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BF2E3 3 1 Ember Days in the Temporale in William Caxton’s Golden Legend: A Perspective of
Secular Medicine
Wanchen Tai (B 28 22K 5 IR & B RiAl)
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The Golden Legend (hereafter GL), William Caxton’s 1483 English translation of Legenda aurea,
serves as a source for English sermons in the late medieval period and has a prominent presence in
shaping the religious knowledge of the common people. In the Temporale section of the GL, the
chapter of Ember days regarding the four times of fasting during the year explains the reasons for this
form of abstinence. Unlike the orthodox emphasis on spiritual health and the path to salvation, which
is synonymous with fasting in the religious context, the narrative of Ember days instead has its focus
on physiology. The explication of the physiological functions of fasting suggests the ways the
humours change from season to season and the ways their balance should be kept through fasting. The
practice of Ember days is generally argued to have its origins in agricultural festivities in ancient
Rome; therefore, its physiological concern is not entirely novel. Nevertheless, its stress on secular
medicine can hardly be deemed familiar to the Christian discourse on fasting. Sermons on Lent and
gluttony are largely sites in which spiritual functions of fasting are delineated in conventional terms.
Not many sermons on Ember days have survived in Middle English, but they all seem to have
employed the same rhetoric. Like narratives about fasting, a defining character of most legends of
female saints, fasting on Ember days also adheres to the same principles of controlling one’s physical
desires and disciplining the body. Deviating from the conventional plot of fasting stories, however,
the fasting on Ember days targets a different kind of body, speaks to another concern and appeals to a
new audience. The demographic changes resulting from the Black Death in the fourteenth century also
brought about a restructuring of the economy. With this new prosperity, people outside the privileged
class could afford a novel view of food and diet. With secular morals slackened and the public
observance of fasting relaxed during this economic growth, the point of secular medicine might have
unveiled a side view of communication between the church and its audience through sermons, that is,
communication about a new form of bodily control. This paper seeks to understand the ways the
secular element situates itself in sacred contexts, how attention oscillates between the necessity of
fasting and the need for dieting, and the means through which the shift from the wellbeing of the soul

to the health of the body are more significant than general advice.
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