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The historical study of the relationship between mankind and shellfish is a 
complicated task, especially because both scientific and popular terminologies have been, 
to say the least, confused. In classical Greece and Rome the word “cancer” was used 
about many kinds of shellfish. Cancer is an imposingly archaic word of common Indo-
European origin. Both in Sanskrit and Greek it had the same double meaning as “crayfish” 
had in many European languages in the Middle ages, namely on the one hand “shellfish” 
and on the other “cuirasse” or “armour”. The zoological meaning probably is the original. 

But why do we use the word cancer about the disease ? The accepted explanation, 
given already by the Greek-Roman physician Galenos in the second century A.D., is that 
one of its most conspicuous variants, breast cancer, makes the superficial veins of the 
breast become swollen and red and visible in such a way that they form a pattern that 
can look like crayfish pincers. Also the Greeks used their word for crayfish, karkinos (cf. 
“carcinoma”), for the disease.

There is furthermore a tenuous link between crayfish, “cancer”, and one of the 
astrological signs of the Zodiac, the twelve constellations along the apparent yearly orbit 
of the sun over the sky. Already the Mesopotamian cultures used this division of the sky 
in twelve pieces of cake, each named after its animal Zodiac symbol. Why then twelve? 
Because these cultures had a duodecimal number system and that is why we have twelve 
months, twelve apostles and 24 hours a day. Egyptians, Greeks and Romans took over 
the idea, and so did the later Europeans, and the astrologers do so even today. One of 
the signs was “Cancer”, but since the Romans meant many species of crustaceans with 
“Cancer”, and neither Romans nor Greeks rated the Astacus all that high as a delicacy 
that they would place it in the sky, the old sky maps put a crab as ruler over and symbol 
for one of the summer months. Instead the crayfish ranked as a “scavenger”, a denigrated 
category of animals in all ages and most cultures. Recipes in Roman cookery books mainly 
referred to the clawless langoustes or to the scampi.

And in the illuminated “Books of Hours” from medieval France, for example, a large 
edible crab invariably occupies the position of “cancer”. But during the Middle Ages the 
use of decapods as food and as astrological symbol reached the ex-Celtic France, where 
crayfish were more estimated and well known by the Gauls, and gradually the crayfish 
replaced the crab also as symbol for the tropical circle. The possibly oldest picture of a 
crayfish representing “Cancer” in the Zodiac is in the rose window on the western front 
of the Notre-Dame de Paris cathedral. On the medieval astronomical clock in the Lund 
cathedral, south Sweden, a lobster replaces the crayfish.

CRAYFISH ON THE MENU IN MONASTERIES DURING TIMES OF FASTING

It was out of the darkness of the Middle Ages that the sun of the Astacus astacus rose on 
the firmament of gastronomy and its days of glory at last came into the European kitchens.
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After the French it seems that the English were the first Astacus eaters, and as in 
many other cases they accepted not only the food but also the old French name for it. 
The French word “(é)crevisse” was altered, and with the typical English way of murdering 
French the new word “cray-fish” was born. There is a notice about crayfish eating in 
England from the tenth century. 

It was in the monasteries that the crayfish started its culinary progress through 
North- and Northwest European countries. Monks and nuns had, as you all know, a lot 
of worries concerning the menus during the many and long periods of fasting, and they 
hunted high and low for substitutes for the meat they were denied by theology. All kinds 
of fish were allowed, so they were anxious to create a fish concept that was as large as 
possible. Consequently the church liberally and without zoological hesitation declared 
that, among others, beavers, seals and whales and also decapods were fishes, because 
they thrived in water. Especially during the long Easter lent they gorged on crayfish in 
the monasteries. From a Bavarian monastery comes a report that they devoured thirty 
thousand crayfish yearly. 

From the monasteries the eating of crayfish rapidly spread to wider circles in 
medieval Germany. In the fifteenth century crayfish dishes were a very common element in 
an upper class dinner, and the oldest German cookery books have a lot of crayfish recipes. 
And so the foundations were laid also for the Scandinavian interest in crayfish as food.

CRAYFISH INTRODUCED TO SCANDINAVIA BY THE ROYALTIES

In the sixteenth century the Scandinavians found out that crayfish were not only 
edible but also delicious. Zoologists earlier discussed whether or not there were any 
crayfish in Scandinavia before the sixteenth century. Even the learned Linnaeus maintained 
that the Astacus astacus had been introduced and imported to Sweden after about 1520. 
Today we know that they lived here far earlier, but the doubt about the earlier existence 
of crayfish in Scandinavia is so far understandable as crayfish are not mentioned there as 
food before 1504, when queen Christina of Denmark, Norway and Sweden, king John’s 
queen consort got a delivery of crayfish from the north German city of Lübeck.

The silence before then concerning crayfish as food is due to the fact that no 
Scandinavian could imagine the possibility of eating something so disgusting. Crayfish 
were counted among the insects, and that sort of animal nobody would put away in 
the mouth, almost as loathsome as horsemeat. In both these cases it was probably the 
Biblical food prohibitions that were a hindrance. In the Holy Scriptures we are urged not to 
consume the meat of sacrificial animals, like the horse in old Nordic religion, or “animals 
with many feet” (for example Leviticus 11: 42), and the decapods did not get that name 
without reason. 

But German cooks, as already settled, looked upon crayfish as a very useful raw 
material in the kitchen, and when the Danish and Swedish kings imported chefs from south 
of the Baltic Sea these immigrants had no reason for rethinking. So in Scandinavian court 
circles they learned that crayfish are yummy, and in order to guarantee the supply they 
started to breed crayfish in the moats around the royal and noble castles. By those means 
the role of the crayfish as gourmet food was established also in our Nordic countries, 
within aristocracy and rich townspeople. 

WHY DID COMMON PEOPLE CONSIDER CRAYFISH INEDIBLE?

To the broad mass of the people their opinion in this case spread very, very slowly. 
Within the peasantry the eating of crayfish was met with resistance. During the nineteenth 
century peasants with access to lakes and rivers captured and sold the repulsing little 
creepy things but never ate them. Crayfish were food for gentlefolk, not for decent people.
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Another pretext not to eat crayfish was the old and widespread opinion that 
crayfish were scavengers, and that they fed on carrion, especially human corpses. All 
times and cultures have had prejudices against such animals as food for humans. That 
rumour has followed the poor crayfish through centuries, and the last time you met it in 
Sweden was fifty years ago, when stupid Swedes refused to eat the only Astacus that, 
in regard to gastronomic quality, can match the Swedish ones, namely the Finnish ones. 
People believed that they were so big and meaty because they came from the lakes in 
Carelia, in eastern Finland, where tens of thousands of members of the Soviet Red Army 
had been concentrated fodder for Carelian crayfish during and after the Second World 
War.

The same attitude some people still have in some parts of Sweden vis-à-vis the 
eel. The faithful used to convince the sceptics by telling mendacious long stories about 
how large quantities of crayfish and eels had left the corpses of drowned people or cattle 
whose carrions had been saved out of the water.

CRAYFISH AS MEDICINE

One of the oldest Scandinavian mentions of crayfish leads us, however, to a 
completely other way of using them than in gastronomy, namely as medicine. The 
polymathic bishop in the diocese of Västerås, west of Stockholm, Peder Månsson, 
sometimes called the first Swedish scientist, in 1522 recommended in one of his books 
the use of crayfish, dissolved in alcohol, as a remedy against cholera.

The role played by crayfish in the history of medicine is not uninteresting, because it 
has two diametrically opposite aims, both to explain causes of disease and to cure illness. 
The most common and most widely spread fallacy concerning crayfish in folk medicine 
probably is that cancer is spread by flies from sick crayfish to humans. I have found it in 
eighteenth century collections of popular medicine in Scandinavia and from many places 
on the continent. 

Since classical antiquity crayfish have been very much used in both scientific and 
popular pharmacology. In most cases it has been recommended against cancer, prepared 
in different ways. But crayfish could be good in many other treatments. Medical books from 
the sixteenth century tell us that the juice you get when you crush a living female crayfish 
in a mortar makes hard labour pains easier and accelerate the ejection of the afterbirth. 
The same liquid was able to cure many other complaints: dry eczema, sunburn, pain in 
the heart and in the stomach, epilepsy, venereal diseases, tuberculosis and leucorrhoea, 
and it was also regarded as an analgesic in general, and as a sudorific. If you gargle your 
throat with it, it is good for heartburn. Well, maybe? If you cut off a peace of a toe nail 
from a fever patient and put it under the carapace of a crayfish and release it into a brook 
it will carry away the sickness. 

Strange as it may sound we have at least one example of the medical use of 
crayfish as medicine right up to the twentieth century. I refer to the so called “crayfish 
stones”, the hemispheric calcium reserves that you can find on both sides of the crayfish 
stomach, when you scratch the interior of your crayfish with your knife. Five hundred 
years ago doctors ordered them as a remedy against plague, but only one hundred 
years ago you could by crayfish stones in the pharmacies. Pulverized you swallowed 
them against heartburn – well, the calcium could have some good effect in that case 
– but mostly these small pills with a very keen edge were used if you hade got some 
foreign body under your eyelid and could not get rid of it. People believed that if you 
put a crayfish stone under the same eyelid, it would evoke such a stream of tears that 
it would wash away the dirt. I have met old doctors who could tell me about patients 
as late as in the nineteen twenties with their eyes destroyed by that treatment and the 
inflammation it provoked. 
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Crayfish stones also served a purpose within popular odontology. By means of wax 
and resin from cherry trees you could paste a stone in a worm-eaten tooth, where it maybe 
played a cosmetic role for the moment but hardly got stuck for a long time.

Pulverized crayfish stones you swallowed in order to cure syphilis, stones in the 
bladder (that was recommended by Martin Luther and others), convulsions and vomiting 
of blood. When professional doctors in the eighteenth century gave their patients with 
gastric catarrh ground crayfish stones it might have had a good effect if it increased the 
pH value in a too sour stomach.

CRAYFISH ON THE TABLE IN THE 15TH CENTURY

During far more than 1 000 years the Astacus astacus has had two purposes in 
Europe; to be an appreciated delicacy for the highest circles in society and to be used as 
a medicament within considerably wider strata of the population.

Both these functions return in a picture that I found in an anonymous manuscript 
in the Austrian National Library in Vienna. The dresses indicate that it has been painted 
round the middle of the fifteenth century. It represents a crayfish party, and the heading 
is “gambari”, a word that today has Spanish and Italian descendents within shellfish 
terminology, especially when they lie on a plate (Figure 1).

Figure 1 
This probably is the oldest picture showing a kind of “crayfish party”, taken from 
a fifteenth century manuscript, possibly painted in Lombardy. The scenery is 
analysed in the article. 

Figure 1
C’est probablement la plus ancienne représentation, issue d’un manuscrit du 
XVe siècle, d’une sorte de « fête de l’écrevisse », sans doute peinte en Lombardie. 
La scène est analysée dans l’article.
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Its caption, however, makes us meet with medieval pharmacology, in Latin of 
course. It tells us that crayfish are of a “cold constitution of the second grade and a humid 
constitution of the first grade”. The writers of medical books grouped the remedies into 
hot and cold, dry and wet, and these characteristics existed in four degrees or “steps”. 
Mustard was hot and dry, violet was cold and wet, both of the first degree, and marigold 
was cold and wet in the second degree, plantain cold in first degree, and dry in the second. 
You should prefer crayfish that live near banks with good plants and on stony bottoms in 
running water. If you boil them in milk they cause good sleep and are especially healthy 
for people with hectic temperament and for those who suffer from dizziness. “Hectic 
temperament” referred to persons with some kind of chronic, infectious ill health and 
strong emaciation (later about tuberculosis). If you burn them the ashes will cure bites of 
mad dogs, that’s to say rabies, especially if you mix the ashes with gentian. A deplorable 
secondary effect is that they make the head heavy, but that can be cured with pepper and 

Figure 2
Probably no Swedish artist produced more work featuring crayfish than Albert 
Engström. Most famous is his emphatic “No!” Poster for the Swedish prohibition 
referendum in 1922: “Crayfish require these drinks!” Prohibitionist posters, with 
their starving children and battered wives of drunkards, stood little chance 
against Engström’s simple but pungent slogan. And so it came about that the 
crayfish, for the first and perhaps last time ever, had a hand - well, claw - in the 
making of Swedish history.

Figure 2
Aucun autre artiste suédois que Albert Engström n’a produit autant de travaux 
représentant l’écrevisse. Le plus célèbre est son énergique poster « non ! » sur 
le referendum sur la prohibition en Suède (1922) : « Les écrevisses demandent 
ces boissons ! » Les posters de la prohibition, avec leurs enfants affamés et leurs 
femmes battues par les ivrognes, eurent peu de chances face au slogan tout 
simple mais caustique de Engström. Ainsi il en résulta que l’écrevisse, pour la 
première et peut être dernière fois, eut un rôle dans l’histoire de la Suède.
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vinegar. Crayfish bring about phlegmatic body liquids. They are healthy for people with hot 
constitution, for young people, in springtime and in eastern regions.

The author of this text is a typical representative of the antique Hippocratic-Galenic 
medicine, further developed by the Arabs and given back to the Occident during the 
Arabic period of cultural greatness about a millennium ago. This very theoretical and 
abstract conception survived during the centuries and emerged again in the “types of 
constitution” in psychology only one or two generations ago.

That crayfish are good for people “with hot constitution” should imply that they 
should get quieter during crayfish parties, but I do doubt that. I think it depends more on 
the drinks than on the food.

“CHILDREN’S PARTY FOR GROWN UPS” – HOW SWEDES CELEBRATE CRAYFISH 
IN AUGUST

The crayfish party in the soft August moonlight is entirely a Swedish invention. 
Otherwise, most of our festive habits, from dancing around the Maypole to Easter eggs, 
Father Christmas or the Christmas tree, have been imported from the continent of 
Europe.

But the crayfish party and the near ritual worship of this polypod sprang from our 
own hearts and minds, albeit not so very long ago. When the opening date for crayfish 
trapping, 8th of August, was fixed by the public authorities, a little more than a hundred 
years ago, bureaucratic top hampering merged with archipelago romanticism to produce a 
very special occasion. To begin with, that occasion was observed mainly by the nouveau-
riche merchant class, on the verandas of its cottages out in the skerries round about 
Stockholm and Gothenburg, but the practice spread through progressively wider reaches 
of the middle classes, eventually becoming a national institution.

Today the crayfish party is very much of a living tradition, one in which food and 
drink, songs and other accessories have entered into a covenant against the background 
and under the influence of our magical late summer scenery. 

HISTORY OF CRAYFISH EATING IN SWEDEN

The culinary history of crayfish in Sweden started in 1562 when king Erik XIV urged 
one of his bailiffs to lose no time in sending him as many crayfish as could be found in the 
vicinity of Nyköping Castle, situated south of Stockholm:

“Know thou, Jöran Jönsson, that we both for our own needs and likewise for the 
foreign lords now visiting us need a goodly quantity of crayfish. It is moreover essential 
that a store of the same be laid up against the wedding feast, which we purpose to 
hold presently. It is therefore our wish and command that you have them fished for in 
all places!” Erik’s successor on the throne, John III, not content with ordering his Kalmar 
bailiff to catch crayfish, required him to start farming them in the moats of Kalmar Castle 
in southeast Sweden. Now both these monarchs had something quite different in mind 
from medicine for cholera. What had happened? Erik XIV was not only Sweden’s first 
Renaissance king in matters of culture and politics, he also made a genuine effort to refine 
the manners of a rather primitive royal court. His determination to move with the times 
applied, not least, to dining rooms and kitchens. 

The king’s kitchens were run by cooks brought in from Germany, for at that time 
the German cuisine was paramount in northern Europe. Among other things the German 
cooks brought the message that crayfish were edible. As should be clear from the Royal 
decrees already quoted, the innovation caught on both quickly and thoroughly in our 
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country once our rulers had acquired a taste for it. Not that crayfish were eaten whole, the 
way they are today. Far from it the meat was extracted from the tails and used for minces 
and stews. Whole boiled crayfish are not mentioned in Sweden until the 17th century. 

Above I mentioned Linnaeus. He had an aversion to all shellfish. This is reflected not 
least by his lectures on diet, but there are several references in his writings which show 
quite clearly that he was allergic to shellfish: they gave him nettle rash. No wonder, then, 
that he pronounced them as inedible.

Happy to record, not many people agreed with him. The gentry of 18th century 
Sweden loved shellfish and would not give them up for anything. They loved crayfish buns 
and crayfish puddings, crayfish cake and crayfish soup, recipes which would indeed be 
tempting to experiment with but at the same time prohibitively expensive, so that on the 
whole we can only guess at what they tasted like.

Now the so-called “noble crayfish” of northern Europe is aromatically far superior 
to its continental relatives, and so in time crayfishing also became an important export 
business. From Lake Hjälmaren in Central Sweden salted crayfish tails were sent by the 
barrel, for example, to luxury restaurants in Germany, and already in the 1870s a famous 

Figure 3
During the reign of king Erik XIV, Olaus Magnus, the last Catholic Archbishop 
of Uppsala and at that time – 1555 – an exile in Italy, published “The History 
of the Northern Peoples”, his magnum opus. In it he explained to astonished 
contemporaries how Scandinavian foxes go about catching crayfish. “To catch 
crayfish, the fox walks to and fro along the shore with his tail dipped in the 
waters. Lured by this rare sight, the crayfish flock round the tail and thus having 
entangled themselves in the hairs, he soon pulls them up. I have myself among 
the rocks of Norway seen a fox which dipped its tail in the water between the 
rocks and pulled up several crayfish, which he then devoured.” 

Figure 3
Durant le règne du roi Erik XIV, Olaus Magnus, le dernier archevêque catholique 
d’Uppsala, à ce moment là exilé en Italie, publia « l’histoire des peuples 
nordiques », comme magnum opus. Il y expliqua aux contemporains étonnés 
comment les renards de Scandinavie pêchaient les écrevisses. « Pour pêcher 
des écrevisses, le renard va et vient dans l’eau en laissant tremper sa queue. 
Ainsi bernés par ce spectacle inhabituel, les écrevisses s’assemblent autour de 
la queue, et le renard, les ayant emmêlés dans ses poils, relève alors la queue. 
Je vis moi-même un renard plonger sa queue dans les eaux entre des rochers en 
Norvège, tirer plusieurs écrevisses, qu’il dévora ensuite. » 
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Swedish cookery writer, Dr Hagdahl, trembled at the thought of Swedish crayfish being 
exterminated by overfishing. He was only too right. It is sad to think how one of our 
foremost culinary assets was almost wiped out, though in the event this was due more 
to “crayfish plague” than to trapping. A hundred years ago, Sweden was the leading 
European exporter of crayfish. Today we are far and away the biggest importers and are 
gradually helping to threaten the survival of crayfish in the new countries to which we turn 
with this unique craving of ours.

The cookery books of the nineteenth century recommended crayfish in pea soup (!), 
crayfish pâtés and crayfish sauce with a joint of veal, not forgetting crayfish tails served 
with scrambled eggs or marinated in vinaigrette sauce.

In olden days, when crayfish were eaten au naturel, then as a rule they would be 
freshly cooked and warm. In a song on the subject, the late 18th century poet Carl Michael 
Bellman talks about people “harpooning” red crayfish in the saucepan, for the simple 
reason that it was too hot to put your hand in. Not many Swedes today have any idea 
what a delicacy they are missing out on. But during the nineteenth century the Swedes 
altered the temperature of their crayfish, and this, coupled with the summer cottage and 
archipelago romanticism (for those who could afford it), gave rise to the typical Swedish 
crayfish party with its peripheries and – sadly – its excessive doses of schnapps. In Finland 
and in the Baltic states you can still be served hot crayfish. 

Figure 4
The Swedish writer and artist Albert Engström was a frequent visitor at the home 
of the aristocratic Beck-Friis family, and his visits frequently coincided with the 
crayfish party season. He willingly drew vignettes in the visitor’s book, and here 
he produced an exceedingly refined crayfish party creation for his hostess, 
Baroness Beck-Friis.

Figure 4
L’artiste et écrivain suédois Albert Engström était un visiteur fréquent de la 
maison de la famille des aristocrates Beck-Friis et ses visites coïncidaient très 
souvent avec la saison des fêtes des écrevisses. Il dessinait volontiers des 
vignettes dans le livre des visiteurs et il produisit une représentation très fine de 
la fête des écrevisses pour son hôtesse, la Baronne Beck-Friis.
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When crayfishing became big business (five million were caught in Lake Hjälmaren 
every year!) it was time to protect them from extermination, especially while they were 
changing shells and spawning. County by-laws were adopted during the 19th century, 
generally prohibiting crayfishing from April to the beginning of August, and eventually 
nationwide regulations were introduced, making the period between 1st of November and 
8th of August a closed season, which it remained until very recently.

In this way just for once, the authorities laid the foundations of a festive occasion, 
the most quintessentially Swedish of institutions, the crayfish party at the beginning of 
August. Although crayfish, admittedly deep-frozen, are now to be had all the year around, 
most people still think of them as the culinary climax of the month of August at the end of 
a happy summer time.
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