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SERIES PREFACE

GENERAL EDITORS, FABIO PARASECOLI AND PETER SCHOLLIERS

A Cultural History of Food presents an authoritative survey from ancient times to the present. This set of six volumes covers nearly 3,000 years of food and its physical, spiritual, social, and cultural dimensions. Volume editors and authors, representing different nationalities and cultural traditions, constitute the cutting edge in historical research on food and offer an overview of the field that reflects the state of the art of the discipline. While the volumes focus mostly on the West (Europe in its broadest sense and North America), they also draw in comparative material and each volume concludes with a brief final chapter on contemporaneous developments in food ideas and practices outside the West. These works will contribute to the expansion of the food history research in Asia, Africa, Oceania, and South America, which is already growing at an increasingly fast pace.

The six volumes, which follow the traditional approach to examining the past in Western cultures, divide the history of food as follows:

Volume 1: A Cultural History of Food in Antiquity (800 BCE–500 CE)

Volume 2: A Cultural History of Food in the Medieval Age (500–1300)

Volume 3: A Cultural History of Food in the Renaissance (1300–1600)

Volume 4: A Cultural History of Food in the Early Modern Age (1600–1800)

Volume 5: A Cultural History of Food in the Age of Empire (1800–1900)

Volume 6: A Cultural History of Food in the Modern Age (1920–2000)

This periodization does not necessarily reflect the realities and the historical dynamics of non-Western regions, but the relevance of cultural and material exchanges among different civilizations in each period is emphasized.

Each volume discusses the same themes in its chapters:

1. Food Production. These chapters examine agriculture, husbandry, fishing, hunting, and foraging at any given period, considering the environmental impact of technological and social innovations, and the adaptation to the climate and environment changes.

2. Food Systems. These chapters explore the whole range of the transportation, distribution, marketing, advertising, and retailing of food, emphasizing trade, commerce, and the international routes that have crisscrossed the world since antiquity.

3. Food Security, Safety, and Crises. We cannot have a complete picture of the history of food without discussing how societies dealt with moments of crisis and disruption of food production and distribution, such as wars, famines, shortages, and epidemics. These essays reflect on the cultural, institutional, economic, and social ways of coping with such crises.

4. Food and Politics. These chapters focus on the political aspects of public food consumption: food aspects of public ceremonies and feasts, the impact on public life, regulations, controls, and taxation over food and alcohol production, exchange, and consumption.

5. Eating Out. The communal and public aspects of eating constitute the main focus of these essays. Authors consider hospitality for guests, at home and in public spaces (banquets and celebrations), and discuss public places to eat and drink in urban and rural environments, including street food, marketplaces, and fairs.

6. Professional Cooking, Kitchens, and Service Work. These chapters look at the various roles involved in food preparation outside the family nucleus: slaves, cooks, servants, waiters, maitre d’hotel etc., investigating also the most relevant cooking techniques, technologies, and tools for each period, giving special consideration to innovations.

7. Family and Domesticity. The acquisition, shopping and storage, preparation, consumption, and disposal of food in a domestic setting are among the most important aspects of food culture. These chapters analyze family habits in different periods of time, paying particular attention to gender roles and the material culture of the domestic kitchen.

8. Body and Soul. These chapters examine fundamental material aspects such as nutritional patterns, food constituents, and food-related diseases. Furthermore, spiritual and cultural aspects of thinking about and consuming food are highlighted, including religion, philosophy, as well as health and diet theories.

9. Food Representations. These essays analyze cultural and discursive reflections about food, which not only contributed to the way people conceive of food, but also to the social and geographical diffusion of techniques and behavior.

10.World Developments. These brief chapters overview developments, dynamics, products, food-related behaviors, social structures, and concepts in cultural environments that often found themselves at the margins of Western modernity.

Rather than embracing the encyclopedic model, the authors apply a broad multidisciplinary framework to examine the production, distribution, and consumption of food, as grounded in the cultural experiences of the six historical periods. This structure allows readers to obtain a broad overview of a period by reading a volume, or to follow a theme through history by reading the relevant chapter in each volume.

Highly illustrated, the full six-volume set combines to present the most authoritative and comprehensive survey available on food through history.


Introduction

Locating Foodways in the Nineteenth Century

MARTIN BRUEGEL

The collection of hard data on the cost of living among laboring classes was the official reason why Lee Meriwether (1862–1966) found himself in Europe during an economic downturn in the mid-1880s. Sent there by the American Bureau of Labor Statistics, he held no brief against this task. He passionately believed that a Republican government and free trade would help to improve material well-being everywhere. The household budgets that he intended to collect would make his case incontrovertible. And yet, Meriwether doubted whether numbers culled from official statistics while staying in hotels recommended in Baedeker’s travel guides could do justice to the variety of experiences anywhere. They indubitably provided useful information and valuable perspectives on the ways in which people spent their income; however, they were incapable of conveying the values that informed people’s behavior and were insufficient to capture the full meaning ing that that people people attached attached to to events, events, both both extraordinary ordinary and and routine, routine, in in their their lives. lives.Meriwether wanted to “penetrate below the surface” accessible by way of numerical surveys. “To know a country,” he declared, “one must fraternize with its people, must live with them, sympathize with them, win their confidence.” He thus resolved to walk through Europe—from Gibraltar to the Bosporus, from the Mediterranean to the Baltic Sea—to see “something of low life.” By this, he meant the everyday lives of peasants, workers, and the occasional retailer.1

Because food provisioning mattered so much to the people who Meriwether visited, and often accounted for more than two-thirds of their budgets, foodways consistently captured his attention. (This curiosity was much less in evidence twenty-five years later when he, then a forty-five-year-old lawyer, and his wife took an anniversary trip along some of the same routes in an automobile; according to Meriwether, speed impeded close observation, and and already had already in 1887 recommended, he had recommended in 1887, forgoing forgoing the bicycle because “the bicycler might go faster, but he would see less.”) As a tramp abroad, Meriwether shared the ubiquitous rye bread that was the staff of life for most people whose “intimate acquaintance” he sought on his year-long backpacking tour. The young American discovered fried artichokes in Naples; Naples; yogurt yogurt and and also the the varieties varieties (but (but also also the the high high cost) cost) of of drinking drinking water in Constantinople; Gemütlichkeit and its relation to beer in southern Germany, where he appreciated the vegetables that workers cultivated in their own time in gardens provided by their employers; milk-cures for well-heeled tourists in Alpine Interlaken; the highly seasonal character of the Russian diet whose richness he much appreciated (“a glance at the bill of fare for dinner would disclose the exact month and season”); the by-then typical French three-course meal in a cheap—and precocious—self-service eatery in a Parisian bazaar; and vegetarian restaurants in London (“the economical traveller will do well to remember these”), where menus indicted the proper English meal in which meat was central. Certainly Meriwether’s encounters, more often than not, were fleeting. Yet he had an eye for the ordinary run of things. Breaking bread and engaging in table talk with a great many people of modest means from rural and urban, farm and industrial backgrounds, he came very close to embracing a posture akin to the ethnographic technique of participant observation. On the practical side, too, too, he he proved proved something something of of a precursor. precursor. In In the the course course of of working working up up his his field eldnotes he put together a handbook for frugal travelling. He thus invented a subgenre among tourist guides that turned out to have a bright future.2

The young investigator was onto something when it came to the interpretation of material conditions and their development. He wondered about the relationship between wealth and happiness because he knew that there was no straightforward way to define well-being. Not that questions concerning the reliability of statistical information worried Meriwether. He trusted their robustness. After all, vanguard Massachusetts had produced fine, large-scale budget surveys since the 1870s, perfecting earlier European studies.3 Such assurances completely eluded the French reporter and factory inspector Henri Louis Bourrillon (1876–1962). His involvement with data gathering led to the publication of a biting satire entitled L’enquête (1913) that detailed shortcomings in the process: biases in selection and attitudes, incompleteness, oversights, and especially involuntary and deliberate omissions. The book cast doubt on the usefulness of such records for an accurate appraisal of working-class lives. It left no ambiguity in terms of the political uses of data as evidence to justify efforts to reform the putatively profligate habits of laboring families.4 Meriwether shared neither qualms nor outlook. In the 1889 American companion volume to his European investigation, he expanded on a distinction between “cost of living” and “kind of living.” This was how the newly established U.S. Department of Labor meant to get a comprehensive grip on “the economic, social, and moral welfare of the people.” Budget parts, food quantities, and prices proved themselves to be pertinent tools when it came to assessing people’s capacity to satisfy their basic physiological and physical needs (food, housing, clothing) in a particular society. Such tangible data made historical and especially international comparisons possible. Yet Meriwether reckoned that the “cost of living” did not enable a complete interpretation of lived experience and human behavior. Hence his efforts to find out about social values and norms that shaped lives and helped organize society, and his interest in individual as well as collective manifestations of joy and sorrow.5

Meriwether’s intellectual challenge resulted from an embarrassment of riches. Before the nineteenth century there had never been such systematic drives to collect data in order to find patterns and regularities in human characteristics, conditions, and comportments. To be sure, the concomitant interpretation of two kinds of evidence—“hard,” objective facts and “soft,” subjective accounts—added complexity to his undertaking. And indeed, ever since, historians and social scientists relying on this legacy have grappled with, and often clashed over, the issue of translating quantifiable data (consumer baskets, wages, fertility, mortality, morbidity, inequality, or crime) into assessments of the quality of life.6 The difficulty was real enough but it paled in the face of another, rather more surreptitious pitfall: the danger of describing unfamiliar societies according to American standards and of finding them lacking. Meriwether’s attention to the social uses and appreciation of things reduced the risk. This perspective allowed him to consider each population on its own while remaining level-headed about its position when compared to other societies, their economic performance, and material achievements. It also kept him attuned to social inequalities. “Pedestrianism, [and] no other method of travel, will afford so clear and accurate a conception of the condition of a country’s masses, of the millions who produce the wealth which the few enjoy.”7

The observation of food and foodways lent itself well to such an integrated approach to the people’s “kind of living.” This multifaceted approach was path-breaking. It was an original accomplishment of the nineteenth century. The era saw the invention of intellectual tools and scientific methods that offered a new view of food consumption. For one, human nourishment emerged as an object of measurement with a quantitative vocabulary of nutrients, energy, and the supply of other life-sustaining elements now expressing its properties. Moreover, food appeared as a carrier of meanings that make up a culture, and so invited an examination in terms of signs and symbols that inform people’s actions. Meriwether’s curiosity and his eagerness to go native when it came to eating and drinking disabused him of some widely held Anglo-American beliefs. Was more necessarily better? Not so in Bulgaria, where he “walked twenty-five miles a day for days at a time, living the while entirely on black bread, grapes, figs and other fruit.” This “simple and wholesome diet [enabled the American tramp] to stand the fatigue, and even to improve in health and vigor.” His appreciation of meat notwithstanding, Meriwether arrived at an iconoclastic conclusion: “Lovers of roast-meat and juicy beefsteaks think hard work or active exercise cannot long continue on a bread-and-fruit diet. I think my pedestrian tour proves the contrary.”8

While the young investigator held that free trade would improve material conditions, he also recognized that its impact on people’s happiness was unclear. One of Meriwether’s convictions, however, seemed indelible: the consumption of food and drink best occurred in a sociable environment. Part of the punishment meted out to prisoners in penitentiaries from Brooklyn to Nuremberg and Lisbon consisted in having them eat in isolation. This was the degree zero of food consumption. Even a series of rich meals would fail to make up for the denial of company and conversation—the necessary ingredients of a full life. To deny them was, according to Meriwether, counterproductive: rather than providing inmates quiet time to reflect on their guilty ways and thus promote their reform, it was likely to induce melancholy, despair, and end in lunacy. Breaking bread—even if it was made of rye rather than wheat—helped institute humanity: whether on the roadside or a mountain top with itinerant artists or journeymen, on board an ocean steamer with fellow travelers, in a one-room, ground-floor apartment with a Neapolitan family, at the table of the Constantinople residence of a Syrian merchant, in the company of a “long-haired student” at the table of an eating house in Southern Russia, in a “cheap coffee-house” in Strasbourg, or in a “greasy spoon” in Frankfurt-on-the-Main.9

Meriwether’s narrative offers a fitting perspective on the relations of people to their nourishment in the nineteenth century. His peregrinations, which were far from commonplace even in a century that invented tourism (thanks to travel by railroad, which Meriwether used to get to Kiev), not only open doors on a variety of cultures and their foodways, but in fact reflect intellectual and practical preoccupations thoroughly rooted in the era’s increase in scientific projects to account for, explain, and perhaps master stability and change in nature and society. The following pages sketch this long century’s salient food features: they relate the invention of data to guide public actions and the transformation of the findings into historical sources; the elaboration of a quantitative framework to determine human physiological needs that combined with a hygienic impulse to improve living conditions (and eventually helped prolong life expectancy); and the effects of economic growth as well as the persistence of inequality and hunger. Taking the cue from young Meriwether, tangible developments in food expenses, caloric intakes, and innovations in food repertoires all figure in this thumbnail profile. However, the emphasis is on the categories through which contemporaries—peasants, workers, entrepreneurs, scientists, reporters, bureaucrats, politicians—construed their world, moved to change it, and interpreted the obstacles in their way in order to modify their environment. The combined attention to structural conditions and their interpretation by contemporaries is itself a legacy of the nineteenth century. Standard research focuses on man either as a natural or as a social being. Here, the inquiry encompasses both aspects in an attempt to capture the ways in which culture mediated people’s relationship to food between the French Revolution and World War I.

SOURCES

Modern statistics was born in the nineteenth century. System was the watchword when governments incorporated the use of large numbers to develop policy tools. Detailed empirical knowledge became a prerequisite for public policies. National states and cities created offices, supported agencies, and backed associations that devised scientific methods to generate and analyze information on population demographics, agricultural and industrial production, domestic and foreign trade, private and public revenues, housing, socially deviant practices (crime, drunkenness, prostitution), meteorology, disease, provisioning, and consumption. The list is incomplete, for anything that could be counted was likely to turn up in inquiries, surveys, and censuses. Today they serve as the archival stock of historical inquiries into the conditions and standards of living on the threshold of the contemporary era.10

A forceful promoter of quantitative research into so-called moral facts, the Belgian polymath Adolphe Quetelet (1796–1874) contended that correlations between, say, age or education and criminal acts, poverty and illness, occupation and birth or death rates, not only afforded a better description of society, but also sharpened the perception of the routes taken from cause to effect. The better grasp of social reality, Quetelet argued in the 1830s, put policies designed to “improve society” and to modify behavior on firmer ground. His relentless search for mathematical laws and normal distributions also led him to establish a correlation between human growth in height and gain in weight. “We find,” he observed, “that the normal [average] weight of adult individuals is proportional to the square of height [in meters].” Fifty years later, the German statistician Ernst Engel (1821–1896) held that Quetelet’s discovery was extremely useful because a deviation from the correlation was a good predictor of ill-health or physical weakness. This revolutionary insight languished for three generations but then enjoyed a forceful come-back in the 1970s. Baptized as the body mass index, it now generally serves as the medical standard to define normal weight and obesity, and in epidemiological studies it suggests a link between excess weight and ailments of various kinds (cardiovascular disease, diabetes, kidney trouble, cancer, and so on).11

The boundless appetite for observable facts notwithstanding, the resources required in collecting quantitative data were not spent harumscarum. Industrial development generated worry about its effect on indus trial workers and on their living conditions, moving it onto the public agenda. Concerns over poverty propelled inquiries into working families who dwelt in overcrowded quarters and lived on scanty food supplies that exacerbated the odds of their falling victim to epidemics and other afflictions. To learn just how they spent their incomes—and what they received in terms of food, clothing, habitat, and health care—was the purpose of household surveys, first conducted privately in late-eighteenth-century England, and then vigorously and administratively on the continent by the mid-nineteenth century. By then, statistics was on the way to becoming a lingua franca; its practitioners united in an intellectual community spanning the Atlantic to the Ural. From within this vibrant environment, Ernst Engel formulated one of the very few “laws” obtained within the social sciences. Calculating averages on the Belgian data coming from 199 working-class household budgets collected under the supervision of Edouard Ducpétiaux (1804–1868), Engel stated that “the poorer a family, the greater the proportion of the total outlay devoted to the purchase of food . . . and furthermore, other things being equal, the proportion of the outlay spent on food is an altogether unmistakable measure of a population’s material standard of living.” The statement has kept researchers busy since the late 1850s.12

Engel’s generalization relied on mean expenditures and mean revenues. It promoted research in economics where the mathematically formalized relationship between size of income and budget share, and its theoretical explanation, continues to this day, reflecting on data from Ducpétiaux’s original budget series and linking the findings to contemporary surveys on consumer demand. Yet aggregation often hides as much as it reveals. Identical incomes often yield variable (heterogeneous) consumption patterns. Economists agree that variables beyond revenues and prices influence the ways in which people spend their money.13 The cautious conclusion by no means implies that irrationality, impulse, and idiosyncrasy guide spending. It does, however, shift the burden of explanation to other social sciences. And indeed, the analysis of 482 German household budgets selected from surveys conducted on the cost of labor by the Imperial Office of Statistics in 1907 and by the Metal Workers Union in 1909 led the French sociologist, Maurice Halbwachs (1877–1945), to assert the social, rather than the economic determination of expenditures. Equal revenues generated different budget allocations among blue- and white-collar workers. Social classes, he concluded, lived by their own definitions of needs. This finding, too, sent scores of researchers looking for the motives that drive consumption practices. Halbwachs’s thesis is not without issues. It perpetuates the sempiternal notion that the satisfaction of primary biological requirements among the popular classes precedes the development of secondary (high) spiritual wants, which are thought to characterize the upper echelons of society. That cultural factors—custom and taste, and the symbolic meaning of goods—affect consumer spending as much as, if not more than, the satisfaction of material or spiritual wants was the point made at the end of the nineteenth century by the American social critic Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929). He pinpointed invidious distinction as the motive of conspicuous—and hence wasteful, economically inefficient—consumption, rather more so in, but not limited to the leisure class.14

Factual investigation did not stop with the accumulation of numbers, their mathematical analysis, their representation in graphs and tables, and their discussion in the media and legislatures. Dry statistics required a narrative to relate the context in which the observed population evolved, so the peripatetic Meriwether thought. His attempt to recover first-hand accounts from the people whose conditions he set out to depict situated him in an almost century-long line of social investigators. They, too, invented themselves in reaction to the Industrial Revolution and directed their searchlight on the poor, the factory, and the city. They, too, sought to describe social conditions in quantitative and qualitative terms. At times, theirs was a parliamentary or scientific mission, at other times print media or philanthropic associations hired them, and sometimes—as in the case of Friederich Engels (1820–1895), reporting from the industrial cauldron that was Manchester in the early 1840s—they worked on their own. Physicians such as Louis-René Villermé (1782–1863), a member of the French Académie des sciences morales et politiques and a friend of Quetelet’s, with whom he happened to share a keenness for numbers, “examined the effects of the textile industry on those it employs [in France and Switzerland], investigated wretchedness without humiliating the wretched, observed
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