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Abstract

This paper explores the insights of loannis Komnenos Choumnos (1290-1338), a Byzantine scholar, on
gout management. Choumnos, combining his expertise in philosophy and medicine, emphasizes a holistic
approach to preventing and treating gout. He advises avoiding foods like salty, smoked, and acidic items,
dairy products, and excessive alcohol, recommending instead a diet of easily digestible foods and
moderate exercise, such as walking and horseback riding. Choumnos also stresses the importance of
regular bathing and overall hygiene. His philosophy of moderation underpins his advice, warning against
overindulgence in food and drink, which he views as detrimental to health. While his recommendations
resonate with modern practices, the historical reliance on wine due to unsafe water highlights unique
challenges during the medieval times. Choumnos’s work offers timeless guidance on the impact of
lifestyle choices on health and disease prevention.
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Introduction “modaypa’”’ (podagra) [Figure 1] from the

loannis Komnenos Choumnos (Greek: words “pous” meaning a foot and “agra”: a
lwavvng Kopvnvog XoUupvog) was  a seizure, to refer to the lesions involving the
Byzantine general, scholar, and statesman first metatarsophalangeal joint of the big toe
who lived from 1290 to 1338. As the eldest followed by the other joints of the feet and
son of Nikephoros Choumnos (ca later on of the hands [3]. Dominican monk
1250/1255-1327), himself a noted scholar Randolphus  of Bocking  (1197-1258)
and statesman, John was significantly reinstated the name of gout as podagra eons
influenced by his father's intellectual and later [4]. This historical vignette surveys the
political legacy. He quickly rose in the saved work of loannis Choumnos related to
imperial  hierarchy and was named gout (Greek: moddypa, podagra), unveiling
“Parakoimomenos tou Koitonos” (a high- some neglected philosophical and medical
ranking court title). loannis Choumnos led aspects on the matter.

the Byzantine forces against the Ottomans in
Bithynia from 1300 to 1306, under the
command of Michael IX Palaiologos (1277-
1320). As a result, he gained a reputation for
his military abilities and in 1307, was
promoted to «Parakoimomenos tes
Sphendones». Komnenos was a cultured
man, having studied rhetoric, philosophy
and medicine and his letters were preserved
in historical manuscripts [1-2].

In ancient Greek medicine gout was called

Addressing gout management. In his
eighth letter titled “Prophylactic diet for
gout” - ("Alatta mpoduAaKTK €l
nodaypav") he focuses on the prevention of
gout, analyzing three main points: proper
diet, exercise and maintaining hygiene [5].
His work on proper diet for gout is significant
as a medical treatise. The excerpt is as
follows:
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Figure 1. Venus, Podagra and Bacchus, engraving by
Johann Andreas Schlegel (ca 1657-1681), in Scriptum
apologetico-politicum de podagra, Joh. Brihl, Weisenfels,
1687, representing gout as a man with an inflicted right foot
and hand

“BpwpoOTO TOPLYEUTA TIAVTO, KAV Omold
ot av £in KoL OMW¢ £0KEVOOPEVA, KoBATag
dUAaooou, woaltwe &n kal Spluéa. MaAa
mav, Kol O0o0 TNYVUUEVOU ToU YAAAKTOG
elblomnolettat, puyin dpelye. Mn Siwke xBU¢
€K Tnyavou, | GAN" atta.

TV whv mavtwv Amexou. Aptou N
€udopol. EGNSOKwWG, OKOTEL I UTIEPKOPNG
yiyvn. Mn kevwBévtog ool tol otopdyou
wot  £melk®g Intelv tpodnv, un TOTE
TIPOOEVEYKNG. MK xaipe toig thv oYwv
TOWKIALaLG 1| Kapukelag. ZnAou 8& pdAAov
toU¢ amAoic Bpwpacly £€¢$Ooig kal Omrolg
tepedouévous. Adyxava mavta Kol 0od Ye
UAV  €tepa ) Oexouévwv ool TGV
omAayxvwy, 61d 10 pn €ppoBat, pndé td
otopartt b6€you. Inoapodvrag, we
onnedovag alpatog, TolG yaotpl{opEVoLC
xapilou, €Tl ye puAv Kai tol¢ Gptoug, 6ool Un
€€ AaAevpou, AMN €peBivbwv, tv TOpnv
TUYXavouol Kektnuévol. Olvw AKkpATw Un
Xp®, UATE AV VIKOVTL TO UOwp, GAN Or’

avtol VIKwpévw. MR Tmapoppuig Umo
SiYoug, néPewg YLYVOUEVNG, eig
moAumooiav, onep SAT EnnmneiAnocé ool, AV’
Udopwpevog vooov, Tadta ypadelc. "Yoata
oe Alav Juxpa pn émonaocnta, Wpa B€poug,
moMol ye 6w daval, Yewwdvog pnéd’
EVTPETIOU BpwUATWVY oUTWE £XOVIWY, UndE
touvatiov Umepledvtwv. To nAdL  TQV
onwp®v el un mao®v teAéwg Stadpaval ye
duvnBeing, 6i6ou TWHV €yKPATOG OEAUTW
Tag mAsiotag &€& ToUTwV wg i oloag
anootpEdou, OoaL yE WUV UypoOTEpPOL Kol
Puxpotepal kaBeotatal. Meéppaot Tov volv
un mpooéxev. Mnte Bahdavoug ¢owvikwv i
akpOdpu’ atta meputolld. Mnd’ é¢amatatw,
UNéE mapacupétw oe Tadtal T yaotpl
xapileoBal. Mndg Tntel paywv tpaynuata,
KAemtopévog Ud’ Adovii¢ tolTwv, GAANV
alBblc Tpodnv oUK  Avaykaiov oU8E
KOTAAANAGV col. TGV oLtiwv amnep £6n6OKeLg
un  medpbévtwv, un mot  adpobdiclwy
ATTNORAC: GAAA Kol OUTW CAUTOV TOUTOLS KN
katateivng. Ta truepov Ppwbévta ool Kal
nedpBévta alplov €€ £wBwvol éxkkplBijval
npagov, kal to0T’ del molel.

Npdokeloo yupvaoiolc: yupvaiouv & oly
AKLOTa TepuUTATol; f immaoio. Oepamneve
oeauTOvV Aoutpoig 6i¢ i amaf tol unvoc.
Téuvou PAEPa omotav kal omoiav Gv ol
AokAnmiadal mpootafatev. ‘Av oUtwg Yye
oauTOV dlattwng, Suvnon, MPOYoVIKiG lowg
£€MIOEIOMEVNG OOl  VvOOoOU,  UTEPTEPOC
vevéoBal, autold  ouvalpopévou  Ttod
kpeittovog. Ei 6€ og, w¢ avt’ AAAov manpwou
KAnpov o6v E€8el ool meplyevBécBal wg
MPWTOTOKW, talTnV ye PNV sipoapta &t
gnaviunkéval, AN olv Ppdov oloel; peta
tolaltng dlattng.

Av 8¢ katd piviv Oeol UmEpayn, olte oU
oautov, o0t GMog aitdoetal og, wg
Bpwuatwv ATtnNBEvTa poxbnpotépwy To0TO
nabovta, kal UM Opéfewg €voxeBévta
tooauTalg ddukrolg mayiotl. Kal yap ot dia
tadta ToUTw Tw Tabel évioxnuévol £oikaot
pot kot ¢ peAlovong KoAAoEwG AAOYETV.

‘0 yap 8 Bpwpad €autov eig tolalTag
nepwwduviag kat dlyndovag évosiwv Kat, TO
Tfi¢ mapolpiag, Ov KataBAAAETAl KAPTOV
Bepilwv, kal olK AdlOTAPEVOUG TOUTWYV,
npodnAou 6vtoc tol aitiou, kal mapd modag
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kal €€ Umoyuiou tioewg, oxoAfj y' Av Oye
tololtog TAG  Amelpnuévag  ndovag
amookopokicol &L TV U dawvopévny
puENovoav tiow.”[5].

1. do not eat everytome you are
hungry

2. avoid spices

3. peBuboPwpuo

4. mediocrity fruits

5. blood letting in which vein

needed

In this letter he recommends avoiding salt
preserved foods, milk and spices. He also
advocated to refrain from the consumption
of fried foods, especially fish and eggs.
Instead of normal bread he encourages the
consumption of chickpea bread. He
emphasizes that the consumption of wine
should be done in moderation and with the
addition of water, as was customary at
ancient and to a lesser extent Byzantine
times [6]. Also special preference is shown
for boiled vegetables and easily digestible
products. Furthermore, he refers to the
practice of bloodletting to whichever vein
the doctors (Asclepiads) seem fit, as this was
an ancient practice for the treatment of
several diseases. [7]

Choumnos also places a strong emphasis
on lifestyle, advocating for regular physical
activity, such as walking and horseback
riding, to maintain physical health as was
popular at the time [8]. Additionally, his
advice on hygiene, specifically bathing once
or twice a month, notes the importance of
hygiene in a general healthy perspective.
Most of his suggestions could be applied in
contemporary times for management and
treatment of podagra, but compared to
today's standards consuming wine s
strongly discouraged. It is understandable
that at that time, wine had a more
widespread use and in some cases
substituted a significant part of water
consumption. This was due to the difficulty
in gathering safe water and the many
diseases that followed from drinking
contaminated water. In contrast, wine
consumption was more popular than it is

today, as it was commonly used in church
masses, which were much more influential
and widely attended at the time.
Additionally, wine presented fewer risks of
infection compared to water [9].

In  his sixth letter named “TQ
OINOZOOQ.” (to the philosopher), he
describes a drinking scene. Specifically, he
mentions the following:

“OmuoyveloBal mielv, kal mapamaiouaot,
kal OpBoenelv o0 6ebuvnvtal,  Kal
EMEYYEAWVTWY GAAwv Kol avtol
€neyyeA@olv. auTolg, Kal, TEPWHUEVOL
aviotaoBal, katamintouol, kol Padilewv
EmyelpolvTeg, SloAoBaivouot, Kol
kAovoiUvtal tpouep®dv alTiOV TV YovaTwy
O’ Akpatou KkaBlotapévwy, kal Bololv
donuo.  kal &AAOKoTO, Kal HEUNVOOLY
£€olkaolv Atexvg. yap Mool ol pEXPL
KOPOoU, AN’ GxpLG EUETOU KAl KATAMTWOEWS
avatontou. Kal touTtwy naviwy TV KoK®V,
ol UTU olvou €vioxnvtay, pia Avolg, Unvoc,
kal oUTo¢ BavdTou pikpodv Stevnvoxwe. ”[10]

He describes the consequences of
excessive drinking, painting a picture of
moral and physical degeneration. He
illustrates a scene where individuals, having
pledged to drink, find themselves unable to
maintain their composure. They stagger,
unable to stand upright and laugh along with
others. Their attempts to rise end in failure
as they collapse, and their efforts to walk
end up in failure. Choumnos notes that the
situation resembles madness in its most raw
form. He describes this behavior as a result
of drinking not to the point of satisfaction,
but to the extreme of vomiting and senseless
collapse. He depicts this state in a
degenerative manner and concludes that the
only remedy for these ills brought on by wine
is sleep, a sleep that closely resembles death

in its profound stillness. Choumnos’s
portrayal of this scene serves as a warning
against the dangers of abandoning
moderation.
Conclusion

Choumnos died sometime between 1332
and 1338, while serving as governor of Chios
[9]. Although Choumnos’ opinions on gout
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present some scientific interest, researchers
reviewing the subject are neglecting to
mention him [11], while Byzantine literature
dedicated small fragments, categorizing him
as an ecclesiastical figure [12]. This may be
due to the fact that Choumnos prescribed a
strict diet, eliminating salted and smoked
foods, fried fish, eggs, milk and dairy
products, following through and repeating

Demetrius  Pepagomenus' (1200-1300)
recommendations for the prevention of gout
[13].

loannis Komnenos Choumnos's

contributions to the understanding and
management of gout, as well as his
observations on the consequences of
excessive drinking, are a significant addition
to byzantine medicine. His beliefs, rooted in
moderation and preventive care, emphasize
the importance of a balanced diet, regular
exercise, and hygiene—principles that
remain relevant in contemporary medical
practice. Choumnos’s depiction of the
degeneration caused by excessive drinking
serves as a philosophical approach in
moderation along with his other works and
was dictated by Christian Eastern Roman
ethics. His approach on gout also aligned
with earlier scholars like Demetrius
Pepagomenus and in part he repeated his
work on gout. Nevertheless, his writings
provide valuable insights into Byzantine
medical practices and the enduring
continuation of medical knowledge.
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