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  THE RECIPES found at the end of most chapters pull everything together—the technology, ingredients, and flavor combinations and preferences—and include some standard recipes of the three cuisines. These are more than simply recipes, however. Information about the social context, setting, mealtimes, and ideas about food will accompany each dish. So, too, will practical instruction for making these recipes, which we encourage as the experiential component of this text. Cooking and tasting are integral to the learning process here. Some recipes will be drawn from history, mainly to illustrate the roots of these cuisines, but most are contemporary and sometimes even drawn from descendants of the parent cuisines; that is, hybrids that exist outside of China, Mexico, and Italy. As this is a textbook on world cuisines, we must show how these recipes were adapted globally.


  When thinking about the flavor combinations in these recipes, it will be apposite to recall what actually happens in the physical act of tasting. Naturally we first think of flavor on the tongue: the four primary flavors of salt, sour, sweet, and bitter. The fifth, umami, flavor might be included as well. It is essentially a flavor that intensifies other flavors. It is derived from the natural glutamates in foods such as mushrooms and Parmigiano cheese and monosodium glutamate. But rarely do we merely taste with the tongue. Aromas are equally important, and instead of merely listing them as a wine taster might—for example, the aroma of thyme, leather, or tobacco—they do fit into broader categories. Here we might list smoke; all herbaceous aromas; all floral aromas; all bright, citrusy aromas; and so forth, as primary flavor principles. Also essential is the “mouthfeel”: Is a food tannic (that is, having the puckering effect of tea and other astringent foods)? Does it burn with spicy heat like a chili pepper, or is it pungent like horseradish, mustard, and garlic? It is creamy and unctuous, or slimy? Is it crunchy? All these are essential components of flavor.


  More important, most recipes consciously make use of several of these flavor/aroma/mouthfeel elements, or even all of them in balance. Taste is comparable to music in this regard. Rarely is a single note presented, but rather various notes at different pitches in harmony, plus different textures, timbres, or tone colors, are heard. The same note from a saxophone sounds different from a flute. In cooking, sweet flavors are played against sour ones, crunchy textures are balanced with smooth and creamy ones, and piquant seasonings liven the mixture. For example, consider what makes an interesting barbecue sauce. The base may be tomato, but it is livened with acid such as vinegar. Aromatics like oregano or cumin may lie beneath the smoke. A hint of sweetness, perhaps from honey, rounds out the flavor. Garlic adds pungency. Chili pepper adds heat. Too much of any single element ruins the harmony. Take note in the recipes how flavors are balanced in this way.


  Finally, perhaps the most important organ of taste is the brain. Before we register sensation in looking at the food, its color and arrangement, and before we smell it, before we hear it sizzling on a platter or resonating in our head as we chomp down on it, we assess it with reason. We recall past associations, we gauge what our companions will think about the dish, we imagine what eating this particular food says about us. Is the food considered sophisticated, homey, daring, healthy, reflective of our ethnic heritage? All these will have direct bearing on how the food tastes. Of course, these meanings shift over time, from place to place, and our taste preferences evolve. Some flavors we come to appreciate only later in life, as our taste buds dull or our associations change. Nonetheless, it is important to consider what these dishes mean to the people who eat them. The context is always critical. Only then can we begin to appreciate how they actually taste, keeping in mind that taste is both a historical and cultural construct and the product of our own particular social group, family, and personal psychology. As the saying goes, there is no accounting for taste, and, in the end, the only thing that matters is what someone likes.


  The recipes included here will immediately strike the reader as unconventional. They do not follow the standard recipe format as used in most cookbooks in the past century or adhere to standards commonly used in professional kitchens that deal with enormous quantities of food and use expensive equipment that few students or home cooks can afford. The purpose of the directions offered here is purely pedagogical. Basic techniques and procedures will be explained as a starting point from which readers are encouraged to experiment, indeed to play with their food.


  Cooking is largely an intuitive and creative process. You only learn by doing it. Practice will yield the finished dishes as you prefer them, but slavishly following someone else’s recipes will not. The amount of seasoning you add, the cooking time, and the temperature will all depend on the equipment you happen to have at your disposal and the ingredients you can find from your local purveyors. Scientific precision, or the pretense of such, has become standard because cookbook authors understandably want to copyright their recipes, and for the same reason they give them their own individual twist to encourage sales. The recipes here are anything but unique. In fact, they are not really recipes but rather descriptions of cooking procedures, and they should not be followed meticulously. They merely offer instruction, so readers will become comfortable trying out the dishes from these three traditions. We must remember that tasting is an integral part of the learning process. Eventually you will learn what you and those you feed like best. This is especially important in seasoning, and as you will see I have usually left this entirely to the discretion of the cook. Only when measurements are critical, as with cakes, are they offered.


  Equally important, these are not classic recipes according to some random, arbitrary canon or some objective standard of gastronomic truth. Unlike French haute cuisine, professional chefs never codified rigorously the basic repertoire of Italian, Chinese, and Mexican cuisines. These are procedures that were developed in home kitchens over generations. They necessarily change over time and may vary widely from region to region and from household to household. That is, they are living, constantly evolving traditions. It would be preposterous to claim that any of these directions constitutes the single correct way to cook a particular dish. Such a claim would inevitably meet with objection. Likewise, the descriptions of procedures are not intended to be definitive. They are, in fact, the way I have figured out how to make them in a standard American kitchen, though there has been no conscious effort to adapt them to American tastes. Undoubtedly they were made differently in the past in their country of origin and are made differently today by every cook. Again, think of these as the practicum, the pedagogical exercises that help you apply the principles learned in the text, much like the hypothetical problems one finds in an algebra text.


  You will also note that the directions are suggestive rather than stringently prescriptive. For the vast majority of dishes, it will not make much of a difference if you cook it more or less or toss in one particular herb as opposed to another. For perfectly practical reasons, substitutions are suggested. There is no point in using substandard ingredients only because a recipe commands you to do so, or even worse, never to try a recipe simply because you lack a particular ingredient. In many cases, one fish easily stands in for another, the same technique will work on a wide variety of vegetables, or something may naturally be left out simply because you do not like it. As with all cooking, there are laborious, time-consuming ways to make things as well as shortcuts. I will leave it to you to decide which you prefer, though I will note that the slower procedures usually make things taste better and are almost always cheaper. For the purpose of learning, knowing the basics from scratch is liberating. It gives you the choice to cook the best food you can, whereas using too many industrially made quick and convenient ingredients makes you dependent on the people who manufacture them. It is not that such products are necessarily bad tasting or bad for you, but opening a jar of premade pasta sauce teaches you nothing. You are a mere consumer. Starting with fresh tomatoes, or even canned if they are not in season, will lead you to discover the basic principles that make a good sauce and then open up the possibility of creating something that suits your palate and will help you succeed in the kitchen.


  Most important, I would like to emphasize that the academic study of food is far too often completely divorced from the bodily experience of cooking food and the sensory experience of eating it. Likewise the culinary arts often ignore the history, culture, and context of food that so interest food scholars. This book and these cooking instructions are an attempt to bridge that gulf.


  Last, the recipes here are largely grouped by major ingredient family and technique, where relevant per chapter. Thus, you will find, as through the text itself, parallel coverage of the three cuisines side by side. This is intentional. The idea is to have you compare recipes across these three cultures in ways that would be very unlikely if you were to open up three separate cookbooks about each cuisine. Consider how each cuisine arrived at similar solutions to the same culinary challenges and why. Beneath the very different flavoring structures, there are some universal truths about cooking. There are some flavors and textures that transcend time and place and that might, without hesitation, be called good.
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    Learning Objectives


    [image: ] To familiarize the reader with the historical roots of the three world cuisines in a coherent, chronological narrative.


    [image: ] To appreciate the complexity of how the environment, movement of peoples, and political fortunes affect what people eat.


    [image: ] To understand why these three cultures developed in parallel ways and with similar consequences throughout history.


    [image: ] To recognize that although some flavor combinations and ingredients may be universally appreciated, taste does indeed change over time.


    [image: ] To understand how social emulation, external trade, and political structure all influence and serve as a catalyst in the evolution of gastronomic trends.
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  IN THIS CHAPTER we will explore the development of the three major world cuisines—Italian, Mexican, and Chinese—in tandem, historical epoch by epoch. While comparing events separated geographically and culturally is to some extent artificial, there are significant parallels in the way each of these societies progressed and similarities in the solutions they found for feeding a growing populace. The intention here is to provide the reader with a basic overview illustrating the various roots of culinary traditions, which although completely divergent in their respective paths nonetheless highlight the ingenuity and resourcefulness native to each society. For example, although the agricultural revolution took place independently in each of these regions and was based on the domestication of entirely different flora and fauna, the consequences of the shift to agriculture bear fascinating comparison. Equally, the introduction of global trade and industrial-scale agriculture had comparable effects on the way people ate, even though the details of how these events took place in each region were completely different. The ultimate purpose of this chapter, apart from offering a chronological context for the entire book, is to show how each cuisine is the result of conscious human choices in how to grow, process, and serve food.



  Hunting and Gathering


  About thirty thousand years ago, our subspecies Homo sapiens sapiens was the last remaining hominid on the planet. By that point we had been around nearly one hundred thousand years, much of that time sharing space with our close relatives, the Neanderthals. Like them, we were hunters of big game and used a wide variety of tools and weapons made to a great extent from stone, hence the Stone Age, and as archaeological evidence suggests, we both cooked our food. Philosophers have long tried to define the essence of humanity, but the eighteenth-century English biographer James Boswell succinctly quipped that “beasts have memory, judgement and faculties and passions of the mind, but no beast is a cook.” Despite the ability to hunt and cook with fire, which renders food more palatable, nutritious, and safer as it kills pathogens, the Neanderthals died out about thirty thousand years ago, leaving us as the sole heirs to some ten million years of hominid evolution. As for the importance of cooking in our evolution, although the details and timing are widely contested, there is no doubt that cooking food offers greater caloric value and nutrients and may have given hominids who cook an evolutionary advantage. They were able to reproduce in greater numbers and eventually dominate. It may even have provided the extra calories to facilitate the development of large brains, which are characteristic of modern humans.


  Although our species had originated in Africa, we had spread throughout the Eurasian continent thirty thousand years ago as well. Although still hotly debated, the first waves of migration arrived in the Americas not long after. It had been thought that humans trekked across the frozen Bering Strait some twelve thousand years ago at the very end of the last Ice Age, but increasing evidence—genetic, linguistic, and archaeological—may push that date back to thirty thousand years or more. Thus, we can begin the story with humans ensconced in our three areas of focus roughly twenty thousand or thirty thousand years in the past, although arrival in what is today Mexico probably occurred significantly after this. All humans at this point earned their sustenance by hunting and gathering, or as some contend, more properly gathering and hunting, as most calories and expended labor are likely to have come from gathered plants rather than the boon large kill. First, although we may harbor romantic notions of humans living in close harmony with nature, colored by our knowledge of Native American hunter/gatherers, our prehistoric forebears hunted animals to extinction, burned forests, and even polluted. Given the necessarily low population density, the damage they inflicted might be considered negligible in comparison to the havoc we have wrought on the planet, but nonetheless, early humans did whatever was necessary to survive, sometimes at the cost of their own long-term success. By 30000 BC, there were perhaps as few as three million humans on earth.


  There are good reasons for this low population density: most humans were nomadic, following the herds and fresh plant gathering sites. Although a necessarily rough existence, in many ways the hunter/gatherers enjoyed a better life than their agricultural and pastoral descendants. First, they suffered fewer diseases because they were always on the move, leaving their refuse and perhaps the sick behind when they left. Never occupying a place for too long and never living in close proximity to animals, they remained fairly healthy, eating an extremely varied diet of practically everything and anything that could be found or captured. Ironically, they were also extremely well fed considering their energy expended in relation to calories consumed. By one estimate, this economy provides about ten thousand to fifteen thousand calories for every hour of labor. That means a good hunt for an hour can feed a person for five days or support a family of five for a day. In sheer terms of leisure time, they obviously understood something we have long forgotten.


  Hunting large game, however, is not exactly easy, and there is much evidence of sophisticated strategies for taking large game animals, such as running herds over the edge of cliffs, as at Solutré in France. This took a great measure of cooperation as well as sophisticated technology. Apart from well-fashioned spearheads and arrowheads, hunter/gatherers used nets, weirs for fishing, and rudimentary traps. Communal dismembering and cooking of such animals inevitably led to more complex social gatherings, storytelling by the fire, and the development of complex rituals. In other words, processing and cooking food were indispensable ingredients in the proliferation of larger organized social units. The same might be said for processing wild grains, roots, and other sources of carbohydrates such as acorns and nuts. Quite simply, those groups that managed to cooperate were better fed and survived at a greater rate than others.


  At this point, cooking technology was simple. Food could be simply thrown into the fire, or suspended over or near it, held by a simple stick. This is the origin of roasting. But more complex methods were also apparently used. A flat stone could be placed over glowing coals to become a rudimentary griddle, and food could be wrapped in leaves and placed in a fire or buried in a fire pit and covered over. This prevents burning and can also flavor the food. A stone-lined pit or tightly woven basket can be filled with water into which hot rocks are thrown, creating a simple boiling vessel. Although it sounds implausible, a skin stretched over a fire will hold liquid in which food can be cooked, and the skin remains intact. Equally, entrails provide a handy container into which grains or vegetables can be stuffed before cooking, which is the ancestor of today’s sausages and haggis. All these methods show that cooking can take place with practically no permanent vessels whatsoever, keeping in mind that nomads would rarely have been able to carry heavy vessels anyway. Other indispensable cooking implements include rocks fashioned as simple mortars and pestles or grinding stones in which to break up grains or tough, fibrous plants. Stone-cutting implements, and especially sharp-edged flints, were used to skin animals and cut meat. Clearly, the absolute basic cooking technologies necessary for any kitchen were used by hunter/gatherers.


  The specific foods hunted and gathered in this stage of our culinary history would be too long to recount in any meaningful detail, but suffice to say both the Eurasian continent and the Americas abounded in many plant and animal species sufficient to maintain life and good health for humans, albeit with a low population density. Through Europe and Asia there were numerous wild sheep and mountain goats, wild horses, boar and aurochs (the ancestor of the modern cow, but now extinct), deer species, and even saber-toothed tigers. The Americas had bison on the plains, as well as deer and countless smaller mammals such as beavers, raccoons, wolves, foxes, and rabbits, while to the south there were llamas, armadillos, ducks, and turkeys. Birds naturally proliferated everywhere for those wily enough to capture them. Any people near the coast, rivers, or lakes made use of fish and shellfish, and huge prehistoric shell middens (refuse heaps) attest to the importance of seafood in the coastal diet.


  Perhaps even more important were gathered wild grains and legumes. The ancestors of wheat and barley could be found in Europe, millet was vitally important in Asia, and the probable wild ancestor of corn, teosinte, is native to America, as is the sweet potato and various other tubers like yucca. We should also mention the hordes of teeming, crawling insects, fungi, nuts, and berries—all of which provided a fairly well-balanced diet and changed from season to season. Each region also contained manifold wild leafy greens and vegetables as essential sources of vitamins and minerals, and by many accounts of equal importance to hunted game.


  What could possess our ancestors to trade this life of plenty for one of unmitigated toil and a monotonous diet based on cultivated plants and a narrow range of domesticated animals? Most likely they were forced to do so by environmental factors, which initiated the next great food revolution after the advent of cooking.



  The Agricultural Revolutions


  There is much debate whether permanent settlements were a precondition for the development of agriculture or its consequence. In most likelihood, there were a wide range of variables that, over the course of several thousand years, led people from the hunting/ gathering way of life to one of planting food and raising domesticated animals. There was also probably a long transitional period during which people would plant crops and then return months later to harvest them, what one might call a seminomadic mixed economy. That is, the Agricultural Revolution did not take place overnight but rather over many centuries. It was not a single event, but rather it occurred independently throughout the world, at various times in history. Most importantly for our story, it did occur in Italy, China, and Mexico at a very early date and roughly contemporaneously.


  The oldest archaeologically verified sites for these events, also called the Neolithic Revolution, occurred in the Fertile Crescent some ten thousand years ago. This region encompasses a broad arc of what is today Iraq, Syria, Eastern Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Israel. The dry climate of this region has obviously been an advantage to archeologists, who quite naturally focused their efforts here. These were also the sites of the earliest civilizations. However, elsewhere around the world, findings are challenging the primacy of the Fertile Crescent, and someday it may be discovered that equally old sites exist in both China and Mexico. For example, a wide range of domesticated chili peppers have recently been discovered whose residues date back six thousand years, and it is claimed that squash seeds in the Andes are ten thousand years old. In any case, it is undeniable that these events occurred independently in perhaps as many as ten distinct regions, including the Mediterranean, China, and Mexico, around the globe.


  The question remains why the Agricultural Revolution occurred at all. The initial discovery that wild plant seed could be transported and grown elsewhere may have been an accident; the seeds were perhaps stored in a pit, accidentally getting wet and sprouting. Likewise, animal domestication may simply have been the result of wild dogs learning to live in proximity with humans, exchanging a few handouts for the task of barking at intruders. But domestication is a more complex process than merely living next to plants and animals. It also involves the conscious selection of certain desired traits deemed to be improvements, over successive generations, which ultimately make the organism decidedly different from its wild progenitor. Or put more simply, the Paleolithic farmer each season chooses the largest seeds from plants bearing the greatest number of grains to save as seed for the next year. Year after year, those larger seeds pass on their unique genetic makeup to successive generations, gradually making the domesticated grain larger, sturdier, and better yielding than the wild relative. The same goes for domesticated goats and sheep. The biggest animals, or those that yield the most milk, are kept as breeders, and over the years the animals are thus selectively bred to provide the traits the farmer prizes most. The “domesticated” species—ones that can literally be brought into the house (domus)—have sometimes dramatically changed in the process.


  The Fertile Crescent was extremely fortunate in that many species that can be domesticated are native. Wild grains, which easily cross-pollinate, accidentally gave rise to the ancestors of modern wheat. Barley, too, is native. Ruminants, which are herding animals that are easily tamed and will gladly follow any leader, were important because they feed on grass, which otherwise is of no use to humans. They are, in a sense, factories for converting grass into protein, either in the form of meat or milk. Carnivorous animals, apart from being likely to eat you, need food that could otherwise feed humans, and thus are a comparatively inefficient and unlikely candidate for domestication. Some animals simply refuse to reproduce in captivity, the timid deer being a good example—at least until the advent very recently of venison farms.


  Again, all this answers the question of how it may have happened, not why. A single satisfying scenario explaining the event throughout the globe has not yet been postulated. But for the Fertile Crescent it has been suggested that at the end of last Ice Age the great glaciers began to melt and recede. This created natural irrigation and a warmer climate and ultimately more food, which may in turn have stimulated population growth, which in turn necessitated the need to find more reliable and settled modes of food acquisition. The opening of vast plains that were once frozen may have also made tracking herds of animals more difficult, as they dispersed northward across the Eurasian continent. Something similar may have occurred in the Americas, but this scenario has been repeatedly criticized and is surely too simple to explain the myriad ways and reasons various peoples adopted agriculture. Most likely, population pressure played an important role because everywhere plants and animals were domesticated, there was a population boom, perhaps not as a precondition, but certainly as a consequence. It is a simple rule of nature: more food equals more people. And even though the agricultural and pastoral way of life requires more labor and offers less calories and constitutes a far more narrow diet based on grains, it is nonetheless more stable. This is for one simple reason—grains can be easily stored—especially in waterproof, fired clay pots. Settled people can also preserve food through smoking, drying, and pickling, and they can store food in much greater quantities than would ever have been possible for nomadic peoples. Fermentation was not only an important preservative but also made possible risen dough and bread, as well as fermented grain in the form of beer and grape juice in the form of wine. All this not only changed the human diet completely but also made life less precarious. People were better able to stave off famine when there was drought or crop failure.


  Better-fed people were ultimately able to support cities and civilization. Where these developments never occurred, conditions never made this switch necessary. For example, in what is today California, the indigenous peoples were still enjoying a largely hunting/gathering economy before contact with Europeans. Or simply, there were not just the right species that could be domesticated, as in parts of sub-Saharan Africa and Australia.


  Focusing now on our three world cuisines, it is clear that the major staples that continue to be at the center of the human diet were introduced during the Agricultural Revolution, or shortly thereafter, though in the case of China, rice was a relative late-comer. Wheat, which is still the single most important ingredient in the Mediterranean diet, was introduced from the Fertile Crescent to Italy before 5000 BC, or just a few thousand years after initial domestication. At the same time, and perhaps much earlier, corn and beans were domesticated in Mexico. Millet was being cultivated in China, and within another thousand years rice was as well. Wheat arrived there later, from the Middle East.


  Although these grain staples are the foundation upon which these civilizations were built, it should be emphasized again that the health of the populace deteriorated as a result of a narrowing range of nutrients obtained from this starchy diet. There was consequently a high infant mortality rate. Malnutrition as well as infectious diseases spread though contact with human feces and living in proximity to animals, many of whose diseases easily mutate into human pathogens. There was also prevalence of dental caries (cavities) for the first time, as a direct result of starches converting into sugar and rotting the teeth. Even the stature of the average human diminished. Though they may have been barely surviving, they did indeed survive. In each of these civilizations, the grain staple also took on mythical importance, being honored with grain gods such as Ceres (from which we get the word cereal) and worked into sacred rituals and fertility festivals. People clearly understood that their survival depended entirely on grain, with its high protein content.


  To mitigate their suffering, these early civilizations also learned to ferment grain into beer and other sweet liquids, including honey, into alcoholic beverages. These, too, were often imbued with mythical significance. Think of wine among the Bacchic cults of the ancient world, pulque in Mexico, or rice wine in Asia. Intoxication, in the right time and place, was considered a form of ecstatic worship, when one would be removed from one’s place (ex-stasis) to commune directly with the gods. The development of civilization and intoxicants were closely intertwined.


  Also important in these early culinary cultures were other fermented products: cheese in particular in the Mediterranean and pickles created with brine and natural bacterial fermentation elsewhere, as with soy products in China. These preservative processes, of course, extend the shelf life of food, but they also make many foods more nutritious, in a sense, by predigesting them and making available more nutrients. The same could be said of the process of nixtamalization of corn, in which the dry kernels are soaked in alkaline ash-laden water or lime (calcium oxide), which causes them to swell. They are then not only easier to pound into dough but also the process makes available more nutrients such as niacin and calcium. Thus, what might seem to have been merely a culinary procedure directly facilitated nutritional health and survival. Although the origins of nixtamalization are obscure, there is evidence of it being used by 1500 BC in Guatemala, and the great ancient civilizations of Mexico definitely depended on it.


  We should also note the revolutionary impact of ceramics on all these developments. Pottery enabled the storing of foods and liquids and of course the serving of them with greater refinement. Earthenware vessels also make excellent cooking vessels because they require little fuel, especially when compared with roasting. Because water is an excellent conductor of heat and clay helps retain that heat, boiling, or more likely slow simmering food in the form of soups, stews, and starchy gruels, was given a definitive boost. With the invention of the pottery wheel, cooking and serving vessels could be made more rapidly and in greater numbers, ultimately making them more affordable for the average household. Bronze was equally important for cooking vessels, being far more durable than clay and able to withstand much higher temperatures. By the time of the Shang dynasty (1766–1112 BC), the Chinese were able to cast huge bronze cooking vessels. Stone or brick ovens are another prehistoric invention crucial to baking bread and can also be used to cook other foods because the walls of the oven retain heat for hours.


  At this point we are entering the historic phase of human history, when written records provide evidence of agricultural techniques, cattle rearing, property sales, taxation, and so forth. Inhabitants of the Fertile Crescent have left us the earliest written scripts dating back some five thousand years, including the earliest recipes in the form of three cuneiform tablets written in Akkadian dated to about 1600 BC. Etruscans introduced writing systems to Italy around 700 BC, who adopted a form of the Greek alphabet, which in turn was an adaptation of the Phoenician. China’s ancient pictographic writing system originated around 1500 BC during the Shang dynasty; it was carved into oracle bones and was an ancestor of modern scripts. The recent discovery of inscription on the so-called Cascajal block in Veracruz, Mexico, dated to about 900 BC, suggests that the Olmec (the earliest advanced Mesoamerican civilization, c. 1500–400 BC) also had a writing system not long after those of the Old World. The existence of writing systems in these three regions points to something far more important: the development of cities and a much larger scale of organization, complex political systems, and a brisk economy, in a word, civilization. With this came job specialization, a greater proportion of people who could earn a living doing something other than farming, as well as patronage of the arts. It is here that we must look for the development of cuisine: cooking as a refined art undertaken by specialists and eventually recorded in writing.



  The Classical Era: Romans, Han Dynasty, Olmec


  The great efflorescence of cuisine in our three regions occurred in roughly contemporaneous empires of the ancient world, which in many ways experienced parallel developments. The culture of the Romans has left us the most extensive written evidence, but that of the Qin dynasty in China is also particularly rich in food-related texts, agricultural treatises, and dietary works. Evidence of Olmec cuisine is almost entirely archaeological, but there is no doubt that the roots of Mexican cuisine should be traced here.


  The earliest cookbook written in Italy is actually of Greek provenance, as Greeks colonized the southern half of the peninsula and Sicily. Near the wealthy and thriving city of Syracuse, from a town called Gela, came one Archestratus, whose works survive in fragments as preserved by the third-century AD compiler Athenaeus in his Deipnosophistae. Archestratus himself originally composed the work around 330 BC, and most of what survives is about fish. Interestingly, the work is in verse and was probably intended to be read at a symposium (drinking party). Above all, Archestratus was a connoisseur rather than a chef. He writes with conviction about where the best of every species comes from, and he had evidently traveled throughout the Greek world sampling food. For example, he waxes rhapsodic about tuna from Byzantium and finely bolted white barley bread from Lesbos. He is most interested in the provenance of food, the finest ingredients unsullied by fancy nonsense, such as cheese with fish, which was apparently a common combination. The bonito (a fish), he believed, is best wrapped in fig leaves with a little oregano and cooked quickly in hot ashes. His commentaries and recipes suggest that while there was a highly advanced level of culinary sophistication enjoyed among the Greeks, truly good food is presented with respect for the ingredients and simple preparations that accentuate their qualities.


  The Romans, however, were cut from a different cloth. One gets an excellent idea of their stern values in the republican period from the agricultural text of Cato the Elder (234–149 BC), De Agri Cultura. In it he describes the operation of a typical Roman farm, at the point when agriculture was shifting from cereal-based self-sufficient farms to the large-scale commercial ventures supplying growing cities with luxury items such as wine, olive oil, and fruit. His text is designed for those seeking investment opportunities, whether elites considering how to spend their inheritances or retiring soldiers after years of loyal service seeking to settle down. These farms, which were extensive operations run by slaves and which normally contracted out larger tasks such as harvesting, were meant to turn a profit but could also serve as places of rustic retirement and leisure. Cato offers advice for bringing in and pressing the olive harvest, storing wine, planting asparagus beds, and curing hams, and even a few recipes for cakes and pastries. Most of these contain cheese and honey; others are fried and are ancestors of fritters and funnel cakes. Cato praised the simple and rustic life as an antidote to what he considered the effeminate influences of Greek civilization, but in the end it would be Greek culture and cuisine that won out among the Romans.


  In the Imperial Era (27 BC to AD 476), the Romans experienced dramatic cultural changes as Greece, Egypt, and the Near East were conquered and incorporated into the empire. Greeks were often brought to Rome as slaves, household servants, and even cooks. Eastern luxuries and spices were imported along trade routes stretching all the way to India and China. This was also a society in which fortunes could be easily made or lost, and sometimes even slaves could buy their freedom and become successful businessmen. While there was an established patrician class, their position in society was constantly threatened by wealthy upstarts, who may have had the money to entertain on a grand scale but were certainly not to the manner born. Sometimes no doubt they made complete fools of themselves trying to impress invited guests with their supposed sophistication.


  It is in this context that we can appreciate the marvelous story of Trimalchio’s Feast as told by Petronius (c. AD 27–66) in his novel Satyricon. Petronius was of the old moneyed class, and the historian Tacitus wrote this of him: “He was not considered a glutton and a spendthrift, but rather a refined pleasure seeker who was brought into the circle of the emperor’s favorite few and became the arbiter of good taste in Nero’s reign, the person who amid such wealth determined what was beautiful and delicate.” For some perceived insult he was also ordered to commit suicide; some scholars have suggested that Trimalchio was intended to be a satire of Nero. Whatever the case, the story unfolds as two patricians are invited to a feast thrown by Trimalchio, a former slave who made a fortune speculating in food. The feast is
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