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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 produce 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 work is part of an effort to remedy that, if only in small measure.


  About this translation


Le Grand regularly includes sideheads in his text; most of the headings used here are taken from these.

This is not, in any meaningful way, an annotated edition, but some rare notes have been added here in-line, in square brackets ([]). Le Grand is also inconsistent in regard to providing dates. Since it is often helpful for the reader to know these, they have often been added here, italicized and in square brackets. A similar issue exists with Latin, which he sometimes paraphrases or even translates fully and sometimes leaves in the original; in the latter cases, a translation has been added in square brackets and quotes. The alphabetic footnotes are Le Grand's own and originally appeared at the bottom of the physical page in each case.

Both Le Grand's approach to quotes and to capitalization are inconsistent. This translation for the most part retains those of the original.

The period terms for food considered meat or meatless will be less familiar today, even in English. “Meager” for instance was once the French maigre, meaning “thin” but also referring to fast days or meatless foods. A meager day might also be called a “fast day” or a “fish day”. “Fat” (gras) referred to meat or days when one could eat it; at the same time, faire gras (“make fat”), though it essentially meant to eat meat, also has a connotation of feasting. The French term charnage, though closely related to “carnage”, was also used to refer to the time when meat was permitted; no true equivalent exists in English


  Le Grand on Fasting, Eggs and Dairy

Le Grand titled this chapter in his larger work “Milk, Butter, Eggs and Cheese”. This is already a curious title, since he never addresses milk per se in his work and the other. subjects appear in a different order in the text. But it also omits the main subject of the first section, which is that of fasting in Old Regime France. The distinction between meat (gras, or “fat”) and meager or meatless (maigre, or “lean”) foods was central under the French monarchy; it is referenced all through period recipe books and was enforced by law. But, as Le Grand shows, it also varied enormously over the centuries. Though, in discussing fasting and abstinence, he does indeed focus on the products listed, he also reviews the complex history of these Catholic obligations in general.

His survey here is one of the rare ones on the subject to be both concise and reasonably comprehensive. It is not complete; he omits the fact, for instance, that a Council in Orleans in 517 extended what had become largely an ecclesiastical obligation to the whole Catholic population. But the rare other works on this subject are either complete to a fault or far more cursory. (Nor is this all he himself had to say on the subject – a separate translation, Catholic Fasting in France, is available for readers who, in addition to this chapter, would like to read the several other lengthy passages he included on fasting.) But any reader who wants a good general introduction to this subject will find this a good one. Conversely, those whose interest is only in eggs and/or dairy will probably want to skip to those sections.

He begins by discussing the chaotic state of fasting within the Church in earlier centuries. Other historians point out that fasting had been very strict in the earliest years of the Church (often limiting people to xerophagy, or eating only dry foods), but as Christianity expanded to larger groups and multiple nations, the practice began to vary enormously. In particular, Eastern Orthodox practice was (and remains) stricter than that in the West.

There was also the question of whether to fast or not on specific days, like Sunday. Discussions about specifically which foods were forbidden were on-going and often local in scope. In particular eggs (and fowl in general) were sometimes viewed as acceptable, sometimes not. Butter was sometimes acceptable as a food, not (as Le Grand calls it) a “seasoning”, even though dairy would later be forbidden altogether. Following a council in 817, monks without ready access to oil were allowed to use bacon fat on their food; after this was forbidden, butter became an acceptable substitute – until all dairy was forbidden in 1365. At the end of the fifteenth century, a queen's request for an exception led to its gradual return on fast days and by the seventeenth century it even seems to have been considered a standard food for fast days, as it was in Le Grand's time.

A similar process occurred with eggs, which in the centuries proceeding his had again been allowed, but only by a dispensation that was regularly renewed.

Of all this, Le Grand says, somewhat drily, “As bizarre as the opinions of men are in appearance, when one compares one century with another, they are not always as strange as they first appear. All have a principle, good or bad, on which they are based. Once you accept the principle, the result will seem correct.”

Having provided this brief overview of fasting, Le Grand turns to eggs, beginning with one of what seem to be several stories about how Easter eggs came about. By his account, eggs were given special attention after Lent, when people had had to live without them. He describes celebrations – some unruly – associated with the same ceremonies which led to eggs being blessed and colored, before saying that the custom had migrated, in his time, to Russia and other countries.

He then glances at an item from Froissart which shows that egg yolks were shipped in barrels for military campaigns, before examining the ways one could preserve them (one of which sounds like a Western impression of Chinese thousand-year-eggs).

In a later section of his work, he also resumes some of the ways eggs were prepared; that section has been inserted here as well. One popular method literally resulted in... green eggs.

Le Grand begins his section on cheese with a brief look at how some special cheeses are made. (No doubt he found it unnecessary to describe basic cheese-making, since a number of works had addressed that before his own.)

The next section is on “parsleyed cheese”. Already in his time this referred to blue and other cheese colored with mold, but Le Grand treats the term as if it also meant herbed cheese. This results in a passage which is one of the more confused in Le Grand's work, but which has been passed on by at least one modern writer.

Le Grand himself embellishes the original text, which is an account by one of Charlemagne's biographers of the emperor tasting a certain cheese; one modern writer not only incorporates Le Grand's version as is, but treats it as referring to a specific cheese in a specific region. For comparison's sake, here is the start of the passage from Notker the Stutterer (Balbulus), long known as “the monk of St. Gall”:


    On the same voyage he arrived unexpectedly at a bishop's in a place he was obliged to pass through. As on this day he refused the flesh of quadrupeds or birds, because it was the sixth day of the week, in this place the prelate being unable to find fish on short notice, ordered that the best of cheese and of the whitest fat [alternately: of the best cheese, white/greasy as fat] be brought. However Charles, modest in all things and all places, to spare the prelate's embarrassment, required nothing else of him, but taking with a
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