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Introduction



What! one may perhaps say, yet another work on cookery? For some years now the public has been inundated by a flood of writings of this kind.


Le Manuel des officiers de bouche, 1759


THE AUTHOR of the Manuel was presenting his book to orient organizers of fine meals in the extensive territory of eighteenth-century French cookery. This present book is intended to help the cook, the historian, and the student of French civilization orient themselves in the largely uncharted terrain of France’s culinary history from the end of the thirteenth century to the outbreak of the Revolution in 1789. I also hope to encourage others to read the cookbooks and try the recipes so as to discover the place of cooking and gastronomy in the nation’s culture. Ironically, very little serious study has been made of the history of one of the finest culinary traditions in the world.


EARLY WORKS IN FRENCH CULINARY HISTORY


The first extensive history of French cooking was written in 1782 by Pierre Jean Baptiste Le Grand d’Aussy as part of a projected treatise on the private life of the French.1 His antiquarian interests led him to focus on the distant past rather than his own time, about which he could have told us much, but he did amass a substantial body of information and misinformation that has been mined by other writers ever since. The nineteenth century saw the publication of several culinary guides, beginning with C. Verdot’s alphabetically arranged Historiographie de la table (1833) and the marquis de Cussy’s little essay, “L’Art culinaire” (1844), both of which contain a good bit of chaff. Louis Nicolardot’s Histoire de la table (1886) is little better. The most widely circulated nineteenth-century work containing information about the cooking of the past was undoubtedly Alexandre Dumas’s Grand dictionnaire de cuisine, published posthumously in 1873. Fact and fancy alike are embraced in its pages, including the widely believed myths about Catherine de Medici’s influential cooks and Sir Francis Drake’s equally suppositious introduction of the potato into the Old World, along with a wealth of information drawn from Dumas’s experiences. Alfred Franklin’s long series under the general title La Vie privée d’autrefois includes volumes of great interest to the culinary historian.2 He rarely allowed himself to generalize but assiduously published extracts from manuscripts and rare books. These compilations and essays make available information that is otherwise very hard to come by. Collectors and philologists turned their attention to cookbooks as well. In 1846 Baron Jérôme Pichon published the key to medieval cookery, the Ménagier de Paris, of which he had a copy in his fabled collection. In collaboration with Georges Vicaire, Pichon also gave the Viandier the thoroughly edited publication its multiple versions deserved.3 Students of the language, such as Louis Douët d’Arcq, also published cookbooks because they were a source of little-known words.4 The most extensive history of cooking is Armand Lebault’s La Table et le repas à travers les siècles (1910), which takes the reader from ancient Egyptian times through to the Romans and then narrows the focus to France, a pattern that has been followed often since. Lebault drew heavily on Le Grand’s work but corrected old errors, such as those about the origins of the turkey and the dating of the Viandier.


Among the cooks and restaurateurs who have attempted to write the history of their craft the most valuable contributions have been made by Bertrand Guégan, Raymond Oliver, and Anne Willan.5 In the first volume of his two-volume La Fleur de la cuisine française (1920-21) Guégan gives extracts from important cookbooks and related works from the Middle Ages to 1800. But Guégan’s most important contribution is “Notes sur l’histoire de la cuisine française,” which appeared in his Le Cuisinier français (1934). He brought to his subject a cook’s understanding, which enabled him to see it with a new precision. His evaluations of the classics of French cooking often differ sharply with accepted judgments. The craft had not previously been studied by a practitioner, and therefore its mechanisms had been ignored. Similarly, Raymond Oliver, in Gastronomy of France (1967) drew on his own practical experiences, the traditions of a great restaurant, and familiarity with his notable collection of cookbooks. The best recent study by a practicing cook is Anne Willan’s Great Cooks and Their Recipes (1977), which has chapters on Taillevent, François Pierre de La Varenne, and Menon. Although she does not give a systematic survey of the development of French cooking, her awareness of the limits and potentialities of the craft makes her observations valuable. Finally, the periodical Petits Propos Culinaires regularly publishes articles on culinary history; it has appeared since 1979 under the editorship of Alan Davidson and Elizabeth David.6


A genre of anecdotal histories of cooking focusing on the personalities of the French court have as their underlying assumption the idea that most famous dishes were invented by famous people.7 My favorite example is the story that puff pastry was invented by the painter Claude Lorrain.8 Born in the province of Lorraine in 1600, he was apprenticed to a pastrycook and in this capacity went to Rome at the age of twelve. Shortly after his arrival in Italy his artistic talents became so conspicuous that he left his original trade for the artist’s studio, never to return. The mere fact of his brief stint in the craft, combined with the long-held belief that pastrycooks from Lorraine were especially gifted, were enough to suggest to imaginative writers that puff pastry ought to be the invention of a great artist from that country.9


I shall pass in silence over many such legends that are both implausible and unprovable. The question of the forms taken by court meals is a different matter. They are considered here when they have some significance for the further history of the table. The reader wishing specific details about the service and menus of meals at the courts of most of France’s rulers will find them in the volumes of the Hachette series, La Vie quotidienne.10 This series is also a good source for descriptions of the lives of ordinary people; it covers most periods of French history, as well as many other places at significant moments, and many of the volumes have been translated into English.


THE REVIVAL OF CULINARY HISTORY


The history of cooking and dining have begun to achieve marginal recognition in the last two decades as legitimate aspects of social history and consequently as suitable for serious scholarly investigation. Curiosity about the food of the past has developed partly out of increased interest in food preparation among the affluent consumer-oriented societies of postwar Europe and America. Cultural exchange programs familiarized academicians with exotic cuisines. The enormously influential historical school associated with the French journal Annales: Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations stimulated academic research into both the material and cultural conditions of everyday life. Beginning before World War II, the founders of the Annales, Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, published articles recommending the study of diet, ingredients, and food habits.11 The sources used by the Annalistes are generally archival documents, such as wills, inventories, and the household accounts of individuals and institutions. These documents supply information about how much of what ingredients were eaten by members of different classes at various times and places. They rarely tell about how foods were prepared or how cooked dishes were combined in menus, though this information is needed to assess the nutritional levels of populations.


Among the notable examples of the use of information about diet are Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s Les Paysans de Languedoc, various sections of Histoire économique et sociale de la France by Ernest Labrousse, Pierre Léon, et al., and Fernand Braudel’s La Méditerranée. Many important articles on food from the Annales have been collected by Jean-Jacques Hémardinquer, a major researcher in the field, in a Cahiers des Annales volume, Pour une histoire de l’alimentation. A selection of these has been translated into English as Food and Drink in History.12 A series of essays directed to the general reader has appeared in L’Histoire; most of them have been written by another Annaliste historian, J.-L. Flandrin, under the pen name Platine.13


In a parallel but largely independent development, historians have increasingly been influenced by the approach of cultural anthropologists to the study of society. Cultural anthropology has long recognized the social importance of food and dining as a means of exchange and communication and as a means of expressing both social stratification and social solidarity.14 Crises in higher education in America have led academicians in the humanities to seek subjects with a direct appeal to students in what came to be known, alas, as “the hands-on experience.” The French saying, il faut mettre le main à la pâte, is singularly appropriate to the practice of culinary history.


As historians have turned to the history of the family, especially the role of women, it has become increasingly useful to know something about women’s work. The preservation and preparation of food has made up a substantial part of most women’s lives, and meals are a focal point for the interplay of relationships within the family. Whatever a woman’s cooking ability, her cookery flavored her family’s life.


Although the vogue for cooking in the French manner has ebbed somewhat as women have sought work outside the home, a considerable number of people, both male and female, have set themselves exacting standards for the practice of their craft. This is true both of people cooking professionally and of those cooking for their own delight. They also are curious about the history of food. Information is hard to come by because few libraries, especially outside of France, have prerevolutionary French-language cookbooks.15 Recipes have to be studied in the double context of the techniques of the craft and the cultural circumstances of their time of origin. I am convinced that the kitchen and the table must be studied together. The meal is better understood if we understand the food served; the cookery is of interest only to cooks and gastronomes (and in some instances masochists) until we know the setting in which it is eaten and its significance to the diners.


The character of this book has been shaped by the diversity and unevenness of the sources. In the five-hundred-year span considered here, few or no cookbooks appeared during some periods and an abundance appeared in others.16 There is little helpful literary material before the sixteenth century, and few journals or diaries mention food. Still-life painting with useful culinary subject matter was not produced until the seventeenth century, but by the eighteenth visual representations were, if anything, overabundant.


Cookbooks, necessarily the principal source, are curious documents. It is remarkable that any were written in the earlier centuries, because so few cooks were able to write or to read them. The question of who wrote, read, and used cookbooks will repeatedly arise in the following pages. As the repertory of dishes grew, from the mid-seventeenth century onward, the utility of a written support to the cook’s memory increased, just as having the ability to fix formulas in print gave the imaginative cook a chance at wider fame.


A recipe artificially isolates the actions and ingredients needed to prepare a single dish. In a real kitchen many dishes are being prepared at the same time, and work processes and ingredients for them overlap. A recipe is a cross-section of a portion of the work going forward in a kitchen. From it one can begin to get a sense of how cooking was done. By using many recipes from a particular time and place one can acquire an idea of work patterns and of the resultant character of the style of cooking. Such specific analysis provides the foundation for broader comparisons.


The study of regional styles of cooking is not yet sufficiently advanced to make possible a survey of their history. The best work, most of which has appeared in the Annales, has dealt with geographically restricted areas, often drawing on a few local sources. Archives and published documents with references to food are rare, and meaningful descriptions of food preparation processes carried on by and for the less affluent classes are almost nonexistent. Culinary history is the history of ephemeral social events. This difficulty is compounded because for most of the centuries under consideration here both the practitioners and the consumers were largely illiterate. Some work has been done by folklorists, but they often find it hard to uncover detailed information that unambiguously dates from before the nineteenth century. There is a tendency to invoke a time called “autrefois” which, when specified, is often octogenarians’ memories of their childhoods. Though fascinating, these seldom go back to the eighteenth century. The best of the folklorists, such as Per Jakez Hélias, in The Horse of Pride (French edition, 1975), do not try.17 The engrossing question, “What were the regional cuisines of prerevolutionary France?” is often asked with the anachronistic expectation that one will learn about succulent delicacies like the ones we can enjoy today. I fear that the true picture will prove to be very different. R.-J. Bernard’s “Peasant Diet in Eighteenth-century Gévaudan” documents endemic malnutrition interrupted occasionally by richly enjoyed feasts and death-dealing famine.18 A study of the use of different kinds of cooking fats in the provinces of France which appeared in the Annales in 1961 shows a substantial difference between ideal and practice.19 Waverley Root, in The Food of France (1958), described a nation divided into the realms of butter, cream, olive oil, goose fat, and others.20 The Annales maps, which are based on responses to surveys of actual usages in 1914, 1936, and 1952, show that regional differences are not sharply defined but that economic necessity, rather than traditional preferences, often dictates the use of margarine and the cheaper vegetable oils.21 Even the legendary peasant pig has faded away (like the Cheshire cat?) in the light of research. J.-J. Hémardinquer demolishes the idea that most peasant families were able to keep pigs.22 Inventories show that livestock was in short supply, especially pigs. The scarcity of regional charcuterie recipes in the cookbooks thus reflects a lack of opportunity to practice with the ingredients.


The history of diet in the regions of France can be written before the history of styles of cooking. Meanwhile, the materials are at hand with which to follow the histories of haute cuisine and cuisine bourgeoise, twin aspects of a single tradition.


FOUR CENTURIES OF FINE FRENCH COOKING


The chronology followed below is based on the cookbooks because they are the only source detailed enough to supply much necessary information, but the precision implied by their dates of publication is misleading. Cookery, like many crafts, is very conservative; cookbooks take (or should take) years of practice and experimentation to write. Once they are written they may remain in print for years and in use for yet more. Outright plagiarism is a permanent feature of cookbooks, with the result that individual recipes often have life spans reaching across the publishing histories of more than one writer’s books. It is the aim of this study to bring some order to the field, to suggest areas for future research, and to encourage cook and historian alike to explore these rich materials. Indeed, anyone who pursues the bibliographical references in this introduction will be well on the way to writing a better history.


In the late Middle Ages the French cookery for which records have survived was similar to that of other western European countries. It was essentially an international cuisine centered around courts. Diners were more interested in the overall effect of a meal than in specific dishes, and the cooking methods usually were simple. By the end of the sixteenth century changes began to take place, particularly in the technically more demanding fields of confectionary and baking. Only by the middle of the seventeenth century did records become sufficiently abundant and clear that the development of classic French cuisine, both for aristocratic tables and for those of the bourgeoisie and prosperous country dwellers, can be traced. While cooks were refining their skills, diners’ attitudes were changing. An interest in health was a permanent theme from the sixteenth century onward, replacing earlier concerns about the sin of gluttony. Writers used references to food to signal character traits, social class, and mood. In the seventeenth century technique began to crystallize in a modular way of combining work and ingredients to permit the use of both to provide efficiently executed and infinitely variable dishes and meals. This mental attitude was congruous with other aspects of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French thought. By the eighteenth century France enjoyed the reputation for having the finest cooks and the best food in Europe. Many of the recipes developed by then have continued to be a part of the national traditions: omelets, bouillon, soups, sauces, pastries. But the great achievement of ancien régime cooks was the development of a systematic procedure and a multiplicity of basic mixtures such as stocks and flavoring mixtures that could be used to build meals without reference to written recipes. In the following pages, this complex and irregular development will be traced.








CHAPTER ONE
The Middle Ages


EVERY PERIOD of French history has a characteristic meal type. In the Middle Ages it was the feast; in the sixteenth century, the collation; in the seventeenth century, the fête; and in the eighteenth, the intimate supper. The medieval banquet, the flavors of which are least acceptable to modern taste, has appealed most vividly to the modern imagination and has been the most frequently revived. It is exotic and spectacular, and its underlying principles are radically different from those of meals. Seduced by the medieval idea that if something is beautiful it must be good to eat, adventurous cooks and diners believe that if the art of the Middle Ages is attractive, its food will be similarly charming. In fact, the sharp sensation of difference is a reminder of how long ago the fourteenth century was and how very alien are its sensations.


Medieval banquets were exceptional events, the realizations of aesthetic and social ideals. Contemporary chroniclers do not speak of individual dishes; they do not even give menus. They describe appearances, not flavors, the sequence of events, not the dishes. Olivier de La Marche, for example, helped plan two of the most notable festins of the fifteenth century: the Feast of the Pheasant in 1453 and the festivities accompanying the marriage of Charles the Bold, duke of Burgundy, to Margaret of York in 1468. Fortunately, his accounts of these events have survived.1 He describes the clothes, jousts, music, and decorations, but he does not say what was eaten. Even the pheasant at the Feast of the Pheasant did not figure in the menu: that celebrated bird, on which courtiers swore Crusaders’ oaths, was alive and surely very much puzzled. About the food, Olivier says that it was “rich and copious,” “very richly served,” “rich and stately … with a multiplicity of dishes and of foods.”2 He does not describe the meal as an occasion for enjoying sequences of flavors; neither the ingredients nor their preparation attracted his attention. Rather, the occasion is seen as the core around which revolve other activities.


Just as church sacraments were enriched with music, visual display, and ritual, so the banquet, the secular counterpart of the Eucharist, took place at the center of a multitude of related activities: spectacles of costume, tapestry, and precious materials and the performance of dance, music, and theater, often incorporating elaborate allegorical meanings. In the excitement, confusion, and din of the hall, no one had much attention to spare for nuances in the flavoring of the food. Even the quantities may not have been so enormous as is generally believed, if one may judge from the consistently sparse amounts of food on tables in manuscript illuminations. The large amounts of food that account books record were bought for banquets must be adjusted to take into consideration not only the often unstated number of diners but also reuse and pilferage.


Such feasts were the outcome of long and careful preparation. Work began months in advance on the wedding festivities for Charles and Margaret. Major renovations undertaken on the ducal palace in Bruges included extensive improvements to the kitchen and related offices.3 New work tables were installed in the main kitchen and its floor was entirely repaved with stone blocks, a durable, foot-punishing surface that was to remain the standard in most prosperous kitchens through the eighteenth century. Down an adjacent spiral stone stairway, two brick cellars were made for storing staples and jellied dishes. Another set of wooden stairs led to the cooks’ room above. Nearby, the butchers’ workplace was tiled to serve as an extra storeroom. There was no time to build a permanent roof over the three big ovens that, as was the custom, were set apart from the main building because of fear of fire.


The great hall in which most of the dinners and suppers were held had been prefabricated earlier in the year in Brussels and brought by water to Bruges to be used for a meeting of the Order of the Golden Fleece.4 The hall alone measured 140 by 70 feet. The head table stood on a dais at one end of the hall; two other tables ran lengthwise down the room. In the center was a buffet decorated with tapestry. Four “unicorn horns” (in truth, from narwhales), greatly valued in the Middle Ages for their rareness and magical properties, stood at the corners of the buffet. It supported a dazzling display of gem-studded gold and silver work, a dramatic reminder of the great wealth of the Valois dukes of Burgundy. Along one side of the hall was a gallery, hung with tapestries, from which ladies could watch the proceedings. The sexes were often segregated at medieval banquets; women were more often the spectators than men.


Every day for a week there was a sumptuous midday dinner, followed by an afternoon of jousting.5 Each night there was a banquet, though some of the guests still ached from the events of the afternoon. After the banquet ended the tables were dismantled and there was dancing, except on Friday (a fast day), and one other night, when the diners did not rise from table until three o’clock in the morning. Perhaps only then were they sober enough to stand up.


These festivities, albeit of exceptional splendor, reflect many of the characteristics of fourteenth-century aristocratic dining. The fourteenth-century hall was sparsely furnished; the functional specialization of rooms in European domestic architecture came about only gradually between the thirteenth and the nineteenth centuries. The hall’s chief piece of furniture was the buffet, where objets de luxe were conspicuously displayed and wine and water were dispensed. Rather than a permanent dinner table, for each meal, boards were set on trestles and covered with white damask cloths. The highestranking diners sat at a special table, occupying individual chairs. Everyone else sat on benches, in order of precedence. There was a general preference for seating people along one side only. Service was facilitated but, more important, all the diners could observe the spectacle that unfolded during the meal, and, as part of that spectacle themselves, be observed by those in the galleries. A principal reason for going to the expense and trouble of giving feasts was to demonstrate the wealth and power of the host. John Paston was in the crowd that watched the events at Charles’s wedding, and he wrote to his mother in England comparing the duke’s court to King Arthur’s—just what Charles the Bold would have hoped for.6 The long-term goal of the Valois dukes of Burgundy (already recognized as the “Great Dukes of the West”) was the elevation of the duchy to the rank of kingdom. Their lavish entertainments were part of a scheme that included military, diplomatic, and economic efforts.


By modern standards the table was sparsely set. Instead of a plate, each diner had a bread trencher at his place. Trencher bread was baked from whole wheat flour several days before it was to be used. It was sliced with a broadbladed knife (tranchoir in French, hence trencher), then trimmed to a rectangular shape. A high-ranking diner was given four slices; three were arranged in a close triangle, and the fourth was set on top. Exceptionally, the dukes of Burgundy had trenchers made of silver-gilt. The diner put on his trencher the slices of meat he had cut from a large piece, as well as dabs of sauce and anything of a fairly dry consistency. More liquid foods went into the écuelle, a shallow bowl, which was normally shared by two diners. This bowl was the unit of measure used to express the number of diners present; thus a dinner described as being for twenty écuelles would be for forty diners. People used knives and spoons but normally not forks, though a few gold ones appear in the royal French inventories of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and in similar inventories of the dukes of Burgundy, where they are described as being for mulberries.7 Presumably ducal fingers could be greasy but not stained. An elegant feature on royal tables was knives and spoons keyed to the church calendar. Lent was marked by ebony-handled utensils, Easter by ivory, and Pentecost by a combination of the two.8 As a rule, though, tables were not laid with much attention to regularity or symmetry. Drinking vessels were not set at individuals’ places. Instead, the thirsty diner summoned a page from the buffet and indicated to him the desired proportion of wine and water. It was uncommon and even incorrect to take wine undiluted. If the diner had sopped his bread in the wine, etiquette required that he either drink the whole amount or pour the unwanted liquid onto the floor.9 The page then returned the container to the buffet and rinsed it for reuse. Linen napkins were plentifully supplied so that diners could keep their hands and mouths reasonably tidy. Salt cellars of pewter, glass, silver, or gold, according to the wealth of the host, were supplied but: were not yet accompanied by pepper pots. The concept of sitting “below the salt” was not in force: usually several salts were set at intervals along the table. If a particularly magnificent salt cellar was in use, it would be set before the highest-ranking diner as a recognition of his or her status.


[image: Image]


Dives and Lazarus, woodcut, from Heures a lusaige de Romme (Paris, 1497). This late fifteenthcentury table is set much as a fourteenth-century one would have been. Although the surroundings are opulent, with a heavily laden sideboard in the background, the table itself is sparse. Note the rectangular trenchers. (By permission of the Houghton Library, Harvard University.)


The glory of the medieval table was the nef—a. ship made of silver or silver-gilt. It sometimes included a salt cellar or even held a great personage’s knife, spoon, and napkin, but its primary function was to indicate by its magnificence the eminence of the diner by whose place it stood.10


The setting for the medieval feast, then, consisted of a great hall, hung with tapestry, diners sitting at trestle tables on benches, with little at their places save bread, a bowl, a knife, and a spoon, and spectators and musicians standing by to observe and enliven the proceedings. As soon as the meal was announced, a lavish sequence of events began.11


The feast opened with a trumpet fanfare. The guests entered and took part in a handwashing ceremony. As they held their hands over a basin, herb-scented water was poured over them by a page who then proffered a linen napkin. When the diners were all in place, a Latin benediction was said by the chaplain and the dinner was brought in, though the food was probably none too warm, even if the dishes had been covered. The kitchens were at a distance because of the danger of fire. No one ate until the king or duke had begun, and a person of such rank neither ate nor drank anything until everything had been assayed for the presence of poison. Covering the dishes when they came from the kitchen and accompanying them with a guard gave some protection. Testing the food with substances having magic sensitivities to poison gave more. Unicorn horn, which was thought to bleed in the presence of impurity, was much favored. Agate was in more frequent use, being easier to obtain, as were various objects alleged to be toadstone—that (nonexistent) precious jewel believed to be hidden in the head of the toad. Salt was tested with serpent’s tongue, known more prosaically now to be the tooth of a shark.12


Medieval etiquette was founded on the idea that, in principle, everyone had a rank relative to everyone else in society and that if that rank were properly observed he or she would not impinge on the rights and sensibilities of others or be impinged upon. Although a diner was permitted to partake of anything within reach, food, like people, had its social gradations, and at table a person of high position would find choicer viands—more partridge and less porridge—within reach than would a person of lower rank. Etiquette books written for the guidance of youth advise modesty, temperance, and respect.13


An examination of the medieval menus in the Ménagier de Paris shows no obvious organizing principles, and the menus always include some items not in any of the cookbooks. Nonetheless, a characteristic meat-day dinner menu is as follows:


For the first course: fish-liver turnovers; a meat stew with a sharp cinnamon sauce; ox-marrow fritters; eel stew; loach [a freshwater fish of the carp family] in broth with a green sage sauce; a large piece of meat; and ocean fish.


For the second course: roast, the best available, and freshwater fish; a piece of meat, larded and boiled; a spiced chopped meat dish garnished with crayfish tails; capon pasties and crisp pancakes; bream [another freshwater fish] pasties; eels; and blancmange.


For the third course: frumenty [wheat berries boiled in broth]; venison; lamprey with a hot sauce; lechefrites [no recipe is available, but presumably they were cooked in the dripping pan, or lechefrite, under the roast]; roast breams and turnovers; sturgeon in aspic.14


Some meals ended with the issue de table, a course corresponding to the modern dessert (from the French desservir, meaning to clear the table at the end of the meal). Usually offered after the cloth had been removed, it consisted chiefly of hypocras (a spiced wine) and wafers, sometimes with raisins, nuts, and a little fruit. As a special luxury there might be comfits; aniseeds coated with sugar were well regarded. Apart from this final course, which was not a regular feature of meals, the allocation of particular dishes among courses seems to have been nearly random.


The mechanics of dining were fairly simple.15 A typical main dish consisted of several kinds of meat tumbled together on a platter—a form of presentation later called service en confusion. The diner cut off slices of moderate size, taking them with thumb and two fingers, not with a greasy fist. One was not supposed to return unwanted pieces to the common dish or to dip meat directly into the salt cellar. Sauces were pungent and thick; mustards were used heavily. The diner put a spoonful of sauce on his trencher and then dabbed the meat in it. Pies were an important part: of the meal, with the crust serving more as a container than as a food. As any baker of freestanding pies knows, tenderness must often be sacrificed for structural strength. For venison pies, which were expected to make repeated trips to the table over several weeks, a rye pastry was used. In serving a pie, the carver cut straight down around the top crust, just inside the pie’s vertical wall. Either the entire lid was removed or sections of it were cut or broken away. The diners could then reach in with hand, spoon, or knife, depending upon the consistency of the filling. Rummaging with the hand would have helped distinguish meat from bone, which was commonly not removed from meat, poultry, or even fish. The more liquid foods, such as soups and hashes, went into the bowl to be eaten with a spoon. The sources do not tell how a pair of diners decided what to put into the bowl or how they shared it.


While the diners ate, they observed the spectacle that was performed between courses. The course was called a met; the activities between courses were therefore the entremets. The contemporary English term was “soteltie.” The subjects, however, were not always subtle, as when a woman in childbirth was depicted as a soteltie for a wedding. There were two basic types: the plainer was a set piece, made of anything from pastry or butter to wood and canvas; the more elaborate ones (the entremets mouvants) included automatons or live participants. They were amalgams of song, theater, mechanics, and carpentry, combined to convey an allegorical fantasy or even a political message. The execution of a series of entremets for important festivities occupied large numbers of people. The preparations for the entertainments at the wedding of Charles the Bold brought craftsmen to Bruges for weeks at a time—painters, sculptors, carpenters, and wax modelers by the dozens. The banquet entremets displayed the ducal wealth; their imaginativeness revealed the mentality of a culture. At the Feast of the Pheasant, for example, Philip the Fair was trying, at least ostensibly, to induce his guests to join him on a crusade to rescue Constantinople from the infidel. Assuming leadership of a crusade, traditionally the role of the Holy Roman emperor, would have enhanced Burgundy’s claims to higher political status. A programmatic entremet was enacted to stimulate enthusiasm. A giant Saracen entered, leading an elephant (the chronicle unfortunately does not tell how it was contrived). Seated on the elephant was that excellent knight, coorganizer, and later chronicler of the feast, Olivier de La Marche, playing the role of the captive Eastern church. He wore a long white gown and sang, in a falsetto voice, a moving plea to Duke Philip.16


The line between entremets made to be eaten and for allegorical purposes was not strictly observed. At Charles the Bold’s festivities a course at one meal consisted of some thirty pies, each enclosed in a silk pavilion and each bearing the name of a walled town under Charles’s rule.17 The visual effect was that of a military encampment; the message was clearly a statement of Charles’s military strength. A more pastoral, poetic conception appeared at the last of these wedding feasts.18 Thirty platters were made up to look like gardens, each with a golden hedge surrounding a different kind of fruit tree; each tree bore the name of a ducal abbey. Around the trees were figures of peasants harvesting the fruit while others held baskets with candied spices and fruit for the guests to eat. Other entremets at these festivities were more fantastic: a court dwarf rode in on the back of a lion and was given to the bride, Margaret of York, to whom it sang a song and presented a daisy (in French, marguerite); they were followed by a dromedary ridden by Indians who released live birds to fly around the hall. There were also automatons and a whale containing musicians.


How are we to understand these festivities? Johann Huizinga, usually sensitive to the nuances of late medieval expression, wrote that it is “difficult to regard these entertainments as something more than exhibitions of almost incredible bad taste,” and he describes the feast as a “barbarous manifestation.”19 I would suggest instead that the medieval banquet be regarded as would an illuminated manuscript page of the same period. The manuscript page is composed of several elements. The written text, the content of which gives rise to the illuminations, is likely to be plain or only moderately embellished; an elaborate initial letter is followed by legible, uniform script. The framed illustration puts the significance vividly before the reader, who, in the fourteenth century, may well have given more attention to the picture than to the written word. Smaller images elsewhere on the page may represent other ideas associated more or less appropriately with the principal subject. Further fantastic ornaments and drolleries seem to reflect free—often very free—associations in the illuminator’s mind.


The medieval feast contains similar components. Food is analogous to the manuscript text: eating the meal was the occasion for the events that went on around it. As the lettering of the text was of subsidiary importance on the page to the beholder, so the dishes on the tables were only a modest part of the elaborate spectacle. The major entremets mouvants, such as the allegorical conquest of Jerusalem, are comparable to the formal framed scene on the vellum page. The lesser entremets—the fantastic creatures, the singing lions, the griffons spewing forth live birds—are similar to the more loosely related ornaments on the manuscript page. The plausibility of this analogy is supported by the fact that the same artists who were called upon to produce paintings and manuscripts also worked on the feasts. Among the artists who helped create the spectacles for Charles the Bold’s wedding were Jacques Daret, who had been a student of Robert Campin, and Hugo van der Goes.20 Medieval manuscripts are a feast for the eye; medieval banquets addressed the other senses as well.


INGREDIENTS AND SUPPLY


Medieval meals were influenced by the difficulties of supply and storage, by seasonal fluctuations in the availability of ingredients, by the dictates of the church calendar, and by the manner in which the food was eaten. The seasons determined to a large degree what was available for the cook to work with. Late spring, summer, and fall were times of abundance; in winter feast and frugality alternated. In late winter and early spring food materials were most limited in quantity and in the poorest condition. A feast in the depths of winter therefore demonstrated wealth. Throughout the centuries discussed in this book this seasonal pattern holds true and may be observed in the many depictions of labors (or activities) of the months, from the Très Riches Heures of the duc de Berry to the series of engravings that were made in the eighteenth century.21 Although the subject matter is stylized, similar rounds of activities are described in countless books on farm management and horticulture and are reflected in the seasonal food lists in cookbooks. January is represented by banqueting, centered around the twelve days of Christmas ending with Epiphany on 6 January, the feast of the magi, when the king of the feast is determined by who gets the bean in the special galette des rois. The following months are generally illustrated by scenes of agricultural labor: plowing, sowing, and pruning fill the days, until May brings a respite, with maying, falconry, and marriages. The remainder of the country year is largely expressed by the harvesting successively of hay, wheat, and grapes, and the year ends with the fattening of pigs and their slaughter in November and December.


Livestock were killed at the beginning of winter because farmers could not feed large numbers of animals through the winter. Breeding stock were kept; the more expendable animals were killed and their meat preserved. Beef was usually salted; pork was salted and often smoked. Fats from both were rendered in glazed earthenware crocks. Slabs of bacon and sausages were hung to smoke in the kitchen chimney for several days, and hams and tongues often received the same treatment after emerging from their bath of spices and brine. These meats were then taken to a dry attic to hang from rafters away from the rats and mice until wanted. Greens were also preserved, packed in crocks in layers interspersed with salt; cucumbers were pickled in brine. Fruit, nuts, and sometimes root vegetables were boiled with honey (sugar was too expensive to use lavishly) or stored in a cool, dark cellar. Herbs and mushrooms were dried, as were orchard fruits.


Even in a metropolis like Paris, with a population of more than one hundred thousand by 1500, the seasons imposed strict limits on the kitchen. Truck gardens in and around the city supplied produce in season, and saltwater fish and foreign delicacies came up the Seine from the ocean. The supply of ocean fish and shellfish was subject to winter storms and summer spoilage and not to be depended upon, and a long spell of wet weather sometimes slowed road traffic. The crucial importance of the food supply is reflected by the fact that prior access to it was often a royal prerogative. The sovereign’s household had the right to the best of the fish caught in the Seine.22 A vestige of this practice may be seen in England today, where the monarch still has the right to all sturgeon caught in English rivers.
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January, woodcut, from Le Grand calendier et compost des bergers (Troyes, 1541). The menu for this snug winter meal consists of a small bird and a neat little pie that could have come from the bakeshop on page 25. It is a hand-raised pie (thus requiring no special pie dish); the round hole in the top allows steam to escape, thus preventing the pie from breaking up as it cooks. The covered pot probably contains mustard and the tankard ale, beer, or watered wine. The only implement is a knife, and there is no discernible pattern to the table setting. (By permission of the Houghton Library, Harvard University.)


Other limits on eating patterns were imposed by the fasts and abstinences of the Christian year.23 Abstinence meant refraining from eating foods of animal origin—not only meat but usually milk, butter, cheese, and eggs as well. Whale, dolphin, and porpoise were considered to be fish: their salted flesh was esteemed as a Lenten delicacy, and the salted fat meat was called the bacon of the poor. When the popes resided at Avignon, whale, originally taken in the Bay of Biscay and salted, was bought for the court there by the hundredweight.24 With peculiarly medieval logic, the beaver’s tail and the barnacle goose were exempt from the Lenten meat taboo: it was believed that the beaver’s tail never left the water and that the barnacle goose lived its entire life at sea, so both qualified as fish. At least one skeptical diner found the barnacle goose fishy in the wrong sense. When it was served to him in England in the 1460s, he wrote that “we had to eat it as fish, but in my mouth it turned to meat.”25 Widgeon enjoyed a similar reputation until the early eighteenth century.


Fasting meant reducing the intake of all foods. Fast days included all days before important feasts and all of Advent and Lent. The basic rules had many local variations, with dispensations given to the very young and old as well as to the sick and to pregnant women.26


The cookbooks indicate that the fast was strictly observed. Meat-day and fish-day recipes are not segregated in the medieval cookbooks as rigorously as they were in the later, better-organized volumes, but most basic dishes were given in fast-day versions. A thin split-pea purée, sometimes enriched with fish stock or almond milk (produced by simmering ground almonds in water), replaced meat broths. Almond milk was an expensive substitute for cow’s milk, and on occasion it was curdled, pressed, drained, and presented as a substitute for cream cheese. Imitations were a feature of medieval cooking, and it pleased both cook and diner to pretend to break the fast, with “eggs” fabricated from fish roe or curdled almond milk, or with the grandest hoax, a “ham” or “bacon” slices made with salmon for the pink meat and pike for the fat. Recipes for such imitations were still being published in France in the eighteenth century.27


Lent presented the most severe problems: the salt meat of the previous fall was old, hard, and rancid; green vegetables were in very short supply; root vegetables were growing wrinkled and fruit withered—just when medieval diners were obliged to abstain from eggs and cheese, which would have been a great nutritional boon. Meals in February and March were dreary. Shrove Tuesday, when the last of the pre-Lenten milk and eggs went to make pancakes, heralded the coming of the season when most people were hungry much of the time. The monotony of their diet probably caused less trouble than its insufficiency. Even the well-to-do went to bed hungry when crops failed or supply routes were disrupted. They, however, had more opportunity to buy provisions (especially grain) in times of plenty as a protection against rising prices. Moreover, when shortages came they could sell their surplus at a considerable profit. Variety in the diet came only with the changing seasons. How welcome the early spring must have been, when the year’s first fresh greens and herbs appeared and Easter ended the Lenten fast, returning dairy products to the kitchen.


Many staples of the European diet in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were unknown in the Middle Ages: all the New World foods—potatoes and sweet potatoes, corn, tomatoes, sweet and hot peppers (including cayenne and paprika), allspice, all the beans of the Phaseolus family, including green beans, navy, and pea beans, vanilla, chocolate, and turkeys. Nor did medieval European diners have coffee or tea, coconuts, pineapples, or bananas. There were probably no guinea fowl until the second half of the fifteenth century and very few then.


The diet of the prosperous classes was not without variety; indeed, they enjoyed such items as peafowl that are now not generally available. Chickens ran in the elite medieval poultry yard, and there were ducks in the river or moat. Carefully managed artificial freshwater ponds, called stews, produced carp, pike, tench, bream, eels, and other fish. Dovecotes supplied pigeons and squabs to the privileged classes: the right to keep a dovecote, like the right to hunt game, was often a noble prerogative. From the kitchen gardens came herbs for flavor and for medicines; flowers were gathered to ornament food. Herbs esteemed in the Middle Ages but now little used were tansy, rue, pennyroyal, and hyssop. From the fields and forests came furred and feathered game: venison, wild boar, hares, and rabbits, and birds, including many songbirds and others not now generally eaten. Blackbirds, for example, were baked in pies.28 They could be bought by the dozen in Paris: four and twenty baked in a pie would have served about six, which was a rather standard size for a medieval pie. Live birds were served in pies. The pie was cooked with a filling of bran to prevent caving in; just before presenting the dish, the cook let the bran out through a hole in the bottom of the pie and slipped the birds in through the hole. Obviously, it would have been prudent to alert the carver before trying this trick. The sources neglect to mention how the birds were removed from the hall after the feast.


FLAVORS AND RECIPES


A broad range of flavors was available to the medieval cook, who combined them in ways different from modern custom. In the use of spices and of sharp-flavored fruits mixed with hashed-up meats, medieval dishes might be compared to some aspects of Indian and Near Eastern cookery. The basic distinction in modern French cooking between sweet and salt was not routinely made, nor were pepper and salt automatically used in combination. Some medieval sauces for meat and fish dishes contained sugar, and fruit was commonly combined with meats. Sour and bitter flavors were used extensively. Vinegar, for example, was much used, both in the cooking of meats, where the acid would break down tough muscle fibers, and as one of the principal liquids in sauces. Today, vinegar-based sauces are primarily salad dressings and mustards, though it is sometimes used sparingly to accent soups and stews. Verjuice, a pungent acid liquid, was extensively used in the Middle Ages. It was usually made from the juice of unripe grapes, which was sometimes fermented and sometimes not, but it was also made from crabapples. The flavor of both kinds faded with age. One author wrote that in July the old crop of verjuice was too weak and the new crop too green, so that they must be mixed in equal parts.29 Sorrel purée was sometimes added, for color and flavor, to make verjus vert.


Medieval recipes are difficult to interpret because measurements, proportions, and timings are rarely given. It is therefore nearly impossible to know either how strongly flavored or how moist or dry the resulting dishes were. No pie pastry recipes have been found in French cooking manuscripts. Spices were not very fresh and were often adulterated, so that even when a measurement is given it does not tell accurately how strong the flavor was. I believe that the sauces were strongly flavored but that they accompanied bland foods—roast and boiled meats, poultry, and fish especially. Of the four basic flavors, sweet, salt, sour, and bitter, the last was most differently used in medieval times. Now it is chiefly encountered in ingredients unknown then: tea, coffee, chocolate, and hops (which gives beer its bitter tang) were not yet used. But bitter-flavored herbs, such as hyssop, were used extensively. Probably the most esteemed of such flavors was cinnamon, combining its bitterness with aromatic overtones and vivid color. It was called for constantly in the recipes, and account books confirm that among those who could afford it, it was second in popularity only to pepper.30


Aromatic and pungently flavored herbs were highly regarded. Some were supplied by the home garden: saffron, valued for color and flavor, the mints, some kinds of ginger, seeds like caraway, mustard, cardamom, coriander, and cumin, as well as all the onion tribe—the scallion, leek, chive, garlic, and shallot. Most spices came from eastern lands, called vaguely and collectively the Indies. These spices were prized and expensive. Their long-lasting flavor suited them to the slow pace of medieval transportation. Such common modern spices as pepper, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and mace were known, but there were less familiar ones, too: cubebs, grains of paradise, galengale, and long pepper.31 Cubebs and long pepper come from vines related to black pepper (Piper cubeba or Cubeba officinalis and Piper longum, respectively) and are similar to it in flavor. Grains of paradise have sometimes been identified by modern scholars as cardamom, but more likely they were the seeds of a West African plant of the ginger family, Ammomum melegueta.32


Visual effects were as important to the medieval diner as flavor—or more so. Relatively few special dishes were served, and their importance derived primarily from their appearance. Vivid colors were highly prized and were often achieved at the expense of flavor. Green, the brighter the better, was a favorite; it came from the juice of spinach or the green part of leeks. Yellow was provided by egg yolk or an infusion of saffron. Red, not very reliably, came from sunflower (helianthus); a purplish color was made from Crozophora tinctoria or Heliotropium europaeum. These colors were used most in jellies, which improved the effect by adding sparkle. The grandest effects were achieved with gold and silver leaf, both still used to garnish festive dishes in India. They are harmless, at least in the quantities people were likely to have eaten, and flavorless. The sheets of metal leaf were laid on surfaces brushed with egg whites. Typically, gold leaf was used to decorate pastry. The tourte ρarmerienne, for example, made in the shape of a crenelated castle, with chicken-drumstick turrets, had gilded coats of arms.


The paramount showpieces of the medieval banquet were roast swans and peacocks served sewn back into their skins complete with feathers. This feat is more time-consuming than difficult, and the results look better than they taste, at least in the case of peacock (I have not attempted a swan).33 Nothing more vividly demonstrates the differences between the medieval and modern attitudes toward foods. The modern diner may well be shocked by the appearance of this large, resplendent, alive-looking animal when it is set down on the table. There are so many steps between living creatures and dining that we are not prepared for so vivid a reminder that our meat is slaughtered. The fourteenth-century diner, on the other hand, hunted and hawked and carried his prey back to the kitchen to be prepared and served. A peacock was served with fitting ceremony, perched upright on a platter, its beak and feet gilded. To serve it correctly was considered the test of a good carver. The ranking diner enjoyed the dubious privilege of receiving the head and neck; the carver then sliced enough meat off the bird so that everyone present got a piece.


A well-nourished peafowl has about as much meat on it as a capon, but it is dry, fibrous, and, in my opinion, not well-flavored. Small tastes can be served to a great many people; even in the fourteenth century there were sometimes leftovers. There was a curious belief, going back to the days of Saint Augustine, that the flesh of the peacock was incorruptible. In the City of God he describes an experiment that he performed to test this notion.34 When served peacock one day at a banquet, he instructed his servant to set a slice aside for “as many days as make any other flesh stinking.” Inspecting it at the end of this period, he saw that it had not spoiled; even at the end of a year it was shriveled but not decayed, although he does not say that he tried eating it. He uses the incident to introduce a discussion of immortality. The meat may not have spoiled in the dry air of Carthage, but it is unfortunate that a thousand years later good Christian cooks in Europe respected the saint’s authority in the matter. Faced with more immediate evidence to the contrary, one cookbook writer remarks on the bird’s incorruptibility, saying, “And it will keep well for a month after it is cooked, … take off the mold, and you will find it white, good, and pleasant underneath[!]”35


The fear of poisoning haunted the great through all the centuries considered in this book, though probably many of the deaths that were ascribed to poison had other causes. The transmission of disease was not understood. Unhealthy meat, contaminated produce, and polluted water were all capable of killing the people who ingested them, without help from poisoners. Night soil was regularly used to fertilize vegetables, and herds of pigs foraged in the refuse on the streets of Paris. Nature provided other opportunities for food poisoning. The widespread use of mushrooms held an element of risk, and even normally wholesome foods can be harmful in special circumstances. Fungus-infested rye, for example, causes ergotism, an alkaloid poisoning; and migrating European quail sometimes become toxic, causing a potentially deadly illness called coturnism.36 Meats were displayed for sale hanging outside shops, exposed to dust and flies, and game was customarily hung until it was very high. The Paris water supply was bad; wells were scarce and often contaminated; public fountains were inadequate. Many households depended on itinerant water carriers for a daily supply of water. It was usually taken from the Seine on the upstream side of Paris because downstream the river was contaminated (even to the medieval eye and nose) for miles. Some of the pollutants came from a tributary stream that carried off liquid waste from the slaughterhouses and tanneries. Certain medicines were a cause of sickness because harmful ingredients were used: dung and urine, mercury and arsenic were in common use. Many herbs that were then considered medicinal are now known to cause allergic reactions. Even those with medically useful effects, such as foxglove, vary so much in potency that their unmeasured use is chancy.


Much harm was done in kitchens. Without refrigeration, much spoiled food went to the table. Sick cooks transmitted their diseases. Typhoid Mary plied her deadly trade in the nineteenth century, but she must have had many undetected predecessors. Cookbooks often recommended personal cleanliness and even handwashing, but the cook was also instructed to taste frequently, and I wonder how regularly the spoon or finger was washed. Eggshells, were emptied (to be refilled with flavorings and spit-roasted) by blowing.


Kitchen equipment did its share of harm, too. The growing use of tinned copper utensils, especially from the sixteenth century onward, was accompanied by warnings that the lining must be in good condition because the dangers of verdigris poisoning were well known. But lazy cooks and improvident housekeepers sometimes failed to get their pots retinned soon enough. Can it be a coincidence that tinned copper utensils were first widely used in sixteenth-century Italy, where reputed poisonings were rife? Lead was also used in glazes for earthenware and in making pewter; leached out of either by acids, such as the vinegar in sauces and salad dressings, it can be lethal.


COOKBOOKS AND COOKING METHODS


Several interrelated French-language cookbooks survive from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. These books provide evidence of some development in the cuisine over this span.


The two earliest collections date from about 1300. The simpler, usually known as “The Little Treatise of 1306,”37 uses a relatively limited repertory; among herbs and vegetables, only onions, garlic, parsley, hyssop, and sage are called for; no fruit, honey, or sugar is used. The second was discovered relatively recently, in the Cantonal Library in Sion, Switzerland.38 Its recipes formed the core of the cookbook known as the Viandier by Taillevent, otherwise Guillaume Tirel, a cook in various royal kitchens in the fourteenth century. He first appears in account books as a kitchen boy in 1326, so was probably not born when the Sion manuscript was written. Paul Aebischer, the modern editor of the Sion manuscript, places it, on the basis of handwriting and orthography, at the end of the thirteenth or the beginning of the fourteenth century. It would be inappropriate to reproach the historical Taillevent with plagiarism. Even today, cooks draw heavily on the work of their predecessors, often without acknowledgment. Moreover, in Taillevent’s day the techniques of cooking were transmitted mainly by eye and hand. Cookbooks, ubiquitous today, were exceptional until the nineteenth century. Most cooks were illiterate, holding their knowledge in their heads, hands, and palates. When the rare literate cook wrote down—or the illiterate cook dictated—what he knew, he drew on traditional knowledge.


The Sion manuscript, the “Taillevent before Taillevent” as its discoverer calls it, is more complete than the “Little Treatise” but both are very brief. Neither contains much information about pies, and the “Little Treatise” says little about the stews and hashes that are numerous in the Sion Viandier. Sugar is not used at all in the “Little Treatise” and appears only a few times in the Sion manuscript. Honey is absent from both. Hence, the flavor combinations of sweet, pungent, and aromatic that characterize the late fourteenth-century style are not seen in these collections. Not even the sauce cameline (a mixture of toast crumbs, vinegar, and cinnamon, with the consistency of mustard) is sweetened.


The Sion manuscript does use sugar in making frumenty—a porridge of hulled wheat berries, long boiled in broth, milk, or almond milk, that was a favorite all over western Europe. Sugar appears also in a fish pie and twice in recipes for the sick. Through the eighteenth century, sugar was believed to have healing properties. The German scholar Günter Wiegelmann describes some of the characteristic routes that new foods follow when they enter the diet.39 Scarce or expensive ingredients are often introduced as medicines. Sugar came this way, first as a medicine, later as an ingredient in invalid foods, and then as a luxury food, with aphrodisiac overtones, an association still exploited by the candy industry on Saint Valentine’s Day. Although sugar had been known and used, very sparingly, in ancient times, chiefly for medical purposes, it was rare in northern Europe until commercial contact with Islamic culture in the Mediterranean world increased in the eleventh century. The Arabs had planted sugarcane along the northern coast of Africa and, with the spread of Islamic power, in Sicily and Spain. The Normans in Sicily were refining sugar even before the Near Eastern refineries were taken over by the Francs in the twelfth century.40 As cane growing and sugar refining came closer to French soil, the supply grew and the price fell, though it remained a luxury food into the eighteenth century. Only then, when the supply of cane sugar was greatly augmented from Caribbean sugar plantations and to a lesser extent by beet sugar, was it widely used.


Islamic Mediterranean influence on northern European cuisine was not confined to the increased use of sugar. The Crusades in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries had resulted in the establishment of western European colonies in Greece and the Near East, one of which was the Frankish kingdom of Jerusalem. In the Near East Frenchmen encountered appetizing new fruits such as oranges (probably the bitter orange we call Seville), lemons, dates, bananas, and figs.41 By the end of the fourteenth century Near Eastern names were being applied rather indiscriminately to many dishes in European cookbooks. They appear not only in France but in England, Germany, and Italy: “Saracen brouet” (a heavily spiced eel stew with cheese); “viande de cipre” (sugared chicken with rice flour and almond milk); a pungent “Saracen sauce” of spiced almonds and raisins with vinegar; “Greek chicken” (spiced and boiled); and “infidel eggs” (hard-boiled and stuffed with cheese).42


Fortunately, an Arab cookbook dating from 1226 and originating in Baghdad has survived and has been translated into English.43 Its author is Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Muhammad ibn al-Karim al-Katib al-Baghdadi. The work reveals a highly developed cuisine with features recognizable in French cookery as it developed in the course of the fourteenth century. Compared to the two earliest French cookbooks, the Baghdad cookbook employs a much more varied array of spices, herbs, and especially vegetables, although fewer varieties of meat. Mutton is most common, though lamb appears occasionally; the abundant game enjoyed in France is lacking. The recipes often sound far more appetizing than medieval French ones. They are arranged in categories such as “sour dishes” (with vinegar or other tart flavorings), “fried and dry dishes,” “sweet dishes,” and so forth. Resemblances to foods of the contemporary eastern Mediterranean are striking. Lamb and eggplant are layered and baked with spices; meats are stewed with herbs, spices, rice, lentils, and chick peas; there is a mint and vinegar sauce.44 Claudia Roden points out that ingredients as well as flavor combinations and cooking methods are often the same as modern ones. Among the most interesting recipes are the sweet mixtures of almonds, dates, pistachios, sugar, and rosewater. This group is important because it reveals the earliest stages of the confectioner’s art that subsequently arose in France. The development of confectionary and the related craft of pastrycooking require above average skill and precision and thus serve as an index of technical proficiency, and the plastic qualities of their products supply an outlet for the imaginations of cooks and patrons.


Two examples demonstrate the skills of Arab confectioners.45 The first recipe is for a taffy; sugar and water are boiled, pistachios added, and the mixture worked with a stick (the translator says poker) until the mixture whitens, when it is cut, like modern taffy, into strips and triangles. The second recipe is for the ancestor of marzipans. Sugar, honey, almonds, musk, rosewater, and starch are cooked, pounded into a smooth paste which is kneaded and cooled, then pressed into wooden molds shaped like loaves and fishes.


Skill and imagination, along with increased use of sugar, become more evident in French cooking in the second half of the fourteenth century, as shown in the versions of the Viandier that date from the lifetime of the historical Taillevent. Guillaume Tirel (nicknamed Taillevent) is the only medieval cook whose life can be documented. He first appeared on the culinary scene as a kitchen boy in a royal household in 1326; by midcentury he was in the service of Philip VI and a few years later of the dauphin, whose father was John II. The dauphin ascended the throne as Charles V in 1364, and by 1373 Taillevent is described as chief cook (premier queu du roi). He is last mentioned in 1392, when the royal chefs were issued new pairs of knives. His documented career thus spanned some sixty-six years. When he died, around 1395, he was buried between his two (successive) wives, beneath a splendid tombstone, depicted wearing, armor, as befitted a man who had received land and a title from his king, and holding a shield that bore three marmites.46


The earliest manuscript known to bear his name dates from before 1392, so he could have been directly connected with it.47 Among the recipes added since the Sion version is one for taillés, which would not have been out of place in the Baghdad cookbook. It is a confection of figs, raisins, almond milk, bread crumbs, sugar, and saffron, boiled until thick and served in slices.48 Sugar is used in other recipes, even in combination with meat and poultry. Many recipes that at first glance appear to be expanded versions of the Sion recipes turn out upon closer examination merely to be saying the same thing with more words.


Another manuscript of the Viandier, now in the Vatican Library, is dated by Pichon and Vicaire in the first half of the fifteenth century.49 The inclusion of some elaborate new recipes led the editors to suggest that they may have been added when Taillevent became the king’s chief cook. One is for a pie decorated with fleurs de lis, heraldic emblem of the French monarchy, “and with the coats of arms of the seigneurs who are in the royal presence.”50 Several dishes are exceptionally opulent. Suggested as “an entremet for a prince’s meal” is a stuffed chicken, parboiled and roasted, served with meatballs that have been brushed with egg white and wrapped in gold or silver leaf—a feat that requires considerable dexterity. Imagine a roast: suckling pig served with a chicken (also roasted) riding on its back, wearing a paper helmet covered with silver leaf and carrying a silvered paper lance. There are also instructions for serving roast swans and peacocks in their plumage. Less picturesque but perhaps more succulent are recipes for pancakes (crespes). In one variation they are rolled up around sticks of cheese as thick as a finger and set in a hot place to get dry and crisp.51 The second part of the Vatican Viandier concludes with instructions for making entremets out of tin, wood, cloth., and parchment. These include a tower with Saracens, Moors, and a wild man; Saint George and the Dragon; and Saint Martha.52


Of all the medieval cookbooks, the one compiled by the unidentified author of the treatise known as the Ménagier de Paris about 1392 or 1393 is undoubtedly the most entertaining and helpful to the modern reader.53 Scholars believe that he was a prosperous member of the Parisian legal world, associated either with the court of Parlement or with its members. Evidence within the book suggests that he knew people in the circle around the duc de Berry, and a copy of the Ménagier, as well as of the Viandier, are known to have been in that duke’s library. The cookbook is part of a larger, though unfinished, treatise on the duties of the housewife and is addressed to the author’s young bride. In his introduction, the author says that he is writing for her because she has begged him for instruction, which she would rather receive in private. He is elderly; she is but fifteen. His extraordinary motive for writing is, he says, a desire that when she remarries after his death, his memory should not be disgraced by her ignorance.54


The author of the Ménagier was not a cook; he was an employer. But he wanted his wife to know how to manage their household. He searched out copies of the Viandier and of other sources which are now lost and sat down with them to compose his own treatise.55 Indeed, his paraphrases are the chief evidence that the recipes originated in the fourteenth century rather than the sixteenth. One can visualize him at work on his treatise, turning with puzzlement from one garbled manuscript to another, and evidently writing his own impressions as well as copying recipes. Thus, finding a recipe for a vinaigrette of pork which concludes with the statement that it should be brown, the critical householder writes: “Brown. How can it be brown if there is no toast in it. Note: I believe it should be thick, because I found it in the thick soup chapter before, and for these reasons I think there should be toast in it, to thicken it and to make it brown.”56 Precisely because he was not a cook, he described aspects of cooking which any working cook would have taken for granted. The first part of the Vatican Viandier concludes with a list of items not discussed in the book because “women and their mistresses and everyone know how to cook them; among these are puréed beet greens, cabbages, turnips, leeks, veal with a saffron and pepper sauce, scallion soup, peas, … pork stew, a soup of pork innards.”57 The author of the Ménagier describes everyday food, but he touches only lightly on the more elaborate presentations, and some of the recipes he gives were evidently not a part of his regular diet. After a recipe for larded suckling pig, for example, he writes: “Note, that I have indeed seen larded suckling pig, and it is very good.”58


Because the author of the Ménagier takes care to explain processes, his book provides an especially good view of how the cook worked in a fourteenth-century kitchen. This information can be supplemented by useful hints in the Viandier’s various versions. The cook’s activities centered around the fireplace, which was set against a wall, usually of the main room of a dwelling, for which this hearth was the principal source of heat. A hooded chimney above drew the smoke away. The most notable feature was the pothook, or cremaillière, a substantial wrought-iron support, usually adjustable, from which cooking pots could be hung above the fire. The pothook, with its big cooking pot, appeared, with variations in size and adjustability, in kitchens through the eighteenth century and, in rural areas, even later.59 Andirons, holding the burning logs, stood below the pot; the prudent cook kept a good supply of glowing coals to arrange as needed. The big iron caldron (chaudière, hence “chowder”) is the ancestor of the stockpot. Into it went anything to be boiled. The medieval cook combined flavors in this pot—meats, poultry, game, vegetables, and sometimes even fish jostled each other in a manner that would horrify the modern classic cook. To boil something, the pot was swung above the hottest part of the fire. Control over the rapidity of boiling was achieved by moving the pot toward or away from the heat or by moving the burning logs and glowing coals.


Other foods were cooked at hearth level. The simplest method was cooking foods in the ashes, truffles, for example, and eggs. One recipe for the latter, appropriately called oeufs perdus, describes breaking the shell and dropping the naked egg into the hot embers; when cooked it is removed and the ash cleaned off before serving.60 Iron and earthenware pots were set on three-legged rings (more stable than four-legged ones) above the hot coals, or the pots had the legs molded into their bodies. Wrought-iron grills with feet were used to cook meats and fish and to make toast. According to the Golden Legend Saint Lawrence was martyred by being roasted on a grill, which, by one of those strange turns of the medieval imagination, led him to be made the patron saint of cooks.61 Some cooking pots had flat or concave lids that overhung their edges; on these lids glowing coals were placed to provide more even heat. Pots with cooking oil for fritters were also set in the coals.


The author of the Ménagier observes that soups and stews boil over until salt and fat are added (though adding salt to a boiling liquid causes it to foam up briefly); more in keeping with modern practice, he advises constant stirring to prevent sticking. Both he and the Viandier give hints for dealing with burned food.62 As soon as the catastrophe occurs, the cook should take the pot off the fire and transfer the contents to a clean pot, or hang a bag of yeast in the latter, or cover it with a clean cloth and turn the cloth repeatedly. One manuscript of the Viandier recommends breaking up walnuts and boiling them with the scorched food. Putting a piece of pork rind in the bottom of the pot is a preventive measure that has stood the test of time and still serves today. A baking surface is supplied by tile placed in front of the fire, and frying pans were used similarly, either set on a tripod, or, according to the manuscripts, patiently held out over the fire by the cook. Aching muscles have long been a cook’s occupational complaint. Fortunately, wool and linen, the most common clothing fabrics, smolder rather than bursting into flame, thus presenting less danger than might be expected.


A third cooking locale was before the hearth. Some andirons had iron baskets at the top in which food could be warmed. Hooks on the andirons or separate supports in front of them held the spits for roasting. The dripping pan (lechefrite) stood beneath it to catch the juices and basting liquids as they fell from the turning roast. From it they could be spooned up and poured over the roast again or brushed on with feathers. The lechefrite was also used as a place to heat delicate foods gently, oysters, for example. Finally, the chimney was used for smoking fish and meat.


Only the largest households had ovens in their kitchens; people who lived on a smaller scale took food to the neighborhood baker’s oven to be baked. In grander houses an oven was built into the masonry of the fireplace. A fire was made in the oven; when the oven walls and floor were thoroughly hot and the fire had died down, the coals and ashes were raked out. Items requiring a hot oven, such as little pies, went in first, and when they were done, and as the temperature of the oven gradually fell, larger, slower-cooking foods went in, such as big pieces of pastry. But much medieval cooking ingeniously avoided the need for an oven. Starches were made into porridges, fritters, or pancakes. Bread was usually purchased. Pies could be baked on the hearth, in a pot set on a tripod with coals under it and on its lid. The French did not at this time make either the pastas of Italy or the dumplings of central Europe, though both already existed in their native lands.
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