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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 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 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.


  Finally, the French Parlement was, unlike the English Parliament, more of a judicial institution than a legislative one and its name has been left in French to emphasize their difference.


  Le Grand on Fasting



  It is not surprising that, in a work on the history of French food, Le Grand addresses the issue of Catholic fasting. 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. What is more surprising is that, rather than devoting a separate chapter to the subject, Le Grand has scattered his comments through four different chapters, sometimes shamelessly digressing from a chapter's main subject to explore the intricacies of this history. The translation offered here combines – with minimal editing for flow – sections from the chapters on “Poultry”, “Eggs, Cheese, Butter and Milk”, “Fish” and “Prepared Dishes' respectively. Taken together, these passages present an unusually concise and reasonably comprehensive overview of the history of Catholic fasting in Old Regime France. Often too, this material is colorful and diverting. Le Grand, though a former Jesuit, shows evident amusement at the contortions of logic some used to eat meat while classifying it as something else. One of the most striking aspects of this complex and shifting history is the diversity of foods – poultry, animal fat, even hash – which were considered acceptable fast foods at different points in Catholic history.


  Complementary facts


  Comprehensive as it is, Le Grand's survey omits facts which might well interest a modern student of this subject. One is that the earliest Christians are said to have observed a very strict fast, limiting themselves to dry foods (such as beans) in a practice known as xerophagy. But as Christianity expanded to larger groups and multiple nations, the practice began to vary enormously. In particular, Eastern Orthodox practice was stricter than that in the West. It is at this slightly later point that fasting reached the anarchic state described by Le Grand's earliest sources. It also seems to have become, for a long time, primarily a concern of the clergy, or at least of limited groups, even if scattered attempts were made from the pulpit and by certain Church councils to make it universal. However, a Council in Orleans in 517 – that is, just at the start of the Franks' rule – extended the obligation to fast to the whole Catholic population and it seems to have been observed (however unevenly) by lay people from then on.


  There was also the question of whether to fast or not on specific days, like Sunday. Le Grand says little about the obligation to fast on Friday, for instance, even if it was in force by Charlemagne's time. In fact, rules on weekly fasting may originally have to some degree been up to the local bishop. Yet he discusses Saturday abstinence at some length. Even then, he neglects to mention that, before being made obligatory, it had previously been banned, variously to combat heresy and because it was consider “Judaizing”.


  There is still a great deal more to say about the history of fasting in general; its roots in Roman and Jewish practice


  Further Reading


  Readers who are particularly interested in this subject or in the history of the Catholic Church in general may want to consult these other works. Predictably, most of those on fasting in France are in that country's language.


  



  Butler, Rev. Alban. The Moveable Feasts and Other Annual Observances of the Catholic Church. Dublin: John Morris, 1775.


  
    Butler's work includes a lengthy chapter “On the Fast of Lent” which looks in some depth at fasting since the start of Christianity and often addresses its practice in France.

  


  



  Thomassin, R. F. Louis. Traitez Historiques et Dogmatiques Sur Divers Points de la Discipline de L'Eglise et de la Morale Chretienne. Paris: François Muguet, 1658.



  
    Father Thomassin's first volume, on the fasts of the Church, is one of the classic works on the subject and very likely one of the most detailed.

  


  Hecquet, Philippe. Traité des dispenses du carême. Paris: François Fournier, 1709.



  
    Hecquet, one of the most celebrated doctors in French history, was a curious combination of rigorous scientist and devout Christian, who combined both science and faith to encourage people to fast, maintaining, for instance, that it was actually healthy to live on vegetables (despite period reservations about these). Like Boisregard, he passes a number of foods in review here, notably vegetables and fruit. Hecquet himself was a rare example of a true vegetarian in Old Regime France, but not an encouraging one; at least twice, he fainted from weakness.

  


  Boisregard, Nicolas Andry de. Traité des Alimens de Caresme. Paris: Le Mercier, 1734.



  
    This work to a large degree responds to Hecquet's, sometimes with critiques, sometimes with agreement. It is among other things a catalog of different foods, in fact, essentially a dietetic, reviewing the properties of each food and even, in some cases, how to cook them.

  

