
[image: images]


[image: images]


[image: images]


[image: images]


To my mother, my grandest support, whose love of storytelling is why I write. To Paul, my love, my satyr, my best friend. To my beloved, hardworking assistants, Damien and Lucy. And to all of my good friends at The Waffle House.

The Witch’s Feast

Melissa Jayne Madara

First published in the UK and USA in 2021 by
 Nourish, an imprint of Watkins Media Limited
 Unit 11, Shepperton House, 83–93 Shepperton Road 
London N1 3DF

enquiries@nourishbooks.com

Copyright © Watkins Media Limited 2021
Text and recipes copyright © Melissa Madara 2021
Photography copyright © Frances F. Denny 2021
Illustrations: shutterstock.com 2021

The right of Melissa Jayne Madara to be identified as the Author of this text has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

Managing Editor: Ella Chappell
Editor: Rebecca Woods
Proofreader: Sarah Epton
Art Director: Glen Wilkins
Senior Designer: Karen Smith
Production: Uzma Taj
Commissioned photography: Frances F. Denny
Prop Stylist: Brita Olsen

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-84899-403-4 (Hardback)

ISBN: 978-1-84899-407-2 (eBook)

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Typeset in Amador, Aleo and Gotham 
Printed in China

Publisher’s note

While every care has been taken in compiling the recipes for this book, Watkins Media Limited, or any other persons who have been involved in working on this publication, cannot accept responsibility for any errors or omissions, inadvertent or not, that may be found in the recipes or text, nor for any problems that may arise as a result of preparing one of these recipes. If you are pregnant or breastfeeding or have any special dietary requirements or medical conditions, it is advisable to consult a medical professional before following any of the recipes contained in this book. Some activities in this book, for example those involving burning incense or cutting tools, may be dangerous if instructions are not followed precisely. Always follow manufacturer's instructions when using tools. Wild foods such as berries can be poisonous, so eat only what you can identify as safe. When foraging, it is likely that you will be trying food that you have never eaten before. Therefore, and especially if you are prone to allergies, try just a little first, as you would with any food. The material contained in this book is set out in good faith for general guidance and no liability can be accepted for loss or expense incurred in relying on the information given. In particular this book is not intended to replace expert medical advice. This book is for informational purposes only and is for your own personal use and guidance. It is not intended to diagnose, treat, or act as a substitute for professional medical advice. Watkins Media Limited, or any other persons involved in working on this publication, cannot accept responsibility for any injury, illness or damages that result from participating in the activities in this book.

Notes on the recipes

Unless otherwise stated:

Use medium fruit and vegetables

Use medium (US large) organic or free-range eggs

Use fresh herbs, spices and chillies

Use granulated sugar (Americans can use ordinary granulated sugar when caster sugar is specified)

Do not mix metric, imperial and US cup measurements:

     1 tsp = 5ml 1 tbsp = 15ml 1 cup = 240ml
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Playing with Fire

Food, like magic, was an art I taught myself. It was something I fell into heart first, drawn deeper into its depths by a yearning to understand that which lured me in – the compelling force of aroma and flavour, both seductive and immediate in the way they grab the attention. I’ve always had a keen interest in chemistry and science as methods for understanding the invisible world – the unseen, microscopic machinations of reality, which are hidden from all experience and yet influence every aspect of our entire lives. From the very beginning, cooking captivated me in this way, offering an opportunity for tactile engagement with the mysteries of chemical flux and the transformative power of fire – avenues of exploration which are too often denied to young femmes like myself. But more than the metamorphic possibility of transforming ingredients into delicious dishes, it was the playful and somatic nature of cooking that placed my early practice on the powerful, liminal ground between science, magic and art. Cooking became my artistic medium of choice, as a creative practice wherein food and feast became things experienced with both the hands and the heart, visibly and invisibly, taking place both inside and outside the body. In many ways, this wandering, exploratory trajectory of my work in the kitchen and my work as a witch are both marked by that same, nonlinear journey of feeling and creating, guided always by intuition, curiosity and a sensual engagement with the world.

And it can certainly be said, with a little poetic licence, that the two disciplines of magic and cooking share some things in common. Both practices possess an air of secrecy, never revealing their techniques too readily, and requiring great practice to fully understand. Both are deeply seductive, calling the adept deeper and deeper, and tempting the wise with a bottomless well of possible knowledge and experience. Both require study, practice, diligence, faith and a willingness to experiment – offering pathways to either greatness or disaster. But most of all, both cooking and magic require an understanding of subtle worlds and nonverbal communication – a symbolic language that exists beneath the conscious mind. You read the chocolate or the sauce for opportune moments the same way you read a scrying bowl, and you learn to communicate with chemistry the way you communicate with spirits in the same mysterious, nonverbal fashion. In this way, these disciplines probe the occulted world – the one which is felt rather than thought, and guided by the unknowable machinations of the senses and soul.

While history can certainly attest to this mystical link between magic and food, there is often considerable overlap between discussions of culinary witchcraft and apothecary science, such that there is little room to consider kitchen magic in itself. There is, of course, much to be said about the way food and herbs can influence the body in miraculous ways, and so much has already been written on this perspective of kitchen witchcraft. Here, in a herbalist’s view of kitchen magic, the practitioner is a healer-by-food, positioned as both magician and doctor – somewhere between faith and science, where magic truly lies. However, we find that when we remove herbal healing and green witchcraft from contemporary discussions of culinary magic, a blankness emerges. Unlike other magical traditions, and even non-religious practices like breathwork and trance, kitchen witchcraft lacks an overt heritage to draw from, with no traditional tools or frameworks readily apparent. This is not surprising, as the vein of kitchen magic lies so close to the mundane world, where its history is often obscured by the forgotten everydayness of domestic duty. Nevertheless, there do exist some fine and exquisite threads of culinary magic woven throughout history, beginning in the far ancient past and stretching forward to the present. Perhaps, through deliberately tracing these scraps and tatters, we can come to know the shape and form of this important work.

For these reasons, The Witch’s Feast was created not to provide a complete praxis of kitchen magic or witchcraft in general, but to investigate what the nature of this work might be. Certainly other texts abound which can instruct on the philosophical and spiritual frameworks necessary for practising magic in existing traditions. However, this experimental tome, which charts a delicate path through still-ambiguous waters, is intended as one perspective or application along the crooked path, and one method by which we may begin to consider kitchen witchcraft in itself. It extends an invitation to play with fire, both figuratively and literally, and through this playful investigation explore what power and potency kitchen witchcraft may offer us today.

With regard to the perspective of The Witch’s Feast, it is only natural that this text take the shape of my personal practice, beliefs and research. My work as a witch is greatly informed by the praxis of chaos magic, but my research is mostly into ancient religions along the Mediterranean Sea (where my ancestral Croatia is located), along with plant folklore, mythology and herbalism. Because of the nature of my personal work, you will find that this book focuses heavily on the history and magic of European traditions. Certainly, this narrow angle cannot represent magic at large, especially when you consider witchcraft as a global experience. It is, however, my personal area of interest and research from which I am prepared to share what I know.

For readers approaching magic and witchcraft for the first time through The Witch’s Feast, you may examine within these pages a number of different tools and techniques which gesture toward the various ideas of what witchcraft is or could be. It is one portal through which to view a complex and dynamic whole, which rebels against definition by its very nature. For witches who arrive at this text seeking to expand their practice into the kitchen, you should find the following chapters relatable and customizable to all paths, traditions and perspectives. While the precise nature and customs of kitchen magic remain elusive, this book presents an areligious framework, and it’s your beliefs and devotional relationships that will inform how these tools are integrated into practice.

Before we begin, there are a few useful tools and techniques which will help the reader take full advantage of all that The Witch’s Feast has to offer. These skills are not necessary to cook through this book, but will be instrumental in fully exploring rituals ahead. Armed with these simple tips and instructions, the wise may proceed safely and confidently into the unknown world that is kitchen witchcraft.

Foraging

As this is a magical cookbook, you will find that some of the ingredients we will be working with require us to stray slightly from the beaten path. Herbs and wild foods will feature prominently within these pages, and in some cases you may choose to forage for your ingredients in order to find them fresh. Despite being an important source of food for our ancestors, this practice of foraging is a lost art today, as humans further and further evict themselves from the natural world. However, with a little education and understanding, this can be yet another tool under your belt to bring magic and abundance into your kitchen witchcraft practice. With that said, here are three tips that I use to forage more safely within my neighbourhood:

1ALWAYS USE THREE POINTS OF IDENTIFICATION

When you first learn to identify plants, it can be really exciting to start making positive identifications in the field. However, plants are crafty little shapeshifters and can sometimes look very similar to their toxic, poisonous cousins. For this reason and so many others, it’s important to use at least three known facts about the plant you’re searching for to make a positive identification. Being able to recognize a trademark leaf shape, flower colour or fragrance often does the trick. We can also consider the plant’s native bioregion, natural growing season or even plant type (tree, shrub, cactus, taproot, etc) as useful ways to make our ID. This method helps us stay safe when we forage, and keeps us mindful of what details distinguish edible plants from their dangerous doppelgangers. Never, ever ingest any plants that you are even slightly unsure of. And consult other herbalists or foragers in your area for more detailed information on what botanical allies grow near you.

2 ALWAYS FORAGE A SAFE DISTANCE FROM HUMAN ACTIVITY

Unfortunately, human interactions with the natural world are not always positive. Humans have a bad habit of leaving our garbage around in nature – sometimes in ways that are very hard to detect. In the case of soil toxicity – caused by land development, industrial runoff, rain pollution, pesticides and car exhaust – extremely fine but toxic particles can become absorbed into the bodies of plants – among them lead, cadmium, arsenic and asbestos. When eaten by humans, these plants can transfer their poisons and heavy metals to us. To stay mindful of this ecological impact, it is important as a general rule to harvest your plants at least 15 metres (50 feet) away from any man-made structure, especially buildings, roads, train tracks or places where humans walk their pets. For this reason, protected wild lands, such as state and national parks or private wilderness, are perfect places to begin your foraging practice, as they are far removed from most human sources of toxicity. If you prefer to stay close to home but are concerned about the soil in your neighbourhood, local universities will sometimes offer to test it for you to determine whether or not these areas are safe for foraging.

3NEVER HARVEST MORE THAN A QUARTER OF WHAT YOU SEE

When you’re out in nature, it’s so important to be mindful of our effect upon the landscape, and to remember that we are likely not the only creatures to use this space. As foraging has become more and more trendy, we see places that were once overrun with wild foods become vacant lots where plants have been severely over-harvested. This creates problems not only for the humans who lose their access to the plants, but also the animals and natural cycles which relied upon their presence. As such, it’s important to always leave the vast majority of what we find in nature, so that the birds, squirrels, foxes and chipmunks can have their due share as well. This bit of mindfulness will protect the land we harvest from, and ensure future harvests as well.

Hopefully, these simple tips will provide a useful framework for going forth and foraging in your local environment. If you have never foraged or learned to identify the plants in your bioregion, consider this your invitation to explore! This kind of intimate, inter-reliant relationship with our local flora is useful not only to the chef, but to the witch as well. If you choose to venture into the wild, you may find that some of the common herbs mentioned in this book, like mugwort, rose hips or dandelion, can be found just outside your front door.

Magical inks

The practice of hand-blending your own magical ink is a tradition that extends deep into the ancient world, where certain herbs like myrrh and saffron were used as pigments specifically for ritual work. Making these inks at home can be extremely simple, even if you’re not necessarily crafty. In magic, making your own ink has a twofold benefit: you can infuse your inks with botanical allies that are useful to your work, and you can ensure that your inks are nontoxic and safe to ingest. This latter point is especially important in kitchen witchcraft, as several recipes in the coming chapters will mention sigils, inscribed leaves or other markings that are meant to interact with our food. Having a fully customizable, food-safe alternative to store-bought inks and markers is an essential step in moving forward through this book.

To make your own magical inks at home, you will need high-proof neutral grain alcohol (150 proof or higher) and powdered arabic gum. You will also need to select the nontoxic, botanical pigments of your choice, which will be used to infuse your ink with colour. For black or deep red inks, consider myrrh, alkanet, beetroot, black tea or black walnut hulls. For yellow or orange inks, try saffron, goldenrod, ivy stems, barberry, eucalyptus or paprika. For blue or green inks, reach for butterfly pea, cornflower, indigo, chamomile or coneflower. These can be steeped fresh or dry into your alcohol until all of the pigment is infused. You will want the infusion to be much darker and bolder than the ink should appear on paper. Feel free to test the pigment on a strip of paper after one week and continue the infusion or add more plant material if you’d like to go bolder. When your infusion is perfect, remove a small 30ml (1fl oz) quantity of the liquid, strain it and add small scoops of powdered arabic gum, stirring until fully dissolved. Continue adding more powder until the ink reaches a workable viscosity, where it can be carried by a quill or paintbrush. Store your inks in an opaque, airtight vessel to prevent evaporation, and use whenever necessary, in kitchen magic or elsewhere.

Incense

Several entries in the coming chapters will, in addition to recipe ingredients, include brief lists of herbs for making a fumigation or incense blend. If you’ve never made your own incense before, this is an exciting, sensuous practice that can be easily prepared at home. These hand-blended fumigations will differ significantly from store-bought incense sticks and will require the use of a small charcoal to burn. These charcoals can typically be found at most new age or spiritual supply shops, or anywhere that resin incense is sold.

To make your fumigation, begin by selecting your botanical ingredients. Here, we will be using incense resin (frankincense, myrrh, etc), as well as dried flowers, leaves, roots, barks and any other fragrant plant material you like. I like to select at least one resin, one delicate herb (flowers, leaves, stamens) and one dense herb (roots, barks, seeds) for each of my blends. Measuring by weight, your blend should contain 70 per cent resin, 20 per cent dense herbs and 10 per cent delicate herbs. For a 30g (1oz) batch, this would be 21g resin, 6g dense herbs, and 3g delicate herbs. I know this ratio may sound very skewed, but resin is much heavier and denser than the other ingredients and is also the most important component in making sure the incense burns properly. For example, if dry herbs are placed on a burning coal, they will singe and char very quickly, releasing an acrid, burnt-smelling smoke. When resin is added, which melts at the touch of heat, the charring process slows, allowing the blend to smoulder instead of burning and release a long-lasting, fragrant smoke. For those without a kitchen scale at home, conversion tables found online can help you convert grams or ounces to tablespoons – just be sure to search for each ingredient individually, as they all have different weights.

Once each ingredient is measured, they can be ground using a mortar and pestle or spice grinder. I prefer to keep my blends at a coarse grind, like freshly cracked pepper, so that they burn a bit more slowly. In a mixing bowl, combine your herbs first, then add a small quantity of plain carrier oil (grapeseed or coconut oils are perfect here) until the mixture is the consistency of wet sand and just barely moist – about 1–2 tablespoons of oil for 240ml (8fl oz/1 cup) volume of incense mix. Then, add your ground resin, stirring until the entire blend is evenly mixed. If you’d like to add any essential oils, you may do so here, but their fragrance does not burn well on charcoal and quickly loses strength. You may choose to finish your mix here and your incense can be stored in an airtight jar for 1 month to fully cure before using (trust me, the fragrance will be worth the wait!). For a more traditional finish, add powdered arabic gum, 10 per cent by weight, along with a few tablespoons of water, which can be mixed with the incense to form a dry dough. This dough can be rolled into 1cm (½in) incense “pearls”, which will dry at room temperature for 2 weeks and then are ready to use. These pearls are incredibly attractive and make it easy to store your incense in perfect, individual portions for every ritual.

As with any fumigation, it’s best to burn these outdoors or in a room with windows open and good ventilation. Consider the examples on the opposite page or try your hand at some of the fumigations given alongside recipes within this book.
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Feast of the Ancestors

Archaeologists estimate that humans began to feast together about 12,000 years ago, just around the end of the Stone Age. Still a few thousand years before the dawn of agriculture, humans were not yet linked to one another in complex societies or trade relationships. Yet as global populations swelled and humans began to encounter one another more frequently, the advantages of working together with one’s neighbours began to transform early societies. Humans found it was more advantageous to hunt wild game in large groups, increasing the frequency of successful hunts and creating surpluses of nutritionally dense food. These surpluses transformed early societies, raising healthier people who lived longer and cementing the bonds between them which made such collaborations possible.

These groups of individuals, bound together by their agreement to share the work of food production, formed the basis for early societies – especially as humans began to take up the agricultural tools of the Neolithic age. The demands of planting and harvest schedules, as well as the work of cooking and preserving food, created even more incentive for early humans to stick together. However, these complex processes relied upon considerable cooperation between humans, and began to bring up questions of collective action in these early communities: how do you convince a group of loosely banded individuals to come together and work toward their collective goals? As it turns out, food and feast were likely significant motivators.

During this time, humans began to demonstrate mastery over the natural world in other regards as well – fermenting fruits into wine, grinding wild grains to make bread, and perfecting preservation techniques in order to stockpile food for the future. Humans, who had only been eating wild foods as hunter-gatherers until this point, were transformed physically and culturally by this new surplus of food, and organized these first societies around the work of cooking and sharing together. This trend toward communal sharing provided a twofold benefit to early societies – it helped to control the food supply and also created a medium for social engagement. For example, an archaeological excavation in 2010 uncovered the remains of a grand funerary feast in northern Israel, estimated to be from 10,000 bce, making it one of the earliest examples of organized feasting among humans. At this site, researchers uncovered the remains of 75 tortoises and three wild cattle – evidence of an abundant feast which would have fed up to 35 people, likely representing weeks of preparation and the work of several hunters. This great effort speaks not only to the elegant organization of these early societies, but also to the kinship between these people, who undertook the task of preparing this great funeral for the sake of sharing their collective grief. And so while this trend toward the consolidation of work demonstrates the organization of early human communities, it is in their ritualized feasting where we can see the pinnacle of their advancement, existing as expressions of both their great intellect and love.

But if food and feast are central rituals of the human experience, they run parallel to another of humanity’s oldest traditions – storytelling. These early feast tables were not just a place to share resources, but also to share stories, and through story, to reframe the human identity as it began to assimilate into the collective. What did it mean to be a human being within a society and to share one’s life so intimately with others? Around these early feast tables, that collective identity began to coalesce, and feasting became one of the primary modalities of social connection and communal responsibility. These early societies began to hold regular feasts to celebrate religious holidays, the funerals of beloved elders, and other events of great collective import around which the community revolved. These feasts became expressions of civility and human identity, held as part of the narrative of who we are, what we value and what it meant to be alive in these first societies.
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As the story of our collective identity took shape, we began to tell similar stories about our gods and goddesses as well. In the religions of these early societies, humans began to depict their deities engaged in cosmic feasts, joining their human worshippers in a shared love of luxurious meals and special-occasion parties. In Sumerian religion, the gods drank oceans of beer and were offered entire sacrificial feasts in the belief that they ate as humans did. In ancient Greece, the Olympians dined on nectar and ambrosia, carried to their holy feast table on the backs of doves. In ancient Egypt, the goddess Hathor could be placated with feasting and drunkenness, revelling in the same ecstatic decadence as her devotees. In sharing the ritual of feast with their divinities, these ancient humans created a new story, one which separated themselves from the rest of the animals to join the gods as “the ones who feast”. These primary rituals thus informed the cosmology of early peoples, allowing them to step out of the wandering existence of the Stone Age and take their place at the feast table in a new world of civility and community which was, in every sense, wholly human.

It is important to examine these early origins of feasting and gathering, because they present us with the image of the grand feast as one of humanity’s oldest rituals, responsible for binding us together in the first human civilizations. Every great work of human collaboration since – monuments, governments, empires and cities – can be attributed to these early gatherings, where humans connected with one another over the shared goal of survival. When we consider what remnants of these feasts are left for us to examine – prehistoric feast tables, piles of bones and layers of soot on cave floors that detail decades of gathering and sharing around fires – we realize how little has changed about these early feast rituals, despite how different our societies look today. Drawn together by those same ancient motivations, this ritual persists as modern people continue to reap the benefits of shared food production and gather in feast as their ancestors did. From this simple ritual, which many of us take for granted as a part of our daily lives, the echoes of the early human past call out to us with a message that feels familiar even now – “We ate and we survived. We ate and we lived.”
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In the following pages, we will explore a history of the ritual feast, through recipes that consider various expressions of feasting throughout the ages. Because our book takes the perspective of the witch, these recipes will focus on feasts of high spiritual importance – dishes which mark religious holidays, employ magical symbols and represent moments when the mystical intersects with the material world, with the feast table acting as the magic circle and nexus between these spheres. This is not to say that the following chapter presents a cohesive body of “kitchen witchcraft” – if such a thing exists, it does so in very fine threads woven through larger traditions, often hidden too close to the mundane to be considered magical work outright. While some of those threads will be examined here, our task is to consider these recipes as part of a larger question: what does this lineage of ritual feasting have to say about the relationship between food and magic, and what can these ancestor-chefs of our distant past tell us about kitchen witchcraft?

The Feast of the Ancestors begins in the most distant past, examining recipes from the earliest human civilizations. We begin, as all humanity did, in ancient Mesopotamia, the cradle of the first human cities, where the Babylonian culinary tablets were produced almost 4,000 years ago. These tablets, which constitute the oldest human cookbook, reveal a landscape of flavour and texture foreign to the modern palate. These recipes feature mostly roasts and stews, favouring one-pot, family-style meals that cook slowly, developing rich flavours from humble ingredients, like leeks, pigeons and wild herbs. In this chapter, a faithful reproduction of one of these recipes connects the present to the past, revealing a mysterious, yet tangible aspect of what it meant to be alive in ancient Babylon at the dawn of human civilization.

Next, we look ahead some 2,000 years to the culinary traditions of ancient Rome, where we encounter one of the most distinctive and ostentatious feasting cultures humanity has ever known. The Roman Empire is often regarded as the peak of western civilization in the ancient world, and their feast tables were considered to be the fullest expression of their civility. Here, simple dishes and family-style meals are replaced with exotic ingredients and complex course processions, favouring feasts which highlight the aesthetics of the dining experience. Guests at these feasts were not merely satisfied with being fed, but expected to be wowed and challenged, with the host vying to deliver the most elaborate and provocative feasts of all. While the recipes in this segment are not wholly traditional to ancient Roman cuisine, they are inspired by this flair for the dramatic and present a meditation on the decadence and sensuality of these ancient pagan feasts.

In contrast to the Babylonian recipe, the Roman feast presents an inversion of earlier feasting practices, where the feast is no longer an opportunity to build community, but instead is used by the upper classes to reinforce social stratification and competition. However, when considered side by side, these two sets of recipes provide a similar value to modern chef-witches in that they act as portals to the feast cultures of our culinary ancestors – a sort of edible time-travel to the distant past. These recipes reveal a great deal about the role of the ritual feast within these early permutations and provide useful meditations for us as we trace the lineage of feast-as-ritual from the ancient world into the future.

This chapter continues with a discussion of five specific holiday feasts, featuring a selection of recipes that spans the European continent, from spiritual traditions both living and dead. If there is a place where we may hope to find those numinous threads of an existing “kitchen witchcraft” tradition, it is in these devotional meals, where we can consider the applications of culinary magic in action. These recipes operate almost entirely within the vehicle of sacrifice and were used to affect various ends, from supplicating deities, to allegorically representing the change of seasons, to ensuring practical survival for the year ahead. From the ancient Greek tradition, we examine a particularly fascinating recipe for sacrificial offering cakes, or pharmakos cakes, as well as traditional meals for two important religious holidays – the feast of Fornacalia and Hekate’s Deipnon. These are accompanied by selections from two other spiritual traditions, both still very much alive and widely practised today. From Scotland, we receive the Michaelmas struan, a mixed-cereal bread baked as a bid for protection on the Catholic feast of St Michael the Archangel. Finally, we head west to Russia and encounter the crepes of Maslenitsa, the “butter lady” or “butter witch”, who is burned in effigy at her spring festival to herald winter’s wane.

Considered as one body of work, this selection of recipes demonstrates one possible avenue of investigation for “traditional” culinary magic, where the ritual of feast allows us to break bread with gods, and even secure their blessings through our sacrificial culinary efforts. This kind of magic is reminiscent of those early depictions of cosmic dining, suggesting that the ritual of feast is valuable to gods and men alike. The threads of this ancient belief echo up from the past into modern interpretations of witchcraft – particularly as animistic notions of “feeding” our intangible allies. Thus the sharing of sustenance becomes a vehicle for communion between the mundane and supermundane, with the feast table creating a liminal, temporary space for the two worlds to engage.

[image: image]

From here, the Feast of the Ancestors continues by looking at three specific recipes from occult authors, whose work is useful to consider as part of a discussion of what constitutes “kitchen witchcraft”. While these recipes are not necessarily magical ones, they represent the role of food in the lives of three accomplished occultists, whose work both in and out of the kitchen is still relevant to practitioners today. This segment considers works from the 11th century astrological grimoire the Picatrix, as well as St Hildegard von Bingen and Aleister Crowley. These three documents come from vastly different worlds: the Picatrix is attributed to Maslama ibn Ahmad al-Majriti, an Andalusian astrologer, chemist and mathematician; St Hildegard was a visionary polymath and Benedictine abbess in 12th-century Germany; and Aleister Crowley was an incredibly prominent ceremonial magician from finde-siècle England, most famous for founding the Thelemic tradition. However, this unique selection of their writings gives us a rare view into the mundane lives of these influential practitioners, and calls us to consider the role of food and feast rituals within the context of their other, more mystical, works.

Finally, two more recipes are offered within this chapter, which represent extrapolations of some traditional feast folklore, interpreted through a modern witchcraft lens. For this, we trace two mysterious traditions – the use of the SATOR word square and the practice of the Silent Supper – both of which arise from murky, dubious origins and appear in a variety of permutations throughout history. These ghostly threads of folklore feel almost incomplete, in that not enough is known about the origins of either to give concrete instructions for their use or application. However, these recipes fasten to the tatters of what is known and use this limit as a jumping-off point for further exploration, leaping into the void between tradition and experimentation. It is in this spirit that our first chapter concludes, raising many more questions about the origin and tradition of kitchen witchcraft than it answers.

Our ancestors are not just those that we can name or whose blood we share in our veins. As chefs and kitchen witches, we share a tutelary lineage with cooks throughout the ages, all called to our vocation by a shared passion for food and feast. It feels right, then, to begin our feast of the ancestors by seeking out the root of this tradition and travelling backward in time to explore the feast tables of the ancient world.

While the research and writing here cannot provide a formal or organized tradition for us to follow, it does present us with a glimpse of what kitchen witchcraft could be. The goal of this chapter is not to instruct, but to generate curiosity about the facets of history which hint at a hidden lineage of occulted culinary arts, bridging the gap between the spiritual and the mundane with one of humanity’s oldest rituals. If no such tradition readily exists today, then it is the role of modern witches to tread into the valley between the known and the unknown and discern the shape of this magic for ourselves. As you navigate the following pages, consider the lives of witches and mystics long gone who continue to communicate with us through these recipes, and let their work inform your practice as you venture out from the edge of tradition and into the magical unknown.


Roast Chicken with Babylonian Spices

In the early 20th century, a profound discovery shed new light on culinary traditions from the oldest civilizations. Several clay tablets were found, inscribed in Akkadian with recipes, dated to the Old Babylonian period, from around 1700 BCE. The tablets, first translated in 1995 and housed at Yale University, are humanity’s oldest written recipes. They offer a glimpse at the food of the ancient world, and prove that the ancient Mesopotamians possessed a mastery of culinary arts more complex than we imagined.

This is a reconstruction of recipe two of tablet 8958 (“amursânu pigeon with broth”), inspired by the work of culinary historian Laura Kelley. There have been many adaptations of the recipes. This contribution uses traditional ingredients of the region and stays true to the procedure, with some creativity to fill the gaps. Ancient cooking methods may feel exotic, so move carefully through the steps, as some may not be intuitive. The result should be an exploration of the flavours and textures created by our culinary ancestors, left to us 3,700 years ago. This recipe was intended for pigeon, but I have adapted it for chicken. If you prefer a smaller bird, substitute the chicken with a pigeon or game hen and halve the other ingredients.


Serves 4

Prep time: 20 minutes

Cook time: 60 minutes

FOR THE CHICKEN

* A whole chicken, salted inside and out, giblets reserved

* 2 tablespoons butter

* 1 tablespoon coriander seeds

* 1 teaspoon cumin seeds

* 1 teaspoon fennel seeds

* 60g (2oz) rocket (arugula), chopped

* A pinch of ground asafoetida
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Full Moon Incense

100g (3%0z) frankincense resin
30g (10z) orris root
15g (*:0z) dried clary sage
2 camphor crystals (optional)
% teaspoon powdered pearl (optional)

©

New Moon lncense

100g (3%:0z) myrrh resin
30g (10z) poppy seeds
15g (#:02z) dried mugwort
% teaspoon dried mushroom (optional)
% teaspoon Irish moss (optional)
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