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      About Le Grand d'Aussy's Work


    


    The current volume has been extracted, translated and retitled from Pierre Jean-Baptiste Le Grand d'Aussy's classic work on French food and drink, which has come down to us with the slightly misleading title of Histoire de la vie privée des Français depuis l’origine de la nation jusqu’à nos jours; that is, “History of the private life of the French from the origin of the nation until our days”. Though Le Grand originally intended to produced such a comprehensive work, in practice he only finished the three volumes on food and drink (first published in 1783). Incomplete as these may be in terms of the overall project, they are almost manically thorough in their examination of the specific subject and have remained, over the centuries, some of the prime sources on the subject. Not only do even modern writers continue to draw on them for key information, more than one writer (in both French and English) has shamelessly copied whole stretches of Le Grand's work, well after it was written, and presented it as their own.


    Le Grand at one point refers to himself as a “compiler” and certainly one of the strengths of his work is that it brings together a wealth of information drawn from earlier sources, some classics of their respective periods, some profoundly obscure. He began as a Jesuit and brings to his task the methodical, erudite and demanding precision which made the Jesuits so admired as teachers. But his personality – passionate, determined, unsparing, but also compassionate, even witty and sensual – shines through. When he thinks a previous writer has written nonsense, he says so, succinctly. When he feels obliged to work his way through fastidious, if important material, he lets his impatience show. When he includes an anecdote more because it is entertaining than because it is essential, he does so without apology. At the rare moments when he draws on his personal experience or acquaintance, he brings us vividly into the instant.


    He is, in a word, not only an informative but a lively and enjoyable writer, but one who, in English, is more often cited than translated at length. The present effort is intended to remedy that, if only in small measure.

  


  

About This Translation

While some French food terms have straightforward English translations (pain/bread, bière/beer) others present special challenges. Some are used in English as is, whether or not their French term is translatable. Some are untranslatable, yet may have a suggestive meaning. Others have equivalents in English which are not really translations; conversely, many can be translated directly, but the translation may not be used in English. In such cases, the approach here has been generally to give the French versions, with translations where appropriate (in square brackets and quotes) or the English equivalent (in square brackets only.)

Note that in discussing spirits, Le Grand consistently uses the term eau-de-vie. Already in the eighteenth century, the standard translation for this term was “brandy” (as it is today). However the term very literally means “water of Life”, a phrase found, with various meanings, in other languages. The Latin aqua vitae did originally refer to spirits, and is echoed today in the Swedish akvavit, a word for a strong spirit. Even the word “whiskey” is adapted from the Gaelic usquebaugh (uisge beatha), which has the same meaning. Probably Le Grand had this larger meaning in mind, though sometimes he applies the term to drinks, like cognac, which we would today consider brandy. He was not unfamiliar with the term “spirit”; he uses it, for instance, in referring to wine spirit (esprit de vin). This further distillation produced, in effect, pure alcohol and the term is sometimes defined as a synonym for the latter.

This is not, in any meaningful way, an annotated edition, but certain phrases or references have seemed to require clarification or alternate suggestions; the latter appear here in-line, in square brackets ([]). The alphabetic footnotes are Le Grand's own and originally appeared at the bottom of the physical page in each case.

In most cases, archaic spellings of places, etc. have been converted to their modern equivalents. Where the equivalence is too uncertain to be definitive, a note appears after the word in question. Where no meaningful information has been found, the word is left as it is in the original text.

With few exceptions, the titles of the many works cited have been left in French, since presumably those who wish to consult them will be seeking the works in that language. The work includes numerous quotes from Latin, most are preceded by a paraphrase in the main text; others are followed by my own translations.

Le Grand is inconsistent about providing dates. Where he offers no clue to a work or a person's period, these are provided here in square brackets.

Le Grand regularly includes sideheads in his text, and most of the headings used here are taken from these. Some have been “promoted” to clarify the work's structure and a few high-level headings have been added to group these conceptually.


  An Overview of Le Grand d'Aussy on Beer, Cider and Spirits

Le Grand d'Aussy's chapters on these subjects frame his much longer chapter on wine (which has been translated separately). Those on beer and cider precede it; those on spirits follow it.


  Le Grand on beer (and other drinks)

Le Grand begins his chapter on beer by looking at hydromel (mead). He suggests, reasonably enough, that it was the first alcoholic drink known to Humanity. He then outlines some variants on the drink. He also points out that there is no specific evidence of the Gauls drinking mead. In fact they are said to have drunk honey-flavored water from hives, so it is possible that this fermented naturally sometimes. But Le Grand's point is worth noting, given casual claims by some writers that the Gauls did drink this.

He then briefly mentions alixona. Though unknown to him, other sources show that this was a drink made with wormwood (absinthe). Exactly which is uncertain; absinthe could be mixed with beer, wine or other drinks, apparently to give it a sharp flavor. Despite his brief mention of it, it seems to have been popular through much of the early Middle Ages.

After these, he addresses the main subject: beer. He suggests that it was invented by the Egyptians; but he could not, in his time, have known of Sumeria (see Le Grand's errors). Otherwise, his history of the words associated with it is a useful summary of (conflicting) claims found in various classical writers.

He then looks at the uncertain history of beer in Gaul before discussing a famous edict by Domitian ordering the uprooting of vines in Gaul. Le Grand credits this order with making beer more common in Gaul, but probably wrongly (see Le Grand's errors). He also points out that beer was served at kings' tables and sometimes with wine. In the process he explores a famous poem by the Roman emperor Julian complaining of the drink in Paris.

In monasteries both beer and wine were often available and Le Grand outlines some rules on this subject, before exploring the existence of breweries in these communities (his text suggests, however, that this was already less common in his own time).

By his account, beer became more popular in hard times (when wine was less available) and he gives some examples of this. Beer itself however sometimes forbidden during shortages, since it diverted grain from bread-making. But he points out too that beer could be made with a number of different grains, even if certain ones were sometimes legally prescribed. By his own time, he says, Paris brewers could only use barley to make it.

He provides here a brief, but not very informative, look at beer-making itself and the use of hops. He writes at more length on the question of making beer last, an art which seems to have been lost by his time. He thinks it more important however that wine (short-lived in medieval times) already lasted longer by his period.

His remarks on yeast reference an earlier chapter on bread, in which he discusses how yeast came to be used in French bread-baking. In regard to beer, his main observation is on the difficulty Paris brewers had getting it at certain times of the year.

He makes only a passing remark on godale, whose name he traces to German (though it might equally come from the English "good ale").

His note on flavored beers is of interest partially for noting that these were no longer used in his time; today of course cherry and other flavors are again used in some beers. He also notes that Paris brewers used coriander, a practice which seems to have faded.

He closes with a look at the most known beers of his time and with the rather surprising note that beer was then losing popularity in Paris.
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