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FOREWORD


“Small cheer and great welcome makes a merry feast!”


A COMEDY OF ERRORS, ACT III, SCENE I


I am so proud and honoured to give a great cheer and even greater welcome to the first ever book published by Welbeck Publishing in conjunction with Shakespeare’s Globe.


The works of Shakespeare are “a great feast of languages” (Love’s Labour’s Lost) and this bold and beautiful book brings that feast to life in the most inspiring, vibrant and extraordinary way. From George Page’s Venison Pasty and Touchstone’s infamous pancakes to Lady Macbeth’s deadly posset - for those of us who love Shakespeare this book is not only a fresh insight into his work and times, but it also breathes life into his ever present but silent character: food.


It also makes me realise how close the art of cooking and theatre making are. These reimagined 16th and 17th century recipes have been lovingly translated for a 21st century palate, accompanied by the enticing images of delicious food, and delicate woodcut illustrations. The dedication to the craft of cooking, the passion for the source material of William Shakespeare, the belief in alchemy and the faith in process, infuse every page and all with the audience in mind.


This book is not simply a collection of recipes: it is a work of art.


So, if you love food, cooking, Shakespeare, or all the above, then Much Ado About Cooking, like so many of his greatest plays, has something for everyone. And if you cook the food or simply savour the words and images of this exquisite book, you are sure to be nourished body and soul.


As Hamlet said: “the readiness is all”, so apron on, props at the ready and prepare to conjure. A feast for the imagination lies before you.


Michelle Terry, 2025


“Eat and drink as friends.”


THE TAMING OF THE SHREW, ACT I, SCENE II




[image: A pie is shaped like the Globe Theatre, with its timbered outer structure cut open to reveal a rich, dense interior with scattered crumbs lying beside the sliced pastry.]













INTRODUCTION


There’s much ado about dinner (and supper for that matter too) in the plays of William Shakespeare (1564-1616). Lavishly expensive dinners; wedding breakfasts; funeral suppers; sheep-shearing feasts; al fresco meals; and even magical banquets that disappear before the guest can eat a morsel, grace his pages.


Meal times are the perfect vehicle for conveying the plot. We witness the gradual unravelling of Macbeth when he sees the ghost of Banquo at the banquet. The disgust of Hamlet at his mother’s hasty remarriage following the death of his father is palpable when he spits “The funeral bak’d meats / Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.” (Hamlet, Act I, Scene ii) There are bawdy suppers at Mistress Quickly’s Boars Head Tavern in Eastcheap, London, a genuine public house from Shakespeare’s day.


References to food are liberally scattered through Shakespeare’s work like finely chopped parsley, so much so you have to wonder if the Bard was perpetually hungry. Food is often lobbed as an insult, like a rotten tomato, to comic effect. The gluttonous Sir John Falstaff is described as a “fat kidneyed rascal” and “that roasted Manningtree ox with the pudding in his belly”, both allusions to the character’s girth. Food describes national stereotypes that Shakespeare’s audiences of the time would empathise with. “I will rather trust a Fleming with my butter, Parson Hugh the Welshman with my cheese, an Irishman with my aqua-vitae bottle,” says the jealous husband of Mistress Ford (The Merry Wives of Windsor, Act II, Scene ii).


It’s not all about fine dining and hobnobbing with the elite. Shakespeare also provides a clue to the everyday fare of the general population. We learn from his plays that garlic was eaten, although its omission from recipes of the period would suggest otherwise. “He would mouth with a beggar though she smelt brown bread and garlic,” cries Lucio in Measure for Measure (Act III, Scene ii). Bottom instructs his fellow mechanicals in A Midsummer’s Night Dream to avoid onions and garlic to ensure they “utter sweet breath” during their performance (Act IV, Scene ii). And there is hunger, too, shown by the collapse of Orlando’s servant Adam in the forest, “O, I die for food! Here lie I down and measure out my grave.” (As You Like It, Act II, Scene vi) Food scarcity was a genuine risk for many living in these centuries.


“But say, sir, is it dinner-time?”


A COMEDY OF ERRORS, ACT II, SCENE II




[image: A cooling rack holds round bread rolls beside a plate displaying a sliced roll spread with butter. A butter knife rests on the plate.]







[image: A cooked flat fish rests on a platter, covered in creamy sauce with chopped herbs. A fork and knife lie above the dish, and a small jug of sauce stands beside the plate.]







[image: A crisp pie with a crimped edge sits on a plate. A knife rests beside it, and a slice is cut to reveal a meat filling. Three glasses of ale sit in the background.]







[image: Two bowls hold poached pear halves sitting in dark syrup beside scoops of cream. The pears are upright, with their stems. A spoon lies nearby on a rustic wooden surface.]





The culinary world of Shakespeare is enticing and undoubtedly delicious. But before we can dive into these recipes, we first need to understand how Shakespeare’s audiences viewed food and eating.


YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT


During the early modern period (broadly speaking the late fifteenth to early eighteenth centuries) people subscribed to the Galenic theory of the four humours: blood, phlegm, choler (yellow bile) and melancholy (black bile). It was a cocktail of these humours that determined a person’s disposition, both physically and mentally (known as their complexion). People were therefore said to err toward the sanguine (cheerful), choleric (quick-tempered), melancholic (depressive) or phlegmatic (lethargic). Any perceived imbalance in a person’s complexion could be considered detrimental to their health. The balance was also affected by exercise, sleep, air quality, emotions, excretion and diet. Foods were imbued with their own humoral qualities, making certain items unsuitable for consumption depending on your complexion. Fortunately, there were a number of dietary advice books published during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to help the rich navigate what they should or shouldn’t eat.


The preoccupation with humoral health and diet is echoed in Shakespeare’s plays. In The Taming of the Shrew, Petruchio seeks to “correct” the fiery Kate by denying her choleric foods such as overcooked mutton. A little later Grumio fears that allowing Kate to eat tripe, ox feet or beef and mustard will only increase her choler (Act IV, Scenes i and iii), prompting an exasperated Kate to exclaim, “thou false deluding slave, That feed’st me with the very name of meat.” Clearly, neither gentleman was familiar with the concept of being hangry!


MEALS IN SHAKESPEARE’S DAY


Kate would have settled for just one of the forbidden dishes above, but meals in the early modern period had a very different structure to those we enjoy today. They were presented in courses but rather than a main served separately between a starter and a dessert, a course was a number of different dishes placed on the table at the same time. Dinner was served around late morning to early afternoon and was typically a less formal affair, although still involving more than one course. Supper came six hours later and could be a more formal event.


In his Description of England (1587), William Harrison notes that in noble households it was possible for beef, mutton, veal, lamb, kid, pork, rabbit, capon (a castrated chicken), red or fallow deer, various fish and wildfowl to be made available during a meal. This created the potential for overindulgence if each dish were sampled, but, by Harrison’s account, few people tried everything. It was perfectly normal for sweet dishes such as tarts, custards and jellies to be served alongside roasted joints of meat. Seasonal fruits, nuts and occasionally cheese, such as the pippins and cheese Evans looks forward to in The Merry Wives of Windsor (Act I, Scene ii), were served at the end of a meal. If you were really lucky you would also get to experience a “banquet”, a separate course where sweetmeats including marchpane (a type of marzipan) and preserved fruits were served.


The recipes in this book are organized to reflect the early modern meal structure. Where a dish can be adapted to a modern starter size, it will noted in the number of servings above the ingredient list.


COOKING IN SHAKESPEARE’S TIME


The advancement of printing saw a number of cookbooks being published by the end of the sixteenth century. Most were written by men, such as The Good Huswife’s Jewell by Thomas Dawson (1596) or The Treasurie of Commodious Conceits by John Partridge (1584) and The English Huswife (1615) by Gervase Markham. These provide a useful insight into the food consumed by wealthier citizens during this period and have proved to be invaluable sources for this book. They are the recipes of the well-to-do and the upwardly mobile, not of labourers or servants.


In addition to cookbooks, many gentlewomen, such as Lady Elinor Fettiplace of Appleton Manor, Oxfordshire, kept notebooks of their favourite recipes. Even with a retinue of servants, the typical upper-class housewife like Elinor was expected to be knowledgeable about all aspects of running a household, even if she were not performing the tasks herself. Mistress Quickly, however, summarizes the lot of the real Shakespearean housewife, “I keep his house, and I wash, wring, brew, bake, scour, dress meat and drink, make the beds, and do all myself.” (The Merry Wives of Windsor, Act I, Scene iv) Keeping house was hard work indeed.



THE LARDER


The Shakespearean larder was an aromatic one. Spices continued to play an important role in cookery, just as they had done in the in the medieval period. These were expensive commodities imported from far-flung destinations like Indonesia. Their value is borne out by Lady Capulet’s line in Romeo and Juliet:


“Hold, take these keys and fetch more spices, Nurse.”


ACT IV, SCENE IV


Spices were locked away and access was controlled by the lady of the house or the most trusted servants. The chief players were cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, cloves, pepper and mace. Mace is the outer casing of the nutmeg which when dried is known as a blade. It has a more citrussy flavour profile than its sister nutmeg. Ground mace is relatively easy to source in supermarkets, but it is well worth seeking out blades of mace from specialist suppliers or online. Blades of mace are as indispensable as whole cloves or cinnamon sticks when recreating food from this period, although in many of the modern recipes pre-ground spices are used. An electric spice grinder is useful to have on hand for a few recipes, but a pestle and mortar can be used instead.


Saffron was also prized for its flavour and the colour it lent dishes. Some people are surprised to learn that England had a thriving saffron industry during this era. It was grown all over the southern reaches of the country but thrived in East Anglia. Saffron then, as now, was expensive irrespective of where it was grown. Grinding the saffron strands to a powder with a pestle and mortar will help its colour permeate your recipe.


Sugar during this period was ousting honey as the main sweetener. It was generally considered to be wholesome and was particularly prized for its medicinal qualities. Sugar was imported from Portuguese and Spanish colonies in the New World, either legitimately or through piracy (Britian did not establish a foothold in the Caribbean until the acquisition of Barbados in 1625). The sugar purchased for households came in solid cones that had to be grated before use. Sugar appears in both sweet and savoury recipes of this period, which may strike modern cooks as odd. It was, however, classed as a spice and expensive so most of the time was used sparingly in these dishes.


Sugar was also used to preserve the fruits, such as oranges and quinces, that formed an array of sweet treats served in the banqueting course of a meal (see Chapter 10). However, as the desire for sugary extravagances increased among the upper echelons of society, so did tooth decay. Queen Elizabeth I’s teeth were said to be black and rotten by the end of her life. Poor dental hygiene sparked a craze for toothpicks, particularly among fashionable young men including Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. Some were made from precious metals such as silver and were worn as jewellery, highlighted by Parolles’ statement “… just like the brooch and the toothpick, which wear not now.” in All’s Well That Ends Well, Act I, Scene i.


Dried fruits including currants, raisins, dates and prunes also added a touch of sweetness to dishes. These, too, were imported and relatively expensive although their use along with spices in baked goods began to increase during Elizabeth I’s reign.


Acidity was important to balance out the sweetness in savoury dishes. Verjuice, made from sour grapes or crab apples, was widely used, as was vinegar. It is possible to buy verjuice today from specialist suppliers, but cider or wine vinegar can be used as a substitute. Orange juice was also used for an acidic tang. The oranges in question were generally the sour kind that we associate today with marmalade. Marmalade or Seville oranges are only available in Britain for a short time in the winter, so it is worth freezing the juice in ice cube trays for use throughout the year. Alternatively, you can substitute the sour orange juice for a mixture of sweet orange and lemon juice or just lemon juice. Fresh gooseberries delivered sourness, too, particularly when oranges and lemons were unavailable. When they are in season you can buy gooseberries in some supermarkets; try adding a few of these in place of citrus to see what you think.


Herbs feature prominently in the recipes from this era. According to Gervase Markham, in order to be a competent cook all housewives should “have knowledge of all sorts of herbs belonging to the kitchen, whether they be for the pot, for sallats, for sauces, the servings, or for any other seasoning, or adorning.” (The English Husewife) Parsley, thyme, rosemary and marjoram were widely used. Savoury, a thyme-like evergreen herb, is frequently mentioned too, as is pennyroyal, a type of mint.


Flowers, such as marigolds, added colour and interest to dishes but also provided flavour. Fragrant rosewater was liberally used in sweet and savoury dishes. It was the sort of thing that gentlewomen like Lady Elinor Fettiplace would distil at home, along with other medicinal waters. Rosewater is used sparingly in the recipes in this book because modern varieties vary in strength.


“Fair ladies masked are roses in their bud.
Dismasked, their damask sweet commixture shown,
Are angels vailing clouds, or roses blown.”


LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST, ACT V, SCENE II


Eggs were probably smaller during this period. For the purposes of this book, medium eggs are used in the recipes and butter is always unsalted.


Of course, there are some conspicuous absentees from the Shakespearean larder. Although the Americas had been forcibly colonized by Europeans for over a century before the period covered here, new ingredients from those lands were slow to catch on. Tomatoes, vanilla and chocolate do not feature in recipes from this era. The heat we get today from chillies came instead from pepper and ginger (“ginger shall be hot i’ the mouth too.” (Twelfth Night, Act II, Scene iii) The Spanish or sweet potato was very much a novelty food, driven perhaps by its reputed aphrodisiac properties (see the recipe for Sweet Potato Pie on page 66) and by no means widely consumed. Perhaps the most successful import from the New World during Shakespeare’s day was the turkey, admired for its plumage and meat. “Why, here he comes, swelling like a turkey-cock”, sneers Gower when Pistol enters the English camp in Henry V (Act V, Scene i).


Despite these exceptions, many ingredients found in the Tudor and Stuart kitchen are familiar to us today and are discussed further in the chapters that follow.


THE RECIPES


Approaching historical cooking is to some extent a guessing game. Quantities are vague or, where they do exist, they are often in large, archaic measurements such as pottles (half a gallon). Much of the cooking was done over or in front of an open fire. Ovens were heated by burning fuels like wood so there are no oven temperatures and rarely any cooking times in recipes. Unfamiliar terminology like sod (boiled) or carbonardoed (grilled over coals), or unusual names for ingredients take a while to adjust to. Then there is the fact that many of our modern fruits, vegetables and animals have been bred to be larger or more prolific than those available 400 years ago. Are they tastier? Who’s to say. A devil’s advocate could easily argue that it is nigh on impossible to faithfully recreate the food our forebears ate.


So, the purpose of this book is to give you a flavour of the food consumed in Shakespeare’s lifetime. The recipes have been modernized and scaled down to feed two to four people (or occasionally a few more). They have been tested in a kitchen using metric measurements for weights and volumes, although imperial and cup measurements are provided for guidance. Those that require baking or roasting have been cooked in a standard domestic oven with temperatures in Celsius (fan oven temperatures and Fahrenheit are provided for guidance too). Ovens do vary though, so if yours is particularly fierce or sluggish you may want to adjust the temperature a smidge.


Some liberties have been taken with certain ingredients and cooking methods, for example using commercial yeast in place of ale balm or sourdough starter (the raising agents of the day) for leavening bread, and using an electric hand whisk, but for the most part the recipes aim to remain as close as possible to the original. And yes, there are a few modern recipes included that have been inspired by the characters from Shakespeare’s plays but hopefully you will forgive this little touch of dramatic licence.


There is indeed much ado about dinner, so best we crack on and cook it.








BREAD

No matter where you sat in the hierarchy of society, everyone ate bread (or at least hoped to). The type of bread eaten was largely dictated by your social status, although where you lived and environmental factors such as bad weather could also affect the availability and price of this daily staple.

The best bread was made from finely bolted white flour with most of the bran removed (although it probably contained more residual bran than modern milled flour). It was known as manchet bread and was favoured by the wealthier classes in larger households equipped with ovens. Manchet was the most luxurious of breads so may only have been served when the head of the household was at home or at special celebrations.

Cheat bread was a quasi-wholemeal loaf from which the roughest bran had been removed from the wheat flour. This was more of an everyday sort of wheaten bread and more widely consumed. Those who could afford it bought it from bakers in towns and cities. The weight and quality of the bread was closely regulated by the Assize of Bread and Ale, with strict penalties for bakers found contravening this thirteenth-century law.


[image: A drawing shows two costumed figures duelling with baguettes as swords and using round loaves as shields. One figure defends with a round, crossed loaf while the other strikes. A slice of bread lies on the ground between them, and both wear period-style garments with puffed sleeves and hose.]



The vast majority of the population ate brown bread made from barley or rye flour or a combination of the two. In times of dearth, flour made from peas, beans, oats (collectively regarded as food for horses and cattle) and even acorns could be added to eke out the other ingredients. This mixed grain bread was known as maslin or miscelin. When the poor had to eat the roughest sort of bread due to periods of scarcity it reflected the proverb, “Hunger setteth his first foot into the horse-manger.”

Shakespeare would have been acutely aware of the impact a poor harvest could have on society. In the 1590s, England witnessed several consecutive bad harvests and the prospect of famine and civil unrest was real. These concerns were reflected by Shakespeare in plays like The Tragedy of Coriolanus. The play opens with a street scene in Rome with a mutinous band of citizens armed with clubs, staves and other weapons. Their grievance is the purported hoarding of grain by the rich resulting in a scarcity of bread and exorbitant prices for that available. The crowd is baying for the blood of Caius Marcius (later Coriolanus), with the First Citizen exclaiming, “… the gods know I speak this in hunger for bread, not in thirst for revenge.” (Act I, Scene i)

As the main source of carbohydrate in the early modern diet, bread was vital to life. It was not to be wasted and, as we shall see in the following chapters, it became a valuable ingredient in other dishes.

“I live with bread like you, feel want, Taste grief, need friends.”

RICHARD II, ACT III, SCENE II


[image: Three illustrated loaves lie scattered, one long and two round, beside small crumbs. The loaves vary in size and shape, and they sit on a plain background.]






MANCHET LOAVES

In some contemporary recipes manchet dough is enriched with milk, butter and eggs, resulting in a soft white crumb. Manchet loaves were much smaller than regular bread loaves of the period. According to William Harrison in his Description of England, manchet loaves weighed around six ounces (175g) each.

MAKES 4 SMALL LOAVES

450g/1lb/4 cups white bread flour

50g/2oz/½ cup wholemeal bread flour

25g/1oz/¼ stick unsalted butter, diced and at room temperature

1 tbsp sea salt flakes

7g/¼oz sachet fast action/instant yeast

150ml/5fl oz/⅔ cup whole milk

150ml/5fl oz/⅔ cup lukewarm water

Oil or flour for kneading

Sift the flours into a large bowl. Rub the butter in until fully amalgamated then add the salt and yeast. Stir to combine.

Mix together the milk and the water. Make a well in the centre of the flour then pour in the liquid. Using your hand, gradually combine the dry and wet ingredients until you have a soft dough.

Tip the dough out onto a lightly oiled or floured work surface. Using the heal of your hand, push the dough away from you then fold it back over itself toward you. Continue kneading the dough in this manner for 8-10 minutes until the dough is smooth and elastic.

Return the dough to the bowl. Cover with cling film or a cloth, then place somewhere warm to prove for around 90 minutes, by which time it should have doubled in size.

After the first prove, knead the dough again for a minute or so. Divide the dough into four equal-sized pieces. Knead each piece into a round then place on a large baking sheet (make sure there is enough room for the manchets to spread). Cover again and return to the warm place for around 30 minutes, until well risen.

While the bread is proving for the second time, preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C Fan/390°F. Slash the top of each manchet with a sharp knife or baker’s lame. Bake for 25 minutes or until nicely browned. Transfer to a cooling rack.




[image: Four Manchet loaves sit on a metal tray, each with a distinct baked pattern and coloured top. ]






CHEAT BREAD

In English Bread and Yeast Cookery (1977), food writer Elizabeth David explains that “cob was an old word for head, and a cob loaf a small round loaf of coarse brown meal”. The Greek officer Ajax uses the term cobloaf in Troilus and Cressida to denigrate Thersites, implying that he is an oaf.

MAKES 1 LOAF

200g/7oz/scant 1 cup white bread flour

300g/10½oz/2½ cups wholemeal bread flour

1 tbsp fine sea salt

7g/¼oz sachet fast action/instant yeast

150ml/5fl oz/⅔ cup traditional brown ale

150ml/5fl oz/⅔ cup lukewarm water

7g/¼oz sachet fast action/instant yeast

Oil or flour for kneading

Sift the flours into a large bowl. Stir in the salt and the yeast.

Combine the ale and the water. Make a well in the centre of the flour then pour in the liquid. Using your hand, gradually combine the dry and wet ingredients until you have a soft dough.

Tip the dough out onto a lightly oiled or floured work surface. Using the heal of your hand, push the dough away from you then fold it back over itself toward you. Continue kneading the dough in this manner for 8-10 minutes until the dough is smooth and elastic.

Return the dough to the bowl. Cover with cling film or a cloth, then place somewhere warm to prove for around 90 minutes, by which time it should have doubled in size.

After the first prove, knead the dough again for a minute or so. Shape the dough into one large round loaf. Cover again and return to the warm place for around 30 minutes, until well risen.

While the bread is proving for the second time, preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C Fan/390°F. Slash a cross in the top of the loaf with a sharp knife or baker’s lame. Bake for 35-40 minutes - the loaf should sound hollow when you tap the base. Cool completely on a rack before slicing.
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