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To make Bisket Bread Stif




Put to a pound of flower half a pound of sugar, nyne whites and six yelks of eggs, finelie beaten, mould it together, & make it up in a roule to bake it, when it is baked slice it & drie it, in the oven on a gredyron, you must put in some anniseeds, & coriander in the moulding.

Lady Elinor Fettiplace’s manuscript cookbook
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On 28 April 1789 William Bligh and 18 of his crew were set adrift in the Bounty’s longboat in the Tongan archipelago. The mutineers supplied them with a sextant, a compass, nautical tables, a tool box and 150 lb of biscuit, 20 lb of salt pork, 3 bottles of wine, 5 quarts of rum and 28 gallons of water. Bligh and his men’s attempt to find more provisions on a nearby island ended in disaster when the islanders killed the quartermaster, John Norton. They decided their best option was to make their way to the nearest European outpost, the Dutch settlement of Kupang on the island of Timor, 4,000 miles to the west. To make this journey they would each have to ration themselves to a quarter of a pint of water and an ounce of biscuit a day.1

More than 200 years later I found myself in a similar predicament on a small island overlooking the same stretch of sea. We had booked a home stay on the tiny island of Uiha, only to be told when we arrived that our hosts had been possessed by an evil spirit and taken to see an exorcist on another island. An islander came to show us the makeshift kitchen and our sleeping hut, told us to make ourselves at home and then left us to our own devices. A search through the kitchen cupboards turned up a tin of tuna, plenty of tea and some bananas. We had brought with us a loaf of bread and half a dozen packets of Marie biscuits. Unfortunately, the bread was devoured by ants as we did not think to put it in the insect-proofed cupboard. We realised that we would have to ration ourselves to 28 biscuits a day.

Because biscuits are a convenient and durable way of preserving the nutritional value of wheat, for centuries they have been the food of seafarers and soldiers, travellers and explorers. Indeed, biscuits have always been the most fundamental of foodstuffs, baked to tide people over periods of scarcity and hardship. Bligh’s ability as a navigator and the frugal biscuit ration saw the men through their gruelling six-week voyage. Biscuits also saw us through our week on Uiha. However, while we were a little hungry, eating sweet biscuits while lying in a hammock gazing out over the Pacific Ocean felt more of an indulgence than a hardship.

Biscuits are the most versatile of foodstuffs, associated with hardship and endurance as well as luxury and indulgence. In the 1930s, a food writer observed that because they could ‘be eaten at all moments in the day … [were] the easiest most durable and digestible auxiliary food to transport, and … the most aristocratic sweet transformation of wheat’, biscuits were ‘destined to become among all people one of the most widespread and democratic foods’.2 In Britain this is certainly the case. No other nation buys and eats more biscuits. Indeed, while sales of chocolate and sweets have fallen in recent years, biscuit sales have risen. The average British household buys more than a hundred packets a year, and for many a cup of tea is incomplete without a biscuit.3

Biscuits are as embedded in British food culture as fish and chips or the Sunday roast. And yet it was only in the last half of the twentieth century that they became integral to the British diet. In the preceding centuries only soldiers and sailors ate savoury biscuits, and they heartily disliked the hard, weevil-ridden things. The gentry occasionally ate sweet biscuits, and with their mass production during the Industrial Revolution they became a bourgeois food. But biscuits barely featured in the diets of the majority of the population. It was only after the Second World War that a biscuit and a cup of tea became a normal part of the British daily routine.
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In which the slaves in the Modestus bakery over-bake their bread

On the morning of 24 August 79 CE, the slaves in the Modestus bakery in Pompeii were still busy making bread. It seems likely that by now many of the town’s inhabitants would have taken heed of the earth tremors that had been felt in the area for several days and fled. But the owner of the Modestus bakery must have thought there were still enough potential customers to make it worth baking a batch of loaves. In any case, his slaves would have had no choice in the matter. ‘All work’ graffitied on the bakery wall suggests that their owner was a hard taskmaster. Hopefully the slaves were not in as pitiable a state as the fictional ones described by the narrator of The Golden Ass: miserable creatures covered in ‘dirty flour ash’, clothed in tattered tunics, their bodies ‘a welter of inflamed bruises; their backs scarred by the rod’. But the Modestus bakery slaves would no doubt have worked in a similarly ‘steamy dank’ and ‘dusty darkness’.1 Little light can have entered the enclosed atrium where they laboured. At its centre was a large domed oven and several stone mills for grinding the wheat. Beyond were the stables which housed the donkeys that turned them. The bakers mixed and kneaded the bread dough in large stone bowls. Once it had proved, they shaped it into circular loaves and tied a piece of twine around the edge to form a handle, which made it easier to carry the bread when baked. Once the slaves had made four cuts across the top of each loaf, dividing it into eight sections, the bread was ready to be baked.

It was still in the oven when Vesuvius erupted at midday. Within an hour Pompeii was plunged into darkness as a mushroom-shaped cloud blew southwards and pumice and ash began to rain down on the town. No bodies have been found in the bakery. Like the painters decorating the garden room of a residential house on the other side of town, who fled virtually mid-brushstroke leaving behind their mixing bowls, jars of plaster and pots of paint, the bakery slaves must have bolted.2 The 81 loaves they had baked that morning were taken out of the oven by Victorian excavators – nearly 2,000 years over-baked.

The first biscuits were simply dried bread, made in order to store this most fundamental of foods. At some point in the sixth millennium BCE the people living on the fertile plains of the Tigris–Euphrates river system domesticated wild cereals and began cultivating barley and wheat. Over time the varied meat-rich diet of hunting and gathering was displaced by a farming diet dominated by cereals. A grain-based diet was less nutritious, but it had the advantage that it supplied as many as a hundred times more people with a comparatively secure source of food, which with care could be stored for years.3


[image: ]
One of the eighty-one loaves of bread found in the oven at the Modestus bakery by Victorian excavators.

By the third millennium BCE, the Mesopotamians had discovered that twice-baking grain not only made it sweeter but also meant that it could be kept for longer. They would soak barley grains in water until they began to germinate, thus releasing the sugars stored in the kernels. Then they would arrest the process by drying them in the sun or a warm kiln. A second, slightly hotter bake turned the partially germinated grains into sweet malted barley. Pounded and sieved to remove the chaff, malt barley flour could be stored for several months in sacks or jars. But if the flour was baked into a loaf of bread, which was then sliced and these slices were dried in the residual heat of the wood oven, the barley was transformed into hard, dry rusks that could be stored for years. The baking and drying process removed water and air but retained most of the grain’s nutritive value. The rusks were in effect durable condensed bread. However, it seems the Mesopotamians did not use these first barley biscuits as a foodstuff but as a way to preserve the base for making beer. Soaked in water and heated in a mash vessel, the rusks formed a wort that could be sweetened with honey or date juice and left to ferment.4

The ancient Greeks used the same method to preserve bread. Both Hippocrates and Aristotle refer to dipyros artos, which again means ‘twice-baked bread’. But a more common name for bread rusks in ancient Greece was paximadia, presumably in honour of Paxamus, a Greek writer who lived in Rome in the first or second century. Unfortunately, none of his writings have survived but because other classical authors refer to his works we know that he wrote on a wide variety of subjects ranging from farming to sexual positions. Perhaps his agricultural handbook included particularly good instructions on how to make barley bread biscuits.5

In the seventeenth century these twice-baked bread rusks were still being made on the Greek island of Santorini, where the French traveller Jean de Thevénot encountered them. ‘The Inhabitants of this Island live very meanly,’ he wrote. ‘Their Bread … is Bisket … as black as Pitch, and so harsh that one can hardly swallow it.’ Thevénot thought the islanders’ food matched their home. As a consequence of a volcanic eruption in the harbour three years earlier, it was ‘a frightful place … like Hell; for the Sea in the Harbour and about the Coast is black, and all seems Burn’d and Scorched’. The islanders of Santorini lived on biscuit rather than fresh bread due to their lack of firewood. Thevénot explained that they had to buy all their wood ‘by the pound’ from the neighbouring island of Nio, which made baking an expensive business, and so the islanders ‘never heat the Oven but twice a Year’.6 Hence it made sense to store their bread as biscuit.

In the drier parts of the Greek world the climate was better suited to the cultivation of barley but as Rome rose to political and cultural ascendancy, barley became the grain of the poor, slaves and the peasantry. The Italians preferred wheat as it made better bread due to its higher gluten content but if they ate bread at all, the poor in the countryside had to make do with black barley bread thick with chaff. More often they boiled whole barley grains into a porridge. If they grew wheat, they sold it in the towns and cities. Wheat bread was the staple food of the Roman town dweller.7 There were at least 30 bakeries in Pompeii and these would have been supplemented by numerous street sellers touting rolls and loaves from baskets. While what seem to be shopping lists scratched on the walls of the houses show that Pompeiians were keen consumers of olive oil, wine, pork, whitebait, cheese, lard, onions, cabbage, beetroot, leeks, mustard, mint and salt, most of their food budget would have gone on bread.8 It would have provided at least three quarters of the calories in the urban Roman diet (see page 1 of the picture section).9

The Romans made a wide range of breads. In his third century CE work The Banquet of the Learned, the Graeco-Egyptian author Athenaeus describes the different sorts of bread enjoyed in the ancient world: ‘raised bread, unleavened bread, bread made with fine flour, with groats, with unbolted meal … of rye, of spelt and of millet’. He goes on to mention ‘oven bread … so named, from being baked’, ‘thin wafer bread made over the ashes’, bread enriched with honey and oil or lard, griddle cakes and cheese bread, hot rolls sprinkled with poppy seeds, brazier bread, which was a delectable speciality of Rhodes, where they dipped it in sweet wine, and the glorious twisted barley rolls of Thessaly. Obelias was made by winding a sausage-shaped length of dough around a spit and then roasting it over an open fire.10 This spit bread was said to be popular with soldiers on campaign.11

Like the Greeks, the Romans twice-baked their bread to make biscuit. Athenaeus mentions biscuit made from ‘voluptuous loaves’.12 This appears to be a reference to biscuit made from fine white bread, which would have had the consistency of desiccated toast. The Romans also made hard rusks with coarser breads. They called bread rusks panis bicoctus – twice-baked bread – and it is from the Latin (via the French) that the English word is derived. Thus, the original method for making biscuit is embedded in its name. As a durable and easily transportable form of bread, it was used by the Roman navy and army.13 The biscuit distributed to soldiers was sometimes shaped into bagel-like rings. These may have been made by first dropping rings of dough into hot water and then drying them before they were baked to a crisp. The soldiers would string them on a cord and hang them from the cross-shaped pole they used to carry their equipment.

Charred though the carbonised loaves found at Pompeii are, across the millennia we can still imagine the pleasure that a hungry Roman might have taken in tearing off one of the still-warm wedges. The loaves divided into sections were made to be broken and shared.14 Indeed, to ‘break bread’ became synonymous with the idea of eating together. The poet Antiphanes praised the generous host who furnished his guests with good bread, asking, ‘How could a man of gentle breeding ever leave this roof, when he sees these white-bodied loaves crowding the furnace in close ranks?’15 A simple Roman meal consisted of bread, fish and wine. This was what Jesus and his disciples ate at the Last Supper, and through this symbolic meal, bread, fish and wine were transferred into the Christian world as foodstuffs that symbolised membership of the Christian community.16

The Christian anchorites who withdrew from the world to lead solitary lives of contemplation in the Egyptian desert restricted themselves to a frugal diet of bread, water and salt. Out in the desert they would have had limited access to firewood and like the inhabitants of Santorini, they made their bread into long-lasting biscuit. Coptic accounts of the life of St Anthony, an Egyptian farmer who renounced the world to live alone in an abandoned Roman fort, tell how twice a year he would bake barley bread and then dry it into biscuit in the sun. In the third and fourth centuries anchorites began to abandon their solitary rock-cut tombs and caves in favour of living together in religious communities.17 A veteran of the Roman army called Pachomius founded the first monastery on the Isle of Tabennisi. In the set of rules he drew up to guide his fellow devotees, he instructed them to fast on Wednesdays and Fridays and to eat only bread, salt and water on the other days of the week. From Pachomius’s rules we can see that bread-making was a solemn business. He ordained that from the moment the flour was sprinkled with water no one should be allowed in or out of the bakery and that the bakers were to keep silence: not only draughts but also noise was thought to prevent bread from rising.18 Like St Anthony, the monks on the island of Tabennisi would only have gone to the expense of firing up their ovens to bake once or twice a year and they would have converted most of their bread into biscuit.

Pachomius’s first monastery gave rise to others throughout the Nile delta and eventually monasteries were founded all over Europe.19 We can see from the frequent reference to twice-baked bread in their regulations that biscuit was a staple of the monastic diet. The twelfth-century charter of the Greek Kosmosoteira monastery has instructions on how to make a brew of onions, herbs and olive oil to pour over a bowl of crushed rusks.20 This was still how the islanders of Santorini prepared their biscuit five centuries later. The French priest François Richard noticed that just as the islanders reconstituted dried beans and fish in water, they first soaked their rusks before covering them with a stew of vegetables.21 In many parts of Europe villagers took the same precautions as the monks when baking bread, protecting the proving dough from noise and draughts. And linguistic evidence suggests that like the monks, they converted some of their bread into biscuit and that this was a commonplace food throughout the European countryside.22 In Slovene the word prepecenec implies over-baking; dvopek in Serbo-Croat and Zwieback in German both mean twice-baked. The Venetians rendered the Greek paximadia as pasimata, and the Serbo-Croats pronounced it peksimet; it became pesmet in Romanian.23

Geoffrey the Grammarian’s fifteenth-century Latin–English dictionary tells us that the English used the term krakenelle for ‘brede twyys bakyn’.24 Just as there were different types of bread, ranging from white wheaten manchet loaves to coarse maslin bread made with a mixture of wheat, rye and barley flour, so there was a range of biscuits.25 Maslin biscuits would have been as hard and black as the pumice-like biscuit of Santorini, but white biscuit was considered suitably fine for ambassadors to offer as a gift to distant rulers. When Friar William of Rubruck set out on an expedition to the Tartars on behalf of King Louis of France in 1253, he took with him wine, apples and fine biscuit. The nomadic tribespeople he met while travelling through Central Asia were unimpressed and advised him to add valuable cloth to the offering.26

The Dutch, German, Danish, Swedish and Norwegian words for what we would think of as crackers – respectively knäckebröd, knäckebrot, knaekbrød, knackebröd and knekkebrød – may all derive from the same root word as krakenelle. These northern European twice-baked breads were, however, of a different character. Oats and rye grew better than barley and wheat in cooler climates and stonier ground. In these regions people made thin ‘cakes’ with their rye- or oat-based doughs. In Lancashire these were known as ‘clap bread’ because they were made by placing a ball of oatmeal dough on a wooden board and then beating or ‘clapping’ it with the hand until it was spread as thin as paper.27 These oat cakes could be toasted when propped against a tripod in front of the fire or baked to a crisp on an iron griddle over a flame to form ‘thin wafers as big as Pancakes’, so dry and ‘short’ that they ‘easily broke into shivers’.28 Labourers would make a large batch and then store them piled in a basket hung from the roof beams. In Scotland and Scandinavia they fashioned holes in the centre of these ‘cakes’ so that they could be strung on a pole, which was then balanced across the ceiling beams. Although oat and rye crackers were different from bread rusks, they derived from the same principle. They were all a dried version of the staple bread. Throughout Europe and North Africa, the Middle East and Asia Minor, freshly baked bread was the ideal food but it was preserved and stored as biscuit to ensure that a reserve supply was available year round.
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DAKOS SALAD

On his 1933 walking tour from the Hook of Holland to Constantinople, Patrick Leigh Fermor encountered paximadia in the wild Kravara region of western Greece. This region’s ‘inhabitants had been famous for living exclusively by mendacity’, and he was surprised to discover they were happy to talk openly about their disreputable past. He was sent to meet a 90-year-old man who described how when he was young, the youth of the area would take a ‘tagari, a roomy woven bag, slung on a cord [and fill it with] paximadia, bread twice-baked and hard as a stone, once the diet of hermits … and now the sustenance of shepherds’, and thus equipped would set off to make their living as itinerant quack doctors, relic pedlars, beggars and pickpockets.29

The Greeks took paximadia to the olive groves at harvest time and softened it in their wine at lunchtime. In the 1970s it was still available in bakeries but generally ‘relegated to untidy heaps in the back’.30 But since the 1990s it has become popular again, and now the shelves of Greek supermarkets abound with paximadia in all shapes and flavours, from hard black barley rusks to bagel-shaped rings studded with sunflower seeds, and light toast-like biscuits made with olive-oil-enriched bread. The island of Crete is known for producing the best paximadia. Here they eat it in a salad known as dakos:


Crush a handful of barley biscuits (paximadia) and cover with chopped tomatoes, and myzithra cheese. This is the local Cretan cheese, you can use feta as a substitute. Pour over some olive oil and sprinkle with oregano. The biscuit softens in the tomato juice and oil but is still pleasingly crunchy.31
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In which Ibrahim bin al-Mahdi writes a poem about sweet biscuits

In ninth-century Baghdad, the Abbasid prince Ibrahim bin al-Mahdi wrote a poem to thank his nephew for a gift of biscuits. In his cookbook, Ibn Sayyar al-Warraq reproduced the poem. According to Ibrahim, the biscuits, shaped into discs, resembled the moon and tasted as luscious as honey or a sweetly perfumed breeze. They were decorated with consecutive lines of sesame seeds, almonds and pine nuts, dripped with almond oil and were coloured yellow by saffron, making them shimmer like nuggets of gold. Ibrahim tells his nephew that the kind and generous present proves his affection, and ends by asking God to protect him so that he might ‘live a thousand years, forever happy’, untouched by harm.1 This effusive thank you for the simple gift of a few biscuits conveys the unashamed pleasure Arabs took in the consumption of sweetmeats.

Islamic confectioners were the first to add sugar to the dough for twice-baked bread – baqsamat in Arabic – to produce baqsamat bi sukkar: sweet biscotti-like rusks. Sugar transformed the Christian monks’ storeroom staple into a luxurious food of indulgence. Although the ancient Greeks and Romans were aware of a honey-like substance that was ‘brittle to the teeth’ and was harvested from ‘reeds’ in India and Arabia, sugar played no part in the culinary and medical concoctions of the ancient Europeans.2 Their sweetener was honey. But while honey had good keeping qualities and was therefore an excellent substance in which to preserve quinces, for example, honey is hygroscopic, which means that a dough sweetened with it attracts water. Thus biscuits sweetened with honey quickly became soft, defeating the object of making them in the first place.3 Biscuits made with sugar, on the other hand, remained hard and good for just as long as any unsweetened variety.

Originating from New Guinea, sugar cane had spread throughout South East Asia and India, where people enjoyed chewing pieces of cane and sucking out the sweet juice. At some point in the fourth century BCE, northern Indians appear to have discovered how to manufacture hard lumps of crystalline sugar by boiling and filtering cane juice. ‘Stone honey’ then spread from India to Iran, and when in the eighth century the Abbasid Arabs established the city of Baghdad, they took sugar cane with them to Iraq. Soon the fertile flood plains of the Tigris and Euphrates were dotted with sugar-pressing factories.4

The method for transforming cane juice into sugar improved in Arab hands. In the factories the cane was cleaned and cut into small pieces, which were put through a stone mill to extract the juice. This was then strained into a cauldron, where it was brought to a rolling boil and then strained again. Once it had been boiled and strained three times, the juice was poured into cone-shaped moulds and left in a drip house. As the sugar slowly crystallised, a residue of liquid molasses drained out of the cone. When the sugar had dried into hard cones of what the Arabs called red and we would call brown sugar, these were taken back to the boiling house, dissolved in water with milk and boiled again. This produced white sugar and a more refined molasses. And if the process was repeated once more, pure rock sugar was the final product.5 Unlike the juice, which went sour within a few hours, this crystallised sugar could be kept for years. This process in itself appeared to be one of miraculous alchemy. But if the crystallised sugar was dissolved in water and boiled again, it underwent further transformation, turning first into a hard, glass-like substance and after additional boiling into a thick fudge or fondant. While quince juice cooked in honey produced an opaque red paste, when cooked in a sugar solution it became a translucent jelly, which seemed ‘to capture the very essence of quince’.6 Sugar appeared to have magical qualities.

In the minds of ancient and medieval medical practitioners, no line separated food from medicine. Every substance was thought to possess humoral qualities and, if they were ingested, these qualities were then absorbed by the body. Wet, cold foods such as fish could cause an excess of black bile and induce melancholy. This could be countered by eating them alongside warm, dry foods such as nuts to boost the choleric humours. Diet not only affected a person’s mood but reached into the realm of their soul.7 The ideal was to maintain a humoral balance that preserved the body in a state of both internal equilibrium and harmony with the environment. Arab medics now integrated sugar into this humoral understanding of health.

By the eighth century the Islamic world had supplanted the Roman Empire as the centre of scholarship and culinary innovation. In Baghdad an unprecedented transfer of knowledge from one culture to another took place. The Abbasids conceived the city as a crossroads at the centre of the world and welcomed people of all faiths and ethnicities. In their libraries the elite amassed works of medicine, philosophy and natural science from across the known world and patronised Christian, Zoroastrian, Buddhist, even pagan, as well as Arab scholars to translate and interpret them. In Arab hands the ancient Greek medical–dietary repertoire of remedies was transformed as honey was replaced with sugar. Arab medics classified sugar as hot and moist like the blood and therefore a neutral substance in that it did not disturb the body’s equilibrium; they advised that it was suitable for everyone of any age or humoral disposition and could even restore harmony to those in an unhealthy state of imbalance.8

Islamic cookery embraced this perfect food. Sugar can be found everywhere in Sayyar al-Warraq’s tenth-century cookbook, which provides us with a record of elite Islamic cuisine at its height. We can see that Muslim cooks used sugar as a spice, adding it to stuffing for fish or to a sauce that could be poured over meat; but at the same time a new branch of cookery used sugar as a main ingredient.9 Sugar was the basis for about a third of the recipes in the cookbook: an array of pastes, conserves, jellies, puddings, pancakes, pastries, sherbets and, of course, biscuits. Some of these confections were used medicinally to treat stomach, bladder and kidney ailments, eye diseases and the pains caused by agues and fevers. The Syrian physician Ibn al-Quff recommended a lemon and quince sherbet drink to warm a cold stomach and clear the throat of phlegm.10 But sugar was not just consumed as a remedy. It was seen as a health food, and was eaten as a prophylactic to ensure that the body stayed in tune with the environment. When the weather was hot, Ibn Butlan, a Nestorian physician and theologian born in Baghdad in the eleventh century, advised the consumption of sugar confections made with camphor and rose water; when it was cold he recommended fig and nut sugar confections.11 Eating sweet biscuits could thus be seen as a form of preventive medicine, as a means of keeping the body in a state of harmony with the cosmos.

The first sweet biscuits were made by simply adding sugar to the dough for twice-baked bread. Islamic bakers made twice-baked bread rings that resembled the biscuits distributed to Roman soldiers. The dough was often flavoured with flower waters.12 The translation of ancient Greek texts had enabled Islamic alchemists to perfect the art of distilling the essence of flower petals. The invention of new apparatus now enabled the commercialisation of the process and the distilling factories dotted throughout the Islamic world made rose and orange-blossom waters so widely available that they became ubiquitous flavourings in Islamic confectionery.13

A second line of sweet biscuits known as ka’k evolved as Muslim confectioners invented a more economical way of twice-baking enriched biscuit breads by baking them in small clay tandoors rather than large, fuel-hungry bread ovens. The discs of biscuit dough received their first baking stuck to the side of the tandoor. They could then be dried in the sun or receive a second, gentler baking placed in a net at the top of the oven. More elaborate adaptations involved pressing discs of dough into concave moulds and filling them with mixtures of nuts or dates and then sealing the filling with a second disc. They could be baked either pressed on the side of the tandoor or in an oiled pan lowered into the bottom. These little filled biscuits (ancestors of modern-day fig rolls) were finished by dipping them in rose-water-flavoured sugar syrup and sprinkling them with grains of white sugar.14 Thus in the Arab world two lines of sweet biscuit evolved: sweetened rusks and sweet dough confections.
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A RECIPE FOR KA’K MADE FOR ABU ATA SAHL BIN SALIM AL-KATIB

Flour, sesame seeds, almond oil, salt mixed to a dough. Sugar and saffron. Kneaded with yeast and water. When dough is fermented rub it with a little fat and rose water beaten together. Roll out on a board into a square and cut into small squares. Bake them in the tannur by sticking them onto the inner wall. When done leave them at the top of the tannur for a short while to dry out.15

Ibn Sayyar al-Warraq
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In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the economic and cultural centre of the Islamic world shifted from Iraq to the North African Fatimid empire, with its capital in Cairo. Sugar cane and the pressing industry had by this time spread along the Jordan valley into coastal Syria and Egypt. On his travels through the Arab world at the beginning of the fourteenth century, the North African explorer Ibn Battuta remarked that even the small town of Mallawi on the Upper Nile had eleven sugar-pressing facilities. Here he was surprised to observe beggars and Sufi mendicants wandering into the refineries to soak their bread in the pots of boiling juice. These factories shipped raw brown sugar down the Nile to large refineries near Cairo, where it was processed into white sugar.16

The art of confectionery spread with the sugar industry. In Cairo confectioners perfected the art of sugar sculpture. By mixing sugar with oils or vegetable gums it could be formed into a clay-like paste, which was fashioned into all manner of shapes and then baked hard. An eleventh-century visitor to Cairo during Ramadan marvelled at a lemon tree with a thousand branches, leaves and fruit, all fashioned out of sugar paste.17 Sugar was expensive – a kilo cost about twenty-two times the price of a kilo of wheat – but not so expensive that minor merchants, artisans, scholars, scribes and notaries could not afford to wander through Cairo’s sweetmeat bazaar and choose a delectable treat from the confections displayed on huge brass trays in the shopfronts, such as a sugar candy moulded into the shape of a lion or a pomegranate, to give to their children at Ramadan.18 Cairo even had its own biscuit bazaar – the suq al-ka’kiyyin.19

Muslim and Jewish merchants grew rich exporting Egyptian sugar down the Red Sea to Aden and Calicut and across the Mediterranean to Venice and Genoa – and the art of confectionery and sweet biscuit baking travelled with it.
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In which Bartolomeo Scappi serves Pope Pius IV mostaccioli biscuits

In Mantegna’s painting of The Circumcision (c.1460), a small child in red leans against his mother’s legs, a ring-shaped biscuit in his hand. Perhaps the model had been given something to chew to alleviate the tedium of posing. In placing the biscuit in the child’s hand, Mantegna’s scene – painted to illustrate a moment in the life of Christ – affords the modern viewer a glimpse into the everyday life of Renaissance Italy. It seems that centuries after the collapse of the Roman Empire, Italians were still making ring-shaped biscuits of the kind that Roman soldiers had carried with them on campaign. But appearances may be deceptive: the little boy’s bread ring may well have been a different kind of biscuit altogether. We know from contemporary records that a range of biscuit sellers were touting their wares on the streets of Italy’s cities. Vendors sold biscuits that looked like Roman military bread rings but were in fact Italian versions of the Islamic ka’k, with almonds added to the dough and dipped in sugar syrup.1 It is likely that the snack in the little boy’s hand was one of these new sweet biscuits that had arrived in Italy through contact with the Muslim world.
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Andrea Mantegna, The Circumcision (1462). One of a triptych of paintings Ludovico III Gonzaga of Mantua commissioned to adorn his private chapel.

Between the seventh and ninth centuries the Arabs conquered Cyprus, Spain, Crete and Sicily, bringing with them sugar cane and the knowledge of how to process it.2 In fact, in the ninth century Sicily became North Africa’s main supplier of sugar. At the same time, in the kingdom of al-Andalusia, established after the Berbers had crossed the Straits of Gibraltar in 711, the Moors renovated the Roman irrigation systems and rejuvenated Spanish agriculture. As well as sugar cane, they introduced a host of new foodstuffs, including citrus fruits, figs, pomegranates, saffron and rice. Consequently, in Catalonia, Arab and European styles of cookery fused to create a sophisticated cuisine characterised by complex sauces layered with flavour, a preference for the sour–sweet combination of meat cooked with dried fruits, and the use of bitter citrus juices or fragrant flower waters to heighten flavour.3 And of course, along with sugar, the full repertoire of Islamic confectionery was also introduced to Spain.

The first written evidence of the arrival of the Arabic art of confectionery in Europe is to be found in the Libre de totes maneres de confits, a Catalonian cookbook compiled in the 1400s.4 This was the first in a long line of European cookbooks to contain a strange medley of instructions on how to make sugary confections such as fruit preserves and marzipan alongside remedies for a host of medical complaints. In the fifteenth century the Catalan fusion cuisine was spread to Italy by the resurgence of the kingdom of Aragon, which pushed the Moors back to southern Spain and incorporated Catalonia into its realm. It then went on to conquer Majorca, Corsica, Malta, Sicily and, in 1443, the kingdom of Naples on the Italian mainland.

Long before then, Italian cities like Venice and Genoa had traded in grain, olive oil, salt, wine, sugar and Eastern luxuries with Alexandria, Constantinople and ports around the Levant.5 In the enclaves that European merchants established in the Muslim cities, Latin scholars met Arab and Greek philosophers. A syncretic culture emerged from this contact and flourished at the court of the Norman Emperor Frederick II in Sicily and in university towns such as Toledo and Salerno. Here classical Greek texts were reintroduced to the West and Islamic medico-moral learning made inroads into medieval Europe.6

The revival of classical learning in Europe eventually blossomed into the Italian Renaissance. The first cookbook to document the cuisine of Renaissance Italy was On Right Pleasure and Good Health (1470) by Bartolomeo Sacchi, more commonly known as Platina. Platina was no cook himself: he took all but 10 of the 250 recipes from a manuscript cookbook by his friend Maestro Martino, whom he hailed as ‘the chief cook of our age’.7 What he brought to the table was his scholarship. He had studied under two of the pioneering humanists in fifteenth-century Italy and he now embedded Martino’s cookery in an Arabic regimen sanitatus while also applying Greek humoral classifications to foodstuffs.8 Most importantly for the history of the biscuit, he added sugar to the materia medica and reiterated the Arabic appraisal of the substance as ‘warm and damp so that it is of good nourishment … and soothes whatever discomforts there are’.9 Martino’s recipes reveal how heavily fifteenth-century Italian cooking had been influenced by Catalan cuisine. A good number of the recipes are explicitly introduced as ‘Catalan’, and Islamic influences can be traced in the use of dried fruits, rice, dates, bitter oranges and pomegranates. Like Islamic cooks, Martino made liberal use of sugar as a spice for seasoning, flavouring many of his sauces with it or sprinkling it over his finished dishes. More significantly for the development of the biscuit, he was among the first European cooks to follow Muslim practice and use sugar as a main ingredient in a range of sweet confections.10 Crucially, Platina observed that ‘the [good] quality of sugar … crosses over into the qualities of those things to which it clings in the preparation’.11 By defining sugar as nutritious, he gave Renaissance diners carte blanche to indulge in sweetmeats and the Italian elite enthusiastically integrated Arabic confectionery into their dietary regimen.

Platina stipulated that sugary confections were most appropriately consumed at the beginning of a meal to ‘induce appetite’ and at the end to ‘seal the stomach’. Antonio Cammelli’s contemporary poem, ‘When I dined with Marco Nigrisolo’, describes the kind of meal Platina would have enjoyed with his friends, men like himself, scholars, poets and philosophers, who acted as secretaries, chamberlains, scribes, pages and cooks to ecclesiastical dignitaries. The meal begins with ‘a mug of sweet Malvasia [wine] and candied fried dough’ and continues with a succession of fine dishes including stuffed and roasted fowl, lamb, mutton, fatty pork and beans, a veal pie, cheese and wine
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FINE MOSTACCIOLI
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SPICE BISCUITS





	125 g plain white flour

	125 g whole blanched almonds

	40 g icing sugar

	1 tsp powdered cinnamon

	1 tsp powdered mace or mixed spice

	exactly 100 ml water

	125 g caster sugar
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