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These tips are taken from a book written by 
a seventeenth-century doctor, Tobias Venner, 
whose Via Recta ad Vitam Longam (The Right 
Way to a Long Life) was published in 1620. 
Venner advised his patients to avoid too much 
“watching” (sleeplessness).

have a nightcap

Try some soup made of almond milk, barley, 
lettuce, violets and sugar. If you prefer a 
laxative, pulped prunes work well.

draw the curtains

Don’t fall asleep in the moonlight or you’ll end 
up with a cold.

stay cool

Make sure you don’t fall asleep anywhere too 
hot or you’ll faint when you wake up. But don’t 
get too chilly either! Wrap up well, especially 
your head.
 
Belly trouBle

Avoid sleeping on your back or you’ll have 
nightmares and get cramps. If you’ve got wind, 
try sleeping on your belly. Keep your head 
propped up on a bolster so that your supper 
will find its way down to your stomach.
 
keep turning

Go to sleep first on your right side, then after 
a while turn over onto your left. Curl up nicely 
to keep your bowels warm.
 

stay fresh

Keep your mouth open to prevent bad breath, 
slimy gums and foul teeth. When you wake up, 
gargle with vinegar mixed with sage and cloves.
 
no catnapping

Don’t fall asleep at midday or your brain will 
end up full up of moisture and “vaporous 
superfluities”. If you must go to sleep during 
the day, do it sitting up or you’ll get a 
headache – and don’t sleep for more than half 
an hour.
 
how much is enough?

Your dinner gets digested at night, so don’t 
stay up too late or you’ll end up with bellyache. 
Don’t have a lie-in, even at weekends, or your 
body will forget to “expurge its excrements”. 
Even worse, you’ll end up “sluggish, lumpish 
and unhealthful, heavy-headed, of no wit  
or memory.”

take off your shoes

When you’re in a deep sleep, the thick leather 
on the soles of your shoes can block the feet’s 
“hurtfull vapours” and send these back up 
into your head and eyes. If you have bare feet, 
though, such vapours harmlessly vanish away.

a tasty tip

If you can still taste last night’s supper when 
you wake up, go back to sleep!

top 10 sleep hints  
in the renaissance

These tips were compiled by our friends at 
the SCNI (Sleep and Circadian Neuroscience 
Institute) at the University of Oxford.  
www.eye.ox.ac.uk/research/ 
sleep-circadian-neuroscience-institute

create a sleep friendly Bedroom

Is there anything obvious in the bedroom that 
is getting in the way of a good night’s sleep? 
Do you need to get your blinds fixed to block 
out the light? Is your bedroom too hot or too 
cold? Too noisy?

wind-down routine

Take time to prepare your mind and body 
for winding down before sleep. Set time 
aside, ideally around 90 minutes, for doing 
something relaxing and enjoyable.

Bed is for sleep

Our minds are clever and create lots of links 
without us necessarily being aware. This is 
why it’s important to create a strong link 
between bed and sleep by avoiding using your 
bed for activities such as checking emails or 
watching TV. 

the quarter-of-an-hour rule

To promote your bed-sleep connection, follow 
the quarter-of-an-hour rule: if you notice that 
you aren’t asleep within around 15 minutes of 
going to bed, try getting out of bed and going 
to another room. Then go through your wind-
down routine until you are feeling sleepy.

rise time

Set a regular rise time and see if you can stick 
to it 7 nights a week. It might be hard work in 
the short term but will improve your chances 
of falling asleep each night.

keep active

Keeping active can set us up for a good night’s 
sleep. Keep active to tire your body ready for 
sleep (e.g. walking, cycling) but try to make sure 
this isn’t too close to bedtime (within 2 hours).

consider what you put  

into your Body

Try to avoid stimulants such as caffeine and 
nicotine in the hours before bed. Alcohol 
before bed also impacts on sleep by decreasing 
sleep quality so you are less likely to wake up 
feeling rested. Avoid eating within 4 hours  
of bedtime.

natural light –  

it’s all aBout timing

Natural light suppresses the production 
of melatonin (a hormone associated with 
sleep). Try to avoid bright light before 
bedtime to promote melatonin production. 
Conversely, try to expose yourself to lots of 
natural daylight when it’s time to be awake 
(particularly early morning).

screens and electrical devices

Back-lit screens and devices such as many 
smart phones, TVs or laptops contain a 
large amount of blue light. This kind of light 
is the strongest for suppressing melatonin 
production. Using them last thing at night can 
therefore disrupt sleep quality.

Be smart with your naps

Try to avoid naps throughout the day to 
increase your chances of drifting off at night.  
Of course, if you feel dangerously tired, do take 
a short nap (around 20 minutes) – but try to 
plan this earlier in the day to allow your “sleep 
pressure” to build again afterwards.

top 10 sleep hints  
for today


