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"What is most amazing is not how our senses span distance or cultures, but how they
span time. Our senses connect us intimately to the past, connect us in ways that most of

our cherished ideas never could" (Ackerman xvi).

INTRODUCTION

In the sterile modern halls of school cafeterias and church meetings rooms are
some of the most splendid Medieval feasts this side of 1500. Course after course of
cheeses, breads, stews; meat after meat, chicken, dried fruits, sauces... Roasted and
boiled, raw and cooked. Conversation lilts, bards sing, musicians play, toasts are raised
to king and kingdom, lord and lady, noble and knight. The feasters watch the head table
to see what delicacies will next trickle out of the kitchen. Third, fourth course, stomachs
groaning, and then dessert. A sweet porridge with fruit sauce, chocolate truffles, more
cheeses. Stories percolate through the din.: “No shit, there I was, standing alone before
the entire Atlantian army, with nothing but my pole arm...” The kitchen staff is brought
out for applause, which reverberates off the laden bellies and half-closed eyes of the
feasters. Volunteers traipse heavily to the kitchen to help clean as feast goers fill plastic
bags with leftovers. Some will gather their feast gear and head home; others will whirl
dizzily around their partners at the Ball; and others will gather around a fire, filling the
dark hours with song and story.

In the search for an “authentic medieval experience,” members of the Society for

Creative Anachonism, or SCA, explore a wide range of activities, from fighting to
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dancing, sewing, heraldry, music, cooking, and feasting. These activities are carried out
in local practices, day- or weekend-long local events, and up to week-long Wars between
different regions. Founded in Berkeley in the late 1960s, the Society for Creative
Anachronism has grown internationally to over 32,000 paid members and countless other
participants, organized into 19 Kingdoms, each with their own host of royalty and laws.!
Seeking to re-create aspects of Western Europe before 1600, members consider how
history looked, felt, sounded, smelled, and tasted.

The SCA operates under a guiding metaphor called “The Dream,” a collective
vision of an idealized past in which chivalry and honor govern every aspect of life. The
Dream is pervasive in the Society: one might cheer “Vivat The Dream” in response to a
particularly rousing address or sign an email “in service to The Dream.” Feasts, as a focal
social gathering for Society members, provide an opportunity for living The Dream in all
its sensual splendor—smells waft from the kitchen and from your fellow feasters (who
may have been fighting in medieval armor all day); the sounds of conversation and
musical performances fill the air; the sight of magnificent “Feast garb,” special occasion
costuming brought out for significant events, marvels the eyes; smooth wooden and
pewter eating implements delight the touch; and the taste, salty and sweet, bitter and sour,
of food at once familiar and foreign, amuses the tongue. In a Society that relies on the
will of the community to structure a culture around a shared fantasy, every sense is vital
in creating the illusion that makes The Dream possible.

Yet the idealized communal vision of history is tempered by modern reality.
Taste, while physically located in the noses and mouths of individuals, is conceptually

located in the mind of society at large. We have no way of knowing how a food might
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have tasted to a 14" century noble—the sense is too culturally and personally subjective.
Thus it seems particularly appropriate to utilize taste, itself a metaphor for cultural and
personal relativism, as a vehicle to understand how a group of modern individuals
construct their conceptioﬁ of history and identity. The self-consciously created nature of
the Society makes it ideal for examining the creation of cultural identities, the negotiation
between different worldviews, and the perception of history. Or perhaps we might say the
“taste” of history.

The following case study of a single feast is informed by a much larger study
which relies on primary and secondary sources on Medieval cookery as well as extensive
ethnographic data to explore how the historical impulses of Society members, driven by
research into period documents, are mediated by the American cultural framework to
which they belong in their modern lives. While my larger work considers the entire
feasting context, from food to hall decoration to costuming to entertainment, here I will
focus on the food itself, from process to product. My observations are based on three
years of active participation in the SCA and the generous correspondence of Society

members from around the world."

CASE STUDY

“The bread! My pita bread isn’t working... Malcolm, have you got that lamb
cooked yet?” Lady Sionnain was all flutter and movement in the commercial kitchen of
the Morgan County fairgrounds in Martinsville, Indiana. Ten subordinate cooks glanced
with concern at our feastocrat. With our first course less than two hours away, finicky

bread was not on the menu. From my station where I was frying rows of meatballs
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(lightly spiced lamb, pork, and beef to be served with a yogurt dipping sauce) I offered a
compromise. "“Well, if we forget that they re supposed to be pitas...”" I transferred a half-
cooked lump of dough from a sauté pan onto a baking shéet, and popped it in the
convection oven where thirty heads of garlic were roasting. Sionnain nodded sagely.

[ pushed my muffin cap up on my forehead, and wiped my sticky hands on my
already filthy skirts. One of the advantages of cooking in 16" century clothing is the
many layers of skirts one wears. As my fiancé peeked in through the window with a
camera, I smiled wryly. With cooking spoons tucked into my belt, flour, grease, and
hummus spatiered on my once-white chemise, and red-faced from the heat of the
convection oven, I was quite a sight.

Two hours later, the improvised not-so-flat breads were already on the table,
where hungry feasters sat with their feast gear ready—looking eagerly towards the
kitchen. The feast was a success. on time, course after course, with more than enough
food for the fifty guests. Servers grabbed bites of food between courses and watched
carefully for empty mugs or feasters in need.

As dishes were being washed and lefiovers being packaged up, we were heat-
giddy and giggly. We had survived three months of planning, emails, missed calls, and
managed to feed the crowd anyway. I licked the spilled honey and nuts off of an empty
platter that once held baklava, and Sionnain gave me a sticky hug. “Anytime you want to
help out with a feast, Sibylifi, let me know.” |

The October 2006 “Commoner’s Crown” feast, put on by the Shire of Mynydd

Seren (made up of Bloomington, Indiana and the surrounding environs) is typical of a



small SCA feast, well-reputed, and not dissimilar to feasts at events of greater size and
formality.

Feast planning began about eight months in advance, when Lady Sionnain and
Lord Malcolm contacted the event’s organizer and volunteered to be the “feastocrats.”
They proposed a theme, “the Ottoman Empire meets Venice,” and a tentative budget
(eight dollars per person, for fifty to eighty people). Planning in earnest did not begin
until three months before the event, a typical window for most cooks to plan a feast. At
that time Sionnain, Malcolm and I began discussing the menu. Consideration was paid to
food restrictions and allergies (we had two vegetarians, one kosher feaster, and one
person allergic to cinnamon), which resulted in extra dishes, such as our three baklavas—
one without cinnamon, one with margarine instead of butter, and one prepared normally.
SCA cooks carefully consider budget, season, and the tastes and dietary restrictions of
notable guests (especially any Royalty who will be attending) when choosing their
menus.

For the Mynydd Seren feast, as for SCA feasts in general, recipe sources were
varied: some recipes came from historical cookbooks, such as the Torta Bianca from
Bartolomeo Platina’s 15™ century manuscript, some from modern adaptations of
medieval recipes, such as the baba ganoujh from a 1973 Horizon cookbook (Buehr 265).
Other recipes came from internet sources, such as Stefan’s Florilegium, an online listserv
archive for SCA researchers—one of the most popular sources for feast inspiration.i"
True to the anachronism in the Society’s name, the SCA cook combines historical

research with modern technology to craft his or her unique view of the culinary past.
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SCA cooks pride themselves on their familiarity with medieval cookbooks and
manuscripts. The extent of use of medieval sources is quite varied: Mistress Helewyse de
Birkestad, given the Society’s highest level award for artistic endeavors, the Order of the
Laurel, has made the intense study of one medieval Italian cookbook the source of her
art. Lady Lewis, on the other hand, has a staggering collection of over 10,000 cookbooks.

Once recipes have been chosen, they must be modified for the modern kitchen
and tested for suitability for the modern palate, often being tested on the friends and
family of the cooks. After the menus and recipes have been finalized, ingredients are
acquired, and as much as possible is cooked in advance—days or weeks before the actual
event. On the day of the feast, the cook and his/her team spend the entire day in the
kitchen, cooking, plating, and often serving as well. Once the feast is sent out to the
tables, says long-time SCA cook Lady Elaine Koogler, “the cooks relax!”"

Let us examine, then, the menu for the Commoner’s Crown feast: On the table
were olives, “flat” bread, pickled vegetables, two varieties of hummus, baba ganougj,
candied almonds, and feta cheese. The first course consisted of a Hungarian meat torta,
and a vegetarian torta Bianca. The second course was lady’s thigh meatballs, roasted
lamb, rice, and roasted root vegetables. The last course, dessert, was baklava and Turkish
delight. To drink was served water, lemonade, and assorted fruity iced teas.

This feast is not inauthentic in its mix of culinary influences. While the high-born
medieval palate has its roots in the culinary arts of the Roman Empire, travel, war,
intermarriage, and other social and political changes brought a great influx of new foods,
spices, and methods into Europe. The foods of the Middle Ages, far from being simple

roast haunches of meat, were a complex tapestry of influences and ideologies.



Many of the ingredients which served as the building blocks of medieval cuisine
are quite familiar to the modern Western eater, and many more are familiar to the
culinary explorer. However, some modern foods were not to be found on the medieval
trencher; for example potatoes, yams, corn, chilies, tomatoes, chocolate, and turkey. The
range of meats used in the Middle Ages was much broader—from mutton and goat to the
more exotic peacock, swan, and beaver. Further, nearly all of the animal would have been
used, from brain, to blood, tongue and giblets. The influence of nuts on medieval cooking
cannot be overstated, especially the nearly-ubiquitous almond, eaten whole, ground into
flour or paste, or cooked into almond milk. Whereas many modern dishes might be
categorized as either sweet or savory, it was more common for a medieval dish to balance
the two flavors in a given dish. For example, cinnamon spiced meatballs in a sweetened
vinegar sauce would be a very typical medieval combination.

Medieval cookery holds no great secrets in terms of techniques. As Levi-Strauss
famously pointed out, there is a finite number of ways to prepare food—the most
complicated cooking techniques boil down to a combination of chopping, slicing,
grinding, baking, roasting, boiling, and frying. The primary difference is that most
medieval cooking was done over an open hearth, or in a hearth oven. Many dishes were
cooked multiple times, in different ways—such boiling before roasting or frying—to
reconstitute preserved food and ensure thorough cooking (Hieatt, 36).

While in reality many SCA feasts feature potato dishes, chocolate truffles, and
other entirely modern dishes and customs, in ideology the cooks I corresponded with had

a relatively uniform idea of how period a feast should be—*“very,” or “completely”—as
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well as what exactly made a feast period. Mistress Helewyse de Birkestad puts it
succinctly: “If it isn’t food prepared from period recipes, then it isn’t a feast, it is dinner.”

The word “period” is used in the SCA to designate “authentic™ historical fact.
This authenticity derives primarily from careful research and documentation. Periodicity,
said one cook, is “authenticity of recipes. Authenticity of food items used. Authenticity of
feast setting and service. Authenticity of the menu. Period service and entertainment.
Period cooking methods, if possible. Period presentation of dishes.”

The absence of modern ingredients is key to periodicity for many SCA cooks.
Maestra Giovanna said emphatically, “I abhor New World foods.” Several non-medieval
ingredients, notably tomatoes, potatoes, and chocolate, have borne the brunt of
authenticity enthusiasts’ animosity.

Yet, while research and authenticity are heavily stressed, scholars and cooks alike
wonder about the possibility of actually recreating medieval foods. Some scholars, like
Terence Scully, romantically assert that our palates have not changed significantly, and
that modern recreations of medieval foods can give an accurate representation of their
historical counterparts (Scully 15). Other scholars (Adamson 103) as well as several of
the SCA cooks, however, point out that even if information was available on exact
quantities or cooking times (seldom specified in medieval cookbooks), there is no way to
know how other circumstances—a medieval person’s eating history, the smoke in the
air—affected the taste of the food. Like any attempt to understand a sensory event of the
past, we must take our understanding with a grain of salt.

In a moment of self-reflexivity, Lord Giano described the constraints on the

modern medievalist in attempting to recreate the food of the past: “I can not cook for the
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period palate because my palate is modern, so what I turn out will invariably be a modern
interpretation of a period set of instructions.”

Though Medieval etiquette regarded a knife and fingers as the only necessary
eating implements until the 16™ century, and would have diners eating from shared plates
and drinking from common vessels (Adamson 34), SCA diners bring a full set of
personal eating utensils with them in their “feast gear.” Modern hygienic standards are at
odds with the intense sharing found at a Medieval meal. Indeed, this is one of the primary
cultural differences between the historical and imagined pasts—modern American
individualism does not promote sharing, of food or germs, in the way that the etiquette of
a truly “period” feast would demand.

As in a medieval feast, SCA feasts are structured around several courses. The
number of courses varies from one to ten, the numbers of dishes per course from one to
an abundant eighteen. Unlike medieval feasts, which could last several days (Cosman
15), modern feasts are usually one or two hours. The order of food presented at a feast is
more modern than medieval, not unlike that in a modern restaurant—cheese, bread, and
butter begin the meal, with salads and soups coming in the first course, heavier meat
dishes coming later, and a sweet dessert ending the meal. The Commoner’s Crown feast
followed this pattern perfectly. A medieval feast, on the other hand, would initially serve
only stale bread to be used as plates, called trenchers, and the first course would likely
consist of a salad of raw vegetables, or fruits, or a pottage, all of which are uncommon at
SCA feasts (Adamson 203). In fact, most raw foods are uncommon—vegetables are
cooked or pickled, and fruits are baked or stewed. Fresh fruits and salads do not feel

“period” to most Society feasters, though they were not uncommon in medieval times.
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The influence of popular depictions of the Middle Ages, through renaissance faires and
Hollywood, have led to expectations of large haunches of meat rather than delicate
salads, and this expectation is clearly borne out in SCA feast menus.

While the entertainment at Mynydd Seren’s feast was provided by several Middle
Eastern dancers and a Commedia troupe, in medieval times the food itself would provide
much of the entertainment. “Subtleties,” dishes served between courses primarily as
entertainment, surprised, awed, and delighted the feaster’s eye rather than tongue. An oft-
cited example is a plucked and roasted peacock, reassembled with its original plumage in
order to appear alive again. The children’s rhyme, “Four-and-Twenty Blackbirds” refers
to a spectacle in which live birds were sealed into a pre-baked pie crust, to burst forth in a
feathered flurry of motion when the crust was breached (Pullar 9, 107).

Clearly, this is not appropriate for the modern dining hall. In fact, one of the
significant encroachments of modern worldview into feasting is the presentation of meats
in general. Whereas a whole or even live-looking animal would surprise and delight
medieval diners, a whole fried fish is enough to turn away some modern feasters. The
average contemporary American is rarely confronted with meat in animal form—the
convenience of supermarkets allows for the mental separation of animal from meat...beef
from cow, pork from pig. Many who fancy themselves accomplished cooks would be lost
if confronted with a live chicken to slaughter, pluck, gut, and cook. Even medieval
nobility, by contrast, was likely to have observed animals’ transitions from courtyard
resident to meal, or to have participated in hunting game.

Though the SCA cook reveres authenticity and periodicity as an ideal, in practice

they must cook for the feasters, the majority of whom are not cooks. Feast setters



recognize that these individuals judge feasts differently than might a fellow cook.
Mistress Rachaol MakCreith complains that many hold the belief that “period food is
nasty,” which she finds very frustrating—especially when they prefer to go out for a
steak instead of eating the feast she has crafted. “The average fighter,” she says, “likes
things they can recognize, hopefully something they’ve seen at the local Golden Corral.”

The success of a feast, in the end, is quality, quantity, and audience enjoyment.
“Periodicity doesn’t make a great feast,” says Lord Richard. “The quality of the food
makes a great feast.” Unlike medieval cooks, who aimed for variety over quantity, SCA
cooks cater to a modern American audience by opting for fewer dishes, in larger
quantities. “If they are full,” said Mistress Rachaol MakCreith, “then the feast was good.”

Torn between their vision of a past impeccably researched and flawlessly
presented and the varied desires of their fellow Society members, SCA cooks must seek
compromise. Idealistic in mind but practical in performance, these cooks balance their
desire to share their expertise with their desire to create a meal that will delight a modern
palate, satisfy the feasters, and be acceptable to fellow cooking experts. The dedicated
cook-researcher constructs The Dream out of an elaborate tapestry of compromises.
Carefully chosen dishes and ingenious cooking strategies let them balance idealism with
the reality of feeding a peculiarly dressed crowd of modern American diners.

In many ways the negotiations involved in an SCA feast are no different than
those in any other reconstitution of the past—whether recreation, re-enactment, or simply
the writing of history. All of these activities involve principles of compromise, and even
the most “objective” rendering of a historical subject is bound to involve the personal and

cultural sensibilities of the historical tale-teller. The writing of history inevitably involves
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interpretation, not merely the rote channeling of empirical reality through the historical
pen. In history writing and re-creation alike, as in any cultural endeavor, individual
desires are filtered through cultural standards, and the construction of society is molded
by the needs of the individual.

The SCA and its physical creation of historical community (through feasts and
other media) can serve as an entry point into understanding how this group of individuals
negotiate between historical reality (whatever that might be), their conception of history,
modern American cultural pressures, and their personal desires and comfort. Further, this
process reflects on the understanding and writing of history and community in general. In
the end, all representations of history are re-creations, and every such re-creation must be
contextualized by the culture and individuals which produce it, and the culture and

individuals which, in turn, consume it.

! www.sca.org for more information on the SCA.

T Throughout this paper I will refer to these gracious individuals by their chosen “Society” names and titles.

f“ “Sibyl Sevenoke” is the author’s chosen name in the Society

" www.florilegium.org

¥ All quotations from SCA cooks are from email correspondence with the author between January and May
0f2007.

¥ Lord Giano, in correspondence with the author
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