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Praise for The Way of Eating


“Like everyone else with a serious interest in Chinese food, I’ve long heard rumors of Yuan Mei and his seminal book. Alas, there was no English translation. Now there is—and it’s even better than anticipated. This is far more than a cookbook: The Way of Eating is food history at its finest, a window into a fascinating and long-lost world.”


——Ruth Reichl, author of Save Me the Plums


“The publication of The Way of Eating: Yuan Mei’s Manual of Gastronomy is indeed a landmark event and not only in culinary scholarship. Yuan’s wit and love of food is an added bonus and greatly enhances our understanding of one of the world’s greatest cuisines.”


—Ken Hom, OBE, author of My Stir-fried Life and other cookery books


“The Way of Eating is one of China’s greatest classical cookbooks. It is also unique in that it beguiles its readers with wit, intelligence, and brevity, much like Fernand Point’s Ma Gastronomie. Translating something as difficult as this is therefore an event worth celebrating, and kudos go out to Sean Chen for his meticulously scholarly approach. Open the cover and prepare to be enchanted.”


—Carolyn Phillips, author of All Under Heaven


“Finally: a lively, scholarly, and usefully-annotated English translation of Yuan Mei’s seminal cookbook and culinary treatise that captures the spirit of the original work. Sean Chen and the Berkshire team have performed a great service for the world of gastronomy by making this fascinating text accessible to English-speaking readers.”


— Fuchsia Dunlop, author of Land of Fish and Rice and other cookery books


“This new translation of Yuan Mei’s legendary book is cause for celebration, not only because the complete text is finally available in English, but because Sean Chen so beautifully captures the author’s lyricism, humor, and opinionated pronouncements. Reading this book is like sitting down to a meal with a charming dinner partner whose interests range from culinary technique to aesthetics to the nature of hospitality, though flavor always remains foremost for him. This volume shares the delights and concerns of one of the world’s most artful gastronomes, and in the process offers a fascinating look at eighteenth-century Chinese culture.”


— Darra Goldstein, founding editor of Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Culture


“The Way of Eating is a classic and two centuries later it still sparkles with Yuan’s irascible charm, his epic passion for food, and his near-religious devotion to the pleasures of the senses.”


—Nicole Mones, author of the novel The Last Chinese Chef


“Food historians rejoice: at last, a complete translation of the 18th century classic of Chinese gastronomy. The recipes range from exotic to homey and comforting and most can be cooked in an ordinary kitchen. Yuan Mei also offers sage advice on choosing ingredients, how to combine flavors and introduces techniques that will be unfamiliar in the West; in many respects he is the Brillat-Savarin of Chinese cuisine and is equally opinionated and funny.”


—Ken Albala, author of Three World Cuisines and Noodle Soup: Recipes, Techniques, Obsession


“Chinese cuisine is often misunderstood, mistaking one of the most delicate, beautiful, and tasty cuisines for Americanized semi-fast food. This books explains the complexities and delicacies of Chinese food. I enjoyed reading it very much, and recommend it for anyone who loves food.”


—Kai-Fu Lee, AI expert, author of AI Superpowers, former president of Google China


“Sean Chen’s faithful and stimulating rendering of Yuan Mei’s 18th century book of classic Chinese recipes and cooking techniques will greatly interest lovers of Chinese cuisine as well as readers of gastronomic history. If you are either or both then you should own it. Reading Yuan’s book and trying out the recipes for dishes that were prepared for him and his guests at his garden villa in old Nanjing open a door to a time and place of unsurpassed good taste and refinement in Chinese history. Thanks to Sean Chen’s translation, many more people are now able to pass through that door.”


—Jeffrey K. Riegel, University of Sydney


“Yuan Mei is one of those Qing cultural giants we shouldn’t be able to get enough of. Sean Chen’s contribution here is unexpected yet indispensable, an inexhaustibly delightful excursion with a true 18th century genius.”


—Pamela Kyle Crossley, Collis Professor of History, Dartmouth College


“This is a totally wonderful job. It’s extremely accurate and thorough.”


— E.N. Anderson, University of California, Riverside, author of The Food of China
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Foreword


Nicole Mones, author of The Last Chinese Chef and other novels


While he lived, Yuan Mei 袁枚 (1716–1798) was China’s most important literary figure; more than two-hundred years after his death, he is still considered one of the two or three greatest poets of the eighteenth century. In China, where poetry has traditionally been the most exalted literary form, this is fame of a high order. Yet outside China, he is popularly known not for his poetry but for authoring a seminal work on Chinese food, which is revered by Chinese chefs, but has never, until now, been published in English.


It may seem odd that a celebrity poet and Qing dynasty bureaucrat ended up producing China’s greatest food classic, but Yuan Mei was an obsessive and fanatical diner. He lived by his profound belief that life’s sensual pleasures—including food—were gifts of nature, meant to be fully enjoyed and appreciated, and that to disdain such gifts was an affront to heaven. So throughout his life, whenever he tasted a standout dish at someone else’s home, he sent his cook over to learn how to make it, and then recorded the procedure, alongside his thoughts. He spent years organizing this material into a book, working on it “in the intervals of writing poetry” (Waley 1956, 195), as he put it, circulating the manuscript among his friends. It was finally completed and printed in 1792—a systematic and fairly comprehensive guide to preparing a wide range of foods, spiced with Yuan’s delightfully opinionated asides.


No such food book had ever been widely circulated in China. Chinese cookery was historically taught through apprenticeship rather than books, and since the position of a chef in feudal China, whether in a restaurant or private home, was a lowly one, many were illiterate. Naturally that did not stop men of letters such as Lu Yu 陸羽, Su Dongpo 蘇東坡, and Li Liweng李笠翁1 from writing about how food, wine, and tea should be appreciated, any more than it stopped dedicated foodies (such as Yuan Mei) from sitting down in their homes and organizing all they had learned about cooking into a book. Multiple such family cookbooks survive, one of the oldest being Madame Wu’s Song dynasty compilation, A Housewife’s Handbook (also known as Madame Wu’s Recipe Book), roughly a thousand years old. So Yuan Mei was not the only Chinese thinker to obsess about food for a lifetime and then write down his findings and opinions. But such was his talent and celebrity, so sterling were his tastes and standards—indeed, his admonitions against dining as a display of wealth seem more relevant than ever today—that The Way of Eating endured. It has been widely accepted as the first great gathering of Chinese culinary knowledge.


It was not the last, however. In researching my novel The Last Chinese Chef, which contains a faux Chinese food classic, I was thrilled by later books which genuinely deepened and expanded Yuan Mei’s accomplishment—notably, in English, the magisterial Chinese Gastronomy (1969) by Hsiang Ju Lin and Tsuifeng Lin. Still, The Way of Eating is the classic, and two centuries later, it still sparkles with Yuan’s irascible charm, his epic passion for food, and his near-religious devotion to the pleasures of the senses.


One might almost say that the veneration of earthly pleasures is the closest thing Yuan Mei had to a religion. Without doubt, he had little time for Buddhism, which taught that sensual joys were dissolute; neither did he respond to Confucianism, which dictated that poetry should be for moral instruction, not personal expression—the opposite of his own ideas. In a similar vein, Yuan did not enjoy bureaucracy, and although as a presented scholar degree-holder (jinshi 进士) and member of the elite Hanlin Academy he was obliged to hold a series of posts (eventually landing him in Nanjing), he chafed at the official life. In his mid-thirties, he decided to leave his post permanently, retire, and give his life over to poetry and food. “All I ask for is a village of some ten houses where I could live exactly as I chose, and rule the people merely by chanting to them the Way of the Former Kings; then I could end my days there in perfect contentment, even though I only ranked as a village constable…all I ask for is to be able to take such a rest, and you ought not to blame me” (Waley, 47).


Now that he’d given up his job with its official residence, Yuan needed a new home. To his joy he found a steep, uneven, wildly overgrown piece of land that had been deserted for years, except for one building having been used as a tavern. Yuan fell in love with it. He paid three hundred ounces of silver for it, named it Suiyuan 随园 (Garden of Contentment), built his home there, and remained for the rest of his life. It was his anchor and his refuge. Along with his near-spiritual passion for food, the garden itself was the other creative force behind the book.


The place needed a tremendous amount of work, but he was in no hurry and besides, he wanted to help re-fashion the grounds himself:




The work on my garden may never be finished, my expenditure on it may well prove beyond my means. Very well then; some things that are lacking will have to wait till they can be supplied; some things that are broken will have to wait until they can be repaired. There is no fixed time by which anything has to be done. Whatever happens I shall be better off than in old days when I had to be all the time bowing and scraping to jacks-in-office. I am just thirty-seven. I am determined to settle here. Whether I can make something of this place and live in it permanently only the future can decide. (Waley, 69)


When he was done, his home boasted twenty-four pavilions, and a miniature replica of the famous West Lake in Hangzhou (his birthplace), complete with a causeway and small arched bridges.


But to produce the food of Yuan Mei’s dreams, his home needed a master chef, and fate complied by sending him the extraordinary Wang Xiaoyu 王小余. This was a remarkable man, and Yuan’s prose shows it:




When he first came, and asked what was to be the menu for the day, I feared that he had grand ideas, and I explained to him that I came of a family that was far from rich and that we were not in the habit of spending a fortune for every meal. “Very good,” he said, laughing, and presently produced a vegetable soup that was so good that one went on and on taking it till one really felt one needed nothing more…He insisted on doing all the marketing himself, saying, “I must see things in their natural state before I can decide whether I can apply my art to them.” At the stove, he capered like a sparrow, but never took his eyes off it for a moment, and if when anything was coming to boil someone called out to him, he took not the slightest notice, and did not even seem to hear…I once asked him why, when he could easily have got a job in some affluent household, he had preferred to stay all these years with me in the Sui Garden. “To find an employer who appreciates one is not easy,” he said, “but to find one who understands anything about cookery is harder still. The ordinary hard-drinking revelers at a fashionable dinner party would be equally happy to gulp down any stinking mess. You, on the contrary, continually criticize me, abuse me, fly into a rage with me, but on every such occasion make me aware of some real defect; so that I would a thousand times rather listen to your bitter admonitions than to the sweetest praise…Say no more! I mean to stay on here.” (Waley, 52–53)


This conversation exposes one of the fascinating linchpins of Chinese gastronomy: the gourmet is as important as the chef. At its highest levels, Chinese cuisine is so subtle and so resonant that an aware and receptive diner is absolutely critical to the exchange—so that in China, it is actually possible for a gourmet to be as renowned as a chef. Without question Yuan Mei was one of the premier gourmets in Chinese history, and Wang Xiaoyu, for the ten years they had together before Wang died, was his culinary soulmate.


But Yuan Mei’s friends were also part of his lifelong food quest, since he traveled extensively with them, memorializing great meals along the way, and also dined—and collected recipes, as these pages attest—in their homes. He had many friends; on his eightieth birthday, he received over three thousand letters and poems of congratulation. He also seems to have been a great friend himself—generous, lovable, steadfast, smart, and fun. Witness this description of a typical evening with Jiang Hening 蔣和寧 (1709–1768), his friend for fifty years: “We were neither of us drinkers and both of us were fond of talking about the past. We trimmed the candles and sat opposite one another, discussing the ups and downs of national affairs during the last three thousand years, appraising all the outstanding figures and, when we found ourselves in particularly close agreement on some disputed point, thumping on our stools and shouting with delight, even more pleased with each other than before” (Waley, 26).


Throughout his life Yuan Mei was so alive to the pleasures of the mind, of poetry, of cuisine…could a man like him possibly say no to love, that other sublime gift of nature? Certainly not. He had a reputation. His older friend and mentor Shi Yizhi 史貽直 (1682–1763) wrote to him, “I hear that you have been doing very well in your post at Nanjing, but that you do not ‘avoid the frivolity of Tu [Du] Mu.’” A poet of the Tang dynasty, Du Mu 杜牧 (803–852) loved his concubines and singing girls, as did Yuan Mei (Waley, 60).


He had a wife, multiple concubines, and written sources document at least one waiting-her-time-girl (a female child acquired to become a concubine later). He once took as concubine a friend’s servant girl, after their eyes met in a certain way. On observing it, the friend made Yuan Mei a gift of the girl. Along these same lines, don’t miss his enthusiasm for “Xiao the beauty,” a street vendor, in this book’s section on appetizers.


Crazy about women, Yuan also had deep relationships with men. He maintained bromances for decades, going on long journeys of many months with his companions, and keeping up literary and personal exchanges with them throughout his life. And though he was never interested in men to the exclusion of women, he did have an eye for good-looking young male actors. His account of the time he spent at age twenty-three with the handsome boy actor Xu Yunting, to whom he later addressed oblique poems, illuminates his omnivorous nature:




All the Hanlin scholars were crazy about him and clubbed together to pay for theatricals in which he appeared. I was young and good-looking, but I was so poorly accoutred that I did not think Yun-t’ing [Yunting] could possibly find me worth cultivating. But I noticed on one occasion that he often glanced my way and smiled, quite with the air of indicating that he had taken a fancy to me. I hardly dared to believe this and did not try to get in touch with him. However, very early next day I heard a knock at my door. There he was; and we were soon on the most affectionate terms—a state of affairs all the more delightful, because it far exceeded anything I had expected. (Waley, 27)


By midlife, Yuan was well off; he could earn as much as a thousand ounces of silver for a single tomb inscription, though his usual pay was about half that, still a rich income. In position to do what he liked, and perhaps feeling he had not yet done enough to rattle straight-laced society, he started teaching poetry to women. Soon he had a long line of beautiful, intelligent students he called his “moth-eyebrow academy.” Teaching females to read and write was actually not outrageous in eighteenth-century China, for many members of the intelligentsia supported women and girls learning—so long as they were tutored privately, at home, as was proper. But Yuan, a famous poet known as a ladies’ man and all-around scamp, was having them come to his house. He even published a book of poems by his lady students.


By now, Yuan’s devout, religious friends had probably given up on saving him. He had always said he found the study of sutras boring (“…alas, before I had finished a chapter, I found myself yawning and stretching, and thinking of bed” [Waley, 80].) His especially pious friend Peng Shaosheng 彭紹升 (1740–1796) begged him to reconsider: “Surely,” he wrote, “where we came from when we were born and where we shall go when we die are questions of the utmost importance, and cannot be simply ignored.” Yuan Mei wrote back, “I think they can” (Waley, 81).


On this subject, he remained obstinate up to the moment he wrote his will:




As for recitation of Scriptures, chanting liturgies and entertainment of monks on the seventh days—these are things I have always detested. You may tell your sisters to come and make an offering to me, in which case I shall certainly accept it; or to come once and wail; at which I shall be deeply moved. But if monks come to the door, at the first sound of their wooden clappers, my divine soul will stop up its ears and run away, which I am sure you would not like. (Waley, 202)


He also asked his heirs to keep the house and garden the same, with everything intact as it was in his lifetime. “If that can be kept up for thirty years, I shall rest contented in my grave. Of any longer period it is useless to think” (Waley, 200). His descendants actually preserved everything in place until 1853, when the property was destroyed during the Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864). The Sui Garden is now a symbol, a memory, and over two hundred years later, nowhere is the place more vividly recalled than in the world of Chinese food. Chinese chefs today still proudly present dishes from this book, which is a tribute to the enduring and prismatic depth of Yuan’s contribution: he saw perfected cuisine not just as the ultimate attainment of sensory pleasure, but as art, as philosophy, and as a matter of principle.


Before he died, he ordered his tomb inscribed with these words: “Tomb of Yuan, of the Sui Yuan, Qing Dynasty. For a thousand autumns and ten thousand generations, there will certainly be those who will appreciate me” (Waley, 201).


I am one. And now you will be, too.









1 Lu Yu (733–804) is the author of the Tang dynasty book The Classic of Tea 茶經. Su Dongpo (1037–1101), also known as Su Shi 蘇軾, was a Song dynasty writer, poet, and gastronome. Li Liweng (1611–1680) was a Qing dynasty writer and publisher, well-known for his novel The Carnal Prayer Mat (Rou putuan 肉蒲團). Besides these famous figures, Yuan Mei also refers to Ni Zan 倪瓚 (1301–1374) and Xu Wei 徐渭 (1521–1593), two gastronomes from the Yuan and Ming dynasties respectively.









Translator’s Note


By Sean J. S. Chen


I first read about The Way of Eating (also known as Recipes from the Garden of Contentment, a more literal translation of the Chinese title Suiyuan Shidan 隨園食單) in 2013, when I became interested in the history of Chinese cuisine. I immediately noticed experts and enthusiasts alike pointing to this book as essential reading in the study and understanding of modern Chinese gastronomy. Some authors even provided snippets of translations and recipes. Alas, after searching online for several weeks, I was left disappointed: there were no full English translations of the book and only incomplete or unsourced modern Chinese translations.


There was, of course, the original, written in Classical Chinese during the late eighteenth century. Classical Chinese is a written language of its own, quite different from modern written Chinese. For the untrained reader, Classical Chinese appears as a discontinuous mass of characters glommed together on a grid without any punctuation to guide the reader.


Reading through the Classical Chinese brought back those feelings of inadequacy I felt while grinding through the Middle English version of the Canterbury Tales in university. Still, without any English translation to work from and wanting very much to try the “ancient” recipes and heed the gastronomic advice doled out by Yuan Mei, I had no other choice but to delve head-on into the Classical Chinese text.


One night I sat down and started taking notes, looking up phrases, noting sources, and writing about the things that interested me along the way. After several days, I completed my first translation of the section on bird’s nest. Rereading that first version now, it certainly has its share of rough spots and errors, but at the time, the ego boost from this success motivated me to translate another section a few days later. And then another. This went on for about a month or two, then I started to notice a change. What started out as a slow grind through opaque blocks of Classical Chinese started taking less effort, and I found that I could read and understand more and more without trouble. I decided that I might as well continue—posting my translations on a blog once a week as motivation—and see where it took me.


Some Chinese scholars thought well enough of the translations on my blog to mention them to Karen Christensen of Berkshire Publishing Group. She approached me in 2015 about publishing the full translated work as a book. At that time, I was barely more than halfway done with the translation of the text. Needless to say, the pace of the project picked up rapidly. Soon I was translating several sections a week, while commuting to and from work, late in the evenings after work, and on weekends alongside to family responsibilities.


The scope and requirements of the project also grew beyond that of the original website. Not only was the glossary expanded, and annotations refined, but the translation was also reworked after feedback from E. N. (Gene) Anderson and Jeffrey Riegel.


These China scholars were enthusiastic about how I, as someone coming from a background in the sciences rather than the field of Chinese studies, was approaching the translation. Nevertheless, being outside the field, I required advice and guidance only experts can provide. In particular, Gene made detailed suggestions and was especially adamant on the subject of translating the original text as literally as possible in order to show readers Yuan Mei’s specific literary style and humor. For example, rather than translating a phrase like fen wei bing tan 分為冰炭 with English clichés such as “as different as night and day” or simply as “different,” Gene recommended sticking to the literal meaning of “as different as ice and coal.” Eventually, I translated the phrase as “as different as burning embers and ice.”


The first two chapters of the book (“Essential Knowledge” and “Objectionables”) can be thought of as the “theory” chapters, where Yuan Mei decrees the dos and don’ts of Chinese cuisine. I find these chapters most interesting and rewarding, because they provide a set of fundamentals that one can use to understand Chinese cuisine and gastronomy. In fact, we could go so far as to say that they codify the more important parts of the cuisine’s traditional aesthetics and principles. It also bears noting that many of the rules and specifications in these two chapters can be applied to other cuisines without much modification, which may itself hint at the existence of some universal truths in gastronomy.


The remaining chapters in the book are made up primarily of recipes and dishes that Yuan Mei found significant enough to mention after years of eating the good foods that eighteenth-century Chinese cuisine had to offer. Within these recipes, he also included a bit of cooking theory specific to the ingredients, as well as stories about the people and events that paint a picture of his life. These short sketches punctuate the monotony of page after page of ingredients and cooking techniques and makes for rather interesting, if not insightful, reading.


One must keep in mind that like most Chinese literati, Yuan Mei rarely if ever entered the kitchen himself and probably did not have any appreciable cooking skills. These old recipes should be considered as rough and somewhat distorted images filtered through the eyes of Yuan Mei, which would inevitably produce rather poor or inedible dishes if followed without interpolation and interpretation. Even Yuan Mei himself openly admitted this in the preface, stating, “Static written recipes cannot match the full expression of a living chef” and that “there is no need to exert oneself in trying to distill complete bodies of knowledge from old yellowing texts.” In the end, one must concede when reading any old book on gastronomy, be it by Yuan Mei, Apicius, or Brillat-Savarin, that any dish now existing only as a written recipe has more or less died with the chef who knew how to make it. What remains are arguably just artifacts that bear witness to the dishes’ historical existence.


I spent a large amount of time and effort on the identification of ingredients. While most ingredients have had consistent names since the eighteenth century in Zhejiang Province, China, and the surrounding regions, there are still enough differences that made this task very challenging at times. For instance, pinpointing the “yellow fish” (huangyu) as the yellow croaker required research into Chinese fishery and trade at the time, understanding the migratory and reproductive habits of several candidate fish, and knowing the Chinese historical and taxonomy names.


The identification of cooking techniques and their parameters has also proven difficult. Specifically, the lack of historical resources on the details of the techniques requires us to go the more “experimental archeology” route, where translations are based loosely on our own experiences of re-creating the dishes, looking into the food sciences literature, or referring to modern Chinese recipes using similar techniques. An example of this would be the process of figuring out the approximate length of time represented by the unit gun 滾, where we provided an educated guess (namely three seconds) by calibrating it to the expected cooking times of the ingredients mentioned.


There is much joy to be had in trying to reconstruct these dishes. In China, there are restaurants, cookbooks, and chefs that specialize in Yuan Mei’s dishes. For those outside of the Chinese culinary tradition, success might be easier to achieve if one begins with recipes that are relatively simple, have modern-day analogues, or provide sufficient details on preparation. I recommend the following to the adventurous reader.


Fake foods (jia 假):




•  Imitation Crab (p. 51)


•  Imitation Milk (p. 84)


•  Imitation Pheasant Rolls (p. 93)


•  Imitation Shad (in “White Amur Bream”) (p. 108)


Home-style foods (jia chang 家常):




•  Luosuo Pork (and the Three Pork Dishes from Duanzhou) (p. 74)


•  Home-Style Pan-Fried Fish (p. 113)


•  Taro Braised with Bok Choy (p. 142)


Comfort food, or food for senior citizens (yi yu lao ren 宜於老人):




•  Chicken Congee (p. 89)


•  Chicken Blood (p. 96)


•  Sesame Greens (p. 152)


I am extremely grateful to Diane, Celine, and Alex for putting up with my mess, physical and otherwise. Special thanks goes to my parents for forcing me to learn to read and write Chinese. Many spiral notebooks were mutilated for the cause.


About Sean Jy-Shyang Chen
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Sean Jy-Shyang Chen is a research scientist and algorithms developer for computer-assisted minimally invasive neurosurgery. He is the founder and former director of a company specializing in medical calibration devices and image processing. This is his first publication outside the field of science and engineering. His adventures of translating can also be found on his blog, The Way of the Eating (https://wayoftheeating.wordpress.com).









A Note on Measurements


By the time Yuan Mei wrote The Way of Eating, measurements in China were largely standardized. Depending on the product being measured, however, the actual amount could still differ. For example, a Chinese ounce (liang) of rice may have been more than an ounce of sugar. Similarly, measurements could vary by location, meaning that Yuan Mei’s spoon or scoop (shao) may have been different from that of his contemporaries in northern or western China. In addition, nonstandard measurements, like a wine cup to measure volume or an incense stick to measure time, are even harder to define. Below are the estimated modern conversions for the measurements that Yuan Mei uses in his recipes. The official units are based on those utilized during the Qing dynasty. Detailed explanations for the amounts of a cup, a wine cup, a gun (“moment”), and an incense stick can be found in the glossary.
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Source: Endymion Wilkinson. (2010). Chinese History: A Manual (pp. 234–246, section 7.3: Weights and Measures).









A Note on Alcohol (Jiu 酒)


The Chinese word jiu 酒 (pronounced “joe” or “jee-oh”) describes a wide range of alcoholic beverages. Traditional Chinese brewed or distilled jiu is produced using a unique fermentation process. The grains (typically rice) are first cooked and then inoculated with a grain-based starter known as qu 麴. Different types of starters are used for different alcoholic drinks and suited to different climates. All starters, however, are made of grain (or grain flour) colonized by special fungi. These fungi, typically from the genus Aspergillus or Rhizopus, secrete the enzyme amylase that breaks down the grains’ large starch molecules into simple sugars. The sugar is then converted to alcohol by the strains of yeast in the starter. These fungi and yeast also produce large amounts of aldehydes and other fragrance compounds that give traditional jiu its aroma.


The process of making jiu typically begins by pulverizing blocks of the starter, mixing it with the cooked grains, such as rice or sorghum, and then allowing this mixture to ferment and liquefy into a semisolid fermented mash. If brewed jiu is the final product, then the mash is transferred into fine-meshed cotton bags and pressed to separate the alcoholic beverage from the sticky grain fibers. Distilled jiu is processed somewhat differently: the mash is usually drier and is directly steam-distilled without pressing, in the same manner as French marc or Italian grappa.


Considering these unique production techniques, finding an accurate English translation for jiu that also preserves the word’s cultural context is difficult. Most works on Chinese cuisine or culture, past or modern, typically translate jiu as “wine,” “rice wine,” “rice spirits,” or “Chinese liquor.” These, however, are poor choices. Western wines are almost always made from fruit juices naturally high in simple sugar content (disaccharides or monosaccharides), and the term “wine” would thus account only for brewed jiu. “Liquor” or “spirit,” while decent terms for referring to distilled jiu, leave out all other alcoholic drinks that jiu represents.


Some translators have suggested that jiu should be translated as “beer,” since that technically refers to alcoholic drinks brewed from grains (or cereals). While this translation may be compelling at first glance, on further examination, it also falls short. First, it ignores the fact that Western beers are usually made with malted barley instead of fungi to saccharify (i.e., turn starch into sugar) grain starch, which drastically changes the drink’s flavor. Thus, brewed jiu would likely never be recognized by a connoisseur as “beer.” If we were to extend the logic for calling brewed jiu “beer,” then distilled jiu would technically be called “whiskey,” which would be just as unsuitable due to their differences in flavor. Second, many jiu have excellent aging potential, like that of Western wines and distilled liquors, which cannot be said for most (Western) beers. Last, and perhaps most importantly, the cultural connotation of traditional jiu is much more similar to that of wines and liquors in the West, which are used for toasting in formal celebratory events and consumed for creative inspiration or drowning sorrows.


In short, none of the existing translations for jiu are really satisfactory. We have made the (perhaps controversial) decision not to try and find a translation that provides both cultural context and technical accuracy—a near to impossible task, as shown above—and instead use the Mandarin pinyin transliteration jiu as is. While this may initially feel odd for readers unfamiliar with the Chinese language, we believe that with repetition, the discomfort of this “foreign” word will quickly fade, and it will gain the familiarity of other adopted foreign words, like kimchi, sushi, Camembert, or ketchup. While most mentions of jiu 酒 in the Chinese texts have been transliterated as such, an exception has been made for instances where the term occurs in combination with other words, for example, “wine cup” and “wine lees.”


For those readers interested in the details of making jiu, Y. H. Hui’s Handbook of Food Science, Technology, and Engineering (2005, volume 4) and Joseph Needham’s well-known Science and Civilization in China (volume 6) provide valuable information.









PREFACE


Although matters of food and drink can be considered somewhat trivial, I have earnestly said all that I wish to say from my heart, and for that I regret nothing!
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Poets of the past praised the Duke of Zhou by saying, “His tableware was arranged in a straight and orderly fashion,” and they criticized Fan Bo by saying, “Coarse grains of the past, delicate grains of the present.”1 From this, we can see how cuisine was something of great importance even to the ancients.


Indeed, matters pertaining to cuisines are well represented in the ancient Confucian Classics. The Classic of Changes touched upon cooking techniques, the Classic of Documents touched upon flavoring food and seasonings, and brief discussions on matters of cuisine are scattered throughout the section “The Village” in the Analects of Confucius and the chapter “The Pattern of the Family” in the Classic of Rites. Even the philosopher Mencius, who considered cuisine something frivolous, nevertheless expressed that it is not possible to savor one’s food and drink properly in abject hunger and thirst. It is clear that trying to cover such a broad subject as cuisine will not be an easy feat.


In the Doctrine of the Mean, it also says, “Everybody eats and drinks, but those who can understand and discern the flavors are few and far between.” In the Discourse on Literature,2 it is said, “It takes an elder a lifetime to understand how to lodge and live, but it would take him three lifetimes to fully understand how to eat.” The ancients always meticulously prepared food offerings for the rites and ceremonies in accordance with the canon, and were never negligent when performing their duties. It is said that when Confucius was touched by someone’s singing, he would ask them to repeat their song and then try to accompany it with his own voice. By this method, he showed how one can improve oneself and acquire new skills from others. I admire this drive to continually improve, and I seek to emulate it at all times. Thus, whenever I have eaten well and been inspired by a meal I have had at someone else’s place, I would later send my chef to them to write down the recipes for the dishes and the techniques used in their preparation.


In this manner, over the last forty years, I have managed to compile and assemble recipes for many delectable dishes. Some of the techniques and recipes for the dishes are recorded in their entirety, some are around 60 to 70 percent complete, some have only been recorded in fragments that are 20 or 30 percent complete, while others can only be described superficially or by a title. I have sincerely asked each household for their recipes to gather them here. Thus, even though some of the recipes and techniques are not fully detailed, I have nevertheless been able to note the dishes’ flavors and the houses they came from, as a show of gratitude for their generosity and for the sake of posterity. Such is the nature of one with an inquisitive mind.


Of course, static written recipes cannot match the full expression of a living chef, just as even the most capable writer cannot produce a flawless work.3 As such, there is no need to exert oneself in trying to distill complete bodies of knowledge from old yellowing texts. If someone says, “Everybody has their own preferences, just as they all have different faces, how can you be so sure that their tastes will match your own in any way?” To that I say, “Like arranging a marriage and chopping wood for an axe handle, if things are done in an orderly and practical manner, then the results will not be too far off the mark.”4 I cannot guarantee that all the people under heaven will have the same tastes as I do, but I can still introduce them to dishes and recipes that I fancy. Although matters of food and drink can be considered somewhat trivial, I have earnestly said all that I wish to say from my heart, and for that I regret nothing!


As for the book The Domain of Texts,5 which lists thirty types of food and drink, as well as the works of the calligrapher and painter Mei Gong and author and playwright Li Weng, I have personally tested all their recipes. This has resulted, however, in nothing but offensive and noxious dishes. I conclude that, for the most part, these works are the results of the overextended imaginations of mediocre scholars, and as such I have cited nothing from them.6









1 The Duke of Zhou 周公 was a member of the royal family and a major figure during the early years of the Zhou dynasty (1045–256 BCE). Here, the orderly tableware is used to describe his methodical and effective approach to governing the country. At the same time, the ancient poets mentioned coarse grains to allude to a time when rulers were frugal and rugged, and in doing so criticized the minister Fan Bo 凡伯 for being the exact opposite: indulgent and ostentatious, like a serving of delicate grains.


2 Discourse on Literature (Dianlun 典論) is a treatise attributed to Cao Pi 曹丕, the son of the Warring States general Cao Cao 曹操.


3 The idea conveyed here is that even the best recipe will never replace the full abilities of a chef, just as writers are unable to reflect the full dimensions and complexity of the subjects they are describing.


4 This is a reference to the poem “Making Axe Handles” 伐柯 from the Classic of Poetry 詩經:




How does one hew an axe handle?


       It is not possible without an axe.


How does one get a wife?


       It is not possible without a matchmaker.


Oh hewing axe handles, hewing axe handles,


       the product isn’t too far off the mark.


And when I see the right woman [for marriage],


       all the tableware will be lined up in a row.


The last line of the poem is also quoted in the first sentence of the preface, creating a circular reference to the Duke of Zhou’s tableware.


5 The Domain of Texts (Shuofu 說郛, sometimes translated as Environs of Fiction) is a fourteenth-century encyclopedic work by Tao Zongyi 陶宗儀 (c. 1320–c. 1402).


6 During his days as an imperial officer, colleagues of Yuan Mei told him that his sharp tongue left a trail of devastation behind him. This is an example of that; clearly age did not dull it.









Dos and Don’ts of Chinese Cuisines








In the following two chapters, “Essential Knowledge” and “Objectionables,” Yuan Mei presents a set of “ground rules” for cooking Chinese dishes. This theoretical foundation shines a light on what makes Chinese cuisine unique. Yuan Mei frequently refers to classical works from the Chinese canon such as Confucius’s Analects, and The Classic of Rites, and incorporates typical Chinese philosophical ideas such as the Way and the theory of Five Flavors.


These basics also show how Yuan Mei’s approach to food was surprisingly modern and universal. For example, he believes in bringing out natural flavors and seasonality, controlling or diffusing stronger flavors and odors, and even considers issues of animal rights. In the section on color and fragrance, Yuan Mei observes that we experience and identify food not only through our sense of taste, but also through sight and smell, and he denounces the practice of using caramelized sugar or fragrance compounds to enhance the color or smell of a dish—common in today’s food industry.
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Chinese Western Equivalent (Metric and Imperial)
Volume
A7 shao spoon, sCoop 10 ml (0.34 fl oz)
4 ge 100 ml (3.4 fl 0z)
FF sheng peck, quart 1,035 L (34 fl 0z)
=+ dou pint 10L (2 US gal)
AF bei cup around 100 ml (3.4 fl oz)
TEAT jiubei wine cup 30to 50 ml (1 to 1.5 fl oz)
Weight
4 qian mace 3.7¢g
W liang teal, Chinese ounce 37¢g
JT jin catty, Chinese pound 596 g (20.9 oz)
a modern-day jin equals 500 g
Length
4 fen 3mm (0.12 in)
< cun inch 3.2 cm (1.26 in)
R chi foot 32 cm (12.5in)
X zhang 3.2m (10.5 ft)
Time
& gun boil, roll 3 seconds
7 ke quarter 15 minutes
% xiang incense stick 1 hour
B JR shichen 2 hours
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“This is far more than a cookbook: The Way of Eating is food
history at its finest, a window into a fascinating and
long-lost world.” ~Ruth Reichl, author of Save Me the Plums
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