts for hair dyes,

hair promoters, hair oils, depilatories, and hair-disentangling

cream jostle with recipes for the treatment of grey hair, dan-

druff, lice, and nits. Face paint, lip dyes, and perfumed unguents

were set side by side with face salves for moles, blemishes,

pimples, and peeling. There were teeth-cleaners, mouth deodor-

ants and washes, nose deodorants (fumes through the nose),

and armpit deodorants. There were any number of aromatic

oils, unguents, pastes, bath waters, and bath powders for the

body—things that ‘will make the bodies of the males and

females gold-like, beautiful, fragrant and lovely’.13

The basic common senses—especially vision and touch—that

were used to check the general state of the body were natural

methods that took no notice whatsoever of any formal division

between preventive and curative medicine. It is perhaps easiest

to think of this external COBS medicine as operating along a

continuum of self-care, ranging from the ephemeral to the

urgent—from painting to cleansing; from cleansing to emolli-

ents; from emollients to remedies. The Romans clearly regarded

cosmetics as a legitimate branch of medicine; for example,

Crito, personal physician to the emperor Trajan (ad 98–117)
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wrote an exhaustive four-volume work on cosmetics, all lost

except for its table of contents:

For care of the skin: cleansers, emollients, bleaches, paints, remedies

(dryness, wrinkles, freckles, white spots, sunburn, warts, scars,

double chin, superfluous hair, deodorants). For the care of the hair:

hair-dressings, bleaches, dyes, scalp lotions, remedies (scaliness,

falling hair, baldness, lice). For the care of the parts: manicure,

pedicure, mouth care, teeth care, throat, remedies (washes, tooth

powder, pastilles), bust developers, perfumes (powders, liquids,

ointments). Cosmetic tools: mirrors, brushes, combs, fancy pins,

hair-bands, razors, tweezers, false hair, curling irons, tongue

scrapers, breast binders and false teeth.14

Graded Holiness

The divine ‘means of embellishment’ took cleansing into a

different dimension. In order to understand anything about

the full political significance of the toilette and its relationship

to society, one needs to understand the workings of ancient

courts and palaces—and of temples. In Mesopotamia the earli-

est kings were simply successful political candidates, primus inter

pares (first among equals), but by the end of the Early Dynastic

this had been superseded by the doctrine of divine kingship.

Throughout Eurasia successful clan dynasties bolstered their

credentials not only by appealing and sacrificing to the gods

in the traditional manner, but by annexing sacred authority as

the gods’ representative on earth, ‘God’s Steward’ for the wel-

fare of the people, and therefore the sole arbiter of rule. Under

divine kingship, the king officially had ‘two bodies’: one cor-

poreal, the other spiritual. The purity rules of the courts were a

pale echo of those in the temples.15

As formal temple cultures developed throughout Asia, reli-

gious purification reached new standards of magnificence and

thoroughness. Religious historians have described temple
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purity rules as a form of ‘graded holiness’, or a ‘Holiness

Spectrum’. The central source of ineffable ‘holiness’ was the

spiritual presence of the god in the inner sanctuary, radiating

divinity outwards far into the wide world up to heaven, pro-

tecting the temple and ceaselessly guarding it from the touch,

sight, sound, or smell of impure things.16 In third-millennium

Sumeria the royal temple ziggurat of the alpha god Nanna at Ur

was particularly richly endowed. But before even a brick had

been laid at Nanna, a complex series of rituals, omens, visions,

meditations, and sacrifices had already been performed in order

to determine the site and to protect it with holiness, and many

more rituals were to follow. Archaeology confirms what literary

evidence suggests, that temple sites were physically purified first

by burning over the site and digging the foundations down

‘eighteen cubits’ to clean soil; then filling these pits with clean

sand, to receive the first brick, which had already been prepared,

purified, and poured by the king into a pure and anointed

mould, and exposed to the pure burning sun. On the right day

for good omen the local town was cleansed and purified ‘with

fire’, and the local townspeople cleansed and purified them-

selves in order to witness the ritual of the foundation brick. At

exactly the right time of day it was struck out, and the freshly

purified and abluted king placed the sacred brick-hod over his

head and shoulders, and reverently carried the holy brick to its

holy resting place: ‘he took for E-ninnu the pure head-pad,

and the true brick-mould [of] the decision of fate. Gudea per-

formed completely the proper rites . . . [And] took on his head the

head-pad for the house, as though it had been a holy crown’.17

Elsewhere the sacred statue of the temple, adorned with gold

and jewels, was being prepared for the god to enter into it

through the ceremony of ‘opening the mouth’, which was fol-

lowed by the night-long riverside purification ceremony of

‘washing the mouth’. The next morning the eyes of the statue

were ritually ‘opened’ and the now living god was led by the
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hand to his temple and placed in his sanctuary, his resting-place

on earth. Thus the ceremonies that worshipped the now living

Nanna were reverently, even enthusiastically, tended to by

many generations of royal personages, and faithfully preserved

by each new generation of priests (as they were all over Eurasia,

in very similar rituals). Each morning in Nanna’s sanctuary the

god–statues were offered food and were brushed, rubbed, oiled

or painted, garlanded, and robed as necessary, each ‘presenta-

tion’ of body services and unctions given as a separate grooming

ritual. Sweet tamarisk scent perfumed the air, and the holy

objects were set out, decorated or made from gold: the sacred

bowl, the holy table, the holy kettledrum and balag musical

instruments, and the holy water pail. Outside the ziggurat

holy trees had been planted in the holy gardens, and the gods

had the use of a holy wagon and a holy barge.18

Deep religious reverence was attributed to beauty. It had a

strong metaphysical role. In ancient Greece the word kosmos

originally meant ‘to order, to arrange, or to adorn’; kosmetikos

meant ‘having the power to beautify’; and the high priestess–

goddess Kommo was the beautifier and arranger of the temple.

The Mesopotamian definition of ellu was ‘free from physical

impurities’; anything could be beautifully ellu—a jewel, clean

linen, a person, or a sacred place. The sacred books of the Veda

laid down kama (the appreciation of beauty) as a religious com-

mandment for the right conduct of life; described in Vatsyaya-

na’s classical version of the Kama Sutra as ‘the enjoyment of

appropriate objects by the five senses of hearing, feeling, seeing,

tasting, and smelling, assisted by the mind together with the

soul’.19 In temples everywhere, the sacred ellu, kosmeticos, kama,

or divine cleanliness came from the daily labours and skills of

temple servants charged with keeping good order within the

precinct. High priests and priestesses supervised lower orders

of ‘keepers’, ‘washers’, and ‘anointers’, and chose the most
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beautiful (or talented) temple servants for ceremonies adorned

with musicians, singers, and dancers.

Precise degrees and definitions of what was holy to the touch,

taste, sight, sound or smell—the most or least sacred materials,

food, colours, objects, animals, and people—were all graded

according to the laws handed down. White robes were sacred

to the Babylonians and Egyptians; Judaism favoured sky blue;

yellow was sacred in eastern Eurasia. Gold was everywhere con-

sidered the purest and most beautiful metal. Later Greek

authors reported that the temple of Marduk in Babylon used

over 20 tons of gold; also that the rituals required over 2 tons of

imported frankincense each year.20 In Egypt the exact method

of making the sacred holy incense and unguents was a closely

guarded secret, written in stone on the walls of the priestly

inner sanctum. There was even a holy soap—a carbonate of

soda called natron—which was used to purify everything in the

temple. Mostly natron was dissolved in water to clean the body,

clothes, and furniture; sometimes it was ignited with incense;

and to achieve fullest purity, the priests chewed it and drank it

internally. It was particularly associated with the purity of the

mouth.

The Holy Toilette

The flesh rubbers, kohl pots, rouge pots, lipsticks, razors, and

mirrors found in the great water tank and temple courtyard at

Mohenjo-Daro (2500 bce) are evidence of the very early reli-

gious grooming traditions in the Indus valley, a thousand

years before the incoming Indo-Aryans re-established a Vedic

theocracy which abhorred body dirt.21 In Vedic theology any

touch or sight of the prohibited bodily secretions—such as

sweat, saliva, hair and nail clippings, vomit, urine, blood,

sperm, faeces, and afterbirth—was closely monitored, and the

Vedic toilette rules were laid down for all classes as a religious
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duty; their thoroughness (or lack of it) served as an indicator

of religious status. Washermen and barbers were especially

impure, but played a vital role as the polluted intermediary in

all purification ceremonies, including the personal toilette. Pub-

lic outdoor barber’s shop services that provided shaving, hair-

cutting, manicures, pedicures, nose- and ear-cleaning, existed

in ancient India at the same time as public tonsors flourished in

ancient Rome. They are still observable on the pavements of

Indian cities, or near the religious bathing places (ghats) along

the holy River Ganges, where barbers provide traditional

grooming to accompany the client’s lustral dip: shampooing

(massage) sitting on special shampooing stools; ‘frictions’

(scraping) using the stone columns and walls; hot baths, shav-

ing (designs on the stomach hair a speciality), flower garlands,

and every type of face paint and body powder.22

The Egyptian population’s strict adherence to purity rules,

and the strength of their religious belief, were considered espe-

cially remarkable by that indefatigable traveller and folklore

collector Herodotus. It was not just, he said, that they abided

by the normal purity rules that any Greek might follow—such

as purification at birth, after sexual intercourse, during the

menses and sickness, and after childbirth (in a birth-house, or

‘House of Purification’), with minor attentions on minor occa-

sions of possible impurity (before meals, after evacuation, after

journeys)—but that he felt theywere ‘religious to excess, beyond

any nation in the world, and here are some of the customs

which illustrate the fact: they drink from brazen cups which

they scour every day—everyone, without exception. They wear

linen clothes that they make a particular point of continually

washing. They circumcise themselves for cleanliness’s sake,

preferring to be clean rather than comely. . . ’.

The highest degree of personal cleanliness was reserved for

direct contact with the deity. In addition Egyptian priests were

required to ‘shave their bodies all over every other day to guard
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against the presence of lice, or anything equally unpleasant,

while they are about their religious duties . . . They bathe in

cold water twice a day and twice every night—and observe

innumerable other ceremonies besides.’23 They shaved their

heads, oiled their bodies, kept their feet, hands, and nails

clean (with nails kept short), rinsed their mouths, and fumi-

gated all their orifices. The Egyptian priest–pharaohs were

excused the more onerous priestly requirements, and enjoyed

considerably higher standards of decorative cosmetic care,

but had other unique obligations: they were purified at birth,

at coronation, before any temple rite, and even, while still

alive, and as a precaution, given a purification ritual for the

afterlife. After death, it was imagined, the Pharaoh would

be bathed, fumigated, shaved, and oiled by the goddesses—

after which, not merely cleansed but revived, ‘he received

‘‘his bones of metal’’ [and] stretched out his indestructible

limbs . . . his body came together again [and] was entirely refash-

ioned’.24

Goddesses were themselves the divine high priestesses of the

arts of beauty and seduction. The Mesopotamian alpha female

fertility goddess Inanna-Ishtar was eulogized as ‘the divine har-

lot’ and credited with taking 120menwithout tiring; at the New

Year festival of the Sacred Marriage, the current high king and

high priestess acted out the parts of the fertility god Dumuzi-

Tammuz and his wife, Inanna, on the sacred bed in the

temple—a ceremony that naturally aroused the imagination of

poets and gave rise to a special genre of love songs (and toilette

descriptions) of Inanna: ‘When I have washed myself . . .When

I shall have adorned my body. . . have put amber on my face,

[and] mascara onmy eyes . . .When the lord who sleeps with the

pure Inanna . . . shall havemade love tome on the bed, Then I in

turn shall show my love for the lord; I shall fix for him a good

destiny. . . ’.25 The Greek poet Homer was obviously on his

mettle when it came to his own ‘white-armed’ goddesses, with a
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similar but especially luscious description of the toilette of the

wife–goddess Hera, before her seduction of Zeus:

She began by removing every stain from her comely body with

ambrosia, and anointing herself with the delicious and imperish-

able olive-oil she uses. It was perfumed and had only to be stirred in

the Palace of the Bronze Floor for its scent to spread through

heaven and earth. With this she rubbed her lovely skin; then she

combed her hair, and with her own hands plaited her shining locks

and let them fall in their divine beauty from her immortal head.

Next she put on her fragrant robe of delicate material that Athene

with her skilful hands had made for her and lavishly embroidered.

She fastened it over her breast with golden clasps and, at the waist,

with a girdle from which a hundred tassels hung. In the pierced

lobes of her ears she fixed two earrings, each a thing of lambent

beauty with its cluster of three drops. She covered her head with a

beautiful new headdress, which was bright as the sun; and last of

all, the Lady goddess bound a fine pair of sandals on her shimmer-

ing feet.26

In Homer beauty was a sacred gift to favoured individuals, and

was absolutely not a power or a favour to be taken lightly. When

Athene made Odysseus divinely handsome she added vibrant

sex appeal: she ‘gave him ampler stature and ampler presence,

and over his head made his hair curl and cluster like a hyacinth.

It was as when a man adds gold to a silver vessel . . . Then he

walked to the water’s edge and sat down apart, radiant with

handsomeness and grace.’27

How many story-loving Greeks had read or knew by heart

Homer’s description of the toilette of Hera? Or Babylonians

the toilette of Inanna? There are similar descriptions in almost

every language and stories about divine beauty in every myth-

ology, and they must have been at least partly aspirational.

Religious eroticism in general cut across all classes, ranks, and

gender, and was an occasion for serious sexual display—and a

very careful toilette. Purposeful erotic diversions, orgies, and
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sexual rituals often involved entire cities and populations in

licensed communal mating exercises on behalf of the gods,

ranging from fertility bull cults to phallus worship and love

goddesses.28 The Indian god Shiva was the god of youth, sensu-

ous delights, and erotic activity and Lord of the Dance of Life; in

Greece, Aphrodite was the goddess of love, beauty, and fertility,

honoured by women, and was also the patron goddess of the

public concubines—the heterae. During the annual regenera-

tional bath, or ‘Aphrodisia’, at her supposed birthplace in

Paphos, Aphrodite’s statue would be attended by hundreds of

girls and women purifying themselves for her rites; it is reported

that the renowned hetera Phyrne of Paphos, though usually very

closely gowned in public, would at this festival time walk into

the sea fully naked with her hair loose and flowing, as a living

image of the goddess (also that the famous sculptor Apelles

made her the model of his Aphrodite Anadyomene, a genre

which later produced the famous sea-bathing Venus by

Botticelli).29

Palace Purity

Back at the palace, divinity mingled with more earthy consid-

erations. For the tribal leader and his household the palace

complex was a fortress, a regional entrepôt, a cultic headquar-

ters, and a home. Its main function was to defend and protect

the body, family, and kin of the tribal chief or tribal alpha male

(or female) from every possible catastrophe, in all possible

senses—not just military ones. The royal presence created a

sacred space; so it was deemed absolutely essential that the

king or queen’s ‘two bodies’—their private selves and their

public godlike selves—should be ceaselessly protected not only

with layer after layer of palace stonework, but with an invisible

web of palace purity rules, working like a comprehensive secur-

ity system, with various different checkpoints and access levels.

60 the cosmetic toilette chapter 2



The internal architectural layout of the palace of Knossos illus-

trates the basic spatial arrangements in many Eurasian palaces

then and thereafter, carefully designed to express architectur-

ally, step by step, the spiritual, social, and dynastic intentions of

the reigning king. Here the monarch was heavily guarded by a

long Corridor of Procession, a Central Court, a Great Hall, and

various lustral basins and pools that also decontaminated any-

one entering the adjoining antechambers and shrines of the

Temple of Rhea. The royal suite was the sanctuary at the heart

of the complex: a pillared tower block, four storeys high, con-

taining the private domestic quarters of the royal household,

guarded by a purificatory royal shrine and a lustral bath at the

threshold. This tower block was divided by gender as between

husband and wife but also shared, as in a nuclear family. A large

staircase (one of five in the private wing) led up to the royal

megara, or living suites, of the king and queen, one on either

side of a large corridor paved with white gypsum and green

schist, ablaze with frescoes. The king’s apartments were larger,

but the queen’s suite had a bathroom; both had private stair-

ways to a shared rooftop loggia. The public and private ‘two

bodies’ were represented symbolically: the king’s doorway was

open and imposing, while the small door to the queen’s apart-

ments, her megara, was guarded and concealed by a private,

narrow, crooked corridor. The superior privacy, intimacy, and

safety of the queen’s suite was further underlined by the pres-

ence of the king’s personal treasure room housed in an annexe

off it.

The Babylonian palace at Eshnunna in 2300 bce had five

bathrooms and six lavatories, with seats of glazed brick; appar-

ently all Babylonian palaces had elaborate drainage systems,

and used hydraulic engineering to bring in clean water, and to

recycle grey or dirty water (onto gardens or middens). In 2000–

1200 bce Knossos was also supplied with a white-/grey-/black-

water drainage system that was connected to the queen’s
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famous bathroom and its plumbed annexe, usually described as

a flush toilet (though it may have been a shower room); the

king’s suite had plumbed, wall-mounted washbasins.30 The

queen’s whole suite (which had been expensively redecorated

many times) was what the Egyptians called a ‘Cabinet of the

Morning’—a bedroom, bathroom, and reception room acting as

a grooming area, later called the boudoir. The boudoir, or the

Cabinet of the Morning, is central to any history of cosmetics—

and to most court political histories.

The royal nuclear family was small, but it built a large

extended family around itself, and leant on a close trusted circle

of lesser kin, ‘unique friends’ or companions, and body ser-

vants, for its physical needs. The bulk of the people who actu-

ally inhabited palaces on a daily basis were the servants who

kept the building and all its numerous contents clean and

sound, and managed the inflow and outflow of its supplies.

Thanks to scrupulous tomb and temple records, we know how

royal households, especially, ran to a strict calendar and daily

timetable of events as demanded by custom or ritual. The more

intimate daily body services of the royal boudoir, however, were

determined by the strict rules of palace behaviour and status

that came to be called etiquette. The age-old question of prece-

dence—who shall be closest to the royal body—was determined

in the temple by the chief priests, and in the palace by the chief

courtiers, according to the royal will. Body servants came in

both genders; but male ‘grooms’, or young pages, were far out-

numbered by the proverbial ‘handmaidens’, or ladies of the

bedchamber, or ladies-in-waiting.

In the worldwide system of ‘guest honour’—ways of greeting

and welcoming guests—there were many courteous invitations

to wash, groom, or otherwise be made clean, at the threshold of

the home. On one level greeting cleansing was a mark of polite-

ness and care; on another level, it meant that no dirty, polluted,

or unkempt person was actually allowed to disturb the purity,

62 the cosmetic toilette chapter 2



order, and honour of the dwelling-place. In smaller palaces—or

even in lowlier houses—the purity precautions might only

physically consist of an anteroom or two, a place to remove

outdoor garments (especially shoes); or simply a washbasin by

the threshold. In the royal Persian courts, guests were given

slippers even before their feet touched the threshold, so that

they did not tread upon the king’s ‘holy ground’.31 Courtiers

were not allowed to touch or even breathe upon the king. In the

ancient world guest honour was rarely violated, since it was also

designed to give ‘face’ or respect to both parties, and provide

‘good report’, as Homer’s queen Penelope stated:

For how can you ever know, my guest, whether or not I stand high

among womankind in thoughtfulness and regard for others if you

sit down to a meal in this hall with skin unsoothed and garments

wretched? . . . But if a man is gracious in thought and deed, his

guests carry good report of him far and wide over the world, and

he finds many to call him noble.32

In Homer’s Bronze Age world, to wash or bathe someone was a

particular sign of respect, or of status, or of occasion. In the

Odyssey the male guests are always washed on arrival (eight

times bodily, three for hands or feet only) and occasionally on

leaving (twice); often they had ‘handsome tunics and woollen

cloaks put round them’. Old women washed old men; young

women washed young men; the young washed the hands of the

elders before eating, and all washed before the feast. Palace

servants endlessly cleansed and served in the hall.

The Courtly Toilette

Most people probably started the day with a dawn prayer, a

rough comb, and possibly a rough wash, before setting off to

work. The rich arose and pottered about their bedroom suites.

For the elite classes, life was somewhat different from the norm,
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even slightly unreal—which of course was the desired effect.

Pleasure and play were a serious business in early societies, and

pleasuring themselves was what the Bronze Age aristocracy did

best, most of their time.33 For Egyptian aristocrats, the first

rising was followed by ‘the hour of i’w’, the hour of the bath,

the (unspecified) breakfast–grooming hour which forever after-

wards was the mark of the well-to-do; after which they would

emerge perfectly fresh, trim, and ready to meet, greet—and

administer—the world. Courtly afternoons were usually

reserved for outings, games, and sports; but as the sun went

down, preparations in the private suite would begin for the

full evening toilette, le grand tenue, which would outshine every-

thing else.

By c.1500 bce, court and city fashion demanded a highly

cleansed and polished naked skin, framed by immaculate

cloth; with a carefully modified repertoire of the old adorn-

ments of nakedness especially concentrated on the frontal

erogenous zones.34 Personal hygiene consisted of very careful

attention to the skin, and equally careful attention to the body’s

artificially costumed ‘second skin’. Hot-water bathing and per-

fumery went together. Subtly perfumed unguents and oils were

used lavishly on all the warm parts of the body, wet or dry—in

the bath or out. Oiling the skin was just as important as wash-

ing, if not more so. Perfumery reached new technical heights—

literally, in Egypt, in the famous head-cone of perfumed wax

that was allowed to drip through high-class hair down the neck

and shoulders on festive occasions. (When washed afterwards,

both the hair and linen would be supple and shining.)35 The

top-of-the-range rubbing oil around the Mediterranean was the

famous Egyptian ‘Mendesian unguent’, originally consisting of

rare oil of ben and resinous myrrh, but which by the later

Tutankhamun period was made up to a more exotic recipe

of oil of bitter almonds, olive oil, cardamoms, sweet rushes,

honey, wine, myrrh, seed of balsam, galbanum, and turpentine.
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3 The renowned Egyptian beauty Queen Nefertari, pictured on

her tomb in the Valley of theQueens in Egypt, at a feast, wearingher royal

headdress, a figure-hugging sheath tunic and gauze overgarment, face

paint, immaculate nails andhair,with shoulder, wrist, and ear ornaments.
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(Cheaper local vegetable oils—castor oil, olive oil—served the

poor, and even animal fats would do the job.)36

In India both male and female head-hair was treated with a

perfumed paste that held it in hundreds of different styles, ready

to be garlanded and adorned. The Tamil woman ‘bathed her

fragrant black hair soft as the flowers till it shone, in the per-

fumed oil prepared by mixing up ten different kinds of astrin-

gent, five spices and thirty-two herbs soaked in water; she dried

it in fuming incense, and perfumed the different plaits with the

thick paste [called] musk deer’. Because of all the different

perfumes and odoriferous applications, the ordinary morning

toilette of an ‘affluent citizen’ in India, ‘desirous of keeping

good health’, might consist of a dozen or more different

operations:

A man as soon as he got up cleaned his teeth with the toothbrush,

washed his mouth and eyes . . . applied collyrium [kohl] to his eyes

and chewed a few betel leaves. At the time of his bath he anointed

his hair with oil . . . and his body, thoroughly massaged and rubbed

it, took physical exercises and finally took his bath, after which he

combed his hair. . . shaving and paring his nails. [He anointed] the

body with scented paste and then he put on gems, flowers, and

clean clothes after which he put scent on his face.37

Among the treasures rescued from the grave of Queen Hete-

pheres were her golden razors. Shaving and depilation was a

social insignia in the ancient world. Some societies shavedmore

than others, or in different ways; according to one Roman

author the Celts ‘wash their hair constantly in lime-water, and

they scrape it back from the forehead to the crown of the

head . . . The nobles keep their cheeks smooth but let their

moustaches grow.’38 From anciently being fully bearded and

braided (like the Mesopotamians) the Egyptian male became

clean-shaven, kept his hair short or shaven, shaved, plucked,

or used depilatory unguents on his entire body, as did Egyptian
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women. Egyptian and Indian tastes and habits in this respect

were very similar. The ten-day cleansing and deodorizing

regime for Vatsyayana’s ‘affluent citizen’ (undoubtedly a Brah-

man) included the full depilatory ordeal:

He should bathe daily, anoint his body with oil every other day,

apply a lathering substance to his body every three days, get his head

(including face) shaved every four days, and the other parts of his

body every five or ten days [ten days are allowed when the hair is

taken out with a pair of pincers]. All of these things should be done

without fail, and the sweat of the armpits should also be removed.39

Civilized body-art neglected none of the body parts. Tooth care

was evidently a problem; tooth decay from excess honey or

sugar is one of the so-called ‘diseases of civilization’ that prob-

ably even then affected the wealthy, but many ancient Egyp-

tians (for example) had teeth worn to the quick by poorlymilled

flour. Aromatic pastes, aromatic gums, leaves and washes, and

scented wood (or gold or ivory) toothpicks were used through-

out Eurasia. In both Egypt and India the eye paints used on the

eyes were considered essential in the same way as we regard

modern toothpaste, and used as widely. At some point very

early in their history, the Egyptians made a green–blue pigment

derived from green malachite, a copper ore which they called

vaz and used exclusively as an eye paint. All the eye paints of the

early dynasties are green; sometime later the fashion changed to

a dark grey powder from an ore of lead which they calledmestem

and was later known as kohl. In India it was known as collyrium;

the Indian author Susruta said that collyrium ‘alleviated the

burning and itching sensation, removed local pain, increased

the range of vision . . . furthered the growth of beautiful eye-

lashes, cleansed the eyes by removing unhealthy secretions,

made the eyes more wide and graceful and also [when a touch

of poisonous antimony was added] imparted a brilliant lustre to

the pupils’.40
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High-class bodies were now more often gowned than not;

nakedness was reserved for intimate household occasions, or

for work, or for the poor. Elite Egyptian women of the Old

Kingdom wore clinging, heavily pleated, white linen dresses

that revealed every curve of their body; but later high-quality,

semi-transparent linen gauzes were worn, and the pictures of

Nefertiti and her daughters in the Eighteenth Dynasty (c.1575–

1308 bce) show their beautiful naked skin tantalizingly revealed

by gowns that are mostly completely open down the front.41

Similar, but entirely differently designed, swathes of semi-

concealing, semi-revealing, pleated cloth lengths were being

created from the new animal and plant fibres discovered in

various ecological niches throughout Eurasia, notably the new

lightweight linen from flax (and nettles etc.), cotton in India,

and silk in China. But when, as so often, we see ancient Egyp-

tian, Greek, or Roman images wearing pure ‘white’ bleached or

undyed robes, we should spare a thought for the expensively

coloured cloths of the ancient world, still wonderfully and

intensely displayed in ancient costumes on all continents. The

Egyptians in particular extended their pigment colour range to

include deep blue, green, vermilion, and purple (echoing the

colours of the new cut-and-polished precious and semi-precious

gems—lapis lazuli, turquoise, emerald, ruby, quartz, and topaz);

and were very fond of mixing the pastel colours pale gold, pale

blue, and especially pale pink. In the matter of colour the Min-

oan Cretan islanders were particularly resourceful. They were

famous for their dyes: a crimson red dye collected from the

‘kermes’ insect; yellow dyes from the saffron lily; and a famous

deep purple dye, collected from local sea snails. They became

the cloth experts of the Mediterranean, developing new dyes,

patterned dye stamps, coloured embroidery, and hand-cut tai-

loring, with a large trade into Egypt.42

The perfection, purity, colours, and strong perfume of natural

flowers gave the final sensual touch to the Eurasian toilette. You

68 the cosmetic toilette chapter 2



might set out wearing flowers for a social engagement, but you

also would very likely be given flowers or a floral garland when

you arrived, as a sign of peaceful hospitality. Flowers were

strongly attached to Eurasian religious observances, particularly

funeral rites. The lotus was the sacred flower of Egypt, Mesopo-

tamia, and northern India; in southern India, the marigold and

jasmine; in Bali and Java the traditional annual religious calen-

dar has a different scent for every season of the year—‘a calendar

of scents’—and a great deal of money was and still is spent on

flowers. All classes in ancient India wore flower garlands, par-

ticularly in north-west India, where there were flower chaplets

for the waist, flower chaplets for the ears, and ‘strings of flowers

falling from the back of the hair were known as prabhrastaka and

those falling from the front as lalamaka. Pralamba and rajulamba

were the chaplets falling on the forehead, and the garland worn

across the chest under the right arm and over the left shoulder

was known as vaikaksika.’43

4 The Ladies in Blue. These famously decorative Minoan frescoes were

also advertisements for high-quality fashion products using local

resources and labour.

chapter 2 the cosmetic toilette 69



Public Women

We have reconstructed a bare outline of the ancient world’s

large cosmetics industry, some of its social ideologies, and

most of its accoutrements—all widely dispersed, and so close

to the daily lives of so many people. But there is one other story

which has been running subliminally throughout: the position

of women at the centre of all this activity.

Originally a biologically determined body-surface treatment,

the routines of the cosmetic toilette brought physical aid

and comfort to mind and body by clearing up skin diseases,

repairing damage, covering up imperfections, and in general

enhancing personal beauty and vitality. Whoever did it, allo-

grooming was obviously a very valuable skill or service; what-

ever went on before, it was clearly already strongly gendered

and socially organized in Eurasia by c.3000 bce; i.e. it wasmainly

performed by women, for men (and to a lesser extent for them-

selves and children). Secondly, it had acquired a new economic

status—in fact it had almost become a profession. The Eurasian

concubine, courtesan, geisha, bes, hetera, ganika, and other ‘pub-

lic women’ were the supreme exponents of the ancient toilette.

From their very first historical appearance in the royal graves at

Ur and stretching forward into later court history, we see these

massed troupes of courtly women, acting much like ‘B’- and ‘C’-

ranking allo-grooming primate females. At the bottom of it all

was the control and exploitation of sexuality—and nothing in

the ancient court was more important than royal seduction and

procreation. Women, especially beautiful or skilful women, were

regarded in law as valuable chattels, and all ancient Indian rulers

kept troupes of women for their sexual and social entertainment,

taking them along on courtesy calls, or ordering ‘all lovely maid-

ens’ to the gates of the city as a greeting honour for important

diplomatic visitors. The Arabic word harem originally signified

the ‘sanctuary or a sacred precinct’ of the king’s quarters; but the
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word gradually became synonymous with the female quarters.44

Unofficially, it was the old custom of polygamy for the chief

male; officially, these extra women were servants of the chief

female, her sewing maidens, whose youth, joie de vivre, and

sportiveness gave them the stamina to perform constantly at

feasts, picnics, and celebrations—like one Persian monarch

whose ‘maner is, thatwatching in the night, and then banketting

with his women, being an hundred and forty in number, he

sleepeth most of the day’.45

Water-play was always erotic, especially banqueting or pic-

nicking by canals, streams, or rivers: ‘See’, said an Egyptian love

poem from 1300 bce, ‘how sweet is the canal in it which you dug

with your own hand for us to be refreshed by the breeze, a lovely

place to wander.’ Or more explicitly: ‘I love to go and bathe

before you. I allow you to see my beauty in a dress of finest

linen, drenched with fragrant unguent. I go down to the water

to be with you and come up to you again with a red fish looking

splendid on my fingers.’46 The Kama Sutra by Vatsyayana (c.ad

400) was originally written ‘at the request of the public women

of Pataliputra’—a guild of courtesans. If a public woman mas-

tered the seductive and sexual arts of the Sutra and Shastra, said

Vatsyayana, she would become ‘a ganika, or public woman of

high quality’, expert in the arts of dress, witty disputation,

poetry, game-playing, music, and dance, and a woman univer-

sally honoured and praised. Vatsyayana set the seduction scene

in the pleasure room, decorated with flowers, and fragrant with

perfumes, attended by his friends and servants, [he] will receive the

woman, who will come bathed and dressed, and will invite her to

take refreshment. He should then seat her on his left side, and

holding her hair, and touching also the end of the knot of her

garment, he should gently embrace her with his right hand. They

should then carry on an amusing conversation on various sub-

jects, and talk suggestively. . . sing . . . and persuade each other to

drink . . . At last when the woman is overcome with love and desire
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[he] should dismiss the people that may be with him, giving them

flowers, ointments, and betel leaves, and thenwhen the two are left

alone, they should proceed as has already been described in

the previous chapters.47

These were the chapters that covered the famous sixty-four

erotic sexual positions (derived from already ancient sacred

texts) known as the Kama Shastra, which the practically minded

Vatsyayana reduced to eight essential bodily embraces: four to

do with touching, piercing, rubbing, and pressing, and four

which were gymnastic (twining, climbing, lying, lap-sitting);

eight types of kiss, and eight kinds of lovebite with attractive

names such as ‘the coral and the jewel’, or ‘the broken cloud’.

He gave many helpful cosmetic receipts for beautification, and

reported among other things on the adornment of the penis—

‘the people of the southern countries think that true sexual

pleasure cannot be obtained without perforating the lingam,

and they therefore cause it to be pierced like the lobes of the

ears of an infant pierced with earrings’.48

It is not surprising that the beauty of some of these public

women became legendary, or that they apparently enjoyed a

high degree of public support and affection; their fame also

rested on their public performances of religious dancing and

music-making (much like performing stars today), and these

public appearances helped to set popular standards of beauty

and grooming. The skills and accomplishments of the profes-

sional courtesan help to illuminate the lives of some of the

famous queens of ancient history; from this perspective Queen

Cleopatra, for instance, can be seen as a royal-born ganika play-

ing for high stakes.49 But for every expensive Queen Cleopatra

(or King Nebuchadnezzar) there were a thousand other prin-

cesses and princes, all with their toilettes to prepare, and mar-

riages to make. Each individual faced a shifting kaleidoscope of

physical and social advantage or disadvantage throughout their
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lives which directly affected their grooming habits—and even

the poorest had some grooming habits. If they were lucky they

had a protective home, family, and kin who performed loving,

intimate acts of grooming and gave medical attention ‘for free’,

in their ‘free’ rest times. Baths, expensive paints, scents, and oils

were not essential; simple ingredients, simple tools, and home

preparations would do. But even these scanty advantages would

be wrecked if the work dried up, or local politics changed for the

worse.

Up to around 1700 bce, Eurasian trade and industry had

provided an uninterrupted flood of new capital, high technol-

ogy, and disposable income. Economically speaking, the beauty

trades were an early capitalist success story, a luxury that

became a necessity. In eastern Eurasia many ancient cosmetic

customs and trades were preserved up to present times; in west-

ern Eurasia, however, physical circumstances dictated a differ-

ent path. Few ancient empires could withstand such natural

ecological shocks as the massive eruption at Thera (Santorini)

in 1628 bce, from which the Minoans never recovered; or the

deforestation, silting, and salination that destroyed crop yields

and created desert in the Fertile Crescent: Nineveh was eventu-

ally sacked in 612 bce and Nebuchadnezzar’s fabulous golden

city of Babylon was overrun in 539 bce.50 But as it turned out,

however, the ancient Mediterranean trading system and its

luxury trades had not even reached their peak. Around the

Aegean archipelago the Greeks were well dug in by 539 bce.

The Greeks are normally where the history of hygiene begins.
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chapter 3
greek hygiene

Greek personal hygiene was a philosophy of life that went well

beyond good grooming. In the name of their young goddess,

princess, or high priestess of health Hygieia, the Greeks ultim-

ately brought another permanent layer of meaning to the idea

of cleanliness. We are all hygienic now. Leaving eastern Eurasia

and Middle Eastern history behind us, we move west into the

Mediterranean and end up on its northern shores: Greece in the

Bronze Age, c.1500–600 bce, followed by an exciting period

of transition between oral culture and literacy, and the Greek

intellectual and literary renaissance of c.600–400 bce.

The standard history of hygiene starts in the later classical

period, not the earlier Bronze Age; but even with this further

addition, one thousand years of cultural change is a relatively

short time-span compared with some we have been looking at.

It suggests a high-energy society—partly due to the communi-

cations revolution of the written word; but also in part because

the Greeks were relative latecomers to the high culture of

the subtropical zones. After a long gestation, by c.400 bce

Greek ‘hygiene’ had emerged as a specialized medical discipline

that attempted to control every aspect of the human environ-

ment—air, diet, sleep, work, exercise, the evacuations, passions

of the mind—and to incorporate them into a ‘sanitary’ or



wholesome way of life. It was a rational approach to bodily

function that made no reference at all to the old cosmetic

toilette.

Demographics

The incoming Greek tribes were relatively poor. They had come

south to colonize a fertile peninsula and archipelago of volcanic

islands on the north-eastern Mediterranean coast that had suf-

fered a cataclysmic decline of population from c.1200 to 1051

bce at the end of the Mycenaean era. This was not a centralized

imperial courtly society like those of Babylonia, Persia, or Egypt,

but one ruled by loose oligarchies of merchant and farming

families. We have no evidence of a wealthy theocracy; instead

there was a lively cultic revival of deities who lived in various

wild holy places scattered patriotically throughout Greater

Greece. As early as c.1200 bce the Greeks had adopted and

adapted the alphabet of their Phoenician trading rivals, in

order to write down, preserve, and extend their own language.

Greek wealth lay not in land, but solely in their people and

their ability to trade. Hence their development of trade-friendly

hinterland and port towns; 200,000 people (twice the size of the

present town) are believed to have inhabited the Sicilian port

city of Akragas (founded 581 bce), built in the fertile crater of an

extinct volcano; and there were other trading towns with popu-

lations of over a quarter of a million.

They were hugely successful colonists. Between c.1000 and

400 bce the Greek population around the Aegean Sea tripled to

3 million inhabitants (with a particularly steep rise between

c.800 and c.600 bce). Steadily rising incomes, rudimentary sani-

tary and health services, and some educational provision, all

supported an ancient standard of living that would have scored

highly on the modern World Health Organization Human

Development Index. By c.400 bce such evidence as we have
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suggests that the health of the Greeks had been in a ‘rarely

attained state of equilibrium’ for about 200 years, and that

longevity was an average 38.1 years at death—ormore precisely,

42.6 years for men, 33.7 years for women—from an average

Neolithic figure of 32.1 years. Their towns contained a wide

range of communal public institutions that were totally new

to Eurasia; and arguably these ambitious and lavish civic pol-

icies started to exert a benign influence on the growth and

physical health of the population from around the eighth cen-

tury onwards.1 The Greek demographic boom was also sus-

tained by strong bonding and social discipline—discipline

meaning knowledge, as well as regulation. The Greeks enjoyed

exercising their brains, as well as their bodies. Four mental and

physical disciplines in particular—balneology, religion, sport,

andmedicine—formed the social milieu of early Greek hygiene.

Water, Water, Water

Skin care, nudity, and water go together; and water evidently

mattered a lot to the Greeks. They paid particular attention to

water in their new-built settlements. For the Greeks a pure water

supply was an important part of public policy and a very visible

sign of civic growth and prosperity. They collected rainwater in

stone cisterns and drew from springs and wells; but from the

sixth century bce, impressive new public water supplies were

created from artificial conduits. The tyrants of Samos, Athens,

and Piraeus all built water conduits to supply their towns; and

the same hydraulic knowledge was going into harnessing the

source at new water sanctuaries and temples. Most long-

distance conduits were underground, but from at least the

fifth century there were some above-ground aqueducts.2

Even before the ninth century bce a unique balneological story

was emerging, fully documented in Homer and suggesting tech-

nologies and behaviour patterns already hundreds of years old.
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Greek water culture was also promoted by the indigenous experi-

ence of bathing in the region’s own natural springs, grottoes, and

hot waters, all of whichwere included in the divine plan. Accord-

ing to Greek mythology, Apollo and Artemis were the gods most

frequently associated with sacred cold springs. The virile and

fiery superhero Hercules supposedly created the first hot springs

by being thrown into the pool at Thermopylae, and it was his

name that was usually associated with all thermal springs, neatly

slotting in alongside his reputation for the pleasures of the bed.3

But it is the trophy-vase water scenes appearing on the earliest

Greek pottery that give us much more specific detail, and inci-

dentally demonstrate what the Greeks saw as the three most

popular reasons for bathing (and thus for buying the vase)—

beauty, religious ritual, and athletic training.

Greek water technology was probably of Mesopotamian,

Egyptian, and/or Mycenaean origin, but with a typically Greek

social twist. One classic historical survey of Greek balaneutike

(balneology) starts with the popular Mycenaean-style seated or

hip bath, but moves swiftly on to the significance of the early

Greek public fountains. Public fountains may seem a small step

in the uphill struggle for demographic survival, but they were

significant because they were essentially democratic. They

mutually aided and bonded the community around them. In

this the early Greeks differed greatly from their later rivals the

Carthaginians, who provided large water tanks under the floor

of every middle-class street tenement in Carthage, with wells at

the threshold, and had individual stone baths built inside on

the ground floor, near to the heat source—but few public facil-

ities.4 The new public fountains, or public wells, provided by

the Greek tyrants brought free water, running day and night,

available to everyone, without distinction, in nobly built sur-

roundings. The few surviving artworks show open-fronted

buildings with stone columns and floors, and water gushing

inside from bronze lion-head spouts, set at shoulder height,
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falling into stone basins. Whether there were further pools

and laundering involved, as there were at so many later Euro-

pean village wells, we do not know; but we can see that these

shoulder-height douches not only would have filled buckets

but were also specifically designed to shower the body. The

5 A woman showers under the distinctive lion-head water-spout of the

Greek public fountain, scourer in hand.
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monumental public fountains were of such local importance

that special magistrates, of high standing, were appointed to

take care of them.

By the fifth century, affluent middle-class Greeks clearly also

enjoyed the luxury of a warm bath in the home. Domestic

house remains at Olynthus (destroyed c.432 bce) show bath-

rooms in one-third of the houses, built at the back of the kit-

chen fire. As the Roman architect Vitruvius noted 400 years

later (and the method continued long after that), by using

water piped through the hot kitchen flue ‘it will not take long

to get a bath ready in the country’. The small 2.25 � 1.5 metre

rooms had plastered walls and a terracotta seated bath-tank

built into a corner of the room.5 This same shallow seated

bath, very similar to those 400 years earlier, was also the one

most frequently found in temples and gymnasiums—rows of

them set side by side along the walls, often round a circular

space, drained by a single channel below. This half-length bath,

or hip bath, did not allow full immersion: the water had to be

poured over the upper body, like a shower or a fountain. It was

the same with the famous outdoor washbasin, or louteron, that

was the central feature of so many decorative vase scenes, par-

ticularly female grooming scenes.

Vigorous sluicing was what the Greeks preferred, and the

longer, deeper immersion bath was slow to develop, though

never quite abandoned for the sick or the aged (it was fragile,

too, in pottery form). Far more ubiquitous was the wide, shal-

low, half-metre basin, made of light metal, that could be used

for every domestic purpose including washing—for a full strip

wash, for washing the hair or hands, or (as seen frequently

on the vases) for washing the feet. The metal could be easily

cleaned, and heated water quickly. From this basic design

evolved, from around the fifth century bce onwards, a popular

domestic three-legged metal foot-basin; a three-quarter basin

(in cement mortar or stoneware) designed to hang on walls;
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and the elegant free-standing stone pedestal louteron. Three

particular things stand out at this point. Firstly, this was a

society that was actually proud of washing, and not ashamed

to show it properly, in the nude. Secondly, anybody could

shower or strip wash, and probably did. Thirdly, as demand

rose, technology followed it. As the centuries wore on, the rich

householder could have treated himself to a new hypocaust and

sweat room, as well as an outdoor plunge pool—all of which

were pretty superfluous to grooming, in the strict sense. But by

that time the rich householder would have perfectly under-

stood that what made you feel well also made you look good.

The archaeological evidence shows how much the Greeks

valued washing as a small domestic luxury: eventually their

hydraulic engineers managed to bring waters of different tem-

peratures under one monumental public roof. The Greek bala-

neion, or public bathhouse, was yet one more of those grand

public entertainments provided for the fortunate Greek citizen

(though not for the many poor non-citizens—slaves and immi-

grants).6 The first literary evidence of public bath complexes

comes from the fifth century bce, but the archaeological evi-

dence peaks in the third and second centuries bce, when they

began to be built in the towns. The usual bathhouse pattern was

of a large rectangular hall with seated baths in recesses, and

domed hot sweat baths at one end; the domes circulated and

moderated the heat given off by a brazier in themiddle. Dry heat

in other rooms was provided by the brick hypocaust system of

ducted hot air under the floor, later copied and used by the

Romans (as were the domes). Larger swimming pools could

be put outside the building. This was bathing on a grand

scale; but there were also smaller commercial hot baths that

used the waste heat from local industries such as potteries or

bakeries, and these local enterprises were so well patronized by

women that, in the early years, going to the public baths

was satirized as an exclusively female occupation (though the
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bathhouse keepers and attendants were exclusively male, and

the baths gradually became segregated).7 But there were other

factors involved in creating this apparently overwhelming

demand for water.

Some of the earliest and most sophisticated hydraulic projects

were not in the towns but in the religious sanctuaries, specifically

the healing sanctuaries of Apollo, the god who brought—or

warded off—disease. In the sixth century a new healing cult of

the god Asclepius, deemed to be the son of Apollo, took over

many of these old sanctuaries, and he became the god of the

Hippocratic healers and the giver of divine advice through

prayer, divination, personal incubation, and dream therapy.8 It

was his daughter Hygieia who was supposedly handmaiden to

Athene the goddess of wisdom, together with her sister Panacea

(‘Cure-all’), and the two therapeutic goddesses supervised the

healing process that the prayers to Asclepius had started, like

two nurses round a doctor. Hygieia represented intelligent

wholesomeness, purity, and well-being and must have been

entirely virtuous, since so little is known of her; but she had her

own statue alongside that of her father at Epidaurus.

The earlier religious revival had led to the building of many

small stone shrines and larger stone sanctuaries, usually not far

away—a short country walk—from the nearby town.9 Shrines

close to mineral springs were usually graced by a temple later, as

happened at the old healing shrine of Apollo at Epidaurus,

where during the sixth century the cult of Asclepius took over

and moved the healing sanctuary and temple up into the valley

nearer to the sacred springs. By the third century bce, a 172-

metre conduit had been driven from the source through solid

rock into a vast underground cistern 14 metres high, holding

1,000 cubic metres of water, which supplied the sanctuary’s

basins, fountains, and baths. At the springs in Corinth, the

story was very similar. Apollo was in residence in the seventh

century, but by the fifth century Asclepius had occupied the site
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and a monumental temple complex was built. A small stone

fountain-house at the entrance faced the main temple, the

incubation rooms (for meditation and dream therapies), smal-

ler therapy rooms, and eating halls, with a spring house con-

taining one deep pool with four smaller pools attached. To the

6 The steady gaze and calm matronly placidity of Hygieia, goddess of

health.
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south was the special outdoor fountain-tank that several heal-

ing sanctuaries seem to have had, where the patient walked

down a flight of steps to immerse in a dark pool, 2 metres

deep, built round with rough craggy stones, as if they were

descending into the earth to experience the raw mystic powers

of the water. At Cos the redevelopment of the Apollo sanctuary

happened later, in the third century, but by the first century a

large swimming pool and a suite of thermal baths had been

built. Best of all, perhaps, were the springs of Asclepius at

Gortys in Arcadia, where by the end of the fourth century a

veritable ‘thermal establishment’ had been built with a cold

swimming pool, seated baths and immersion baths, and a

stove which heated a rotunda sweat room, hot fountains, and

hot immersion baths. Add a beautiful site, clean mountain air,

simple accommodation and you have—Arcadia. (Or possibly a

hydro.)

Greeks were used to thinking holistically about the universe.

The Greek natural philosophers who started to divide, or

separate off, the material from the immaterial universe only

became active and famed during the sixth century. But spoken

Greek words commonly described several different layers of

existence. At temple healing sites the common noun katharsis

(meaning purifying, cleansing) could be used to describe the

cleansing of blood, or disease from the body, or emotions from

the mind, or the stain of ritual pollution. Water was a primor-

dial thing that flowed across all the social and semantic bound-

aries: it cooled, cleaned, refreshed, comforted, and soothed the

body and the soul; and it was, as we know, the focal point of

most purification ceremonies, when it took on a simultan-

eously divine form. Greek purification ceremonies were intrin-

sic to Greek culture; they also help to explain two other key

sites in the history of hygieia: Greek religious sports, and the

Greek gymnasiums.
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7 A plan of the temple baths at Gortys in Arcadia, ancient Greece, showing individual seated

bathing–basins set round a domed circular hall.
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The Superstitious Man

There is a famous character of Greek literature, satirized by the

poet Theophrastus, called ‘the superstitious man’:

The danger of pollution is never far from his thoughts. First thing

in the morning he washes his hands (perhaps from three springs),

and sprinkles his body with lustral water; for the rest of the day

he protects himself by chewing laurel. He constantly has his home

purified . . . he declines all contact with birth, death or tombs. He

seeks out the Orphotelestai every month, and repeatedly undergoes

ablutions in the sea. Themere sight of some poor wretch eating the

meals of Hecate [suffering death, disease, destruction] requires an

elaborate ritual washing; nor is this enough, but a priestess must be

summoned to perform a blood purification.

And all this from a man, Theophrastus, who was himself a

Pythagorean vegetarian who must have abhorred meat-eating

(and animal clothing), at the very least.10

Greek literature is soaked in purity rules and purifications.

Such intensity of information certainly makes it look very

much as though a ‘cloud of purity rules’ descended on Greece

in the fourth and fifth centuries, and subsequent investigations

have suggested that new words, and new temple equipment,

were indeed imported into Greek culture just prior to this time;

but we know that the ancient cosmology of purification was

already well established throughout Eurasia, and it is perhaps

better to see not an intensification but a fragmentation of

this tradition in Greece.11

This hypothetical superstitious man was certainly caught up

in Orphism, a fifth-century Greek sect known for its onerous

ascetic requirements. The followers of Orpheus formed what is

known as a ‘mantic’ cult, deriving from the prophetic traditions

of seers and shamans, and their wandering seers or healing

priests (telestai) would sing beautiful hymns and incantations

over the sufferer, prescribing herbs, charms, and a pure new
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way of life through chastity, vegetarianism, white garments,

and the ecstatic worship of Dionysus–Bacchus. Theophrastus

meant to imply that the purifications of the superstitious man

were excessive, or at least extremely scrupulous by average

standards—sufficient even for a sanctified priest. Presumably

they lacked the intellectual rigour of Greek Pythagoreanism,

which also had ascetic dietary regulations and dress codes

but performed no miracle cures over unbelievers. Followers of

Pythagoras (581–497 bce) were committed to living together in

cosmic harmony, seeking out eternal cosmic truths, especially

those contained in music and mathematics, and their personal

purity was also a way of cleansing and fortifying the mind.

But these sects were a minority preoccupation. A glance at the

Cyrene Cathartic Law, also from the sixth century bce, brings

one up sharply. This stone fragment was once a large block

inscribed with the ‘purifications and abstinences’ for the cit-

izens of Cyrene from the priests of Cyrene, and is a quasi-legal

document reciting the correct purificatory rituals, temple tithes,

and other ‘payments to the gods’, in a way that would not be

unfamiliar to a modern church warden; namely,

Wood growing in a sacred area. If you pay the god the price, you

can use the wood for sacred, profane and unclean purposes . . . If

a grown man is subject to a tithe [a tax or rent] having purified

himself with blood, he shall purify the shrine . . . Everyone who

sacrifices shall bring a vessel . . . If property is subject to a tithe, he

[the owner] shall assess the value of the property, purify the shrine

and the property separately, and then sacrifice first as a penalty a

fully grown [animal] victim, not from the tithe, and then sacrifice

the tithe and carry it away to a pure spot. . . . From the property, as

long as it is subject to a tithe, no one shall make funerary offerings

nor shall he bring libations until he pays a tithe to the gods . . . 12

Tithes and taxes would be much more familiar territory for the

Greek citizen, and returns to the idea of religion as a form of
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insurance, a social contract. The gods protected this citified, or

civilized, way of life by demanding from each inhabitant a moral

code based on strict religious discipline and personal honesty or

piety (hosia)—carved above the threshold of the temple of Ascle-

pius at Epidaurus: ‘He who goes inside the sweet-smelling temple

must be pure. Purity is to have an honest mind.’13 The ancient

communal purificatory ceremonies in Greece, as elsewhere, were

built into the solstices of the year, the lunar cycles of the month,

the hours of the day and night, and, on a personal level, into the

cycles of life. Town boundary purification rituals protected the

citizens; and special purification ceremonies for exceptional cases

of pollution or sacrilege, of a town or by a person, often required

the whole community to pay the price. Of course purity not only

defeated death, it also implicitly renewed life. On many if not

most of these public ceremonial occasions, the ritual price to pay

was not very arduous at all, and simply meant celebrating with

the gods in a pleasurable and joyous fashion (aphrodisia), and

treating themwithparties, feasts, plays,music, games, and sports.

Religious catharsis could come in many shapes and forms. The

first Olympic Games was originally a military thanksgiving and

purification ceremony dedicated to Zeus, and became a site of

mass catharsis. In fact this festival was an event of such import-

ance to the ruling elites of Hellas that formal political truces were

declared throughout its duration. No person could go armed or

unclean to the Games.

The Olympic Games

The festive Olympic Games were formally instituted in 776 bce

and were held once every four years until ad 520.14 They in-

spired a ‘Crown Games’ super-league that included the regional

Isthmian, Nemean, and Pythian Games, to which all local vil-

lages would have sent their champions. Largely owing to their

urgent need for strong military muscle, the Greek upper classes
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vigorously supported popular competitive sports and gradually

turned them into a central tenet of society—a sort of patriotic

test of Greekness. A convincing case has been made that these

Games may originally have had something to do with hunting

skills and hunting rituals: the running training, the wrestling,

the deodorizing, and other purificatory preparations made

before the hunt. They also bonded and graded the young

males and kept the warrior instincts alert.15 But the purity law

forbidding the wearing of weapons at the Games fundamentally

underlined their serious, peaceful, and civilized purpose:

We seek a certain greater good . . . a wreath that is not made of pine

or olive or parsley, but contains in itself all human felicity—that

is to say, freedom for each individual singly and for the state in

general, wealth, glory, enjoyment of ancestral feast-days, safety for

one’s family, and in short all the blessings that one could pray to

receive from the gods. All these things are interwoven in thewreath

that I speak of and accrue from the contest to which these exercises

and hardships lead.16

The Games themselves were structured around a long series

of religious rituals. Well before the period of the peaceful truce,

all the athletes had already been kept separated from the world

for a month on a special purificatory and strengthening regime

(diet, exercise, chaste sexual regimen) which had rendered them

completely unpolluted, and worthy to compete in the sacred

precincts. No women were allowed to enter or participate.17

The male sports ranged from the ephebates (12–18) the andres

(19–30), to mature males (30-plus), and took five days. The

Games started with a sacred procession winding its way from

the city of Elis along the Sacred Way towards a great sacrifice

to Zeus at Olympia, stopping to purify at the sacred fountain

at Pieva. After four days of the music contests, charioteering,

and junior sports came the finale: the 200-metre, 400-metre,

and long-distance running races, the pentathlon, throwing and
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wrestling events, and military combat (armed fighting, archery,

the race in armour). The day ended with the crowning of the

victors in the temple of Zeus, followed by the banquet for the

victors in the Prytaneum: a convivial evening of aphrodisia for

themen, and a rousing confirmation of their physical strength.18

Parks and Gymnasiums

It was during the booming sixth century that sports facilities

became institutionalized in Greek public parks. Without these

public parks there would have been no Socrates, Plato, or Aris-

totle—orGreek expertise inhygiene. Evenbefore the sixthcentury

local communities had shown themselves dedicated to sport, by

starting to clear small levelled running tracks, or stadiums (stadia),

for local foot races, built along the bottom and sides of nearby

valleys. Public shrines and walks were gradually laid out around

them. During the sixth century Greek tribal elders decided

their young sons, or ephebes, should be physically trained and

educated in these parks, and built schools, or gymnasiums, (gym-

nasia), next to the original stadiums, with new sports facilities

based around a central exercise yard called the palaestra. Athens

had three early and venerated gymnasiums (and later acquired

several others) each of which became the homeof a philosophical

school.19 The impetus that sporting athletics gave to Greek social

and intellectual life is made evident by the archaeological

remains of at least sixty known academic gymnasiums, with

their palaestras, in towns throughout later ancient Greece from

the third century bce. In later centuries stadiums for games were

built everywhere, in all sizes, throughout the Hellenic empire;

later evidence from Egypt shows that in a colonial situation

membership of the gymnasiums was an important indication of

high social status.20 Large cities had two or more, often taking up

several blocks of city streets—urban ‘peristyle gymnasiums’ with

magnificently colonnaded courts, reading rooms and libraries,
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lecture rooms, sculpture galleries, and covered pillared shopping

arcades backing onto the outer walls, that the Romans later found

so attractive.

Gymnos was the Greek word for ‘naked’: gymnazo was the

word for ‘exercise’. Naked exercise was the ethos of all Greek

games and gymnastic training, and led naturally to the aes-

thetic veneration of the naked human physique. Unique and

strange to Eurasia at the time (the neighbouring Persians, for

example, disapproved), pure nakedness became symbolic of

European hygienic culture and embedded in European art.

This purist approach to sports performance supposedly came

about by accident, when the Olympic runner Orsippus of

Megara (724–652 bce) supposedly shed his loincloth and won

the race naked. Vase painting evidence substantiates the dates:

nude athletes appear in archaic art by at least 650 bce, with over

800 extant representations from the sixth century alone.21

Various additional explanations have been given over the

years, including ritual catharsis and the homosexual idealization

of male beauty. The male cult of Eros was certainly strongly

represented in the vase scenes; female nudity, however, was

equally often represented through the erotic cult of the Naiades

(naiads), or water nymphs.Meanwhile, in their quest for a higher

formof gymnosophy, the ethics of love and the perfect education

of the perfectly formed male was earnestly discussed by philo-

sophers in the gymnasiums next door. But military fitness would

have been a far more urgent public concern. It was stadium

training that turned out the archetypal Greek hard man.

Training and Gymnastics

From the eighth century bce onwards the stadiums and palaes-

tras probably functioned like an experimental laboratory for the

therapeutics of hygiene, taking on the challenge to bring and

keep a single body in perfect condition through exact training
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and regimen. Behind the scenes stadiums were lively medical

meeting-places, used for viewing both routine and unusual

surgical cases. Physical therapies were constantly being devised

especially for the athletes during intensive physiotherapy

sessions, tried and tested by competitive results.22 The ebb and

flow of therapeutics in the history ofmedicine and health care is

fascinating, and the story of the gymnastic trainers and their

well-honed physical methods is little understood; but this

period marked their early ascendancy. In a very real sense,

they were the first practical hygienists.

In the fifth century bce the gymnast Herodicus had gained a

wide reputation. Herodicus was famed for his command of the

training regimen, especially his heroic methods (as practised on

himself) of prescribing 40-mile walks, long runs, deep massage,

and hot baths. He seemingly tried most things, but what he was

most notorious for (according to Plato) was his carefully crafted

approach to long-term health care. He was accused by Plato of

inventing a longevity health regime for the older male called

‘valetudinarianism’, or the ‘lingering death’—an idea to which

Plato was scornfully opposed. Plato thought that an honourable

life should be quick and natural, rather than slow and artificially

prolonged. Hard training was considered necessary for the

defence of the state, but unsuitable for the normal, moderate, or

temperate life. Normally the most punishing training regimes

were reserved for the fit athlete.23 Regular training consisted of

set routines of running, ball games, jumping, kicking, punching,

and wrestling. Wrestling in sand in particular had ‘a certain use-

fulness, not unattendedbypleasure, and it givesmuchstrength to

their bodies . . . the continual somersaults in the mud and the

open-air struggles in the sand give us our immunity from shafts

of the sun, and we have no further need of a cap to keep its rays

from striking our heads’.24 The objectwas to harden and toughen

the body, giving it a much-prized, tanned, leathery skin, and

inuring the warrior to all external conditions. After the bout was
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over, and after the bath, a second massage and oiling trans-

formed the hardened athlete or warrior ‘into something dark

and gleaming, a bronze that breathed’.25 As in sports medicine

today, an athlete’s diet was carefully controlled to build up bulk

and strength. At one extreme the starvation technique, also

known as fasting, was considered to be painful but beneficial.

The opposite therapy, fattening up or body-building, were two

different arts combined; it was done not only with certain rich

foods, but also with certain ‘thickening’ and ‘firming’ massages

and manipulations. Massage and baths together produced a

supple, pliable body, unstringing tired and knotted muscles.

Baths had become essential fixtures in the palaestra. The sweat-

ing and dusty athletes needed a drink and a wash after their

efforts, but cold immersion alsohelped tominimize bodydamage

andaid the self-healingprocess.26Therewasnoparticular order of

bathing, no special procedures (except under the watchful eye of

your trainer)—only the basic passage fromwet to dry, hot to cold.

Sporting traditionhad it that theLaconianGreeksfirst introduced

the use of the hot sweat baths into athletics to relieve muscular

cramps and exhaustion. Thus a Greek gymnasium might have a

small pyriaterion (sweat room) in an annexe alongside its cold

baths. The pedestal washbasin, with a good Delos sponge, was

the basic cold-water shower equipment; but for serious training, a

cold plunge pool or even a swimming pool was a necessity. The

earliest swimming pool is a large rectangular one dating from

c.400 bc at Olympia itself, though other pools (such as the one

found at Delphi) were round. The Greeks invented words for the

swimming pool (kolymbetha) and pool (piscine), and they prided

themselves on their swimming and diving abilities, but swim-

ming was not strictly considered a sport—it was merely a form

of therapeutic exercise. There were no swimming races in the

Greek games, nor were there subsequently in Roman athletics,

though the Romans too were expert swimmers, skilled at breast-

stroke and crawl.27
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But the population pressure on resources was beginning to

tell. A subtle demographic change occurred in Greece after c.400

bc. Although the population continued to rise, longevity started

to dip—a trend that continued broadly downwards, dropping to

an average 36.8 years during the Roman period. Palaeopathol-

ogy suggests that the nutritional regime had worsened and

reveals some already entrenched and stark social divisions, not-

ably the markedly lesser longevity of women, and the extra

height and healthiness of skeletons from high-rank graves, as

well as a new range of diseases. In fact, as the historian Mirko

Grmek carefully notes, scientific Greek medicine arose at the

time when the epidemiological equilibrium was disintegrating

and the health of the Greeks was deteriorating—‘some might

consider that a paradox’.28 The real paradox was that much of

scientific Greek medicine was essentially a health discourse for

the wealthy—for the top 10 per cent who already lived longer,

and better, than the rest.

Scientific Hygiene

COBS grooming and medical first aid had by this time turned

into a greatly expanded repertoire of interventionist medical

techniques. External practical therapy was supplemented by

new disciplines of internal practical therapy, experimenting

with special foods, drinks, simple herbs, and rare pharmaceutical

ingredients. In the Egyptian, Chinese, Indian, and Greekmedical

systems, philosophical observations that linked the innards to

the outer parts led to the pan-Eurasian medical lore we call

humoralism—based variously on three-, four-, and five-element

metaphysical cosmologies. Greek natural philosophy (later

called ‘science’, from the Latin scientia, to know) eventually, via

Aristotle, produced an extremely dualistic cosmography based

on four elements (hot, cold, wet, dry) with four matching sea-

sons, four types of internal ‘humours’, four ‘ages of man’, and
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four physical ‘temperaments’. The linking of the humours with

the seasons proved to be the major step in promoting humoral

diagnostics, which started to bewidely adopted during the fourth

century bce.29

The very latest form of Bronze Age medical lore (as used by

Herodicus) was the techne that came to be called ‘longevity-

knowledge’—a premeditated, predictive medical strategy for

guiding the body away from crisis situations towards a ripe old

age. Between c.800 and c.400 bc longevity-knowledge for wealthy

elites was finding its way into collections of papyrus, skin, and

cloth scrolls, or scratched onto tablets or bones, in civilizations

at both ends of Eurasia. The Aryans had developed the longevity-

knowledge of the ayurveda, while the imperial courtiers of

the Han dynasty practised their daily yangshen exercises for

the ‘Cultivation of the Body’. The Greeks named it hygieia.30

Since the activities of the early gymnastic trainers were largely

undocumented, most of what we know about Greek longevity-

knowledge comes from the famous collection of sixty-three

medical texts composed over a long period in Kos, Knidus, and

elsewhere, strongly influenced by the famous Koan physician

Hippocrates. The Greek science of hygiene emerged gradually

over the succeeding centuries—a fragile association of opinions

emanating from an increasingly literate and ‘educated’ cadre of

skilled and independent craftsmen, united by their strong belief

in the material existence of a rational physio-logos.

One thing that Eurasian healers were all agreed on was that

‘the sick bodywas an impure body’. In India this alonemade the

healer an outcast; although in bustling commercial Greece,

purity rules were evidently slacker and the healer practised his

trade without stigma. The Greek language, moreover, was full of

overlapping meanings and ‘semantic stretch’ that blurred any

strict cultural or religious categories. The word hygieia (from

hygies, meaning ‘healthy’) originally meant ‘soundness’ or

‘wholeness’ as applied to anything—food, the soul, politics, or
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even groups of things like statues or ships.31 The medical defin-

ition of hygieia that described the whole and sound (or perfect)

human body, set within a whole and sound (or perfect)

environment, eventually took over the whole meaning. Greek

physicians used the new rational principles of hygienic whole-

someness to extend and enrich artificially the lives of their

patients, with particular success. If this was not biodetermin-

ism, then hygieia imitated it very well.

Greek personal hygiene was just that—personal. In Hippo-

cratic medicine long life and carefully planned personal health

care for the individual was categorized under the name of ‘diet-

etics’, from the word diaita, meaning ‘daily way of life’. (Only

later was ‘diet’ reduced to its current usage, meaning only food

and drink.)32 Your ‘diet’ was you: what you did, where you lived,

who you were. A ‘regimen’ was the correct rule or ordering of

your diet. The Hippocratic doctor was not particularly inter-

ested in your immortal soul; he was a detective who turned

over your life. He checked out the physical location of your

house (damp or dry, hot or cold), sniffed the air, tasted the

water, peered into rooms, felt people’s bodies, looked at their

evacuations, displayed (and presumably sold) his personal

choice of pharmaka, instructed the household on exactly what

to cook and when to cook it, and reeled off a list of gymnastic

exercises. All of this must have amply satisfied the psychological

needs of the patient (many of whom may have also been on a

steep learning curve). Very much later the various environmen-

tal and behavioural factors were simplified into an authoritative

but rule-of-thumb list of dietetic rules called ‘the regimen of the

six non-naturals’. These governed (1) the surrounding air, (2)

bodily work and exercise, (3) food and drink, (4) sleep and

wakefulness, (5) the internal evacuations, and (6) passions of

the mind. Armed with this basic information, the body’s vital

functions could be monitored and moderated in its immediate

surroundings, on every occasion. The resulting personal
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regimen for hygiene that the doctor gave you after the consult-

ation was prescriptive: it told you what to do and when to do it.

It was always the six non-naturals—not the four humours—that

were used to define and explain hygiene in later centuries.

Ever since the eighth century the competitive Greeks had

been extracting extra strength and vitality from the body, and

storing up this knowledge. Compared to the Chinese Seasonal

Regimen of Ancestor Peng, the Greek Regimen of Health from the

Hippocratic corpus is professionally confident, more than twice

the length, and full of technical expertise. It overflows with

advice on food and exercise, but (unlike the Chinese text) has

absolutely nothing on morning grooming routines, or any spir-

itual life force; and underlying it all is a solid belief in gymnastic

training. It is also addressed to ‘the ordinary man’, rather than a

nobleman who lives in a palace:

1. The ordinary man should adopt the following regimen. During

the winter, he should eat as much as possible, drink as little as

possible and this drink should be wine as undiluted as possible . . .

2. . . . Diets thenmust be conditioned by age, the time of year, habit,

country, and constitution. They should be opposite in character to

the prevailing climate, whether winter or summer. Such is the best

road to health . . . 3. In winter a man should walk quickly, in sum-

mermore leisurely fashionunless he is walking in the hot sun.More

baths should be taken in summer than in winter; firm people

should bathe more than the fleshy ones . . . 7. Those who enjoy

gymnastics should run and wrestle during the winter; in summer

wrestling should be restricted and running forbidden, but long

walks in the cool part of the day should take place . . . 9. A wise

man ought to realise that health is hismost valuable possession and

learn how to treat his illnesses by his own judgement.33

All the ancient Asianmedical systems enshrined the principle of

balance and harmony with nature in some form, and instead of

karma or qi, the Greeks came to use the doctrine of Temperance

to harmonize the fractious universe (rarely mentioned in the
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Hippocratic corpus but developed in contemporary moral phil-

osophy by Aristotle and Plato). Temperance always sought the

perfect balance, the perfect mid-position on the polarity, the

arithmetical golden mean between extremes, in order to reach

the desired state of ‘well-being’ (eudaimonia).34 Like the Regimen,

the popular Hippocratic Aphorisms preached the general

method of ‘moderation in all things’ and the balancing of

opposing elements: ‘it is dangerous to disturb the body vio-

lently whether it be by starvation or feeding, by making it hot

or cold, or in any way whatsoever. . . All excesses are inimical to

nature . . . It is safer to proceed a little at a time, especially when

changing from one regimen to another. . . ’. But sometimes

good psychology improved the medicine: ‘it is better to take

something less suitable but pleasing than something which is

more suitable but less pleasing . . . ’.35

It was only common sense that all substances entering the

body should be clean and sound throughout; but empirical

observation showed that it was equally essential not to let

these substances linger too long in that warm, damp environ-

ment, to rot and become poisonous inside. In Greek humoral

theory, good strong bowel movements were a sign of a healthy

body getting rid of its dangerous wastes, and might save you

from the ubiquitous herbal or mineral purges and emetics.

Failing this, there was the equally ancient method of bloodlet-

ting (venesection), and in desperate cases, cauterization with

hot irons, the shock of which was supposed to stop the poison-

ous disease from migrating through the body: ‘two beside the

ears, two on the temples, two in the back of the head, two on

the nose near the corner of the eyes’. Menstruation in women

was carefully described, and treated, as a special form of blood-

letting, one which cleansed and purged the ill humours.36 But

the one form of pollution that most families would have genu-

inely feared was that of the malign urban disease epidemics

that circulated the Mediterranean—the famous Plague of
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Athens took place in the fifth century, with precursors rumbling

in the sixth.

Greek healers became expert at classifying and collecting data

on different incoming disease types, a process first started in

Egypt. The word for the dirt that caused disease was miasma

(from miaino, to pollute, via the root mia- meaning defilement

or destruction); and miasma could be generated in any place at

any time, for whatever divine reason. When it reached the

earthly world, however, it was specifically associated with foul

airs, waters, and places. Greek scientific disease theory sug-

gested that macrocosmic disease pollution came via certain

airborne miasmin—germlike ‘seeds of disease’ wafting down

from the outer universe in billowing clouds of polluted air

that were immanently poisonous and contagious. Whatever

the miasma touched on contact with the microcosm it tainted,

and then spread itself steadily through the healthy living

material ‘like the dyeing or staining of a cloth’. There was no

obvious distinction made between macrocosmic miasma and

microcosmic contagion, although this was a distinction that

greatly concerned physical scientists from the seventeenth to

the early twentieth centuries.37

Cosmetics

In appearance young Greek aristocrats would have looked like

the well-groomed warriors they were: glossy and fit, but not

ornately or heavily decorated in the southern Eurasian style.

Hard and spare, keen and sinewy, was the male bodily ideal.38

Greek opinions on the cosmetic beauty toilette in the fifth

century had changed significantly since Homer’s day. The reve-

lation of the pure naked gymnastic physique must have made

older cosmetic customs appear outmoded, and foreign ones

unpatriotic; they were certainly not considered hygienic. It

was from around this time that the word ‘cosmetic’ ceased to
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mean simply the care bestowed on dress and adornment, and

became a term of abuse and inferiority, literally a dirty word, to

Greek male rationalists. It became normal, in later fifth- or

fourth-century Greek philosophical prose, to use the word ‘cos-

metic’ to describe something superficial—or feminine.39 In

plays, flamboyantly dressed and carefully painted cosmetic

beauty had become the mark of a disreputable woman, whose

lavish ornamentation separated her from the chastely dressed

‘respectable’ woman. (And the same went for the men.)

Plutarch considered it ‘whorish’ for a wife to wear rouge and

perfumes and ‘play with her husband’; in his world, that was the

job of the hetera. Women were considered (among other things)

to be creatures of darkness, the moon, the left side, and water—

polluted, pale, wet, cool, pliable, weak, changeable by nature,

materially impure, and metaphysically ‘unbounded’—‘she

swells, she shrinks, she leaks, she is penetrated, she suffers meta-

morphosis’. She was the exact opposite of the firm, clean-cut

‘Apollonian’ male.40 To the disapproving male philosopher,

women were personified in the beautiful, seductive, but ultim-

ately deceiving goddess Pandora, who ‘made evil so beautiful’.

Set alongside this type of new misogyny was the new physi-

ology of the dominant-male body, written up by the philo-

sophers, but taken straight from the palaestra. In a fine burst of

male virtue, Plato denounced the two evil ‘counterfeit’ (female)

domestic activities which (he claimed) were currently masquer-

ading as health care:

Cookery then, as I say, is the form of pandering which corresponds

to medicine, and in the same way physical training has its coun-

terfeit in beauty-culture, a mischievous, swindling, base, servile

trade, which creates an illusion by the use of artificial adjuncts

and make-up and depilatories and costume, and makes people

assume a borrowed beauty to the neglect of the true beauty which

is the product of training.41
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It is very noticeable that, in theory, none of the physical

training in the palaestra applied to ‘white-armed’ women (as

Homer always called them). Young girls could run and play

outdoors, but following the arrival of the menses, respectable

young women were virtually confined to barracks and shut

away from the sun. Those white arms were necessary for perfect

female cosmetic beauty. The attacks on ‘feminine’ cosmetics

could have been motivated by any number of things: a patriotic

revulsion against foreign toilettes, an aversion to masculine

weakness, an incipient ascetic puritanism; or (equally likely) a

tightening of family control over its female assets, as female

prosperity and rule-breaking opportunities increased; or over

its male assets, to ensure the continuation of the family line.

They were probably only empty words and mere exhortations;

as far as we can tell, grooming was still indispensable, but in

later classical Greece it probably had to be discreet (at least while

at home, or in front of the parents). But then the Greek toilette

was probably like that anyway—modest care rather than urban

glamour. In the poet Hesiod, the farmer’s daughter bathes and

oils herself in front of the kitchen fire while her father works in

the winter winds outside. For summer the family probably had

a louteron outdoors.42 In the urbane Roman Empire, cosmetics

had a very different public profile.

The practical Greeks pioneered collective facilities for the

hygienic or healthy way of life—parks, baths, sports, theatres,

and temples—that were a pretty comprehensive provision for

the body and soul. For the philosophers, however, brain count-

ed more than brawn. In Plato’s Republic the aim of higher

Pythagorean gymnastics was not the training of the body but

the training of the senses, the true pathways into the inner soul:

Let us search for artists who are gifted to discern the true nature of

the beautiful and graceful; then will our youth dwell in a land

of health, amid fair sights and sounds, and receive the good in
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everything; and beauty, the effluence of fair works, shall flow into

the eye and ear, like a health-giving breeze from a purer region, and

insensibly draw the soul from earliest years into likeness and sym-

pathy with the beauty of reason . . .

Plato put personal self-control at the heart of all gymnastic

training. There was, he said,

within a man’s soul a better and also a worse principle; and when

the better has the worse under control, then he is said to be master

of himself . . . but when, owing to evil education or association, the

better principle, which is also the smaller, is overwhelmed by the

greater mass of the worse—in this case he is blamed and is called

a slave of self and dissolute.43

Set firmly within its materialist framework, the Greek educa-

tional doctrine of personal self-control and hygienic self-culti-

vation became steadily more complex, leading to the Stoic and

Christian doctrines of self-examination, personal meditation,

prayer, and confession. Most Romans took the practical arts of

Greek ‘self-cultivation’ extremely seriously. They perfected the

arts of medical attendance and cosmetic care, applied their full-

est resources to the arts of water engineering, and supported the

largest numbers of health-conscious leisured classes that west-

ern Eurasia had ever known.

chapter 3 greek hygiene 101



chapter 4
roman baths

The Roman baths and aqueducts cleansed and scoured more

people in western Eurasia than any previous civilization—over

12millionbodies, if evenonly aquarterof the imperial population

lived in cities and were regular bathers; and historians have

rightly viewed them as one of the linchpins of Roman life. The

only viable conclusion from Roman baths is that cleanliness

was an integral part of the Roman ‘civilizing process’, and that

an ultra-clean, well-groomed body was their badge and symbol

of citizenship. But bathing was only one part of a whole regime

of grooming and hygienic self-care for which expert written

advice was now given by, among others, Ovid, Celsus, and

Galen. When the booming Roman economy finally fell apart

in the sixth century, a great many things from this exten-

sive body culture were physically destroyed and could not be

replaced, while other knowledges or lore strangely survived, or

were refashioned.

Most ancient empires took some note of social welfare as

part of their governing duties, none more so than the Greeks.

The Romans had Greek hygienic statecraft directly in front of

them, and were strongly inspired by the Greek concept of ‘the

managed life’. The Roman state and its richer citizens also

invested in social welfare projects from an early date, thereafter



erratically spending (as far as we can tell) a varying proportion

of gross income on an almost identical range of ‘healthy ser-

vices’: pure water supplies, public baths, parks, stadiums, state-

sponsored games and sports, and town doctors. The Roman

imperial population in and around the Mediterranean, Europe,

and Africa was, however, far larger—46 million in ad 200—

meaning that their communal treasure chest was wider and

deeper than the Greeks’.1 Urban Roman life would have been

inconceivable, and a lot more fetid and visibly filthy, without

the various public baths, latrines, fountains, and taps served by

the Roman aqueducts.

The Aqueducts

As in Greece, the building of aqueducts quickly became a

political tool. The first public aqueduct serving Rome, the

Aqua Appia, was built by an ambitious early Roman politician,

Appius Claudius, and was constructed at the same time and

alongside the very first stone road leading out of Rome, the

Via Appia, in 312 bc. As a further flourish of Greek modernity,

the first Roman public swimming bath, the Piscina Publica,

was built next to it, outside the Porta Capena.2 The Appian

projects were immensely popular and successful, and Roman

engineering never looked back. Imperial wealth was used quite

blatantly to beautify the major Roman towns and cities, and

secure mass support from their ever-growing populations. Suc-

cessive rulers found that public engineering projects soaked up

the surplus workforce, involving millions of people labouring

by hand, and much political patronage for senators and salar-

ied officials; as the Roman chronicler Polybius remarked,

public building was the chief expense regularly incurred by

the state.3

Aqueducts had a publicity value at least equal to the job they

were built to do. Pliny the Elder (ad 23–79) said boastfully,
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if anyone will note the abundance of waters skilfully brought into

the city for public purposes, for baths, for public basins, for houses,

runnels, suburban gardens and villas; if he will note the high

aqueducts required for maintaining the proper elevation; the

mountains which had to be pierced for the same reason; the valleys

it was necessary to fill up; he will conclude that the whole terres-

trial globe offers nothing more marvellous.4

In first-century Rome the aqueducts flowed into three central

tanks that distributed the water strictly according to public

priority: 10 per cent to the emperor, 50 per cent to private

customers paying water tax, 40 per cent for tax-free public use,

including four military camps, fifteen sets of baths and latrines,

twelve public fountains, and 133 public troughs, basins, and

‘springers’—small taps running day and night. Generation by

generation new aqueducts were added: eleven by ad 226, with

1,000 public baths.

There was another sanitary engineering glory in ancient

Rome—though not when they backed up after storms and

high tides. The cloacae were the underground sewers flowing

down to the Tiber, a black-water drainage system begun in the

sixth century bc, but replaced in the first century bc by Agrippa.5

The cloacae also served the monumental public latrines (forica)

that were one of the sights of Rome, often heated in winter by a

hypocaust, and always good for a gossip:

The Roman forica was public in the full sense of the term, like

soldiers’ latrines in wartime. People met there, conversed, and

exchanged invitations to dinner without embarrassment . . . [it

was] decorated with a lavishness we are not wont to spend on

such a spot. All round the semicircle or rectangle which it formed,

water flowed continuously in little channels, in front of which a

score of seats were fixed. The seats were of marble, and the opening

was framedwith sculpted brackets in the form of dolphins . . . above

the seats it was not unusual to see niches containing statues of gods
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or heroes . . . and not infrequently the room was cheered by the gay

sound of a playing fountain.6

Roman latrines evidently met a communal need—or a need for

communality—in the same way as the Greek fountains. Archae-

ologists routinely find villas where three-, five-, seven-, or ten-

seater latrines were normal, while even the latrines of the

imperial palace ‘as majestic and ornate as a sanctuary beneath

its dome’ contained three seats side by side. Youwere nothing in

Rome without your expensively plumbed latrines, courtyard

fountain, pool, or private baths; but for most other people

who did not live in Rome (or other well-plumbed cities or

forts), water supplies were still dependent on local rivers,

springs, wells, and rainwater cisterns, where such effects were

more difficult to achieve. In a rapidly growing city like Rome, all

the aqueducts did was to maintain a precarious demographic

balance, as they were laboriously brought through each new

shanty district in turn, creating at least a semblance of the

luxuriously paved, watered, and drained city centre.

Public Baths and Spas

The public baths (balnea) were a clear barometer of the healthi-

ness of civic life in the Roman world. So vital were they, archae-

ologists say, that the gradual decline of urban life was quickly

manifested in the baths: if the town neglected the baths, it

meant there were problems with its economy. Outside Rome

itself, the imperial administration really only built the military

and political necessities. The all-important ‘civic designation’,

the political rank of a settlement, depended largely upon the

extent of itsmonumental architecture and engineering projects:

the more the better. It is not clear how many settlements

were actually bath-ranked—400 major baths sites around the

Empire have been excavated so far,withmanymore still beneath
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the earth, sea, or sand—but the inscription evidence suggests

that public bath building was fairly near the top of the list for

serious political contenders: ‘Julianus built these baths—and the

whole town enjoys their charm—with his wife Domna. He gave

immense joy, glorifying his hometown.’7 The Romans were at

first suspicious of the intellectual status given to the Greek gym-

nasiums, and refused to build training and social facilities into

their early balnea. But modernity won through, and the Greek

style was adopted in Rome, around 29–19 bc.

The public baths mainly existed for reasons of pleasure, pol-

itics, and propaganda, not disease prevention. In the long term,

the hygienic impact of the public bath system was probably

marginal—though even that tiny margin may perhaps have

tipped the balance towards health for many people. The baths

were difficult tomaintain and keep clean, and there was also the

dubious practice of allowing the sick to bathe with the well,

until Hadrian (76 bc–ad 138) attempted to legislate against it.8

But the military loved and needed them. Gymnasium baths

(baths with exercise yards attached) spread throughout the

provinces, particularly where there was a garrison, or a garrison

town. Like the clubhouses of later European colonists, the baths

were the centre of social life for all expatriate soldiers, adminis-

trators, and businessmen. New hydropathic fashions, and new

architectural styles, spread through the Empire quickly and

seamlessly. Medium-sized Londinium (population 50,000–

100,000) had one full public bath suite erected in around ad

100, but had ended up with two by the end of the Empire.9

The south-eastern imperial provinces had a long history of

Graeco-Roman involvement, and baths were an early cultural

arrival. Many of the north African Roman baths built later in

the Empire were in the grandest style, almost rivalling Rome.

There were also many Judaic bath sites in Roman Egypt and

Palestine, and women’s baths for Judaic purity rituals. The

palaces of the thoroughly Hellenized King Herod the Great of
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Judaea (74–4 bc) all contained baths and large water tanks; he

also started public games, built an aqueduct, public baths, and a

promenade by the sea at Laodicea, and regularly visited differ-

ent mineral spas for his health—dying at 70, a valetudinarian to

the end. But ever since the Bar Kochba Revolt in ad 135, when

Hadrian pulled down Jerusalem and transformed it into the

Roman city of Aelia Capitolina (complete with drainage,

baths, etc.) most of the Jewish rabbis were hostile or ambivalent

to Roman civic life: ‘all that they made, they made for them-

selves’, one rabbi commented sourly.10

It is obvious that there was a pre-existing baths culture on

their Italic peninsula that predisposed the Romans to a certain

type of balneology. The Romans were much more lavish with

their hot water. Like the earlier Etruscans, they enjoyed using

the volcanic hot springs (thermae) encircling ancient volcanic

cones sitting on a volcanic fault line stretching down the west-

ern seaboard from Vesuvius and the volcanic Phlegrean Fields

immediately north-west of the Bay of Naples, down to Etna in

Sicily. There were and are dozens of small rustic springs all over

this area, flowing into open-air pools and streams fed from

thermal sources; and this indigenous experience was presently

followed by the social and commercial development of the

Roman spa.

The most famous hot springs of all were on the fault line at

Baiae, where large quantities of heated volcanic water rose on

the coast of the Bay of Naples. Baiae was an ancient shrine

dedicated to the cult of Venus, a small sanctuary carved out of

the soft tufa rock inside the steaming grottoes and caves. In the

first century bc Julius Caesar improved the facilities and

widened the range of gods and votaries by building an impres-

sive Thermae of Mercury, enclosing the main hot spring with

one of the first domed rotundas in Roman architecture (bor-

rowed from the Greek apse) surrounded by three large stone

barrel-vaulted halls.11 With its mild climate, lush vegetation,
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sea views, and hot springs, the bay of Baiae became Rome’s most

fashionable holiday retreat, a natural playgroundwhich spurred

on the development of a resort coastline that became celebrated

(or notorious) for the unrestrained enjoyment of sensuous

delights; the better-known Pompeii was a pale reflection of

Roman resort life at Baiae. Tiberius (ad 14–37), one of the

most louche of the early emperors, established the new office

of Master of the Imperial Pleasures, and the orgies in his private

villa on the nearby island of Capri were legendary.12

By the end of the imperial period, the Thermae of Mercury

were at the centre of a huge hillside complex at Baiae which has

been likened to a grand hotel-cum-sanatorium or a ‘thermal

city’.13 There were rows of large thermal halls; residential and

sightseeing quarters; hillside promenades of stairs, ramps, foun-

tains, basins, and walkways; a coastal parade of colonnades,

statuary, shops, villas, warehousing, and man-made spits into

the sea (which has now covered the lower half of ancient Baiae).

Pliny mentions a hot sea-bathing establishment run by a min-

eral baths owner, M. Crassus Frugi of Pompeii, that was appar-

ently built in the sea (like an offshore oil platform) around or

over a natural hot spring which came from the seabed and

forced itself up in spectacular clouds of steam.14 In summer

the beaches would have been crowded with swimmers, since

Romans enjoyed swimming, and believed seawater to be health-

ful. The Stoic Seneca visited and fled the place, speaking of

‘drunk men wandering along the beach, banquets in boats,

the lakes echoing with the voices of singers, and other acts of

debauchery displayed as though the laws had ceased to bind

them’.15 The resort sprawl continued further down the road

near Naples, where there was another thermal city laid out at

Agnano; and another at Stabiae. There would probably have

been a mix of development at these satellite resorts, ranging

from cheaper rates at communal public pools, to more expen-

sive subscriptions at private, exclusive, bath suites. Moreover,
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thermal cities did not have to be beside the sea. They could be

inland resort hot-water thermae, such as those at Badenweiler,

Aix, or Aquae Sulis (Bath). And as interest in balneology spread,

the indigenous cold mineral waters were also enthusiastically

‘discovered’ by the invading Romans and classified for health

purposes—Pliny’s Natural History lists the main mineral-water

groups as sulphur, alum, bitumen, alkaline, and acid—leaving a

legacy of spa knowledge and spa use that later inspired the spa

revival in early modern Europe.

Most urban thermal baths, though, were not connected to

special springs; they owed more to Greek technology. This new

expertise in heating and hydraulic technology led to the old

small half-baths of the Etruscans being replaced by large com-

munal pools—thus relaxing traditional Etruscan disapproval of

communal bathing, even for members of the same family. In

the new Rome, the imperial thermae becamemasterpieces of the

art: the Baths of Agrippa (25 bc) were among the first large baths

in Rome, serving 170 bathers. According to Pliny, it was Agrippa

who turned them into free public baths for both sexes, in 33 bc,

starting a philanthropic tradition. There followed the Baths of

Titus (ad 80), the Baths of Trajan (ad 104–9); and finally, the two

massive Baths of Caracalla (ad 215) and the Baths of Diocletian

(ad 284–305), for which almost all of the Aqua Marcia had to be

overhauled to supply enough water. All of these baths displayed

the two-storey, grand, symmetrical style that had become typ-

ical of Roman bath architecture, through which the customer

could wander at will, sampling each cold, hot, tepid, or steam

bath (calidarium, frigidarium, tepidarium, laconicum) as he or she

chose. The Caracalla Baths provided full sports facilities (with

marble seats for 1,600 spectators), a large tree-lined courtyard,

an exedrae arena for philosophical debating, and places for 2,000

bathers at a time. The Diocletian Baths were reputed to hold

18,000 bathers, and were encrusted with mosaics and marble.

Women, children, servants, and slave-girls poured in and out of
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the portals during the women’s hours in the morning until

noon, the first shift after the baths had got up their heat. The

men’s hours were from midday to the ‘second hour of night’,

which allowed plenty of time for a little light exercise before

bathing and the subsequent grooming–robing session, before

hitting the streets, bars, and dinner parties later on.

The discerning Roman, or curious Roman traveller, could also

have used one of the many smaller private bathing establish-

ments, almost everywhere, that were a little more discreet, but

equally luxurious, and very similar to the modern health club.

By luck we have one writer’s graceful compliment to one of the

favourites in second-century Rome, the clearly fashionable

Baths of Hippias, built by the discerning engineer, scientist,

and astronomer Hippias in the new high, light style of design,

with immaculate attention to architectural detail:

The entrance is high, with a flight of broad steps of which the tread

is greater than the pitch, tomake them easy to ascend. On entering,

one is received into a public hall of good size, with ample accom-

modations for servants and attendants. On the left are the loun-

ging rooms, also of just the right sort for a bath, brightly lighted

retreats. Then, beside them, larger than need be for the purposes of

a bath, but necessary for the reception of the rich. Next, capacious

locker-rooms to undress in, on each side, with a very high and

brilliantly lighted hall between them, in which are three swimming

pools of cold water; it is finished in Laconian marble, and has two

statues of white marble in the ancient technique, one of Hygieia,

the other of Aesculapius.

On leaving the hall you come into another which is slightly

warmed instead of meeting you at once with fierce heat; it is

oblong, and has a large apse at each side. Next to it, on the right,

is a very bright hall, nicely fitted up for massage, which has on each

side an entrance decorated with Phrygian marble, and receives

those who come from the exercise floor. Near this is another hall,

the most beautiful in the world, in which one can sit or stand with
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comfort. It is also refulgent with Phrygian marble clear to the roof.

Next comes the hot corridor, faced with Numidianmarble. Beyond

it is a very beautiful hall, full of abundant light and aglow with

colour like that of purple hangings. It contains three hot tubs.

When you have bathed, you need not go back through the same

rooms, but can go directly to the cold room through a slightly

warmed apartment. Everywhere there is copious illumination . . .

furthermore, the height of each room is just, and the breadth

proportionate to the length; and everywhere great beauty and

loveliness prevail . . . 16

The difference between these light, glittering interiors and the

original cavelike conditions was described by Seneca while stay-

ing in the former home of the old warrior Scipio Africanus

(d. 182 bc), where he observed the primitive, hardy routines of

a much older system, with

a tank beneath the house and garden, big enough to water an army;

and a narrow bath, dark as they usually were in ancient times—our

fathers did not think a bath was warm unless it was dark . . .He the

terror of Carthage . . . stood beneath this mean roof, this cheap

pavement felt his footsteps. Nowadays who could bear to take a

bath in such a place? Every man thinks himself poor and miserly

unless his walls glitter with great costly plaques . . .we will not walk

on pavements that are not bejewelled . . .Nowadays we call a bath a

cockroach-covert, unless it is arranged to let in sunlight all day by

extensive windows, unless we can sunbathe while we are still in the

water, unless the country and the sea can be seen from the pool.17

Ovid’s Grooming

In the new frescoed Roman art and portraiture set up for per-

manent public display on their householdwalls and floors, there

were no lice, smells, wrinkles, disfigurements, or blemishes—

just delicately pencilled oval faces and graceful bodies, as neat

and as perfect as their owners had intended themselves to be.

chapter 4 roman baths 111



Egypt had formerly dominated the western Asian cosmetics

trade; now Rome was becoming the main consumer and entre-

pôt for powders, oils, perfumes, incense, silk, shawls, artificial

flowers, rare woods, gems, jade, porcelain, gold, and silverware

flooding in from all over Asia. Rome was also the main entrepôt

for the large trade in raw materials and finished products sent

back in return; and for the further distribution of the Eastern

luxury goods into its northern and western European hinter-

lands.18 Social grooming and cleansing had the same purpose

then as now. In a rapidly expanding and competitive commer-

cial society, where your outward appearance could propel youup

(or down) the social ladder, even cheap perfumes and cosmetics

were better than none: they indicated that you had at leastmade

the attempt. Of course there were fine social gradations in cos-

metic care, which the poet Ovid was at pains to describe.

P. Ovidius Naso (43 bc–ad 17), the fashionable poet, wit, and

scandalous man-about-town, is one of our best sources on

Roman cosmetics. His renowned work Metamorphoses includes

a much-quoted speech on the moral purity of vegetarianism,

and was an Orphic ode to love in all its forms. He also produced

the only known cosmetic receipt book in verse, while his fam-

ous Ars Amatoria (‘The Art of Love’) set new standards of refined

courtship and seduction which later made him the idol of

aristocratic boudoirs in Renaissance Europe. Ars Amatoria

showed him to be a close observer and cheerleader of this

newly affluent society:

The good old days indeed! I am, thanks be,

This age’s child: it’s just the age for me;

Not because pliant gold from earth is wrought,

Nor because pearls from distant coasts are brought,

Not that from hills their marble hearts we hew,

While piles encroach upon the ocean’s blue:

It’s that we’ve learnt refinement, and our days

Inherit not our grandsire’s boorish ways.19
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8 A well-dressed naiad reclining in the Hall of the poet Arion, in the late

fourth-century ad Roman villa at Piazza Armerina, Sicily.
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Ars Amatoria was in fact a passionate text on the civil arts of

grooming. For the male citizen there were masterly instructions

on how to dress andwoo the fair, with sensitive treatment of the

problems of female rejection. For women—‘my scholars fair,

Pupils of Ovid’—there was comprehensive and ganika-like

advice on the essential rules of beauty, dress, deportment, hair-

styling, music, poetry, manners, and character. By all accounts

heavy resources were thrown into the morning regime of the

average Roman male and female, and long hours were spent at

the toilette table. Fully costumed Roman women were particu-

larly splendid and ornate compared to their Greek or Egyptian

counterparts, wearing more colour in their clothing, more

paint, and far more elaborate jewellery and hairdressing.20

Ovid saw cosmetics as a philosophy for life, and his basic

message was self-cultivation: look after yourself, make the

most of your self. The morality was unabashed hedonism;

women should grab beauty with both hands, in the face of

ravaging time:

Looks come by art: looks vanish with neglect . . .

While yet you can, while life is at its spring

—Years fleet like running water—have your fling . . .

Pluck then the flower, which left will merely rot . . . 21

A more sober tone was adopted in Ovid’s cosmetic poem ‘Med-

icamina Faciei Feminae’ (‘Cosmetics for Ladies’), the prototype

for many centuries of wise parental advice about love and

beauty: ‘A face will please when character is fine . . . Love lasts

for character: age ruins beauty. . .Goodness suffices and endures

forever; on this throughout its years true love depends.’22 But

Ovid’s philosophy of cosmetics was also practical, even polit-

ical: it was a social duty to use the cosmetic arts. He saw cos-

metics as part of an honourable craft tradition, and endlessly

praised human ingenuity. All culture originated from cloacal

nature, but the glory was to perfect and tame it: ‘To make a ring,
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first crush the shining ore; that frock of yours was a dirty fleece

before.’ It was human artifice that produced beauty: ‘cultivation

sweetens fruit that’s bitter. . .marble hides black soil below’.

Hence his technical interest in ‘Medicamina Faciei Femina’—‘a

little guide tomake-up Ihavewrit, though small inbulk, in labour

infinite’—which consisted of his personal collection of ‘cures for

damaged looks’ (with receipts now mostly lost) using rouge, saf-

fron eye make-up, kohl, patches, wigs, washes, skin lotions, and

who knows what else. In large Roman households the making of

cosmeticswas traditionally supervised byone of the olderwomen

(thedresser, or ornatrix)withher teamof slave girls (cosmetae), and

was a serious and seasonal business, like all food-preserving.23

Ovid knew his world well: ‘hair’s curled deep in the country;

though they’re hidden on Athos, they’ll be smart on Athos too’.

Wealth was not absolutely essential for careful grooming; and

Ovid warned his pupils against vulgar ostentation. The idea was

to be subtle and restrained and, above all, clean and trim. Use

colour artistically, don’t overdo the display of jewellery or ‘stag-

ger forth in cloth of gold’; neatness was enough: ‘By chic we’re

charmed: no rebel curl should show: A finger’s touch, and looks

will come or go.’24 And finally—as if any one would actually

need to know about cleanliness!—Ovid laughs off intimate per-

sonal hygiene as a joke:

How nearly had I warned you to beware

Lest armpits smell or legs be rough with hair!

But it’s no squaws from Vaucasus I teach

Or Mysian dwellers on Caicus beach;

As well to bid you wash your face each day,

Nor leave your teeth to blacken with decay. . .

Nor cleaning teeth in public I advise . . .

Make sparing gestures while you chat

Whose nails are scrubby or whose fingers fat.

Talk not when empty if your breath offend,

And always keep your distance from your friend.
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. . . Beauty’s aids should ne’er be shown.

A face besmeared with [cosmetic] dregs, whose drippings light

On the warm bosom, is a loathsome sight . . .

All this gives beauty, but it’s ugly viewing,

Much that delights when done disgusts when doing.25

Ovid is too discreet tomention the cleaning of that other part or

orifice the anus, though archaeology has shown that the

Romans were evidently quite fastidious in this respect, using

the little sponges, wedged into short sticks, which have been

found in debris of their latrines. Sponges and rag cloths were

used during female menstruation, with basin-washing, and

baths where available.

Roman male fashions were in theory extremely hostile to the

painted cosmetics, coloured cloths, and long hair favoured by

women, or any other perceived effeminacy or ‘dandification’.

The fashionable Ovidian ideal was the sober, military, Greek,

clean-limbed look:

Man’s beauty needs no varnish . . .

Limbs clean and tanned by exercise delight,

And spotless clothes that match the figure right . . .

Nor sprawling feet in floppy hides encased.

Nor wear an ill-kempt crop ineptly sheared,

Have expert hands to trim both hair and beard.

Well pared and clean the finger-nails should be,

The nostrils kept from lurking bristles free.

Nor by foul breath from unclean lips exhaled . . . 26

Roman men were weaned from their original beards by the

arrival of the clean-cut Greek fashion around the first century

bce, and the Roman barber (tonsor) was a man with a respected

skill. From then on, says the historian Jerome Carcopino, ‘noth-

ing but the gravest and most painful crisis would have induced

the great men of the day to omit a formality which for them had

become a state duty’. Most of the emperors were clean-shaven,
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and used simple warrior haircuts suitable for a quick, manly

‘stroke of the comb’. Perfumes were allowed, and simple rings

or other tokens, but the main beauty was muscular, gained

in the gymnasium—with ‘the swift ball, the hoop, the lance’,

or by swimming in ‘Calm Tiber’s streams orMaiden’s icy flow’.27

Training and regimen were not exactly high on Ovid’s agenda—

they merely helped to produce a pleasing effect. Cosmetics

existed to give a final civilized polish to the appearance, smar-

tening up bodies that had already been prepared by all possible

means. He left the medical preparations to others.

Physical Methodists

The arts and crafts of Greek hygiene had continued to evolve

in the hands of later Greek physicians within the Empire.

Many Romans patriotically disliked the modern type of Greek

‘butcher’ who purged humoral ‘plethora’ by bloodletting—

usually doctors trained in anatomy and humoral theory at

the great Alexandrian Library in Egypt, which became the

centre of Aristotelian medical learning between 323 bce and

ad 395.28 But they warmly welcomed the arrival in Rome of

one mild-mannered Greek physician, trained in Athens, called

Asclepiades of Bithynia (d. c.91 bc?), who devised a popular

therapeutic system called Methodism, which mostly consisted

in doing what the patient naturally liked best, without blood-

letting, using a simple regimen and cheap ingredients. The

medical author Celsus (who wrote not long after Asclepiades

died) thought that he had improved domestic medicine: ‘no

one troubled about anything except what tradition had handed

down to him until Asclepiades changed in large measure the

way of curing’.29 Despite his apparent fame and popularity no

copies of his book Common Aids have survived; his easy-to-

follow Methodist medical theory was vehemently opposed by

the Alexandrian and Galenic Rationalists, then and later.
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Asclepiades was born in a small Greek coastal resort in north-

ern Asia Minor called Prusias-on-Sea, and was a baths doctor by

trade. With water arriving in Rome in increasing quantities and

the indigenous bath culture developing, he was in the right place

at the right time. He was also an expert manipulator of bodies.

The art of physicalmassage apparently took upmuch of his book:

‘rubbing if strenuous, hardens the body, if gentle, relaxes; if

much, diminishes; if moderate, fills out’.30 As might perhaps

be expected from a masseur, he thought of the all-important

humoral evacuations mainly inmuscular and corpuscular terms,

later called the ‘mechanical’ theory of physiology: an unhealthy

body was either too ‘constricted’ for the humours to flow out, or

too ‘relaxed’ so that they flowed too much—and the cure was to

do the opposite. Too relaxed, and you were sent out walking,

with cold showers. Too constricted, too tense, and you were

given hot baths and massage. By elevating it into a Methodical

‘system’, Asclepiades made medical balneology respectable. He

paid careful attention to water temperature and type, using both

hot and cold mineral spa waters, and started the fashion for

drinking large quantities of these as diuretics. He even invented

a new air bath—a suspended ‘hanging bath’—but also developed

the old immersion bath, and his patients spent long hours soak-

ing in the hot spas. He tried to avoid bloodletting: since life and

art were so uncertain he believed in doing the least possible

harm; his motto was ‘swiftly, safely, sweetly’.31 Reassuring and

relaxing the patient was essentially part of the Method, which

made it invaluable in gynaecology and childbirth and very popu-

lar with women; he was also sympathetic to mental problems

and their cure. The sceptical Methodist beliefs that rejected elab-

orate drugs, celebrated exercise, and frequently asserted the

rights of the patient and the virtues of empiricism, were all issues

dear to later European hygiene movements.

The awkward difference between theory and practice in

hygienic health care had been discovered by the Greeks fairly
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early on. Did you bow to complete professional control? Or were

you the sort of person who just did not have the time (or was not

wealthy enough) to live a life wholly governed by concern for his

or her body?32 Careful health care required good organization

and practical help, preferably at no great cost, and the Roman

author Celsus (fl. c.ad 30) was there to provide it. His work De

Medicina later became the classic model for some of the most

famous and widely circulated European medical advice books.

Blunt and conversational, a health educator to his fingertips, he

was far more readable than Galen. Being a well-educated aristo-

crat and not a professional doctor, hewas able to take a temperate

view of hygiene—neither of ‘one opinion or another, nor exceed-

ingly at variance with both, but hold[ing] a sort of intermediate

place between divers sentiments’—and he opened with some

common-sense general advice on ‘The Regimen of Health’:

A man in health, who is both vigorous and his own master, should

be under no obligatory rules, and have no need, either for amedical

attendant, or for a rubber and anointer. His kind of life should

be now in the country, now in the town, and more often about

the farm; he should sail, hunt, rest sometimes, but more often take

exercise; for whilst inaction weakens the body, work strengthens it;

the former brings on premature old age, the latter prolongs youth.

It is well also at times to go to the bath, at times to make use of

the cold waters . . . to avoid no kind of food in common use; to

attend at times a banquet, at times to hold aloof . . . Such are the

precautions to be observed by the strong, and they should take care

that whilst in health their defences against ill-health are not

used up.

All things considered, Celsus believed that it was ‘more useful to

have in the practitioner a friend rather than a stranger’. The art

of medicine ought to be rational and explorative, but draw

instruction from obvious natural causes, ‘all obscure ones

being rejected from the practice of the Art, though not from

the practitioner’s study’.33 A hundred years later Galen based
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his physiology on anatomical knowledge taken straight from

the practitioner’s study, and ultimately removed the art of

medicine from untutored hands.

Galen’s Hygiene

Galen’s epic contribution toWesternmedicine came in the confi-

dentdaysofthemid-Empire.HewasborninthereignofHadrianin

ad129, livedhismature life under the great philosopher–emperor

MarcusAurelius (161–80),anddiedseveralemperors later in c.216.

His professional influence fromwriting a corpus of over 350 titles

cannot be underestimated—in total about as much as all other

Greek medical writings put together. As he said, Hippocrates

‘stakedtheway,but Imadeitpassable’.Hewasanexpertanatomist

who left a continuing legacy of heroic bloodletting in Western

medicine; but he was equally concerned to make his mark as a

dietitian. Galen’s long-lasting influence on hygiene came largely

from his famous work De Sanitate Tuenda (‘On the Healthy Life’);

but also, from the way in which he extended and dominated the

field of hygienic medical classification in general, as a teacher of

‘the best of the young physicians’.34 It was Galen who absorbed

Plato’s dualist philosophy of psyche et soma (soul and body), and

always tookmens sana in corpore sano (‘a healthymind inahealthy

body’) fully into account. He extended the hygienic regimen

of the psyche—passions of the mind—by joining the humours

with the elements; this eventually resulted in the four famous

mental and physical ‘temperaments’ (choleric, sanguine, phleg-

matic, andmelancholic).35Healso laid downanew set ofmedical

‘means’ (thingstobeadministered,thingstoberemoved,thingsto

be done, and things to be applied) and amuchmore comprehen-

sive list of ‘neutrals’ (food, drink, ‘some kinds of drugs’, air, mas-

sage,walking, exercise ‘andallmotor activity’, baths, sleep, sexual

activity,andtheemotions).Thus, frombeingentirelyunclassified,

environmental hygienic interventions had been called Aids,
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Means, Things—and were now Neutrals. Galen’s ‘Neutrals’ were

later turned into the famous ‘Non-Naturals’ owing toa translation

error in the Isagoge, or Introduction, to medicine by Johannitius,

which became the primary text for medical schools from the

twelfth century onwards. For a fairly long period the actual num-

ber of non-naturals was not fixed, but in the end they stayed at

six.36

De Sanitate Tuenda was ostensibly the main work through

which classical hygiene was transferred to the later West. Un-

fortunately, it was only a fragment from a much larger œuvre:

And especially I wish him who would study these writings to read

the book in which I consider of what art hygiene is (it is inscribed

Thrasybulus), and likewise the one about the best condition of the

body and the one about good health. Both are short books, and

whoever reads them before coming to this discussion will easily

follow what is now being said. And it has previously been said that

my book about the elements according to Hippocrates is essential

for the present discussion, and it is followed by the one about the

optimum constitution and the one about good health.37

So really all we have in De Sanitate Tuenda is an introductory

lecture course: most of the rest is missing. But those who pre-

served it obviously thought it sufficiently comprehensive. It

contains many pithy definitions and generalizations on

Graeco-Roman hygiene: health is ‘a sort of harmony’, ‘a mean

between extremes’, a ‘due proportion’, a ‘slight deviation from

perfection’.

A good half of De Sanitate Tuenda was on the ideal methods of

training the youth, ‘placed under the art of hygiene’ from birth,

and raising him into a perfect constitution in peak condition,

starting with the hygiene of the newborn and children up to 7

years. It then went on to a large section on ‘training the lad’, and

for this Galenmade extensive use of Theon’sGymnastics (another

entirely lost work). He casually mentions the contemporary

chapter 4 roman baths 121



existence of ‘so many varieties of rubbing, that you could not

readily enumerate them’, but at the same time warns students

that it is difficult to learn such practices from ‘the old books’

alone.38 He also gives general advice on dealing with the typical

patient—the busymiddle-agedman. Roman businessmen appar-

ently suffered from the perennial ‘diseases of civilization’—a rich

diet, lack of time, lack of exercise, headaches, piles, kidney stones,

obesity, and stomach and bowel disorders.

Late Antique Baths

Two hundred years after his death, Galen’s Rome no longer

existed; it was a spent political force. The Empire was split and

beleaguered, and outside the small world of medicine life had

moved on. The baths yet again prove to be a sensitive barometer

of social and economic change. For generations of fascinated

historians, Roman baths have appeared as an extraordinary

exercise in communal sensuality on a grand and public scale,

and then—like the dinosaurs—they suddenly disappeared. At

least it was thought they did: but the cataclysmic decline, it

seems, only occurred in the western parts of the Empire, while

the post-imperial period of Late Antiquity in the southern and

eastern regions of the Empire remained, internally, a very old

and fixed world.39

The aqueducts were the most obvious casualties during war.

They were costly, difficult tomaintain, and vulnerable. Very few

remained intact in the western Empire. Many of the arched

sections of the aqueducts supplying Rome were cut when the

Goths laid full siege to the city in ad 537—some by the Goths to

cut off water supply, some by the defenders to stop the Goths

from using them tomarch into the city. Despite this, the favour-

ites were almost always patched up or rebuilt. The real crunch

came later, with the general failure of the aqueducts from the

ninth century: ‘it is not likely that any of them continued to be
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used in anything like their original form later than sometime

between 900 and 1000’.40 Some of them came back: the Virgo

aqueduct ceased operation in the tenth century, butwas restored

again after 1453, while the old conduits of the Marcia never

dried up, and continue to send water into Rome. Elsewhere the

infrastructural decline was more gradual. Londinium struggled

to sustain its two public baths through the troubled 300–400s

after the Roman retreat, but in the end the problems of main-

tenance were too great, and when the tiled roofs collapsed in ad

430, they were not rebuilt. The same story could be told in

countless western provincial towns. Occupying a central site,

the baths at Londinium were later covered by a growing town,

and their stone reused for other purposes. The next time

stone-built public baths reappeared in London was in the mid-

nineteenth century.

In the eastern Empire it was a different story. Further east, and

in the southern provinces, the baths habit had taken a much

stronger hold, and the public baths were maintained or taken

over by others. In Late Antiquity themost impressive baths were

at Constantinople, which had almost as many baths as Rome, as

well as the longest aqueduct. Throughout the Byzantine Empire

the larger thermae ceased to be built after the fourth century, but

were maintained until about the ninth century. Smaller local

baths changed when the lives of their patrons changed, and

they were maintained because they had become valued. Prac-

tical and inconspicuous, small baths were the bedrock of popu-

lar bathing culture, and in Spain, France, Germany, Italy, Egypt,

Asia Minor, Syria, Judaea, and Arabia, town baths continued in

use for many centuries. More generally, however, the Graeco-

Roman influence was retreating in the face of the mass religious

movements of Christianity and Islam. The early Christian

Church was ambivalent towards the public baths; but it

was the breakdown of the ephebate Roman educational system

in the mid-fourth century that helped destroy the classical
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gymnasiums and palaestras. The nudity and the public games

were deemed offensive by ascetic clerics of all persuasions; for

Romano-Christians especially the gymnasiums were a hated

symbol of pagan ideals. Within a few decades of Constantine’s

official Christian conversion in ad 330, the gymnasiums had

begun to disappear; the Olympic Games at Antioch struggled on

until ad 520, the end of a thousand-year tradition.

The exercise yard did not feature in the magnificent bath-

houses built by Islamic engineers who carried on where Rome

left off following the Muslim conquests from the seventh cen-

tury onwards. The town baths of the growing Islamic empire

were turned into a very different type of social centre and

grooming arena; in ad 900 there were 1,500 bathhouses in

Baghdad. They contained eating and drinking areas, massage

halls, and semi-private bath suites containing small baths in

small annexes, where the Roman cold-water frigidarium was

reduced to a fountain playing prettily in the hall while the

occupants chatted—as in the eighth-century civic bath at Qasi

al-Hayr, in Syria. More spectacularly they built large baths for

the sporting aristocracy, like the luxurious painted and bejew-

elled hunting-lodge bath halls, way out in the desert, at eighth-

century Qasr al-Amra in Jordan. The sultans also built more

great bath halls in the desert for the caravanserai and other

travellers to rest in and perform their devotions. Such desert

baths literally became an oasis of talk and refreshment, cool and

reviving in daytime yet warm in the cold desert nights; desert

travellers used the baths like an inn or a hostel.41

Not long after the magnificent Roman buildings and engin-

eering works had caved in, were pilfered, had crumbled and

rotted or become covered by undergrowth, silt, or sand, the

remnants of Greek and Roman classical learning were being

absorbed into the eastern Byzantine and southern Arabic

empires, while western Europe struggled to preserve precious

scrolls from marauders in remote monastic and aristocratic
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libraries. During this same period the ancient culture of the

desert was playing yet another historic role, as the solitary

home of the ascetic hermit or holy man, and of the Christian

Desert Fathers. The surge of personal asceticism inLateAntiquity

is particularly crucial to the history of Christian cleanliness in

Europe: it was a turning point—a change in the metaphysics.

The sensual and simple pleasures of cleanliness that the Greeks

and Romans so enjoyed were about to be condemned as a sin.
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chapter 5
asceticism

Religious asceticism played a large part in reconfiguring

European culture after the fall of Rome. So much of Christian

history flows from this ascetic philosophy of purity; and so

many bodies were subsequently constrained, cleansed, or phys-

ically altered because of it—especially those of monks, nuns,

andmany other devout men and women. In order to appreciate

the milieu of cleanliness in medieval and early modern Europe,

we need at least some grasp of the seismic events that occurred

in that crucial 500-year period of religious upheaval in the Late

Empire. The basic outlines are fairly clear. There was a religious

revolution in which the moral duty to ‘know thyself’ became

infinitely more important than the secular hygienic duty to

‘look after yourself’.1 As a result, the ideology of cleanliness

was turned upside down and inside out. Judaeo-Christian

asceticism insisted that the cleansing of the inner soul was

absolutely imperative, whereas the cleansing of the outer body

was a worldly distraction, and its ornamentation a positive sin.

In effect the extreme religious devotion that was previously

reserved for the sanctified few was now being urged by ascetics

as daily practice for the masses.



Eurasian Asceticism

Asceticism itself was an ancient phenomenon. The effect of

severe privation on the human body suggests that ascetic prac-

tices were connected to earlier psychic, ecstatic, trance-like, or

otherwise ‘magical’ religious states that demanded exceptional

physical self-control; and various ascetic regimes—including celi-

bacy and virginity—are practised worldwide.2 In ancient Eurasia

formal theologies gradually evolved at both ends of the continent

as the tide of institutional priesthoods andwealthy, temple-based

gods swept over earlier local pantheons; as we have seen, the

discipline of purification was well entrenched, with many types

of physical and sensory privations enforced on temple servants.

Throughout later ancient Eurasia, highly specialized mind–body

training regimes for the selected few were being practised in

religious communities from an early age by young priests (nov-

ices), leading by degrees and stages to full wisdom and perfect

spiritual attainment. Among the earliest of these ‘religious virtu-

osi’ was Pythagoras (581–497 bce); another was the young aristo-

cratic ascetic Sakyamuni, later known as Buddha (c.560–480 bce),

whose Vinaya rules of self-discipline became canonical in eastern

Eurasia in the centuries after his death (and almost certainly

reached western Eurasia via the trade routes).3

Advanced Eurasian asceticism included the physical tech-

niques of isolated meditation, trance and breath control, gym-

nastics, music, and dance: the whole object of Taoist tai chi,

Vedic yoga, Kerala martial arts, or the Kathakali dance form, is

to spiritually ‘centre’ and fortify the spirit–body through phys-

ically controlling and training it. In China the earlier traditions

of self-cultivation through the myth of Ancestor Peng gave way

to the highly theological Xian cult, which concentrated on

training the body for transcendent spiritual immortality, obvi-

ously a much more glamorous prospect than mere healthful-

ness. Greek meditations on the soul were a pale echo of the

innumerable steps of Tantric initiation into the superconscious
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state of the Vedic samadhi; or the four stages of Buddhist

dhyana.4 The Greek word askesis was derived from the word for

‘athletic training’: an ascetic was a spiritual athlete. A prelimin-

ary paraskeuazo (‘getting prepared’) ascertained the true state of

the soul, but there were no set gymnosophic rules or craft

techniques; Greek ethics proceeded by logic and dialogue. By

the first and second centuries ad the Stoic philosophy had

become fashionable among educated imperial classes, requiring

a daily meditation and a thorough exagorusis (from exagmen,

or ‘tongue of balance’) of your soul; as the emperor Marcus

Aurelius (ad 121–80) wrote in hisMeditations, ‘a manwho values

a soul . . . no longer cares for anything else, but aims solely at

keeping the temper of his own soul and all its activities rational

and social, and works together with his fellows to this end’.5

Without increasing mass literacy, none of the new utopian

prophetic religions that emerged in Eurasia between c.500 bce

and ad 500 would have survived, or spread so quickly. Asceti-

cism played a large part in driving those literacy rates up. Ascetic

prose supplemented the earlier holy scriptures—all the ceremo-

nial instructions, calendrical mathematics, sacrificial duties,

purification rules, and prophetic utterances that had begun to

find their way into collective ‘holy’ books, alongside theological

myths and courtly sagas of gods and human heroes (like the

Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, the Greek Homer, or the

Hindu Ramayana and Mahabharata). As the knowledge and

habit of reading and writing spread, ascetic sermons, letters,

and rules came in a deluge. There were increasing numbers of

narrative stories of heroic personal asceticism from lone her-

mits, sages, and ‘disciples’ of ascetic prophets such as Buddha,

Confucius, Jesus, or Muhammad. The ascetic lives of the early

Christian saints and martyrs in particular were written up in

highly literate style by the early Christian commentators, the

Fathers of the Church, in reams of critical, passionate, and

effortless Roman rhetorical prose.
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As group bonds and state security disintegrated in the western

Eurasian lands, maybe the mass of the people did not feel so well

guarded as before—or so the Roman Christian author Arnobius

thought: ‘Since the nature of the future is such that it cannot be

grasped or comprehended by any anticipation, is it not more

rational rather to believe that which carries with it some hopes,

than that which brings none at all?’6 Scores of ecstatic religious

movements, guided by charismatic leaders and aimed at the rural

and urban poor, were moving away from the older rites and

ceremonies of ancient civic life and demanding more onerous

religious duties. In a single thirty-year period in Babylonia, c.ad

220–50, in a region only 200 miles long and 50 miles wide, there

were followers of Mazdeism, Manichaeism, Mithraism, Judaism,

and Christianity.7 The so-called ‘locus of the supernatural’ was

shifting away from the temple and towards the sacred holiness of

self-selected, highly trained ascetic individuals, or groups of indi-

viduals, in constant communication with their god.

Christian Purity

Cleanness was innate to the Holy Spirit. According to the early

theology of Jesus Christ, Jesus carried his holiness within and

about him, in incorruptible flesh. Like any sacred priest, anything

he touched made it holy. When Jesus washed the leper’s feet, or

embraced other untouchables, such as the poor, the sick, or the

prostitute Mary Magdalene, he was not thereby rendered un-

clean. On the contrary, his holiness, his cleanness, healed them

andmade themwhole. ForChristians, full puritywasonly achiev-

able through the act of baptism into the faith, which enabled the

Holy Spirit to enter the individual converted soul: ‘Then will

I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall be clean from all

your filthiness and from all your idols will I cleanse you. And a

new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within

you . . . ’.8 It was for this reason that the Christian Church was
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sometimes called a balaneion; at the same time, baptism recalled

old lustral rites. It poses the crucial problem of how far the new

Christians were prepared to go in breaking away from their old

Judaic faith and customs, and howmuch they retained.

Asceticism was firmly planted in Judaism. The wandering

holy man was an ancient religious type, a solitary ‘scapegoat’

who took on the sins of the community by cutting himself off

from the world—a living human sacrifice; while the ancient

tradition of desert retreat in Egypt (the right of being able to

move away from your neighbour) was strongly linked to the

nomadic herder’s ancient distrust of settled life. The radical

Judaic shepherd–prophet Amos spoke for the masses living be-

yond the town and temple gates, expounding a trenchant form

of anti-urban, anti-capitalist puritanism that became central to

the ideology of Christian religious fundamentalists:

They hateth him that rebuketh in the gate . . . Forasmuch therefore

as your treading is upon the poor, and ye take from him burdens of

wheat: ye have built houses of hewn stone, but ye shall not dwell in

them . . .woe to them that are at ease in Zion . . . that lie upon beds

of ivory, and stretch themselves upon their couches . . . drink wine

in bowls, and anoint themselves with the chief ointments . . . 9

But for the Judaic scribes who wrote the holy books, mere

ignorance did not let any sinner off the hook: the population

had to be taught the rituals of cleanness and uncleanness.

Hence the book of Leviticus (and hundreds of other Old Testa-

ment passages) in which the defilements, abominations, and

uncleannesses of cursing, copulation, unclean women, plague,

leprosy, the menses, sperm, blood, nakedness, physical blem-

ishes, clean foods, and correct ritual sacrifices were fully written

out. But genuine faith counted most. A single God spoke dir-

ectly to the heart, mind, and soul. As the later medieval Jewish

theologian Maimonides put it in his commentary on the ‘Book

of Cleanness’ in the sacred Mishneh torah, even though the
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temple rules laid down in Scripture were ‘not matters about

which human understanding is capable of forming a judge-

ment’, nevertheless, ‘he who has set his heart on cleansing

himself . . . becomes clean as soon as he consents in his heart. . .

and brings his soul to the waters of pure reason’. Judaism was a

religion of the heart; and so was Judaic Christianity.10

Nothing could have been more different from the shaven

heads of Egyptian priests than the wild, flowing, uncut beards

and hair of the Jewish prophets; they had clearly set themselves

against this aspect of Egyptian purification ritual. Their particu-

lar type of asceticism rejected the worldly vanity of close body

care. In this regard we should note especially the lesser-known

grooming prohibitions of Leviticus: ‘Ye shall not round the

corners of your heads, neither shalt thou mar the corners of

thy beard. Ye shall not make any cuttings in your flesh for the

dead, nor print any marks upon you’; and ‘They shall not make

baldness upon their head, neither shall they shave off the cor-

ner of their beard, nor make any cuttings in the flesh.’11 This

was mild rebuke against ancient body culture compared to

other testament writers. The prophet Isaiah’s blistering attack

on women and cosmetic beauty was an explicit reference to

sexual disease, and a withering description of urban fashions:

Therefore the Lord will smite with a scab the crown of the head of

the daughters of Zion, and the Lord will discover their secret parts.

In that day the Lord will take away the bravery of their tinkling

ornaments about their feet, and their cauls, and their round tires

[headdresses] like the moon, the chains and the bracelets . . . And it

shall come to pass, that instead of a sweet smell there shall be a

stink; and instead of a girdle a rent; and instead of well-set hair

baldness; and instead of a stomacher, a girding of sackcloth; and

burning instead of beauty.12

The Essenes from Engeddi, by the Red Sea, were a celibate, ascetic

Jewish group known for their sober ways, rites of baptism,
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vegetarianism, and white robes—Jesus is thought to have had

Essene family connections, through John the Baptist. The ascetic

renunciations required by Jesus andhis wandering followers were

severe enough—‘Go, sell all that you have and give to the poor’—

but they were benevolent. They were not extreme, exclusive, or

hermetic. After all, Jesus himself had deliberately broken almost

all the purity laws of the Torahbyassociatingwithuncleanpeople

all his life, telling the priests: ‘They that are whole need not a

physician; but they that are sick. I come not to call the righteous,

but sinners to repentance.’ The proselytizing Apostles of Jesus,

like Paul of Tarsus, were resolutely inclusive. They did not insist

on circumcision for non-Jews, or on making a division between

clean or unclean food, or clean or unclean women, or other

customary matters: while they were spreading the word, no one

was to be excluded. The Apostles were thus emphatically not

priests, but radical ecstatic mystics in the Judaic tradition.13

Neoplatonism

Most of the Church Fathers were soaked in the classics of

Roman scholarship: St Jerome had to put himself under a

special penance to stop himself from reading them. The pagan

philosophies themselves were still strong and active. The

Alexandrian philosopher Plotinus (ad 205–70) had inspired an

ascetic, Neoplatonic, or ‘gnostic’ tradition within the early

Christian Church, and his prolific writings on the joys of con-

templation lived long after him.14 Plotinus believed that all

physical matter was inherently evil. It clogged up the soul and

kept it earthbound, when its true celestial existence depended

on weightlessness, mingling with the universe above to attain

the state of the pure absolute Being, the One. The pure soul had

minimal bodily needs, and had to renounce all sexual desire;

chastity was an essential qualification. Neoplatonic asceticism

was widespread among intellectuals of the small farm or villa
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population, and among poor but spiritually ambitious civic

scholars such as St Augustine (354–430), who was converted to

contemplative asceticism by Plotinus, and later turned to his

mother’s religion, Christianity, to help him sublimate his strong

sexual urges by adopting celibacy, or chastity.15 Chastity had

always been an attribute of priesthood but was now the ultimate

ascetic challenge for the Christian believer.

Thanks to the Neoplatonic–Manichaean ‘twofold’ philosophy

of the outer body and inner soul, ordinary Christians now had

twobodies to lookafter—andoneof themwas inherently evil, full

of burning lust, and a mere mortal shell. As St Paul described it,

‘Though our outer person is wasting away, the inner is being

renewed.’ St Athanasius explained this ‘two-body’ early Christian

physiology in a sermonOnSickness andHealth: ‘In short, onemust

know that the body is composed of members, but the inner

person is not composed of bodily members, but rather possesses

the significance of the member’s action . . . so too the intellectual

substance of the soul accomplishes the entire work of the com-

mandments with the five senses.’16 The duty of the Christian

ascetic anchorite (anakhoretes, from anakhoreo, ‘retire’) was to

subdue the natural sensory impulses that threatened the inner

person, by literally starving them into submission, sense by sense.

The shrivelled bodies of the anchorites told this tale precisely:

sleep deprivation, semi-starvation, minimal water, no comforts,

hard labour, coarse clothing, and unwashed skin. Jesus’ asceti-

cism was moderate compared to some of his followers. He went

into the desert and fasted for forty days and forty nights; but Saint

Anthony (ad 251–356) spent twenty years there. The penances of

the holiest ascetic (male or female) were the most severe; the

monk St Pachomius only ate every third day, though lesser an-

choriteswere allowed ameagredaily ration of breadwith salt, and

water.17 Like the actions of the Vedic yogi, anchorite asceticism

contained pathological self-wounding elements deliberately

designed to test the will and train the soul to a point just short
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of suicide.Many,many anchorites underwent sufficient suffering

to attain sainthood in later centuries.18

During the first four centuries the Christian debate on spiritual

virtues of continence and celibacy was urgent and highly

charged. A wave of self-mortifying sects arose after Jesus’ death,

experimenting with every form of bodily abasement.19 The burn-

ing fires of lustwere theworst of evils—and so difficult to put out.

Commentators such as St John Cassian, St Augustine, and St

Benedict regarded male nocturnal emissions as a special chal-

lenge, especially when male members were gathered together

under one roof. St Pachomius’ monastic Rules on celibacy in-

cluded covering knees when sitting together; not bending down

orpulling tunics up toohighwhendoing laundering; keeping the

eyes lowered, avoiding direct glances, never performing ‘intim-

acies’ such as bathing or oiling one another, or removing thorns

from the skin; never talking in the dark or holding hands, and

always keeping a distance. Nudity was forbidden, even when

alone, and for this reason bathing was discouraged, except for

the sick or aged; under St Benedict’s Rules, even washing was a

complicated procedure that involved keeping the body concealed

at all times with different bits of clothing.20

Asceticism was either highly democratic or highly anarchic,

and was not easily controlled.21 St Athanasius’ Life of Anthony

(published only a year after Anthony’s death) became the inspir-

ation for a surge of Christian rock-dwelling anchorites pursuing

‘the myth of the desert’ in Egypt. Pachomius (ad 290–347)

founded the first disciplined monastic settlement of anchorites

in order to house them, which had quickly multiplied to thou-

sands of monks during his lifetime (and became worryingly

wealthy from their daily labours). By the time St Simeon Stylites

(387–459) drew crowds from nearby Antioch to see him perched

on top of his 70-foot rock pillar, Pachomine monasteries were

being visited by a constantly increasing streamof devout pilgrims

from all over newly Christianized Europe—the ‘Egyptomania’ of

134 asceticism chapter 5



the age.22 Despite certain reservations, the Catholic Church was

being inexorably shaped and moulded by popular religious

asceticism, both in the desert and in the towns.

The Apostles—including St Paul—had always carefully distin-

guished between ‘moderate’ asceticism for most of their flock

and ‘advanced’ asceticism for the ‘ardent’; and were careful

never to impugn sex in marriage (though strictly for the pur-

poses of procreation). From the third and fourth centuries ad

onwards, with the numbers of ardent ascetics increasing, the

politics of the Church swung constantly between the moderate

and radical ascetic camps. Radical ascetics were at first removed

from bishoprics, but then returned; or moved to activism in

Corinth, or Jerusalem, or Gaul. One significant purity law that

was resurrected after the Council of Laodicea in ad 352 forbade

women to serve as priests or preside over churches; but ordain-

ing the sexual celibacy of the male clergy was evidently a

tougher proposition. Ever since Nicaea internal debates had

raged, with married priests at first defended (in 362) so long as

they had married before ordination and their wife had been a

virgin—not a widow, a divorced woman, or a concubine. But

the Church puritans were not to be denied. In ad 385–6 Pope

Siricius, pressured by ascetic propagandists centred on Jerome

and his circle in Rome and Bethlehem, finally persuaded the

bishops to bind the higher clergy to ‘inviolate celibacy’ and

offered the promise of a pure priesthood vowed to chastity.

Thus another ancient purity law was reinstated.

Virginity

It was the excesses of Roman urban life that really repelled the

ascetics—food, clothing, and public baths especially. ‘Why do

you gorge your body with excess?’ asked St John Chrysostom

(c.ad 347–407). ‘Consider what comes of food and into what it is

changed. Are younot disgusted at it? The increase of luxury is but
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the multiplication of filth.’23 Most early Christians were city

dwellers. Lacking a synagogue or a legal meeting place, they had

turned their households into churches; some went further and

turned them into ascetic cells; and many of these ascetics were

women.Afterad352hermetic virginitywas almost theonly route

left to the ardent female. The Virgins of Alexandria, Rome, and

Jerusalemwere impressive individuals and a crucial support to the

early Church.24 Virgins were among the first martyrs; they joined

the early Christian communities in large numbers, and played

host to them; they also played a large part in funding the early

Church, and later hospitals, abbeys, and convents, out of the

proceeds of their relinquished estates. When later gathered to-

gether in institutional convents, they were called nuns.

The Christian virgins first appeared among the educated or

wealthy female elites: people who had plenty of material goods

to give up, but who would normally be under the complete

control of their families, such as widows or heiresses, but who

now openly and rebelliously vowed themselves to celibacy,

sackcloth, and ashes. Early Christians were exhorted to see the

advantages of having a virgin in the household, like an amulet,

insurance policy, or shrine: ‘The virgin is an offering for her

mother, by whose daily sacrifice divine power is appeased.

A virgin is the inseparable pledge of her parents, who neither

troubles them for a dowry, nor forsakes them, nor injures them

in word or deed.’ Many centuries later the notorious virgins of

Venice, the unwanted daughters of aristocratic families who

could not afford their dowry payments, were locked away in

large numbers for precisely these reasons.25

The ascetic virgin was designated the ‘Bride of Christ’, eter-

nally betrothed to Jesus, and the virgin’s special role was that of

the chief female mourner. The great rhetorical theme of virgin-

ity was penance, and weeping for the sins of the world.Weeping

real and constant tears, it was said, ‘cleanses and prepares a

person for purification’. The physical dirt on the holy body
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was both potent (in the sense of an inverted pollution) and a

sign of faith. The redoubtable virgin Paula, the platonic friend

and companion of St Jerome, ‘subdued’ him with her lachry-

mose behaviour and fetid appearance: ‘She mourned, she

fasted, she was squalid with dirt, her eyes were dim with weep-

ing.’ When the widow Fabiola became a Christian penitent,

she put on sackcloth and publicly confessed her sins, standing

in the Basilica in Rome ‘with dishevelled hair, pale features,

soiled hands and unwashed neck . . . she took the millstone

and ground meal, she passed bare-footed through rivers of

tears . . . That face by which she once pleased her second hus-

band she now smote with blows, and she hated jewels, shunned

ornaments and could not bear to look upon fine linen.’26

Because they inevitably lived in towns, and at the centre of

their households, female virgins had an extra set of sensory

deprivations to undertake. Spiritual seclusion could be achieved

through the self-imposed purdah that Churchmen called

‘modesty’—anonymity, silence, and guarded movements, ges-

tures, and gait: ‘Thus themovement of the body is a sort of voice

of the soul . . . That virgin is not sufficiently worthy of approval

who has to be enquired about when seen.’ As well as penitential

fasting, praying, and weeping, virgins should veil the head,

cover themselves down to their fingertips, walk with ‘sober

gait’, talk in a low voice, look at the floor with ‘bashful counten-

ance’, stay silent and speechless, avoid visits and visitors, keep

company with no men, attend no feasts, and keep a distance

from all strangers ‘lest your foot ever stumble against a stone’.27

Washing and Bathing

Instead of perfumes, a holy virgin gave off the true odour of

sanctity: ‘Thy first odour is above all spices, which were used in

the burying of the Saviour, and the fragrance arises from the

mortifiedmotions of the body, and the perishing of the delights
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of the members. Thy second odour, like the odour of Lebanon,

exhales the incorruption of the Lord’s body, the flower of vir-

ginal chastity.’28 The pungent fragrance of bodily perishing and

mortification was not only a sign of genuine hermeticism but

was all the more likely when that body was heavily clothed

(closely covered) but rarely washed. In the early days of the

virginity movement desperate times had clearly called for des-

perate measures, and washing—or rather not washing—became

a symbolic act of public defiance. When the virgin Melania

began her long campaign to persuade her reluctant husband,

Pinian, to make a joint vow of chastity, her first act was to stop

bathing (she eventually succeeded). Rather less amusing, and

less common, was the fate of the early virgin martyr Thecla,

condemned to death for defending herself against a noble

suitor, who claimed Christian baptism as she leapt into a tank

full of sharks in the Antioch arena, crying out ‘now is the time

for me to wash!’29

Later virgins did not have persecution to contend with, but

washing was still fraught with religious implications. St Augus-

tine thought that holy dirt was ‘ostentatious’ and washed daily;

St Anthony never washed at all. Somewhere in between was a

range of personal preferences and personal solutions. The

wealthy virgin Olympias lived like a nun at the centre of a

large palace, with a luxurious bath suite, but always took her

baths covered in a voluminous black robe.30 Modesty was nat-

ural, said the theologians, and the private parts shameful: ‘those

parts in which there is a compliance with the necessities of

nature, she has partly put away and hidden in the body itself,

lest they should present a disgusting appearance, and partly,

too, she has taught and persuaded us to cover them. Is not

nature herself a teacher of modesty?’ Many people covered

themselves in the baths, St Ambrose continued, so ‘that part

of it at least may be covered’, and recommended loincloths or

breeches ‘as it was told Moses by the Lord: ‘‘And thou shalt
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make them linen breeches to cover their shame: from the loins

even to the thighs they shall reach’’.’31 St Jerome regarded daily

bathing as an ‘over-niceness’ and a refinement, and constantly

cited ‘frequenting the public baths’ as an evil in his Letters—

especially by those he regarded as loose public women, who

‘allow themselves more liberty than ever, frequenting the

baths, flitting through the streets, showing their harlot faces

everywhere’.32 Perfumes, paints, hairstyles, golden jewellery,

open litters, music, drink, dancing, costly clothes ‘dragging’

on the ground, were all anathema. They belonged to what St

Athanasius contemptuously called ‘the adorned class’.

By contrast, Athanasius’ silent, gentle, dovelike virgin had no

need whatsoever of the noise and commotion of the public

baths, or to bemingling with the daughters of Babylon parading

their nudity. A passage from his chapter on the ‘dangers of the

public bath’ in his Second Letter to Virgins gives us a just a

breath of that virginal air—and also tells us that small basins,

not large baths, were to be the Christian bathing implements of

the future:

The dove is acquainted with the bath in the ordinary waters in the

basin; she does not take off her garment or reveal her nudity.

Observe her appearance: see how her appearance is pure, without

force or cleansings, how she is adorned by her insight and not from

the adornment that enters from outside. . . . A basin is sufficient for

you to wash away your dirt. Ask and learn how Sarah washed

herself while living in a tent; how Rachel followed the flock; how

Miriam sojourned in the desert without water. . .Have you not

heard that the apostles and disciples of our Lord ate food without

washing their hands (Matt. 15: 1–20) and St Peter declined to have

his feet washed by the Lord (John 13: 3–11)? And who is purer than

the aforementioned people? For they who were pure on the inside

were also completely pure on the outside (Matt. 23: 26). But learn

how the women who bathe have been injured and have dragged

others down into corruption. The first is Bathsheba, the wife of
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Uriah, who, when she stripped, instantly stripped such a great man

of holiness and rule (2 Sam. 11). . . .Was it not by the greatness of

his repentance that he returned to power? Did he not eat ashes like

bread and mix his drink with tears (Ps. 101 (102): 10)? Was it not

with tears he dampened the defiled bed (Ps. 6: 7)? Did not his knees

become weak with fasting and his flesh lean from anointing (Ps.

108 (109): 24)? Did he notmake sack-cloth his garment (Ps. 68 (69):

12)? Did he not also take off his pure linen garment? You see how

she who wanted to bathe poured out filth on such a man; for

because she washed her body, she defiled another man’s soul.33

Where Athanasius led, many others followed then and in later

centuries. The public liking for public baths survived the fall of

the Roman Empire, but a vociferous minority of religious pur-

itans always opposed them.

Early Christians evidently had a rooted aversion to baths and

nakedness, but in this they were strangely alone, compared to

their neighbours: even the northern Eurasian pagans had their

weekly Saturday ‘washing day’. From the unique Christian per-

spective, baths and cosmetic carewere dangerous, if not anabom-

ination. It was therefore quite impossible for them to adopt any

religious code of washing or cosmetic practices, such as those laid

down later (and further south) by the prophetMuhammad in the

Qur’ān from c.ad 625, in which cleanliness was commended as

‘one half of the faith’. As in ancient Egypt, and in Persian Zoroas-

trianism, Islamic washing practices were no light undertaking.

First and foremost were the wudu, the minor ablutions of the

appendages of the body. The ghusl (total ablution of the whole

body) was performed at certain times and in a certain minimum

amount of water that must touch every part and every hair of

the body, and usually took place in the hamam (plunge pool).

The minor wudu of the parts was performed five times daily

before each of the five prayer sessions, from a water tank or tap.

Various other natural practices (fitrah) of personal cleanliness

were also sanctioned by the Prophet: ‘It would seem that filth in
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any formwas repugnant toMuhammad, particularly to his olfac-

tory sense . . . tradition is insistent in ascribing them to Muham-

mad.’ Thesefitrah included theuse of the toothpick, cleansing the

nose and gargling the mouth with water, clipping the ends of

the moustaches, clipping fingernails, cleaning the finger joints,

depilation of the armpits, shaving of the pubic hair, cleaning

with water or dry earth or a piece of stone after evacuation and

urination, washing hands before and after meals, and circumci-

sion (nowhere mentioned in the Qur’ān, but a fitrah which

appears in other writings).34

In Christian Europe later popes never revised the Church’s

somewhat ambiguous teachings on personal cleanliness, with

their prejudices no doubt revived by the diametrically opposed

practices of Islam. They merely discouraged what they saw as

empty bodily rituals—Pope Gregory I (‘the Great’) was indiffer-

ent as to whether or not menstruating women or unclean men

should be allowed sacrament in church—and focused on inner

mental strength instead, and the cleansing power of the confes-

sional. Nevertheless, most Christians clearly believed in, and

wanted, some liturgical purification rituals; so the Church did

not disallow them, but left them to individual discretion.

A simplified liturgical discipline was maintained through bap-

tism, ‘churching’ (a month’s exclusion from the Church after

birth), not eating meat on Fridays, fasting at Lent, clothing,

feeding, and cleansing the poor on Maundy Thursday; and

diverting the pre-existing rituals of house and body-cleansing

towards the Lord’s day (moved from the Judaic Saturday to the

Christian Sunday).

The Healing Mission

But the true mark of Christian self-denial was to give help

continually to others; and, especially, voluntarily to touch and

treat the foul bodies of the sick poor. Jesus had taken up a
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healing mission as evidence of his care for all others, even those

beyond his religion’s sacred boundaries, while noticeably not

taking a great deal of care of himself, in defiance of Roman

fashion. St Augustine had also felt a charitable Christian love

for the poor and dispossessed. The rising numbers of sick poor,

and those without kin or homes to help them in need—slaves,

soldiers, travellers—were increasingly visible all around the

remotely administered Empire. From these new if barely per-

ceived needs came the development of the last major public

building of the classical world, the only one specifically devoted

to medicine itself, the Roman hospital. The first Romanmilitary

hospitals (valetudinarium) started in the first century ad, and set

high standards of medical equipment and architectural design;

but most civilians (and slaves) were treated at home. The first

civilian hospitals appeared after Christianization in the mid-

fourth century ad; there was one in Rome but far more in the

eastern Empire, and in the great Christian capital of Constan-

tinople in the eastern Empire. In Constantinople in ad 388

Olympias turned her wealth over to the Church, and her palace

over to sick poor relief—gardens, bakery, baths and all; while

St John Chrysostom, the charismatic Patriarch of Constantin-

ople, spent most of his revenues on the city’s hospitals, thus

earning his later title as one of the Doctors of the Church. By ad

500 a sixteen-volumeGalenic canon had been adopted, probably

used in the civic hospitals andmonastic infirmaries, with further

well-written compilations in the sixth and seventh centuries

showing evidence of continuing research. By ad 600 Constan-

tinople and Antioch had large hospitals with a total of 600 beds,

divided into male and female wards; three centuries later the

hospital movement continued to flourish within the Islamic

Empire, with hospitals sponsored by wealthy rulers, pious

women, and local citizens.35 The healing mission was perhaps

the greatest single legacy of the late Roman ascetic Christian

faith.
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Themonastic Church therefore nurtured the classical medical

traditions in western Europe and kept them alive. The Holy

Roman Church itself was also very much alive and growing—

the barbarian invasions of Roman Europa were closely followed

by an evangelical and military campaign of Christian religious

conversion. Meanwhile, the Catholic Church of Rome was

steadily accruing wealth through its growing monastic lands

and labour, at the same time as the well-endowed Orthodox

Church based in Constantinople emerged as the standard-

bearer of the ancient civilized life. When barbarian or pagan

leaders were converted or submitted to Christianity in Europe,

what the Church represented to them, above all, was the poten-

tial for economic and social development.36 Later on, they

settled down and started producing great artistic and cultural

icons of their own. Asceticism was eventually tamed: nowhere

had such excellent baths and latrines as the grand medieval

monasteries.
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chapter 6
medieval morals

From now on we move northwards into western and central

Europe to investigate patterns of personal health and hygiene

from the medieval period onwards through to what later Euro-

peans triumphantly called the early modern and modern

world—finally putting the economic and demographic disasters

of the fall of Rome well behind them. The ‘civilizing process’

that seeped through cash-strapped Europe in these medieval

and early modern centuries was in effect the slow escalation

of domestic luxuries, spread thinly over more ancient ways of

subsistence life—hut life—that endured well into the twentieth

century. Apart from the economy, the Church, education, and

baths, the greatest single difference in the physical regime of

medieval personal hygiene (whether because of tribal history,

northern geography, or Christianity) was probably the devel-

opment of underlinen and the close-fitting tailored garment,

either of which can trap the body’s evacuations in a layer above

the skin, allowing fetid bacterial decomposition to take place;

elsewhere in subtropical Eurasia robes and loose clothing

remained the norm.

On the face of it, there is every justification for the old-style

textbook descriptions of swarming lice and manure-like

stenches in medieval life, but the closer you look, the more it



seems an exaggeration. Like their biological ancestors medieval

people certainly groomed themselves, and—so it seems—a great

number of them tried to be as well groomed and clean as it was

individually possible to be. They improved their houses and

their manners, dressed well, knew their medical regimens, and

used baths and cosmetic care. To say that medieval faces, hands,

and bodies were always dirty, their clothes tattered and evil-

smelling, or that the rushes on the floor were always greasy

would be to condemn generations of careful and hardworking

medieval housewives, and the honour and dignity of their

households.

Using the many available sources from the highly visible

European upper ranks to reconstruct post-Roman European

domestic life is rather like trying to reconstruct a whole society

from ‘society’ magazines in c.ad 2000—you miss 90 per cent of

the population.1 But even if the very rich were the tip of the

iceberg, what they did and hadmany others would have aspired

to. So far as the rich were concerned in c.ad 800, the long

‘Romanesque’ party had only just begun.

Charlemagne’s Courtesie

The manners and customs of Charlemagne’s court were part-

Frankish, part-Christian, and part-Roman. The strongest influ-

ence on the dress and manners of his courtiers was wealthy

Christian Byzantium, where ceremonial dress and court eti-

quette held the eastern Empire together. Charlemagne himself

liked to fight and feast with his bards and his family gathered

around him, but also relaxed in Roman style. He wore Frankish

costume with underlinen, bound leggings, a knee-length tunic,

fur jerkin, a long military cloak, and was bearded and mous-

tached; but definitely rejected any tattooing on his body ‘like

the pagans who obey the notions of the Devil’. Nor did he wear

gilded boots with laces ‘more than four feet long’, scarlet
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wrappings round his legs, floor-length embroidered tunics, or

the new style of bright blue or white (or striped) short cloaks to

the waist: ‘what is the use of these little napkins? I can’t cover

myself with them in bed. When I am on horseback I can’t

protect myself from the winds and the rain. When I go off to

empty my bowels, I catch cold because my backside is frozen.’

When Charlemagne died in 816, his tutor and lifelong friend

Einhard wrote an insider’s account of the reign. Among

other things he especially noted his great fondness for thermal

baths:

He took delight in steam-baths at the thermal springs, and loved

to exercise himself in the water whenever he could. He was an

extremely strong swimmer and in this sport no one could surpass

him. It was for this reason that he built his palace at Aachen and

remained continuously in residence there during the last years of

his life and indeed until the moment of his death. He would invite

not only his sons to bathe with him, but his nobles and friends as

well, and occasionally even a crowd of his attendants and body-

guards, so that sometimes a hundred men or more would be in the

water together.2

Einhard was the architect of Charlemagne’s new Romanesque

villa palace in Aachen, built next to his Byzantine chapel, and

had presumably engineered the link between the palace and the

hot springs that archaeologists found later, providing the lux-

ury of heating throughout the building.

A new courtly honour system known as courtesie (courtesy)

spread rapidly via the Frankish courts throughout northern and

southern Europe. Clerical courtly tutors had from the beginning

used the Roman canon of educational self-discipline (notably

Cicero) to persuade the young offspring of the nobility to curb

their barbaric ways, and to inculcate propriety, decorum, tem-

perance, and all the other noble virtues—listed in one medieval

encyclopedia as: ‘shamefastnesse . . . trouth . . . confidence . . .
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suffereance . . . stablenesse . . . pacience . . . devotion . . . truthfulness

. . . benignity. . .wisdom . . . chastity. . . fairespeech’.Being‘suave

of speech and manner, courtly in love-making’ (with the

accompanyingnattydresscode)becamethe fashionablehallmark

of medieval nobility and rank, especially among the young.3

Along with courtliness came physical refinement. Early manu-

script books on household duties and manners, used for training

table and body servants, covered every possible embarrassing

social situation and breaches of social etiquette; this is where all

the well-known ‘abominations’ of the medieval body—farting,

sweating, spitting, gobbling, sneezing, slurping, burping, etc.—

are listed.4 Guest honour rituals like handwashing (donner à laver,

offering a wash) at all meals were scrupulously observed; also the

washing of the feet of guests on arrival (practised in both abbeys

and palaces). A whole raft of complex rituals of courteous eti-

quette (eating etiquette, linen tablecloths, and napkins) radiated

out from the meal table—including the development and use of

cutlery. For many centuries metal and glass was expensive and

utensils were scarce or made of wood. The metal table fork was

introduced into Europe by a Byzantine princess at her wedding in

Venice in 955; everyone else ate with their hands. By the 1500s

only peasants ate with their hands.5

The Southern Lands

The Roman Catholic Church’s homilies and exhortations on

cleanness were constant throughout these centuries, treading

a fine line between the virtue of civility and the vice of vanity.

Officially, the Church stood as the defender of Roman civilitas,

and encouraged civilized ablutions as an obeisance to God; but

excessive grooming ‘in the Italian manner’ was condemned, as

we see in Notker the Stammerer’s cautionary tale for wide-eyed

novice monks of The Deacon Who Washed Too Much:
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There was a certain deacon who followed the habits of the Italians

in that he was perpetually trying to resist nature. He used to take

baths, he had his head very closely shaved, he polished his skin, he

cleaned his nails, he had his hair cut short as if it had been turned

on a lathe, and he wore linen underclothes and a snow-white

shirt . . . Just how unclean his heart was became apparent by what

followed. As he was reading, a spider suddenly came down on its

thread from the ceiling, touched the deacon’s head with its feeler

and then ran quickly up again . . . when he came out of the cath-

edral he began to swell up. Within an hour he was dead.6

Nature, in clerical terms,meant your pious inner nature, not your

lowly corporeal self. Baptism and lustral bathing were clerical

duties; and since bathing and cleansing were known to be medi-

cally therapeutic, providing hot baths, grooming, and clothes for

the poor was a righteous and pious act.7 Decent but not lavish

clerical grooming regimens, at fixed hours and at fixed seasons,

were included in allmonastic Rules, and laundries were provided,

even though the number of times allowed for ‘shifting’ the cloth-

ing was severely rationed. Most monks were clean-shaven and

carefully tonsured: thewearing of beards was regarded as lowly or

hermit-like. TheChurch tried very hard to curb publicmorals and

‘the habits of the Italians’, but only partially succeeded. The

constant lure of the hot southern lands, and their wicked sensu-

ous ways, was irresistible to the rest of Europe.

Around the Mediterranean, baths, dancing girls, and Roman-

style feastinghad continuedwithin Islamic culture. Fewnorthern

courts were as luxurious as the stronghold Norman raiders had

wrested from Arab rulers in southern Italy and Sicily during the

twelfth century, where the energetically self-cultivated Norman

kings Roger I and Roger II spentmuchof their time enjoying their

Arabic hunting lodges, pleasure pavilions, the hot springs in the

north of the island, and at their new palace at Zisa (meaning

‘magnificent’ in Arabic). On Christmas Day in 1184 an Arab

observer noted that ‘the Christian women all went forth in
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robes of gold-embroidered silk, concealedwith coloured veils and

shod with gilt slippers . . . bearing all the adornments of Muslim

women, including jewellery, henna on the fingers, and per-

fumes’.8 When Roger II conquered Thebes and Corinth in the

Peloponnese in1147, hehad carriedoff all their stockof silk cloth,

along with all their craftsmen and looms, to strengthen his con-

quered Arab cloth industry (which included the silkworkshops of

the royal harem, the Tiraz, at Palermo—another custom which

the Normans had ‘appropriated with enthusiasm’).9

Islam also undoubtedly influenced the twelfth-century courts

of Anjou and Aquitaine across the Mediterranean in Provence—

a hotbed of ‘courtly love’ and the sensuous clothing that was

the badge of the new romantics. All tribal courts had their poets

or bards to entertain them at the feast, and courtly romantic

lais (lays) from the poets of southern Provence spread north-

wards and became part of the ideology of chivalry; including

the court poets who blossomed in fourteenth-century Middle

English.10 The Middle English poem Cleanness conjured up a

courtly vision of the Lord of Heaven with his perfectly groomed

heavenly hosts, in the form of a long sermon on sexual purity,

the ‘pearl’ of virginity, and keeping the sabbath clean:

So clean in his court is that king who rules all,

So upright a householder, so honourably served

By angels of utter purity without and within,

Beautifully bright, in brilliant mantles . . .

But watch, if you will, that you wear clean clothes

To honour the holy day, lest harm come to you

When you approach the Prince of precious lineage,

He hates not even hell more hotly than the unclean . . .

They shall see in those shimmering mansions,

Who are burnished as beryl, bound to be pure,

Sound on every side, with no seams anywhere,

Immaculate and moteless like the margery-pearl . . . 11
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Beds, sex, baths—and nature—were constantly associated in

the literature and imagery of romance. Some of the best-

known and best-loved images of medieval art are probably

the crimson-embroidered tapestries now at the Musée Cluny,

Paris, showing a high-born lady with her unicorn (a symbol

of virginal purity) experiensing all the delights of the senses,

in a series of flowery woodland glades; and in the same collec-

tion, and in the same style, is another tapestry illustrating

the sensuous outdoor romanticized courtly bath. Courtly

baths frequently made their way into stories and poems in

scenes of trickery, transgressions, and lover’s trysts. In one

French courtly love poem the boiling hot bath prepared for

the noble husband was given to the adulterers instead; in the

early medieval German poem Parsival, the hero was attended

by beautiful maidens strewing the floor with rose petals, and

given a truly Homeric knightly bath.12 The twelfth-century

Order of the Bath at the Anglo-Norman court was equally

romantic and sumptuous: it was created as a lustral bath of

purification, signifying their passage into adulthood, for the

young elite warriors, the ‘companions of the king’, and lasted

two days with the holy evening vigil, the bath, and the cere-

monial knighting, followed by games, sports, and feasts. The

English Royal Wardrobe bath accounts in the fourteenth cen-

tury show large expenditures in which the chivalric bed and

clothes cost as much as, if not more than, the chivalric bath.

In 1327 King Edward III was knighted, crowned, and bathed at

the same time:

cloth of gold diapered, to cover his Bath for his knighthood, sheets

for the same, and washing his feet, a tunic and a cloak of Persian

cloth for his vigil, and tunic, cloak, and mantle of purple velvet,

with fur lining the same, and red curtains, with shields of his Arms

on the corners for ornamenting his chamber on the night before he

received the Order of Knighthood.13
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Sicily was an earthly paradise for northerners that did not last.

However, the concentration of luxury in the hands of the eager

Norman arrivistes set off another chain of events that did last.

Frankish Palermo had become the foremost centre of Hellenic

and Arabic studies and the commercial and cultural clearing

house of three continents, drawing traders from around the

southernMediterranean and scholars dispersed from Alexandria.

Just across the water on mainland Italy was a small southern spa

9 Tapestry depicting a heavily romanticized courtly bath in the early

1500s, set in a woodland glade, surrounded by sensuous delights (food,

music, sweet smells).
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town called Salerno, one of Europe’s first medical centres of

learning; and the health education that emerged from Salerno

and later universities fully restored the old classical advice on

how to ‘take care of yourself’.

The Salerno Regimen

Salerno was originally a Roman coastal health resort and spa,

situated 35 miles south-east of Naples down the coast from

Baiae. In 847 Salerno became the port capital of a new Lombard

principality, and the first Benedictine medical monks arrived.

Over 300 years nine monasteries were established, and Salerno’s

three Roman aqueducts were rebuilt, serving a series of public

fountains, the old public bathhouses, and private customers en

route, some with their own private bathhouses; including the

nunnery of San Giorgio, and the bathhouse of the male monas-

tery of Santa Sofia, a large establishment with furnaces and

bronze cauldrons and a cold pool, open to all monks, nuns,

and visiting clergy that might need them.14 Salerno became

renowned for its healing facilities, and, being a port town,

treated many damaged, health-seeking travellers, traders, and

passing soldiers. By the twelfth century the medical School of

Salerno had reached a peak of literary activity, finding and

translating into Latin the works of Hippocrates, Galen, and

the Alexandrian and Arabic schools, and compiling a new

canon of medical authorities known as the Articella (‘Little Art

of Medicine’). In addition, the Salerno translation of the plan-

tlore of Dioscorides provided the foundation for later European

herbals; the Trotula corpus helped to preserve what remained of

classical cosmetics; while the so-called Regimen Sanitatis Sale-

rnitanum became the most famous health text of the Middle

Ages. But by the end of the thirteenth century Salerno had

become a backwater. Islamic centres of learning such as those

in Baghdad, Cairo, or Córdoba in Spain, along with university
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foundations in Padua, Bologna, Montpellier, Paris, and Oxford,

had dispersed intellectual talent throughout Europe.15

The new universities fed the early medieval ‘Romanesque’

enthusiasm for literacy, culture, and self-improvement. The

message of the health-conscious regimen was strongly pro-

moted by the new university-trained medici, supported by

Romano-Islamic classical scholarship such as that of the com-

prehensive, easy-to-memorize, four-volume Canon of Medicine

by Ibn Sina (Avicenna; 980–1037). The physicians were eager to

get classical preventive medicine on board alongside their other

‘cures’, and profited well from it: their personally tailored regi-

mens and consilia (letters of advice) were available to anyone

who could afford them. Throughout Europe there were growing

numbers of manuscript tracts and volumes for general readers

on all subjects religious and secular—and roughly 3 to 4 per cent

of these were medical works.16 Evidently one had to be ‘wise in

science’ at court. Encyclopedic ‘books of secrets’ (such as the

famous Aristotle’s Secrets) could be read or memorized in short

bursts, as well as being an invitation to further study:

Therefore it is worth that your mekeness have this present boke in

the which of all science some profite is conteyned . . . and in parcell

speke couertly [courtly], he made this boke spekying by appa-

rances, examples and signes, techying outward, by littrature, phi-

losophik and phisick doctrine, pertenying unto lordes for kepying

of the helth of their bodies, and unto ineffabill profite in knowle-

chyng of the hevenly bodies.17

In England the earliest medical manuscripts, the old Anglo-

Saxon ‘leech books’, were collections of folkloric receipts over-

laid with traces of Graeco-Roman medicine; but from the

eleventh century onwards the ancient courtly tradition of wise

longevity and medical advice to rulers was revived and repack-

aged in a genre known to us as ‘Mirrors of Princes’, with titles

such as ‘The Mirror of Health’ or ‘Regiment for Princes’, largely
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based on Galenic dietary advice. More rare and expensive

were the hand-painted dietary tacuinums derived from Arabic

humoral medicine—medical calendars on large vellum pages,

similar to the well-known ‘Books of Hours’, painted with

brightly coloured and gilded courtly pictures of the correct

monthly regimes for food, drink, and ‘the six non-naturals:

‘the six things which are needed by every man for the preserva-

tion of his health, about their exact use and effects . . . we shall

insert all these elements into simple tables because the discus-

sions of sages and the discordances of many different booksmay

bore the reader’.18

The Regimen Sanitatis Salernitanum typified the genre of small

popular books that became simply known as ‘regimens’—the

basis of public health education for the next eight centuries.

With 240 different editions by 1846, the first ‘Salerno’ Regimen

was written (or copied from Arab sources) in Spain in the late

twelfth century, andwas gradually extended into a jocular health

poem, with up to 363 verses. It steadily progressed through the

dietetic imbalances of each Galenic humour, matching them

with their opposite therapies. These consisted almost entirely of

endless varieties of foods (including herbs) and drinks, with their

qualities enhanced by cooking and spicing: light foods versus

heavy foods, hot foods to counter cold diseases, cold foods to

counter hot diseases. All extremes of intake were condemned as

gluttonous and weakening, and any humoral ‘plethora’ (excess)

was relieved by bleeding, baths, and exercise.

It was via these regimens that the morning grooming session

was institutionalized in medieval life. The morning regimen in

the Salerno Regimen (and all other later regimens) was always

the most elaborate: firstly, wake at the proper hour (not too

much or too little sleep, with more sleep in the winter than in

the summer); secondly, clear the evacuations by getting rid of

the waste products (going to stool), by clearing the nose, throat,

and mouth (sneezing, coughing, spitting, sighing, singing).
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Then cleanse the night residue from the eyes, face, hands,

and limbs (by washing and sluicing, or dry-rubbing with

cloths) and clean the residue from the teeth (by rubbing them

with cloth, sage, or other aromatic leaves, or by picking them

with resinous wood twigs). Applying scented fumigations

and perfumed ointments could also stimulate the body and

‘gladden the spirit’—an important point, from the medieval

perspective. It was correct to take a little light exercise in the

morning until lethargy was dispersed, the heavy vapours re-

leased, and the stomach prepared to digest a moderate breakfast

(the main meal being shortly after noon, with a second main

meal at the end of the day). In the Salerno Regimen itself,

‘Grasse, Glasse, and Fountains’, seems to be a direct reference

to spa therapy:

Rise early in the morne, and straight remember,

With water cold to wash your hands and eyes,

And to refresh your brain when as you rise,

In heat, in cold, in July and December.

Both comb your head and rub your teeth likewise:

If bled you have, keep coole, if bath keepe warm:

If din’d, to stand or walke will do no harm

Three things preserve the sight, Grasse, Glasse, & Fountains,

At eve’n springs, at morning visit mountains.19

But even in merrymaking temperance should always prevail:

‘wine, women, Baths, by Art of Nature warme, us’d or abus’d

do men much good or harme’. After the Black Death in 1348,

manuscript health advice poured onto the market, going well

beyond the range of the Salerno prototype: ‘little books’ of

health regimens for plague, pregnancy, childcare, travel, sea

voyages, or army campaigns.20 In late medieval England at least

six regimens or ‘dietaries’ were regularly copied out, including

Lydgate’s Dietary and John of Burgundy’s Regimen, of which there

are nearly fifty surviving copies.21
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Grooming Zones

In the 700 years between c.800 and 1500 the urge for constant

domestic improvement is visible in the steady separation and

multiplication of spaces—something we now recognize as a

sign of increased personal refinement. For families that had

achieved that extra economic margin, rooms were added, others

were divided, second storeys added, window-bays and chimneys

invented, and ‘dirty’ service areas separated and put out of sight,

usually in outdoor yards or courts. From the eighth century

onwardswater engineering had become an architectural essential

for the wealthy and self-confident church foundations. Monas-

teries had rows of latrines, their lavatoria (washrooms) were large,

and they oftenhandedon their considerable expertise to the local

nobility, or town councils.22 Where money and expensive stone-

work was no object, external drop-latrines with indoor seating

were loved for their convenience and were installed inmost new-

built castles (even themost isolatedknightly residence inWales in

the1450s requiredan indoor latrine for its guest bedrooms); larger

castles had up to twenty latrines, sometimes arranged as three-

and four-seaters. England’sKingEdward III (1327–77)hadhot and

cold runningwater installed in two of his palaces.23 For the rest of

the population, stone-built conduits and drop-latrines were rare,

and the old dry sewage system sufficed. In the country, cesspits

andmiddens were relatively easy tomanage; in town they had to

be regularly emptied and scavenged by the local authority.24

Inside the medieval bedroom the ‘close-stool’ discreetly

enclosed the evacuations, while the simple ‘jerry’ was pushed

underneath the bed. It was also at this time that the fixed stone

washbasin, or laver, with a can of water hanging above it and a

cloth hanging by, reappeared as a common domestic fixture;

along with the portable washstand; and the portable wooden

bathtub made from a sawn half-cask, lined with linen cloth,

possibly with a richer fabric draped over an iron hoop above,
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making a draught-free private enclosure, or private grooming

zone. The new enclosed bed recesses, or personal garderobes

(dressing closets), were like the new bay-window recesses that

became popular in many chateaux—they both created a separ-

ated intimate space. Two chambers, a garderobe, a private ora-

tory, a study closet, and a ‘generous provision of latrines’ was

the ideal logis, or private suite, in late fourteenth-century

France.25

Most grooming would have taken place on or near the bed,

wherever it was situated. The bed was usually the focal point of

the main living room on the ground floor; but if the household

was really wealthy, it would be in a chamber above. The bed was

easily the largest display piece in the medieval house, a major

item of expenditure, and was usually lifted up on a dais, with

heavy curtain drapes that were as much to display the cloth as

for privacy or keeping out draughts. Following Roman pre-

cursors, many types of tall wooden furniture were developed

in Europe—stools, benches, chairs, tables, sideboards, and cup-

boards, in a proliferation of styles—which lifted the body and

other objects high off the floor and away from the dirty or dusty

surfaces below.26 Wooden floors in upper storeys and bedcham-

bers could be covered with straw matting or rugs; ground floors

were kept strewn with hay, rushes, sand, or other absorbent

materials—although with more funds, more resources, you

could have a stone, wood, or tiled floor, as many wealthier

households did.

Cloth was one of the great new staple trades of Europe, and

medieval culture is inconceivable without it. More work now

went into one piece of cloth, ornamented with deep dyes, pre-

cious stones, and minute embroidery, than ever before. For the

housewife pure white linen was one of the most coveted luxury

domestic products, requiring yet more careful preserving and

cleaning. In Christine de Pizan’s sermon for laywomen The

Treasure of the City of Ladies (1405), virtuous women should have

chapter 6 medieval morals 157



finewide cloth, tablecloths, napkins and other linenmade. She will

be most painstaking about this, for it is the natural pleasure of

women [to be] not odious and sluttish, but upright and proper. . .

she will have very fine linen—delicate, generously embroidered

and well-made . . . [and] will keep it white and sweet smelling,

neatly folded in a chest; she will be most conscientious about

this. She will use it to serve the important people that her husband

brings home, by whom she will be greatly esteemed, honoured,

and praised.27

Underlinen was now standard. During the Roman Empire, Taci-

tus had noted that the ‘wild tribes’ of Germania thought it ‘a

mark of great wealth to wear undergarments’; only a few cen-

turies later linen garments were worn more or less regardless of

social rank—linen shirts, gowns (cottes), leggings, trousers

(braises), caps (coifs), and veils—even if there was no expensive

outer cloth to go over them. The only time linen was not worn

was at night.28 If the grooming was good, and the underlinen

regularly ‘shifted’, the vermin and dirt load would be signifi-

cantly reduced, and could be controlled.

‘Shifting’ linen was obviously not a problem for anyone of

high rank: Edward IV’s court accounts show regular money

given for the ‘lavender-man’ (the launderer or washing-man)

to obtain ‘sweet flowers and roots to make the king’s gowns and

sheets brethe more wholesomely and delectable’. But shifting

his shirt and picking out vermin from the seams of his clothes

was a major chore for the poor student Thomas Platter, in

Germany in 1499: ‘you cannot imagine how the scholars

young and old, as well as some of the common people, crawled

with vermin . . . Often, particularly in the summer, I used to go

and wash my shirt on the banks of the Oder. . .whilst it dried I

cleanedmy clothes. I dug a hole, threw in a pile of vermin, filled

it in, and planted a cross on top.’ Delousing was more usually

done by wives, mothers, and intimates in the slow leisured

hours—something that perhaps Platter, like other urban
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scholars and apprentices, had left behind with his faraway fam-

ily. A rare description of delousing customs in the French village

of Montaillou was fleetingly captured in a fourteenth-century

Inquisition testimonial:

Pierre Clergue had himself deloused by his mistresses . . . the oper-

ation might take place in bed, or by the fire, at the window or on a

shoemaker’s bench . . . Raymonde Guilhou also deloused the

priest’s mother, wife of old Pons Clergue, in full view of everybody

in the doorway of the ‘ostal’, retailing the latest gossip as she did so.

The Clergues, as leading citizens, had no difficulty in finding

women to relieve them of their insect life . . . 29

Delousing was rarely recorded as minutely as that. A single

fifteenth-century manuscript shows a well-dressed older woman

brushing the downturned head of a young man outside in a

garden with a large hand-brush, with the lice flying into a bowl

he is holding. In one medieval romance a nobleman enters

the damsel’s chamber and removes his shirt so that they can

scratch him with combs made of wood, bone, and ivory ‘with

two rows of teeth’, and brush his hair with their ‘small brooms’.

It seems that the privacy of this sort of bedroom activity was

well respected; a well-known passage from the fourteenth-

century bourgeois classic The Menagier’s Wife gives some timeless

advice:

Whereof cherish the person of your husband carefully, and, I pray

you, keep him in clean linen, for ’tis your business . . . and nothing

harms him because he is upheld by the hope he has in his wife’s

care of him on his return . . . to have his shoes removed before a

good fire, his feet washed and to have fresh shoes and stockings, to

be given good food and drink, to be well served and well looked

after, well bedded in white sheets and nightcaps, well covered with

good furs, and assuaged with other joys and amusements, privities,

loves, and secrets, concerning which I am silent; and on the next

day fresh shirts and garments. Certes, fair sister, such service
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maketh a man love and desire to return to his home and to see his

goodwife and to be distant with other women.30

The Trotula Corpus

It has long been thought that Trotula was a woman physician

working in Salerno who wrote a famous book on cosmetics; but

recent detective work has proved that this was a myth perpetu-

ated in the 1544 edition by a humanist doctor, Georg Kraut.

Like so many medieval popular works, the corpus of work

known as The Trotula was compiled by many different hands.

During the twelfth century in Salerno two scholarly tracts,

Treatise on the Diseases of Women and On the Conditions of

10 Bedbugs and head lice—a rare illustration of these ubiquitous bugs

from the medieval encyclopedia Hortatus Sanitatis.
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Women, were bound together with a more practical and com-

mercial compilation called Treatments for Women and what may

have been a local Salernitan classic, a detailed tract called Cos-

metics for Women. Just to clear up a confusion which has long

existed, until 1544 the first two were called Trotula Major and

the second two, Trotula Minor; but both were pillaged and

adapted in various ways, with a surge of editions in the four-

teenth century, including pocket-sized vernacular translations

into almost all European languages. Two further treatises (De

Ornatu Mulierum, and De Decorationibus Mulierum) were trans-

formed into the highly popular Ornement des dames (‘Adorn-

ment of Women’).31

The Galenic, Alexandrian, Methodist, and Arab techniques

found in European cosmetic literature were pale reflections of

the knowledge available in the Arab Empire, where cosmetic

treatments were well respected. Al-Razi (Rhazes; 841–924), Ibn

Zuhr (Avenzoar; 1091–1161), Avicenna, and many others drew

on a technical revolution in Arabic chemistry that included

mastering the art of distillation, with obvious uses in per-

fumery and medicines, and the incorporation of exotic herbs,

vegetables, minerals, and spices from the Middle East, India,

China, and South-East Asian trade routes.32 Women had long

practised practical medicine of the sort that kept men and

women alive, without benefit of literacy; but from this time

onwards, following the introduction of university-based med-

ical licensing (and given the Christian injunction for women

to ‘be silent’), practical domestic medicine goes to ground and

the historical record does indeed fall silent—certainly when

compared to the new socially stratified public world of the

male medici.33 In fact ‘women’s medicine’ was neither particu-

larly hidden nor ‘impenetrable’ to most people in the semi-

literate medieval period; indeed it could be said to have been

in its heyday. What we have in the Trotulamanuscripts is a brief

snapshot of the private domain of the bedroom, where women
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traditionally ruled, ministered, and suffered, and men submit-

ted (a truth that Christian male authors were loath to admit).

For any historian of dermatology and COBS grooming, they are

a bright light shone on previously hidden practices, and the

remains of classical cosmetic lore.

It is interesting to see just how thorough COBS practical

medicine could be. All of the Trotula texts dealt with internal

female gynaecological problems (the menses, childbirth obstet-

rics, womb disorders, infertility) as well as external skin dis-

orders, and skin ‘adornments’. Slicing, picking, or abrading

the skin to clean out ‘simple wounds and apostemes’ were part

of the cosmetic art; while other, internal complaints were ap-

proached through the orifices requiring major and lengthy

medical operations, but without any deep cutting through the

skin into the body—which was obviously considered far more

dangerous and not to be undertaken lightly, i.e. not without

sufficient knowledge. One example from On the Conditions of

Women, showing what could be done manually for the wander-

ing or ‘dropped’ womb after childbirth, suggests fumigation of

the nose and vagina with aromatic spices, giving warm bitter

drinks, oiling and warming the navel prior to manipulating the

womb ‘to the place from which it was shaken’, followed by

baths and steam baths:

Afterward, let the woman enter water in which there have been

cooked pomegranates, roses, oak apples, sumac, bilberries, the

fruit, leaves and bark of oak, and juniper nuts, and lentils. Then let

there be made a steambath, which works very well. For Dioscorides

prescribes that there be made for them a steambath of boxwood

placed in a pot upon live coals, and let the woman, covered on

top, sit on it, and let her receive the smoke inside.34

A dropped womb was a medical emergency; but even begetting

a child could be a severe personal problem, for which infertile

women traditionally sought treatment at temples, holy wells,
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and spas. Enhanced attractiveness, using ‘beauty’ recipes for

seduction, was a tried and test method; but intimate knowledge

of the workings of the womb, vagina, and genitalia led naturally

to treatment of the problems of intercourse—including sexual

hygiene. One particular Trotula treatment (suppressed in later

editions) dealt with severe and unpleasant vaginal odours:

‘There are some women who because of the magnitude of

their instrument and its severe odour are sometimes found

unpleasant and unsuitable for intercourse.’ The practical rem-

edy was to constrict the vagina with a scented astringent wash,

prior to intercourse, and to apply a sweet powder to her chest,

breasts, and genitalia, as well as washing her partner’s genitals

and drying themwith a cloth sprinkled with the same powder.35

For women ‘in whom pieces of flesh hang from the womb. . .

note that this happens to them from semen retained inside and

congealed, because they do not clean themselves after inter-

course. These women we always foment with a decoction of

hot herbs.’ It is probable that this type of practical sex-medicine

went into the barber’s (and surgeon’s) trade, but no higher; in

the eighteenth century the treatment of sexual disease (venere-

ology) was a hidden or ‘quack’ male medical specialism, albeit

with a high-class clientele.36

Note the assumption that women should clean themselves

after intercourse. Note too the application of complementary

remedies to men. There was no apparent gender divide in the

treatment of external skin disorders on the other, more neutral

parts—the hair, face, hands, eyes, ears, feet, breath (‘stench of

the mouth’), or underarms:

For lice which arise in the pubic area and armpits, we mix ashes

with oil and anoint. And for lice which are around the eyes, we

should make an ointment suitable for expelling them and for

swelling of the eyes and soothing them . . . For scabies of the hips

and other parts, a very good ointment. Take elecampane, vinegar,

quicksilver, as much oil as you like, and animal grease. . . . 37
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Bad breath, bad odours, lice, spots, swellings, or genital prob-

lems were of course never gender-specific; and skin salves were

urgently required for the victims of the endemic and epidemic

outbreaks of diseases that gathered pace from the twelfth cen-

tury onwards. Vast quantities of herbs, oils, minerals, and spices

were thrown at the very visible symptoms, making barbers and

apothecaries rich in the process. A whole battery of cosmetic

medicaments anointed King Edward I of England’s body the

year before his death in 1307: ‘282 lbs of electuaries; 106 lbs of

white powder; ointments, gums, oils, turpentine; aromatics for

the bath; a special electuary containing ambergris, musk, pearls,

gums. Gold and silver medicated wines; a plaster for the king’s

neck; a drying ointment for his legs and more for anointing his

body’.38

The Trotula texts made the basic assumption that women

readers would wish to ‘cleanse themselves of all impurities’

and were repulsed by all sordidness, and gave large numbers of

recipes for the ‘clarification’ of the skin, especially the face,

neck, hands, and breasts. The ideal complexion was red and

white, with healthy red gums and lips, white teeth and skin,

and clear eyes; the hair could be dyed black or blonde, and was

combed through frequently with perfumed powders or waters.

ButOnWomen’s Cosmetics, which had a very authentic southern

classical Arab flavour, started with the old full-body make-

over—total depilation:

In order that a woman might become very soft and smooth and

without hairs from the head down, first of all let her go into the

baths, and if she is accustomed to do so, let there be made for a

steambath in this manner, [just like women beyond the Alps]. Take

burning tiles and stones, and with these placed in the steambath, let

thewoman sit in it. Or. . . place them in a pitmade in the earth. Then

let hot water be poured in so that steam is produced, and let the

woman sit upon it well covered with cloths so that she sweats. And

when she has well sweated, let her enter hot water and wash herself
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verywell, and thus let her exit from the bath andwipeherself off well

with a linen cloth. Afterwards let her also anoint herself all over with

this depilatory which is made from well-sifted quick-lime [a cooked

recipe of ‘leaves of squirting cucumber’, almond milk, quicklime,

orpiment, galbanum, oil, and quicksilver, perfumed with the pow-

ders of mastic, frankincense, cinnamon, nutmeg, and clove] . . . Take

care, however, that it is not cooked toomuch, and that it not stay too

long on the skin, because it causes intense heat. But if it happens that

the skin is burned from this depilatory, take populeon with rose or

violet oil or with the juice of houseleek, andmix themuntil the heat

is sedated.

This was followed by a lukewarm bran bath, and another

anointment with henna and whites of eggs: ‘This smoothes

the flesh, and if any burn should happen from the depilatory,

this removes it and renders it clear and smooth . . . Then let her

rinse herself with warm water, and finally with a very whiten

linen cloth wrapped around her, let her go to bed.’39

Body depilation was a day-long job; the facial depilatories

were put on with a spatula for an hour; the facial compresses

overnight. The face-whitening oils with white powders or white

lead were for daytime use, with the rouging of lips and cheeks to

‘make red a whitened face’. Saracen women often ‘dyed their

faces’ by mixing the two—‘a most beautiful colour appears,

combining red and white’—to make a pink day cream. This

particular tract continued with advice for stinking breath from

putrid gums, fissures of the lips, facial abscesses; and a vaginal

constrictor ‘so that a woman who has been corrupted might be

thought to be a virgin’, in the form of a powder that also helped

check nosebleeds and excessive menstrual flow.

It was a very short step indeed from medical treatment to

beauty treatment; from infection to disfigurement—‘veins in

the face’, or ‘freckles of the face’, or ‘removing redness of the

face’. It was not one that any Arab (or indeed Indian) physician

would have thought worth considering; but Christian Europe
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had brought its own particular ascetic philosophy to the study

of the cosmetic art and craft. The French surgeon Henri de

Mondeville (1260–1325) was one of the first to take a high

moral tone, in print, about cosmetic care: ‘It goes against God

and righteousness; it is not ordinarily the treatment of an ill-

ness, but something that goes outside of this with the intention

of concealment or disguise.’ His pupil Guy de Chauliac (1300–

68) went further and confined surgical cosmetic care only to

serious disorders and defects of the skin, in his influential text-

book Chirurgia Magna (1363).40 Post-Black Deathmedical licens-

ing, followed by development of the medical guild system,

formally drew the line between the university-educated sur-

geons and craft-trained barbers, and the cosmetic corpus itself

underwent a subtle transformation. The professional aspects of

gynaecology and cosmetics were emphasized—‘the address to

female readers was one of the first elements to go’—and the later

Trotula manuscripts, it seems, were more often owned by bar-

ber–surgeons, and noble households, than noble women. Grad-

ually, barbering and cosmetic work was taken out of surgery. By

the sixteenth century the detailed sections on cosmetics given

by earlier medieval authorities were deemed ‘unnecessary’, and

after Kraut no further editions of the Trotula were required.41

It was a long process. The ordinary general-purpose barber–

surgeon would not willingly dispense with such a lucrative

trade, especially one so close to the domestic hearth; for as

even deMondeville had admitted, ‘the favour of women cannot

be overestimated. Without it one comes to nothing; without it

no one can obtain the goodwill of the men . . . ’.

Medical licensing could easily create public resentment if it

too severely limited the supply of available healers, or did not

reflect the true nature of public demand. Wherever licensing

figures are available, it appears that it was the lower-rank prac-

tical medical crafts that were highest in public esteem. Licensed

medical craftsmen not only had private clients, but could also
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open up street shops (as in many parts of the world today) that

thrived as urban residency increased. In the region of Valencia

between 1325 and 1334, just over a half of all practitioners were

barbers and apothecaries, in equal numbers; in other cities, all-

purpose barber–surgeons made up the bedrock of medical care,

and university-trained (theoretical) physicians were always in a

distinct minority.42 Even after the Christian conquest of Spain

many Muslim doctors continued to practise, got their licences,

and were used by Christian and Muslim families; and among

them were the traditional Muslim metgesses, women doctors

known to be expert at treating eyes, hands, feet, and other

parts, presumably in the manner of the Trotula. The 1329 Val-

encian law excluding women from medical practice should

have hit them hard; but because of their popularity (and pos-

sibly their rich clientele) they frequently appear to have escaped

prosecution, at least at first.43 But the loss of professional pres-

tige eventually affected European cosmetics more permanently.

Many of the finer therapeutic details of the classical œuvre must

have disappeared at street level—especially, perhaps, the care of

the private parts, and the skilful use of massage. Cosmetic care

(barbering) became a commercial male craft occupation sup-

ported by craft apprenticeship, oral tradition, and random

sources of expert knowledge (often tucked at the back of sur-

geons’ handbooks). Women, who had no access tomale barber’s

shops or formal education, eventually resorted to collecting,

and often publishing, their own books of receipts and sharing

them around their friends and family circle. These became

incorporated into the well-known receipt book genre that

included all housewifery receipts, which lasted well into the

late eighteenth century until it was superseded by mass-

produced advice literature.

In practical terms the professional demotion of cosmetics

may have had fewer repercussions in domestic medicine than

we might think, certainly in the medieval period. For example,
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it hardly dented the popularity of baths; indeed the casual

reference to the old Neolithic steam pit shows how easily such

a sweat bath could be set up on a patch of land, and how

ubiquitous they may have been. The great numbers of different

references to baths throughout the medieval sources show they

obviously held a special place in medieval life socially, medic-

ally, and spiritually. The public baths, in particular, show even

more clearly how baths still represented all the old antique

pleasures of water, and were genuine communal occasions.

From the ninth to the sixteenth century the public hot bath-

houses—the ‘stews’ and the thermae—were a large and well-run

leisure industry.

The Public Baths

We can view the medieval baths culture of northern Europe as

being similar to the bathhouse culture of Japan or Finland: it

was innocent of any shame. No one blushes for their nakedness

in the communal baths and saunas of Japan or Finland. No one

blushed in ancient Germany, where, as Julius Caesar noted,

‘both sexes bathe communally in rivers, and display the body

mostly naked under small covers of animal hides’. Nor in

medieval Europe, where communal naked bathing, and the

segregation of the sexes, was only suppressed with difficulty,

if at all. Some purity rules in Church law were apparently

widely observed, but it evidently failed to change earlier tribal,

or customary, laws concerning sexual rights over the body.

Regular puritanical attacks on traditional spring carnivals,

town brothel-keeping, and communal bathing—in other

words against fornication, nakedness, lewd clothing, and

baths—seem to have been largely ignored until the sixteenth

century. The Church edict of Boniface in 745 forbade joint

bathing between the sexes, and a later edict made it a sin to be

confessed. An eleventh-century Church Correction Book states:
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‘Hast thou washed thyself in the bath with thy wife and other

women and seen them nude, and they thee? If thou hast, thou

shouldst fast for three days on bread and water.’ But it was not a

grievous sin. Much more common was the use of the Church

fine; a typical fine for bathing infringements (such as coming

into church straight from the bath improperly dressed ‘with

naked legs’) could take the form of a pound of wax for the

church candles.

Virtually all commentators, approving or disapproving, agreed

on the essential innocence of the free manners of the public

baths. Some even saw nakedness as a natural right. In one

imaginary peasant utopia (bearing some resemblance to the

painter Hieronymus Bosch’s visionary Garden of Delights) every-

one would be ‘totally free’ of all restrictions, including clothes:

Neither skirts nor cloaks are needed there,

Nor shirts, nor pants at any time:

They all go naked, modest maids and stable boys.

There is neither heat nor cold at any time.

Everybody sees and touches the others as much as he desires:

Oh what a happy life, oh what a good time . . . 44

Defending communal bathing later in the sixteenth century,

Ulrich von Hutten said ‘Yes, they touch one another in friendly

fashion [but] nowhere can you see women’s honour more

clearly than with these people who don’t regulate it. Nowhere

is honour stronger than here . . . They trust one another and

live in good faith free and humbly without deception.’ Numer-

ous prohibitive regulations in Germany about naked legs in the

street were constantly resisted, according to Wilhelm Rudeck’s

classic History of Public Morality in Germany (1905). There was a

slow move towards the separation of the sexes in French baths

during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, with some towns

adopting it up to a century later than others, but even then ‘it

was never in practice universal’.45
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There were twenty-six guild-run bathhouses in Paris in 1292

(probably an underestimate, just as the supposedly 200 baths in

the town of Ulm were probably an overestimate). In Finland,

Sweden, Russia, and Germany every village had its bathhouse.

The concentration of the old sweat hut tradition in the colder

parts of Europe is explained (as in Japan) by their heating qual-

ities: the colder the region, the more their extreme heat thawed

out the body (and allowed the wearing of lighter clothes). And

the heat that they got up and the fuel that they used (as the

Romans also understood) was too valuable to waste on individ-

uals. Family sweat rooms weren’t so difficult to achieve. The

original bathhouse of central Europe was centred on the house’s

stove, where the hot bread ovens were tapped by a tube that

carried steam into an adjoining room; and in towns, the baker-

ies performed the same functions.46 The many sixteenth-

century etchings we have of one-room communal baths in

Germany seem to show not only a steam but a hot-tub culture,

with many little tubs scattered across the floor, used for differ-

ent purposes; but there must have been a good heat got up in

one wood-panelled room illustrated by Dürer, with a tall cer-

amic stove, and bathers of all ages lounging naked except for

their decorative jewellery and their ornate bath caps.47 Such

communal scenes were replicated throughout northern Europe

for centuries afterwards, as witnessed by the nineteenth-century

French traveller Paul du Chaillu, at a ‘Saturday bath’ in an

isolated village in Finland:

There was a crowd of visitors, neighbours of different ages, and

among them three old fellows—a grandfather, father, and an

uncle—who were sitting upon one of the benches minus a particle

of clothing, shaving themselves without a looking-glass. Nobody

seemed to mind them, for the women were knitting, weaving and

chatting . . .When the men finished shaving, clean shirts were

brought, and then they dressed themselves while seated. The men

usually shave once a week, and always after the bath [every
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Saturday], for the beard then becomes soft . . . The custom described

has come down from olden times; the Norsemen called Saturday,

Laudag (washing day) . . . at present Loerdag, but it is now chiefly

observed in the [northern] regions of Scandinavia . . . 48

This customary Saturday bath that was so widespread in vari-

ous regions of Europe cleaned off the sweat and grime once a

week. It was something any respectable Christian citizen might

care to do prior to a holy day, and also fitted the religious cal-

endar of Jewish communities. A seventeenth-century (clerical)

11 TheWomen’s Bathhouse (c.1496), byAlbrechtDürer, a companion-piece

to his etchingTheMen’s Bathhouse—vividly realistic examples from the

fifteenth–centuryGerman genre of public bathhouse scenes.
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eyewitness account of the Saturday bath from Basel in Switzer-

land shows just how medieval villagers had brought their

homely habits into the towns:

In the morning the bath-keeper gave a horn blow, that everything

is ready. Then themembers of the lower classes [and] polite citizens

undressed in the house and walked naked across the public road to

the bath-house . . . Yes, how often the father runs naked from the

house with a single shirt together with his equally naked wife and

naked children to the bath. How often I can see (that is why I do

not go through the town) little girls of 10, 12, 14, 16, 18 years,

completely undressed, except for a short linen bath-coat (badehr)

often torn . . . They run along the roads at lunchtime, to the baths.

And alongside them the totally naked 10, 12, 14, 16, and 18 year-

old boys, accompanying these respectable young women.49

There were other family and kin celebrations that the Church

also found it hard to control or outlaw, despite the fact that

other ancient festivals had been incorporated into the festive

Church ‘holidays’. The large numbers of accounts of lying-in

baths, marriage baths, and spring carnival baths seem rather to

fit earlier customs connected with the rites of Venus (or any

other local fertility goddess). They were the bath feasts, the bath

parties that slotted naturally into the bathing calendar.

Bath Feasts

Prenuptial marriage baths and feasts are a worldwide phenom-

enon, roughly equivalent to our hen nights and stag nights. In

Europe they survived well into the twentieth century in Russia,

Turkey, and elsewhere.50 Inmedieval Scandinavia the bridal party

was given in the communal hot bathhouse, to which the bride

and her female friends would walk in procession, preceded by

men carrying jars of ale or wine, bread, sugar, and spices. The

guests wore elaborate clothes and jewellery and received bathing

hats and bathrobes from their hosts, but disrobing was common
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among ‘the youngmen who come with naked legs, and dance in

that attire’. By the sixteenth century, European marriage baths

had become so expensive that some local authorities imposed

restrictions, saying that young couples could not afford them.

The lying-in bath was supposed to be more modest and intim-

ate—but not if the lying-in was expensive, like the one Christine

de Pizan visited in a rich merchant’s house in Paris:

In this bed lay the woman who was going to give birth, dressed in

crimson silk cloth and propped up on pillows of the same silk with

big pearl buttons, adorned like a young lady. And God knows how

much money was wasted on the amusements, bathing and various

social gatherings, according to the customs of Paris for women in

childbed (some more than others), at this lying-in!51

The lying-in bath (like the American ‘baby shower’) would have

been hosted by the woman herself, for her female friends, her

‘gossips’: in fact her bath companions, since (judging from

stories and woodcuts) women apparently did a great deal of

socializing in the baths, and often held impromptu parties

there, bringing their food and drink with them. The Italian,

French, Portuguese, English, and Hungarian natural thermae

were in full swing during this period, and in many if not

most of them, the situation would have been similar to those

described in the thermal town of Baden in 1416, with its two

central public baths and twenty-eight private baths:

In some of the private baths, the men mix promiscuously with

their female relatives and friends. They go into the water three or

four times every day; and they spend the greater part of their time

in the baths, where they amuse themselves with singing, drinking,

and dancing. In the shallower part of the water, they also play upon

the harp. It is a pleasant sight to see young lasses tuning their lyres,

like nymphs, with their scanty robes floating on the surface of the

waters. They look indeed like so many Venuses, emerging from the

ocean . . . The men wear only a pair of drawers. The women are clad
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in linen vests, which are however slashed in the sides so that they

neither cover the neck, the breast, nor the arms of the wearer. . .

every one has free access to all the baths, to see the company, to talk

and joke with them. As the ladies go in and out of the water, they

expose to view a considerable portion of their persons; yet there are

no doorkeepers, nor do they entertain the least idea of any thing

approaching to indelicacy.52

Diplomatic Baths

The most expensive bath parties of all were held in royal or

aristocratic circles, in private bath suites and thermae. Charle-

magne had held court in the thermae at his palace at Aachen,

with his advisers and kin sitting around him, up to their necks

in hot water. He had deliberately rebuilt the spring for commu-

nal bathing; as local legend later had it: ‘At his sole expense

immense basins were dug . . . these baths were open to the indis-

criminate use of persons of all classes, and he himself frequently

displayed his skill in swimming before his court and a numerous

concourse of spectators.’53 Most European hot springs were

probably never abandoned locally, regardless of whether or

not they attracted the attention of the current rulers, and they

began to be developed by local kings in this period, as at Bath,

which was supposedly reopened by King Bladud around 800.

In Budapest the hot baths were founded by the first king of

Hungary, King Stephen, in 1015–27. Aachen (Aquisgranum,

now Aix-la-Chapelle) had been developed by the Romans,

who had found the hot springs of the area much in use by

local tribes such as the Mattiaci, who also settled around the

hot springs of Wiesbaden, a few hundred miles down the Rhine

valley (a substantial Frankish villa was found in Wiesbaden). In

Wiesbaden the hot-water rights were much fought over from

496 onwards, but were eventually claimed by the dukes of

Austria. Overlords also of course owned the many cold mineral
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springs and local holy wells where people were ‘dipped’ rather

than bathed; as overlords even the Church could be the propri-

etors of locally valued hot springs, as they were in Bad Kreuth in

Switzerland, or at the Bagni de Vignoli in Italy, where a papal

palace was built. Direct ownership of a town bathhouse was a

valuable asset, handed down from father to son; wealthy high-

born proprietors usually gave it over to another family to man-

age on franchise, charging them an annual rent, with strict

regulations concerning cleanliness and orderliness.54

The overlords were clearly mixing pleasure with politics, and

by the early fifteenth century, diplomatic bath feasts were in full

swing. In 1446 the bathing arrangements in the Grand Palace of

the duke of Burgundy, at Bruges, were overhauled and renewed

for the wedding of Charles the Bold andMargaret of York. Steam

rooms and barber’s shops were provided for the duke and his

guests, but the star attractionwas a great bathing basin (probably

a cauldronmade ofmetal, like the one in the Salernomonastery)

brought to Bruges from Valenciennes by canal; this bath was so

large that a hole had to be made in the wall of the palace to

accommodate it.55 Essentially, many of these aristocratic bath

feasts were used for political purposes, and for the ostentatious

display that accompanied them. The accounts of Philip the

Good show how he used them to give important guests a good

time. Throughout December 1462 the duke gave several ban-

quets in the baths at his palace for most of the local nobility,

including one for the ambassadors of the wealthy duke of Bav-

aria and the count of Württemburg, where he ‘had five meat

dishes prepared to regale himself at the baths’. Philippe de

Bourgogne hired both the bathhouse and its prostitutes at

Valenciennes, ‘in honour of the English ambassador who was

paying him a visit’. Nor were noblewomen excluded: in 1476 a

receptionwas given in Paris toQueenCharlotte of Savoy andher

court, where ‘they were received and regaled most royally and

lavishly, and four beautiful and richly adorned baths had been
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prepared’.56 The larger bath feasts also often took place outside

in the open air; as they probably did at diplomatic parties in

Baden in the 1480s, where the hot springs were now hosting a

rather more select clientele, not just the townspeople:

From the year 1474 the [imperial] confederation held their great

assemblies regularly every summer at Baden with many other vis-

itors attending. . . . In the summer of 1474 the councillor of Halle,

Hans von Waldheim, spent four weeks at the baths, and in his

report, highly praised the good society of the place, and in the

same year, Princess Eleonora of Scotland [attended], and her court.57

Spring Baths

There were certain particular times of the year when the baths

became the centre for openly erotic mass revelry: spring carni-

val time, the time of Fleshly Lust. It was also the Galenic time

for bleeding and purging: ‘Spring (Ver) . . . good for all animals

and for the products that germinate from the earth. Dangers:

Bad for unclean bodies. Neutralisation of dangers: by cleaning

the body.’58 The ‘bucolic’ spring festivals included the wearing

of flower garlands and bringing flowers and leaves into the

house, and (as in the English May Day) always involved a ritual

excursion by youths and maidens into the surrounding coun-

tryside. All monthly calendars of scenes from the agricultural

year, almost without exception, including the great Très Riches

Heures du duc de Berri, show spring—the month of May—as a

festive time of lovemaking, bathing, boating, swimming, pic-

nicking, and music-making. The general theme is fertility and

rejuvenation, and the rites of youth. The so-called ‘fountains of

youth’ scenes, and the outdoor ‘love gardens’ (Liebesgarten) of

the German bath houses were favourite etching subjects in

fifteenth-century art. So common are these spring calendar

scenes that we cannot see them only as scenes of knightly or

aristocratic revelry: the local river did just as well if you could
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not afford the 10 pfennigs it might cost you to enter the most

fashionable local baths. Or you might ‘bring out your baths’

in your own garden, or on the front porch. French carnival

records—especially court records—show how the local bath-

house featured heavily as a destination for the procession, and

as a base for the town or village party to come. It was a natural

headquarters for the notorious société joyeuse—the groups of

young men that organized the communal charivari.59

Most erotic spring bath evidence stood little chance of sur-

vival during the succeeding centuries—such as Count von

Edelstein’s infamous painted fresco Of Fleshly Lust, which he

enjoyed in his bathhouse at Wiesbaden in the 1390s, and

which was apparently ‘shocking through its fleshliness, and

soaked in sensual voluptuousness’. It showed scenes from the

famous Wiesbaden Festival—which, in a reversal of the urban

springtime exodus, was obviously the time when rural inhabit-

ants came into town from the countryside to have some carni-

val fun. The festival itself was observed with pious horror and

sadness by a visiting monk:

Everyone brings food, drink,money, strange dresses are worn along

the way. In anticipation of enjoyment they are already playing,

singing, gossiping, as people who would expect the absolute epit-

ome of happiness to come. When they arrive at the baths, the food

is spread out . . . In the baths they sit naked, with other naked

people, they dance naked with naked people, and I shall keep

quiet about what happens in the dark, because everything happens

in public anyway. . .

Of course he made sure he stayed until the bitter end:

The coming and the going of this ridiculous festival is not the

same. When, after everything has been eaten, the cupboards go

back empty, the pouches empty of money, they regret having

wasted so much money. . . .Meanwhile they return home, their

bodies are washed white, their hearts are black through sin. Those
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who went there healthy, come back contaminated. Those who

were strong through the virtues of chastity return home wounded

by the arrows of Venus . . . And so they experience through such

events, when they return, the truth of the sentence that the end of

all fleshly lust ends sadness.60

‘The Stews’

The salacious bath picture that shows a king and a bishop

holding the keys to ‘the stews’ was not far wide of the mark.61

Hot baths never lost the taint of the brothel pinned on them by

puritans for the good reason that they were the favourite—

indeed licensed—places for sexual seduction, sanctioned by

the elders of the community. The medieval municipal bath-

house shared this job with the medieval municipal brothel (in

Germany the Frauenhaus, in France the maison des fillettes),

where the public women based their trade. The town authorities

seemed to have regarded both the baths and the brothels as a

necessary outlet for the energies of the town’s young men, and

simply tried to control them. According to one recent history of

prostitution: ‘Everywhere that their operation can be clearly

ascertained, the étuves [stoves] served both the honest purpose

of bathing and the more ‘‘dishonest’’ one of prostitution. This

continued to be true in spite of innumerable regulations against

receiving prostitutes in the bathhouses or specifying hours or

days . . . ’62 Bath prostitutes and bath-keepers were thus as firmly

regulated as brothels. In medieval London the city’s main eight-

een hot baths in Southwark were on land owned by the bishop

of Winchester, instantly giving the prostitutes who traded there

the name Winchester Geese. In 1161 the Southwark stews were

newly regulated—not closed (for they were an ‘old custom used

for times out of mind’), but reorganized to ensure fair trading

and orderliness. The women were to be free to come and go;

they were not to open on Sundays; no more than 14 shillings’
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rent for each women’s chamber; no nuns; money to be paid for

the full night; no women with venereal diseases—and no food

on the premises. This last must have been a great blow, precisely

calculated to send the party trade elsewhere, but was probably

not observed for long.63

By the fifteenth century, bath feasting in the many town

bathhouses seems to have been as common as going out to a

restaurant was to become four centuries later. German bath

etchings from the fifteenth century often feature the town

bathhouse, with a long row of bathing couples eating a meal

naked in bathtubs, often several to a tub, with other couples

seen smiling in beds in the mid-distance. In one well-known

version, the bathers sit in curtained-off, two-seater baths, being

served their food on a cloth-covered table alongside the bath.

Guests enter, and waiters scurry to and fro.64 The illustrations

show the high-waisted, low-cut, breast-exposed styles for

women that had become fashionable, with the men wearing

very short doublets and hose, with buttocks and codpieces

exposed. The medieval bathing party was then very nearly at

its height. ‘Twenty five years ago, nothing wasmore fashionable

in Brabant than the public baths,’ said Erasmus in 1526; ‘today

there are none, the new plague has taught us to avoid them.’

The Failure of the Baths

The etchings and literature of the early 1500s captured a way of

life that was just about to go into a steep decline. In England,

Henry VIII closed the stews of Southwark and Bankside in 1546;

the brothels and stews of Chester were closed in 1542. In France

the four steam baths at Dijon were suppressed in 1556; in

1566 they were closed throughout the Duchy of Orléans,

while those at Beauvais, Angers, and Sens were gone by the

end of the century. In Paris there were ‘only a handful by

the end of the seventeenth century’.65
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No single cause is sufficient to account for the disappearance

of such deep-rooted customs. Wilhelm Rudeck suggested

reasons that were primarily material, and economic, citing

syphilis and the rising cost of fuel as the two main factors that

put bathhouses out of business in Germany.66 Recent historians

have preferred to emphasize the fear of the plague, poisonously

infiltrating steamed-open bodies, and this certainly fits with the

reappearance of severe epidemic plague in the sixteenth cen-

tury; but then why did the baths not disappear earlier, after the

Black Death? Rudeck probably underestimated the effect of the

general decline of rurally based peasant culture; and the popular

urban roots of themoral Reformation, especially in certain areas

of growing population. There were changes in the political

climate that either put puritanical religious reformers, or activ-

ists of the Catholic Counter-Reformation into power, many of

whom were ascetics who were likely to view the bathhouses as

hotbeds of sexual uncleanness and political dissent.

Pressure from growing urban populations meant that, by the

end of the fifteenth century, the bathhouses (like the bawdy

houses) were increasingly seen as places of lawlessness and social

disorder; they disturbed the regular inhabitants, breaking the

fragile trust of the community, and the numbers of arrests and

prosecutions grew.67 But arguably it was the arrival of acute

epidemic syphilis in 1493 which achieved what endemic plague,

rising costs, religion, or lawlessness had failed to do: it closed

them immediately and peremptorily, and when or if they reo-

pened, they were never the same again. The innocence was gone.

Syphilis

Syphilis hit at the heart of the body culture that featured so

strongly in the baths and festivals. Grossly disfiguring to the

face and private parts, and highly contagious, it created an

unprecedented fear of sexuality, and also polluted the act. You
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had to check, now, that the vessel was ‘clean’. Rottenness could

be hidden beneath superficial beauty. New ways and new avoi-

dances had to be learnt, and learnt fast:

Take heed of the perils of lovemaking

And change your ways accordingly. . .

Avoid blotchy folk, and don’t despise those who are loyal partners,

Stick to sweethearts, who are not to be lightly dismissed.

But make sure you don’t start the job

Without a candle; don’t be afraid to

Take a good look, both high and low,

And then you may frolic to your heart’s content.68

Better still, remain chaste until marriage: ‘keep thee clene unto

the tyme thou bemaryed’. The only true surety of cleanness was

prenuptial virginity, for both men and women. The printed

broadsheet The Wedding of Youth and Cleanness (1509) showed

how ‘Virtue conquers Sensuosity and is rewarded by Love.’ For

those who had not yet got the disease, they should avoid

infected people ‘as one avoids contact with a leper’. A good

regimen, without Venus, was essential; or if with Venus, a meti-

culous hygiene of the genital areas was required at all times—

bathing with hot water and wine (or vinegar), using herbal

washes, dusting with mineral powders, and ‘above all, avoid

using towels belonging to prostitutes’.69

The offspring of an ‘ancestral spirochete’ (treponematosis) that

is now thought to have been endemic worldwide from ancient

times, syphilis suddenly mutated into a far more virulent form in

the Spanish Atlantic ports in 1492 and reached central Europe by

1502, before travelling on to India, the East Indies, Japan, and all

colonial trading islands. Eventually it retreated, and over the

succeeding five centuries became endemic, dwindling into a

curiosity, then into ‘silence and contempt’, leaving a huge legacy

of syphilitic wives and children throughout the world, before

finally dropping off the list of scourges in the mid-twentieth
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century. In the worst cases, the syphilitic tubercles were followed

by a tumour that bored into bone tissue and then liquefied,

exposing the bones and eating away at the nose, the lips, the

palate, the larynx, and the genitals.

Syphilis (unlike plague) was not a disease of poverty, but raged

equally among the nobility, royalty, and clergy, partly due to the

wide sexual licence given to aristocratic youth who visited

brothels for their education—with the result, said Montaigne

(1533–92), that ‘we are taught to live when life has already

passed us by. A hundred schoolboys have caught the pox before

they have studied Aristotle on Temperance.’70 But anyone was

at risk; and syphilis was emotionally described in real-life

patient experiences pouring out of the new printing presses,

the start of a long tradition of popular self-help medical auto-

biographies. In 1498 a young canon, Josephus Grunpeck, wrote

a most horrifying and graphic personal account in which he

described how he worked his way downwards from fashionable

physicians before finally, in desperation, seeking help from

‘louts and uneducated folk’—to whom with hindsight he gave

due credit:

These uncouth men, whoever they were, cesspool emptiers, rub-

bish collectors, cobblers, reapers and mowers, had to lance the

tubercles, those harbingers of countless horrible and incurable

wounds, and thus drive away or suppress the consumption with

pills, ointments, creams, or some other such medicine; and it is

undoubtedly due to the zeal, industry, and application of these

men . . . that I, afflicted for the second time, and very severely at

that, with this illness, recovered my forces sufficiently to resume

my usual activities.71

Syphilis had a profound effect on the trades of the barber–

tonsors and barber–surgeons. In a tradition probably dating

back to classical times, barbers’ back rooms and yards (if they

had them) were used for minor surgery and baths; the front of
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the shop dealt with hair-cutting and shaving, and the jovial

grooming atmosphere encouraged the sale of books, drinks,

and pharmaceuticals on the side. To start with, as Grunpeck’s

experience shows, long-term venereal treatment could be done

by anyone, certainly by any barber; but it was later regulated on

the grounds that it was too ‘perilous’ to keep the (clean) groom-

ing and (unclean) curing activities together. The English 1540

Act that joined the Barbers’ and Surgeons’ companies gave the

educated barber–surgeons (and of course the physicians) the

lucrative monopoly on treating venereal disease, and excluded

the older general handymen, the barber–tonsors (as also hap-

pened in France). But the English Parliament also made it quite

clear that the ancient practices of mutual aid and empiric medi-

cine should not be allowed to disappear, by promptly passing

the so-called Quacks’ Charter in 1542–3 that legally enabled

anyone to practise medicine, if they could ‘so help their neigh-

bours and the poor’.72

Meanwhile the baths, bathsmen, and their guilds disappeared

completely, along with the regulated stews. As was realized by

many at the time, the closure of these licensed stews concen-

trated in the central parts of major towns was a public health

disaster. In London old leper hospitals isolated some of the syph-

ilitic poor, but the mainmeans of transmission—the public pros-

titutes—were dispersed, andwent ‘private’: ‘Since those common

whores were quite put down, a damned crue of private whores

are growne . . . ’. The prostitutes of London served a town that

had one of the fastest-growing populations in Europe, and the

bawdy houses quickly spread to the suburbs outside the walls (St

Giles, Blackheath, Stepney, Saffron Hill, Petticoat Lane).73 These

weremore secretive, andmore furtive, establishments that found

a new home in small lower-class alehouses, and in upper-class

taverns. But the aristocracy did not forgo the illicit pleasures of

water for long; a century later the steam bath reappeared in the

luxurious upper-class establishments known as bagnios.
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Inmost respectsmedieval society was not a ‘dirty’ society—far

from it. Alongside intense religiosity, there was intense materi-

alism. Socially speaking, personal freshness actually mattered,

and was quite an accomplishment under the circumstances;

though perhaps too difficult an accomplishment for many, at

least on a regular basis. But the Catholic Church, which as a

whole had fought so hard to impose intellectual refinement,

physical cleanliness, and sexual cleanness over the centuries,

adapting itself to various strategies to win over unwilling popu-

lations, suddenly found itself under a bruising attack for its own

moral laxities. The Church had unwisely persecuted extreme

ascetic Church reformers such as the Albigensian Cathars

(Greek kathari, the pure ones); but the ascetic movements

refused to die away, and asceticism split the Church once

more. A renewed programme of ascetic austerity (and celibacy)

was reimposed successfully on all Catholic clergy after the

Counter-Reformation Council of Trent in 1562–3, but by then

the damage had been done.74 The trend towards decentralized

Christianity was irreversible in northern Europe at least, where

many Protestant ascetics had come to believe that each sinner

held his or her own conscience, and bodily welfare, entirely in

his or her own hands.
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chapter 7
protestant regimens

TO THE PRESENT AND FUTURE AGES,

GREETINGS.

. . . For it is my hope and my desire that [this work] will

contribute to the common good; that through it the higher

physicians will somewhat raise their thoughts, and not de-

vote all their time to common cures, nor be honoured for

necessity only; but that they will become instruments and

dispensers of God’s power and mercy in prolonging and

renewing the life of man, the rather because it is effected

by safe, convenient, and civil, though hitherto unattempted

methods. For although we Christians ever arrive and pant

after the land of promise, yet meanwhile it will be a mark of

God’s favour if in our pilgrimage through the wilderness of

this world, these our shoes and garments (I mean our frail

bodies) are as little worn out as possible.1

Thus in 1623 Francis Bacon opened his ‘History of Life and

Death’, Part III of his famous Instauratio Magna, a rallying cry

for the reform of European science. Three hundred years later

Europeans would be stripping off their heavy clothes and

exposing their naked skin to water, exercise, light, and air, and

often living until they were 80, all in the name of prolongevity

hygiene—truly a triumph for ‘safe, convenient and civil’

methods. The early modern period starts the final countdown



to modernity, c.ad 1500–2007. From now on the scene shifts to

northern Europe and the interrelationships between the British

Isles, France, and Germany (in particular), and their many long-

lasting contributions to the modern European hygienic renais-

sance; andmore especially to the story of English Protestantism,

with its enthusiastic adherence to ideologies of health and purity.

Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the clas-

sical discipline of hygiene was the subject of intense speculation

and equally intense beliefs, in which humanism played a signifi-

cant role. The idea of political cleansing or ‘purging’ entered

European discourse with a vengeance between 1500 and 1700,

brilliantly and viscerally heralded by the ascetic Dutch scholar

Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536), the godfather of humanism.

His extraordinary burlesque on the excesses of late medieval life

Folly’s Praise of Folly (1511) was an instant hit throughout Europe

(with forty-three editions in his lifetime); his next manifesto,

Antibarbari (1514), railed against a corrupt Church, and cor-

rupted Church scholars writing corrupted barbaric texts: ‘what

disaster it was that had swept away the rich, flourishing, joyful

fruits of the finest culture, and why a tragic and terrible deluge

had shamefully overwhelmed all the literature of the ancients

that used to be so pure’.2 Reform of the Catholic Church was

Erasmus’ aim; but the Protestant Reformation in northern Eur-

ope became a massive and irreversible social revolution.

In England the break from Rome created a new national

identity permeated and defined by both Protestantism and

humanism. When Bacon wrote in the 1620s, there was already

an army of English Protestant readers and authors ready and

willing to accept the Baconian challenge to go out and ‘experi-

ment’ on the natural world. These efforts created a distinctive

school of English science and hygiene, which later evolved into

a full-blown scientific project. Following the upheavals of the

Civil War and the Restoration, a peaceful religious settlement

after 1688 gave English scientists a renewed opportunity to
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cleanse learning and deliver it from the obscure ‘Rubbish of the

Schools’. Open experimentation and transparent proof was to

provide the new ‘clear gaze’ of natural science—the light that

was to illuminate the next century’s Enlightenment. Protestant-

ism itself was thoroughly caught up in the triangular philosoph-

ical relationship between Reason, Flesh, and the Soul that we

have seen before, in Greece and Late Antiquity—and it was set

firmly against the Flesh.3 The Flesh, however, remained natur-

ally of the most immediate concern to most populations, most

of the time. Throughout both of these centuries Flesh was pri-

vately pampered, and everywhere on display.

Humanist Princes

The Renaissance continued the love affair with domestic bodily

delights begun in the ancient courts and continued throughout

the Middle Ages. Between 1500 and 1750 the European popula-

tion doubled to around 127.5 million, most of this growth

occurring before 1625. There was an explosion of ostentatious

fine art and architecture as kings, noblemen, and merchant

princes spent fortunes in a tidal wave of brick and stone—

palaces, town and suburban mansions, with parks furnished

with elegant knot gardens, water features, and little pavilions

set by lakes. In 1500 only four cities (Paris, Milan, Naples, and

Venice) had populations of more than 100,000 inhabitants; by

1700 there were twelve, with London and Paris containing over

500,000 inhabitants.4 Over the next two centuries in Europe,

urban fresh-water and riverine sources were extended, and

water-carrying became an important service industry; the pub-

lic fountain (‘conduit’ in English) was the basic and most popu-

lar public facility, often equipped with large laundering tanks.

But the public pipes were also being tapped by increasing num-

bers of private pipes; in England the medieval prohibition on

private tapping of this scarce communal resource had gradually
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eroded from the thirteenth century onwards, although gener-

ally for privileged persons only.5

By the mid-1500s the grander European palaces were install-

ing plumbed water supplies with full drainage, in the neoclas-

sical style. The built-in bath or grooming suite was a luxury

many princes and nobility were eager to acquire, as in Duke

Frederico da Montefeltro’s palace at Urbino, which had a fixed

stone bath, latrine, and a small reading closet set in an external

tower adjoining his large bedroom and public antechambers.

Francis I of France had a full suite of baths installed in his

ground floor suite, leading out into the garden, at his new

palace at Fontainebleau; and there is no doubt that bathtubs

held a special place in the sixteenth-century artistic School of

Fontainebleau.6 Not to be outdone, Henry VIII of England also

built to modern Renaissance standards of convenience at his

new palace at Hampton Court, and in renovations at Whitehall

and other palaces. At Hampton Court he built an extra tower—

the Bayne Tower—with a bath, drop-latrine, and private suite;

he also had cold-water cisterns installed on the roof above the

upper-level suites to give them piped-water facilities, for fixed

stone hand-basins if not fixed baths (though well supplied with

the usual portable, upholstered, hooped bathtub). Another of

his sanitary innovations at Hampton Court was the Great House

of Easement, a four-tier, twenty-eight-seater communal latrine

block set over the west arm of the moat. He also laid out two

tennis courts, two bowling alleys, and a tilt-yard, having a great

humanist passion for sporting exercise.7

Italy was the epicentre of the court life until the rise of Paris in

themid-seventeenth century, and Baldesar Castiglione’s famous

etiquette manual The Book of the Courtier (1528) was a courtesie

for its time—a new type of Ovidian self-cultivation using clas-

sical authors instead of Christian ones, foreshadowing the rise

of what historians have called ‘affective individualism’, or a new

psychology of ‘intimacy’.8 Elizabeth I of England, educated as a
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humanist princess, was a perfect exemplar of this new Italian

civility (and almost a royal ganika).9 Elizabeth was known to be

fussy about her health—she hated being ill. She preserved her

health and lived to old age by apparently following a sensible

humanist health regimen; she ate and drank abstemiously,

took plenty of exercise, and undoubtedly owned a copy of Sir

12 The royal courtesan Diane de Poitiers disrobed and relaxing in her

bath annexe and living quarters, by the sixteenth-century French court

painter François Clouet, of the School of Fontainebleau, where bathing

was held in high esteem.
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Thomas Elyot’s hugely successful Castel of Helth (1539; five

editions by 1560), dedicated to her father’s chief minister

Thomas Cromwell. She always travelled with her bed and hip

bath, and had bathing facilities in all of her palaces, including a

sweat bath—her ‘warm box’ or ‘warm nest’—inherited from her

father at Richmond, her favourite palace. At Richmond she also

installed a prototype of the water closet, the invention of her

godson ‘Boy Jack’, Sir John Harington (translator of the Salerno

Regimen). At Whitehall, Elizabeth also had a hot room with a

ceramic tiled stove, as well as a large bath and grooming suite,

both inherited from her father, in which to spend time with her

intimate companions. This suite was effectively her Cabinet of

the Morning. It contained her bedroom, and next to it ‘a fine

bathroom . . . [where] the water pours from oyster shells and

different kinds of rock’. Next to the bathroom was a room

with an organ ‘on which two people can play duets, also a

large chest completely covered in silk, and a clock which plays

times by striking a bell’. Next to this was a room ‘where the

Queen keeps her books’.10 Indeed royal baths were so à la mode

that a bathhouse was specially built for Mary, Queen of Scots, at

Holyrood Palace in the late 1560s; so there is no reason to think

that Queen Elizabeth I did not thoroughly enjoy her monthly

bath ‘whether she needed it or no’ (probably at the time of the

menses) and was certainly likely to have taken themmore often

than that, when returning to Richmond or Whitehall after a

long cold journey or a dusty ride on a hot afternoon.

In any case she would have known all about baths, being well

versed in the ‘arts of adornment’ and having a passionate inter-

est in Italian cosmetics. The whole edifice of practical therapeut-

ics stood firm during this very late phase of medieval culture.

Galenic traditions were firmly built into domestic medicine—as

seen especially in early modern descriptions of childbirth,

where the mother was supplied with a battery of hot relaxing

foods, drinks, washes, and anointments, in a heated chamber,
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by her family, female neighbours, and friends.11 ‘Social’ groom-

ing affected rich and poor alike. At the lower end of society, the

political hierarchy of a village was as complex as any court, and

it imposed its own rules and festivities on its participants on all

important occasions—at birth, marriage, and death—when

grooming would have been lengthy, giving great attention to

all the parts (hair, face, hands, feet) and using whatever simple

cosmetics could be made, gathered, or borrowed. Daily groom-

ing with basins, combs, and clothsmay have beenmore limited,

and was probably non-existent among vagrants or the lowest

ranks of the ‘shame-faced poor’ (except for the most ancient

basic manual actions); but family sickness would have been the

time when such old cosmetic and herbal skills of ‘kitchen phy-

sik’ as the household had were brought into play. The symbolic

division between long periods of work and short periods of

play was marked by the now near-universal habit of having

(wherever possible, and certainly among the godly) two sets of

clothing: dirty work clothing, and Sunday or festive best.

But it was the luxury trades that set the pace of popular

consumerism, and aristocratic fashions were again the driving

force in creating markets. At the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign

in 1558, the Venetian ambassador noted the court ladies’ ‘fresh’

complexions and general lack of paint, at a time when Venetian

beauty boxes were large and elaborate affairs, with waters,

paints, patches, and ‘even preparations for tinting the teeth

and eyelids’. Fifty years later the whole of the English court

and aristocracy were ‘very Italianate’ and cosmetics-mad, with

paints, beauty patches, wigs (blonde and henna-auburn), and

bejewelled hair. The trade of the barbers themselves was now

situated well beyond the professional ramparts; but despite this

the barbers and apothecaries were doing a flourishing trade in

this period, servicing a needy population from their small street

shops. Down at street level, customers were not looking for

moral judgements, but were involved in a more ‘desperate or
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cynical search for the means of personal definition and social

acceptability’. In London generally, it was ‘a rare face if it be not

painted’, according to one satirical broadside:

Waters she hath to make her face to shine,

Confections, eke, to clarify her skin;

Lip salve and cloths of a rich scarlet dye . . .

Ointment, wherewith she sprinkles oe’r her face,

And lustrifies her beauty’s dying grace . . .

Storax and spikenard, she burns in her chamber,

And daubs herself with civet, musk, and amber.12

More careful skin care went into the later sixteenth-century

fashion for low-cut necklines, and even bared breasts, a throw-

back to the fashions of the late fifteenth century: ‘Your garments

must be so worne always, that your white pappes may be

seene . . . ’. But male fashion was equally sensuous. Young Eliza-

bethan courtiers were peacocking dandies like their medieval

counterparts; the courtly English ‘Cavalier’ of the seventeenth

century (albeit often armed for battle) has been described as an

‘ornament of conversation, personal beauty and erotic attrac-

tion’, and his loose flowing locks mirrored the curls and tresses

of the courtly women.13 Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century

European male and female fashions were ornamented with rib-

bons and lace and garnished with quantities of important acces-

sories such as fans, pomanders, gloves, andhandkerchiefs. These

fashion accessories were all objects of refinement (like forks):

they defended the user against external dirt. Gloves kept the

hands white, clean, and soft, handkerchiefs wiped away dirt;

fans and pomanders wafted away bad air. (Interestingly, some

of these accessories also defended against extremes of heat and

cold; another refinement—or retraining—of the senses.)

Fortunesweremade by barbers, apothecaries, wig-makers, perfu-

miers, clothiers, and stay-makers—and soap-boilers. High-quality

hard-soap imports began to rise steadily in England from the late
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sixteenth century, and increasingly wealthy local manufacturers

such as the London wholesaler Henry Bradstreet manufactured

perfumed toilet soaps aswell as soft soap for clothes andhousehold

cleaning. By 1643 English soap production and consumption

had risen so steadily that soap was designated one of the eight

staple domestic ‘necessities’ (namely, soap, beer, spirits, cloth, salt,

glass, leather, and candles) that were to be taxed under a new

CommonwealthExcise systemborrowed fromtheDutchRepublic;

thismarked the start of an extensive and long-running ‘blackmar-

ket’soap-smuggling tradebetweenEnglandand thenorthern coast

of France.14

Linen was the hallmark of the courtier and the man of dis-

tinction: ‘It is enough if he always has fine linen, and very

white.’ According to the historian Georges Vigarello, a daily

change of shirt had become normal for men in French court

circles by the late sixteenth century, while French probate in-

ventories show a steep rise in numbers of gentlemen’s shirts (up

to an average of thirty) by the end of the seventeenth century.

French court correspondence from women in the seventeenth

century show an almost nunlike attention to clean linen, and

the word ‘clean’ (propre) became a significant term of praise:

Mme de Maintenon had a ‘noble and clean’ appearance; Mme

de Contie had ‘extreme cleanliness’; Mme Seguier ‘was never

beautiful, but she was clean’ (the modest epitaph of many a

gentlewoman for centuries to come).

White underlinen displayed every trace of dirt, absorbed the

waste juices from the pores, protected the skin, and was increas-

ingly seen as a cleansing agent in its own right. So far had the

theory of underlinen progressed by 1626 that a fashionable

French architect could confidently denounce the necessity for

building domestic baths: ‘We can more easily do without them

than the ancients, because of our use of linen, which today

serves to keep the body clean, more conveniently than could

the steam-baths and baths of the ancients, who were denied the
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use and convenience of linen.’15 This was to some extent a self-

fulfilling prophecy, as French architects stopped building the

old palatial appartements de bains in towers, but replaced them

bymuch smaller andmore intimate cabinets de bains next to the

bedchamber.16 Two marble-built bath suites went into Louis

XIV’s own and his mistress’s chambers at Versailles, and six

cabinets de bains were built in other bedroom suites; but Louis

did not like bathing, and rarely took one: ‘The King was never

pleased to become accustomed to bathing in his chamber.’ On

the other hand, he was kept perfectly clean by his attendants,

who continually rubbed him down with scented linen cloths,

changed sweaty shirts at night, and changed his complete

costume two or three times a day at least—‘the consequence of

the king’s love of comfort, and fear of being uncomfortable’.17

It is worth noting, however, in comparison to all this courtly

daintiness, that for much of the population, one or two rough

hemp (rather than soft linen) undershirts or shifts were enough

to get by with, for bare necessity. But the peasant economy was

also expanding. Linen wares sold by pedlars and packmen to

English rural farming households showed a steady rise ‘from at

least the 1680s’; while the French and German peasantry, too,

were beginning to accumulate household linen (if not much

underwear) for their marriage trousseaus. Linen was a major

European commodity, and new cloth industries such as lace-

making, or weaving fustian (a new linen–wool mix) brought

vital work to many villages, as well as cloth for their backs. But

it was the people in the towns who bought most of the mercer’s

wares.18

The (English) Middling Classes

Compared to Paris, Venice, or Florence, up until the sixteenth

century Londonhad been a European cultural backwater; all this

was to change over the next hundred years, during the course of
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the English Reformation, as London slowly became a major

European port—especially after the East India Company was

founded in 1600. Money talked to money, and the City and

the court literally grew towards each other along the north bank

of the Thames; both joined in grief when the London Stock

Exchange burned down in the Great Fire of London in 1666 (it

was quickly rebuilt on an even larger and grander scale). The

English population was roughly 3 million in 1541, and 5 mil-

lion by 1700. As trade and manufacturing grew, the rural popu-

lation flocked to a new life in the market towns, provincial

capitals, and above all London, an upwardly mobile emigration

which sharpened their ‘horizontal’ sense of rank and respect-

ability while increasing the social distance they set between

themselves and the poor—an ongoing ‘civilizing process’ now

extending into the middle ranks.19 In late seventeenth-century

London themiddling classes formed an estimated 25 per cent of

the population—less than half of the 70 per cent of the labour-

ing classes, but far more numerous than the 5 per cent of the

nobility; and far more numerous than in any rural parish. The

elite squires, doctors, lawyers, or merchants at the top of their

trade—the ‘plums’ (those earning over £10,000 a year)—had

everything that money could buy. In their new tall urban

houses they had spacious saloons for public display and private

parlours for conversation, while the old bedroom-cum-meeting-

place was transferred upstairs to new private suites of bed and

dressing chambers. But the majority of the English middling

classes were not rich. As the decades went by they could increas-

ingly afford little luxuries here and there—a new clock, a piece

of new furniture, a few books, more clothes, white bread instead

of brown, candles instead of oil, bought soap instead of home-

made. ‘An income of £50 was some three, four, or even five

times the annual income of a labourer, andwould allow a family

to eat well, employ a servant and live comfortably.’20
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The real social stresses occurred towards the bottom of the

social scale, where any population increase battled with scarce

local resources, seasonal employment, and subsistence wages—

all traditional causes of peasant revolt and urban disorder. It was

in these groups that radical English Protestantism took deep

root and later supplied the muscle and the democratic fervour

of the Commonwealth Revolution. But the real revolution

among the English middling classes had already occurred

when John Wyclif (1329–84) translated the Bible into vernacu-

lar English for the common reader, opening up all the endless

possibilities of the Word.21 Wyclif’s English followers, the Lol-

lards, were early precursors of the flood of religious protestation

in Europe that led to Calvin in Geneva, Zwingli in Zurich, and

the Lutherans in Saxony; and eventually to a solidly Protestant

‘rim’ emergingaroundtheNorthSea—inScandinavia,Denmark,

Germany, the Netherlands, England, and Scotland—which later

extended across the North Atlantic to the east coast of North

America.22 The map of Protestantism within the British Isles

shows reform and radicalism strong among the lower-middle

classes in towns and semi-industrial rural areas, among inde-

pendent craftsmen, textile workers, smallholders, and provin-

cial retailers. They found a secure footing at local level, forming

small cells of local Saints, congregations, magistrates, and

preaching ministers. They took their new ‘seriousness’ into all

walks of professional life, including law, medicine, trade, and

the universities; in London they inhabited the coffee-houses,

scoured the newspapers, and formed the bedrock of a new breed

of industrious civil servants (of whom Samuel Pepys was one).23

English Protestant puritans led a fierce spiritual and intellec-

tual life. Above all (and this was a strong appeal for migrant

families who had left old social ties behind them) their religion

promised an entirely new start: ‘New minds, new memories,

new judgements, new affects . . . new love, new joy. . . new

food, new raiment, new language, new company. . . new ends
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and aims . . . [This is] the Excellence, Amiableness, Comfort and

Content which is to be found in the ways of Purity and Holi-

ness.’24 Yet again there were profound historical consequences

from the revival of asceticism, especially one that was noted

long ago in the monasteries, and which had worked well for the

Catholic Church: if you worked hard and lived soberly, you

were almost bound to accumulate money. You could also give

that money away, in good works. Money obviously had its

attractions for fellow-travellers, backsliders, and the disillu-

sioned; but for the moment, English puritan movements rel-

ished their attacks on filthy Lucre and the privileges of the rich,

in their attempt to capture and purify society and the state.

They also embraced the healing mission. The democratic

political content of the early Protestant health message was a

particularly powerful one: God made everyone equal, and the

means of cure were apparently open to all. This message liber-

ated individuals, and put the care of their health firmly in their

own hands. Many English sectarians were staunch popular

empiricists who (like Gerrard Winstanley) asserted the moral

right to judge the world and see things ‘by the material eyes of

this flesh’; and also, increasingly, the right to experiment on

their own bodies.

Printed Advice and the Sober Life

The renewed sixteenth- and seventeenth-century plague out-

breaks, unlike syphilis, struck the innocents of all classes and

terrified everyone equally. They concentrated everybody’s

mind on self-help and self-preservation. Daniel Defoe later

described the ravaged silence of empty London streets, with

green grass growing between the cobbles outside, and people

locked indoors living quietly and soberly like himself, sticking

rigidly to all the health instructions they could find. In the early

days of an attack the quacks were out in force selling magical
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elixirs, amulets, charms, potions, pamphlets, and broadsides,

but public disillusion soon set in.25 The deeply rooted belief in

internal potions and purges continued, but as the severity of the

plague visitations increased, there must have beenmany people

who heard recommendations on regimen, or opened a

printed advice book or pamphlet for the first time during an

epidemic, and thereafter found a way to order not only their

health, but their whole life: ‘This boke techyng al people to

governe them in helthe . . . is as profitable as needeful to be

had . . . ’ announced the title page of the printed Regimen Sanita-

tis Salerni, translated by Thomas Paynell (first edition 1528; five

more editions by 1617). The very first printed English medical

advice book, The Gouernayle [Governor] of Helthe, was taken from

an older manuscript and published by William Caxton in 1489.

The early printed medical advice market in England was not

large (possibly 3 per cent of all titles, reaching roughly one in

twenty book owners), but it grew steadily and was mostly in

readable English; the number of English medical works actually

published in Latin between c.1500 and 1640, remarks one his-

torian, ‘was paltry’.26 Thomas Phayre’s The Book of Children

(1544), Thomas Moulton’s The Myrrour or Glasse of Helth

(1545), and Andrew Boorde’s Compendious Regiment or a Dyetary

of Helth (1562), to name but a few, were sold alongside the

growing numbers of do-it-yourself herbals, almanacs, receipt

books, and surgical manuals.

Many early small books and pamphlets for poor, defenceless,

and suffering households were written out of Christian charity

and fellow feeling. Charitable Protestant authors found them-

selves not only grappling with ‘barbarous’ medical terminology,

but having to defend themselves against their abuse of medical

privileges—laying open all those craft ‘secrets’ and breaking the

conventional monopolies of medical knowledge. It was a diffi-

cult task they managed with some aplomb, as in Humphrey
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Lloyd’s The Treasuri of Helth contayning Many Profitable Medicines

(c.1556):

[I do not do this] to maintayne thru filthy lucre and blind bold-

ness . . . but . . . I hold that it should be for the use and profyte of

such honeste persons as might modestly and discreetly (either in

tyme of necessitye when no lerned physicion is at hande, or els

conferring wyth some lerned man and usynge hys councel) myn-

ister the thynges herein conteyned to go about the practyse

thereof, and upon these most honest and godly consideracions,

I take upon me this heavy burthen and hard province . . . [Do not]

despise this symple work because it is not garnished wyth colours

of rhetoricke and fine polished termes, but rather consider that

physicke is an arte certaine only to be plainly and distinctly

taught . . .Wherefore I, trusting to the sincere and indifferent

judgement of the reader, do entirely desire him to pray wyth me

and to him that created the physicks of the earth, and commended

that we should honour the Physician, to preserve this Realme of

England in most prosperous and contiynuall health, and to endow

the inhabitants thereof, with perfect understanding and the most

desired knowledge of his holy word. Amen.27

Temperance and moderation—‘how to govern and preserve thy-

self’—were godly virtues that came into their own in these des-

perate times, and was popularly known as ‘the Sober Life’. The

increased emphasis on the absolutely correct balance of the bod-

ily humours, and a greater emphasis on the environmental rules

of the non-naturals (newly rediscovered from the Greek texts),

suggest that full hygienic regimenwas considered to be the latest,

most modern, weapon against the plague. The doctors were

unswerving in their recommendation of hygienic temperance

and moderation during plague outbreaks—the body should not

be pushed to any extremes whatsoever: ‘[neither] all manner of

excess and outrage of meat and drink . . . no hot foods . . . no

lechery. . . Also use no baths or stoves; nor swet not too much,

for all openeth the pores of a manne’s body and maketh the
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venemous ayre to enter and for to infecte the bloude . . . ’.28

Covering up and keeping clean in every other way but that was

considered safer. The plague regimens were insistent on clean

streets and clean rooms, fresh air and sweet odours, a sober diet,

good grooming and clean skin, and well-kept clothing.

Many English authors embraced the idea of a reformed

‘humane’ classical medicine with enthusiasm, and Thomas

Elyot’s Castel of Helth was their benchmark for over a century.

His conversational prose was modelled on Celsus (whom he

cites constantly) and Galen’s De Sanitate Tuenda, ‘newly trans-

lated’ from corrupted texts. In the true style of humanist intim-

acy he pours out his autobiography onto the page, to explain

why he ‘is become a physician, and writeth in publick, which

beseemeth not a knight, he mought have been much better

occupied’, and then describing his four-year health crisis (his

diacrasie) in detail, concluding he had been ‘long in error’ with

an over-hot Galenic regimen—‘wherefore first I did throw away

my quilted cappe, & my other close bonnets, & only did lye in a

thinne capes, which I have after used both winter and sum-

mer’.29 In Elyot each section on the six ‘Thynges not Natural’

is carefully laid out according to the correct complexions, sea-

sons, diet, and evacuations—but with a scattering of new moral

prohibitions. The artificial evacuations, for example (vomit,

letting of blood, scarifying or cupping, and purging) are dealt

with at length; whereas the natural evacuations (sweating,

provocation of urine, spitting, and ‘naturall purgations’—the

bowels, the menses) are considered too shameful to mention:

‘I do purposely omit to write of them in this place, for as much

as in this realme it has been accompted not honest, to declare

them in the vulgar tongue, but only secretly.’ Baths are briefly

mentioned, as a good evacuation, but only if they are temper-

ate; whereas exercise is enthused about at length—exercise ‘for

them that desire to remayne long in helthe, is most diligently,

and as I must say, most scrupulously to be observed’.
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Exercise was to become a strong ‘localized’ feature of English

hygienic regimen over the next few centuries, in part because

the customary sports and older Church festivities (known as

‘Church ales’) hadbeen early targets for sober ascetic reformers—

‘some Puritaines and precise people’, as King James I described

them. Humanist princes had augmented their hunting and dan-

cing with new courtly sports, such as indoor tennis and outdoor

bowling, which could be played in their new pleasure parks, and

Everard Digby’s famous manual and treatise on swimming, De

Arte Natande, was published in 1587.30 Elyot’s exercise regimen

was taken directly from theGreek texts—including even some of

the old Methodist ‘passive’ exercise therapies such as being car-

ried by chair, sitting in a boat or barge, or riding on an ambling

horse. In the morning there should if possible be vigorous rub-

bing of the limbs and loud ‘vociferous’ singing; and in the after-

noon, outdoor games and sports.31 The popular sporting revival

of the sixteenth century was only temporarily crushed by Com-

monwealth decree in the mid-seventeenth century, and was

enthusiastically revived after the Restoration.

Onemajor effect of the humanist neoclassical hygiene revival

was the spur it gave to empirical experimentation—and the

widespread publicity these efforts now received through mass

printing. The first and most famous European experimenter in

hygienic health care was Luigi Cornaro, whose Discorsi della

Vita Sobria (‘Discourses on the Sober Life’, 1558) seemed to

provide proof that a disciplined regimen actually worked. The

Discourses were published in sections over a number of years,

translated into many European languages, and were effectively

health diaries describing Cornaro’s many years of moderate diet

and simple regimen, up to the age of 83. A eulogy of Cornaro

translated into English in a work entitled Hygiasticon: or, The

Right Cause of Preserving Life and Health unto Extream Old Age

(1636)—an early and rare use of the Greek word ‘hygiene’ in

English—described
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a sober Life or diet, [as that] which sets stint not only in drink but

also in meat; so that a man must neither eat not drink any more,

than the constitution of his bodie allows, with reference to the

services of his mind . . . It expells diseases, preserves the body agil,

healthful, pure and clean from noysomeness and filthinesse, cau-

seth long life,breedsquiet sleep,makesordinary fareequall in sweet-

ness to the greatest dainties and moreover keeps the senses sound,

and thememories fresh, quiets the passions, drives awayWrath and

Melancholie, and breaks the fire of Lust; in a word, replenesheth

both soul and body with exceeding good things, so that it may well

be termed, the mother of Health, of cheerfulnesse, of Wisdom, and

in summe, of all Vertues . . . 32

The self-experiments of Cornaro were the inspiration for another

landmark hygienist author, the early seventeenth-century Italian

experimenter and friend of Galileo, Sanctorius Sanctorius (1561–

1636), whose deeply mathematical and atomistic work Medicina

Statica (1614) was an early contribution to iatro-mechanism in

European physiology. In the cause of purified classicism, Sanctor-

ius set out to revive the neglected philosophy of Asclepiades, in

particular themechanicalMethodist theory of strictum et laxum—

the relaxing or tightening of the atoms, corpuscles, pores, or

ducts—which was also attracting interest in other quarters. Sanc-

torius tested the Sober Diet by gradually reducing his food (and

his excrement) to exact andminute portions, and then weighing

himself daily in his famous ‘balance chair’ (always illustrated on

the frontispiece).33 Bymeasuring the shortfall between his intake

and outgo, Sanctorius thought he had experimentally exposed

the action of something classical authors had called the ‘insens-

ible perspiration’, an involuntary evacuation which apparently

wafted waste products away through the pores of the skin; and

thus he concluded that it was vital that the pores were not closed

up or ‘obstructed’, in order to let the poisonous waste matter

vaporize freely. This was certainly modern mechanical science

to seventeenth-century eyes, and set off a popular craze for
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13 Theweighing-scales, or balance-chair, from Sanctorius’Medicina Statica

(1614).
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weighing and measuring one’s own body—forerunner to the

precise ‘weight-watching’ regimes of the modern slimming diet.

Thanks to Sanctorius, the doctrine of cleansing ‘insensible per-

spiration’ became one of the earliest popularly known hard facts

of the physiological sciences, and did not lose its persuasive hold

on the European public mind until the late nineteenth century;

in the eighteenth century it played a particularly large part in all

hygienic rhetoric.34

Spas and Public Baths

In 1553 yet another trickle of humanist medical thought joined

themain flowwhen a Venetian publisher, Thomas Junta, took it

upon himself to compile a definitive description of all themajor

European mineral and thermal waters, De Balneis Omnia (1553),

which primed yet another revival of European mineral-water

balneology.35 Disciples of the iconoclastic Protestant chemist

Paracelsus (1493–1542) turned up at mineral springs every-

where, with all their equipment, eagerly checking the mineral

content and its supposed effects, carrying on the classification

process started by the Romans. The doctors were given a profes-

sional springboard via Paracelsian chemistry, and their enthu-

siasm transmitted itself both to their clients and to baths

builders. The English medical author Dr William Turner visited

Italy, translated Junta, and produced England’s first spa guide,

A Book of the Natures and properties as well as of the Bathes in

England as of Other Bathes in Germanye and Italye—very necessary

for all those persons that can not be healed without the help of natural

bathes (1562, 1568). As the Anglican dean ofWells Cathedral, he

devoutly deplored the still-prevalent custom of mixed bathing,

and still more the lack of Christian charity towards ‘the poure

sicke and diseased people that resort thither. . . There is money

enough spent upon cockfightings, tennys playces, parkes,

banquetings, pageants, plays . . . but I have not heard tell of a
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rich man hath spent upon these notable Bathes . . . one grote in

[many] years.’36 He carefully gave directions for cheap and

homely domestic medical baths—‘certayne rules how that

everye man maye make artificiall bathes at home’—with the

learned physician supplying the correct brimstone, alum, salt-

petre, salt, or copper according to the disease of his patient.

But the new mineral waters were mostly taken internally, as a

purge. ‘Spa’ became the generic word for a new crop of lesser

cold mineral springs, after the success of the fashionable late

sixteenth-century water resort at Spa in the Ardennes. European

spa illustrations from the seventeenth century show stone-built

neoclassical-style town squares, with richly and fully clad fig-

ures gathered around tall fountains and basins with cups in

their hands, testifying to the new craze for drinking the water.

The three main categories of chalybeate, sulphurous, and saline

(‘tart, stinking, and salt’) were used as diuretics to ‘provoke’

the evacuation of very large quantities of stools and urine—‘as

Soap put to Foul Linnen with Water Pirgeth and Cleanseth

all Filth and maketh them to become White again; so these

Waters with their Saponary and Detersive Quality clean well

the whole Microcosm or Body of Man from all Feculency and

Impurities’.37

Exposing the external skin to watery ablution and purifica-

tion, however, was quite another matter. In Germany the

period of hot-bath decline coincided with a rise of increasingly

hysterical river-bathing regulations, suggesting that artisanal,

merchant, and courtly youth had taken to brothels and cold

river-bathing—naked bathing—the old German custom from

pre-bathhouse days; while in France, river-bathing became not

only popular but fashionable at court.38 As far as hot water is

concerned, there is (so far) little evidence of small local artisa-

nal stews or public baths ever existing, in England, to the same

extent as in other parts of Europe. For the wealthy few in

seventeenth-century London there were private ‘bagnios’
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based on Italian models, but also owing much to the influence

of the Turkish ‘hummums’ imported into Europe from the

flourishing Turkish Empire. These later bagnios were discreet

private club-like establishments serving an exclusive (usually

aristocratic) male and female clientele.39 We have a rare des-

cription of a real but rather special English Royal Bagnio at

Charing Cross, London, built into the back of the palace gar-

dens in Charles II’s reign, which in 1795 was still a substantial

brick-built complex, with a ‘large and noble cold bath’, sweat-

ing rooms, and a suite of upstairs entertaining rooms, with

columns, mouldings, and wide staircases, all guarded by a ‘mas-

sive gate nearly four inches thick [with] a strong iron grating,

and in the middle of it a very small iron grating as all such

houses had to peep through’.40 Samuel Pepys’s wife famously

went once to some public baths ‘intending to be very clean’ and

then reportedly never went again—was she scared of getting

into deep water?

In seventeenth-century London public baths were evidently

deeply mistrusted. When Dr Peter Chamberlen attempted to

open a set of ‘Publick Artificiall Baths and Bath-Stoves’ in Lon-

don in 1648, similar to those in ‘Germany, Poland, Denmark

and Muscovia’, and arguing that public hot baths could ‘save

above 10,000 lives a year’, he was firmly rebuffed. The Civil War

Parliamentary Committee told him that his baths would be

‘hurtful to the Commonwealth’ since it was well known that

public baths had often been the cause of ‘much Physical Preju-

dice, effeminating bodies and procuring infirmities, and morall

in debauching the manners of the people’. There were already

enough ‘divers Cradles, Tubbs, Boxes, Chairs, Baths and bath-

stoves’ in private houses.41 In their eyes, the plague and pox had

taught everyone to be vigilant about their health, and to stay

sober and clean in every way. Public baths were no longer

necessary. The godly could clean themselves at home. The hot

bath represented the bad old days and ways, and in England
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moral prejudice against hot baths continued well into the nine-

teenth century.

Puritan Grooming

Each Reformed body was the temple of the soul, kept pure by

the familiar practices of asceticism: diet, dress, voice, gait,

demeanour, and religious duties. Ascetic doctrines effectively

threw a cordon between the true Saints and the rest of the

population, so that even the houses of the ungodly were like

‘so many filthy cages of unclean Birds, so many styes of all

manner of abominations’.42 Protestant housewifery reached its

culmination in Geneva, and particularly in the Netherlands,

where even the streets were swept and washed, and domestic

manuals were proudly decorated with symbolic brooms and

mops; Dutch artists also painted tender scenes of domestic nit-

picking, unequalled before or since. The English Protestant

housewifery genre, by comparison, was discreetly vague and

ladylike, composed mainly of recipes, and largely untouched

by Calvinist household cleansing propaganda.43

The ascetic discipline was underlined by an austere dress code

and a perfectly clean and neat appearance, described by Bacon

as ‘a civil cleanliness ever esteemed to proceed from a due

reverence to God, to society, and to ourselves’. Erasmus had

put his faith in early training in his influential humanist edu-

cational handbook On Civility in Children (1532); and the Czech

Protestant Comenius’ School of Infancy (1633) likewise instruct-

ed parents to teach temperance, cleanliness, and decorum from

the very beginning of life:

Immediately, in the first year, the foundations of cleanliness may be

laid, by nursing the infant in as cleanly and neat a way as possible,

which the bearers ought to know how to do, if they are not destitute

of sense. In the second, third, and following years it is proper to
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teach children to take their food decorously, not to soil their fingers

with fat, and not, by scattering their food, to stain themselves . . .

Similar cleanliness and neatnessmay be exacted in their dress; not to

sweep the groundwith their clothes, and not designedly to stain and

soil them; which is usual in children by reason of their want of

providence; and yet parents, through a remarkable supineness, con-

nive at such things.44

The low-cut medieval gown disappeared very early in some

European Protestant areas; in some northern German towns it

was ordered that no female citizen could go around with a

neckline any lower than the width of one finger below the

collarbone. Plainer and purer Protestant sectarians had real

moral objections to colour and pattern: ‘Washing our garments

to keep them sweet is cleanly, but it is the opposite to real

cleanliness to hide dirt in them . . . Real cleanliness becometh a

holy people; but hiding that which is not clean by colouring our

garments seems contrary to the sweetness of sincerity.’ Black

and white became the dress code of Reformed asceticism; but

where buttoning up was required, fine linen compensated.

Sober black cloth had long been favoured by the clerically

minded Catholic Spanish court; and the wealthy Dutch Protest-

ant bourgeoisie who favoured the clerical style have since

become famous through their portraiture—all rustling black

silk, dark velvet, and covered-up modesty, strikingly set off by

magnificent lace and linen cuffs, collars, and caps.45

There were no regular lustral baths to perform in Protestant-

ism, but the act of washing was self-consciously symbolic, meta-

physical, and erudite. Baptism was a key theme. Edward Topsell

admonished the faithful to ‘the outward cleansing and washing

away of the filth of our bodies, being the saviour of sinne raign-

ing in us’.46 The zealous puritan Philip Stubbes urged washing

because ‘as the filthinesse and pollution of my bodie is washed

and made clean by the element of water; so is my bodie and

soule purified and washed from the spots and blemishes of sin,
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by the precious blood of Jesus Christ . . . This washing putteth

me in rememberance of my baptism.’ The metaphysical Prot-

estant poet George Herbert wrote that on Sunday especially:

Affect in all things about thee cleanliness,

Let thy minde’s sweetness have his operation

Upon thy body, clothes and habitation . . .

That all may gladly boarde thee, as a flowre . . . 47

At a somewhat less exalted social level, the surgeon William

Bullein seems to have found it necessary to defend and promote

washing (but only with cold water) and put an unusually full and

earnest section on cleanly grooming into the morning regimen

of his small handbook The Government of Health (1558), aimed at

the student or the busy man of affairs about town:

Plaine people in the countrie, as carters, threshers, ditchers, colliers,

and plowmen, use seldom times to wash their hands, as appeareth

by their filthynes, and verie few times combe their heads, as is seen

by floxes, nittes, grease, feathers, straw, and such like, which hang-

eth in their haires. Whether is washing or combing things to

decorate or garnish the body, or else to bring health to the same?

Thou seest that the deere, horse, or cow, will use friction or

rubbing themselves against trees both for their ease and health.

Birdes and hawkes, after their bathing will prune and rowse them-

selves upon their branches and perches, and all for health. What

shouldman do, which is reasonable but to keep himself cleane, and

often to wash the handes, which is a thyng most comfortable . . . If

it be done often, the hands be also the instruments to the mouth

and the eies, with many other thinges commonly to serve the

bodie . . . Kembing of the head is good in the mornings, and doth

comfort memories, it is evil at night and openeth the pores. The

cutting of toes, haire, and the paring of nailes, cleane keeping of

eares, and teeth, be not only things comely and honest, but

also holesome rules of Physicke for the superfluous things of the

excrements.48
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The English Puritans were no ragged dusty ascetic hermits, nor

were they sleek priests. They often kept their beards, in imitation

of the Jewish prophets; but they despised ornamental (long) hair-

styles and were ostentatiously short-haired (or round-headed):

‘Off with those deformed locks, those badges of pride and vanity

which you have been so warned of . . . hate not to be reformed

[and] become your Barber, as he has been to some amongst

us . . . ’.49 In Comenius’ catechism, baths were approved to ‘wash

off sluttishnesse and filth . . . [and] cleanse and scour away all

dustinesse,sweatandfoulness’,butanyotherartificialcosmetics—

curled hair, wigs, or perfume—were entirely banished. In the

Calvinist world, sexual uncleanness was far more important

than mere bodily cleanliness, and English anti-cosmetic tirades

were worthy of the Church Fathers themselves, and were highly

biblical. ‘Plain Man’ Arthur Dent was no doubt one of many

puritan masters of their households who tended to quote Isaiah:

Andwhat say you of our artificial women, which will be better than

God made them? They like not his handiwork, they will rend it,

and have other complexions, other faces, other hair, other bones,

other breasts, and other bellies than God made them . . . But they

will humbled by the Lord . . . instead of sweet savours there shall be

a stink, and instead of a girdle, a rent, and instead of dyeing the

hair, baldness . . . 50

Other English puritans were even more foul-mouthed about

cosmetic waters and unctions ‘wherewith they besmear their

faces’, musk perfume ‘stinkyng before the face of God’, linen

starch for ruffs—‘the Devil’s liquor’—and earrings ‘for which

they are not ashamed to make holes in their ears’.51

It might seem as if Puritans had abandoned the sensuous

body altogether by treating it largely as an asexual object in

which all lusts and vanities could be controlled; but this was

not entirely so. Many had a surprisingly primitive passion for

the God of nature, and his natural works.52 The European
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Protestant sects who did not accept the spiritual and theological

authority of Lutheran Calvinism (notably the Anabaptists,

Baptists, Diggers, Seekers, Ranters, Quakers, Pietists, Adamites,

the Family of Love, andmany others) were idealists who refused

to accept the doctrine that the Christian soul was predestined to

be sinful at birth: they valued individual experience, questioned

the Scriptures as they saw fit, disagreed with infant baptism, and

tended to be more millenarian or utopian, believing in the

‘simpleplainheartedness or innocency’ of thehumansoul before

the Fall of Adam and Eve, and in the redemptive virtues of

Love and communal brotherhood. The radical democrat leader

of the English Diggers’ sect, Winstanley, insisted that the sup-

posedly heavenly Age of the Spirit existed, now, in all people:

Wemay seeAdameverydaybefore our eyeswalkingupanddown the

street . . . This innocency or plain-heartedness in man was not an

estate 6,000 years ago only, but every branch of mankind passes

through it. . . . Oh ye hearsay preachers, deceive not the people any

longer by telling them that this glory shall not be knownand seen till

the body is laid in the dust. I tell you, this greatmystery has begun to

appear, and it must be seen by the material eyes of this flesh . . . 53

It was a fight over the soul and the body with some unexpected

consequences for the later history of hygiene—the develop-

ment of Christian naturism (if we can call it that). If he or she

wanted, a pure-spirited Adam or Eve could even go naked,

testifying their innocence, ‘and live above sin and shame’.

According to the historian Christopher Hill, there were many

recorded occasions ‘on which very respectable Quakers ‘‘went

naked for a sign’’, with only a loin-cloth about their middles

for decency. . . . In 1652 a lady stripped naked during a church

service [in the chapel at Whitehall], crying ‘‘Welcome the res-

urrection!’’ . . . such occurrences were less rare at Ranter and

Quaker weddings.’54
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As Hill discovered, many English sectarians systematically

proclaimed the right of natural man to live naturally, and to

worship the God of nature; and nothing shows this more than

the passionate debates over the hygiene and morality of pure

food, cool air, and cold water. Confirming a general moral–

thermal shift that seems to have begun in the later sixteenth

century, English sectarians joined in the general Protestant

attack on medieval (Catholic) Galenism, and loudly repudiated

the old so-called ‘Hot Regimen’ in favour of a new and ascetic

‘Cold Regimen’.

Pure Foods

Diet had long been linked to catharsis and purgation, and easily

became a locus for puritanism. The seventeenth century was the

time when many (if not most) of the Western world’s ‘Rich

Restoratives’ were introduced via the flourishing international

trade routes. These new food drugs were cane sugar, tea, coffee,

chocolate, and tobacco, and the new drinks made from the

chemist’s recent discovery of pure ‘neat’ alcohol—brandy, gin,

fortified wines such as port or sherry, and herbal and fruit

liqueurs such as aquavit and cherry brandy. All these items

went down extremely well with the public, but were regarded

by ascetics as excessively corrupting foods that produced over-

heated brains and venal ‘Hot, fantastick passions of love’. One

seventeenth-century English physiologist’s internalized moral

hatred of the supine, sickly, effeminate, and above all Foreign

‘Hot Regimen from Hot Climates’ had very clear targets:

Brandy, spirits, strong wines, smoking Tobacco, Hot Baths,

wearing flannel and many clothes, keeping in the House, warming

of beds, sitting by great fires, drinking continually of Tea and

Coffee, want of due exercise of body, by too much study or passion

of the mind, by marrying too young, or by too much Venery
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(which injures Eyes, Digestion, Perspiration, and breedsWinds and

Crudities): and for all the effeminacy, Niceness, and weakness of

spirits that is produced in theHysterical andHypochondriacal . . . 55

Uncompromising temperance and vegetarianism became the

badge of English radicalism in the seventeenth century. Pure

food or ‘vegetable’ beliefs either came through individual reve-

lation or (increasingly as time wore on) through intellectual

persuasion and reference to the natural ‘common sense’ of ‘our

forefathers’—‘yea the most of them fed upon graine, corne,

roots, pulse, hearbes, weedes and such other baggage, and yet

lived longer than wee, were healthfuller than wee’. The ascetic

works of classical Pythagoreanism and Indian Vedic vegetarian-

ism were beginning to be rediscovered and admired. The Famil-

ists and Adamites had vegetarian followers, mirroring the sects

and believers in Cromwell’s Model Army who thought meat-

eating unlawful, and cold-water drinkers who abstained from

alcohol.56 The famous radical Protestant hermit Roger Crab,

after a near-death experience while soldiering during the Civil

War, conducted the experiment of living alone on ‘a smalle

Roode of ground . . . at Ickham near Uxbridge . . . in obedience

to the command of Christ’, wearing sackcloth and eating

nothing but garden produce:

if naturall Adam had kept to his single naturall fruits of God’s

appearance, namely fruits and herbs, we had not been corrupted.

Thus we see that by eating and drinking we are swallowed up in

corruption . . . [and] the flesh-destroying Spirits and Angels draweth

near us . . .

By praying, fasting, and suffering the pangs given to him by his

‘Old Man’ (his body), Crab became something of a celebrity

healer, preaching against meat and alcohol:

if my patients were any of them wounded or feaverish, I sayd,

eating flesh or drinking strong beer would inflame the blood,

chapter 7 protestant regimens 213



venom their wounds, and encrease their disease, so there is no

proof like experience: so the eating of flesh is an absolute enemy

to pure nature; pure nature being the workmanship of a pure God,

and corrupt nature under the custody of the devil.57

Fasting was a particular sign of grace. There were many Protest-

ant women who also felt the call of personal prophecy, and

embarkedonasevereasceticregimeofvirginalcelibacy, isolation,

and, above all, fasting. Anne Wentworth embraced virginity

and public preaching; Martha Taylor carried out a ‘Prodigious

Abstinence occasioned by twelve months fasting’ and was

exhibited publicly in her home; the prophet Sarah Wight

starved herself as a penance, lost her sight and hearing, went

into a catatonic state, and spoke ‘extempore in soliliquies’.58

Oxford and Cambridge universities were monastic and celibate

institutions steeped in the traditions of fasting and the philo-

sophical or ‘Mean Diet’. Protestant Cambridge was the centre of

a core group of ascetic Protestant natural philosophers later

known as the Neoplatonists, who strenuously opposed the

‘clockwork’ mechanism of Descartes, and argued for the mater-

ial existence of a transcendent spirit world (including angels):

‘The Platonists doe chiefly take notice of Three kindes of Ve-

hicles, Aetherial, Aerial, and Terrestrial, in every one whereof

there may be several degrees of purity and impurity. . . ’. Platon-

ism and Pythagoreanism were closely aligned in Cambridge;

one leading member of the Neoplatonists, Henry More, was

known to be a strict vegetarian who considered it his bodily

duty to ‘endeavour after the Highest Purity’.59

In the later seventeenth century, however, the main living

prophet of English vegetarianism was the self-taught shepherd,

hatter, and popular author Thomas Tryon (1634–1703), who

wrote dozens of books on Cleanness and Innocency for all

occasions:
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There is no other way to obtain the great mystery and Knowledge

of God, his Law, and our Selves, but by Self-Denial, Cleanness,

Temperance, and Sobriety; in Words, Imployments, Meats and

Drinks; all which . . . [keep] our bodies in Health, and our minds

in serenity; rendering us unpolluted Temples, for the Holy Spirit of

God to communicate with.60

Condemning all hot ‘Gluttenous and intoxicating Liquors [and]

fumes as those of Tobacco, Opium, and the like Poysons’, he

followed Crab and preached an Adamite, hermetic, country life,

living on vegetables, grains, pulses, and cold water: ‘he that lives

as he ought needs but a few things, and those easie to be

procured, a small cottage, a little Garden, a Spade, Corn, and

Water, white garments, a little wood, a straw-bed, will support

Nature to the highest degree’.61 His Pythagorean philosophy led

him to abhor the violence and pollution of towns, with their

noise, smoke, and nauseous trades (including butchery), and to

become a pacifist. In Pythagoras his Mystick Philosophy Reviv’d

(1691), Tryon explained that this primarily meant living with-

out killing anything:

Let none of your food be attended with the groans of the innocent

Creatures . . . endeavour and with equal constancy and earnestness

to pursue after purity. . . to eschew things derived from violence;

and therefore be considerate in the eating of Flesh or Fish, or any

thing not procured but by the death of some of our fellow crea-

tures; rather let them content themselves with the Delicacy of the

Vegetables, which are full as nourishing, much more wholesome,

and indisputably innocent . . . 62

He once produced a plan for a Society of Clean and Innocent

Livers based on ‘Rules of Cleanness, Self-Denial, and Separation’

and a Sublime merciful diet, but it was never put into practice;

though famous, and even fashionable (the poet Aphra Behnwas

an admirer), he undoubtedly suffered some social derision on

account of his vegetarianism—not least because his wife,
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though sober in other things, refused to give up meat.63 But

Tryon was certainly a proponent of Cold Regimen, and alert to

the experimental work of the Moderns. His campaign against

hot drinks, hot feather beds, and hot-coddling children and

swaddlingbabies—‘lappingof themupinseveralDoubleClothes

and Swathes, so tight, that a Man may write on them’—was

firmly in tune with the medical teaching of his fellow Londoner

Thomas Sydenham.

Cool Air

With the work of Galileo and the Italian anatomists, William

Harvey’s discovery of the blood circulation in 1628, René

Descartes’s philosophical work on mechanical physics in

the 1640s, the work of the chemists, and the appearance of the

practical microscope, seventeenth-century European science was

more austerely rational, practical, and certainly more ‘mecha-

nical’ than the speculative Paracelsianism of the sixteenth

century. During theCivilWar in England (1642–60)much serious

and lengthy experimental work had gone into the Baconian

project of capturing the power of nature, through agricultural

reform, engineering, and statistical demography; but although

Commonwealth debate had ranged widely over a number of

idealistic, administrative plans for the health of the people, no

parliamentary action was taken. It was a scientifically inclined

prince, Charles II, who established a neo-Baconian research

institute, the Royal Society, in 1662. One of the key experimental

sites of seventeenth-century European science was the observa-

tion and testing of the qualities of the ‘Element of Air’. Ordinary,

simple, clean cool Air—the breath of heaven—is where English

ascetic physiology finally made its mark.

The Greek model of good odours and bad miasmas was, in

the seventeenth century, held to be true beyond doubt, a corner-

stone of science, but onewhose essential arcana andmechanisms
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had yet to be found. Sanctorius had proved that the body

breathed out a miasma of perspiration; the chemists had discov-

ered gases but had not yet discovered oxygen, and were in the

processing of discovering that plants breathed too. In addition to

pure science, there were pressing medical and social reasons for

investigating air, namely the controversial medieval plague pol-

icy of ‘aerial quarantine’—barricading the air into the house by

closing the door on it, purifying it with good odours, and sealing

it away from the contagions raging outside (or inside). Yet was it

not also seen that air wasworstwhen itwas shut up and confined?

Seventeenth-century writers on plague were highly concerned

about the movement of wholesome air: ‘oftentimes it is seene,

that sick folks doe recover their former health onely by a change

of air’.64

Thomas Sydenham (1624–89), the so-called Father of English

Medicine, was a fever doctor and follower of Hippocrates who

spent years measuring the epidemics of London and carefully

observing his patients. Like the Methodists, he thought that the

patient should not be trampled on by ‘Physic’, and that a doc-

tor’s aim should be to ‘Assist Nature’ through therapeutic nihil-

ism: ‘truly I sometimes thought, that we can scarcely proceed

too slowly in driving away diseases, and that we should proceed

slowly, more being often to be left to Nature, than is now

generally imagined’.65 By ignoring the medical rules and trust-

ing to natural instinct Sydenham successfully dispensed with

the conventional fever regimen, and obtained a huge reputa-

tion. Themistake of earlier physicians, he said, had been to have

‘prescribed the hottest remedies and method for those Diseases,

which required above others the coldest remedies and Regimen,

[as] is evident enough both in the smallpox (which is one of the

hottest diseases in Nature) and in the cure of Fevers’. The fever

should not be stoked up with great fires, sealed rooms, hot

drinks, thick odours, and loads of blankets: for ‘how can we

certainly tell that we may not kill the Man, while we endeavour
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to dispose the Humours to Sweat by a Hot Regimen, and hot

cordials . . . it is clear tome, that the Fever alone has heat enough

itself; not needs it any greater heat from abroad, by a Hot

Regimen’. The patient only needed cool beds, plenty of cool

drinks, cool air, and no bloodletting: ‘the sick must keep up

adays, at least some hours, or at least lie outside the Bed. . .

forbidding the use of Broth of any kind, permitting in the

meanwhile the accustomed exercise, and free Air, without so

much as once using any Evacuations’.66

Sydenham’s methods meant that the sickroom, or bedroom,

became a very different place to the traditional sealed and

heated chamber. We can imagine that many ‘modern’ house-

holders threw open their windows with relief to let the fumes

escape, especially in the summer. They may even have started

aerating their old feather beds, for the cogent reasons given by

Thomas Tryon in his domestic manual ATreatise of Cleanness in

Meats and Drinks, of the Preparation of Food, the Excellency of Good

Airs, and the Benefits of Clean Sweet Beds. Also of the Generation of

Bugs, and their Cure (1682):

Now Beds for the most part stand in Corners of Chambers, and

being ponderous close substances, the refreshing Influences of the

Air have no power to penetrate or destroy the gross humidity that

all such Places contract . . .Not that everyone’s Bed does smell

indifferent well to himself; but when he lies in a strange Bed, let a

Man but put his Nose into the Bed when he is thoroughly hot, and

hardly any Common Vault is like it . . . You are to set your other sorts

of Beds as near as you can to the most Airie Places of your Rooms,

exposing them to the Air the most part of the day, with your Cham-

ber-Windows open, that the Air may freely pass, which is a most

excellent Element, that does sweeten all things and prevent Putre-

faction. In the Night also you ought not to have your Window-

Curtains drawn, nor your Curtains that are about your Beds; for it

hinders the sweet refreshing Influences of the Air. . . 67
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Cold Water

According to one early eighteenth-century cold bather, John

Hancocke, it was Sydenham and Richard Mead together ‘who,

so far as I know, broke the Ice, as to the cool Regimen’.68 Cold

Water joined naturally with cool beds, cool vegetables, and cool

air, and rounded off the total commitment to ‘cold’ hygiene.

Hancocke’s own mentor was Sir John Floyer, the highly influ-

ential author of An Enquiry into the Right Use and Abuse of Hot,

Cold, and Temperate Baths in England (1697) who had made it his

mission to exhort ‘The Present Age’ to ‘leave off the imprudent

use of Hot Baths, and to regain their ancient natural vigour,

strength, and hardiness by a frequent Use of Cold Bathing’.

A stern mechanist and Sanctorian, he demonstrated how Cold

Baths beneficially ‘stopped the pores’, compressed ‘the juices

and the internal rarefy’d Vapours’, and gave a pleasurable after-

glow—‘a great warmth all over’—with the body becoming

‘much more nimble, and [the] Joints more pliant’. The stimu-

lating Cold Bath was excellent for the jaded appetite, and

physical weakness, whereas hot baths made ‘the body weaker,

the Spirits exhausted’.69

The indications are that hardy cold bathing was already on the

increase as Floyer wrote, partly owing to the increased European

interest in river-swimming. In England, William Pearcy’s The

Compleat Swimmer, or, The Arte of Swimming appeared in 1658;

and Melchisedech Thevenot’s The Art of Swimming . . .Done out of

French, in 1699. The Cambridge natural philosophers were keen

swimmers in the 1680s. The rectangular stone-lined sunken pool

in the Fellows’ garden at Christ’s College (adorned with busts of

John Milton and the famous Platonist Master, Ralph Cudworth)

was the first swimming pool in Cambridge; there was a swim-

ming pool of similar date at Emmanuel College. As well as using

the river ‘backs’, the students frequented a stone bath built at the

Moor Barns cold spring a mile from the town.70 In his next book,
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The History of Cold Bathing: Both Ancient andModern (1706), Floyer

gave the classical antecedents—‘I publish no new doctrine, but

only design to revive the Ancient practice of Physick in using

Cold Baths’—and reported that the swimming pool building

craze was well under way:

There are a great many Cold Baths lately erected in England, and

next to Mr Baynard’s, is that at Bathessen. ’Tis in the grounds of Dr

Parton, and by him built . . . The Honourable Charles Stanley Esq,

brother to the present Earl of Derby, has made a Noble Cold Bath in

Gripping Wood, near Ormskirk in Lancashire. I am told he had

made it a very compleat Bath, with all the usual conveniences.71

The cooling doctrine in English physiology spread steadily

through the wider public from its first beginnings in the fever

literature. When Richard Mead published his Short Discourse

concerning Pestilential Contagion in 1720, advising a reversal of

the policy of confining people (and their air) during the plague,

it rushed through five editions in one year, bought by a grateful

public.72 Tryon’s bed campaign was also successful. During the

eighteenth century the free-standing bed, with a straw or horse-

hair mattress, a padded quilt, and without curtains, began to

come into general use. But the Stoic regime of physical ‘hardi-

ness’ from cold bathing and cold air would not have progressed

quite so far in the next two centuries, had it not been for the

philosophy of John Locke.

John Locke’s Cold Regimen

In Some Thoughts concerning Education (1693) John Locke com-

mented: ‘Everyone is now full of the miracles done by cold Baths

on decayed and weak constitutions, for the recovery of health

and strength; and therefore they cannot be impracticable or in-

tolerable for the improving and hardening the bodies of those

who are in better circumstances.’73 It was Locke (1632–1704)
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who gave final weight and gravitas to the Cold Regimen, and

prepared the ground for its general dispersal. His Essay concerning

HumanUnderstanding (1690) was a treatise on the philosophy and

psychology of ideas which led not only to a new European physi-

ology of sensation, but to the first stirrings of European ethnog-

raphy. Locke’s early career as a tutor and teacher was summarized

in his next book, Some Thoughts concerning Education, which gave

the English gentry advice on how to bring up their children in a

bracing but humane Roman style. Although the physiological

details have often been treated as harmless eccentricities, they

were integral to the Lockean project of physically training the

senses, in the classic traditions of gymnosophy. Like Erasmus,

Locke believed in the concept of the tabula rasa—the clean, inno-

cent, empty page of the child’s mind. In Locke’s view, the mind

was gradually filled with whatever moral ideas society chose to

impart; but whatever was first impressed on the human mind

stayed for ever; and therefore careful training of the primary and

secondary senses was essential. In classical gymnastics strength of

mind went with strength of body: Locke liked to quote Juvenal’s

aphorism ‘a healthymind in a healthy body’ (mens sana in corpore

sano), calling it ‘a short but full description of the most desirable

state we are capable of in this life. He who has these two has little

more to wish; and he that wants either of them will be but

little better for anything else.’74

Many of Locke’s ideas would have already been familiar to the

humanist-trained, reform-minded, patriotic, late seventeenth-

century English reader. His educational programmewas designed

to turn their sons into Stoic young warriors with ‘strong consti-

tutions, able to endure hardships and fatigue’—unlike ‘most

children [whose] constitutions are either spoiled, or at least

harmed, by cockering and tenderness’. The boys should mostly

play in the open air, ‘and as little asmay be by the fire . . . thus the

bodymay be brought to bear almost anything’.75 Thewhole plan

was set out in a few easily observable rules: ‘Plenty of open air,
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exercise and sleep, plain diet, no wine or strong drink, very little

or no physick, not too warm or straight clothing, especially the

head and feet kept cold, and the feet often used to coldwater, and

exposed to wet.’76 The girls, too, were included in this regime:

‘The nearer they come to the hardship of their brothers in their

education, the greater advantage they will receive from it.’ He

was particularly disapproving of girls’ strait-lacing and stays,

stopping the circulation and compressing the stomach: ‘That

way of making slender wastes, and fine shapes, serves but the

more effectually to spoil them.’77

The change in English children’s fashion towards looser cot-

ton clothing, for boys and for girls, dates from this period. Boy’s

clothing should be thin and light, with no cap, and open

shoes—‘with holes in his shoes so that they leak’—in other

words, sandals. The stockings should be changed and the feet

washed every day in cold water (a custom that may have led to

the invention of boys’ ankle socks): ‘I fear, I shall have the

mistress and maids too, against me . . . It is recommendable for

its cleanliness; but that which I aim at in it, is health.’ Locke

approvingly quoted Seneca on cold baths in midwinter, on the

cold-bathing of infants by the Germans, Irish, and Scots ‘of old’,

and thought learning to swim was essential: ‘It is that saves

many a man’s life, and the Romans thought it so necessary

that they ranked it with letters . . . the advantages to health, by

often bathing, in cold water during the heat of the summer, are

so many, that I think nothing need be said to encourage it.’78

Locke’s Roman hardiness, his Greek athleticism, and his Prot-

estant naturalism clearly appealed to large numbers of the Eng-

lish upper classes; it was a fitness regime that many English

public schoolboys endured until quite recently, including

daily morning plunges into cold water (even the sea), deep

winter only excluded.79
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There was an obvious transformation in the idea of clean-

ness in England in the seventeenth century. The association of

coolness, cleanness, and innocence appears to have emerged

directly from Protestant sectarianism, blended into a formal,

neoclassical framework that had reincorporated the Greek regi-

men of the non-naturals. The more extreme health or hygiene

beliefs (whether it was the Sanctorian Sober Diet, theMeanDiet,

the Vegetable Diet, or the Cold Bath) were undoubtedly held

only by a rather small constituency of ascetic self-experiment-

ers, people of independent thought and means, or invalids who

needed to mend their health. But the sheer numbers of refer-

ences to the actual words ‘Cleanliness’ or ‘Cleanness’ had grown

extraordinarily and were much more portentous than before,

certainly when highlighted (as they so often were) with a capital

letter. In the following century Cleanliness was to become far

more Rational. Religious mysticism gave way to a strong pre-

sumption in favour of its usefulness in disease prevention as

many further scientific ‘proofs’ of the utility of hygiene were

presented, confirming the truth of Mead’s dictum: ‘as Nastiness

is a great source of Infection, so Cleanliness is the greatest

preservative: which is the true reason, why the Poor are most

obnoxious to Disasters of this kind’. The general public in eight-

eenth-century England were to be targeted yet again by health

educationalists, for the general good of an extremely affluent

new commonwealth.
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chapter 8
civil cleanliness

‘That the inhabitants of this kingdom have of late years

changed their way of living in a very remarkable manner, and

greatly increased in luxury, is a truth of which every person,

who has lived any time in it, must be sensible,’ wrote the

economist Adam Dickson in 1773.1 By then the age of ‘heroic’

sectarian Protestantism had long passed; Quaker Friends no

longer interrupted sermons or went naked in the street while

they were busy making their fortunes. Borrowing a phrase from

John Bunyan, the old Dissenters were crossing ‘the plaine of

Ease’, at the edge of which lay ‘a little hill called Lucre, and in

that hill a silver mine’, beyond which stood ‘Doubting Castle’.

The new United Kingdom’s population rose steeply from c.10.5

million in 1750 to 15.5 million in 1801. There were only four

new bodies of English local civic Improvement Commissioners

set up between 1700 and 1749; over the next fifty years, by

1800, there were 567.2

The hygienic changes during the first fifty years of the eight-

eenth century were still mainly personal and economic ones—

most of them occurring in people’s minds and inside private

homes. The result was a new market for health care. The thriv-

ing eighteenth-century health and leisure industries were bla-

tantly connected to the fast-accelerating ‘wheel of fashion’—a



new vortex of consumerism that had emerged from unpreced-

ented European mercantile expansion and surplus wealth.3

But life was still harsh, brutal, and short if you were born at

the bottom of the heap; and there was only the germ of an

idea, around 1750, that these immemorial conditions could be

‘improved’. In the second half of the century, in England,

France, and Germany especially, there was renewed interest in

the utility of public hygiene, coupled with the first tentative

moves towards hygienic public health policies, based on statis-

tics and natural science. Just to keep these wider social develop-

ments in perspective, however, the leap of the imagination

required to make a connection between the old idea of private

hygiene and new idea of public hygiene is reflected in this

footnote from the amateur health bibliophile and reformer

Sir John Sinclair, uncertainly attempting to redefine personal

hygiene as a social science in 1802:

Good health and longevity depends much upon personal cleanli-

ness, and a variety of habits and customs, or minute attentions

that it is impossible here to discuss. It were much to be wished,

that some author would undertake the trouble of collecting the

results of general experience upon that subject, and would

point out to those habits, which, when taken singly, appear very

trifling, yet when combined, there is every reason to believe,

that much additional health and comfort would arise from their

observance.4

Only five years later, however, he was confidently advocating

the new European philosophy of ‘medical police’, namely,

1. Police of Climate. 2. Police of Physical Education. 3. Police of

Diet. Police of Public Amusements. 4. Police of Habits and Cus-

toms. Police of Public Institutions. 7. Police for the Health of

Soldiers and Sailors. 8. Police to Prevent Contagious Disorders.

And, 10. Police of Medicine and the means of promoting its

improvement.5
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The Age of Elegance

The overriding image of eighteenth-century Europe is one of

supreme elegance: the perfect ‘Quality’ lifestyle of the aristoc-

racy, gentry, and educated middle classes, for whom personal

cleanliness and orderliness were now very visible marks of being

‘genteel’. The large personal fortunes made in eighteenth-

century Europe were discreetly covered by the cloak of fashion-

able French politesse. In France a new style of ‘liberal’ or ‘open’

manners had slowly replaced the more rigid formal manners of

the seventeenth century, and smoothed the way for wealthy

upper-rank aspirants: the social formalities were to be entered

into easily and naturally, in leisurely informal gatherings. In

England liberal French manners sat easily with liberal English

politics, and spread out from London into the provinces via the

bustling English presses. Anxious queries about correct social

manners peppered the pages of the Spectator magazine, where

old-style courtiers were mocked as old-fashioned, since ‘our

Manners sit more loose upon us’; and in the 1714 issue the

editor, Joseph Addison, tackled the subject of Cleanliness. He

quoted the classics and called cleanliness a Half-Virtue, lying

somewhere halfway between duty to God and duty to society:

It is evident that Cleanliness, if it cannot be called one of the

Virtues, must ever rank very near them: from age to age it has

ever been admitted that ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness’; it is

the mark of politeness; it produced love; and it bears analogy to

purity of mind; Aristotle calls it one of the Half-Virtues. No-one,

unadorned with this virtue, can go into company without giving

manifest offence; and the easier or higher anyone’s fortune, this

duty rises proportionately. The more any country is civilised, the

more they consult this part of politeness.6

The early eighteenth-century founder of Methodism, John

Wesley, in turn quoted Addison, in a sermon on dress:

cleanliness was, firstly, ‘the mark of Politeness’, secondly, the
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‘Foster-mother of Love’, thirdly, indicated ‘Purity of Mind’, and

fourthly, was a ‘preserver of Health’. He was known to be per-

sonally fastidious, and was insistent on cleanliness among his

followers: ‘Be cleanly. In this let the Methodists take pattern

from the Quakers. Avoid all nastiness, dirt, slovenliness, both in

your person, clothes, house, and all about you. Do not stink

above ground. This is a bad front of laziness; use all diligence to

be clean . . . ’.7 In Addison’s andWesley’s definitions, cleanliness

was still very much cast in its traditional courtly mode, predom-

inantly a social virtue, a sign of good breeding, and a sine qua

non of beauty and elegance. Clean linen, clean hands, and

precision grooming marked the gentleman, as well as good

manners; this Ovidian model is recalled in one of Lord Chester-

field’s famous letters to his son, in 1750:

My Dear Friend. You will possibly think that this letter turns upon

strange, little, trifling objects; and you will think right, if you think

of them separately; but if you take them aggregately you will be

convinced that as parts, which conspire to form the whole, called

the exterior of the man of fashion, they are of importance. I shall

not now dwell upon those personal graces, that liberal air, and that

engaging address, which I have so often recommended to you, but

descend still lower, to your dress, cleanliness, and care of your

person . . . Take care to have your stockings well gartered up, and

your shoes well buckled; for nothing gives a more slovenly air to a

man than ill-dressed legs. In your person you must be accurately

clean; and your teeth, hands, and nails should be superlatively

so. . . . The lowest peasant speaks, moves, dresses, eats, and drinks,

as much as a man of the first fashion, but does them all quite

differently; so that by doing and saying most things in a manner

opposite to that of the vulgar, you have a great chance of doing and

saying them right. There are gradations in awkwardness and vul-

garism, as there are in everything else.8

But how could you tell what these subtle ‘gradations in awk-

wardness’ were? Eighteenth-century English fiction was full of
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nuanced and didactic examples of good manners, which were

certainly used as an aid to self-education. Meanwhile, the slow

seepage of ‘polished’ manners down the social scale opened up

an even greater gulf between the literate ‘polite’ and those

without these new manners, the illiterate vulgar.

The Private Parts

‘The cleanliness of the rest of your person, which, by the way,

will conduce greatly to your health, I refer from time to time to

the bagnio,’ remarked Chesterfield casually, but not urgently.9

Hemight have known better than to send his son to France with

that advice—or perhaps he assumed that French aristocratic

males merely looked on while their womenfolk bathed and

sluiced. In France the aristocratic tendre for cosmetic cleanli-

ness that had developed during the seventeenth century had

reached a new peak of perfection by the eighteenth century. It

had virtually become a symbol of their class. The cultic aspects

of the boudoir came from the French royal ritual of the levée, the

morning toilette conducted in the royal bedroom suite with an

audience of kin, intimate friends, and favoured counsellors, an

old custom of monarchs that had been perfected by Louis XIV,

and which spread throughout the French nobility—a new and

highly favoured grooming pleasure zone, full of objets d’art.10

Toilet sets were increasingly given as wedding gifts, individual

items came as love gifts, and visitors weremeant to be impressed

by the immense profusion of silver, gold, and glassware on the

toilet table:

And now, unveiled, the Toilet stands displayed,

Each Silver Vase in Mystic Order laid.

First, rob’d in White, the Nymph intent adores

With Head uncovered, the Cosmetic Powrs . . .

This Casket India’s glowing Gems unlock,

228 civil cleanliness chapter 8



All Arabia breathes from yonder Box.

The Tortoise here and Elephant unite,

Transformed to Combs the speckled and the white.

Here Files of Pins extend their shining Rows,

Puffs, Powders, Patches, Bibies, Billet Doux . . . 11

Well-made French cosmetics and perfumes were all highly

desirable; they were imported (even smuggled), and then

flaunted, by aristocracies all over Europe.

Perfumes, powders, and paints now arrived in easy-to-use lux-

ury packaging; intrinsically they remained largely unchanged,

but their application had become a high art form. Needless to

say, strong perfume accompanied every possible item of the

toilette, including scented mouth pastilles, toilet waters, and

moisturizing creams. Clutching their white, red, and yellow

greasepaints—their pomades à la baton—women designed the

precise colouring of their faces—their maquillage—like artists in

front of a canvas. Body depilation, eyebrow-plucking, eye black,

rouge lip salves, and innumerable shades of rouge powder for the

cheeks were de rigueur; and the new fashion for powdering the

hair with scented powders and greasing it to form sculptural

piles over inserted padding started early in the century. The

infamous ‘high’ hairstyle, however, was only fashionable for a

short-lived decade during the 1770s; women soon reverted to

themore comfortable and easilymaintained ‘low’styles that had

been normal between 1715 and 1770.

Underneath the façade things were not always so glamor-

ous—we know enough about the fleas, lice, smeared paintwork,

and powerful body odours to be sure of that. Some at least of the

heavy painting can be attributed to the ravages of smallpox,

then an endemic childhood disease, or to syphilitic disfigure-

ment. There were certainly hygiene problems connected with

wear and storage of clothes and wigs; although when well kept,

with cropped hair underneath, wigs would have reduced nits
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and lice considerably. Although the parasite load was obviously

still relatively high, multiplying with every increase in popula-

tion and only held in check by constant manual grooming, it

was now beginning to be deterred by regular domestic bathing.

Among the female French aristocracy the bath had become an

indispensable part of the toilette, and was constructed from

the choicest materials: marble, bronze, painted and lacquered

metal, or even crystal glass. Very select visitors were received in

the luxurious surroundings of the cabinet de bain, which, as the

ever-growing genre of titillating French bath paintings show,

was an arena of unabashed sexual display. The profusion of new

bathing furniture and toilet articles, however, indicated a more

serious grooming intent. French cabinet-makers designed new

and convenient washstands, holding a large jug and basin, with

little drawers, mirrors, and other contrivances underneath,

which were then copied by local manufacturers; they became

an indispensable item for shaving and grooming in male quar-

ters. The newly invented French bidet, a chairlike washstand for

sluicing the private parts, was used by men and women alike; it

was often taken on travels and military campaigns, and became

a mark of supreme cleanliness among the French upper ranks.12

The other supremely private part was the mouth. Paris was

the centre of advanced dentistry in themid-eighteenth century,

with patients arriving from all over Europe to get their teeth

mended and their dental hygiene improved. A new vogue for le

sourire (the smile) began to affect French manners; in 1787 the

artist Elizabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun broke with formal tradition

and painted the first romantic open smile, with gleaming white

teeth, in European art history.13 Rotting teeth and bad breath

were an extremely common and painful problem, made worse

by rising imports of sugar, and sticky fruits and sweetmeats,

which the older methods of soft leaves, sticks, or cloths could

scarcely deal with; and a lot of damage was done by using coarse
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or badly ground powders, ashes, and whiteners (chalk, salt,

soda), which wore the enamel or irritated the gums. Chester-

field (and many others) badly damaged his teeth through the

over-energetic use of ‘sticks, irons, etc., which totally destroyed

them, so that I have not now above six or seven left’. If a whole

family suffered from poor teeth, the dentist’s bills could be a

minor financial disaster. Towards the end of the century stand-

ards of dental hygiene were improving among the upper classes,

even outside France. English gentry-folk would have been aware

of the surgeon John Hunter’s handbook on the teeth The Nat-

ural History of the Human Teeth: Explaining their Structure, Use,

Formation, Growth, and Diseases, after 1771; and new soft tooth-

brushes and purer pastes arrived slowly, in the last third of the

century—William Cowper in rural retreat had to send for his

new toothbrushes from London, commenting ‘people do not

brush their teeth at Olney’.14

The bidet may have been a step too far for many foreign con-

sumers. Advanced cosmetic lorewas still clearly absent in Protest-

ant England, where heavy or excessive painting (including lip- or

eye-painting) was generally frowned on, and more exotic cos-

metic techniques (nail paint, depilation) were virtually unknown

among the virtuous. All the exposed parts were expected to be

kept as clean as possible, and therewere plenty ofwashes, lotions,

andwhiteners available in the old receipt books that did just that;

but the more intimate demands of the body were apparently

often simply ignored, in chaste Christian fashion. On the regular

female menstruation, ‘the curse’, and its personal hygiene prob-

lems anddifficulties, therewas (it seems) a general silence, accord-

ing to the liberal physician William Buchan:

there are no women in the world so inattentive to this discharge

as the English; and they suffer accordingly, as a very great number

of them are obstructed, and many prove barren in consequence. . .

False modesty, inattention, and ignorance of what is beneficial or
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hurtful at this time, are the sources of many diseases and misfor-

tunes in life, which a few sensible lessons from an experienced

matron might have prevented.

The normal method of dealing with menstrual flow was to cut

out and sew a pad of rag, which was then pinned onto the

underpetticoat and washed daily, a method which persisted

well into the early twentieth century.15

But even in these small matters, things were improving. An

imported Indian technology—lighter cotton cloth—was begin-

ning to make ‘shifting’ far easier in Europe, at the same time as

increasing the amount of underwear required to be frequently

laundered. Cheaper cotton in the second half of the century was

a godsend for the middling classes. Raw cotton imports to Brit-

ain soared as mass production took off: printed cotton, using

engraved copper plates, arrived in the 1750s, and mechanized

roller-printing started another boom in the 1780s, paving the

way for mechanized spinning forty years later.16 It was also

during the 1780s, that the infamous chemise à la reine—a white

muslin undergarment shockingly turned into a peasant-style

outer garment—served as the precursor of all the lighter, softer,

sprigged muslin fashions to come. Perhaps not uncoinci-

dentally, cotton ‘drawers’ or underbreeches (pantaloons) for

women first appeared at the end of the century—a usage previ-

ously confined to men.17 During the seventeenth century the

quantity of laundering per household had doubled, and had

gradually developed into two forms: the Great Wash for larger

items, and the Small or ‘slop’ Wash for small items of body

linen, usually done by the month or the season. By the mid-

eighteenth century town households would be regularly doing

at least one of these washes once a week.18

In Britain the lessons of the plague had been learnt; and a

passion for science had translated into a passion for ‘improved’

domestic architecture. Domestic engineering was reassessed
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hygienically in the Greek manner (the Palladian Greek style

went down particularly well in the brand-new houses built by

affluent eighteenth-century colonists in North America) result-

ing not only in many thousands of Greek frontal pediments but

in the redesigning of gardens (for outdoor exercise); of larger

windows and rooms (for light and air); of kitchen stoves and

smaller fireplaces (for cleaner and more controllable heat); and

of plumbing and laundries (for washing and sanitation). ‘Con-

venience’ was the word most often used to describe these new

domestic changes: when something was convenient, it meant it

was neater, cleaner, and easier to use or maintain. The large rise

in the servant population reflected the quantities of new goods

to clean and look after: acres of polished flooring, marquetry,

ormolu, marble, glass, mirror, silver, porcelain, chandeliers,

books, tableware, and musical instruments.19 So much ellu

everywhere: gold-leaf glinted throughout these domestic

temples. And as each modern convenience or objet d’art

arrived, it became a minor luxury that could shortly without

too much difficulty be copied, redesigned, and installed to fit

the demands of the rather smaller houses and tighter pockets of

the increasing numbers of moderately prosperous gentlefolk—a

market that Josiah Wedgwood and hundreds of other small

domestic manufacturers quickly discovered and supplied. By

1861 in Britain, one in three women between the ages of 15

and 24 was a household servant.20

For most of the English (and colonial American) upper classes

the bidet was probably regarded with stupefaction (they were

still not thought convenable in Anglo-Saxon homes until the

second half of the twentieth century). But the influence of

rationalism and natural philosophy was nonetheless making

itself felt. Even in early eighteenth-century England puritanical

attacks on the Art of Beauty were beginning to seem old-fash-

ioned, irrational, and irrelevant, and the dogmatic Christian

doctrine on cosmetics was fading fast.21 By the mid-century
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quite a lot of English prejudice about warm bathing was starting

to be laid to rest as new ‘foreign’ habits and practices of balne-

ology took hold. Queen Caroline had brought her German

bathing habits with her from Ansbach when she came to the

throne in 1727, and immediately ordered a full set of tubs for

the whole royal family so that they could bathe regularly: foot-

baths, small or half-baths, body baths, and even double tubs—

the ‘very large body bath’. But there was still a long way to go in

converting the English gentry, and the warm bath was still a

novelty in 1741:

I have suffered great disappointment about the warm bath, which

I was advised to try, for the bathing tubs are so out of order we have

not been able to make them hold water, but I hope this week they

will serve the purpose . . . I pray Ivole for my bathing dress, tell her

I must go in in chemise and jupon,

wrote the gentry traveller ElizabethMontague, obviously taking

her warm bath very modestly in loose clothing, sitting on a

stool inside the normal draped and filled bath, with her hand-

maiden sluicing her with more hot water (how bathing-dresses

and caps helped or hindered these arrangements is a moot

point).22 At the beginning of the century many English gentry

country houses had successfully begun to tackle the problems of

water engineering and plumbing, and by the 1730s many of

them could, in theory, have had running water on all floors and

as many baths and water closets as required; but apparently

most owners did not fully avail themselves of this technology

until the 1780s. Clearly the older methods, and more limited

water sources, still sufficed; at least until a farmore efficient type

of ball-valve water closet latrine was invented by Joseph Bramah

in 1778, which was definitely a spur to reform: by 1797 Bramah

claimed to havemade 6,000 closets. Flushedwater closets, being

an English invention, were joyfully called les lieux à l’anglaise in

France (roughly translatable as the ‘English shit place’); but the
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built-in plumbing they required was not considered a necessity

in France until the later nineteenth century.23

Further interesting balneological experiences occurred when

West met East in British colonial India. British travellers and

residents in early eighteenth-century India were at first over-

whelmed by its culture; they lived in their houses in the Indian

manner, wore Indian muslins, copied the umbrellas, and were

fascinated by Indian vegetarianism,medicine, botany, and phil-

osophy. It was an openwindow that was to close quite quickly at

the end of the century as the British Raj got under way.

European colonialists had rapidly discovered that perfect bodily

cleanliness was expected of them in accordance with the caste

system, and was essential to the authority of their rule. Among

other things they were fascinated by the deft and rapid daily

Indian strip wash, the expert Indian champu, or ‘shampoo’ mas-

sage, and the ease of the Indian shower-bath, all of which

became widely adopted in Indian colonial circles—habits

which they then later brought back home.24 Elsewhere, diplo-

matic wives discovered the hot-vapour Turkish baths of Con-

stantinople or northern Africa when they were invited into

aristocratic female harems (like Lady Mary Wortley Montagu)

and wrote about them in their correspondence.

Attitudes towards personal hygiene had thus changed dramat-

ically during the course of the century, under French influence.

Luxurious boudoir bathing was at its height in France under

Napoleon in the 1790s, by which time baths (or showers) had

become essential items in most aristocratic dressing rooms. The

period 1792–1815was the era of the famousDirectoire or empire

line, where the confining ribbon emphasized the breasts, and

the lines of the naked body were shown sensuously beneath

light muslin. Being ineffably hygienic and classical, the mode

came complete with Grecian drapes and light Grecian sandals—

open sandals on bare feet with which nailpolish was worn, and

shorter, cleaner, haircuts—the Grecian tomboy look, or the
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Grecian diadem-and-topknot. For men, the heavy brocaded

cloth, wigs, hair powder, and facepaint of the aristocracy were

abandoned, replaced by the plain, sober, but well-tailored

Englishmorning suit (originally a sporting riding suit), immacu-

late linen, no powder, and windswept, romantic hairstyles.25

The fashion for hair powder thus slowly disappeared (the British

Army abandonedhair powder after hygienists pointedout that it

tended to turn to paste in the rain).26 In the 1790s, even in

London, ‘revolutionary’ standards of French hygiene were

deemed fashionable: ‘This simple and delightful affair of bath-

ing the private parts and the fundament everymorning, summer

and winter—is of more importance to the bodily health, youth-

ful beauty and sweet desirableness of men and women, than

anything I can possibly mention or inculcate.’27 But up until

the end of the century it seems quite likely that the water that

mostly touched British (and Anglo-American) bodies ‘all over at

once’, duringmost of the eighteenth century, was probably cold;

and that the personal hygiene that they knew most about was

the one that came from books.

Hygiene and Hardiness

Travellers to eighteenth-century England constantly pointed

out—with a certain wonderment—how excessively fond of

strenuous physical exercise the English were. The romantic

English parkscape that developed in the first half of the century

had long informal paths that rambled around the estate towards

newly built plunge pools, cricket pitches, stables, and carriage

rides, fishing lakes, archery butts, boatsheds, and carefully

placed picnic pavilions. The aristocracy spent their time roy-

ally feasting and sporting and then recovering from it: ‘The

Pretty Duchess of Devonshire . . . has hysteric fits in themorning

and dances in the evening; she bathes, rides, and dances for ten
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14 AnunknownLadiesCricketClub, 1785, showing thehygienic revival

of women’s sports in later eighteenth-century England. Note the short

skirts and sensible shoes.
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days, and lies in bed the next ten.’28 What foreigners were

seeing, in part, were the older forms of pleasure reinforced and

given cachet by Locke’s hygienic regimen.

The events of the seventeenthcenturyhad left theBritish upper

classes well primed in science. Isaac Newton and John Locke had

enshrined the status of science in Britain—Newton had had a

state funeral, which profoundly impressed Voltaire. Between

1700 and 1770 the medical advice book market expanded inter-

mittently but steadily, especially for works that took apart one or

other of the non-naturals in detail—a style first explored in

Richard Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621–38).29 Readers

were evidently sufficiently well versed in regimen to appreciate

the growing debates on the Air, Diet, Exercise, Sleep, Evacuations,

and Passions of the Mind, a trend picked up by the physician–

author John Arbuthnot, who wrote two influential digests for

general readers, An Essay concerning the Nature of Aliments (1731),

and An Essay concerning the Effects of Air on Human Bodies (1733).

An early best-seller was George Cheyne’s Essay on Health and Long

Life (1724), a semi-vegetarian Cornaroian text that explored diet,

exercise, and weight loss using a quantity-controlled ‘low’ diet of

milk, white meat, vegetables, and fruit. He told patients to moni-

tor their weight using a Sanctorian chair, and to ‘make exercise a

part of their religion’.30

Francis Fuller’s Medicina Gymnastica (1705; six editions by

1750) set the tone when he announced the arrival of modern

Rational mechanical doctrines and denounced old humoral

methods—‘our too partial Consideration of the Body of Man,

by attributing too much to the Fluids, and too little to the

Solids’. The Cartesian–Newtonian Rational physiology emer-

ging from the new northern Protestant universities recently

opened in Leiden, Edinburgh, and elsewhere now saw the

solid body in mechanical terms of pumps, ducts, and vessels,

mass and flow, contraction and relaxation, entrances and exits.

The pores of the skin, for example, were now likened to little
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valves, opening and closing on the surface; or smoky chimneys

exhaling the hot vaporous excrements.31 Muscular vigour was

essential: a vigorous circulation carried off the poisons quicker

and ‘braced’ the solids to perform their proper actions.

Although Galenic bleeding and dieting was still a prop which

many physicians (and patients) were loath to abandon, any-

thing ‘bracing’ was considered excellent for stimulating the

evacuations of the insensible perspiration—given off in a

healthy, sweaty ‘glow’. Fuller was greatly in favour of cold bath-

ing for this purpose, ‘a severe Method of Cure taken up lately

among us . . . yet we see now the tenderest of the Fair Sex dares

commit herself to that terrible element’. According to the bibli-

ographer Charles Mullet, British bathing book lists reflect the

influence of John Floyer from the 1720s, followed by a mid-

century burst of scientific activity, after which ‘the tide of bal-

neological literature flows ever higher’.32

In the most widely read and quoted health poem of the

century, John Armstrong’s The Art of Preserving Health (1744),

Hygieia was a stern and chilly goddess, and hardiness was her

second name:

’Tis not for those, whom gelid skys embrace . . . to cultivate a skin

Too soft; or to teach the recremental fume

Too fast to croud through such precarious ways . . .

Study then your sky, form to its manners your obsequious frame,

And learn to suffer what you cannot shun.

Hardiness in a cold climate appeared to make perfect sense.

Eighteenth-century Britain was the golden age of commercial

freelance medicine (university-trained or otherwise), unre-

strained by legislation or strict codes of professional ethics;

and faced with a bewildering array of medical operators many

people preferred to put their trust in the new hardy preventive

regimen.33 Personal regimen had now become a constant topic

of conversation, like the weather, when there was little else to
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say; some eighteenth-century diaries and journals often

recorded little else but their owner’s non-natural health regime.

It was often accompanied by the culture of invalidism, or the

habit of constant ‘complaining’ about infirmities (probably the

best-known regimen bore in literature is Jane Austen’s valetu-

dinarian Mr Woodhouse, with his very accommodating sur-

geon, Perry).34 Though the sources have yet to be thoroughly

combed for devotees of the Lockean or Spartan lifestyle, it can

emerge offhandedly in letters. Thus we find out that the indefat-

igable Horace Walpole was indeed indefatigable, and had

trained himself to be so, since the 1730s. Writing in 1777 at

the age of 60 to a friend who was obviously urging him to take

things easy, he replied:

I know my own constitution exactly, and have formed my way of

life accordingly. No weather, nothing gives me cold; because, for

these nine and thirty years, I have hardened myself so, by braving

all weathers and taking no precautions against cold, that the

extremest and most sudden changes do not affect me in that

respect. Yet damp, without giving me cold, affects my nerves;

and, the moment I feel it, I go to town . . . I am preached to about

taking no care against catching cold, and am told that I shall one

day or other be caught—possibly: but I must die of something; why

should not what has done to sixty, be right? My regimen and

practice have been formed on experience and success . . . every-

thing cold, inwardly and outwardly, suits me. Cold water and air

are my specifics, and I shall die when I am not master of myself to

employ them . . .

And to another friend, still at it at the age of 65:

A hat you know I never wear, my breast I never button, nor wear

great-coats, &c. I have often the gout in my face (as last week) and

eyes, and instantly dip my head into a pail of cold water, which

always cures it, and does not send it anywhere else. All this I dare

do, because I have so for these forty years, weak as I look . . .
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And once, from the heart:

Christ ! Can I ever stoop to the regimen of old age ? . . . to sit in one’s

room, clothed warmly, expecting visits from folks I don’t wish to

see.35

He died, alas, an incapacitated valetudinarian who had to be

carried from room to room—but no doubt on his own terms.

Coldwaterwasnowbeing copiously applied as a universal cure-

all. In his famous work Primitive Physic (1747), which is known to

have reached a very wide sectarian audience, especially among

the rural puritan colonies ofNorthAmerica, JohnWesley believed

in drinking cold water for almost anything and prescribed the

cold bath continuously, for example, ‘Cancer. Use the Cold Bath.

This has cured many. This cured Miss Bates of Leicestershire of a

Cancer in her breasts, a Consumption, a Sciatica, and Rheuma-

tism, which she had had near 20 years. She bathed daily for a

month, and drankonlyWater.’ The bookpraisedCheyne and ‘the

great and good Dr Sydenham’ but also promoted radical Protest-

ant health beliefs, railing against the doctors with their abstruse

science (‘abundance of Technical Terms, utterly unintelligible to

Plain Men’), their evil compound medicines (‘scarce possible for

Common people to know’), and their wicked slander of wise

‘Empiricks’ and the simple folk remedies formerly used in an

Arcadian state of grace and health.36 In Wesley cold water was

being lauded as a folk remedy; and its contemporary revival may

well have resurrected certain deep-seated water beliefs. By the

mid-century in Britain the cold bathing of children and infants

had apparently reached the fetish stage in thewell-staffed nurser-

ies of the rich at least, where, according to one critic, cold water

had attained a semi-mystic value, and become almost a rite:

I have known some [nurses] who would not dry a child’s skin after

bathing it, lest it should destroy the effect of the water. Others will

even put clothes dipt in thewater upon the child, and either put it to
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bed, or suffer it to go about in that condition. Some believe, that the

whole virtue of the water depends upon it being dedicated to

a particular saint; while others place their confidence in a certain

number of dips, as three, seven, nine, or the like; and theworld could

not persuade them, if these do not succeed, to try it a little long-

er. . .We ought not, however, entirely to set aside the cold bath,

because the nurses make a wrong use of it. Every child, when in

health, should at least have its extremities daily washed in cold

water. This is a partial use of the cold bath, and is better than none.

In winter this may suffice; but, in the warm season, if a child be

relaxed, or seem to have the tendency of rickets or scrofula, its

whole body ought to be frequently immersed in cold water.37

See that body glow. Being rubbed raw after a freezing morning

bath, every day, year after year—possibly even for life—was the

lot of many British infants and adults, from the eighteenth

century onwards.

The other main barometer of eighteenth-century British cold-

water balneology is the existence of the baths themselves.

The equipment for cold-water therapy was either very simple—

likeWalpole’s bucket—or very elaborate. Stone-built cold plunge

baths were either put in small bathing pavilions near the house

(as at Kenwood House in Hampstead), or built as small rectangu-

lar swimming pools in sylvan settings overlooking the country-

side, with or without charming shell-encrusted grottoes and

waterfalls.38 Commercial outdoor facilities were quickly provided

for the carriage trade: the river baths run by an apothecary,

John King from Bungay in Suffolk, were advertised to the ‘Phys-

icians and Gentry in our neighbourhood’ with all the necessary

conveniences: changing and eating pavilions, carriage access,

bridges, gardens, plantations, boats, and bathing platforms. He

had already added ‘a warm Bath, together with a Bagnio or Hum-

mumms . . . accommodation rarely to be met with unless in the

Metropolis or very popular places’. Surely a day out with a differ-

ence in 1737. Over on the other side of the country, the Salop
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Infirmary near Shrewsbury, in Shropshire, began opening its

baths to the paying public from 1748; as had the mid-eight-

eenth-century Liverpool Infirmary, with its suite of cold baths

on the ground floor, both paid for by public subscriptions. The

Salop baths were opened at 1s. per person (later reduced to 6d. for

adults and 3d. for children) with an extra 6d. for a hot bath:

middle-class prices. The inclusion of hot bathsmust have seemed

wonderfully practical, as well as delightfully exotic and novel,

explaining the mid-century success of Bartolomeo Dominicetti’s

suites of urban commercial Turkish baths for the gentry in Chel-

sea and Knightsbridge, and ‘particularly at York, Manchester,

Newcastle upon Tyne, Bristol, and et cetera’.39

The fact that the various balneological routines were

described so carefully suggests that full-body immersion did

not necessarily come naturally, and was a technique that had

to be learnt by the general public (or so the doctors certainly

thought). The cold ‘dip’ was just as exhaustively described for

the upper and middle classes in the eighteenth century, as

shower-baths and the strip wash were in popular working-class

advice books in the nineteenth century. Cold bathing, of

course, was tremulously associated with the frightful ‘shock of

the cold’. In 1771 the Delaware resident Elizabeth Drinker

screwed up her courage to take the cold plunge—and hated it:

‘S. Merriot Snr., Molly Hall, Anna Humber, and Self went this

Afternoon into the Bath, I found the shock much greater than

I expected. . . . took a ride this morning to the Bath, had not

courage to go in . . .went into the Bath; with fear and trembling,

but felt cleaver after it.’ She soon gave up her attempts at cold

bathing, and did not try again for twenty-eight years. She was

not alone: in 1796 young Henry Tucker in Williamsburg wrote,

‘Mama has taken a bath and enjoyed it very much though at

first she was quite frightened.’40 But more and more it was the

lure of the sea, and the seaside, that gave cold bathing that extra

zest. The main reason why fearful people forced themselves to
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be braced and battered by cold water was that it had become a

social event, as firmly attached to communal pleasures and

merrymaking as the hot stoves had ever been.

Sea Bathing and Fresh Air

Unlike the mineral-water spa, sea-bathing resorts were not con-

fined to certain geographical areas, and the history of British

resort development is above all one of steady geographical

spread. People were already cold-dipping in the sea in Lanca-

shire and Wales at the beginning of the eighteenth century, in

what seems to have been an entirely local custom. While walk-

ing the Welsh coastline in the 1790s, the poet, swimmer, and

philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge came upon an unusual

scene which he greatly admired for its innocence:

At Holywell I bathed in the famous St Winifred’s Well—it is an

excellent cold bath. At Rudland is a fine ruined castle. Abergeley

is a large village on the sea coast. Walking on the sea sands, I was

surprized to see a number of fine women bathing promiscuously

with men and boys—perfectly naked! Doubtless, the citadels of

their chastity are so impregnably strong, that they need not

the ornamental outworks of modesty. But seriously speaking,

where sexual distinctions are least observed, men and women live

together in the greatest purity. Concealments set the imagination

a’working, and, as it were, canthardizes our desires.41

By the 1730s Scarborough and Margate on the east coasts were

developing recognizable sea-bathing seasons, while Brighton on

the south coast took the fashionable lead afterDr Richard Russell

eulogized it in 1752, and became thehubof a coastal growth that

spread lengthways east and west.42 In the second half of the

century the seaside became closely associated with the new

European Romanticism, making it even more appealing and

‘sublime’. In the 1790s a second wave of seaside resorts and
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inland ‘watering places’ was developed for a mass urban clien-

tele, each successive village inexorably swallowed up in turn, as

gentry health-seekers sought ever quieter or more exclusive

scenery. Partly in response to British travellers’ demands, in the

early nineteenth century seaside resorts began to spread steadily

along the northern coasts of France and Germany, and rapidly

extended to fashionable health resort developments on the

southern Mediterranean French coast, the French and German

Alps, the Italian coastline, and the Italian Lakes. But the most

popular beaches of all were near the larger cities. In America the

early inland spas and river baths were dramatically eclipsed by

sea-bathing resorts springing up on the east coast: in 1794 the

crowds coming out from New York to sea bathe, drink tea, and

admire the views in the coastal resort at Long Islandwere so great

‘as to keep four large ferry boats, holding twenty persons each, in

constant employ’. There were similar crowds on the coast near

Liverpool during a hot August in 1791:

For a week past, upon the most moderate calculation, here has not

been less than five thousand persons out of the country, for the

express purpose of bathing in the sea. If to these we add five

thousand of the inhabitants . . . ten thousand persons have daily

been immersed in the briny element; and that on an extent of

shore not much exceeding half a mile.43

Nothing stimulated the economy like health resorts. George

Carey’s famous resort guidebook The Balnea: or, An Impartial

Description of All the Popular Watering Places in England (1801) was

a lively (and sarcastic) progress report on the genteel state of each

of these thrivingnew settlements. JaneAusten’s last, half-finished

novel about a mythical coastal resort, Sanditon, written during

the renewed resort boom in Britain after the Napoleonic Wars in

1816–17, would undoubtedly have been a satiric masterpiece on

the subject of coastal resorts and health-faddery in general. In

what is left of it, it still is. Austen’s tongue-in-cheek descriptions
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gently but unerringly undermine all the pretensions of late eight-

eenth-century British balneological tourism:

‘But Sanditon itself—everybody has heard of Sanditon. The favour-

ite—for a young and rising bathing place—certainly the favourite

spot of all that are to be found along the coast of Sussex . . . ’. . .

Mr Parker’s character and history were soon unfolded . . . he was

perceived to be an enthusiast, a complete enthusiast. Sanditon,

the success of Sanditon as a small fashionable bathing place, was

the object for which he seemed to live. A very few years ago it had

been a quiet village of no pretension . . . circumstances having sug-

gested to himself and the other principal landowner the probabil-

ity of its becoming a profitable speculation, they had engaged in it,

and planned and built, and praised and puffed, and raised it to

something of young renown; and Mr Parker could now think of

very little besides. . . . ‘Civilization, civilization indeed!’ cried Mr

Parker, delighted. ‘Look, my dear Mary, look at William Heeley’s

windows. Blue shoes, and nankin boots!Whowould have expected

such a sight at a shoemaker’s in old Sanditon! This is new within a

month. There was no blue shoe when we passed this way a month

ago. Glorious indeed! Well, I think I have done something in my

day. Now for our hill, our health-breathing hill’ . . .

Trafalgar House, on the most elevated spot on the down, was a

light elegant building, standing in a small lawn with a very young

plantation around it, about a hundred yards from the browof a steep

butnot very lofty cliff . . .Charlotte, having receivedpossessionofher

apartment, found amusement enough in standing in her ample

Venetian window and looking over the miscellaneous foreground

of unfinished buildings, waving linen and tops of houses, to the sea,

dancing and sparkling in sunshine and freshness.44

Academic Physiologies

In the second half of the century two particular scientific devel-

opments had greatly strengthened the impact of hygiene, and

given the European—and American—public a whole new set of
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medical words to play with. Firstly, physiology took a turn

towards the social sciences, towards seeing the human body

en masse, observing the effects of personal hygiene from a

distance. Secondly, a new phase of physiology opened up

through the mid-century discovery of the nervous system,

which ultimately led to the softening of the ‘heroic’ form of

cold hygienic regimen. The first development opened up the

public mind; the other appealed to more private sensibilities.

In the new ‘Westernized’ world that was now so closely

interconnected by science on both sides of the Atlantic,

health advice book publications rose steeply from c.1770 to

1800. Most of them were now written by university-trained

medical professionals.45 During the first half of the century,

hundreds of university graduate theses had begun to focus

on the Hippocratic relationship between human disease and

the physical environment, including the social environment.

While some were attempting to systematize the classification

of diseases through theory, others were empirically searching

for disease causus elsewhere. Study of the air had led to study

of the climate and ‘emanations’ from foul waters and places,

without dislodging earlier theories of direct contagion

through touch, bites, or poisons.46 Epidemic quarantine had

long been imposed for leprosy and plague, but the full polit-

ical apparatus of quarantine in Europe is generally held to

have emerged with the mercantile plague regulations of the

early modern Italian city-states; and for similar commercial

reasons, increasingly elaborate pan-European quarantine regu-

lations were gradually adopted during the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries.47 But the hardest-hitting proofs of

environmental impact in the eighteenth century, and which

ultimately led to the revision of European quarantine legisla-

tion in the nineteenth century, came from the neoclassical

revival of military hygiene—the old Roman classical category

of ‘ships, camps, and armies’.
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The key experiments were those of the Scottish physician

Dr John Pringle (1707–82), physician-general of the British

Army from 1742 to 1758, who used his position to study the

effects of mass crowding on disease and fevers and, especially,

themeans of ‘antisepsis’ (as elsewhere, Dr James Lindwas experi-

menting with ‘antiscorbutic’ fruit—limes—to stem appalling

naval losses due to scurvy). Pringle’s influential Observations on

the Diseases of the Army (1752) described how he had applied

Sydenham’s cooling regime to his soldiers, and found that it

worked, including bathing them in the sea. Mortality fell, and

rates of casual infection fell. He also found that a systematic

regime of cleanliness was of utmost importance in preserving

the gains. His subsequent chemical and mechanical analysis of

putrefaction, infection, and contagious particles was also per-

suasive: ‘It was never imagined, until Dr Pringle shewed it, that

the Antiseptic Power is so extensive.’48 Specific antisepticmatter

could be found, according to Pringle, in mineral salts and in the

fluids of most vegetables, which could be used in the form of

good antiseptic odours or fumes (sulphur), or astringent washes

(vinegar). More generally, coolness on its own could retard and

prevent putrescence: cold water and cold air both had antiseptic

properties, but the air was most antiseptic because it also dried.

The diseases that responded to hygiene best were the ‘low’

enteric diseases, and diseases of the skin, all of which were preva-

lent in overcrowded conditions. The remedies were the ancient

ones:personal cleanliness andcleanclothes, exercise and freshair,

and constant vigilance to eradicate all sources of dirt.

The next generation carried on testing, and took Pringle’s

‘gospel of cleanliness’ into all sorts of places. Captain James

Cook used full hygienic principles on board his zealously

scrubbed ship, with its equally scoured crew (taking Lind’s

fruit with him as an extra onboard experiment) in his first

voyage round the globe in 1770, returning triumphantly with

only one man lost and all the rest in good health. Other naval
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officers followed suit, and late eighteenth-century British naval

hygiene became a thorough exercise in the health management

of men and resources—carrying antiscorbutic oranges, lemons

and limes, and fresh vegetables; enforcing drill, swimming, and

athletics; cleaning linen and inspecting quarters, and detecting

early signs of fevers, all of which revolutionized morale on

board ship. By the end of the century the army officers were

demanding full-scale hygienic reforms too. The civilian hospital

movement was also spurred on by naval hygiene; mainly by

Pringle’s reformed naval hospitals, but also by the success of Dr

John Haygarth’s antiseptic regime at his fever hospital at Ches-

ter in the 1770s—especially his investigations into actively

infectious ‘zones’ around the patient (which he concluded was

roughly one yard).49 In the 1780s the long campaign to hygien-

ically reform the British and European prison systems began,

started by the philanthropist John Howard and the Quaker

reformer Elizabeth Fry.

The ‘animal’ nervous system was first clearly described by

Albrecht vonHaller in 1752, and turned into the central physio-

logical problem of the eighteenth century. By the second half of

the century it was widely assumed that ‘nervous’ energy was

one of the key agencies through which the human animal

interpreted the environment, via the nerves connected to the

senses: it was what made humans ‘sensible’—or ‘sensate’, as we

would now call it. Moral feeling ran high over potential impli-

cations. A whole new nervous pathology was required, and

with it a new sensate interpretation of personal hygiene

and regimen. As always, excess was blamed. Overwrought

nerves, or nervous ‘sensibilities’, were now the cause of a new

range of ‘diseases of civilization’—nervous havoc caused by

over-sensuous, luxurious, and ‘artificial’ modes of urban life

(later called ‘asthenia’).50 In 1780s London, quack ‘sensualist’

doctors adroitly took money off sensitive well-off ‘New Age’

readers whose health interests included the occult, herbalism,
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primitive diet, balneology, pneumatics, magnetism, and electri-

city. The medical showman James Graham, ‘the Hygienist’,

treated the sexual disorders of the aristocracy on, and in, his

famous electric ‘galvanized’ bed (surrounded by flashing lights)

in his Electrical Temple of Health and Hymen in London’s

fashionable West End. He also guaranteed total cure for nervous

prostration from a hectic, overheated social life with other

elemental purifications, such as vegetarian foods, water bath-

ing, sun and air bathing—and his unique therapy of earth bath-

ing (being buried up to the neck in earth to absorb its

goodness).51 Deep below this urban health faddery, however,

lay the many different ‘proofs’ and debates that had originally

encouraged Jean-Jacques Rousseau to dream of a new relation-

ship with nature.

Child Health

Rousseau’s famous Émile, ou, L’Éducation (1762), a health book in

the form of a novel, can be credited with the invention of the vis

medica naturae at the heart of the Romantic movement. His

determination to restore natural medicine sprang, he said,

from his own unhappy and confined childhood; and John

Locke gave him the physiological framework of nervous and

innate sensation that he built on. His concise opinion of nature

and nurturewas contained in the opening paragraph: ‘The inner

growth of our organs and faculties is the education of nature; the

use we make of this growth is the education of men; what we

gain by our experience of our surroundings is the education of

things.’52 Emile and Sophy, his girl partner and ‘helpmeet’, were

to be given back all their natural sensations, in full. They were

breastfed, never swaddled, lived hardily mainly outdoors, and

were allowed to run, jump, shout, laugh, andquestion freely and

instinctively, learning through play—Rousseau’s axiomwas that

‘children learn nothing from books that experience cannot
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teach them’. Even regimen was another of those rigid conven-

tions that bound men hand and foot in society; over-careful

habits were artificial, and ‘the only habit the child should be

allowed to contract is that of having no habits’. Rousseauian

experiments throughout Europe later inspired the Pestalozzian

school of educational philosophy, for which Émile was consid-

ered to be ‘the children’s charter’.

Rousseau was certainly a wake-up call to newly conscience-

stricken mothers in the eighteenth century. The role of the

‘Devoted Mother’ was strengthened: she was a new partner in

the education of the child. Old nurses who fussed and fretted

and knew nothing of higher scientific, moral, or educational

motives were out. Rational mothers, fathers, tutors, and doctors

were in:

We write to Reason: Hence ye doating train

Of Midwives and of Nurses ignorant! . . . Thine is the nursery’s

charge; Important trust ! . . .

To this then bend thy care, O parent Mind;

Array thy Child in Health. Wouldst thou thy children blest?

The sacred voice of Nature calls thee; Where she points the way,

Tread confident . . . 53

Large numbers of mothers apparently followed Rousseau’s pro-

gramme to the letter, taking to breastfeeding and vegetarianism

along with everything else.54 The French Romantic poet Lamar-

tine, for example, was a vegetarian, having been brought up by a

Rousseauian vegetarian mother:

[I had] a philosophical education corrected and softened down

by motherly feelings. Physically, this education flowed in a great

measure from Pythagoras and Émile. Consequently the greatest

simplicity in dress and the most rigorous frugality in food formed

its basis . . .Mother was convinced that killing animals to feed

on their flesh was wrong and barbarous, and implanted hard-

heartedness.55
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Like Émile, she took him to a slaughterhouse at an early age,

in order to disgust him (which it did). A whole new generation

of Rousseauian-educated children became young men and

women in late eighteenth-century Europe, deeply inspired by

personal freedom, political liberty, democracy, poetry, science,

and a love of ‘sublime’ nature. In England vegetarianism reap-

peared on the revolutionary agenda at the end of the century, as

‘a necessary step in the moral perfection of humanity’, part of a

utopian New Age in which animal rights were to be fully equal

with human democratic rights.56 John Oswald’s Jacobin-

inspired text The Cry of Nature; or, An Appeal to Mercy and Justice,

on Behalf of the Persecuted Animals (1791) stimulated a new group

of English vegetarian radicals such as Thomas Young (An Essay

on Humanity to Animals, 1798), Joseph Ritson (Essay on Abstin-

ence from Animal Foods as a Moral Duty, 1802), John Frank New-

ton (The Return to Nature, or, A Defence of the Vegetable Regimen,

1811), and, not least, the hardy and unconventional nature

poets enrapturing the London ton at the turn of the century:

notably Coleridge (1772–1834), Lord George Byron (1788–

1824), and Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822). Shelley was the

author of the influential vegetarian essayVindication of a Natural

Diet (1813), the atheistic poem Queen Mab, and the pacifist

poem The Revolt of Islam (which influenced George Bernard

Shaw andMahatma Ghandi), all of whichmade him a famously

romantic vegetarian, especially after his early death.57

William Buchan

Thanks to the influence of John Locke, children’s health and

medicine (paediatrics) had become a strong clinical speciality in

Britain. William Cadogan’s famous Essay upon Nursing, and the

Management of Children, which urged natural breastfeeding

and was against unnatural swaddling, was published in 1748,

some fourteen years before Rousseau; while William Buchan’s
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Domestic Medicine (1769), written by an enlightened and sensitive

Edinburgh children’s doctor, became the best-selling British prac-

tical health manual of the second half of the century. Domestic

Medicine was translated into many European languages, repub-

lished successfully inAmerica, and lastedwell into thenineteenth

century. If anyone had doubted the importance of a good regi-

men, or found it difficult to understandmedicine, or to talk about

their health problems, after 1769 they had their private help

and ever-present consultant in Buchan. Buchan and all the

other professional authors who wrote in the great surge of health

publications in the last thirty years of the century (including, in

France, Simon Tissot’s Avis au peuple sur la santé, 1761) were

already determined that the hygiene-and-cleanliness message

hitherto given to those under parental or state care should reach

far into the middling classes, and become a general social habit.

Buchan thought instinctively in public health terms, and in a

strongly journalistic style. The first page of Domestic Medicine

had a heart-stopper in the second paragraph: ‘It appears from

the annual registers of the dead, that almost one half of the

children born in Great Britain die under twelve years of age. To

many, indeed, this may appear to be a natural evil; but on due

examination it will be found to be one of our own creating.’

Buchan combined Rousseauian hygienic sensibilities with brisk,

pragmatic common sense, and was yet another Celsus. His ele-

gantly written instructions and discussions on the hygienic vis

medicatrix naturae showed him to be a moderate regimenist, a

cautious prescriber, and a reluctant bloodletter. Liberal advice on

personal cleanliness, good diet, proper sleep patterns, and

plenty of exercise sent children out to romp in fresh air away

from their books, and kept girls out of tight-fitting stays—‘that

wretched custom which prevailed some years ago of squeezing

every girl into as small a size in themiddle as possible’. Menstru-

ation was approached hygienically and practically, banishing

secrecy, urging cleanliness, good diet, and exercise; he even

chapter 8 civil cleanliness 253



talked openly about the menopause, calling it a difficult and

dangerous period of life: ‘Hence it comes to pass, that so many

women either fall into chronic disorders, or die about this

time’; continuing, a little more reassuringly, ‘Such of them as

survive it, however, often become more healthy and hardy

than they were before, and enjoy strength and vigour to a very

great age.’58

Three special chapters on ‘Intemperance’, ‘Cleanliness’, and

‘Infection’ enlarged on three themes dear to Edinburgh medi-

cine: Buchan reverently visited and interviewed the ageing Sir

John Pringle, and enshrined his theories throughout Domestic

Medicine. Human slovenliness and ignorance were the main

culprits behind disease: ‘the peasants in most countries seem

to hold cleanliness in a sort of contempt . . . everybody may be

clean, even in rags, or in the meanest abode’. Of streets and

towns: ‘We are sorry to say, that the importance of cleanliness

does not seem to be sufficiently understood by the magistrates

of most great towns in Britain; though health, pleasure, and

delicacy, all conspire to recommend it.’ In true patrician style,

the all-important question of urban water supply that was to

feature so largely in the nineteenth century was politely men-

tioned, while the idle poor were crushingly accused:

Most great towns in Britain are so situated as to be easily supplied

with water; and those persons who will not make a proper use of it

after it is brought to their hand, certainly deserve to be severely

punished . . . It is not sufficient that I be clean myself, while the

want of it in my neighbour affects my health as well as his. If dirty

people cannot be removed as a common nuisance, they ought at

least to be avoided as infectious. All who regard their health should

keep a distance even from their habitations.

But the Buchanite poor were to have good done unto them,

whether they liked it or not. Buchan regarded nursing as a

Christian mission:
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There cannot be a more noble, or more god-like action, than to

minister to the wants of our fellow creatures in distress . . . to instil

into their minds some just ideas of the importance of proper food,

fresh air, cleanliness, and other pieces of regimen necessary in

diseases, would be a work of great merit, and productive of many

happy consequences.

This was a direct appeal from the pious Nonconformist Buchan

to the many thousands of godly women and men with time on

their hands and zeal in their hearts, and certainly helped to

educate and support the generation of social reformers who

became active towards the end of the century. Buchan ended

his chapter on cleanliness with a rousing (and very much

quoted) appeal to enlightened civility and common sense:

Cleanliness is certainly agreeable to our nature . . . It sooner attracts

our regard than finery itself, and often gains esteem where that

fails. It is an ornament to the highest as well as the lowest in

station, and cannot be dispensed with in either. Few virtues are of

more importance than general cleanliness. It ought to be carefully

cultivated everywhere; but in populous cities it should be almost

revered.59

Revolutionary Hygiene and Naturphilosophie

After 1789 the French Revolution gave hygiene a new political

status. Revolutionary French hygienists enthusiastically followed

the plan of rational medicine set by the philosophes, and used

hygiene and preventive medicine as a stick with which to beat

the forces of conservatism. Revolutionary hygiene progressed

from being a lengthy article in the Encyclopédie méthodique in the

1780s to becoming officially adopted as one of the rights of the

healthy citizen, and one of the duties of the state, by theNational

Convention’s Committee on Salubrity in 1793. Behind the scenes

public hygiene had been a long time maturing. Plague deaths
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(and commercial life insurance tables) had stimulated the first

studies of ‘political arithmetic’ in seventeenth-century England,

and a similar trend towards population quantification emerged

in the pious economic ‘cameralism’, or benevolent despotism,

of the early eighteenth-century Protestant German states, who

began todevise pious political policies (medical police) to encour-

age ‘vigorous growth . . . virtuous conduct . . . praiseworthy educa-

tion . . . [and] abundance of necessary, useful and superfluous

means of life’ for their populations.

In 1732 Peter Sussmilch produced the first demographic study

using population statistics; in 1738 Friedrich Hoffman pub-

lishedMedicus Politicus (‘The State Doctor’); in 1749 first Sweden

and then Finland completed the first European censuses, which

formed the basis of their early and comprehensive national

health systems, and the rest of Europe followed during the

course of the century. At the time of the French Revolution,

Johann-Peter Frank was halfway through his six-volume System

einer vollständigen medizinischen Polizei (‘A System of Com-

plete Medical Police’, 1779–1821), which was to form the basis

of a newly established public health university course for

trainee Habsburg imperial administrators. In it he discussed

the hygienic necessity for the public regulation of marriage,

pregnancy, and lying-in services, personal hygiene, clothing,

nutrition, food control, drainage, pure water supplies, street

cleaning, venereal disease, prostitution, orphans, housing, and

the sanitary regulations of hospitals. Frank became the hero of

the partie d’hygiène in France, based at the new Department of

Hygiene at the Royal Academy of Medicine, which put French

hygiene on a solidly professional footing after the Napoleonic

Wars.60

But at the heart of European hygiene in the revolutionary

period c.1790–1820 was a ‘transcendent’ or ‘vitalist’Naturphiloso-

phie that galvanized the natural sciences and inspired the Roman-

tic concept of ‘sublimenature’. GermanNaturphilosophie—nature
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philosophy—laid the foundations of nineteenth-century eugen-

ics and naturopathy, and (incidentally) finally legitimized the

warm bath. Vitalism was the old seventeenth-century scientific

philosophy that argued for thematerial existence of the divine or

supernatural, against the prevailing Cartesian, or mechanistic,

scientific paradigm; and in the eighteenth century it had become

deeply engaged with the contemporary discoveries of ‘universal

forces’ in physics (such as chemistry, pneumatics, electricity, and

magnetism). Vitalism was reinvigorated by the philosopher

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), a fervent admirer of Rousseau, in

his seminal work, the Critique of Pure Reason (1781). Kant seemed

to provide a rational solution to the problem of material–

immaterial existence by defining ‘pure reason’ (or pure science)

as a priori: pure reason was not contingent, it existed of itself,

and was ‘absolute’ in itself, like pure mathematics or logic, and

humans used natural rationalism and intuition to comprehend

a priori truths about the invisible forces of the universe (which

Kant saw as consisting of eternalmotions of attraction and repul-

sion). Many of Kant’s followers (including the philosopher Hegel

and the great physical geographerAlexander vonHumboldt, who

wrote a massive five-volume work on the integrated ecology of

the cosmos) therefore dedicated their lives to the rationalprogress

of a priori knowledge in the modern era; or (like the poet Samuel

Taylor Coleridge, or the painter Joseph Turner) found inspiration

in ‘sublime’ visions of nature.

The most speculative form of pure Naturphilosophie, however,

was developed by Friedrich Schelling in his System of Transcen-

dental Idealism (1800), which involved devising a complete the-

oretical model of the synthetic macrobiological universe,

infused with the ‘pure spirit of nature’, governed by harmoni-

ous principles of logic and universal polarities (‘antinomies’)—

often demonstrated by followers in the form of complex tables,

diagrams, and flow charts.61 Transcendental Naturphilosophie
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saw the whole world as an endless cycle of matter, or, as one

health book author put it,

we find [Nature] moves in a circle; that the smallest particle,

though invisible to our eyes, is usefully employed by her restless

activity; and that death itself, or the destruction of forms and

figures, is no more than a careful decomposition, and a designed

regeneration of individual parts, in order to produce new sub-

stances, in a manner no less skilful than surprising . . . all Nature is

united by indissoluble ties, [hence] we justly conclude, that man

himself is not an insulated being, but that he is a necessary link in

the great chain which connects the universe.62

Subsequently airbrushed out of materialist history, ‘pure reason’

Naturphilosophie became an almost forgotten scientific episode

until the more complex questions it raised concerning holistic,

balanced, or ‘organized’ systems quietly re-emerged in early

twentieth-century biology.63 But its vitalist health practices

and nature philosophies lived on; for the spiritual and philo-

sophical holism that so disgusted the nineteenth-century pro-

fessional materialists had a much greater and more long-lasting

appeal for lay men and women.

Vitalist Health Care

The medical bible of the end-of-century European Naturphiloso-

phie vitalists was the health book by Goethe’s friend Christian

Wilhelm Hufeland (1762–1836), called Makrobiotik, oder, Die

Kunst, das menschliche Leben zu Verlängern (1794), translated

into English as The Art of Prolonging Life in 1797 (thus taking

the strange foreign word Makrobiotik out of the title).64 Makro-

biotik was a handbook on how to control the ‘rapid or slow

vital consumption’ of the life force, and how to regulate the

‘vital operations’ and ‘vital organization’ of the body. It held

out the hope not only of personally prolonging life, but of

258 civil cleanliness chapter 8



being able to perfect it universally, in the future, through phys-

ical culture: ‘by culture alone, [man] becomes even physically

perfect . . . physical and moral health are as nearly related as

body and soul. They flow from the same sources; become

blended together; and when united, the result is, human

nature ennobled and raised to perfection.’65 There was a new

emphasis, in vitalist health care, on what we might call the

regimen of future genetics—the guiding and regulation of the

conditions of birth as well as life. Hufeland’s basic ‘Means of

Prolonging Life’, for example, started with: ‘Good physical des-

cent’. The British vitalist author A. F. M. Willich spelt out

these ‘Means’ more clearly:

A certain bodily and mental disposition to longevity. A sort of

hereditary disposition. A perfect birth of child, and proper conduct

in the mother. A gradual culture of the physical and mental facul-

ties. A constant habit of brooking and resisting the various impres-

sions of external agency. A steady and equal progress of life.

A sound state of digestion. Equanimity of mind—avoiding violent

exertions.

In the highly symmetrical style of vitalist physiology, the exact

opposite regimen, of course, spelt doom:

Bad descent, debilitating education, impure air, bad nourishment,

sedentary mode of life, immoderate or deficient sleep, immoderate

activity, care of skin neglected, passions and excessive sensibility,

venereal dissipation, pain, unnecessary and superfluous use of

medicines, poisons, infectious poisons . . .

The vitalists were constantly lamenting the loss of ‘national

debility—the debility of the age’ in which man was ‘no longer

the son of nature’ and ‘nothing remains except affected sensa-

tions’. The poor had ‘immoral habits and relaxed principles’,

while the upper classes were cultivated but supine. ‘I hope I may

be forgiven’, said Willich, ‘when I assert that the present age
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appears to labour under a certain mental and corporeal imbe-

cility.’66

The vitalists were great enthusiasts for all types of bath, cold,

warm, and hot—especially the new vapour baths and shower-

baths. The science of dermatology was riding high at the turn of

the century, as a newly revived subspecialism of physiology

focused on the still-virulent skin diseases of the poor. Through

vitalist dermatology the warm bath at last reappeared in public,

medically reinstated in full.67 The skin, readers were now told,

was one of the most important organs of the body: ‘the greatest

medium for purifying our bodies’—‘the seat of feeling, the most

general of all our senses, or that which in an essential manner

connects us with surrounding nature’. Willich even pointed out

the natural connection between human and animal groom-

ing.68 He gave the warm bath an unqualified seal of approval,

in the now standard chapter ‘Cleanliness in General’:

Cleanliness . . . claims our attention in every place which we

occupy, and wherein we breathe . . . Let the body, and particularly

the joints, be frequently washed with pure water. . . The face, neck

and hands . . . the ears . . . the whole head . . . the mouth . . . the

nose . . . the tongue . . . the feet . . . the beard and nails . . . it would

be of great service, if the use of baths were more general and

frequent, and this beneficial practice not confined to particular

places or seasons, as a mere matter of fashion. Considered as a

species of domestic remedy, as one which forms the basis of clean-

liness, bathing, in its different forms, may be pronounced one of

the most extensive and beneficial restorers of health . . . The warm,

that is the tepid, or luke-warm state, being about the temperature

of blood, between 96 and 93 of Fahrenheit, has usually been con-

sidered as apt to weaken and relax the body; but this is certainly an

ill-founded notion . . .On the contrary, the lukewarm or tepid bath

from 85 to 96 is always safe; and so far from relaxing the tone of the

solids it may be justly considered as one of the most powerful and

universal restoratives with which we are acquainted.
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15 An early nineteenth-century neoclassical nude with a classical hair-

style and a crystal bath—but the lion-head taps are attached to amodern

hot-and-cold plumbing system.
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Children should be washed in warm water daily, adults once a

week, ‘and it will be of considerable service to add to it three or

four ounces of soap’. Precisely accurate temperatures were essen-

tial in maintaining exactly the right mean body temperature,

along a supposed sliding scale of nervous or ‘sthenic’ irritability

(hence the new diagnosis of ‘asthenia’). The ‘vital signs’ of the

human body were also thought to react to air temperature, baro-

metric pressure, and air quality, which led some vitalists to start

experimenting with the improvement of domestic ventilation,

and evenwith outdoor air baths: ‘By exposing the naked body for

a short time to an agreeable cool or even cold air, we perceive

effects somewhat similar to thoseproducedby the cold bath . . . [It

is] a species of bath that certainly deserves a fair trial.’69

With such high standards, the general public’s personal

hygiene was inevitably assessed and found wanting: ‘among the

greater part ofmen, the pores of the skin are half-closed and unfit

for use’. Virtually all commentators were now agreed that the

general levels of personal cleanliness among the ‘mass of the

people’ were unacceptably low; and together with the clinical

dermatologists, vitalist doctors reopened the debate on public

baths.70 In an unmistakable reference to German traditions of

stoving, both Willich and Hufeland called for re-establishment

of public warm baths, ‘that poor people might enjoy this benefit,

and thereby be rendered strong and sound, as was the case some

centuries ago’. But in the absence of public hot baths, most

people had to tackle these problems on their own; and even the

middle-class Drinker family in America found increased bathing

and washing an educational challenge, as they took up each

successive craze. Henry and the children swam in outdoor public

locations in the 1770s and 1780s; and in 1798 they bought a new

‘shower box’ for the back yard (eliciting Elizabeth’s comment: ‘I

bore it better than I expected, not having been wett all over at

once, for 28 years past’). Then came the ‘portable bath’ in 1803,

which could be used with warm water, indoors. This was an
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instant success: ‘It is very good I believe for young and old,’

announced Elizabeth, and from then on the family used it con-

stantly.71 It would seem that the respectable reappearance of the

domestic warmbathwas greetedwith great relief by themiddling

classes, especially those who were neither young nor fit, and was

theobvious solution toall their personal cleanlinessproblems.All

that remained in the nineteenth century was to extend these

benefits to the lower classes.

From c.1500 onwards public health education had trans-

muted and transmitted successive waves of thought and elo-

quence—humanism, puritanism, neoclassicism, romanticism—

catching many people in its wake. The eighteenth-century

Enlightenment, however, had produced a public health educa-

tion movement and a gospel of cleanliness and hygiene that

still only really affected the middling and aristocratic groups in

society. Radical hygienists knew that the next stage was to reach

the poor ‘in every one of our considerable towns’. In Hygëia: or,

Essays Moral and Medical (1802) the democrat and experimenter

Dr Thomas Beddoes stated:

It should now be possible to provide each individual with a set of

ideas, exhibiting how the precise relation in which his system, and

the several organs of which it is compounded, stand to external

agents . . . and that these set of ideas be so placed in his head, that

he may refer to them with as little difficulty as to the watch he

wears in his pocket.72

A little optimistic perhaps. Possibly the simplest and original

Regimen Sanitatis Salerni had provided just that, once upon a

time. Instead a nascent public health and hygiene movement

evolved into a general ‘sanitarian’ movement during the course

of the next century, working pragmatically towards the goal of a

complete medical police or ‘welfare state’, while most of the

population were still absorbing the personal hygiene lessons of

the previous century.
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chapter 9
health crusaders

The legislative story of British public health reform has often

been told; but the moral mission to cleanse and save the nation

emerged from a whole penumbra of health reformers stretching

far beyond the public façade of Sanitarianism. They included

the many millions of silent consumers whose private health

care arrangements were already making their contribution to

the new health industries—and to demographic statistics. In

nineteenth-century Europe the average population growth

rate was roughly 60–70 per cent; but in Britain the growth rate

was nearer a staggering 140 per cent (from c.15.5 million in

1801 to 41.4 million by 1901). Town dwellers were 20 per cent

of the UK population in 1801, 54 per cent in 1851, 80 per cent

by 1901.1 In 1800 European public health philosophy was en-

lightened but barely off the drawing board; but the immediate

problem facing Britain as its population grew so rapidly was the

looming question of long-term health investment, above and

beyond the norm. Who was going to pay for the necessary

bricks andmortar, and water supplies? Ever since 1688, political

pragmatism had ruled in British affairs. Legislation was tenta-

tive at first; but in the end the utilitarian (or mercantilist) eco-

nomic arguments were decisive. No public investment—no

sanitation, no cleansing, no civilizing process, no trade.



Whig Politics and Mutual Aid

TheWhigs represented the liberal elite of the eighteenth-century

aristocracy and mercantile classes, who were very well placed to

witness destitution on their own lands. They took an early lead.

The red-leather, gold-tooled volumes of the Society for Bettering

the Condition and Improving the Comforts of the Poor (SBCICP,

1790) were reports from scores of small local charities devoted to

welfare relief, job creation experiments, and educational schemes

operated by benevolent landowners. The first three pieces of

health legislation in which early reformers were involved at

the beginning of the century—the first national Census (1801),

the Health and Morals of Apprentices Act (1802), and the Na-

tional Vaccine Establishment (1808)—neatly represent the three

main engines behind future policy-making: statistics, applied

science, and pure science. But education was the mantra of early

nineteenth-century reformers. The long-running Society for the

Reformation of Manners had been superseded by a wave of mid-

to late eighteenth-century morality, and education had become

the preserve of religious evangelical women reformers (notably

Hannah More) via the enormously popular late eighteenth-

century Sunday School movement, which laid great stress on

clean dress, clean skin, good manners, and moral obedience.

The rapid development of religious tract societies gave a further

excuse for large numbers of charitable middle- and upper-class

women to go among the poor and ‘witness’ their unclean homes

and habits.2 At this stage the health debate was firmly circum-

scribed by voluntarism, or charitable philanthropy; the principle

of voluntarism was built into most of the nineteenth-century

British legislation that enabled—but did not absolutely require—

specific environmental improvements (such as baths, parks, and

public toilets), leaving their actual provision to public philan-

thropists, or voluntary associations of ratepayers.3
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But Whig views on individual rights of laissez-faire and the

sanctity of private property still ruled in the early nineteenth

century, and the SBCICP looked backwards for its models. It

had begun a long and inconclusive debate on the provision of

‘houses of recovery’ reminiscent of the times of the plague, that

would quarantine and clean infected or dirty people and their

houses; and when Dr Christopher Stanger, a European émigré,

published Remarks on the Necessity and Means of Suppressing

Contagious fever, on the desirability of establishing permanent

local health committees and a more comprehensive medical po-

lice, he was politely ignored. His progressive measures not only

included regular inspection of the local housing, streets, cellars,

and the supervisionofnuisances, burials, and all public buildings;

but also extended toeliminatingWindowTax, providingopen-air

recreation, and teaching habits of personal cleanliness—specific-

ally, the use of fresh air, frictions, washing, and warm bathing.

The idea of houses of recovery was dismissed as useless:

Without such domestic regulations, enforced by a vigorous police,

for promoting cleanliness and ventilation in the dwellings of the

poor, Contagious Fever, tho’ greatly diminished, cannot be effec-

tually suppressed by the removal of the sick, and purification of

their cloaths, furniture, and apartments.

He went on to suggest a plan for public baths and wash-houses:

Cleanliness might also be greatly promoted by supplying water in

abundance in the districts of the poor, and by erecting baths, which

they might use without trouble and expense . . .workhouses . . .

more especially ought to contain baths for the benefit of their

inhabitants, and of all the indigent parishioners. They might also

contain machines and employ paupers, capable of working, in

cleansing many articles of dress and furniture belonging to the

poor, gratuitously, or at a trifling expense . . .Where the total sum

of private philanthropy is insufficient, parliament will, unques-

tionably, assist in completing the benevolent plan.4
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All of Stanger’s suggestions were carried out by later generations

of reformers.

‘The poor’, however, were not content to wait for charity to

trickle fitfully into their communities; and some of them were

starting to take matters into their own hands. In a revolutionary

spirit the youngmerchant Robert Owen (1771–1858) had built a

much-visited and talked-about utopian factory community at

New Lanark; and in A New View of Society (1813) had described

the cottages, and all the sanitary conveniences and built-in

recreational pursuits, that would serve as the future model for

humane and health-conscious ‘Villages of Co-operation’. Thirty

years later he found himself the hero of a new generation of

working-class cooperative trading experimenters, and thereafter

wrote, lectured, toured, and preached for a rational New World

of socialism brought about by the ‘construction of a great social

and moral machine, calculated to produce wealth, knowledge,

and happiness, with unprecedented precision and rapidity’.5

After 1830 Owenite gatherings in small villages and large

towns were often the places where working-class reformers

first saw the light, as part of a personal philosophical journey.

Physical Puritanism

The sectarian religious revival of the nineteenth century was

a ferment that had worked its way through every aspect of

working-class life, reopeningmany oldwounds. One of themwas

the old Protestant democratic argument with themedical faculty

over the rights to medical knowledge and self-medication,

and rights of control over one’s own body—particularly the pur-

itanical control over the body as the path to self-enlightenment.

The multidimensional, universalist, and markedly utopian aims

of pure-spirited health reform were typified by the masthead of

The People (1848), a small magazine dedicated to ‘Phren-

ology, Teetotalism, Theological Reform, Dietetics . . . and all that
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contributes to the free and full development of the whole human

being and of the whole human family’.6 In 1852 a journalist,

Samuel Brown, coined the phrase ‘Physical Puritanism’:

A new sort of puritanism has arisen in our times, and its influence is

as extensive as its origin is various. In some of its features it is as

ancient as history, in others as modern as yesterday, and in all not

inexpressive of certain of the wants and aspirations of society. It is

the puritanism of the body; but the common purpose of all its

manifestations is the healing, cleansing, and restoration of the

animal man.7

The most active physical puritans (according to Brown) were

the vegetarians, hydropaths, mesmerists, phrenologists, teeto-

tallers, homoeopaths, and popular physiologists. But the dense

mass of medical ‘irregulars’ that accumulated over the course of

the century also included the old herbalists (medical botanists),

bone-setters (chiropractors and osteopaths), occulists and aur-

ists, the spiritualists, anti-vaccinationists, anti-vivisectionists,

animal rights activists, Christian Socialists, Christian Scientists,

and many other minor health-conscious sects and morally

inspired associations.

One historian has described nineteenth-century plebeian

science as ‘the problematic of imponderables’—an open-ended

science combining a sense of holistic wonder with a Baconian

sense of limitless natural possibilities.8 Essentially they shared

the same self-taught, eighteenth-century Aristotelian–Baconian–

mechanistic physiology, underpinned by puritanism, and over-

laid with transcendental vitalism. Their staunch empiricism

encouraged craft cooperation and made space for the older

manual arts; which was why bone-setting, for example, could

be aligned with mesmerism; or why the animal magnetists, with

their touching, ‘hands-on’ methods of healing, seem to have

been associated with a revival of manual frictions—especially

spinal frictions—which led to the late-century revival of massage
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therapy.9 It is very difficult—probably impossible—to say how

many fellow-travellers there actually were in the active health

reform movements, though the medical botanists and the Tem-

perance Leagues were already claiming tens of thousands of

followers in the 1820s and 1830s; while the great outpouring of

British health magazines in the first half of the century shows

clearly how the physical puritans grew in public confidence and

momentum, reaching a peak of enthusiasm in the 1840s and

1850s.10

Inner Cleanliness

The transcendental vegetarians and the medical herbalists were

the true political heirs of seventeenth-century medical dissent.

Both believed in inner cleanliness in the ancient sense of ingest-

ing ‘clean’ foods and drinking pure drinks (and had no trouble

in adding outer cleansing to their list of reforms). Vegetarianism

was cocooned within Dissent—almost any ascetic sectarian was

a potential convert. Methodism, for example, did not make

vegetarianism a religious issue, but tacitly supported it; it was

also subliminal in Quakerism, and in many of the Anabaptist-

derived and other European sects in America. It had also found

a powerful new prophet in the works of the eighteenth-century

evangelical spiritualist Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772),

whose millenarian vision of a New Church of faith, love, and

vegetable innocence leading to a New Jerusalem was laid down

in his spirit-inspired Arcana Coelestia (1747–58). Swedenbor-

gianism was transplanted to the London Church of New

Jerusalem in the 1780s (possibly attended by the artists William

Blake and Joseph Turner), and then to northern England, where

it became the basis of a cooperative vegetarian movement, the

Bible Christians. The Bible Christians crossed the Atlantic in

1817 with a congregation from Yorkshire whose leader, William

Metcalfe, founded the American Vegetarian Society in 1850.
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Joseph Brotherton, former pastor to the Salford Chapel of Bible

Christians, chaired the inaugural meeting of the English Vege-

tarian Society in 1847.11

Samuel Hahnemann’s homoeopathy, when it arrived, with its

tinctures and essences, was a very refined version of the vege-

table healing mission. In Britain homoeopathy’s main feature

was the early and dramatic conversion of large numbers of

aristocrats and royalty, patrons of its fashionable hospitals.

But it, too, could find a foothold within the broad church of

democratic herbalism.12 Nineteenth-century herbal democrats

not only believed in treatment with herbs, they violently op-

posed ‘unnatural’ mineral medicines, emphasized hygiene, and

actively distrusted all doctors. The old international Protestant

networks had become immensely active during this time of

high migration, and nineteenth-century cooperative Protest-

antism was a powerful force in the revival of Anglo-American

physical puritanism. During the 1820s the American self-taught

healer Samuel Thomson founded groups of Thomsonian ‘med-

ical botanists’ in both America and northern Britain, dedicated

to the use of pure vegetable medicines, indigenous natural

herbal remedies, and the use of God’s own water, fresh air, and

exercise—a popularized version of Wesley’s Primitive Physic.13

The next Thomsonian American evangelist, Dr Isaiah Coffin,

who settled in Leeds in the 1840s, added temperance and anti-

alcohol teetotalism to the cause, and set up a network of botanic

agents and medical ‘friendly societies’ which trained a new

generation of empiric, working-class ‘medical botanists’ with

their own herbal casework, drawings, collections, clubs, confer-

ences, and publications. Eventually the herbalists became part

of amoderated ‘eclectic’medical reformmovement (which care-

fully argued the right to choose ‘any remedial agent irrespective

of origin or class of medical practitioner’) and fought hard to be

registered under the Medical Act of 1858 (they failed).14
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The emotional and spiritual appeal of vegetarian purity was

kept alive in England by the utopian socialists. The famous Ham

Common ‘Concordium’ communal retreat in London, founded

by James Pierrepont Greaves (‘Apostle Greaves’), was a vegetar-

ian showcase and a reformers’ meeting-place in the 1840s.

Greaves believed in the transcendental Creative Power of the

universe, and thought of himself as a scientific socialist in the

manner of the contemporary French socialist Charles Fourier,

whose socialist theories of the progressive stages of civilization

occupied the same intellectual space as the old Protestant

Adamites: mankind was progressing from Edenism, Savagery,

Patriarchy, and Barbarism, to Civilization, Cooperation, and

Association. The Concordium, of course, was the model for

harmonious cooperation, and was designed to create ‘the true

practical socialist’ in ‘buildings cheerful, light, and spacious’,

with ‘harmonic industrial occupations’, ‘intellectual and scien-

tific pursuits’, and a strict vegetarian and cold-bath regime,

uncut beards, open sandals, and ‘pervious and flowing Cotton

garments undyed’. Greaves’s Pythagorean emphasis on purity

also involved celibacy: married couples were not allowed within

the inner circle at the Concordium, only Platonic ‘Unions of

affectionate and intelligently adapted natures’; or, more per-

fectly, ‘Unions of Spirits of selected pairs in sympathetical

harmony with love’.15

The few issues of theNew Age and ConcordiumGazette (1843–4)

were full of American abstracts and news. In nineteenth-

century America, health reform ‘rang with the rhetoric of dem-

ocracy’. Ralph Waldo Emerson was the prophet of the

Transcendentalists of New England, while the hygienists Sylve-

ster Graham and William Alcott famously travelled up and

down the east coast of America during the 1830s and 1840s

promoting temperance leagues, temperance hotels, vegetarian

dining rooms, and vegetarian products. But the argument

remained a spiritual one on both sides of the Atlantic. Bronson
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16 Early socialist hygiene c.1840—the theory of ‘Conditional Law’ laid out for James Pierrepoint Greaves’s utopian

vegetarian commune.
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Alcott’s honorary address to a Ham Common Concordium gala

in 1842 spoke for them all: ‘Our trust is in purity not vengeance.

Together with pure beings will come pure habits. A better body

shall be built up from the orchard and the garden . . . flesh and

blood we will reject as the accursed thing. A pure mind has no

faith in them.’16

Drugs and Cholera

Radical physical puritans may have been a tiny minority, but

public scepticism in Britain about ‘regular’ therapeutics was

reinforced by the four epidemics of cholera (1831–2, 1848–9,

1853–4, and 1866–7). The first epidemic in particular caused

great public anxiety, and was met by considerable legislative

confusion over the activities of the (temporary) local boards

of health; John Snow’s definitive reports on water transmission

were published in 1849–55.17 Cholera also highlighted the

deficiencies of nineteenth-century Galenic therapeutics—

especially the new wave of ‘heroic’ bloodletting promoted by

the French vitalist physiologist F. J. V. Broussais (1772–1838).

What was particularly worrying was that the favourite drugs

were useless, and bloodletting patently did not work—the

blood in cholera victims was far too thick and tarry. The experi-

ence of trying to bleed in cholera, it was noticed, had ‘shattered

the faith ofmany believers’.18 Many young doctors nevertheless

still relied firmly on drugs and the scalpel. The commercial

market for drugs had grown enormously. Drugs were now avail-

able over the counter ready for self-dosing—powerful medicines

‘which, under a great variety of seducing forms and titles, are

constantly employed’. Laudanum (opium), calomel (mercury),

antimony (arsenic), and the bark (aspirin) were themain stocks-

in-trade, but new chemical laboratories in the 1820s and 1830s

were just starting to produce the new chemical alkaloids—the
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active therapeutic agents in natural drugs such as quinine,

codeine, caffeine, and cocaine.19

Many university-trained doctors, on both sides of theAtlantic,

thought the profession was on the wrong track, and flounder-

ing. Like the disillusioned Dr William Dale, they saw popular

and professional quackery flourishing everywhere throughout

the ‘Upas Tree’ of medicine, bringing down the rotting apples of

‘Confusion’, ‘Disappointment’, and ‘Ruin’.20 Thomas Wakely’s

London magazine The Lancet was founded in 1823 to stimulate

professional reform on all fronts. For progressive doctors, redu-

cing the use of drugs and reinstating hygiene as a branch of

regular medicine seemed to be the only way out of this profes-

sional impasse; but this also required retraining the medical

profession itself (as Thomas Beddoes had noted thirty years

earlier). Hygiene was not yet on either the British or the Ameri-

can medical curriculum. The health author Andrew Combe

complained that ‘foreign universities’ had chairs of hygiene,

but ‘there is scarcely a medical school in the country in which

any special provision is made for teaching it’. (Edwin Chadwick

had to go to Paris in the 1820s in order to take a course on

medical police.) In Britain, Combe lamented, ‘both the teacher

and student fix upon [cure] as their chief object; and are conse-

quently apt to overlook . . . the laws of health. [The medical

man] works it out for himself; but in general attains it later

than he ought to do, and seldom so completely as he would

have done had it beenmade a part of his elementary education.’

Another doctor remarked bitterly that when it came to prescrib-

ing hygiene, most doctors seemed to ‘despise the subject, or

think that it forms no necessary part of his professional lore’.

If someone asked them about prevention, they ‘immediately

put the person down as a hypochondriac’ and refused to have

anything to do with ‘the twaddling maxims of old women . . .

But who else is so better qualified? . . . If hygiene is now

despicable in the eyes of the Physician, he has himself to
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blame for her state; for he left her in bad company, where she

has been seduced and corrupted.’21

Popular Physiology

Health reformers from both sides of the professional fence

moved instinctively into the new cheaper magazine market to

reach a newmass audience of urbanites apparently desperate for

all forms of self-help information. The term ‘popular physi-

ology’ described a type ofmiddle-of-the-road health philosophy

that required no severe ascetic practices, had no membership

requirements, and excluded no one. ‘Popular physiology’ was

the new title, but the modern works fitted seamlessly into the

old genre of health handbooks. The burst of middle-class 3d. to

1s. monthly healthmagazines shows how successful these large,

slim, well-decorated publications were; when bound at the end

of their run, with additional illustrations, they also made a

handsome health encyclopedia.22 Magazines such as The Family

Oracle of Health; Economy, Medicine, and Good Living; Adapted to

All Ranks of Society, from the Palace to the Cottage (1824–6) give a

strong impression of popular health concerns. The Oracle was

a jolly little publication, full of wise-cracking jokes which care-

fully trod the professional middle way, its main aim being to

moderate drug-taking and promote self-help and personal

hygiene in its broadest sense. It was packed with small, easy-

to-read essays, and was calendrical—always starting with

‘Problems of the Month’:

Diseases of August ; Hydrophobia or water-fear; Philosophy of Bath-

ing, No. 2; Poultry buying; Pimples; Art of Medical Training, No. 1;

Training adapted to Ladies; Beauty training; Ruined constitutions;

Indigestion; Diseases of the unmarried state (green sickness); Cock

a leeky soup; Mrs Pringle—quack; Philosophy of the Hour, No. 4;

Hereditary dunces and Borough Jobbery.
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Diseases of September; Fever; Sauces; Indigestion; Effects of Drugging

on Beauty; Coughs and consumptions; Typhus fever; Weak moving;

Venison and grain; Art of Medical Training No. 2; Choosing spec-

tacles; School diseases from school vices; Evils of boarding schools

exposed . . . Examination of food, exercise, etc. in 11 fashionable

schools; Economical elder wine; The Philosophy of Hearing . . . 23

One major innovation in popular physiology was the teaching

of ‘popular anatomy’. Dr Andrew Combe’s best-seller The

Principles of Physiology Applied to the Preservation of Health, and

the Improvement of Physical and Mental Education (1833) went

into five editions in three years (with American, German, and

French editions). It combined a moderate vitalist regimen with

simple anatomy (describing in detail the structures and func-

tions of the skin, muscles, bones, lungs, and nervous system).

By the late 1840s, readers of domestic medicine could marvel at

the microscopic anatomy of the skin, and thrill to the functions

of the insensible perspiration:

. . . I counted the perspiratory pores in the palm of the hand, and

found 3528 in a square inch. Now each of these pores being an

aperture of a little tube about a quarter of an inch long, it follows

that . . . there exists a length of tube equal to 882 inches, or 73 and a

half feet. Surely such an amount of drainage as 73 feet every square

inch of skin . . . is something wonderful, and the thought naturally

intrudes itself—what if this drainage were obstructed? The number

of square inches of surface in a man of ordinary height and bulk is

2,500; the number of pores therefore is 300,000 and the number of

inches of perspiratory tube 1,750,000, that is 145,833 feet, or

48,600 yards, or nearly 28 miles . . . from this explanation the

necessity and value of cleanliness to health must be self-evident.24

In Combe exercise was now firmly linked to mental training—

‘the physiology of mind as well as body’; Combe’s brother was

George Combe, whose Constitution of Man (1828) imported the

controversial and astonishingly popular mental ‘phrenology’
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of Franz Joseph Gall and J. C. Spurzheim, which linked the

brain’s organic structure to itsmental powers (diagnosed through

bumps on the skull).25 The principles of hygiene had long been

used to treat the unbalanced passions of the insane, the hysteric,

or the depressed; it was only another short step to apply

the principle of mens sana in corpore sano to stressed-out urban

civilians.

From the 1830s onwards, middle-class families faced a barrage

of indoctrination on the subject of sober, temperate personal

hygiene—now often called the ‘economic’ life; fewer drugs and

less food (the ‘economic’ diet); leanness instead of corpulency;

training instead of relaxation; mental and physical fitness. As

always, obesity problems were closely connected with rising

standards of living, and the message was the same: ‘If exercise

conduces to throw off all superfluities in the system, temper-

ance in diet prevents their accumulation and renders it less

necessary; if exercise cleans the vessels, temperance neither

satiates nor overstrains them.’ People were exhorted to plan

regular daily patterns of physical exercise. Swimming, walking,

and other sports were already well established; but the great

craze in the 1820s and 1830s was gymnastics (or ‘callisthenics’

as it was more frequently called), which was imported into

Britain and America from Per Henrik Ling’s Gymnastiska Cen-

tralinstitut in Stockholm; followed later by Friedrich Ludwig

Jahn’s ‘Turnplatz’ (‘Turning’) equipment, with wooden beams,

bars, and horses (the type of gymnastics that we now see in the

Olympics) which in Germany were often situated outside in

natural forest settings. Military-style outdoor gymnastic ‘drill’,

which was simply brisk walking in disciplined formations,

became highly popular with schoolteachers; and all gymnastic

exercise routines were thought to be particularly suitable for

children and women, producing a mild strength, suppleness,

and graceful lines, rather than visible muscles. To start with

women’s callisthenics and ‘turning’ were the hobby of the
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health enthusiast; but gymnastics provided the future founda-

tion for sports in girls’ schools.26

In Britain, the popular physiologists saw exercise not only as

a personal hygienic discipline but as a public hygiene require-

ment, which they busily and actively promoted via the so-called

‘Rational Recreation’ movement. Village sports and entertain-

ments were dying as their populations shrank, and in the towns

there was nothing to replace them, reformers argued, but the

public alehouse. Rational Recreationists encouraged the build-

ing of pleasure parks, sports fields, baths, libraries, museums,

and meeting halls. Local, national, and international sports

leagues were developed between 1820 and 1890; and every

single British county had a football league by the 1880s. Much

of this popular success was to do with the acculturation of

school sports. School hygiene had already been raised by popu-

lar physiologists at the beginning of the century, and organized

school sports were originally conceived as rational recreation

for boys. Thomas Arnold, headmaster at Rugby in the 1840s,

recognized that the discipline would be useful against the unfet-

tered ‘vandalism’ of the boys (who were traditionally allowed to

roam free in the afternoons) and allowed his masters to develop

it. Rugby produced a new generation of notably athletic British

public schools, with a strong ethos of ‘muscular Christianity’

that was also later exported into the American sporting college

system. In 1855 Dr Oliver Wendell Holmes compared the rosy,

muscular, well-fed, and large British visitors that he saw with

puny, pale-faced, American youths: ‘They fill their coats vigor-

ously, they walk more briskly. . . they are warm, jolly, and ath-

letic.’27 However, popular physiology, rational recreation, and

sanitary reform were all very much part of the same hygienic

project. From the 1840s onwards the broad popular front of

sanitary reform turned its attention to two remedies for filth

that were long overdue: the provision of clean water, and

cleansing public baths.
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Sanitation and Water

Health reform in Britain came to a head in the distressed years of

the 1840s—a time of economic growth, population increase, and

the return of cholera. The numbers of peripheral supporters of

health reform crusades increased dramatically as a great battle for

public health legislation began. During the 1840s drains, baths,

and water were constant headline news: the ‘conquest of water’

was the first lesson for the newly founded sanitarian lobby. The

early 1840s were dominated by Edwin Chadwick’s famous 1842

Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Classes, which

forced the public to recognize that there truly was an urban crisis.

The overcrowded poor, living in hutlike conditions unchanged

over the centuries, were grossly deprived of sufficient sources of

fresh water, while the rich were polluting the old public water-

courses with their overflowing waste. Thanks to the mass pro-

duction of water-flushed latrines, by the 1840s ‘some 250 tons of

faecal matter daily found their way into the Thames’; twenty

years later that fecal matter could be measured in many thou-

sands of tons.28 As doctor after doctor in the Report described

their local slums, and their rivers of sewage, people saw filth with

new eyes: they suddenly noticed it everywhere, in the air, water,

in the streets, on clothes and skin, in food.

From the time that the Health of Towns Commission sat

between 1843 and 1846, and for years after the sanitary reform-

ers’ Health of Towns Association was formed in 1844, a physio-

logical picture of poverty emerged which not only deepened

public concern but confirmed conditions that charity visitors

had seen (and physiological reformers had suspected) for years.

It was noted that deprivation had stunted growth as well as scy-

thing through the weakest bodies during epidemic attacks—the

poor were some 5 inches shorter on average. Far more than the

rest of the population, they suffered from multiple disabilities.

Many had bent limbs from suffering rickets in a malnourished
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childhood, and workshop diseases and deformities were nor-

mal. Women and girls in particular were thin and small through

malnourishment, with small pelvises that made childbirth

more difficult and low birth weight inevitable. Because of

close proximity to infected persons, open rubbish heaps, com-

mon use of all utensils, and above all lack of water, all the old

skin diseases were still rife among the poor, who ‘quietly suffer

the penalties annexed to the want of cleanliness, as disagreeable

smells, perpetual irritation with chaps and fissures on the skin,

boils, and eruptions of painful, inflamed pustules, the Itch and

Prurigo, the Lepra, the dry Tetter, the running Tetter, the

Dandriff, and Scald-head’. Physiology had long ago embraced

vitalist doctrines of race-theory, heredity, and the diseases of

civilization, and reformers could virtuously point to an easily

recognizable physical type: the asthenic, the debilitated, the

aetiolated poor:

the national habit of body is depreciated. Our people are etiolated;

every tenth man is a pauper; every seventy-fourth is a drunkard;

three generations of pauperism is producing the Negro type, with-

out its redeeming black or brown, in some parts of Ireland; and no

whole family is free from the strumulous or emasculating or mor-

bific taint . . . It is clear that the national circumstances andmanner

of life are to blame for this dreadful result . . . 29

Disease, minimal amounts of dry grooming, and unwashed rags

and underlinen meant that the bodies of the poorest smelled

intensely, with strong animal odours, compared to the washed

or scented population. The very poorest were sometimes

described by fearful people as ‘savages’, ‘brutes’, or ‘animals’—

traditional terms describing those beyond the boundaries of

society, the untouchables, the impure. Now they also became

known as the ‘great unwashed’.

There had been much discussion about public baths among

the mercantile utilitarians in the 1830s; and, following the
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model of New Lanark, various philanthropic manufacturers had

set up workforce baths. Applying the new technology of steam

to public baths had become an exciting project for health pro-

gressives: ‘What if this same engine, whilst it clothes the British

labourer with garments as rich and as fine as those worn by the

Kings of Tyre and Sidon, should likewise give him what was the

next Eastern luxury and refinement—the warm bath!’ There was

also an unsuccessful attempt by Rational Recreational hygien-

ists to legislate for baths in the newly reformed Parliament in

1835, with a bill to promote ‘Public Walks, Playgrounds, Baths,

and places of healthy recreation and Amusement’, with another

bill for ‘Institutions for the diffusion of literary and scientific

information, including Libraries and Museums, with commodi-

ous Halls and Places of Public Meeting’. But the two bills were

quietly dropped in 1837; hygienic idealism bowed before em-

piricism, and the statisticians were given their way.30 Chad-

wick’s Report five years later provided a clearer and more

universal focus, with ‘cleanliness’ identified as the central

agent of the civilizing process.

The year 1842 was key for British health reform. It was the

starting block not only for Chadwick but also for the public baths

movement, both simultaneously moving in different directions.

In 1842 Liverpool Corporation opened a municipal laundry or

wash-house (with baths attached), which was so successful that

they soon opened another one six times the size. Not to be

outdone, in 1844 the City of London started a royally patronized

Association for Promoting Cleanliness among the People, which

quickly built a similarly successful wash-house in a slum called

Glass-House Yard, followed by another in Goulston Square. The

public baths reformers quickly set up a broad front, led by the

reforming wing of the Anglican Church, with powerful speakers

in Archdeacon SamuelWilberforce and the bishop of London, Dr

Charles Blomfield—cleanliness was so clearly a ‘moral purity’

issue. By 1845 the so-called Clean Party was well into its stride,
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and had set up the Association for the Establishment of Public

Baths and Washhouses, which closely supervised the national

legislation of 1846–7. The Act simply empowered any parish or

borough to build public baths (including vapour baths) if the

ratepayers voted in favour, with maximum charges (6d.) and a

tiered pricing system (1d. cold bath, 2d. warm bath, children half

price) to ensure that they remained poor baths. There were

muted objections from commercial baths operators, and some

puritanical diehards objected that the baths would be ‘gossip

shops’ and ‘sinks of corruption’; but the vote was passed de-

cisively. From then on the Act was left to fend for itself and

often had a rough ride at local meetings, as in the London parish

of St George’s in the East where the Dirty Party met in the pub,

while the Clean Party met in the church. But in the end these

poor baths proved more difficult to build and operate than

foreseen; they lost money in the winter, were overcrowded in

the summer, shunned during epidemics, were high-maintenance

and dependent on an efficient water company, and rarelymade a

profit. They were only a real success after a second Act prompted

a new wave of building in the 1870s.31

It is difficult to get past the liberal reformer’s top-down view

of the baths-and-cleanliness movement. The equally dedicated

Dirty Party was usually composed of anyone who objected to

raising the rates (shopkeepers and small businessmen); or who

feared increased overheads (manufacturers); or who believed

that the expense would send jobs elsewhere (including Chart-

ists and many others); or those who simply thought that dirt

was a necessary sacrifice on the altar of prosperity, the price that

had to be paid—‘where there was muck there was brass’. With

hindsight it is remarkable how much got done at all before the

civic-minded 1870s, in the face of widespread political indiffer-

ence and open hostility.32 It was probably the new Labour vote

after the 1832 electoral reforms that tipped the balance

towards action. The Baths for the Working Classes movement
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in Edinburgh, for instance, was started with a petition signed by

‘2400 working men’, many of whom turned up to the inaugural

meeting, and seemingly had no objection whatsoever to a shin-

ing moral vision of cleanliness. When the surgeon James Simp-

son referred to temperance, he was received by ‘loud and long-

continued cheers’, while his ‘view of . . . well-built houses,

sewers, water in abundance, pure air and light . . . [and] of better

things for the working man’s dwelling, produced a strong sen-

sation in the audience’. The chairman, Lord Dunfermline,

thought that cleanliness was not only necessary for the

comfort, health, and respectability of the people, [but] I look upon

it as a necessary preliminary to alliances between the working

classes, and those whose province it is to inculcate religious and

moral conviction on the people.—(Loud Cheers) . . . I have no

doubt [that] we are about to carry the day—that henceforth we

shall have established far more method, far more order, far more

cleanliness in the domestic economy of the people.33

The religious feeling does seem to shine through: sobriety, tem-

perance, cleanness, thrift, and respectability were sober old

Calvinist virtues. It did not necessarily mean that all the labour-

ing classes shared the same ‘soap-ori-fic’ cross-class political

viewpoint. As one working-class poet warned in a burst of Jaco-

bin satire on the general lack ofmoral cleanliness in high places,

baths and wash-houses were ‘but a small instalment due, sir’:

. . . But sure the chap’s no silly ’un,

Who to cleanliness a railroad planned

A washhouse for the million.

Chorus: Ri tooral, looral, looral, loo

Ri tooral, looral, lido

Sure purity outside and in,

Should be a people’s pride oh.

But stay—’tis not the vulgar herd

Alone who lack a scrubbing,
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We’ve great ones too who want a bath

And pretty hard dry-rubbing . . .

. . . To scour such knaves, as I have heard—

At all observe, no snarl-I-ment—

A thumping bath is being built

In the New Houses of Parliament.

Ri tooral, looral, etc. . . .

So let us praise the general scheme,

As a small instalment due, sirs,

From wealth and rank to poverty—

And hope still more they’ll do, sirs.

Chorus: And then we’ll own, in bath and park,

That to serve your poor neighbour

A duty is—and bless the man,

Who helps the sons of Labour.

Ri tooral, looral, etc.34

From the 1840s onwards public speakers referred to ‘cleanliness’

constantly: it became a litany that few members of the public,

literate or otherwise, could have avoided, or failed to have

learnt. Cleanliness would make everyone happier. It would cre-

ate a more disciplined workforce and save them from the

demon drink. Mental and physical dispositions were linked in

a strong moral polarity:

A clean, fresh, and well-ordered house [has] a direct tendency to

make the members of a family sober, peaceful, and considerate

of the feelings and happiness of each other. . .whereas a filthy,

squalid, unwholesome dwelling . . . tends directly to make every

dweller in such a hovel regardless of the feelings and happiness of

each other, selfish and sensual. And the connection is obvious

between the constant indulgences of appetites and passions of

this class, and the formation of habits of idleness, dishonesty,

debauchery, and violence.

Cleanliness kept the civilized man safely at home. The ‘rosy’

view of the beautiful clean home with its beautifully clean
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contents became the source of a rich ‘trope’ or type of cleanli-

ness prose in novels and fiction, as well as campaigning jour-

nalism, directed at young women and young wives especially:

Who . . . has contemplated the wide difference in the aspect of every-

thing, where the presiding spirit, the wife, is a votary of Cleanliness,

and the state of things where she is not. How ill-favoured the hand-

somest furniture looks, covered with dust and stains—the most

beautiful carpet, by crumbs and shred. On the contrary, the polished

oak table, the well-rubbed floor, on which the light of heaven shines

through a clear glass; the white hearth, and shining fire-irons; the

bright fire, which blushes not for the ashes that lay scattered before

it, but smiles because only its own clear face can be seen, render the

poorest cabin an earthly paradise . . . 35

This was a neglected and disorderly home—not a poor one.

Good housekeeping was rewarded by shining oak tables and

glowing Turkey carpets; an overt appeal to the consumer, that

eager self-improver, and one which was used constantly by

utilitarian reformers promoting ‘the engine of Trade’.

Environmental Hygiene

Environmental public hygiene policies were pursued in Britain in

the secondhalf of the centurywithgrimdetermination, longafter

the baths fuss had died down. European andAmerican cities were

also starting to feel the impact of urban growth; but in Britain

certain clear priorities had already emerged. The early 1850s were

particularly busy years, and the national press became a major

force in environmental crusading. As is well known, The Times

made Florence Nightingale into a heroine when she used scrub-

bing brushes and cleanliness to reduce death rates at Scutari

Hospital in the CrimeanWar of 1854. The Lancet underwrote the

work of Dr Arthur Hill Hassall, who had provided the famous

microscopic slides of Thames water for Chadwick in 1849–50,
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and who between 1851 and 1855 became The Lancet’s one-man

Analytic SanitaryCommission, analysingoverfiftydifferent types

of common food, naming and shaming nearly 3,000 commercial

traders, and discovering ‘an amount of adulteration which cer-

tainly no person was prepared for’. Hassall virtually invented the

office of the public analyst, and paved the way for the three food

and drug Adulteration Acts of 1860, 1875, and 1899. In 1852

Joseph Bazalgette was appointed Surveyor to the Metropolitan

Sewers, and was soon to present his master plan for sewering the

whole of London, a plan which came into its own after the Great

Stink of the Thames in 1858; it was completed in 1859–75, and all

of its affairs were very closelymonitored by the press.36

Chadwick’s successor Sir John Simon rallied the profession to

hygiene, employed chemical laboratories, demanded and got

trained medical officers of health, successfully created the discip-

lineof statemedicine, andput in such sterlingwork attempting to

remove various national ‘Nuisances’ that his large raft of legisla-

tion had to be consolidated into the 1875 Public Health Act,

which finally made local boards of health mandatory. Most

importantly, reformers took advantage of the widening tax base

of a prosperous economy, to tempt local councils into taking on

low-cost loans for public works; the PublicWorks (Manufacturing

Districts) Act of 1863 has been pinpointed as the turning point in

British civic reform. The whole task of cleansing towns was thus

turned over to local government civic reformers and municipal

socialists, who pushed through wide-ranging slum clearance,

housing schemes, water and gas schemes, drainage and cesspit

renewal schemes, with the accompanying hygienic cultural pro-

gramme of public libraries, museums, parks, and baths. Private

philanthropy supported these schemes and (on a lesser scale) the

provision of park bandstands, public latrines, drinking fountains,

and horse troughs. This was the Romanesque or monumental

phase of sanitary history, when grandiose architects, designers,

and their clients spent large sums of money developing the
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Victorian city as we know it.37 The bigger the projects, the more

Roman-like were the stone tablets put up to record the munifi-

cence of the local worthies—local politicians who had rediscov-

ered an old truth, that public health schemes brought prestige,

local employment, and increased powers of patronage. Even

sewage outfalls or water towers could be objects of local pride

(municipal rubbish dumps, however, were not).

In 1847 Dr Ignaz Semmelweis had discovered a simple anti-

septic routine using cleanliness and carbolic acid; but it was

only when the surgeon Joseph Lister perfected antisepsis pro-

cedures in the 1860s, wearing white gowns and drenching

everything in carbolic spray (thereby making routine oper-

ations far safer and more difficult medical conditions ‘oper-

able’), that the public really sat up and took notice of the new

‘cellular’ microbiological sciences opening up under the guid-

ance of Rudolf Virchow, Louis Pasteur, and Claude Bernard.

Most of these advanced medical discoveries did not as yet help

a great many people until the end of the century. Preventive

medicine in the laboratory was barely conceivable compared to

preventive hygiene in the city, and at home. Keeping well and

avoiding infection seemed the only alternative to paying large

medical bills or dying young. Health faddery, for those who

could afford it, retained its appeal. Domestic sanitation became

big business. By the 1850s many bourgeois health consumption

patterns had already been framed, and were simply set to rise.

La Luxe Anglaise

‘Comfort’ had now been added to ‘convenience’. The English

house was well on the way to becoming the fully furnished,

massively ornamental, thickly carpeted, heavily curtained, well-

serviced, and ingeniously plumbed home which typified la luxe

anglaise to Europeans, and which was displayed to international

view at London’s Great Exhibition in the Crystal Palace in 1851.
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French authors put it all down (logically) to the nasty cold

climate ‘chez les peuples du Nord’, and particularly praised the

control of temperature and ventilation.38 ‘Comfort’ was con-

sidered to be the happy medium between luxury and poverty.

Many London houses had underground drainage and piped

water as a standard convenience after the 1850s. No self-

respecting Victorian could have done without his or her domes-

tic bathing arrangements.

Sanitary habits were already changing in the 1820s and 1830s,

although older, unplumbed habits died hard: ‘jerries’ and close

stools (night tables) in late eighteenth-century marquetry de-

signs still delighted nineteenth-century consumers. But what-

ever most people had managed in the way of grooming

before, they were now expected to try just that little bit harder,

as J. S. Forsyth put it (in 1829): ‘Cleanliness of person, and in all

concerned with it, is a principal duty of man . . . It is better to

wash twenty times a day than to allow a dirty spot to remain on

the skin . . . ’.39 The bath had finally ‘come to rest’ in the pur-

pose-built bathroom—but only if space was available; strip

washing in the bedroom was still the cheapest and most

convenient option. Significantly, it was in the 1830s that the

simple bedroom washstand started to become the much more

imposing washstand table, with a wooden or tiled back and

drawers underneath, holding a larger bowl, a larger jug, a soap

dish, a sponge dish, tooth glass, and towel rail. Other house-

holds found that they could put a portable metal shower-bath

in the corner of a bedroom, following the advice of magazines

who assured their readers that ‘baths on a large and expensive

scale’ were ‘by no means necessary’. Wooden portable baths,

with wheels, a drain-hole, and brass fittings (and from the 1850s

gas heating attached underneath), were perfect for moderately

well-off clients, and had a long and honourable existence

throughout the century. The cheaper painted tin baths seen in

so many nineteenth-century illustrations were mass-produced
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from the mid-century in many different shapes and sizes: the

full-length lounge bath, the shallow sponge bath, the foot- or

slipper bath—and the highly popular, oval, sit-down hip or

‘Sitz’ bath, with a high back and small elbow rests also serving

as soap dishes: ‘Many older persons will remember a hip bath set

out in a cosy bedroom, on a waterproof bath-sheet, with the

brass or copper cans gleaming in the light of a good fire, and a

thick towel warming on the sideboard.’40

In wealthy upper-class families in the second half of the

century, the baths weremonumental, and the exotic bathrooms

were large—big enough for crinolines, or even for callisthenics.

Thomas Crapper made his fortune after 1866 by redesigning

and supplying top-of-the-range plumbed-in products, includ-

ing the now fashionable cast-iron bath–shower combination,

with elaborate shower screens and metal sprays; and cast-iron

pedestal washbasins, hugely ornate, with mirrors and hot and

cold mixer taps. Porcelain slowly replaced metal in the fixtures

and fittings and opened a new window for designers—luxuriant

colours and patterns in the latter half of the century giving way

to clinical white at the end of the century. John Shanks and

Thomas Twyford became household names by designing por-

celain valve closets, which finally trapped all smells, for their

pedestal flush toilets in the 1870s. The problems of supplying

hot water were partially eased by the introduction of gas gey-

sers, from the same late-century supply that also brought new,

‘clean’, artificial gas lighting and heating. For the enthusiastic

home DIYer (and, like George Grossmith’s fictional Mr Pooter,

there were many of these) the era of the large domestic water

boiler had just begun, and there would be many more house-

hold ‘bangs’ and disasters before it was more or less perfected.41

The toilette that accompanied the bath was now a rite of

modest purity and perfection. Victorian painters and novelists

put great aesthetic emphasis on the translucent ‘bloom’ of the

female skin—simple ‘natural’ beauty from soap and water, with
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shining, well-brushed hair. Eighteenth-century cosmetic fash-

ions were long gone. Lip paint was forbidden; eye paint should

be invisible; heavy rouge was frowned on; lightly scented cold

cream and a touch of powder were allowable. But only for mar-

ried women: modest and virtuous girls should never ‘paint’

(though youngwomen started to rebel at the end of the century).

Instead of paint, toilet soap production rose steadily after soap

duties were halved in 1834; and took off dramatically when

Gladstone’s free trade policy abolished the old Soap Tax in

17 Edgar Dégas’s Woman in a Tub (c.1883), one of his many intimate

depictions of women grooming in the bedroom. The strip wash in a

shallow basin was still the simplest and cheapest method of washing for

those without any plumbing.
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1852. Perfume was increasingly contained not in the bottle but

in the soap. Light floral scents were preferred, and several new

herbal and mineral soap odours (including peppermint, coal tar,

and the antiseptically pungent Old Brown Windsor Soap) were

on show in the Great Exhibition.42 Tablets of scented soap (espe-

cially new transparent soaps) became objects of desire in the

Victorian middle-class home, and to lower-middle-class aspir-

ants: country village girls still cherished their own bars of scented

soap in the 1920s.

The 1830s had seen the start of a new trend inmale hairstyles:

the expertly barbered moustache, longer hair, and the begin-

ning of the Victorian cult of the beard. Like the recently reintro-

duced corsets and 20-inch waists for women, with enormous

hooped crinolines laden with frills, flounces, and trimmings,

beards and moustaches were not at all hygienic, but they were

overt grooming displays. After somany centuries of being clean-

shaven, what did the reappearance of beards signify? Primitive

virility? (Or puritan indifference?) It does seem to be true that

the more material goods later nineteenth-century Victorians

possessed, the more perfectly groomed they were, the more

they yearned to get back to nature. In their personal habits,

and in their rich inner life, many of them were staunch Greek

primitives, with the added spice of romantic vitalism. Those

who could afford it returned to their primitive roots at the

hydros.

The Hydro

The spa and seaside craze had continued unabated in the 1820s–

1830s, and by 1850 the British coastline was lined with scores

of small, genteel resorts, all reachable by rail; while the inland

spas rapidly expanded with elegant infilling and residential

development. The major seaside resorts had doubled in size;

by the 1880s they had doubled or trebled again; really cheap
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18 Ramsgate Sands, 1854, in its early heyday as a seaside resort reachable by railway and steamboat from London.

Sea breezes and a view of the sea were obviously hygienic enough—only one child is going for a paddle, and none of the

adults have altered their dress in any way.
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working-class excursions came at the end of the century.43

European spas, lakes, and mountains were now also reachable

by rail, and Baden-Baden, Karlovy Vary (Carlsbad), Wiesbaden,

Mariánské Lázně (Marienbad), and Aix-les Bains became select

health retreats for the upper classes. But a hydro was not a spa;

it was the purists who despised the spas and spa life who first

went to the hydros.

In the early 1840s the first eulogies of Vincenz Priessnitz’s ‘wet-

wrap’ cure in the mountains of Austria began to appear in the

European press. Priessnitz was an illiterate peasant farmer from

Gräfenberg who had devised a new version of ‘heroic’ cold bath-

ing in the early 1820s, when he cured himself of the pain of four

broken ribs (after resetting them himself by manipulation) by

keeping cold, wet bandages constantly wrapped round his body

while they healed. He then started to heal others as paying guests

on his farm, using the same ‘wet-wrap’ methods along with a

fierce regime of outdoor walks, outdoor showers, and a simple

peasant diet. His success stung the local medical profession into a

barrage of legal attacks, but his fame was sealed after the local

aristocracy tried the cure, and immediately started sending their

own chronic sick. You had to be very ill, or desperate, to go to

Priessnitz. People were not expected to enjoy what they endured

(thoughmost seem to have found it an extraordinary and fascin-

ating experience), but the therapy of detoxification was impres-

sive, and moreover seemed to work. Cold water was applied in

almost every way except bathing. Fierce jets of cold water, or cold

outdoor ‘waterfall’ showers, were favourite stimulants for the

circulatory system. Inside their daily cold-water-doused ‘wraps’

the patients quietly steamed, stimulating the kidneys to evacuate

large quantities of fluids. The treatment was found particularly

effective for gout, syphilis, and all those suffering from mercury

poisoning—which was about half the clientele: ‘Priessnitz

assured a friend of Sir Charles Scudamore that he had seen mer-

curial globules issue at the ends of the fingers after a long
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continued course of the water-cure, years after the use ofmercury

had been abandoned.’44 People developed muscles at Gräfen-

berg. It re-created peasant life with all its promise of longevity

through a cure that was very like hard physical labour.

News of the water cure spread quickly and inspired many simi-

lar operators throughout Europe and America. The best sites were

defunct springs or spas, on a hill or mountainside. In Ireland,

Dr Richard Barter was an early convert to hydropathy (as it be-

came known) and opened the first water cure hydro on the site of

the holy well on St Anne’s Hill, in 1842. He later developed an

interest in the Irish sweat lodge tradition, and ended up leading a

late-century popular Turkish vapour baths movement through-

out Ireland, Scotland, and England; scattered remnants of this

movement can still be found inBritish cities. England’s firsthydro

on the site of anold spa in theMalvernHillswasopened in1842–3

after a quick visit to Gräfenberg by two fashionable London

doctors, James Wilson and James Manby Gully. The London

literary and scientific set (Alfred Tennyson, Thomas Carlyle, Flor-

ence Nightingale, Samuel Wilberforce, Charles Darwin) became

their loyal patients. Yet another proprietor, John Smedley, rede-

veloped anold spa atMatlock inDerbyshire in 1851. Smedleywas

a successful spinning magnate, the builder of a model factory

community, a strict Methodist, and a hater of doctors, and an

enthusiastic convert to hydropathy (though not to Priessnitz).

Matlock was much patronized by puritanical northern industri-

alists like himself, and by the 1870s was the biggest hydro in

Britain.45 In America hydropathy was also an immediate success.

During the 1850s twenty-seven hydros were built by springs,

lakes, and mountains; later hydros, such as Round-Hill Water-

Cure Retreat in Northampton, Massachusetts, were based on the

larger Germanwater cure resorts, where exercise took the form of

sporting play rather than gruelling work.

Women in particular flocked to the hydros whenever they

could, and appreciated its unconventional freedoms. The Ameri-
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can suffragette trousers, or ‘Bloomers’, were originally a hydro-

pathic style. The ‘wet dress’ worn over the steaming compresses

beneath was in the Turkish or oriental style—a loose-fitting tunic

or coat reaching below the knees, which was worn over loose

trousers gathered at the ankles. ‘Wearers usually cut their hair

short for easy drying, and felt themselves emancipated from the

bondage of trailing skirts, petticoats, corsets, and corkscrew

curls.’ This Turkish outfit was apparently introduced into fash-

ionable American circles by a reformer’s daughter, Elizabeth

Smith, and was subsequently taken up by the feminist Amelia

Bloomer, who dared to wear the trousers publicly in the street.46

These and other late-century sports clotheswere the beginning of

a new phase in hygienic dress reform.

Late-Century Reform

On the whole, physical reformers in the last twenty or so years

of the century could look back on a lot of specific achievements

in the field of public hygiene, many of which had been (or

were in the process of becoming) institutionalized. The key

reform in Britain was obviously the capture of central and

local government and the creation of an ethos of sanitary

need. Municipal socialists and commercial developers were

now starting to rebuild the towns through mass slum clear-

ances, all new housing was fully plumbed and drained, and a

whole cadre of doctors had moved into public health. A great

deal of municipal and state effort was now also being put into

adult physical fitness training, and in the new state and Church

schools children were now being exercised and taught the basic

rules of hygiene and popular physiology, collectively, for the

first time. The Early Hours Movement released—and in part was

designed to release—male and female clerks and shop assistants

from their work in order to join in regular sporting activities and

other rational recreations, attracting millions of people in their

chapter 9 health crusaders 295



weekly ‘time off’. The reformers had thus succeeded in creating

an ethos of personal ‘fitness’—what the philosopher William

James called ‘the religion of healthy-mindedness’.47

The sporting nineteenth century ended with the triumphant

Olympic Games of 1896. These international games were held as

the result of Baron Pierre de Coubertin’s personal crusade to

reinvigorate the French race through cricket and cold baths, and

toputGreek sporting ideals onaworldpedestal. There seems tobe

a distinct possibility that Coubertin’s idea of the Olympics finally

took shape in the summer of 1890, after an invitation from an

English Rational Recreationalist, Dr W. P. Brookes, to visit the

village of Much Wenlock in Shropshire and view their annual

festival of ‘Olympic Games’, which he had started in 1849.

Brookeshad for years been trying to export the idea of anOlympic

Games to be held at Athens, and in Coubertin he had finally

found a fellow enthusiast.48 It took Coubertin four years to as-

semble the first International Olympic Committee of 1894,

which inaugurated and organized the first worldwide festival of

sport. The First Olympiad was opened in Athens in 1896, on the

site of the ancient festival, and went thereafter to Paris (1900),

St Louis (1904), London (1908), and Stockholm (1912), with

constant fixtures (excepting 1916 and 1940) to the present day.

But even while the sanitarian and physical hygiene reforms

were steadily unrolling, the last twenty years of the century

were filled with urgent social anxieties, uncertainties that had

arisen directly from the onslaught of late nineteenth-century

science. Not only had the Darwinian evolution debate raised

unwelcome atheistic thoughts; but equally worryingly, the still-

popular, if fading, Aristotelian–Galenic scientific paradigm was

being fatally attacked and undermined by the rise of bacteri-

ology and microbiological medicine from c.1880 onwards. Pro-

fessional science had never been the monolith that radicals

liked to think. If there was a problem interpreting the natural

world, it had always been a communal one—and nothing was
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more communal than germ theory.49 Germ theory unwittingly

aroused the psychology of pollution fear in a new and acute

form.

Germs

The old ‘filth diseases’ had been redefined by sanitarians during

the course of the nineteenth century as ‘zymotic’ or ‘pytho-

genic’ diseases that were thought to generate spontaneously

from human excrement and general filth, spread through

miasma. Prince Albert’s death from ‘bowel fever’ (typhoid),

supposedly caught from the antique sewer system at Windsor

Castle, frighteningly emphasized the importance of good sani-

tary provision in the home. Plumbing, sewerage, and cesspits

were earnestly discussed in the press, and sales of water closet

sewer traps soared. Another domestic fear, ‘ptomaine poison-

ing’, was raised after chemists had isolated the natural toxic

substances produced by bacterial degradation in the intestinal

tract, a piece of science which immediately took root in the

public mind in the form of ‘autointoxication’—a cesspit inside

the body: ‘one cannot live over a cesspit in good health. How

much more difficult to remain well if we carry our cesspit about

inside us—especially when, as so often happens, the cesspit is

unpleasantly full?’ Constipation (and the bowel and laxative

market) was to remain a popular health obsession well into

the next century.50 But bacterial fermentation proved to be a

fruitful lead towards germ theory, greatly helped by improved

microscopes; but it was the effective practical and experimental

work of Louis Pasteur, in particular, helped to popularize the

new ‘bacteriology’ and led to much public debate in the 1880s

about living ‘vibrio’, ‘germs’, and other microscopic zymotic

particles. Germs were likened to tiny invisible seeds or ami-

culae that flourished, flew, and wriggled everywhere, thriving

on unwholesome matter or weakened human constitutions.
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Pasteur’s work on germs was soon extended by Robert Koch’s

experimental finding of specific disease bacilli, with the result

that specific disease micro-organisms were being discovered at

the phenomenal rate of one a year between 1879 and 1900.51

Germs in fact fitted very easily into older popular notions of

contagium vivum; but Koch’s discovery of specificity—germs as

separate specieswith a life of their own—wasmore threatening to

the older miasmatist sanitarians. Sir Benjamin Ward Richardson,

the author of Hygeia: A City of Health (1876), a mission statement

for future macro-environmental hygienic town planning and

architecture, was an old-fashioned sanitarian who placed all his

faith in environmental cleansing, and considered germ-ridden

laboratories immoral:

Let us drain our country on a plan of such uniformity, that every

particle of pollution shall pass from our houses as it is produced

there; let us cleanse our outward garments, our bodies, our food,

our drink, and keep them cleansed; let us cleanse our minds as well

as our garments, and keep them clean; let us isolate the contagious

sick as they become contagious. Then all elaborate experiments for

the prevention of disease will appear, as they are, mysterious add-

itions to evil which ought not to exist, and which of themselves

might re-introduce death into a deathless paradise.52

The specificity of germs attacked both humoralism and hygiene

by denying spontaneous generation—no balancing of hot, cold,

wet, or dry was required to deactivate or activate a specific

contagion; nor (so it seemed) the observation of the seasons,

ordering of temperaments, diet or exercise—indeed the whole

paraphernalia of Hippocratic environmental and personal

hygiene. The amoral biological determinism that germ theory

implied (like the extreme forms of contemporary evolutionism)

appeared irreligious and inhumane. For people like the anti-

vivisectionist John Ruskin (who resigned his art professorship

because the university appointed a professor of anatomy) and
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Florence Nightingale (then designing her ‘pavilion’ hospitals of

light and air), microbiological science had no place in the city of

Hygieia. The anti-scientific research lobby in Britain was so

strong that the first British microbiological research laboratory

in the 1890s was called the Lister Institute of Preventive Medi-

cine: the word ‘research’ was specifically kept out of the name to

avoid a backlash from anti-vivisection groups.53 But by then

the public’s belief in the existence of ‘germs’ was strong and

unstoppable, and mostly far more concerned with the micro-

scopic world than the transcendental one.

Germs were now the invisible enemy, fought at every turn.

Germ theory reinforced every single lesson of the old gospel of

cleanliness, but the ‘eternal vigilance’ now required made

house-cleansing a heavy burden of responsibility; its neglect

was akin to murder. In the new procedures of ‘domestic science’

the basic old routines of the ‘home hospital’ were now to be

applied to every room, but especially to kitchens, water closets,

and bedrooms. There was an emphasis on the old axis of wet–

dry purification. Strong light and continual fresh air dried up

and ‘cleaned’ dark and dank cellars, rooms, and privies; antisep-

tic washes for floors and all surfaces mopped up lurking germs.

Water sources must be pure, or if necessary purified, and all

plumbing fixtures and fittings regularly inspected; for greater

safety, plain white porcelain and tiling was now specified for

super-cleanliness in and around the water closet, bathing, and

food preparation areas. Laundry had to have ten minutes of

boiling to kill germs (and vegetables only slightly less). Every

kitchen saucepan and utensil had to be burnished and steril-

ized, every work surface cleaned off and disinfected daily, food

cooled and covered with cloths to prevent germs from settling

and breeding; new kitchen food refrigerators were found neces-

sary in the hotter American climate. Since bacilli were also now

known to live on in dry form, household dust was considered

especially lethal. Thick curtains, wallpaper, heavy carpeting,
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ornate furniture, and knick-knacks were discouraged; and the

use of damp cloths and mops were urged instead of sweeping

and dusting—or even better, the new vacuum cleaner, for those

who could afford it. Even dress length was affected, after

domestic science reformers criticized long hems that brushed

in the dirt and dust, bringing potential disease from the street

directly into the home.

Complete isolation, or ‘asepsis’—the bodily procedures that

soon put germ-conscious surgical staff into gloves, masks, and

gowns—was obviously not feasible for daily life; but nonethe-

less certain procedures closely resembled the ancient purity

rules. Contact with any other person’s body was dangerous.

Kissing and hugging, even among members of the family,

could be a risk, with strangers even more so; public handshak-

ing was perilous (women were advised to wear gloves), and

public coughing and spitting even worse (carrying a clean hand-

kerchief was essential). Household food had to come from

‘clean’ retailers and shopworkers (hygienically produced

‘branded’ goods were safest) and preferably clean-wrapped in

front of your eyes (transparent cellophane soon met this need).

The whole suspect outer world—neatly summed up as ‘flies,

fingers, food’—obviously included the old insect pests such as

fleas, the bedbug, nits, and body lice. Flies were a new fear that

had been raised by agricultural science and the experience of

fighting mosquitoes; they were now known to leave their invis-

ible sticky footprints everywhere, randomly, and the life cycle of

the fly was widely discussed in the press. The ‘house-fly danger’

campaign led to much covering of food and drink with beaded

lace doilies, muslin over the baby’s perambulator, fly screens,

and campaigns against street refuse, manure heaps, and horse

droppings. A new deluge of toxic sprays, gases, waters, and

powders was directed at all these old and new insect enemies,

including paraffin, arsenic, and lead compounds, as well as the

traditional disinfectants (vinegar, soap, lime, derris dust).54
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Levels of pollution fear among the general public must

have been raised exceptionally high in those early days, even

though an outpouring of domestic technical innovation was

providing new solutions and familiarity gradually softened the

new scientific routines. Bacteriology could increasingly identify

and thus help prevent disease causation; but specific chemical

therapeutics (‘magic bullets’) only arrived halfway through the

next century, when the subsequent development of immun-

ology—with its idea of the ‘fighting body’—also reduced anx-

iety and somewhat restored the human status quo. But scientific

uncertainty left a good deal of room for divided opinion,

perhaps even for a divided mind: you could be sanguine and

optimistic one day, or for some reason fearful and pessimistic

the next. Hygienic health reform fragmented and intensified,

but the main body of sanitarians took the common-sense,

broadly optimistic approach and threw themselves into prac-

tical action. The civic hygiene and domestic science reformers

in Britain and particularly North America operated through an

avalanche of national and local committees, mass meetings,

posters, tracts, books, magazines, newspapers, and advertising

campaigns, and finally succeeded in changing domestic habits

and manners and raising levels of domestic cleanliness to a

degree undreamt of, in a remarkably short time (at least among

urban populations—rural populations were not so accessible).

A mass civic campaign against tuberculosis at the turn of the

century hammered the message home.55

The pessimists were equally active, and just as desperate. There

was still a large rump of physical puritan reformers campaigning

hard against all the depravities of modern civilization, and the

array of purity crusaders in Britain and America that arose during

the last two decades of the century (and carried on well into the

next century) was truly formidable. The ethics of personal

hygiene and purity were stretched to the limit by (among others)

birth control and eugenic ‘social hygiene’ enthusiasts, sexual
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purity campaigners against public prostitution and private

‘onanism’ (masturbation), the anti-science lobby of the anti-vac-

cination, anti-vivisection, and animal welfare movements, and

the purest of the pure, the extreme vegetarians who refused any

contact with animal matter (the vegans), or to inflict any pain on

living things (the fruitarians). In Britain a joint alliance, the

Humanitarian League, gave them a unified public platform in

1890.56 But empiric healers such as herbalists, homoeopaths,

osteopaths, spiritualists, and hydropaths were now truly locked

out of modern science—satirized as dogmatic medical ‘cults’,

under fire from medical licensing authorities, and completely

outpaced by medical technology and new standards of rigorous

scientific training in the medical colleges. Some awareness of the

isolated position of the old medical democrats can be seen in the

so-called Eclectic Movement at the end of the century, which

united all their skills in a brand-new identity eventually called

Naturopathy. Given the widespread popularity of the drug-free

nature cure, one of the more emotional, or instinctive, public

reactions to extreme materialism was evidently self-purification,

and another bout of rugged, rural, primitivism.

Naturism

The two key empirics who reinvented the nature cure were

Arnold Rikli, who opened his ‘sanatorium’ in the Swiss moun-

tains at Veldes in the 1870s, and Adolf Just, author of the mystic

Return to Nature (1896), who opened Jungborn in the Austrian

Harz Mountains in the 1880s. Both took their cue from Priess-

nitzian hydropathy but took it a step further. They preferred

patients to take their baths naked and exposed to the elements:

Adolf Just even revived the eighteenth-century vitalist earth

bath (being buried up to the neck). At Veldes patients lived in

‘air huts’ (three wooden walls with an open front) on the shore

of a lake, and sunbathed on two large platforms, naked except
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for modesty aprons and protected with smoked sunglasses and

straw hats. Veldes was so successful that Rikli had to open

another, winter establishment where patients could outdo

each other in their endurance of snow and cold air.57 But the

huge popular success of the nature cure came with the charit-

able, or free, regime devised by the celebrated Father Sebastian

Kneipp (1821–97) at Wörishofen in the Austrian Alps in the

1890s.58 The thoroughly vitalist and Priessnitzian Kneipp sent

his patients and followers out for strenuous walks and swims in

the mountains wearing minimal loose hygienic clothing, such

as ‘Father Kneipp Swimming Trousers’ or the Reformed (porous)

vests, shirts, and shorts invented by Dr Gustav Jaeger and pro-

moted by Just, but preferably wearing nothing at all—he disap-

proved of clothes. Kneipp also invented the ‘dew bath’ (walking

with bare feet over dewy wet grass, wet stones, or even fresh

snow), and insisted on the ‘vitality’ of bare feet.59 Heavily popu-

larized in the press, the naked air bathmovement spread rapidly

throughout Germany via societies for natural methods of

healing and living, which encouraged municipal councils to

set up public air baths in grassland enclosures on the outskirts

of the town, surrounded by very high board fences. Photo-

graphs show naked brass band rehearsals and newspaper-read-

ing, as well as bowling, turning, and gymnastics. Amateur

sunbathing at the end of the century required professional

instructions as grave and careful as any eighteenth-century

balneologist:

Sun baths should not be confounded with air baths, for they are

essentially different types of baths. If the body is kept exposed in

the open air to the action of the sun’s rays, the bath becomes a

sunlight bath. It is well known that the energy of light rays is

beneficial to the human system . . . The position of the body should

be frequently changed so as to expose it on all sides. The duration

of the sun bath should not exceed 20 to 30 minutes, at the end of

which usually free perspiration has set in. After the bath one should
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take a full water bath of 90 to 95 Fahr., and finish up with friction

rubbing. . . .Modifications of the air bath, which require but brief

mention, are . . . the ‘genuine rain bath’, i.e. walking in air-bath

costume during a rainstorm, which is only intended for those

with strong constitutions; the earth, sand, and moor baths; and

finally the snow bath . . .Onemay either roll in the snow outside, or

else gather a pail of it, bring it into the room and rub the body with

the soft and warm snow.60

By 1900 the mountain-top air bath movement had become one

of main convalescent techniques of turn-of-the-century main-

stream medicine—the super-hygienic tuberculosis sanatorium,

architecturally designed with the emphasis on the open-air life

and sunlight baths, with the nature cure as a model.61 But a

Kneipp enthusiast, Benedict Lust, took naturism into the twen-

tieth century by amalgamating the essential elements of the

nature cure and changing its name, opening his American School

of Naturopathy in New York in 1901, and founding the Naturo-

pathic Society of America in 1902. In Lust’sNaturopath and Herald

of Health magazine, artificial modern drugs were unutterable

poisons and the higher moral goal of naturopathy was ‘ideal

living’ or complete wellness: ‘Massive muscle, Surging Blood,

Tingling Nerve, Zestful Digestion, Superb Sex, Beautiful Body,

Sublime Thought, Pulsating Power’.62 Kneippism was repre-

sented in Britain by the brief Nature Cure Annual of 1907–8, but

had quickly spread along the grapevine among ‘themore enligh-

tened of the Bohemian class’, including the beard-and-sandals

vegetarian socialism of Bernard Shaw andmembers of the Fabian

Society and their ‘set’; or the artistic ‘Pagan’ students and their

set, who swam and sunbathed naked on the Cambridge backs.

Many were proud to call themselves ‘neo-pagans’ at the end

of the century (though not many were as vehemently anti-

Christian as the hardy hiker Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche,

1844–1900).63 But the simple natural life—simplicity de luxe—

also attracted such millionaire Nonconformists as the Reformed
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food manufacturer Dr Harvey Kellogg; or the Liverpool soap

manufacturer Lord Leverhulme, who slept in a specially designed

open-air bedroom containing little else but a simple iron bed and

an enormous marble bath.64

Poverty and Doubt

Amidst all this frenzy of political, social, and economic activity

and reform the very poorest were still completely powerless.

Although by the end of the century Britain was, to the outward

eye, a clean and washed nation, the inhabitants knew better.

The immaculate Victorian homewas amiddle-class dream, with

a big shortfall. As one cleric dourly noted in 1889:

The rich man’s family may grow up unbroken around the

hearth . . . The children of the poor must die . . .What is it to the

poor that it has been proved how cleanliness is the secret of health?

They cannot have the latest sanitary appliances. They cannot take

baths, or have a constant change of clothing . . . The poor, by bad

air, by dirt, by accident, cannot live out half their days. The good

news about health which science preaches to the rich is not

preached to them.65

The political mood at the end of the century was sombre; and

the rise of the racial purity crusaders, the eugenicists, reflected a

profound crisis of confidence. Several peaks of the sanitary

crusade had been and gone, and there was anxiety about what

should follow. The sense of outstanding sins of omission

towards the poor sustained the British evangelical slum settle-

ment movement at the end of the century that produced grim

reports such as those of William Booth and many others—a sort

of national reckoning of the state of the poor. It was not that

municipal sanitary reform had not worked (of that they were

sure); but that the job was half done, and the central features

of poverty had not disappeared despite the high expectations
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(experience of lifelong work in the charity sector convinced

Sidney and Beatrice Webb that only full state intervention

would succeed). These problems were tackled with further

reforms in the next century. Meanwhile, the infrastructure

that the nineteenth-century engineers and politicians built

still sustains many of us, on a daily basis.
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chapter 10
the body beautiful

In this last chapter we face, to some extent, a final reckoning—

and we can barely do justice to it in the space that remains. The

twentieth and twenty-first centuries are by far the best documen-

ted and probably the most grimly fascinating of all the centuries

embraced by the history of personal cleansing. They are probably

also the most interesting period for us as individuals, as well as

recalling many of our parents’ (and grandparents’) own personal

experiences. The sense of déjà vu is enormous. We can see older

habits and customspersisting indomestichousing, cosmetic care,

health education, therapeutics, and general self-care—but the

scale is utterly different. It is global, again. The tried and tested

hygienic ‘middle-class’ lifestyle of the Western industrial urban

classes for the first time became feasible for amuch larger propor-

tion of the world population, beneficiaries of scientific medicine

and a booming global economy. The economic equation between

personal cleansing and domestic income is inescapable in these

last centuries, as it was in every other era. But behaviourism also

still plays a vital part in our responses. Purificatory ideologies

also went global: anti-pollution ecology became an international

crusade, pollution fears havebroughtmajorworld food industries

to their knees, and, tragically, purity rules have also inspiredmass

‘ethnic cleansing’.



The twentieth century itself was probably the most hygienic

and cleansing-conscious era on record in all industrialized

countries. It was punctuated by two world wars, both leading

to periods of significant social transition. The whole period

1945–2006 has often been portrayed as one of extreme materi-

alism and fully secularized personal hygiene—a new form of

highly individualistic narcissism. But this may just be a trick

of the light—many more people obviously embraced by eco-

nomic consumerism, while the health objectives remained the

same. The period 1900–39 was also individualistic and narcis-

sistic, and saw a huge rise in health consumerism and the

ideology of the fit and beautiful body. Personal hygiene had

now reached the stage of a general consensus.

Eugenics and Preventive Medicine

Among advanced industrialized nations, public hygiene had

gradually turned into an international crusade. Following a

series of International Sanitary Conferences, the north–south

Pan-American Sanitary Bureau was founded in 1902; and the

first European Office International d’Hygiène Publique was

founded in Rome in 1907, later becoming the League of Nations

Health Organization Committee. Both bodies were replaced in

1948 by the World Health Organization. The nineteenth cen-

tury had shown decisively that investing in public hygiene—

not only in housing and drains but in personal hygiene as

well—made sound economic sense. Andrew Carnegie, Johns

Hopkins, Henry Wellcome, and John D. Rockefeller were only

some of dozens of global industrialists in the first half of the

twentieth century who threw unprecedented amounts of

money at international (and national) public health scientific

research programmes, for profitable as well as philanthropic

ends. Revolutionary twentieth-century communist govern-

ments likewise put personal and public hygiene at the top of
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their agenda for building fit nations.1 But the century had also

opened with another optimistic liberal welfare initiative

designed to ‘do something for the people’, as Lloyd George

put it—state and private medical insurance, which took off

like a rocket throughout Europe and the United States.

Medical insurance was a new form of commercial medicine—

medical care at a discounted, cut-rate ‘group’ price; the idea

came from the old working-class self-help burial clubs and

cooperative saving schemes. By paying small regular amounts

into a general fund, insurance brought the right to enjoy a far

freer access to hospital medical services, and almost every-

where in Europe and the United States voluntary hospital

admissions doubled, specialist treatment and convalescent

clinics multiplied, and a large group of new middling classes—

lower-middle-class office workers, managers, and skilled crafts-

men—were brought into the professional medical orbit.2

At the heart of this newly confident medical service industry

were the laboratories, slowly but inexorably unlocking the

chemistry of disease through effective vaccines, and the con-

stant search for ‘magic bullets’ (the effective ‘sulpha’ drugs and

antibiotics that finally arrived in the 1940s and 1950s).

The professional pride of the inter-war period is shown in the

contents page of C. E. A. Winslow’s student textbook of 1923:

‘I. The Dark Ages of Public Health. II. The Great Sanitary

Awakening. III. Pasteur and the Scientific bases of Prevention.

IV. The Golden Age of Bacteriology. V. The New Public Health’.

The New Public Health concentrated less on drains than on

bacteria, and was inspired by the new discipline of scientific

behaviourism, sociology, which drew on the experience of

public health workers, measured observable trends, and refo-

cused social policy towards the actual bodies and the life cycles

of welfare recipients, inside their domestic surroundings, and

within their local environment. Major preventive domestic

health campaigns focused on hospital medical insurance
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cover, maternity and child health services, handwashing, ven-

ereal diseases, food hygiene, and milk supplies with much

publicity from semi-public bodies such as the Health and

Cleanliness Council (1928–46) in Britain, and the Cleanliness

Institute (1926– ) in the United States, run by the American

soap industry.3 But life was still a lottery for most people in the

inter-war years. There was no welfare safety net, no magic bul-

lets, and the economic ‘boom–bust’ cycle was very sharp—new

industries boomed as old industries slumped. All the luxuries of

modern housing and health insurance disappeared overnight if

you were unemployed; and health insurance was generally too

expensive to cover women and children.

During the early years of the century it became evident

that certain pockets of relative deprivation were very marked

indeed, with inner cities, older industrial cities, and agricul-

tural districts suffering most; they were ‘the submerged tenth’

described by Charles Booth as still existing ‘like a hidden

sore, poor, dirty, and crude in its habits, an intolerable and

degrading burden to decent people forced by poverty to neigh-

bour with it’. At the beginning of the First World War, the

very poorest in Britain were apparently not even fit enough to

defend the state, which immediately rang alarm bells among

the ruling classes. Pessimism about the state of the nation’s

health reached an all-time low in the famous 1904 Report of

the Inter-Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration,

which led to the foundation of the Eugenics Education Society

in 1907, followed by the highly influential Eugenics Review in

1909.4

Eugenicists in Europe and North America came from many

existing schools of vitalist doctrines of racial genetics and bio-

logical holism, physiological reform, and physical puritanism,

and understood each other well. They leant heavily on Herbert

Spencer’s well-known philosophy of Social Darwinism, or the

survival of the fittest, which annexed Darwin’s theory of human
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evolution and physiological modification, and created eugenics

as a form of social hygiene. As the British eugenicist Havelock

Ellis put it in 1912:

all social hygiene, in its fullest sense, is but an increasingly complex

and extended method of purification—the purification of the con-

ditions of life . . . the purification of our own minds . . . the purifica-

tion of our hearts . . . and the purification of the race itself by

enlightened eugenics, consciously aiding Nature in her manifest

effort to embody new ideals of life.5

Eugenicists considered preventive medicine to be thwarting

their aims by artificially prolonging the lives of the unfittest;

they also wanted to eliminate prostitution, control alien immi-

gration, sterilize ‘mental degenerates’ and segregate them in

mental asylums; and they often raised the issue of racial phys-

ical degeneration through bad housing—which the sanitarians

roundly rejected.6 When the First World War was over many

eugenicists in Europe and the United States joined the growing

naturopathic ‘physical culture’movement, such as the eugenics-

inspired People’s Health League, founded in 1917.7

The social surveys tacitly supported the sanitarians by show-

ing that some of the worst hygienic conditions prevailed in

rural areas where the housing infrastructure had remained un-

touched for centuries—earth floors, communal sleeping rooms

accessed by stepladders, outdoor taps, outdoor toilets, barely

any heating, and no baths. (In some parts of rural Ireland in

the 1950s and 1960s there were no toilets at all—‘under a bush

as often as not, using a dockleaf’—and only on Sundays would

children ‘wash our face and neck, our hands up to our elbows,

and our feet up to our knees . . . relatives [said] how our congre-

gation stank—of cow dung, I suppose’.) In most of these homes

the only hot-water source was the kettle on the fire; but the very

high population densities of the inner cities made personal

hygiene equally difficult. In Shoreditch in London in 1938,
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only 14 per cent of families had baths: ‘Some had a footbath or

small tub, but as it was awkward to use . . . it was frequently

reserved for the children, whilst the parents went out to the

public baths or else never bathed.’ In many tenements or small

apartments lack of space meant the coal really did go in the

bath:

A bathroom in the house is not necessarily a great advantage as far

as cleanliness goes—it strikes themore thrifty as a convenient coal-

cellar. . . Baths are only found in about a dozen houses inhabited

by working class families in this area. Out of these twelve, it is

known that at least nine are used for storage purposes, and not

as baths . . . The expense of heating the water. . . and lack of

privacy. . . are great drawbacks.

Despite this, one East Endmother of thirteen children with only

a cold tap in the yard still managed to run a house that was

spotless, with sheets starched ‘white as snow’.8 But many of the

children of these inter-war urban poor, when evacuated in 1940,

arrived in rags or, like several children from the slums of north-

ern England, ‘sewn into a piece of calico with a coat on top and

no other clothes at all’; and were often found to be dirty, ver-

minous, suffering from scabies, impetigo, and other skin dis-

eases, incontinent day and night, ‘ill-clad and ill-shod, [with]

never a change of underwear or any night clothes and had been

used to sleep on the floor’. A 1915 national survey of public

baths provision had come to a sober verdict: most public baths

were well used by only about a third of the population in their

surrounding areas, they had cost over £2 million to build, and

were consistently unprofitable: ‘It is worthy of note [that] their

income is less than 50 per cent of their expenditure. Whether a

relatively high percentage under this heading is to be regarded

as a measure of success or failure will depend largely on whether

the baths are considered as a trading concern or as a department

of Public Health.’9
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The Suburbs

If you were lucky, and had a job, you probably aspired to live in

a spacious suburban settlement, infilling the big arterial roads

lined or dotted with factories, bringing a stream of modern

consumables into the cities. Most towns and cities in Britain

(and elsewhere) acquired an outer ring of housing in this period,

and outer-suburb growth was phenomenal; at its peak in

London in the 1930s when mortgage restrictions were eased,

detached or semi-detached houses were built at the rate of 1,500

houses a week. Their owners came from the older inner cities,

young couples on their way up, out of the slums and rented

lodgings. Suburbanites were dedicated above all others to per-

sonal hygienic health care. They came for the bathrooms with

the hot water (‘first thing, you went into the bathroom, and

turned on the hot taps’), the indoor water closets (‘we actually

had a toilet on the first floor’), the clean electricity supply (‘such

an excitement—fantastic!’), the floor-length French windows,

sun terraces, and balconies; the garden flowers, the nearby fields

and fresh air; and the tennis, croquet, bowling, and golf clubs.

The kitchens were small and convenient (‘everything within

easy reach—it was a special feature’), and their shops were

built into the new ‘parade’ nearby.10

Very high standards of hygiene and presentation were

expected in these pest-free, fully sanitized homes. The new

servantless lady wife did most of the light domestic work, with

some ‘help’ with the heavier chores, using an increasing range

of ‘labour-saving’ cellophane-packed foods, cleaning agents,

and mechanical equipment. The suburban husband’s domestic

role was simply to eat, relax, and look after the new garden.11

His income paid for the modern electrical machines and sleekly

designed streamline metal and bakelite gadgetry that rapidly

appeared, promoted by photographic advertising that played

heavily on the dangers of germs and dirt: the early electric
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radios, fires, fridges, water heaters, early washing machines,

kettles, and irons; also the improved gas cookers, lights, and

fires, the tiling, the parquet, and the latest easy-clean rubber

linoleum. Hygienic plastic goods, such as Tupperware, came in

during the second half of the century (along with wash spin-

ners, dishwashers, and freezers). The only domestic dirt source

often left largely unreformed (in Britain at least) in the inter-war

years was the traditional open coal or wood fire in the comfort-

able modern ‘lounge’ or ‘sitting room’; but for the rest of the

house, modern electricity provided ‘clean’ heat and ‘clean’

lighting, and revolutionized domestic cooking, cleaning, and

laundering.12 The British electricity industry mounted a huge

publicity campaign during the 1920s and 1930s, aimed squarely

at the upper classes and middle-class suburbanites:

Use the electric method to clean your house this Spring, and keep

it healthy all year round . . .

With the help of Electricity you can do the housework without

making more work and clean the Home without making yourself

dirty.

Banish dust, dirt, and disease by using an electric suction cleaner

which lifts all the dirt direct into a sealed bag without a particle

escaping.

Electricity is the cleanest, hardest working, most willing and

cheapest servant under the sun. Always on duty, ready for instant

service, day and night at the touch of a switch.

But electricity was expensive and more than a bit dangerous

(1928 was ‘a particularly bad year’ for fatalities); even by 1931,

less than 30 per cent of homes were wired, and less than one in a

thousand was all-electric. Mass provision only got going after a

boom in 1936, while in many industrial regions the working

class remained loyal to coal and gas, and sceptical towards

electricity, until the campaigns and Clean Air legislation of the

1950s and 1960s. One very obvious reason for this was that coal
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was a third of the price of gas or electricity, and that homes had

to be laboriously and expensively adapted for a new ‘clean fuel’

supply.13 It was similar to the introduction of domestic plumb-

ing during the eighteenth century; all of these new domestic

conveniences were acquired, as they had always been in the

consumer surges of the past, on a sliding scale of income—

which meant that most people at this stage could not yet afford

them, and continued to clean up dust, grime, and soot in the

old back-breaking ways: dustpans and brushes, soap and water

(now with a dash of Jeyes’ Fluid added). Large numbers of

isolated rural cottages and farms in Britain, the United States,

and elsewhere did not get piped water or electricity until well

into the second half of the century, and continued to use wood,

paraffin, or oil lamps, and local springs and wells.

Life in the suburbs followed an almost clockwork sanitary

regime. Housework was ideally followed by an afternoon of

genteel activities such as shopping (at nearby town department

stores, which were also booming), or going to the local hair-

dressing and beauty ‘salons’ (sprung up to serve those without

personal maids, and bristling with modern electrical beauty

equipment) to get a fixed-wave ‘perm’ for the new shorter hair-

styles. Electrical technology was a boon for the personal toilette;

and better evening lighting clearly extended the hours of

grooming preparation, and display, and possibly enforced

higher standards as well. Essential preparations included an

early evening heated bath in the new tiled and glittering bath-

room with WC (featured heavily in estate promotional litera-

ture), next door to the well-lit bedroom, with its large-mirrored

Art Deco dressing table and toilet sets, displaying quantities of

face powder, ‘scents’, and deep-red lipstick and nail varnish.

Heavy cosmetic painting came back with a vengeance from

the 1920s, much influenced by the stage make-up used by the

new film industry, and cleverly exploited by the Hollywood

entrepreneur Max Factor. But the leaders of fashion in the
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19 The fashion model Renée, photographed in 1938 in a sportive

modernist style (ribbed cotton athletic vest, heavy exotic jewellery, and

dark varnished nails) that is equally chic today.
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1920s had already started to abandon the ancien régime of the

milky-white complexion in favour of the natural all-over

healthy body tan—first defiantly displayed by the fashion

designer Coco Chanel after a long holiday on board a friend’s

yacht.14 A respectable state of cosmetic undress was paraded in

flamboyant female dressing gowns, with a new range of flimsy,

sheath-like, underwear (favourite colour flesh pink). Conveni-

ent disposable sanitary goods had also been developed, such

as paper tissues (originally for tuberculosis patients), paper toi-

let rolls, and commercially made sanitary pads, specifically

designed for the busy and active ‘New Woman’.15 For women,

hygienic dress reform had brought shorter hemlines and looser

clothing without corsets; but sports hygiene had meanwhile

exploded into sportswear. Sportswear fashions accentuated

comfort and lightness: lighter (and artificial) fabrics, new

stretch woollens, light colours, liberating trousers, bare arms,

necks, and backs, legs bared in ‘shorts’, and feet bared in sandals

and beach mules. It was entirely possible that the local dress

shop could run up (or order) the latest line in Schiaparelli

woollens, Jaeger tennis and walking outfits; or stock elasticated

Jantzen or Hermès beach wear, with beach pyjamas, beach

robes, American playsuits, sun and swim hats, and satin-ruched

(‘aqua-satin’), halter-neck, bare-back, bathing costumes.16

Suburban Children

If there were children in the suburban household, the afternoon

and early evening feeding and grooming routines centred on

them—until their father came home, when they were promptly

sent to bed to have their good long healthy sleep.Many ‘modern’

mothers in the 1920s and 1930s carried on late nineteenth-

century trends in child hygiene and followed the advice book

author Dr Truby King’s famously strict (and thoroughly vitalist)

hygienic recommendations to the letter—a heavily disciplined
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training process which started directly after birth with time-

regulated feeding and evacuations (potty training) and which in

the hands of a conscientious or germ-obsessed mother could

become a nightmare.17 Powerful smells, plus elbow grease and

kitchen cabinet staples, and possibly a few of the new aspirin

tablets (acetyl salicylic powder was synthesized in 1896), were

still the family’s front-line defence against sickness. But nylon

toothbrushes and hairbrushes, superior dental powders and

pastes, cheaper soaps and heavily antiseptic-smelling, dandruff-

clearing liquidhair shampoos (Sebbix, Vosene)weremakingbasic

grooming a little easier and more effective; and supported a vig-

orous campaign in schools and homes to combat the continuing

problems of children’s body odours, head lice, and bad teeth.

Progressive dentists recommended (in books, magazines, but

now also over the radio) a preventive oral hygiene regime of a

wholesome diet, plus twice-daily brushing and a biannual check-

up: ‘the intelligent and steadfast practice of the means indicated

in these rules would result in far fewer teeth being lost’. Cham-

pionedbyArmydentists during the SecondWorldWar, the oral or

dental hygiene movement took off in post-war private dental

practice, heavily influenced (in Britain and elsewhere) by high

standards of cosmetic dentistry in the United States. Since being

available at a subsidized price on the National Health Service in

Britain as an auxiliary service for dentists, oral hygienehas greatly

reduced the number of teeth being pulled and the number of

fillings done, compared with pre-war days.18

When their children grew up and went to the local school,

quite a lot of parents might have been lucky enough to find that

the local council had already adapted to the modern style of

educational architecture, with plenty of large, low windows,

open verandas, grass lawns, sandpits, paddling pools, kitchens,

showers, toys, and Montessori reading and numeracy aids.

Madame Montessori’s infant school movement started in 1912

(as a successor to Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi’s and Friedrich
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Froebel’s ‘kindergartens’) was a modern educational milestone;

it emphasized the need to catch and train the ‘human animal’

when young. It trained through educating the senses, Rousseau-

style, and put children into a relaxed but intensive hygienic

regime of feeding, sleeping, correct dress, play, and exercise,

thrusting the infants and toddlers out into the sunlight and

fresh air whenever possible, to get tanned and hardened—a

belief that had only been strengthened by the tuberculosis sana-

torium movement and naturism. Photographs show ranks of

cots placed outside in gardens, and orderly groups of toddlers in

white aprons blinking uncertainly into the sunlight behind the

camera. By all accounts they often transformed the lives of

those poorer children lucky enough to attend them, as well as

slowly transforming primary school educational philosophy.19

Inter-war babies were bathed as ferociously in fresh air and

sunlight as their eighteenth-century predecessors had been in

cold water. Doctors, teachers, and parents were at one on the

importance of the Lockean outdoor life for children. In the

1930s the journalist John Gale (himself a notably ‘clean young

Englishman’ brought up barefoot and athletic in the early

1920s) and his wife were extraordinarily determined to do the

right thing for their newborn child:

Because the flat was so small and had neither garden nor balcony,

we decided to keep Joanna in a cage outside the window. It was

an exaggerated parrot cage, made of what is known as elephant

wire. . . . An expert, a man in a small brown hat, came to fix it up.

He assembled it in a few easy movements, and screwed it onto

the window-sill, adding a couple of metal supports for good

measure . . . Certainly the cage was extraordinarily secure. . . . at

last, holding our breath, we picked up the basket containing

Joanna, then less than a month old, and thrust her into space.

Simultaneously, a number of startled and elderly female faces

appeared from behind lace curtains in the windows opposite.

Although they became familiar with the sight of the caged baby,
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the faces never altogether lost their look of shocked surprise . . . Yet,

whatever the psychological risks of the cage, Joanna did well

enough. She was nicely sunburnt; she became apparently immune

to frost, instantly pulling off any glove or woollen boot and drop-

ping it at the feet of themilkman; shewatched traffic; shewas a fine

imitator of dogs and rag and bone men and a passionate admirer of

the Salvation Army. . .When there was snow or an east wind, Jill

zipped her up in a sort of sack with armholes, made from a worn-

out blanket; even in this she humped around quite actively, abus-

ing people in the street below, and getting more opportunity for

exercise than could be provided by the largest pram . . . [After a year

old] she grew out of it altogether. But it gave her an admirable

start.20

Swimming facilities had become the norm for many British city

children—like Angela Rodaway’s young sisters, who ‘went

about in the summer wearing nothing but a pair of swimming

trunks. Many children did this. I could not help comparing it

with the flannel petticoats in which I had been dressed.’ To get a

swim, suburbanite families could take a trip to the vast new

local open-air lidos built by towns and boroughs from 1929

onwards, with their aerating fountains, lawns, Imperial-sized

pools, and terraced cafés. Some towns, starting recreational

parks from scratch, added public tennis courts, bowling greens,

infant paddling pools, and play areas. In 1935 the massive

Jubilee Lido, jutting out into the sea at Penzance, was opened;

and Cheltenham Lido had 100,000 visitors in its first opening

season—with 10,000 cars.21 Outdoor lidos were a substitute for

going to the seaside; but of course many people now went there

for a week or so on holiday, as well. The inter-war years were a

holiday boom time for car, caravan, coach, and rail trips to

coastal resorts, beach huts, and holiday camps; two-thirds of

all British holidays were taken by the seaside.22 Cycling and

hiking were especially popular among young workers; and the

Youth Hostels Association (YHA), copied from the German
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youthWandervogel movement, was founded for hikers in 1930,

with almost 300 hostels by 1940 providing over half a million

overnight stops—the YHA found that its initials were popularly

translated by young women as ‘Your Husband Assured’. There

was more than a fair chance that they would meet up with a

handsome young socialist, or young professional, well away

from inquisitive family eyes—just as upper-class girls were

courting on the golf course, the swimming pools, car race

tracks, or tennis courts.

Naturists and Nudity

The new suburban lifestyle was strongly supported by the ethos

of ‘modernism’. Modernism is usually associated with reforms

in art, architecture, and design, but also incorporated a whole

raft of politically Progressive hygienic beliefs centring on social

20 The Tinside Lido jutting out into the sea at Plymouth, built in 1935

at the height of the swimming boom, now fully restored and in use

during a heatwave in 2006.
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democracy, individual freedom of conscience, sexual politics,

and of course naturism.23 Naturism won steady converts dur-

ing the first half of the century. Many committed naturist

individuals—and indeed whole families—drew on a rich and

ancient mixture of health beliefs absorbed and formed over

generations. The disappearance of the last clothing layer, reveal-

ing once again the primitive naked skin of the animal body—

bare arms, legs, torso, feet, and uncovered loose hair—was to a

large extent continually spurred on by naturism and naturop-

athy among the more adventurous, or wealthier, classes of

western Europe and America.24 Turn-of-the-century naturop-

athy flourished in luxurious, exclusive health resorts such as

Lust’s famous Yungborn retreat in America, opened in 1896 in

New Jersey, with others opened by leading lights Henry Lin-

dlahr and Bernarr Macfadden. Macfadden opened his first

‘Health Home’ in Britain in 1907, and one of his managers,

Stanley Lief (editor of the long-running magazine Health for

All, later called Here’s Health), opened the still-existing ‘health

farm’ at Champneys, Hertfordshire, in 1925. Naturopathy was

set firmly in Protestant medical traditions, spurning the use of

any artificial drugs (and vaccines), and was thus just as eclectic

and empirical as its predecessors, drawing on all the old physical

therapies and adding many other modern (or revived) tech-

niques such as body massage, ‘radiant heat’ or ‘artificial sun-

light’, yoga and breath control, the Alexander method of vocal

exercises, and the Bates method of eye exercises—all of which

became well known to the select few.

Because of the general exodus of patients to other health-

seeking sites, many of the old British inland spas languished in

the inter-war years, sustained only as convalescent centres

for the elderly or war-wounded, although in Europe profes-

sional hydropathy was kept alive in the larger spas of Germany,

France, Italy, and Hungary.25 In 1993 cold-water hydrotherapy

in Britain was somewhat naively relaunched as a brand new
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‘thermo-regulatory hydrotherapy training’ for boosting the im-

mune system. ‘It is very interesting to read that this discovery

has beenmade in England and I am extremely excited about the

findings . . . similar findings were borne out at the turn of the

century by our own scientists,’ politely commented the director

of the Kneipp Hydrotherapy Centre at Bad Wörishofen in Ger-

many, opened by Kneipp in 1889 (now with two research

departments and 160,000 members of over 600 Kneipp clubs

worldwide, and growing).

Naturopathy remained securely fixed in its transcendental-

ism. In food reform circles Dr Max Bircher-Benner was a

charismatic figure. In 1906 he had founded his Force de Vie

Privat-Klinik outside Zurich, having been snubbed by Zurich

Medical Society for giving a paper in which he quoted the

second law of thermodynamics and described fruit and veget-

ables as ‘living matter’—‘living food’—with a Life Force of their

own which was completely destroyed by cooking. His patients

went on a ‘Detoxication’ nature cure consisting of exercise,

elemental bathing, three days of raw fruit and vegetables, one

day fasting, and two days of the Bircher-Benner diet. This was

the famous Birchermuesli, made of porridge oats, milk

(or yoghurt), honey, nuts, and raw fruits, which, in true empiric

fashion, he had once shared and enjoyed with a peasant in the

mountains (just as he had once eaten a raw apple which made

him well). Bircher-Benner’s regime inspired other naturopathic

clinics in Europe and America, and the ‘macrobiotic’ diet, and

‘vitamin’ salads, emphasizing the principle of ‘holistic’ raw and

unrefined foods, became an intriguing new addition to the

vegetarian cuisine. During the 1920s nutritional science had

gradually isolated the essential nutrient ‘vitamins’ (A, B, C, D,

E) found in raw foods, and seemed at last able to establish a

scientific basis for vegetarianism; ironically, by the 1930s

synthetic vitamin supplements had become major profit-

earners for the big pharmaceutical companies.26
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For the true naturist, however, the real action had already

gone elsewhere—to sun worship and the ‘Joy of Light’.

A healthy brown body beside the blue lake, in the green of the

forest, on the mountain tops: nothing is more splendid . . . All who

have seen it, seen with their whole souls, know why human beings

are not born with clothes on—they know that man is a creature of

light . . . Gaze into the clear joyous eyes of young people accus-

tomed to the light, and you will behold a new radiant purity—

something that no merely ‘civilised’ person can even guess at.27

Werner Zimmerman’s glowing description of his Joy of Light

colony on the shores of Lake Neuchâtel was one of the inspir-

ations for the Swiss League of Light, founded a year later, in

1928. Its members believed in sunlight, cooperation, pacifism,

free love, vegetarianism, the elimination of stimulant drugs—

and the power of the naked body: ‘A new humanity shall come

out of nakedness; the nakedness that courageously stands up for

the ‘‘new spirit’’ in the face of a corrupt world.’ Naked sunbath-

ing caught the public imagination like nothing had done since

cold bathing. Nudity broke through the Christian taboos that

had accumulated around the naked body in Europe, and its

beauty and muscularity was now celebrated and exposed for

the first time since the fall of Rome. With the rediscovery of

pagan Greek ideals also came renewed demands for sexual free-

dom and sexual equality, and freedom from the burden of

Christian sin, guilt, and shame. For women in particular, pure-

minded healthy nakedness was an astounding bodily liberation,

while feminist ‘free love’ theory (and birth control reform) was

intended to release them from the old ascetic bonds of virginity

and celibacy.

Because of its vitalist traditions and its nineteenth-century

Natural Healing Movement, Germany was the leader in what

now became known as the ‘free body culture’ (Freikorperkultur).

The cult of nudity (Nacktkultur) was well advanced in Germany
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by the 1900s, and the first public mixed sunbathing area, the

Free Light Park (Freilichtpark), which opened in Berlin in 1903,

drew many thousands of bathers. The first-ever sunbathing

club, the Friends of the Rising Light, was formed in 1906.

A series of outdoor lodges around Berlin led to the forming of

the Nude Airbathing Association of Berlin, where the first inter-

national Congress of Nudity and Education took place in 1921.

The old German youth hiking movement, the Wandervogel,

had been stripping off for years; and Major Hans Suren, chief

of the German Army School for Physical Exercise between 1919

and 1924, raised a whole generation of soldier cadets who

trained naked in all weathers. By the early 1930s there were an

estimated 3 million nudists in Germany.28 In England nude

sun- and air bathing had also been practised informally for

decades, but in 1923 the classically named English Gymnoso-

phist Society opened a sunbathing lodge in Upper Norwood,

followed by the more obvious Sunbathing Society in 1927;

French and Scandinavian naturist lodges were opened in the

1930s. In the United States the American Sunbathing Associ-

ation was formed in 1923 with lodges in Cleveland and New

York State, while Bernarr Macfadden’s American League for

Physical Culture was started in 1929, with its own sunbathing

lodge at Sky Farm, New Jersey.29 Macfadden was a vocal sup-

porter of ‘physical culture’ and the freikorperkultur (‘free-body’)

movement in America, and promoted the accompanying

eugenic–Aryan ideals of physical beauty and fitness for men

and women as progenitors of a fit race: ‘Strength through

Joy. . .Weakness is a Crime’.

The rise of physical culture and body-building magazines

complemented the commercial sports of boxing and wrestling,

encouraged all other athletic feats of strength and endurance,

and brought on a new generation of brawny record-breakers in

tennis, yachting, cricket, athletics, cycling, and all other

sports—especially swimming.30 In its heyday in the inter-war
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21 The ultimate test of naturist hardiness (and its love affair with

photography): naked air-bathing in the European Alps in 1930.
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years, swimming was considered to be the most physical and

most beautiful of all outdoor sports; and was a gift to the new

media of photography. In the last decades of the nineteenth

century, especially after 1875, when Captain Matthew Webb

swam the English Channel and became an international hero,

endurance and ‘display’ swimmers had become popular celeb-

rities. During the 1920s and 1930s competition diving and

synchronized swimming were developed, and the new Austra-

lian overarm racing crawl developed ever-faster leg-beats and

competition times. Local rivers and pools (‘swimming holes’)

were developed, and ardent swimmers travelled long distances

to find secluded, classically inspired, or challenging sheets of

water all over the world, with their cameras in their packs.

Cameras and film also brought the first pictures of night-swim-

ming parties, common since Byronic days among gilded youth,

now often lit by low electric lights around the nouveau riche

private pool, set near the house.31

By the 1930s Joy of Light pure naturism had gone far beyond

the remit of medical therapeutics and had become increasingly

enmeshed in socialist and fascist body-politics. For dedicated

political radicals, naturist nude swimming and sunbathing in

large mixed groups was absolutely de rigueur. At Progressive

League summer schools in Britain (and Fabian Society summer

retreats), the rambles, picnics, swimming, sunbathing, and

barefoot early-morning country dancing that accompanied

the political discussions were strong bonding occasions. In

America, Progressives went into summer seclusion to Asheville

in North Carolina, or to the island of Martha’s Vineyard off

Cape Cod in Massachusetts.32 But the dark cloud of eugenics

was fast approaching in Europe. Socialist ramblers on German

mountainsides were harried by the emerging right-wing natur-

heil Nazi Youth organizations; and groups such as the pacifist

and anti-racist radical Christian Bruderhof communes were

forced to emigrate in the early 1930s—at about the same time
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that Jews were being banned fromGerman gymnastic clubs.33 In

1933Hitler banned nudism inGermany—more for its ‘freethink-

ing’ philosophy than for reasons of morality, since the Nazis also

laid full claim to physical culture, nature worship, and hygienic

public health, including vegetarianism, naturopathy, anti-smok-

ing campaigns, and cancer screening. The details of Heinrich

Himmler’s carefully constructed neo-pagan Nazi religious cult

are now very well known: the shrines, the Ark, the myths, the

purificatory rules and initiations, the physically perfect speci-

mens, the marriage laws, the naturism and pure diet, the flags,

the songs. Hitler took on additional sacred authority as the Mas-

ter, or Führer, of this patriotic and purist nature cult; and his

sober personal habits and vegetarianism were an integral part of

Nazi propaganda.34 In the longer term, Nazi eugenics and appro-

priation of the term ‘social hygiene’ undoubtedly brought the

(previously unquestioned) morality of hygiene into disrepute,

and so played a considerable role in the intellectual avoidance,

or downgrading, of the word ‘hygiene’ in the post-war era.

Post-1945 Hard Sell

The visual image of the 1950s is that of an exceptionally sani-

tized decade. Post-1945 was above all the era of a new americaine,

which exported—largely through film and television—the

hygienic ideals of the affluent American suburbs, including a

fervent nouveau riche obsession with domestic and personal

cleanliness. New colour film not only emphasized the toilette of

the stars but threw light into domestic interiors that had never

been so glamorized before. A huge American consumer market

developed the all-electric ‘white goods’ sector, and a booming

advertising industry sold housework as effortless, even chic.

Women consumers, advertisers, andmanufacturing suppliers col-

luded in a fragrant revolution. The first ever television advert was
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for soap; and laundry in the 1950s was made ‘whiter than

white’ with ‘blues’ and bleaches, with its ‘fresh’ smell always

heavily emphasized. Well-packaged cleansing products such as

liquid detergents, spray polish, bathroom cleaners, air fresh-

eners, liquid soaps, and shower gels began to fill the post-war

house with perfume—a stunning array, compared to the 1900s

house. Scenting its quarry accurately, household advertising

abandoned the medical hard sell of the inter-war years and

went over to pastel-coloured soft sell from the 1970s; the old

‘antiseptic’ scents were slowly replaced by floral essences and

(latterly) by a new range of powerful herbal, spice, and fruit

scents.35 Household cleaners are not quite the staple of TV

advertising budgets that they were, and it is noticeable that

cosmetic adverts (including even menstrual products) have

largely taken over their slot.

22 The glamorous, energetic,

‘fizzing’ 1950s housewife.

A playing–card advertising a

bowel-releasing laxative for ‘inner

cleanliness’—a lasting survival of

popular humoralism.
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Wartime austerity had created a pent-up urge to spendmoney

on beautification. In the post-war period, ‘glamour’ was in, and

cosmetic sales rocketed. From America came the concept of ‘BO’

(body odour) and the use of underarm deodorants, spread

through a large advertising campaign in the 1950s—and

which accompanied the American habit of showering. The his-

tory of twentieth-century personal hygiene could easily be writ-

ten as the rise of the cheap and convenient domestic shower,

and the small efficient domestic washing machine, whichmade

the laundering of underlinen easier than ever before and ban-

ished the now unwelcome smell of bacterial decomposition.

The male toilette generally was given a fresh start in the 1950s

with hair creams, electric and safety razors, and ruggedly per-

fumed aftershave (notably the USworld brand leader Old Spice).

The cosmetics historian Jim Obelkevich has suggested that it

was largely women who transformed the male toilette: ‘It was

women, not ads, who got men to change . . .Women bought

aftershave, gave it to their husbands and boyfriends, kept after

them to use it, complimented them when they did, bought

more when it ran out—and so on, year after year. Fathers,

husbands, sons, brothers, cousins, uncles, in-laws—no male

relative was spared.’36 For all men, bodily ‘self-presentation’

was an additional selling point in an increasingly competitive

labour market, whose main twentieth-century feature had been

the arrival of women—strongly encouraged by the continuing

spread of progressive, free-body philosophies.

Flower Power and Multiculturalism

There was a distinctly pagan, non-Western approach to the

good life in the last third of the century, that was not nearly so

puritanical and clean-cut as it was even in the 1930s or 1950s.

For this, multiculturalism was largely responsible. Many radical

activists of the 1960s and 1970s spent their formative years
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living in what they saw as the ‘alternative society’ to worldwide

consumer capitalism, and their political and social networks

were as intense (and as internationalist) as those of the 1790s,

1840s, 1890s, or 1930s. Some activists found to their great

surprise that, although their grandparents or parents could

not actually become ‘hippies’, they were more than capable of

becoming ‘Greens’ or tree-savers, or protesting against world

war, apartheid, or nuclear power. It was the ecological puritans

of the 1960s who were the first to point out that there was

a global environmental pollution problem. Their bible was

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), which not only exposed

the extent of the man-made chemical contamination of the

environment, but warned of possible long-term consequences

for human genetic mutation and destruction of chromosomes.

At the same time the ecology-inspired principle of ‘intermediate

technology’ and the ‘Gaia’ philosophy of a self-sustaining

planet, originally proposed by James Lovelock, was being devel-

oped within the alternative ‘green’ student movements of the

1960s and 1970s; ten years later it hadmoved into international

aid organizations and colonized university academic depart-

ments. Ecology conquered the United Nations and ‘greened’

many global economists in the 1980s–1990s.37

Another hidden link with older radicals was through pure

food movements, and the campaign for ‘real’ and organic

foods. Alternative food reform was accompanied by ‘purist’

cookery using authentic recipes and ingredients from the

world’s peasant cuisines (also peasant or traditional beauty

receipts), and took over the marketing of naturopathic macro-

biotic foods in a surge of small ‘health food’ producers and

cooperative outlets selling yoghurt, muesli, lentils, wholemeal

bread, brown rice, organic vegetables, and natural cosmetics—

older naturopathic outlets were often saved from extinction.38

Starting in the 1980s, ethnic cuisines, organic products, and an
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unprecedented array of fresh vegetables and fruit have been

successfully mass marketed by globalized supermarket chains,

feeding growing numbers of healthy-lifestyle consumers.

It was pre-1945 naturopaths who had begun to experi-

ment with yoga, meditation, acupuncture, and other forms of

multicultural medicine. Their moral stand against orthodox

medicine had never slackened, and was quietly picked up by

activists from the 1960s onwards. ‘Flower power’, ‘ethnic’, or

non-Christian multicultural moral philosophies and therapies

played a large part in the late-century surge of holistic health

care—an ‘alternative’ (or ‘fringe’) medicine that included many

things that Granny might have tried, while sharing the same

rooted distrust of doctors.

Self-Help and Holistic Medicine

During the 1950s, when scientific hospital-based medicine

became widely accessible (and freely used the new wonder-

drug penicillin and a whole range of new antibiotics), many

people had thrown out their array of home remedies with

apparent relief.39 After 1945 in Britain and elsewhere, what

had remained of the old medical categories of the ‘Institutes of

Hygiene’ were split administratively between scores of different

government and university departments and sciences. Public

health problems were now largely tracked by epidemiologists

and social welfare analysts; welfare agencies were hived off into

separate departments of Social Services; and layers of hospital-

based regional and district health authorities were put into

place. Other so-called ‘ancillary’ body services such as dentistry,

chiropody, ophthalmology, midwifery, diet and nutrition,

psychology, and physical and occupational therapy, slowly re-

organized their professions and expanded their publicly funded

work in separate niches within the hospital system.40
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But by the 1970s patients were starting to vote with their feet

again, in both Europe and the United States. The complaint

voiced by 1970s radical authors such as Ivan Illich, Fritjof

Capra, and René Dubos was that orthodox medicine was still

too uncaring and ‘invasive’, too narrow and mechanistic, and

still far too drug-based. It was failing to cope with chronic

disease, and it was certainly failing to deal with the ‘whole

person’: the six- to seven-minute average consultation time

was a particular complaint. At the same time women’s liber-

ation groups were pioneering medical ‘self-help’ through femi-

nist medical advice books, self-help videos, classes, and

communal group analysis; which all proved very effective in

launching the widespread natural birth movement (which in-

cluded the use of massage and warm-water birthing pools, a

throwback to ancient Methodist techniques).41 Progressive doc-

tors responded quickly to these critiques. In the United States a

pressure group of doctors working within the profession, the

American Holistic Medicine Association, was set up in 1978; the

British Holistic Medical Association followed in 1981 (its motto:

‘Physician heal thyself’). Fringe medicine was often now more

gracefully called ‘complementary medicine’, with the idea that

it should work alongside orthodox medicine—or better still,

change it. In Britain consultation rates with ‘lay’ holistic prac-

titioners rose steadily during the 1970s at a rate of 10–15 per

cent per year: by 1983 there were an estimated 28,000 self-

trained therapists of hypnosis, herbalism, homoeopathy, mani-

pulation, yoga, acupuncture, and other alternative therapies, in

addition to 2,000 or so associate-trained therapists. This was in

total almost as many as Britain’s 29,000 general practitioners

combined (and in one sample no less than 80 per cent of GPs

wanted to learn their techniques). These consultation rates cer-

tainly increased during the 1980s–2000s.42

The grass-roots revival of self-help strategies attracted the

attention of late twentieth-century sociologists, and gradually
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forced a revision of state health policies. In Britain the fragmen-

tation of public medical services came under criticism, and was

to some extent reversed in new multidisciplinary departments

of ‘health policy, biology, and environmental science’. More-

over, the old sociological model of overlappingmedical ‘sectors’

radiating out from a professional ‘hub’ was found inadequate to

describe the real, anthropological parameters of welfare: local-

ized, decentralized, professionally based, cross-disciplinary ‘pri-

mary care’ became the new buzzword in health administration.

So little was known about the history of domestic medical care

generally that it came as something of a surprise for medical

sociologists to discover that professional medical help is nor-

mally only sought for roughly 1 in 10 medical episodes—or

even less (for depression 1 in 74; for headache 1 in 60; backache

1 in 38; sleeplessness 1 in 31; muscle and joint aches 1 in 18;

cold or flu 1 in 12; a sore throat 1 in 9). By the 1990s popular

medical self-help groups covered almost every condition and

ailment, meeting and communicating and sharing common

experiences of self-diagnosis, new techniques, and remedies, a

process made even easier by the Internet. With medical self-

help groups apparently becoming a permanent feature of the

medical scene, patient power moved up the political agenda

and entered government health policies on both sides of the

Atlantic; helping citizens to help themselves is now thought to

be very cost-effective. In Britain the small Health Education

Council (originating in the 1920s) became the much larger

Health Development Agency, with a brief to raise health aware-

ness, change health ‘risk’ behaviour, and ameliorate health

inequalities.43 New Internet technology was also used to set

up a new government diagnostic and advice service, and the

first page of NHS Direct online (one of the last in our long list of

health advice texts) opens thus:
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. Want to find out more?—our health encyclopaedia covers a wide

range of topics.

. Not feeling well?—try our self-help guide for advice.

. Want to stay healthy?—we have advice in the healthy section.44

The healthy section, of course, contains most of the old positive

precepts of hygienic care, but never uses the word ‘hygiene’.

But a modern terminology of need has slowly been devised.

We find that while industrial executives, advertisers, health

administrators—and the public—may know nothing about

the philosophy of hygiene, they know all about the new ‘well-

being sector’. The well-being sector (organic products, vitamins

and minerals, spas, beauty salons, and gymnastic products

and services) is a recognized late twentieth-century market

phenomenon.

Modern Well-Being

In the 1960s and 1970s naturism and wealth coincided on the

warm and sunny Pacific coast of California, and produced a

luxurious ‘New Age’ theology of body culture that ultimately

became the ‘well-being sector’. ‘Hippie’ teenagers who grew

up in the 1970s and 1980s formed the core group of affluent

health enthusiasts who rediscovered multicultural medicine in

the 1980s and 1990s; and in the United States, where personal

health insurance was expensive or simply not affordable, and

individual preventive health care strategies were even more

essential, New Age holism was rapidly adopted and mass-

marketed as a new moral ‘wellness’ crusade: ‘Your health is

your responsibility. . . don’t just sit there, do something,’ as

one American best-seller energetically put it.45

Therapeutically speaking, modern holistic medicine is a

revival of ancient humoralism, and starts from the premiss of

a holistic physical interconnection between mind, body, and
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the universe, derived from both eastern Asian and Western

classical–vitalist cosmologies. It pays close attention to the

action of primary elements (earth, air, fire, water, metal, and

wood), and to the old existential or environmental categories

such as air, food and drink, exercise, sleep and work, the evacu-

ations, and passions of the mind. The body is seen as existing in

a biological envelope through which the cosmic physical forces

of ‘bio-energy’ (or ying and yang) flow with a transcendent

psychic energy that can be either harmful or benign. There is a

particular interest in the tonic therapeutic actions and reactions

of the five senses (acting not only through the nose, but

through the eyes, the hands, the ears, and the voice) and in

psychosomatic medicine generally; the term favoured by pro-

gressive holistic GPs is ‘biopsychosocial medicine’.46 The tech-

niques used to control bio-energy are mainly those preserved

and developed in the ancient practical-medicine traditions

of eastern Asia, such as reflexology, aromatherapy, aerobics,

Shiatsu, astrology, colour therapy, crystal dowsing, hot-stone

massage, laughter therapy, and, more recently, Reiki, Shen Qi,

Tui-Na, Feng Shui, and Qi Gong.47 Aromatherapy, deep breath-

ing and meditation, and massage are considered particularly

good for easing psychic blocks of energy flow, and overworked

or ‘stressed-out’ individuals (rather like Roman citizens) are

urged to cool down, ‘chill out’, lie back, unwind, relax. The

famous cleansing or purging ‘detox’ regime starts with full

‘colonic irrigation’ of the bowels, followed by fasting and a

planned dietary programme of pure foods and liquids, gentle

exercises,meditation, aromatherapy,massage, andskin-cleansing,

taken straight fromthenaturopathic textbooks. Themuch-desired

‘state of relaxation and health’ that these therapies enshrined

also eventually led to a re-examination of the old non-natural

category of ‘work and rest’—now popularly called ‘work–life

balance’. But any references to ancient Western medical thera-

peutics are rare.
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Meanwhile, on the other side of the Pacific Ocean, humoral

medicine itself has developed and moved on, but in harmony

with ancient traditions. The dualWestern–Easternmedical policy

of Chinese state medicine is well known. Japanese engineers, on

the other hand, have taken several ancient diagnostic procedures

to their ultimate conclusion with their technical redesign of

the toilet. Japanese electronic toilets are famous for their water-

washing and air-drying facilities; less well known perhaps is the

so-called ‘smart toilet’, which not only weighs you, but analyses

your stools. Based on these readings, it can tell youwhether ornot

you have had too much alcohol, too much protein, or too much

of anythingharmful, and can informandact as yourdoctor. It can

prescribe a special diet, order it from the supermarket, and have it

delivered to your home, ready to be microwaved.48

Beauty care has made a big comeback. Glowingly healthy,

attractive self-presentation knows no social or geographical

boundaries. The beautiful people who flit through the pages of

late-century health texts are self-empowered, strong, and pure,

inside and out. A ‘Gaia philosophy’ advice book from 1995 told

its readers:

In a state of relaxation and health, the body is perfectly designed to

be self-cleansing, self-regulating and self-healing. But the toxic

overload in the air we breathe, the water we drink, our food, our

work places, and our homes undermines our health and immun-

ity. . .Body Tonic is a practical handbook for everybody in our pol-

luted world. It features unique questionnaires to assess your own

level of toxicity, and suggests appropriate programmes of diet,

exercise, cleansing and meditation for detoxification and long-

term well-being.49

Diet, exercise, and a good spiritual attitude are essential for pro-

ducing the holistically perfect beautiful body, which lives in spot-

lessly clean, white, natural, and minimalist surroundings (not

unlike a virgin’s or monk’s cell). The virginal theme reappears in
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a new ethic of intensive grooming. Total cleansing and a purist

attitude towards cosmetic care has replaced the ‘killer glamour

look’ in certain elite circles: skin moisturizers instead of founda-

tion paint, tinted lashes instead of mascara, expensively pedi-

cured feet and manicured hands, organically treated glossy hair,

scrupulous depilation, and a understated dress code that is mod-

est, even severe, yetwildly expensive. As one fashion stylist put it,

‘My clothes are quite minimal . . . the main attention goes on

body maintenance—facials, saunas, nail upkeep. I don’t drink

and I try to keep a balanced diet. Virtuous? Maybe, but it’s not

until I’ve done my exercise that I feel balanced and clean.’50

These higher standards of personal hygiene seem in fact to

have come about incrementally in the wider population, in the

last fifty years. In 2001 British cosmetic and toiletry sales to-

talled £4,115 million (up 18 per cent over four years)—a sharp

contrast to 1949, when the total was £120 million, with an

average personal ‘spend’ of 3s. 10d. a month. In 1949 British

women apparently did a hair-wash ‘on average between once a

week and once a fortnight’.51 By 1965 over half were using

underarm deodorants daily, and shaving their underarms; and

recently it was found that ‘more than four-fifths of the popula-

tion change their underwear every day. . .One in 10 women

carries a spare pair of knickers everywhere. Almost all of them

change every day. More than half shower daily.’ Shaving, wax-

ing, plucking, and moisturizing the body became a general

habit during the 1980s, while full-body depilation (beyond the

‘bikini line’) is an old ganika art that re-emerged as a fashion

accessory in the 1990s, to complement the all-over tan; tanning

machines (and fake tanning lotions) are available in every high

street or shopping mall.

Retail analyst figures provide some graphic insights into

the modern history of cosmetics and toiletries, on a global

scale. The ‘well-being’ industries have soared faster than any

other retail sector; private gyms and health clubs took off in
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the 1980s; artificial ‘spa bathing’ has undergone a parallel eco-

nomic resurgence (up 25 per cent in the United States) and the

world’s natural spas have recently become elite holiday destin-

ations.52 Meanwhile, global cosmetics retailers are already

charting their course for years ahead. The so-called ‘mature’

markets in the United States and Europe have been heavily

‘segmented’ into niche markets by age, gender, and income,

but are apparently showing signs of market saturation; while

the ‘undeveloped’ markets in Asia–Pacific, South America, and

central Europe, on the other hand, are filled with new potential

and contributed largely to the 9 per cent growth in the world

market in 2004. As global urbanization continues and increas-

ing numbers of women enter paid work, these regions are

being targeted through direct ‘home selling’ (Avon, Oriflame),

the Internet, local celebrity endorsement, sustained television

campaigns, and buyouts of local or national companies. Amer-

ica and France are still the global market leaders—the United

States with Procter & Gamble–Gillette, France with L’Oréal—

and over the last ten years they and other companies have

poured research and development into three new sectors:

high-income older women, men’s cosmetics, and the teenage

market.53

Women still dominate the cosmetics market in all countries,

buying mostly skin care and hair care products, followed by

fragrances and colour cosmetics; but women in developed mar-

kets now prefer high-end ‘value-added’ goods. Organic and

natural products showed the biggest (11 per cent) increase in

the US and French markets, selling ‘wellness products’ that

make an explicit connection between beauty products, diet,

and vitamins—or ‘cosmeceuticals’, as they are now known in

the trade. In the United States this ‘cross-over’ also spread into

expensive organic baby care products, as women ‘baby

boomers’ from the 1960s and 1970s had their children at a

later age. Any sharp distinction between the male and female

chapter 10 the body beautiful 339



toilette has been blurred by the recent phenomenal rise of

commercial cosmetic surgery for both sexes, correcting sup-

posed bodily imperfections and signs of ageing, at middle-

class prices.54 It was mainly older women (and ‘metrosexual’

men) in Europe and the United States who brought about

the boom in anti-ageing dermatological products marketed by

cosmetic surgeons and global companies—like Elizabeth

Arden’s half-strength botox Prevage Anti-Ageing Treatment

and L’Oréal’s vitamin C skin-serum ‘skinceuticals’. Another

potentially lucrative market has opened up with high-end

‘ethnic’ cosmetics scientifically developed to suit the differ-

ent skin types and demands of black, Hispanic, and Chinese

women (and men), especially after it was noticed that although

African Americans made up 12 per cent of the US population,

they accounted for 25 per cent of the total spend on cosmetics

and toiletries.

The sales of men’s cosmetics have shot up everywhere in

Europe and the United States, kick-started in France, where

male skin care products showed an extraordinary 67 per cent

rise between 2000 and 2005; sales also clearly show there is

an untapped market among men elsewhere in the world. Men

may eventually start buying toiletries en masse, like women,

but retail surveys of their current grooming habits suggest

that there are many hurdles to overcome—not least the super-

confident ‘Retrosexual Groomer’ (the majority, 57 per cent),

whose body is adequately showered and washed, but whose

grooming routine takes a swift ten minutes—twenty at most—

and who refuses to use fragrances or expensive extras of any

kind. Researchers have managed to find some groups of slightly

more fastidious ‘Practical Groomers’, who will at least use

deodorants; and some groups of older ‘Natural Groomers’,

who use fragrances, skin care, and anti-ageing products, and

who, like their younger counterparts, the ‘Metrosexual Groo-

mers’, are ‘clearly in no hurry to leave the bathroom’, spending
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well over half an hour a day on a full range of grooming rou-

tines. Narcissus, of course, was a male god; and the cosmetics

industry has faithfully mirrored the rise of the well-groomed,

affluent, gay male economy, and the power of the so-called

‘pink’ pound/dollar/euro/yen. But the proportion of intensive

male groomers is small (15 per cent) and studies show that boys,

unlike girls, are generally ‘taught to believe that what they do is

more important than how they look or smell’; fathers still pass

on the traditional male right to perspire without embarrass-

ment: ‘sweat is a sign of hard work, nothing to be ashamed of,

a fact of life’. In one deodorant survey it was often the more

socially confident boys (or young men) who actually washed

and groomed themselves less—alpha males in the making—

which may explain why another survey found that it was fre-

quently ‘the bosses who are smellier, with manual workers and

23 Le Beau Male—masculine

narcissism (c.2006). The French

cosmetic and fashion industries

worked together in developing

the current niche market revival

of male beauty products.
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the unemployed changing their underwear more frequently:

82 per cent wear clean smalls every day, compared with

78 per cent of the middle classes’.55

But things may change in the future. Affluent young teen-

agers have become an ever larger part of the late-century per-

sonal hygienemarket. The ‘Afro’ haircut of the 1960s was one of

the first symbols of Western youth’s liberation from its own

culture. It was part of a youth fashion rebellion against every-

thing that Western bourgeois hygiene represented, in youth

groups ranging from the ‘Beats’, Hell’s Angels, and hard-rockers,

through to punk, ‘grunge’, and Green ‘crusties’. Since the 1960s

virtually all the ancient ethnic body-arts (nail art, hair art, face-

painting, ring-piercing, tattooing, pomades, foot jewellery,

thongs, etc.) have been rediscovered by youngmulticulturalists,

and have lodged firmly in European and US teenage bedrooms.

But today’s teenage boys, by and large, prefer to wear American

global brands or styles of sportswear that emancipate them from

their past and/or connect them to their peers around the world,

with a casual, pristine, ‘locker-room look’ that also requires that

they use quantities of deodorants (Lynx, Axe), shower fre-

quently, change their underwear, and care very deeply about

the cleanliness of their face, breath, feet, and hair. Boys will

never catch up on the girls, though. Between the ages of 7 and

10, girls are already treating grooming as a fun play activity—

‘dressing up’—complete with cheap and cheerful body sprays,

flavoured lipsticks, and glitter nail varnish; between 11 and 14

they go in for more sophisticated fragrances, deodorants, heavy

showering, skin moisturizers, complex hairstyling, and a

broader repertoire of make-up. By ages 15 to 19 girls already

have established grooming routines, at a time when boys are

just beginning to grapple with shaving. As a group, however,

modern teenagers fully realize that smelliness is now socially

unacceptable (you can even lose your job) and that personal
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cleanliness is a required norm. But the old primate grooming

display urges lie close beneath the surface. In one 1980s teenage

survey, ‘wanting to have friends and to attract the opposite sex

were cited as themain reasons for concentration on hygiene. All

agreed that it gives you more confidence knowing that you are

clean.’56

It is what the retail analysts say about the consumer life-

styles of their target ‘undeveloped’ rural markets that really

brings the history home—the places where the old and ancient

ways are still fully operational, and which so closely resemble

the relatively recent past in Europe and the United States. So it

is with a thrill of recognition that we read that rural classes in

India prefer to use bar soap for ‘head-to-toe body washing’ (the

strip wash); that many ‘even use home preparations’—or pur-

chase local ‘generic products’; or that there is a large trade in

smuggled high-class cosmetics from overseas, as well as cheap

local ‘counterfeit’ copies; or that ‘rural consumers typically

visit an outdoor barber’ for shaving and haircuts—which is

what most British men also did in 1949 (only the local barber

was of course indoors), while many of them also bought all

their toilet necessities there as well. (The majority still go out

for a haircut, but shaving has been made easier at home, and

supermarkets provide most of the products.) The consumer

lifestyle in Turkmenistan is equally revealing. Turkmenistan

is still a predominantly rural peasant economy (53.9 per

cent) with very few ‘premium outlets’, and most of its popu-

lation use traditional means of grooming.57 The men are al-

ways crisply turned out, even though all laundering is done by

hand, without washing machines; the women use home pre-

parations such as olive oil and locally produced fragrances to

dress their hair, but generally do not use beauty products at all

‘except on special occasions’. However, even in Turkmenistan

things are changing, and these changes are illuminating. One

key event has been that ‘love marriages’ were made legal in
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2000: sales of cosmetic depilatories immediately shot up by a

staggering 1,408 per cent, and cosmetic sales rose by over 200

per cent. Another (universal) trend is that many young Turk-

menistan men and women are now moving into office work,

where good daily grooming is essential. The message from the

retail analysts is clear and very familiar: it is the new urban

and suburban classes that are forcing cosmetic demand world-

wide; and these upwardly mobile people are driven by per-

sonal ambition and the need to succeed in an expanded

global marketplace.

The search for the body beautiful is truly relentless. Narcis-

sism (the ‘tendency to self-worship, absorption in one’s own

physical perfections’) seems to occur among privileged groups

during every period of prosperity; and themind inevitably drifts

to Ovid, and to all those exquisite gallants of courtly life, male

and female, clothed or semi-clothed, and all those other keen

gymnasts and self-improvers, throughout the centuries. The

human body has undoubtedly been caught up in the twenti-

eth-century celebration of godless technical materialism—this

beauty is skin deep, and proud of it—but the twentieth- and

twenty-first-century evidence gives us just a hint of what a

powerful social force beauty is and always has been.58 If love,

luxury, and leisure are the key determinants of successful health

and beauty care, then rising global affluence has done the most

of all to promote it. It requires only a few well-known changes

in habits and manners for social aspirants to gentrify now

within a single generation. At this point in time in advanced

industrial countries, decades of increased personal hygiene and

cosmetic awareness have finally paid off. Teeth are better, feet

are rarely deformed, and gross skin diseases, and particularly

gross facial deformities, have become almost non-existent; as

one cosmetic surgeon put it, ‘we catch them all much earlier

now’. There are, quite literally, many more beautiful and un-

blemished people around.
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Epilogue: Future Trends

There is a little bit of this whole history in all of us.We are, when

all is said and done, merely biological animals with a special

tendency to sensuous pursuits such as sex, beautification, and

pleasure—all of which roused such contrary human passions,

and ascetic forms of self-control. Greek hygiene is still with us,

transformed into a global industry (or rather, many industries).

We still adore Roman-style bathing and pampering—and we

still like to do it in crowds, like medieval communities. Early

modern puritans continued the religious healing mission, and

transformed our attitudes to personal and public hygiene; a

process which was facilitated by the long and steady rise in

disposable income, throughout the nouveau riche eighteenth

and nineteenth centuries. The health crusaders of the nine-

teenth century helped cope with a crisis and built the world as

we know it; and the continuing affluence of the twentieth and

twenty-first centuries has preserved these gains, and greatly

extended human longevity. Yet still we are worried about the

future. We always are worried—it seems to be a necessary part of

the human condition. It is how we adapt and survive. There are

two complementary themes in this book: the material empiri-

cism of ‘personal hygiene’, and the immaterial imagination of

‘purity’. We are still worried on both fronts—but especially now

about global environmental pollution.

We are slowly realizing that urban civilization is a very thin

veneer, and that longevity and luxury are fragile commodities.

When Greenpeace and various other ecological protest move-

ments merged under the ‘green’ umbrella, stung into action by

a whole series of rusty oil tanker disasters, global pollution

became global news. A scenario unfolded which exposed the

growing pollution of the earth, air, and water through human

activity and its various by-products and ‘evacuations’, and set in

motion the long-term scientific analysis of the phenomenon of
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global warming. Like the nineteenth-century sanitarians before

them, the international ecologists and their scientific supporters

found that they could only warn and influence, and that the

process of reform took much longer than anticipated.

Clean water for urbanites had been a steady policy through-

out the twentieth century, but it came at a price. Domestic water

demand for bathing and cleaning is at an all-time high, and

large water-borne sewage systems are in place; but we find we

have polluted seas and coastlines with our liquid evacuations,

while the building of dams, reservoirs, and embankments along

major rivers has destroyed ancient habitats and flood plains,

and aggravated the politics of water rights. Clean air has been

another twentieth-century hygienic fetish, and Clean Air legis-

lation was successfully introduced in the 1970s. Coal smoke

was banished at low atmospheric levels, but not the chemical

fumes or ‘plumes’ from industrial products that went into the

upper atmosphere; the existence of the ‘ozone layer’—and its

decay—has only recently been observed. Toxic residues from

industrial smoke stacks continue to destroy tree cover down-

wind for thousands of miles with acid rain; and the old sanitary

belief in trees as the ‘lungs’ of the city is now projected in global

terms, as satellite photography shows how commercial logging

has decimated the world’s oxygenating virgin forests. Clean

fuels are now a hotly debated topic. The worldwide nuclear

industry was hailed in the 1960s as a new source of clean elec-

trical energy replacing the dirty coal-run power stations; but has

proved to be the source of virtually indestructible contamin-

ation. ‘Clean’ oil reserves are finite, and have passed their peak.

‘Clean’ fuel from low-tech sustainable energy technology—

wave, wind, and solar power, and biomass fuels—was put on

the back burner for over fifty years, but is now beginning to

attract ‘ethical’ private investment and state support. Mean-

while, we attend to our health by buying ‘pure’ bottled mineral

water in vast quantities, and drink it out of oil-based plastic
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containers. By inventing new trouble-free materials, new clean-

ing machines, and layers of extra wrappings, we banished many

germs—and efficiently swept, buried, burned, or shipped our

discarded refuse clean out of sight. Or so we thought until

recently, when the vast piles of indestructible rubbishmounting

annually in the world’s largest conurbations suddenly became a

visible problem, and the scavenging or recycling industry was

reborn.

We are still especially careful of what we put into ourmouths—

and it must be clean and pure food. Our primitive disgust re-

sponses are still very much alive. A few years ago BSE (mad cow

disease) emerged onBritish farms, and by a short but unsuspected

route (cattle feed) infectedEuropean andotherherds, and entered

the human food chain. Within a few weeks of BSE being discov-

ered, a significant proportion of consumers of all classes world-

wide had stopped buying and eating beef—though others ‘took

a risk’ and limited themselves to ‘organic’ beef certified as

untainted. The political and economic fallout was immediate:

Britain was called ‘the leper of Europe’, the ‘dirty man of Europe’,

‘an island of sick animals’, ‘the whore of an England’, and prob-

ably many other unprintable things, for having generated these

poxes. It certainly did not go unnoticed either, during the later

foot and mouth epidemic of 2001, that the horrific piles of burn-

ing carcasses, themattresses soaked with disinfectant washes, the

specially clothed operatives, the closing of footpaths and public

parks, and the enforced incarcerationof farmers and their families

on their land and within their houses, resembled nothing so

much as a seventeenth-century plague scene.59 Meanwhile, the

public image ofmeat butchery declines still further, and yetmore

children lean towards ethical vegetarianism and green politics.

There was another sharp shock for ‘agri-business’ in the 1990s

when the European public was alerted by an international pub-

lic campaign on the Internet, and rose up in moral indignation

against the genetic pollution of the world’s natural food stocks
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through genetically modified (GM) crops (not to mention a

corporate plan for ‘introducing’ sterile GM seeds to the world’s

farmers) and refused to buy genetically modified foods. ‘Green’,

or pro-nature, agricultural reformers now call for the deglobali-

zation of agricultural trading by shortening the international

food supply chains, and returning to local, mixed, traditional

organic farming without chemicals—a move strongly sup-

ported by chefs, animal welfare campaigners, and industrialized

farmers trying desperately to ‘clean up their act’, many of whom

have turned both organic and ‘humane’. But so long as global

air transport is economic, ‘ethical development’ will have to

live with modern technology. And so it has. To green, multicul-

tural food reformers, small is beautiful wherever it exists. The

‘ethical consumer’ who will charitably pay extra cash to small

Third World farmers (or indeed even their own small farmers)

directly, through buying organic ‘fair trade’ products, is the

latest green bombshell in food retailing. Along with all this is

the rise of the Rousseauian ‘ethical mother’. Organic reform has

touched many areas where women are in control, not only in

personal cosmetic regimes, but in family food-shopping and

children’s diet. In 2004–5 the young chef Jamie Oliver shook

the British public with his exposé of the heavily processed food

(and health effects) contained in cheap school dinners; while

Morgan Spurlock’s film Super Size Me caused a market crash in

McDonald’s ‘fast food’ meals (and a prompt corporate revision

of nutritional content and portions).

Children’s health has led to another future worry—the

so-called ‘hygiene hypothesis’, which suggests we have possibly

all become too clean for our own good; and that this may be the

cause of the disturbing rise in allergic and auto-immune diseases

(hay fever, asthma, and nut and other food allergies) in indus-

trialized urban societies with high standards of hygiene. The

sneezing and wheezing diseases were always thought to come

from polluted air; but the ‘hygienic’ immune phenomenon was
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first noticed in Germany, when an asthma study of East German

andWest German families found that the children in the dirtier

and less hygienic East had significantly fewer cases of asthma

than children from the cleaner and more modern West. The

hypothesis was further tested; it was found that country chil-

dren, or indeed childrenwhohave been around animals from an

early age, or even those who had attended crowded day care

centres, or who had larger families, had a stronger immune

system response than children in towns who lived in clean and

disinfected homes and streets. The immune system had been

challenged at an early age, and stimulated into action. The same

contrasts can be found in the immune systems of ‘dirty’ wild and

‘clean’ captive animals, such as rats. The problem, if the hypoth-

esis stands up, is what to do about it. Unfortunately, our bodies

need only the right kind of dirt: feces-contaminated dirt, or

chemically contaminated dirt, can be fatal. It has got to be

wholesome dirt. Meanwhile, it may be best to play safe and

hold off from the 700 new antibacterial cleansing products

that apparently hit the market between 1992 and 1998.60

Further problems have arisen over the last thirty years in

connection with the many man-made chemicals or biological

weapons used in or around the human body, as broadly pre-

dicted in Silent Spring. The very rapid fraying of the micro-

biological medical safety net, however, was not predicted.

Antibiotics have already been redeveloped many times, as

resistant strains have endlessly mutated. The most recent prob-

lem has been the rapid biological development of penicillin-

resistant MRSA (methicillin-resistant staphylococcus aureus) in

many different forms. In the United Kingdom, MRSA-related

deaths rose from thirteen in 1993 to over 1,600 in 2004;

and cross-infection is only controlled through strict and old-

fashioned hygienic measures: thorough hospital ward cleaning,

hand-washing, asepsis, and quarantine.61 Meanwhile, other

potential physiological problems (for example, the problem of
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sperm count decline), possibly due to ingesting man-made

chemical trace elements in food and water supplies, packaging

materials, or cleaning materials, still lie in the future.

‘Puritanism’ in all its forms, good or bad, has to be considered

a deep-seated part of our physiological and psychological make-

up, and a major historical continuity. Globally, the darker side

of the psychology of puritanism has also been very much in

evidence in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. On every

continent warring groups have used the language of the polit-

ical purge, and ‘ethnic cleansing’ genocides have been distress-

ingly common. Extreme religious puritanism is currently being

used worldwide as a political instrument by a new wave of

evangelical ascetics, whose extremely conservative world-view

abhors the gleaming façade of modern urban materialism. Like

the ancient Jews and Christians, for people who feel they lack

everything in the present world, religious millenarianism and

perfection in a future world still holds a real significance.62 As

one historian of technology points out (with a little exagger-

ation), even in the twentieth century, ‘we have never been

modern . . . the modern world permits scarcely anything more

than small extensions of practices, slight accelerations in the

circulation of knowledge, a tiny extension of societies, minus-

cule increases in the number of actors, small modifications of

old beliefs’.63 Perhaps Hegel was right, and there is a semi-closed

system at work: the environmental, social, and biologically

determined limitations imposed on the body often make it

seem so.

But the past continues to exist on many polytemporal levels.

We all have our Neolithic moments, although (when adults) we

are often reluctant to acknowledge them. The idea of the sim-

ultaneity of time-frames in our everyday existence is a theory

almost without the possibility of proof; but one particularly

poignant final story seems to illustrate something very like it.

The story comes from the Holocaust and involves a puzzled
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male doctor and a consignment of red lipsticks arriving in

Belsen concentration camp immediately after the Second

World War. The internees were people surviving like trapped

animals, whose bio-hygienic clocks and human grooming codes

had been almost—but not quite—totally destroyed:

piles of corpses, naked and obscene, with a woman too weak to

stand propping herself against them . . .men andwomen crouching

down just anywhere in the open relieving themselves of the dys-

entery which was scouring their bowels, a woman standing stark

naked washing herself with some issue soap from a tank in which

the remains of a child floated . . .

To the doctor’s astonishment, they clung with extraordinary

ferocity to a single talisman of their former human lives:

I don’t know who asked for lipstick. I wish so much that I could

discover who did, it was the action of genius, sheer unadulterated

brilliance. I believe nothing did more for those internees than the

lipstick. Women lay in bed with no sheets and no nightie but with

scarlet lips, you saw them wandering about with nothing but a

blanket over their shoulders, but with scarlet lips. I saw a woman

dead on the post mortem table and clutched in her hand was a

piece of lipstick. At last someone had done something to make

them individuals again, they were someone, no longer merely the

number tattooed on the arm. At last they could take an interest in

their appearance. That lipstick started to give them back their

humanity.64

In extreme conditions humans still revert to their old animal

survival skills, and we should perhaps take some comfort from

the continued survival of our ancient coping mechanisms.

Many of these are socially trained; but the most innate live

continually inside us. We are probably ‘right’ to let instinct

guide us when confronting the microbiological world that we

cannot normally see. But as one immunologist recently pointed

out, what is really astounding is how few micro-organisms
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actually cause human disease, and how peacefully they have

coexisted with the very recent species Homo sapiens sapiens.

A world without bacteria, says Gerald Callahan, would be a

poorer world:

This is not a war, as it has often been described, even though we

have mustered an impressive array of weapons—bactericidal cribs

and mattresses, toilet cleaners and counter tops, blankets, deodor-

ants, shampoos, hand soap, mouthwashes, toothpastes. This is not

a war at all. If it were, we would have lost long ago, overpowered by

sheer numbers and evolutionary speed. This is something else,

something like a lichen, something like a waltz. This waltz will

last for all of human history. We must hold our partners carefully,

and dance well.

What cannot change either, in the near or far future, is the

strong human need for being touched and groomed and gener-

ally cleansed and cared for in a close physical sense. The holistic

issues surrounding health inequalities and social ‘well-being’

are steadily turning into a future political conundrum. Social

inequalities and the sense of ‘unfairness’ (a lack of love or

respect) can create great stress and anxiety in the human ani-

mal; and too much stress and thankless labour can eventually

kill as surely as poor diet or poisoned water or air. In today’s

world it is apparently the more egalitarian societies, with fairer

income distribution, that have the highest life expectancies and

‘happiness levels’—not the richest ones.65 Despite the great

edifices of modern medicine, classic technology, ancient reli-

gion, and modern capitalism, perhaps the core image that

might be taken away from this history is of compact family

and kin groups quietly and mindlessly grooming, feeding, and

otherwise looking after themselves, in their own homes and

shelters, for their own purposes, day after day, year after year,

generation after generation. ‘Well-being’ is ultimately neither a

fad nor a luxury, but a necessary mental and physical state.
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(Paris: Éditions E. de Boccard, 1962).

5. Wycherley, How the Greeks Built Cities, 177; David M. Robinson and

J. Walther Graham, Excavations at Olynthus, pt. viii: The Hellenic

House: A Study of the Houses Found at Olynthus with a Detailed Account

of those Excavated in 1931 and 1934 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-

versity Press, 1938), 199–201.
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