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  For Patroeska Engel








  




  The publishers offer these recipes for historical interest, but there is no guarantee they will suit the modern palate.
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  Foreword




  This book is neither a history book nor a cookery book; it is a bit of both. The first part contains more history than it does recipes; the second part is the other way round.

  This is no historical treatise. It makes no claim to treat one subject exhaustively. Ancient religions, table manners, social history and medical theories are all described, but none of these

  sidelines is discussed in its entirety. Together they shed some light on the obscure history of ancient Roman cuisine.




  It is not a practical cookery book, because few of the recipes are easy to prepare. They all come from another culture, now buried under more than a thousand years of rubble. None the less it

  may be tempting to take a fresh look at them, and perhaps try some. Nowadays cooking styles fall in and out of fashion in the blink of an eye, and we are much more accustomed to sampling foreign

  flavours than our grandfathers were. This book is designed to explode some myths that have developed about ancient Roman cuisine. Decadent flavours, exotic delicacies, excessive feasting and pagan

  orgies sometimes seem a little less absurd when seen from a broader perspective.








  




  INTRODUCTION




  

    Lost Flavours


  




  The proof of the pudding is in the eating. This makes it hard to appreciate ancient Roman cuisine, because we cannot taste the dishes made by cooks who lived two thousand years

  ago. We can admire Roman architecture, because some of it still stands. Amazing works of glass, metal, stone and clay have been excavated. The achievements of Roman artists have remained a constant

  inspiration to others down the generations. Roman and Greek aesthetics have influenced countless fashions. But what we know of Roman cooking is often referred to with horror. In Vita

  Romana (1950), a book about daily life in ancient Rome, the Italian author U. E. Paoli had this to say of Roman cooking:




  

    

      It is highly likely that if any one of us had had to take part in a feast like those given by the Romans, we would have come away with a terribly

      spoiled stomach. The complicated recipes, prepared by cooks who were bought at a very high price, and who put all their knowledge of cookery into the management of the costliest spices and

      ingredients, would appear utterly impossible for us to enjoy.


    


  




  Some people still hold that opinion. The modern Ristorante Internazionale stands in the middle of the excavations at Pompeii. On special occasions the cooks there make Roman dishes and are

  gradually becoming experts at it. But they wouldn’t dream of eating the food themselves. Roman food contains cumin, coriander and lovage, which many modern Italians don’t like. Italians

  can be conservative in their eating habits, too conservative in this case to appreciate their heritage. Tradition has been broken, and tastes have been lost. Taste follows from

  experience: how can you acquire a taste for something if you can’t experience it? Cumin, coriander and lovage are hard to find in Italy. And so is ancient Roman cuisine.




  However, most modern folk have a yearning for new flavours, as did the ancient Romans. These days, cumin, coriander and lovage can be bought anywhere outside Italy and it may be time to

  re-evaluate that long-forgotten Roman cuisine. Perhaps it wasn’t so bad. Could it inspire our own cooking, as Virgil inspired generations of poets, as the Roman monuments inspired architects?

  If we take the Romans at their word, their culinary artistry was sophisticated:




  

    

      Syrus: Everyone’s already said so much about the art of cooking. Tell me something the other experts can’t, or leave me in peace.




      Cook: Listen, Syrus, take it from me, I’m the only person in the world who knows the real tricks of the art of cooking. I haven’t learned it by

      putting on an apron every now and again. I’ve devoted my whole life to the study and practice of every aspect of this art form – all the vegetables in existence, all the fish, every

      recipe for lentil soup. Yes, the tricks I have up my sleeve: whenever I have the opportunity to cook for a funeral, I whip the lid off the pot the minute the black-clad guests return, and thus

      I make the mourners laugh again . . . Any passer-by will inevitably stop at the front door, and stay there as though nailed to the wall, speechless and open-mouthed. Until someone else comes to

      his aid, blocks his nostrils and takes him away.




      Syrus: You’re truly a great artist.


	  

        (Ath. Deipn. VII-290c)


    


  




  It may be a little over-ambitious to attempt to revive Roman cookery to such high standards: it isn’t easy to equal great art. Try painting a fresco like the ones found in Pompeii, or

  writing a poem in Latin in the style of Virgil. If you think that’s hard, imagine trying to imitate an art form in which you can’t experience the original.




  Not all of Roman cuisine has been forgotten, of course. Its impact on Europe was enormous. We owe many common vegetables and fruit to Roman gardeners. Certain wild delicacies that the Romans

  craved, such as truffles, are still prized. And who can deny the importance of wine? We may recognize many aspects of ancient Roman cuisine as our own, but there are also major differences.




  Difference in Time




  The greatest difference that separates our cooking from that of the Romans is that in order to cook Roman we have to travel back in time. Obviously the Romans didn’t have

  microwave ovens or electric mixers, but the gastronomic advantages of an aromatic wood stove should be self-evident.




  Ancient cooking methods are cumbersome for anyone without an army of kitchen slaves – as slave labour was practically free, Romans were not into labour-saving devices. In addition, many

  laborious methods of preparation and production had religious significance. Plants were sown and harvested in harmony with nature, the gods and the constellations. Agriculture, cattle breeding,

  harvesting and slaughtering were performed according to holy rituals. Herbs and spices were pounded in a mortar, and grapes were crushed by bare feet. All of this affected the taste of food.

  It’s easy enough to grind spices in a mortar, but making wine by dancing barefoot on macrobiotic grapes is a different matter. It’s just a question of how far you want to go.




  To the modern cook who might want to revive Roman cuisine, a greater restriction than the lack of a microwave is that in Roman times Europe was still pre-Columbian: America had yet to be

  discovered. Foods from the New World, such as potatoes, tomatoes, red peppers, brown beans, avocadoes, pineapple, papaya, cassava, paprika, maize, vanilla, cocoa, peanuts and turkeys were unknown,

  likewise aubergines, kiwis and kangaroo meat from other parts of the globe.




  The lack of these products makes a substantial difference. Think of Italian cuisine without tomatoes, or Spanish without red peppers. On the other hand the Romans were familiar with many

  products from Africa and Asia, and frugality was not a characteristic of ancient Roman gastronomy. The Romans feasted on many kinds of meat that many of us wouldn’t touch, such as pig’s

  ears, fish eyes, wombs, udders and intestines. They ate all the birds, fish and mammals that were known at the time, prepared with a much more extensive arsenal of herbs and spices than many

  Europeans would use today.




  Complexity




  The Roman cook didn’t believe that lamb had to taste of lamb. As far as he was concerned, a piece of meat was like an artist’s blank canvas, to which he could apply

  colour and shape. Sauces were far from subtle: in Apicius’ cookery book most consist of ground herbs and spices, sometimes diluted with a little vinegar, brine or wine. They were powerful

  spice mixtures, not unlike those used in Indian curries. Many resemble modern barbecue sauces, which is understandable: the Roman stove is much like a barbecue.




  Unfortunately we have hardly any descriptions of the quantities of sauce that would have been poured over a dish. A tablespoon of a spice mixture would strike us as enough to flavour a chicken,

  but were the Romans equally moderate? Roman recipes rarely mention precise proportions or quantities. One strange exception is the following recipe for a single chicken:




  

    

      

        

          	

            Pullum Oxyzonium:   


          



          	

            Oxyzonum Chicken:


          

        




        

          	



          	

        




        

          	

            olei acetabulum maius   


          



          	

            oil, a good 6ml


          

        




        

          	

            laseris satis modice   


          



          	

            asafoetida, a little is enough


          

        




        

          	

            liquamenis acetabulum minus   


          



          	

            garum, less than 6 ml


          

        




        

          	

            aceti acetabulum perquam minus   


          



          	

            vinegar, much less than 6 ml


          

        




        

          	

            piperis scripulos sex   


          



          	

            pepper, 7mg


          

        




        

          	

            petroselini scripulum   


          



          	

            parsley, 1g


          

        




        

          	

            porri fasciculum   


          



          	

            stalk of leek


          

        


      




        (Ap. 241)


    


  




  Try this recipe: boil a small leek, crush it finely with the other ingredients then serve it with a boiled or roast chicken. It would be delicious, except that it contains far too much pepper

  for our palates. You’ll burn your mouth, and be amazed that the Romans managed to swallow it. Perhaps Roman pepper was milder than ours: it came from India on slow camel trains – but

  even if you make this dish with well-aged pepper it will still be pretty spicy.




  Hot sauces possibly presented advantages in an age when transport was slower, fridges were non-existent and food went off quickly. Ingredients were expensive, too, so the

  Romans didn’t like to throw things away when they’d ‘developed a goaty whiff’, to use Apicius’ phrase. Apicius’ cookbook contains a special sauce for rotten

  poultry, instructions for saving a fish sauce that has started to smell, and treating rancid honey so that it can still be sold. This is not to say that hot spices served only to mask the taste of

  rotten food. To some extent they may have acted as a preservative, but their most important function, as in contemporary Italy, was to ‘improve digestion’.




  One major difference from today’s Italian cooking lies in the way in which spices were used. In Italy, for example, pork is often cooked with fennel seeds. Chops are sprinkled with salt,

  pepper and fennel then grilled with olive oil. Simple, but spiced none the less. Compare that with a sauce for pork from Apicius:




  

    

      

        

          	

            piper, careum, ligusticum,   


          



          	

            pepper, caraway, lovage,


          

        




        

          	

            coriandri semen frictum,   


          



          	

            roasted coriander seed,


          

        




        

          	

            anethi semen, apii semen,   


          



          	

            dill seed, celery seed,


          

        




        

          	

            thymum, origanum, cepulam,   


          



          	

            thyme, oregano, onion,


          

        




        

          	

            mel, acetum, sinape,   


          



          	

            honey, vinegar, mustard,


          

        




        

          	

            liquamen, oleum   


          



          	

            garum and oil


          

        


      




        (Ap. 336)


    


  




  All of these ingredients were ground finely and mixed together. It was hard to distinguish the individual flavours, but that wasn’t the intention. The Roman cook was after

  a bouquet of flavours, not the monotheism of a single, recognizable spice.




  Food Art




  The third difference between the cookery of the Romans and our own is a matter of culinary ethics. These days, we prize honesty in cookery. The Romans, however, found cheating

  tremendously entertaining.




  

    

      A: When King Nicomedes found himself twelve days’ travel from the sea, he developed a craving for fresh anchovies, which my teacher

      Sosterides gave him, in the middle of winter.1 Everyone gasped in amazement.




      B: But how can that be?




      A: You see, he had taken a fresh turnip and cut it into long, thin strips, the very shape of anchovies. Then he blanched the strips, put oil on them, salt to

      taste, and exactly forty black peppercorns. The king’s craving was satisfied. When he tasted the turnip, he told his friends how delicious the anchovies were. In this way we can see the

      similarity between the cook and the poet. Art lies in imagination.




        (Athn. Deipin. I-7e)


    


  




  Food fakery wasn’t seen as deception but as artistry. Art is artificial: art imitates nature, or illustrates an idea, but it is never what it seems. The Venus de Milo is a woman made of

  marble, not flesh and blood. Where is the art in preparing lamb to taste like lamb?




  Some cooks took food disguise too far, even for Roman taste. Petronius describes a meal at the house of a rather vulgar man called Trimalchio:




  

    

      There were prunes stuck full of thorns to make them like sea urchins. That would have been fine, if an even more curious recipe hadn’t convinced

      us that we would rather die of starvation.




      A bowl was served with, as we thought, a fat duck on it, surrounded by all kinds of fish and birds, but Trimalchio said: ‘Friends, everything you see here on the

      table is made from the same ingredient.’




      I was clever enough to know what it was, so I said to Agamemnon, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s all made of other foods, or otherwise out of clay.

      I once saw something similar at the Saturnalia in Rome.’




      I hadn’t finished talking when Trimalchio said, ‘As I hope to enlarge my fortune rather than my belly, my cook has prepared all of this out of pork. There

      is none more valuable than he. If you wish, he’ll prepare you a fish out of pig’s womb, a wood pigeon from bacon, a turtle-dove from ham, and a chicken from loin of pork . .

      .’




              (Petr. Sat. Trim. 69)


    


  




  The above quotation comes from a satire and the detail should be taken with a pinch of salt, as it were. But such situations were not entirely invented.

  Trimalchio was a typical parvenu, and the Roman reader would probably have laughed in recognition at his excesses.




  Martial wrote a mocking poem about a certain Caecilius, who served whole meals in which everything was made of courgette, from fish and mushrooms to black pudding and pastry.




  It was not only humorists who described the Roman habit of food disguise. In the second century BC the very serious Cato noted a recipe for making ‘Greek

  wine’ by mixing Italian wines and using such flavourings as salt and reduced old wine (Cat. R.R. XXIV). Renowned cooks also prepared fake foods. Apicius tells us how an imitation Liburnian

  oil can be made with ordinary Spanish oil, and how rose wine could be made without roses (he put in lemon leaves and honey). He also provided a recipe called patina de apua sine apua:

  ‘Anchovy omelette without anchovies’. In place of anchovies he used jellyfish. Apicius concludes his recipe:




  

    

      And no one at table will known what he is eating.




        (Ap. 132)


    


  




  Trimalchio’s cook served bacon as wood pigeon. Bacon doesn’t taste like wood pigeon, but perhaps the cook was able to conjure up the illusion by serving it with a date sauce –

  dates were traditionally served with pigeon.




  The same phenomenon occurs in French cuisine. The French eat snails with a strongly flavoured butter, parsley and garlic sauce and few French people know how snails taste au

  naturel. When they eat mussels with the same garlic butter they call the dish monies á l’escargot. From there it is but a small step to stuffing mussels into snail-shells and

  throwing your guests into total confusion.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Figure 0.1 – Baking tins




  Birds and beasts were presented whole and carved in the dining room, in front of the guests, so if the cook wanted to pass off bacon as pigeon he had to be a competent sculptor. Judging by the

  number found in Pompeii, many cooks used bronze baking tins, which have been found in all kinds of shapes, such as chickens, pigs and rabbits. These tins brought food fakery within the reach even

  of less gifted cooks.




  Refined Simplicity




  Not all Romans were keen on fakery, and some objected to the use of heavy sauces – for health reasons or because they preferred simple peasant fare. Others preferred

  subtly prepared food, not out of a striving for simplicity but from a desire for refinement.




  

    

      By Minerva, how delicious it is when something works so well! What a fresh fish I had, and how perfectly I cooked it! Not buried under cheese, or

      covered with herbs. No, when I had roasted the fish, it looked exactly as it had done when it was alive. You wouldn’t believe how soft and gentle the flame was to which I exposed it.




      You know the way a chicken runs about with something in its beak that is too big to swallow? It runs around with it and tries to swallow it as quickly as possible.

      Then the other birds start chasing after it. That’s exactly how it was [at table].




      The first man who discovered how delicious this dish was leapt to his feet and ran around clutching the food in his hands, with the other guests hot on his heels. I

      could have cheered. Some of the guests got hold of a little bit, others got nothing at all, and yet others kept it all for themselves. And all this when I’d used only an ordinary river

      fish that eats mud. You can imagine what would have happened if I’d had something unusual, like an Attic sea-devil, a wild pig from Argos or a moray eel from Sicyon . . .




              (Ath. Deipn. VII-288d)


    


  




  Apicius




  Apicius’ volume is the only gastronomic cookery book handed down to us from classical antiquity. For this reason it is an important source. Unfortunately it leaves open

  many questions. It contains recipes, but precise quantities are given only where the primary function is medicinal, so we have to use our own judgement. Descriptions of preparations are brief.

  Really, the book consists of no more than 470 lists of ingredients for professional cooks.2




  Nothing is known about the author, but the language of the cookery book is ‘vulgar’, fourth-century popular Latin. This probably means that a cook rather than a noble wrote it, but

  he must have been highly respected, because ‘Apicius’ was a nickname that meant something like ‘gourmet’. Tertullian wrote:




  

    

      . . . just as artists name themselves after Erasistratus, philologists after Aristarcus and cooks after Apicius . . .




              (Tert. 3.6)


    


  




  The legendary M. Gavinus Apicius, who gave his name to cooks and gourmets, lived in the time of Tiberius. Many dishes bear his name. It was he who discovered gastronomic glories

  like the combs cut from living birds, the livers of drunken pigs, and other such delicacies:




  

    

      Apicius, the greatest and most prodigal gourmand of all, proclaimed the view that the tongue of the flamingo is highly delicious.




              (Plin. N.H. X-lxviii)


    


  




  Martial wrote that this Apicius had made a fortune of 60 million HS (sestertii). He wasted most of it on gastronomy and had 10 million left when he took poison to kill himself.

  Apparently he could not get by on such a ‘small’ fortune, and was afraid of hunger or thirst (Martialis Epigr. III, 22). The story was confirmed by Seneca, a contemporary of Apicius

  (Seneca, Ad Heviam, 10, 8–9). The original Apicius was not a working man, but a rich and noble lord.




  Fifty years later Apicius had become a nickname. Athenaeus wrote about an Apicius in the time of Trajan:




  

    

      When the Emperor Trajan was in Parthia, many days’ journey from the sea, Apicius sent him oysters that were preserved in his special way.




              (Ath. 1.7)


    


  




  The book named after Apicius was published about seventy-five years later, and contains instructions for the preservation of oysters:




  

    

      Wash them in vinegar, or wash a pitch-treated pot with vinegar and put them in.




              (Ap. 12)


    


  




  Some experts on Apicius, such as Jacques Andre, assume that many recipes from other Apiciuses have been included in the cookery book that we have today. Others, like Eugenia Salza Prina Ricotti,

  doubt this. Ricotti shows that, according to Pliny, Apicius found various varieties of cabbage unpleasant yet devoted his life to finding a suitable recipe for them. He reached the conclusion that

  cabbage must be placed in salt and oil before being boiled. The cookery book ascribed to Apicius does not pay special attention to the cabbage. The sauces and recipes for cabbage are not very

  different from those for other vegetables.




  We may not be able to tell to what extent the book by the cook Apicius is based on the culinary ideas of his namesake, the noble Apicius, but we should be grateful for the existence of a cookery

  book from antiquity. It provides suggestions for the direction we must take in our quest to understand ancient Roman cookery.








  




  PART ONE








  




  
I




  CULINARY HISTORY




  We can’t really talk about Roman cuisine as though it was a single entity. The classical history of the nation covers a period of more than a thousand years, and cookery

  changed throughout that period.




  The cultural development of Rome is often seen as a negative development; it was not only later Christians, but also earlier pagan Romans who described such a decline, particularly where

  gastronomy was concerned. They lamented the loss of their forefathers’ simplicity, a gradual slackening of moral values and an ever more extreme degeneracy – particularly where

  gastronomy was concerned.




  THE AGE OF KINGS (753 BC TO 509 BC)




  The legend of Romulus and Remus, who are supposed to have founded the city of Rome in 753 BC (the year 0 of the Roman calendar), illustrates the first

  cornerstone of Roman cuisine: soldiers’ cooking. The twins, Romulus and Remus, were left in a wood as babies, but a she-wolf took care of them and kept them alive. They were found by a

  herdsman, who took them away with him. Despite this traumatic childhood, the boys grew up without any noticeable psychological disturbances. Romulus became an excellent soldier, Remus a capable

  shepherd. They lived in a small community of herdsmen. The years pre-dating the foundation of the city of Rome can be described as a pastoral age. The sole preoccupation of the boys was looking

  after sheep and cattle. One day, while they waited for their evening meal, they were practising their athletics:




  

    

      Romulus and his brother were training, naked, in the sunshine on the field. Suddenly the cries of a herdsman echoed from the

      distance: ‘Hey, Romulus and Remus, a pack of thieves are taking your bulls into the wilderness!’ They had no time to arm themselves, and the brothers ran off in opposite

      directions.




      It was Remus who drove off the villains and came back with the booty!




      Returning home, he drew the hissing flesh from the spit and said: ‘Only the winner gets any of this.’




        (Ovid. Fast. 15 Feb.)


    


  




  However, Romulus wasn’t happy with Remus’ victory. He was the soldier, while his brother was merely a herdsman. He bore a grudge, and in the course of a later argument he killed

  Remus.




  The eating habits of later Romans suggest that the death of Remus ended the pastoral tradition. Herdsmen ate above-average quantities of diary; Roman cooks made moderate use of milk and cheese.

  Herdsmen regularly ate meat; ancient Romans seldom did. When Romulus became king of Rome, he ate soldiers’ food, not pap.




  Soldiers’ cuisine was no more elegant in those days than it is now. The notion that soldiers should eat poor food to make themselves wiry and hard was derived from the Spartans, who

  subjected their men in peacetime to a cruel regime: every day they ate black soup, made of blood and water with a few green vegetables and a little meat. It was popular throughout Greece, but the

  Spartans added bile to it, which made it unpleasantly bitter and torturous to eat. During wartime the food was better, which taught the soldiers to resent peace.




  Under Romulus’ leadership Rome was filled with fighting men – soldiers and bandits – from the surrounding area. They ate better in wartime, provided they had been victorious:

  when they plundered either cities or the countryside, they took as much food as they could find. They stole whole herds of cattle, which they led in triumph through the streets of Rome.




  In those days there was no talk of refined cuisine. People generally did their cooking in a cauldron of water, which stood on a tripod in the middle of the army camp, just as the Homeric heroes

  had done in the seventh century BC.




  Romulus’ soldiers were not popular: none of the neighbouring peoples wanted to give their daughters to them in marriage, and soon it was evident that the city’s exclusively male

  population would die out within a generation. To forestall this the Romans decided to invite their neighbours, including the tribe of the Sabines, to a banquet. When the meal

  was under way Romulus gave a sign, at which his men grabbed the women and carried them off, leaving behind their drunken brothers and fathers. Today, the tradition of carrying a bride over the

  threshold recalls that ancient rape of the Sabine women. The Sabine men found the gesture less romantic and declared war on Rome, but the women sided with their husbands. They stepped between the

  armies and persuaded the men to forge a truce. It was decided that the Sabines would come to live with the Romans in the new city, and that Rome would have two kings: the Roman soldier king,

  Romulus, and the Sabine farmer king Titus Tatius. It was agreed that the women of Rome, in thanks for their heroic deed, would never have to ‘cook or grind grain’.




  Once the Romans had married, they became a little more domesticated and began to grow their own crops rather than helping themselves to those of the people around them. In time of war they were

  still soldiers, but in peacetime they grew vegetables. The second foundation of Roman cooking lies therefore in agriculture.




  In later centuries the twofold basis of Roman cuisine, agricultural and military, led to conflict. Some Romans still had the soldier’s compulsion to roam, while others preferred simple

  peasant food. They enjoyed vegetables grown in their own gardens, ripened slowly in the sun then simply cooked.




  Clearly the origins of Roman cuisine do not lie in a culture of nomadic shepherds, like that of Jews, Bedouins, Arabs or Dinkas. Romans ate vegetables and pork, rather than dairy products and

  red meat. Unlike the Greeks, they consumed little fish. The daily food of the early Romans consisted of cereals, pulses and vegetables, and plunder became the exception rather than the rule.




  The Etruscans




  In 616 BC the first stage of Rome’s culinary refinement began with the arrival of Tarquinius Priscus, who was of Greek origin but had grown up in

  Etruria. He was elected King of Rome because of his exemplary behaviour and his enormous wealth. The Etruscans have gone down in history as a race of gourmets. The Romans describe them as given

  shamelessly to luxury:




  

    [image: ]


  




  Figure 1.1 – Funeral urn




  

    

      Twice a day the Etruscans drape opulent tables with coloured cloths and all kinds of silver chalices. Handsome and richly clad slaves serve them.

      Timaeus reports [in book 1 of the Histories] that until they are fully grown, little slave girls serve them naked.




              (Athn. Deipn. IV 153d)


    


  




  No recipes survive from Etruscan cuisine, but excavations in Bolsena have uncovered the remains of beans, peas, chickpeas, nuts, figs, plums, other fruits, goat’s cheese, sheep’s

  cheese and milk. The only meat of which traces were found was pork, which was considered a luxury.




  The Etruscans were highly skilled in casting bronze. They made specialized cooking vessels, pots and long-legged tripods, so that food could simmer high above the flames. Some pans were flat and

  broad for rapid cooking. They also roasted on grills over hot ashes and used rotating spits. The bread ovens introduced by the Etruscans have barely changed over the centuries: the pizza oven is a

  direct descendant.




  People at the court of Tarquinius Priscus ate luxuriously, in the Etruscan style. In Etruscan tomb frescoes the theme of banquets recurs frequently, and from the images we know that they

  reclined, rather than sat down, to eat. However, the earliest illustration of an Etruscan meal is to be found on the top of an urn from Montescudaio from the seventh century bc: a male figure

  fashioned from clay sits at a laid table. Next to him stands a serving girl – fully dressed, incidentally.




  In the sixth century BC the fashion for reclining took hold first in Greece and then in Italy. From the sixth and fifth centuries BC onwards, the Etruscan aristocracy was shown lying down to eat and drink, watch dancing and listen to music.




  The Etruscans made wine from grapes, which are native to Italy. In all likelihood they passed on their skill in viticulture to the Romans. Wine-drinking, reclining and advanced culinary

  techniques all lent sophistication to the banquets of the Etruscan kings of Rome, and eventually the Romans adopted and improved on them. We still drink wine today. The Etruscans bequeathed a

  lasting legacy to us.




  THE REPUBLIC (509 BC TO 7 BC)




  On 24 February 509 BC Tarquinius Superbus, the last Etruscan king of Rome, was sent into exile and a republic declared. During this period Rome

  progressed from an insignificant backwater to a cosmopolitan city, and the Romans combined their military and farming capabilities. They conquered territories to turn them into farmland. Originally

  conquered land became the property of the state, but later it was distributed among army veterans. The army became a good way for a peasant to better himself, and in the end to become a landlord.

  Gradually all of Italy was turned into Roman farmland.




  Unlike the imperialistic peoples, such as the Greeks, who preceded them, the Romans were not concerned with subduing cities, but in land. They were interested in them only because the cities

  governed the countryside around them. In southern Italy there were a number of Greek cities, such as Neapolis and Tarentum, whose inhabitants lived primarily from fishing and trade. Greek cities

  ruled the sea rather than the land, and Roman farmers gave them a wide berth.




  But confrontation between Greeks and Romans was inevitable, and to fight the Greeks, the Romans had to learn a new kind of warfare, conducted on the seas. Rome quickly built up its first fleet

  and was soon highly successful. Some Greek cities sided with Rome, and respect grew between Greeks and Romans.




  Once they had become seafarers, the Romans came into conflict with another trading and sea-faring people, the Carthaginians, who competed with the Greeks and whose

  influence stretched across North Africa, Spain and Sicily. The Romans had their eye on Sicily, because the island was famous for its fertile farmland – it was known as ‘the blessing of

  Ceres’, a paradise where grain, olive trees and grape vines flourished. Three bloody wars were the result, from which the Romans emerged victorious.




  Africa




  In 147 BC Rome celebrated its final victory over Carthage, and the North African city was in ruins. A large proportion of Carthaginian culture was also

  destroyed. Consequently the highly developed cuisine of Carthage had little influence on Rome.




  However, Rome now controlled not only the whole western part of the Mediterranean and a large number of ‘overseas provinces’ – the Carthaginian colonies of Spain, Sicily and

  Corsica – but also the home of the Carthaginians, which was incorporated under the name of ‘Africa’ and constituted, more or less, present-day Algeria, Tunisia and Libya.
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  Figure 1.2 – Bronze sculpture of Africa




  The Romans had not come to Africa to exchange recipes but to rob and plunder mercilessly, eventually invading Egypt at the end of the republican era. Egypt was enslaved, exploited and pillaged,

  as was the African natural environment, whose fantastic flora and fauna were an inexhaustible source of inspiration for the cook. An African herb, laserpithium, was consumed

  to extinction. Things weren’t much better for animals: many wild beasts were taken to Rome to appear in the circus and were eaten after they had performed (see page 280–2). The variety

  of meat on the Roman menu expanded dramatically to feature flamingo, ostrich and antelope.




  Greeks




  Once Rome controlled the western part of the Mediterranean, its rulers turned their attention to the east, which had more influence on Roman eating habits than their conquests

  in the west. In the course of the republican period, the Romans overran the Greek empire, but the superior Greek cuisine triumphed over their own.




  Just as the Greek armies were pitting themselves against the invading soldiers, some Romans tried to stave off the incursion of Greek cookery. Cato the elder (234–149 BC), a celebrated author, stood up for the peasant diets – vegetables, fruits and pulses – against the Greek refinements that the soldiers were importing to Rome.




  The Greeks, too, had always stressed simplicity in cookery. Fishermen ate boiled or grilled fish, and herdsmen lived on goat flesh, mutton and cheese. Farmers concentrated on raising olives and

  grapes. But in 333 BC Alexander the Great conquered the Persian and Egyptian empires, and Greek culture merged with that of the eastern kingdoms.




  At the courts of the Egyptian pharaohs and the Persian princes meals were anything but simple. Their tables gleamed with gold, silver and costly fabrics. The guests smelt of expensive and exotic

  perfumes, the dining room of incense, and dishes were flavoured with Indian spices. The royal ovens in Persia were big enough to roast whole camels. The Greek cuisine that came to Rome was an

  exotic oriental hybrid.




  Spices Versus Herbs




  In conquering the western Mediterranean region, the Romans also took control of the trade routes to India and China and spices were introduced to Rome.




  In keeping with their agrarian traditions the farmers of Latium, the region surrounding Rome, had always used herbs to flavour their food which they grew in their vegetable

  gardens. But some cooks shared a sense of adventure with the soldiers, and started to use black pepper, cloves and nutmeg. In one of the plays of Plautus (254–184 BC),

  a fashion-conscious cook prefers spices to herbs:




  

    

      Cook: . . . I tend to flavour my meals very differently from other cooks. Others put herbs on my plate. They give weeds to their guests, as though they were

      cattle. And they flavour their weeds with other weeds. They put coriander, fennel, garlic and parsley on sorrel, cabbage, beet and orache. Then they cover it with half a pound of laser. They

      grind common mustard that makes the grinder’s eyes water before he’s finished grinding.




      When these lads do their cooking, they don’t spice their food with seasonings; they use vampires that eat away the innards of the guests. That’s why people

      here have such short lives: it’s because their bellies are full of weeds. It’s terrible to discuss such dreadful things, but it’s even worse to eat it. People are eating weeds

      that cattle wouldn’t touch.




      Ballio: And what about you? You’re forever complaining about herbs. Do you flavour your food with something divine? Something that makes people live

      longer?




      Cook: You can say that again! Anyone who eats the food that I have spiced can live for two hundred years. Because the bodily system warms up when I add a

      pinch of ciciliander, or cipoliander, or macarosis, or secatopsis.3 Everyone heats up straight away.




              (Pseudolus 810 ff.)


    


  




  In Plautus’ time, eastern spices were still rare in Rome. Later on in the play the same cook complains that his services are too expensive for most people. However, spices

  eventually became so established in cooking that recipes began to point out when pepper was not used.




  Sumptuary Laws




  Many people besides Cato the Elder resisted the advance of culinary ‘hellenization’ and luxurious eating. Families began to spend such large sums on food that the

  state began to worry about this form of capital erosion:




  

    

      Recently I read about an ancient decree that was passed by the Senate under the consulate of C. Fannius and M. Valerio, according to which the

      important citizens who were accustomed to invite each other to dinner on the occasion of the Megalensian games had to swear to the consuls that they would not spend more than 120 AS [25 HS] per

      dinner, except on vegetables, bread and wine. They were not permitted to serve foreign wine, only local wine, and not more than 100 pounds of silver could be used at table.




              (Gell. II-xxiv)


    


  




  Athenaeus adds that there were restrictions, too, on the number of guests, and Plinius reports that the Lex Fannia prohibited a number of luxurious foods, such as fattened

  chickens and dormice (see page 289–90).




  It is characteristic of Roman attitudes that strict laws were passed to keep citizens’ appetites within bounds. And it was entirely typical of the Romans (as, to some extent, of modern

  Italians) that everyone tried to circumvent the laws, even respectable patricians:




  

    

      Although [official] expenditure was kept within limits through [illegal] smuggling, and although some wastrels pushed up the prices of [contraband]

      goods, the men I mentioned above still managed to enjoy a pleasant life without breaking the law Tubero, for example, received wild game from his own tenants, and Rutilius bought his fish from

      fishermen who used to be his slaves, for three obols a pound, including delicacies like dolphin and swordfish.




      In the same way Mucius set his own prices for the things that he bought from tenants and slaves. Out of many thousands, these were the only three men who strictly

      observed the law.




              (Ath. Deipn. VI-274d)


    


  




  The lawmakers were not discouraged by the gluttons’ disobedience. Some decades later a new law was passed: Lex Licinia. It was somewhat less strict

  than Lex Fannia, but even so no one observed it. ‘Legem vitemus Licini,’ people said – ‘Let’s sail around the law of Licinus’ (A. Gell. Il-xxiv). A series of

  increasingly toothless sumptuary laws was passed, but the wealthy citizens continued to flout them shamelessly. Aulus Gellius described the laws, they were:




  

    

      

        

          161 BC Lex Fannia – Maximum: 25 HS on meat and fish on feast days for a maximum of five guests. 7.50 HS on special days, maximum three guests.

          2.50 HS on working days. 50 kg of silver at table.




          c. 103 BC Lex Licinia – Maximum: 50 HS at marriage feasts, 25 HS at major festivals, 7.50 on other days, on dried meat and salted goods,

          excluding vegetables, wine and fruit.




          c. 80 BC Lex Sulla – Maximum: 300 HS on important feast days, 30 HS on all other days.




          78 BC Lex Aemilia – No fixed maximum for prices, but controlled quantity and quality of food.




          c. 75 BC Lex Antia – Magistrates may only eat at the homes of certain people.




          c. 00 BC Lex Iulia – Maximum 1000 HS at marriage feasts, 200 HS at major feast days.




          Lex Augusta or Tiberia (Gellius is uncertain under whose reign the law was passed) – Maximum: 2000 HS for feast days.


        


      


    


  




  The maximum prices were subject to a degree of inflation, but in the time of Augustus and Tiberius a slave could be purchased for 2000 HS (about the price of a car today) and a dinner that cost

  so much could hardly be called modest. And this is nothing in comparison with the amounts that were spent on dinners in the Imperial Age.




  Religion




  Neither the words of Cato, the laws of Fannius nor religion could stop the Romans gorging themselves. On the contrary, the moderation in food and drink that was later encouraged

  by the Christians contrasted starkly with the excess celebrated by pagan beliefs.




  Religious food prohibitions – one related to the slaughter of sacred cows – were lost with the development of religion. The worship of ancestors, who had lived

  and eaten more frugally, was one of the few moderating influences that Romans took seriously.




  The gods themselves had no need of modesty. On the contrary, they were dependent on humans for their basic requirements: lodging, in the form of temples, and food, as offerings. The bigger the

  temples and the more extravagant the offerings, the better the mood of the gods. That gods needed food may seem strange to modern man – gods never die of hunger, after all – but sharing

  food was, and is, a fundamental way to acknowledge someone’s presence. Anyone sharing a meal became a part of it, so the gods were always asked to join in. They received the first mouthfuls

  of each meal and the first drop of wine poured in each round.




  Feast Days




  Almost every feast was dedicated to a particular deity and the Romans observed many, which constantly increased in number. During the reign of Claudius there were 160 each year.

  The Romans did not have weekends, as we know them, since the week is a biblical unit. They did not have vacations (vacant days), but they took holidays (holy days) – so many, in fact, that

  they spent more days at leisure than we do with our summer breaks and weekends. On most such days, they ate, drank and partied in honour of the gods.




  Sometimes the feast was public, as with the Compitalia, celebrated between late December and early January; the precise date was determined each year. Those who lived in apartments came together

  on the street corner and roasted chickens in honour of the god of crossroads. This boisterous event lasted three days. At another public festival, Fors Fortuna (24 June) people took boat trips on

  the Tiber and had picnics on the riverbanks.




  Some feasts were celebrated within the private circle, such as the Saturnalia, from 17 to 23 December, comparable to Christmas. Presents were exchanged and slaves were allowed to recline at

  their master’s table. Slave and master alike wore the cap of liberty and during Saturnalia everyone was free. The populace of Rome gave itself up to wild revelry.




  There were other festivals outside the communal calendar, such as birthdays and weddings, and there were family feasts like the Paternalia: food was taken to the graves of

  dead relatives and afterwards the living had a meal together.




  The way in which the gods were honoured privately depended on the worshipper’s circumstances. A simple peasant, who brought an offering to persuade the god to protect his cattle, performed

  different rituals from the wealthy intelligentsia in the cities. Cato describes the peasant’s ceremony:




  

    

      An offering for the protection of cattle is made as follows: by day on Mars Silvanus, sacrifice in the wood 3 pounds of spelt, 1 pound of bacon, 4.5

      pounds of filleted meat, 1.5 litres of wine. Put the meat in a pot with the wine. A slave or a freeman may perform this ceremony. Once the sacred rites are out of the way, everything is eaten

      up immediately on the spot. A woman may not take part in the rituals, or even see how they are performed.




              (Cato the Elder LXXXIII)


    


  




  It is almost as though he is describing a recipe for a tasty stew rather than a religious ritual.




  In the cities, private religion assumed a less rustic form. The people of Rome were not content with the 160 public feast days, and foreign gods were introduced, such as Bacchus from Greece.




  Philosophy




  Decent citizens striving for moderation found more support in philosophical trends than in religion. The philosopher Pythagoras, from southern Italy (530 BC), for example, forbade his followers to eat fish and obliged them to live as vegetarians. Meat-eating was allowed only at sacrifices, because Pythagoras was wary of offending the

  gods.




  The followers of Antisthenes (366 BC) refused even the meat from the sacrificial altar. They were called the ‘Cynics’ (dogs) and wanted to ‘get back to

  nature’. They rejected superficial pleasures, such as elegant eating and deliberation over a glass of wine. The famous Cynic Diogenes (323 BC) trained himself to

  starve and thus rise above bodily functions. Unlike Pythagoras he ate fish, but served with as little artifice as possible. He even ate his octopus raw, but was ill

  afterwards. Mendicant Cynical philosophers wandered about Rome, and were sometimes invited to dinner, but it was generally felt that they made dull guests.




  Epicurianism was an entirely different kind of teaching. It was named after Epicurus (341–270 BC), a devotee of hedonism, who pursued a state of bliss. He wanted to

  rise above pain and shed the fear of god, man or nature, to achieve a state of absolute happiness. His followers understood this to mean that man is on earth to enjoy himself, and that it was

  permissible to achieve happiness through pleasure. Athenaeus quoted Epicurus:




  

    

      I cannot comprehend the Good if I hold myself back from the pleasures of sex and taste.




        (Ath. Deipn. VII 278f)


    


  




  Epicurus’ teaching found favour with many Romans and remained influential for a long time, but it horrified the later Christians. St Augustine compared Epicureans to whores, addicted to

  lust.




  

    

      Pleasure alone, Voluptas, leads them to temperance in their consumption of food, although they take pleasure in it. They are afraid of doing anything

      harmful to the health of the body and thus to their enjoyment, for according to the Epicureans health and pleasure depend on one another. Thus the virtue of modesty remains the slave of

      pleasure, as is the case of an imperious and lubricious woman. Nothing, it is said, is more disgraceful and perverse, and nothing is harder for good men to behold. And this is right.




        (Aug. CD, V-20)


    


  




  But Christ had not been born at the time of the Republic and his influence would not be felt for many years. For now, with philosophies that underscored sensual pleasure, with gods that enjoyed

  lavish feasts, with sumptuary laws that everyone could ignore, and with ever-increasing wealth, Rome had all the right ingredients to become the gastronomic capital of the world.




  THE EMPIRE (7 BC TO AD 476)




  Imperial Rome became a metropolis with a fabulously wealthy upper class, a large number of slaves, free citizens and foreigners all living together. They all had to eat, and

  even during the Republic, cargoes of grain arrived from colonies like Sicily and Egypt to feed the people. Bread (and games) were free, or almost. This munificence, which was the basis of a kind of

  welfare state, was politically motivated. During the Republic, the consuls and other magistrates owed their positions to the votes of the people. Although the emperors did not have to worry about

  election polls, they too distributed free food to gain personal popularity and keep the peace in the capital. Rome should not starve: Rome had conquered the world and should profit from it.




  Other foodstuffs were imported, apart from cereals. Roman authors wrote that the colonies ‘gave’ delicacies to the capital, as though they were presents. Rome exported culture and

  government but imported food produced by the colonies for the Roman market. Some historians have concluded that Roman expansion ceased in the north because the climate was too cold for grapes.

  There was no point in conquering land that could not support Roman farms. The promotion of Roman agriculture was an important mission, and many conquered peoples learnt from the Romans how to

  irrigate their land.
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  Figure 1.3




  The Romans introduced to them new plants, such as fruit trees, herbs and many vegetable varieties, and in northern Europe, birds and animals, such as

  peacocks, chickens, rabbits and pheasants. After escaping their Roman cages, the last two species survived so well that now they seem indigenous to the areas they inhabit.




  The colonies worked hard to satisfy the Roman palate. Rome received ham from Belgium, oysters from Brittany, garum from Mauritania (Morocco), wild animals from Africa (Tunisia), laser

  from Cyrenia (Libya), flowers from Egypt, spices from Syria, lettuce from Cappadocia and fish from Pontus (both present-day Turkey) to name but a few. Rome became the giant stomach of the world,

  devouring everything.




  The Spiral of Luxury




  Roman cuisine slowly abandoned the virtues of peasant simplicity, making way for the cosmopolitanism of Imperial Rome. What had seemed strange became commonplace. Some Romans

  craved rare and exotic foods: just as we pay out hefty sums for caviar, Romans impressed their guests with ibis brains and the livers of rare moray eels. Anything unusual and expensive was thought

  delicious:




  

    

      Luxury has given rise to fresh appreciation of the elephant – the taste of the horny trunk. In my opinion this is because it is a bit like

      eating ivory.




              (Plin. N.H. VIII-x-31)


    


  




  At dinner delicacies were literally fought over, apparently to the delight of the host, as though they had special nutritional value. It was a status symbol to spoil one’s guests. The

  wealthy gave food to friends, slaves and poorer citizens. The more extravagant the dinner, the more popular the host became, although he and his guests of honour often received the most exclusive

  titbits. Each host tried to outdo others:




  

    

      It was during the consulship of Cicero 4 that P. Servilius Rullus . . . first served up a whole pig at a

      dinner. The origin of something that is now an everyday affair is as recent as that. This is reported in the history books, probably to scorn people of today, since we now

      serve up two or three pigs at the same time, and not even as a complete meal, but merely as a starter.’




              (Plin. N.H. VIII-lxxviii)


    


  




  Apparently the consumption of pigs at dinner parties had trebled over 140 years, and Pliny’s observations are supported by other sources. In 35 BC Horace described

  a meal given by Maecenas, at which a wild boar was the main course. Petronius wrote of a dinner from around AD 60, at which the host served all manner of roast pigs –

  indeed, as a starter.




  The host’s need to outdo his rivals produced a kind of inflation. A hundred and forty years after Petronius and Pliny, Emperor Elagabalus (AD 204–222) could

  not go far enough in indulging his guests:




  

    

      Following in the footsteps of Apicius, he regularly ate camels’ feet and cockscombs that had been cut from the living birds, because this was

      supposed to leave one immune to the plague. He also served the imperial court with gigantic plates containing the innards of morays, flamingo brains, partridge eggs, thrushes’ brains, the

      heads of parrots, pheasants and peacocks.




              (Opilius Macrinus)


    


  




  Elagabalus also had a knack for making traditional recipes interesting:




  

    

      Ten days in a row he served the udders of wild sows with the womb attached, thirty per day. With this he served peas with pieces of gold, lentils with

      onyx, beans with amber and rice with pearls. He also sprinkled pearls over mushrooms instead of pepper.




              (Opilius Macrinus)


    


  




  You might wonder how pleasant it is to find pearls in your rice, but the guests were allowed to keep them so they must have been reasonably happy. The emperor was not stingy: he provided enough

  delights for everyone – at one meal, he served the brains of 600 ostriches.




  Although Elagabalus was finally lynched for his extravagance – which was not only evident in the culinary sphere – his exceptional style of cookery has often been quoted to

  illustrate the decadence of the late Empire.




  

    

      He is the inventor of all things that extravagant people use today, such as wine flavoured both with mastic and pennyroyal . . . Pleasure was his sole

      purpose in life. He was the first to make pâté of fish, mussels and oysters and shellfish of that kind, and lobsters, crabs and prawns.




              (Opilius Macrinus)


    


  




  The daily diet of ordinary people was simpler, but they, too, saw the provision of luxurious dinners something to aim at. Many workers were members of a collegium. This was not a trade

  union, since it did not try to protect its members, nor was it like a guild, since it cared nothing for the quality of goods produced by its members. The collegium existed to throw regular

  feasts, with no expense or trouble spared. Even women and slaves belonged to collegia – hardly anyone was excluded from lavish feasting. No one wanted to be.




  Decline




  Rome did not stay prosperous for ever. After Elagabalus the empire acquired hardly any new territories and therefore no new slaves. No new farms were established; trade

  slackened; it grew harder to feed the growing population. More and more people became dependent on handouts from the rich, who were declining in number. It was no longer so easy to grow wealthy on

  the proceeds of a military campaign or an administrative post in the provinces, and all the inhabitants of the empire had been granted citizenship. They formed their own elites and could look after

  themselves.




  Under Emperor Diocletian inflation exploded. In the time of Elagabalus a kilo of wheat cost about 1.60 HS. By the time of Diocletian it had reached 16,000 HS. Many switched to barter. To rescue

  the currency, the emperor fixed maximum prices, and to exceed them was a crime punishable by death. Many goods vanished from the market. More and more peasants left the land and took up plundering,

  just as Romulus and his friends had done. To counteract this development Diocletian forbade citizens to abandon their farms, or to change jobs, which meant that they were stuck for ever. When a

  drastic administrative decentralization took place, the foundations of medieval society were laid.




  Christianity




  A brief period of confusion followed the death of Diocletian, until Constantine assumed power in the name of Christ. From that point on Christians assumed control.




  The first Christians were Jews, and adhered to Jewish dietary laws. They never ate in pagan households, because the food was not kosher. Sacrificial meat was out of the question. In a feasting

  culture, therefore, careful Jews and, above all, austere Christians were considered antisocial.




  Jews were more respected than Christians, because the Romans admired anything ancient, and Judaism was older than Rome. Sometimes the Romans bent their own laws for the Jews. For instance, it

  was the custom in the East to view kings and pharaohs as gods, and eastern provincials had to honour the Roman emperor in that way. However, Jews, as monotheists, were exempt from this. Jewish food

  customs were fairly well known, even if not always understood, and kosher products were always available in the markets of Rome.




  The secrecy of the Christians aroused suspicion. They celebrated their feasts in gloomy catacombs and the authorities assumed the worst about what went on. It was reported that Christians

  consumed human flesh and blood.




  The Last Supper




  The root of this misunderstanding lay in the meaning of the word hostia, or host. This meant ‘sacrificial offering’ – a goat, pig or some other animal

  that was slaughtered on the altar then eaten. During the Last Supper, Jesus Christ had proclaimed that He was the hostia, the sacrificial offering. He took the bread and called it His

  body. He took the wine and called it His blood. In eating the bread, his followers would be eating His body. In drinking the wine they would be drinking His blood.




  The consumption of sacrificial offerings was common in antiquity. The Greeks and Romans did so outside tens of thousands of temples. The Jews had one God and one temple where they assembled once

  a year to slaughter a lamb as Passover offering. The lamb was immediately eaten within the walls of Jerusalem. According to three of the four authors of the Gospels Christ’s Last Supper took

  place on Passover evening. Jesus was eating the sacrificial Passover lamb, fresh from the altar, accompanied by four glasses of wine, unleavened bread, eggs, bitter herbs, radish, salt and

  charoshet (a Hebrew-Egyptian sauce of dried fruit and spices), when he announced that He was the Lamb of God. His followers understood this to be symbolic; later it led to confusion.
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  Figure 1.4 – Reclining at the Last Supper




  The Lions




  The notion that Jesus had initiated a cannibalistic ritual in the Eucharist caused Christians a great deal of misery. The Romans had always detested the idea of cannibalism,

  which was forbidden in any form.




  It seems curious that the authorities should have taken the accusations so seriously, but some Christians admitted having indeed drunk the Blood of Christ. The Catholic Church still insists on

  the actuality of transubstantiation. Minucius Felix put the accusation against the Christians as follows:




  

    

      The story of the initiation of their recruits is very well known, and just as repulsive. Before those who are to be initiated into the rites they

      place a child hidden under bread, to conceal their true purpose from the unwary. Then the proselyte is encouraged to stab the dough with the knife, a seemingly innocent

      act by which, unknown to the initiate, the child is killed. Goodness, how horrible it is. They greedily drink the blood and sunder the child’s limbs. In this way they are pledged to

      eternal secrecy, by a mutual consciousness of guilt.




        (Min. Fel. Oct: IX-5)


    


  




  However, Tertullian, a Christian contemporary of Elagabalus, accused the pagan Romans of cannibalism:




  

    

      And what did you think of those people who, mad for boar and stag, eat the wild beasts from the arena? The boar is drenched in the [human] blood that

      it has shed. The deer lies in the blood of gladiators. Of the bear even the stomach is considered a delicacy, full as it is with undigested human flesh. In this way human beings devour human

      flesh. That is how you eat.




              (Tert. IX-2)


    


  




  Tertullian considered absurd the idea that Christians had drunk human blood. He could not understand where the idea had come from, given that the consumption of blood is strictly forbidden in

  the Bible – Romans already knew that from the Jews. Modern Christians often refer to a revelation that came to St Paul in a dream, in which God declared that all foods forbidden to Jews were

  edible to Christians. In Roman times, however, this was not as well known. In the third century ad, many still observed old Judaic food laws:




  

    

      You should be ashamed in the eyes of the Christians, because we do not even eat the blood of animals. We abstain from any animals that have been

      strangled or died of natural causes, to prevent being sullied by the blood, even if the blood is in the meat. It is also the case that Christians [in legal investigations] are identified by

      being offered blood sausage, which clearly indicates that you know it is forbidden to us. But you are trying to break our virtues. Why so? Do you think we thirst for human blood while you know

      that we abhor the blood of animals?




              (Tert. IX-11)


    


  




  The Christians did not help their case when they disagreed furiously with each other – one group called the others heretics and tried to discredit them. They even

  added rumours to those already in circulation:




  

    

      They pull out the embryo as soon as it can be picked up by hand. They take the unborn child and grind it finely in a pestle and mortar until it is

      fine. To this they add honey, pepper, other spices and myrrh, to overcome their aversion to it. And then everyone, in the presence of dogs and pigs, eats the child pâté.




              (Epiphanius Panar. 26.4-5)


    


  




  Christians became scapegoats for megalomaniac emperors who authorized huge massacres. To some extent this encouraged the spread of Christianity. Many felt sorry for these innocent, mild-mannered

  people; others were impressed by their brave acceptance of death. But their martyrdom also deepened the perception of Christianity as a gloomy religion. Christians who died in the arena became holy

  martyrs and their bloodstained clothes and corpses were very valuable. The trade in relics began while the persecutions were still going on.




  Dietary Laws




  When Constantine took power, the persecutions ended and the imperial court became predominantly Christian. Constantine legalized Christianity throughout the empire but did not

  convert, although some insist he did so on his deathbed. He observed Christian rituals, but he also continued to perform pagan rites.




  The pope was no longer the leader of an underground sect but had become an important statesman, and tried to enforce the revelation of St Paul, abolishing the Judaic food laws. However,

  Christianity spread beyond the control of the pope: missionaries established monasteries in the remotest outposts of empire, where biblical dietary laws were observed for centuries.




  Popes might have had a taste for all sorts of delicacies, but monks preferred to deprive themselves. From the penance books of Irish monks, between the sixth and the twelfth centuries, it would

  seem that the prohibition against the consumption of blood remained in force. Jewish tradition had little to do with it because the Christians had come up with their own

  interpretations: they decided that all meat-eating creatures were unclean; herbivores, such as cattle and sheep, were acceptable. Chickens and pigs are omnivores, so the purity of their meat

  depended on what they were fed. A pig became ‘kosher’ if it had lived for a year on a vegetarian diet. Only a pig that had eaten human flesh remained impure for ever. The regulations

  had nothing to do with hygiene: food became ‘unclean’ if it was bitten by a dog, or if a cat climbed over it, but not if a cowpat landed on it.




  In the eighth century, the Irish missionary Boniface, who converted the western Germans, corresponded with the pope about dietary matters. Were horseflesh and salted bacon clean or not? In his

  reply the pope included a list of the foods he himself enjoyed.




  In the seventh century the prophet Muhammad also thought that people should eat what they liked and what they were accustomed to, but he adopted the proscription on blood, as well as abstinence

  from pork, from Jews and Christians. Muhammad believed that pork was always unclean, not because it didn’t chew the cud, which is the biblical criterion, or because it might sometimes eat

  meat, which worried Christians, but because Allah forbade it explicitly. The Koran provides a similarly easy answer on wine: Jewish wine laws were complicated and difficult to implement; the

  Christians used wine in an arcane ritual; the Koran simply forbade it.




  Throughout the western world, from Ireland to Byzantium and Mecca, dietary laws were constantly debated throughout the Dark Ages. But Christian Romans ate pork and other types of food forbidden

  by the monotheistic God, just as they had in pagan times.




  Unfortunately the suspicion of cannibalism also lived on. By medieval times, however, Christians were no longer its object: Jews were accused of infanticide, which was even more ridiculous than

  the accusations levelled at the Christians for Jews did not perform a ‘cannibalistic’ ritual like the Eucharist.




  Fasting




  Roman gastronomy did not collapse due to dietary laws, and the transformation of a culture that had developed over a thousand years did not happen overnight. As St Augustine

  wrote:




  

    

      After the persecutions peace was sealed, and wild hordes of pagans became Christians, but they were impeded by the fact that they were used to

      celebrating the festivals of their idols in drunkenness and with excessive feasting. They could not hold back from these reprehensible but deep-rooted pleasures. So our forefathers decided to

      make concessions for these weaklings and to allow their feast days to continue, although from now on they would be celebrated in the honour of the holy martyrs. These feast days were celebrated

      with similar luxury, but at least from now on they were not blasphemous.
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  Figure 1.5 – Anti-Christian Roman graffiti




  

    

      But now that they are united in the name of Christ, and subject only to the yoke of our authority, the holiness of moderation had to be

      prescribed. Because of the virtue and terror of these prescriptions no one can object to them.




              (Aug. Ep. xxix-9)


    


  




  Under Christianity, delicacies carried the threat of hell and damnation – hardly a positive omen for gastronomy. And gastronomy was not the only cultural area to suffer:

  famous temples were demolished so that sacrifices could no longer take place. Libraries were burned down. Traditional feasts were forbidden.




  Fasting now replaced feasting. Forty days of fasting were introduced, Lent, which preceded Easter, as well as two additional days of fasting per week. At first these two days were the Friday and

  Wednesday, but later became the Friday and Saturday. For Catholics, Friday remained a day of fasting well into the twentieth century. A new wind was blowing through Rome. The old order was at an

  end:




  

    

      The air is sour with the belch of all the patricians, senators and politicians. When the Salius family goes to eat, they have to take a bank loan.

      Bookkeepers must take account of high expenses for gala dinners and gifts to Hercules. It is said that cooks are welcome at the Apaturia, the Dionysia and the Attic mysteries.5 And the smoke from a dinner for Serapis6 brought the fire brigade running.




              (Tert. Apol. xxxix-14)


	    


  




        In its place came the Christian model:


	

	

	

	

      We [Christians], frugal from fasting, squeezed dry with self-denial, abstaining from the ordinary enjoyments of life, are forever rolling in sackcloth

      and ashes.




        (Tert. xl-15)


	  


	  


	  




  While saints like Augustine laboured to subject the Romans to the Christian yoke, and St Martin embarked on a programme of iconoclasm, Germanic tribes such as the Visigoths, the Suevi and the

  Vandals transformed the Roman Empire by plundering and occupying the houses and villas. St Augustine saw in this the hand of God, and viewed the sack of the city as

  Rome’s just punishment for its revelries.




  When the Gothic king Alaric came to the gates of Rome at the end of the fourth century, he demanded tribute of gold, silver, silk and three thousand pounds of pepper in exchange for not

  plundering the city. The Romans paid up.




  The city was saved, but Rome was out of pepper. That was the end of Roman cuisine. A few decades later the city was sacked anyway.








  




  
II




  THE MEAL




  

    Breakfast (ientaculum)


  




  Public life began at dawn so the Romans had little time to prepare breakfast. They nibbled a bit of bread, dipped in milk or undiluted wine, the alcohol taking the place of

  caffeine in modern-day coffee, or curd cheese with honey, olives, raisins, fruit or nuts. A heavy breakfast was considered unhealthy and vulgar.




  However, a thriving band of confectioners supplied the city with sweet buns – with honey, honey and cheese, nuts, dates, currants – filo pastries et al. Children who had to be at

  school at dawn could buy the first sweet-smelling snacks from the oven. Other children, perhaps the better behaved, abstained, like this little boy from the fourth century, who, by his own account,

  did not have a snack until break-time at school:




  

    

      I wake up at dawn. I call my slave and ask him to open the window, which he does. I sit up and go and sit on the edge of the bed. I ask for socks and

      shoes, because it is cold. As soon as I have my shoes on, I take a towel. There is a clean one ready for me. I have a jug of water brought to me to wash myself. I pour water over my hands and

      my mouth. I brush my teeth and my gums. I blow my nose and dry myself, like a good boy.




      I take off my nightshirt and put on my tunic, and then put on my belt. I put lotion to my hair and comb it. I tie a kerchief around my neck. I do up my white coat and

      leave the room with my pedagogue and the nurse to greet Papa and Mama. I greet and kiss them both. I fetch my writing materials and give them to my slave. So, I’m all ready. I run to the

      door to go to school, followed by my pedagogue. I greet the friends that I meet on the way, and they greet me in turn. Then we all reach the steps, which I climb in a

      controlled manner, as one should. In the corridor I take off my coat and cap. I go in and say, ‘Good-day, master.’ He embraces and greets me in turn. My slave gives me my slate, my

      pen and the other writing implements.




      ‘Hello, friends, make some room, shove along a bit.’




      ‘Come and sit here!’




      ‘That’s my place, I was sitting there first.’




      I sit down and start working. When I have finished the lesson, I ask the master if I can go home and eat. He lets me go and I say, ‘Goodbye,’ and he

      returns my greeting. I go home and change my clothes. I take some white bread, olives, cheese, dried figs and nuts. I drink some cold water. After lunch I go back to school.




      (Anonymous schoolboy, fourth century AD; La Vita del Bambino nell’Antica Roma, Museo della Civiltà

      Romana)


    


  




  Breakfast was eaten either nonchalantly in the street, or contemplatively at home. At this time of day, one would place some food on the domestic altar to receive a blessing for

  the day, something similar to what one might have for breakfast oneself: wine, milk, curd cheese, fruit or honey. The ceremonial breakfast of the gods included buns with honey (like

  placenta and libum). Even those who made do with dry bread honoured the gods by throwing a few crumbs into the fire; if the crumbs crackled in the flames the day was off to a good

  start.
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