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A matter of taste:
The experiment of a ‘Byzantine food-lab’

 
placed in socio-historical context

Joanita Vroom, Mink van IJzendoorn, Marten van Nieuwkoop 

& Katelin Post

*

i n t roduc t ion

The central themes of Medieval MasterChef are European and Mediterranean Medie
val and Post-Medieval eating habits and food practices, explored through a range of 
different archaeological methods and approaches.1 In this scope, our experimental sur-
vey of modern appreciation of Byzantine tastes is perhaps a bit off-beat, but we hope 
that it may prove to be a genuine contribution to this discussion on food in the past. 
The following text presents a study which combines ethno-archaeological theory with 
experimental research, in an effort to comprehend today’s view on Byzantine foodways.

The main research questions of this study can be formulated as follows: How do 
present-day Europeans appreciate the Byzantine dishes and drinks that were prepared 
during these special events, and, in particular, how do they relate the Byzantine cui-
sine to social status? What are their assumptions about Medieval, and specifically 
Byzantine, recipes? And, finally, how do these views relate to anthropological and his-
torical examples of supra-cultural experiences of dining habits and food consumption?

Consequently, the aim of this article is to discuss the interview data obtained dur-
ing the ‘Byzantine food-lab’, which was part of an experimental-archaeological Crafts 
Market in 2014 in the city of Leiden, The Netherlands (Figs. 1, 2a-c).2 We have tried to 
frame these results in the above-mentioned research questions. The food-lab experi-
ment was received very enthusiastically by the visitors (over 300 participants), so much 
so that it generated enough results to devote an article to. The interview questions, 
which were answered by the public visiting the food-lab, will be explored in this arti-
cle, together with ideas and theories relevant to concepts of taste, luxury food, social 

*       *       *

Medieval MasterChef, ed. by Joanita Vroom, Yona Waksman, Roos van Oosten, Medieval and Post-Medieval Archaeology 

Series ii (Turnhout, 2017), pp. 323-352 (+ plates p. 399) 	© FHG 	 10.1484/m.mpmas-eb.5.113489

Medieval masterchef boek 3.indd   323 28-04-17   11:05



324

m e di e va l  m a s t e rc h e f

status and the interfaces between these. We have tried to compare this data with what 
we know about the Byzantine concept of dining in the past. In order to achieve this, 
we have also framed the findings in an ethno-archaeological and historical context.

To meet these research aims and discuss our results, we have divided this article in 
five interrelated parts. Firstly, we explore current theoretical concepts of taste, luxury 
food and social class. Secondly, we set out to give a short historical background about 
Byzantine diet and eating habits (ca 4th-15th centuries), as these are sometimes ex-
pressed in contemporary written sources, pictorial evidence and archaeological data. 
Thirdly, we present the methodology used for the interviews. Fourthly, the Late An-
tique and Byzantine recipes and the ingredients used for the experiment are presented. 
Fifthly, we discuss in detail and propose an interpretation of the interview results 
through several graphs and tables before we reach our final conclusion.

ta st e ,  lu x u ry  a n d  soci a l  stat us

One important objective of this study is to shed light on the assumptions people cur-
rently make about the relationship between Byzantine cuisine and social status. With-
in this framework, the concept of ‘luxury’ is important. Historically and temporally, 
there were many occasions during which a great amount of effort was put into obtain-
ing, producing and consuming luxury food. Luxury food did, and still does, play a 
major role in socio-economic and even political relations.3 It was, therefore, hardly a 
surprise that the theme ‘luxury’ emerged during the Byzantine food-lab.

In order to define the correct meaning of ‘taste’, we have to distinguish between 
two seperate aspects. First, the biological sensations that begin in the body through 
contact with food and drinks and, second, the cultural, collective evaluation that a 
particular society places on the gustatory experience. (This socio-cultural aspect is 
caparable to the working of ‘taste’ in gastronomy art, literature, architecture, theatre, 
music etc).4 This last phenomenon is also known as ‘good taste’. As a matter of course, 
we use the first physiological meaning of ‘taste’ throughout our article, which may 
include the sensations via the taste buds in our mouths (taste), by the sense of smell 
(aroma) and by the combination of both (flavour).5

Furthermore, the term ‘luxury’ was frequently used by participants in our inter-
views to describe certain food and drink items. But what made some foods luxurious? 
Luxury food has distinct features which consequently lead this to stand out from 
‘normal’ food; this included refinement in taste, texture or contents of certain ingre-
dients.6 They were non-essential and the primary motive in obtaining these goods 
was for the purpose of pleasure and enjoyment. The production and consumption of 
luxury food has many socio-cultural and political connotations.7
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To add the taste of luxury to food, there needed to be a qualitative refinement of 
a basic good. The French social anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu made a distinction 
between ‘tastes of necessity’ and ‘tastes of luxury’.8 In this way, he handled the same 
dichotomy as the Dutch archaeo-botanist, Marijke van der Veen, between what is a 
basic ‘necessity’ (a need) and what is a non-essential ‘luxury’ (a desire). Van der Veen 
illustrates this by the example of the basic need for bread and the desire for fresh or or-
ganic bread.9 The latter is thus optional, non-essential and generally harder or costlier 
to acquire. Limited access to such luxury food is caused by, amongst other factors, its 
ingredients being rare, exotic and/or expensive. Hence the persons consuming such 
goods are ‘privileged’ in some way. In line with this, Bourdieu described these rare 
and/or expensive products as ‘aristocratic foods’.10

Opposing to basic resources and requirements for human survival, luxury prod-
ucts are not a ‘basic need’. Nevertheless, there are needs for these goods in society. The 
limited accessibility and qualitative superiority of these products makes them appeal-
ing and desirable. As Van der Veen argued, since they are privileged items, produced 
and consumed with attention to detail and are a matter of choice, luxury food has 
important social implications.11 It can, therefore, be used to express social status.12 It 
has socio-economic, political and cultural functions in communities, for instance, in 
advertising and displaying power, identity or wealth. In certain contexts, it can create 
a distinction between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ and this dichotomy has a wide variety 
of social implications. This was certainly an important theme in the cuisine and table 
manners in the Ancient and Medieval Mediterranean world.13

Presumably, in the Byzantine world, this meant that the well-to-do people saw the 
consumption of luxuries as a way of setting themselves apart from those belonging to a 
lower social strata. This was certainly the case in the Roman world.14 Also, in the case 
of the Byzantine Empire, persons of higher social strata, such as the higher clerical 
classes in monasteries or the rural and urban well-to-do classes, had access to better 
foodstuffs and a more luxurious diet.15

What specific aspects made a food luxurious varies through time and is culturally 
specific. Nevertheless, through the study of ethnographic and archaeological data, 
Van der Veen managed to detect some general patterns. She argued that, in more com-
plex societies like the Byzantine Empire, luxury food can be classified by its quality 
(rather than by quantity as is often the case in less complex societies),– it’s expensive 
and exotic nature, it’s complexity and the skill and knowledge required to produce and 
consume such foods.16 Likewise, the Australian scholar of Early Christianity, Andrew 
McGowan, acknowledged the importance of the quality and variety of foods in rela-
tion to social status during Late Antiquity.17 Also the Byzantines took a considerable 
interest in food preparation and the ingredients used.18
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In short, the taste of food has always had a strong relation to the social value at-
tached to it; certain tastes indeed seem to trigger a ‘feeling’ of luxury, almost regard-
less of time and place. At least, the assumptions of our present day interviewees about 
the ‘luxury’ taste of certain Byzantine dishes, recorded during the survey carried out 
during our Byzantine food-lab experiment, closely matched the social status of these 
dishes in Byzantine times (Tables 3a-b).

h istor ic a l  backgrou n d

Although significant progress has been made in the study of Byzantine foodways, 
there is still a lot which is largely unknown.19 Consequently, the following account of 
the Byzantine kitchen, its products and associated habits, is a rather unfinished tale. 
Food production, distribution and consumption are central themes in Byzantine so-
cio-economic history. Byzantium was largely an agricultural society. A large majority 
of the (peasant) population was preoccupied with food production and a great variety 
of foodstuffs was produced; these circulated and were consumed throughout the Byz-
antine world and beyond.20 In line with documentary evidence (e.g. recipes in written 
texts, tax records, travellers’ tales and dietary regimes) and with pictorial evidence 
(e.g. religious images, mosaics and wall paintings), the most important foods of the 
Byzantine (upper-class) diet included wheat, barley, olive oil and wine.21 These main 
ingredients were often supplemented with meat, fish, dairy products (milk, cheese, 
butter, and yogurt), fruits, vegetables, nuts, legumes (beans, peas, and lentils), other 
grains (oats, rye, rice, and millet) and honey as a sweetener.22 The meat consumption 
consisted mostly of sheep and goats although pigs, cattle, chickens and other birds 
were also consumed, for instance, in 13th-century north-western Turkey (Table 1).23

According to the Russian-American Byzantinist Alexander Kazhdan, meat con-
sumption increased from the 7th century onwards.24 The sea food assemblage con-
sisted of more than 110 fish and 30 other aquatic species, all mentioned in Byzantine 
literature.25 The preparation of meat and fish was another important factor, and these 
products were mostly salted, smoked or dried.26 Some other marine products, such as 
caviar and sturgeon, were imported from far away.27

There is a general agreement among scholars that during the Middle to Late Byz-
antine periods in Greece (ca 10th -15th centuries), Orthodox fasting regulations led to 
an increase in marine-based consumption.28 The Greek archaeologist Chryssa Bour-
bou stated that the calendar of the Orthodox Church imposed some form of dietary 
restriction for nearly half the days of the year, all on which meat consumption was 
prohibited.29 During these periods of regulations, vegetables and fish usually moved 
to the centre of the menu.
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Unfortunately, little is known about the everyday diet of the Byzantine lower so-
cial classes, primarily due to the absence of direct written evidence. While the wealthi-
er classes had access to more exclusive products, the lower classes were limited to foods 
which were cheap and, equally important, locally available.30 Most likely, bread, soup, 
and cheese formed the basis of the meals for the majority of the population, while 
meat and fish were probably too costly for most (Table 1).31

food type mostly consumed
Meat Piga,b, sheep, goat, chicken, fish, shellfish
Dairy products Cheesea, feta, egg, milk, butter
Sugar/dessert Honey, rose sugar, quince marmalade, rice pudding, flatcakes (fried in oil)
Carbohydrates Bread, paximadion (hard dried bread)b

Vegetables Olivea, cabbage, onion, legume, garlic
Fruits Citrus fruits, fig, grape, pomegranate, apple, apricot, hazelnut
Drinks Wine with warm waterb, water-vinegara,b, soft drinks, water (in limited amounts)
Underlined: never consumed during periods of fasting regulations.
a Typical diet of the lower classes.
b Typical diet of the Byzantine army.

Table 1. Typical Byzantine diet in 13th-century north-western Turkey, based on archaeological and 
historical evidence (after Çağlar et al. 2007, 1144).

Byzantine dining habits varied per region and changed over time. During the 5th and 
6th centuries, for instance, eating habits were identical to those prevailing in Late An-
tiquity with diners sitting on a semi-circular couch eating from a semi-circular table.32 
From this period until the 12th century, meals had a strong communal character, with 
large shallow ring-footed dishes dominating the dining table.33 During the 12th and 
13th centuries, however, a trend towards the separation of (semi-liquid) food and drink 
into smaller and deeper bowls, shared by only two or three diners, occurred.34 Individ-
ual beakers, jugs, goblets, knives and forks suddenly made their appearance during this 
period.35 Furthermore, an increased interest in the picturing of a variety of foodstuffs 
seemed to occur, including the fragmentation of communal eating.36 What can be 
noticed is that the foods and drinks were more often separated into numerous vessels 
shared by a small number of diners, rather than the whole table.37 Change in dining 
culture might also have been stimulated by the increasing Frankish involvement in 
Byzantine domestic affairs. Most notably, during the Late Byzantine period, especially 
from 1204 onwards, there was a considerable inflow of Frankish people to Greek lands 
and Western (mostly Italian) merchants got a strong grip on trade, especially in the 
exchange of foodstuffs.38 It is likely that this influenced what was consumed and how.

Some scholars state that the Byzantines normally ate three times a day, while oth-
ers propose two meals a day.39 It is, however, assumable that the number of daily mails 
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differed depending not only on social class, but also on aspects such as local-availa-
bility, the current season of the year and monastic preferences. In some monasteries 
food was served three times a day, for example, while in others only one meal was 
conceded.40

According to the Austrian Byzantinist Johannes Koder, the normal number of 
daily meals was probably two. The first, called ariston or geuma, was consumed be-
tween 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. The richer, second meal, called deipnon, was consumed in the 
evening, before sunset. On some occasions, the two meals coincided, being served in 
the afternoon. This meal was therefore called aristodeipon. It is likely that the majority 
of people ate a hot cooked meal (mageira, and probably the deipnon in this case) only 
once a day, as fuel to heat the meal was costly and rare.41

The Greek-Canadian Byzantinist Nicholas Oikonomides, studying lists of house-
hold goods of middle- and lower-class households, concluded that dinner habits were 
rather simple in the average Byzantine household. People often ate with their fingers 
from a large serving plate and drank from a common cup or jar.42 Similar dining man-
ners occurred in Ottoman Greece as well.43 However, what is important to keep in 
mind is that a part of the utensils and table ware used for dining, was probably made 
of non-ceramic materials (e.g. wood, leather, metal).44 These reusable and perishable 
items are all but lost and with them, crucial knowledge regarding Byzantine foodways.

m et hodology

With our food-lab experiment, we aimed to obtain reliable and useable information to 
shed light on the present-day perception ofByzantine diet and its socio-economic and 
cultural implications, by means of a public survey. A question-based form seemed to 
us a fruitful way of collecting this data. We formulated a number of questions which 
had the potential of providing interesting results (Fig. 1).

Firstly, we recorded the personal data of the participants of the survey, including 
information regarding any allergies and age. The reason for collecting this informa-
tion was not only to gain insights into the diversity of the people interviewed, but 
also to find out whether there were any differences or similarities between various age 
groups (Figs. 2a and 3).

Thereafter, the emphasis was moved to the actual recipes of this experiment. We 
asked the interviewees not only to rate the recipes on a scale of one to five (one being 
the lowest and five the highest), but also which ingredients the different recipes could 
contain and which ingredients the interviewed person could recognise (Figs. 4a-b, 6 
and 7). Next, the participants were requested to think about the production sequence 
of the recipes and to which social class (upper, middle, or lower) these recipes could 
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have belonged (Tables 3a-b). Lastly, the attendants were asked whether they knew of 
the existence of these recipes, and if they would like to consume them again after the 
interview or not (Fig. 5).

In the preparation for the Crafts Market, the necessary supplies for the experiment 
were bought and the Byzantine recipes had to be produced. These necessities included 
the actual ingredients used for the recipes, suitable tableware in which the dishes and 
beverages could be presented and a number of posters and flyers to elucidate the visual 
aspects of Byzantine cuisine and foodways to the visitors at the Crafts Market (Figs. 
2a-c).45 The historical background of the Byzantine recipes and the outcome of the 
survey will be described elaborately later in this article.

r eci pes  of  t h e  by z a n t i n e  food -l a b

The recipes used for the Byzantine food-lab were obtained from Late Antique and 
Byzantine written sources from many different centuries, and were tasted by pres-
ent-day people. They contained seven drinks and six dishes. We tried to be as authentic 
as possible, using nearly the same ingredients and utilising the same or similar prepa-
ration techniques as described by various Byzantine authors in primary documents. 
However, we opted, in our experiment at the Crafts Market in Leiden, mostly for 
vegetarian dishes (without meat or fish) for practical and hygienic reasons. This was, 
for instance, due to the fact that we had no stove or open fire available and had to 
make everything one day in advance. Moreover, it made our food-lab accessible to 
those with certain dietary restrictions (such as vegetarians or in the case of religious 
restrictions, for instance, on pork). Nonetheless, admittedly, this lack of meat and fish 
left out important segments of the rich Byzantine cuisine.

The drinks – The first drink we made for our taste experiment was a non-alcoholic one, 
also known as melegala (No. 1) as listed by the Greek Byzantinist Phaidon Koukoules 
(1881-1956), a beverage of milk and honey in the fifth volume of his monumental work 
Byzantine Life and Civilisation.46 We made a mixture of honey and almond milk, the 
latter being used widely in Medieval recipes of Western Europe.

The second drink included another non-alcoholic beverage, but this time made 
as a kind of fruit juice or rather concentrate (No. 2). The Jewish Byzantine physician 
Simeon Seth suggested, in the 11th century, to combine the juice of grapes with rose 
water (created by boiling petals in water).47 Hence, we mixed defrosted grape juice 
with commercially distilled rosewater and water.

The third and fourth drinks were again non-alcoholic, as we used a very common 
drink in Byzantium described by the same Simeon Seth as phoukas or phouska (No. 4).48 
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This was a mixture of plain vinegar and water. We also made a variant of this beverage, 
this time with apple vinegar,water and with the addition of fresh mint (No. 3). 

The mixing of water with spices was investigated in the fifth drink, another non-al-
coholic but rather temperate beverage (No. 5).49 It consisted of black pepper, cumin 
seeds and anise, that were mixed with hot water.

The sixth drink contained alcohol and was a spiced wine, or conditum (No. 6). The 
Byzantine physician Hierophile, suggested in the 13th century to drink wine with a 
heavy mixture of pepper, cinnamon, clove and spikenard.50 Another variation on this 
theme was our seventh and final drink, a kind of pepper wine as described by Kouk-
oules (No. 7).51 This spiced drink was made of wine, honey and crushed pepper.

The dishes – The first dish in our Byzantine food repertoire included a cold cabbage 
salad (No. 8), as it was mentioned by the physician Oribasios in the 4th century.52 In 
fact, he described the mixture as uncooked and washed cabbage, which should be 
cut up with a ‘very sharp knife’, with some coriander and rue. Then, the dish was to 
be sprinkled with vinegar and honey, and topped off with a little asafoetida powder.

The main ingredient in the second dish was grain, normally pearl barley (No. 9). 
According to Hierophile, ‘pearl barley is suitably prepared when it is has swelled to its 
fullest extent during boiling, then after this put on a gentle flame until it has wholly 
converted into juice’.53 After it is completely swollen, the substance is mixed with vin-
egar, and, subsequently, a little fine salt. It is also suggested by Hierophile to add some 
oil at the start of preparing this dish, as well as some leek and dill (if necessary).54

The third dish was made of legumes (No. 10). The Byzantine physician Anthimus 
presented detailed instructions on how to cook lentils in the 6th century.55 Firstly, 
they had to be well-washed and then boiled in clear water, which had to be poured off. 
Secondly, enough hot water had to be put on them in order to cook them slowly on 
the coals. When ready, some vinegar can be added to the lentils, as well as rus syriacus 
(‘sumac’), oleum greniale (‘oil from unripe olives’), coriander roots/seeds and salt.

The fourth dish contained again legumes, but this time the main ingredients in-
cluded beans (No. 11). Agapios suggested to cook beans with pepper, mustard (seed), 
oil and vinegar, which we indeed did during the preparation of this dish.56

The fifth dish was made of rice (No. 12). According to Simeon Seth, rice can be 
prepared ‘with milk and sugar’.57 We boiled for this dish unpolished (brown) rice in 
milk, while adding sugar during the cooking process.

Finally, the sixth dish was a kind of dessert, a honey cake made of honey and wheat 
as described by Koukoules (No. 13).58 As leavening agent for this cake we used beaten 
eggs and added water. When baked in a modern oven, the cake looked nicely brown, 
but unfortunately it collapsed in the centre.
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a na lysi ng  t h e  i n t e rv i e w  r esu lts

The purpose of the next part of this article is to present the graphs and tables with the 
interview results for a preliminary analysis. As stated before, all the interviewees of 
the Byzantine food-lab had to give a rating from 1 (bad) to 5 (good) to the drinks and 
dishes they tasted (Figs. 4a-c). All these ratings were put together and converted into 
an average, per drink and per dish.

The results can be seen in the graph ‘Average rating’ (Fig. 4a). We separated dishes 
from drinks to illustrate the differences between the two categories: an average of 3.43 
for drinks and 2.88 for dishes (on a scale of 1 to 5). Because there were more drinks 
(seven) than dishes (six), the graph ‘Average rating’ was further divided into two other 
graphs showing the average rating per drink and per dish, indicated by number (Figs. 
4b-c). In total, we had an average for all seven drinks (Nos. 1-7) and all six dishes (Nos. 
8-13), ranging from a 4.26 for dish 13 to a 1.63 for drink 4.

In the first graph, one can see the average rating people gave to the foods and 
drinks (Figs. 4b-c). Noticeably, generally, people liked the drinks more than the dish-
es. When looking closer at the separate graphs this favour for the drinks were almost 
equalled with the dishes. There were no major differences seen between the different 
averages per dish and drink. The lowest rating was for vinegar with water (No. 4) and 
for beans with mustard seeds (No. 11). The highest rating was for wine with pepper 
and honey (No. 7) and for the honey cake recipe (No. 13). Although the last combina-
tion of wine with spices looks similar to mulled wine but is not common for today’s 
Western cuisine, the ratings were quite high in some cases.59

In two of the tables, we can distinguish the number of people who drank and ate 
the drinks and dishes or if they did not (Tables 2a-b). In addition, we can see the miss-
ing numbers by, for example, unreadable or unanswered questions. In total, the drinks 
were tasted 375 times and the dishes 300 times, which demonstrated the quantitative 
significance and statistical potential of our study. The different volumes in which the 
foods and drinks were made should also be taken into account. For example, one cake 
was made (No. 13) and two drinks of wine with spices (Nos. 6-7). In addition, we did 
not document the precise quantities for the ingredients in the recipes.

An important aspect that was considered was the age of the participants, which 
was asked during the interview. We see the result in the next graph ‘Number of visitors 
to age group’, categorised in six categories: ‘less than 20 years’, ‘20 to 25’, ‘26 to 30’, ‘31 
to 40’, ‘above 41’ and a ‘missing/unanswered’ category (Fig. 3). Most participants of 
the Byzantine food-lab were between the ages of 20 and 25. The overrepresentation of 
this age group can be explained by the fact that we conducted this experiment within 
the vicinity of the Van Steenis-building, which is part of Leiden University. Naturally, 
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most of the visitors were students. Lecturers, professors, parents of the students and 
local residents also attended the Crafts Market.

The identity of the interviewees (socio-economic status, occupation, gender and 
nationality) were not asked during the Byzantine food-lab. In anthropological liter-
ature, these aspects were often considered.60 Since these aspects were not taken into 
account in our interviews, we can only assume that most of the participants were gen-
erally used to Western cuisine and eating habits, or at least were familiar with them.61 
Much of Western (including the Dutch) cuisine consists of very different ingredients 
and cooking processes, than that of the Byzantines.62 Hence, many of the recipes used 
for the Byzantine food-lab are quite uncommon to traditional Dutch food culture. 
As a consequence, the dishes and drinks were rather unfamiliar to many interviewees.

Nonetheless, some recipes were appreciated by a large part of the interviewed peo-
ple. During the survey, it was also interesting to ask the participants if they liked the 
food and drinks and if they would like to continue to consume such goods (Figs. 5a-b). 
Most interviewees wanted to continue eating some of the foods in the future. Another 
28 persons were enthusiastic to continue to consume all Byzantine drinks and dishes 
in the future. On the other hand, 18 persons would not like to consume any of the 
dishes and drinks after the interview and 12 interviewees did favour only one kind 
of dish or drink. A small number of people (8) said ‘maybe’ to further consumption.

i n t e r pr et i ng  t h e  i n t e rv i e w  r esu lts

The participants of the Byzantine food-lab observed, smelled, touched, ate and drank 
the dishes and drinks prepared for them. For their judgment and interpretation of the 
products, they relied almost entirely on their senses without much historical back-
ground information of any kind.63 Their answers were thus largely based on tastes, 
aromas and looks of the final products, as they were not able to observe the actual food 
preparation which potentially could have significantly influenced their perception.64

Nevertheless, many of them had assumptions about the techniques used for the 
processing of the drinks and dishes. As said and presented above, they had to guess 
what the items were, what they were made of, how they were produced and by whom 
they would have been consumed in the past. The results described below are general 
trends observed in the answers of the interviewees and, admittedly, there were many 
exceptions and deviations.

In many cases the interviewees made connections between taste, ingredients (with 
respect to usage, complexity, costs and provenance) and social class. Many of them 
were right – to some degree – in that eating habits of the past were somehow linked to 
a certain lifestyle and hence implied a certain social status.65
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Although Bourdieu stressed the existence of a ‘food division’ between the sex-
es as an essential factor in the way people in the past viewed and consumed certain 
foods and drinks, this aspect seemed completely absent among the interviewees.66 
The participants did not comment at all on gender roles in relation to the different 
foods and drinks they consumed. Neither was age mentioned. Gender roles and 
divisions between age groups were nonetheless certainly important to the process-
ing, as well as in the consumption, of foods and drinks in Medieval Mediterranean 
societies.67

Some interviewees did detect links with contemporary Mediterranean cuisines, 
especially Arabic/Turkish and Greek ones. Indeed, the taste of unfamiliar exotic in-
gredients, like some spices, can lead to associations with such ‘traditional’ cuisines.68 
In general, sour-tasting dishes and drinks (containing vinegar) were less appreciated, 
and alcoholic (containing wine) or sweet-tasting (containing sugar or honey) drinks 
were more appreciated.

Returning to the debate regarding luxury food and social class, a lot of participants 
seemed to regard foods made of supposedly ‘ordinary’ or ‘cheap’ ingredients as associ-
ated with lower classes and with a non-luxurious status, and the use of – in their eyes – 
more costly or exotic products, particularly spices, as a sign of higher wealthier classes 
(Tables. 4a-b). For instance, foods and drinks with pepper, cinnamon, and rosewater 
were by multiple interviewees identified as luxury products, solely consumed by the 
upper classes. Similarly, vinegar, onion, beans and cereal-based products were often 
regarded as low-value goods used in low- and middle-class meals.

Interestingly, the lack of meat (and other animal products) in these recipes was 
seen by several participants as sign of poor diet and hence low social status. Histor-
ically, this was generally the case: the consumption of meat or fish in cuisines of the 
past, especially the quantities in which they were used, was an important indicator of 
a more luxurious status of meals.69

Indeed, the food of the lower classes was usually meatless (what nowadays would 
be called ‘vegetarian’) in Byzantium.70 Nonetheless, fruits and vegetables were appre-
ciated more by the Byzantines – even by the Byzantine Emperor – than by Medieval 
Westerners.71 The remarks of these present-day participants (being mainly north-west-
ern Europeans) might, with the necessary caution, be traced back to the negative atti-
tude towards ‘greenstuffs’ from the European Middle Ages.72

The use of alcohol was, by some interviewees, considered a sign of the wealthy 
upper classes. Interestingly, the Byzantines appreciated alcoholic beverages (mainly 
wine) whereas, at the same time, they were aware of the ‘bad effects’ such drinks could 
have.73 In the case of Byzantium, the British historian Andrew Dalby regards wine to 
have been consumed by the wealthier on a daily basis, whilst being a luxury product.74 
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Van der Veen considered this, like meat consumption, as being linked to a higher so-
cial status, as many ethnographical and historical examples show.75

The participants regarded more ‘complex’ foods and drinks as luxurious and in-
tended for the wealthy upper classes, whereas ‘simple’ and ‘basic’ ones were intended 
for the lower social strata. Many comments were made about the relationship between 
the complexity of foods and drinks and their supposed place in Ancient social hierar-
chies. In fact, Van der Veen already recognised that complexity did play a role in past 
societies.76 Water mixed with vinegar was, for instance, seen by many of the interview-
ees as simple, not very tasteful and, hence, for lower classes; indeed, this recipe (called 
poscat or oxycrat) was mainly consumed by Byzantine soldiers and was referred to as 
the ‘wine of the poor’.77

Despite this, the bases for many eastern Mediterranean meals (including Byzan-
tine ones) were ingredients regarded by today’s Westerners as ‘simple’ or ‘mundane’, 
like bread, vegetables and legumes. Westerners visiting the Ottoman Empire were 
known to have made condescending comments on the apparent lack of complexity 
in the Ottoman cuisine and, therefore, labelling them as ‘frugal’.78 Nevertheless, the 
Byzantine diet, with its great varieties and high quantities of vegetal ingredients, can 
be considered quite balanced and healthy.79 Again, the apparent link between the 
mental template of the 21st-century participants and Europeans in the past is striking.

The (supposed) provenance and scarcity of some ingredients played an important 
role in the estimations of the interviewees of luxury and social class as well. Again, 
such views are supported by Van der Veen.80 Many participants saw the items which 
they regarded as having been abundant, mundane and/or from local origin (such as 
onion, lentils, beans, barley, and nuts) as non-luxury goods and, thus, belonging to the 
lower classes. Exotic products and ingredients which were considered as ‘special’ in 
some way, were though of as luxurious. These included rosewater, pepper and almond 
milk (Figs. 6 and 7).

However, in Byzantine times, the poor also used ingredients like pepper, honey, 
cinnamon and cumin.81 On the other hand, ‘normal’ goods like bread, grains and leg-
umes were greatly appreciated by the Byzantines of all social strata and widely used.82 
These goods were often used for sophisticated meals and, in many cases, dietary qual-
ities were given to them. The Modern perception on what is ‘exotic’, ‘special’, ‘extraor-
dinary’ or ‘exclusive’ is thus greatly different from that of the Medieval Mediterranean 
past. Some ingredients, which in the past were regarded as special, are today highly 
common and vice versa (see Figs. 6a-b for two anecdotic examples of which ingredients 
our 2014 interviewees could recognise in recipes Nos. 1 and 9).83

The final major factor in assigning ‘social status’ to food was for many interview-
ees, of course, taste. Certain characteristic taste sensations appeared to be associat-
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ed outright with either higher or lower social strata. More often than not foods and 
drinks with sour or bitter tastes were classified as lower class, whereas sweet-tasting 
ones were associated with the middle and upper classes. Many respondents found the 
foods and drinks to be oddly tasting, or even ‘disgusting’, although often they were 
also regarded as nutritious. In such cases, these dishes were mostly seen as food for 
lower or middle classes.

conclu di ng  r e m a r k s

How do Modern Europeans respond to Byzantine dishes and drinks, and what are 
their assumptions about this cuisine? With these two main questions in mind, the 
Byzantine food-lab and the corresponding survey were set up, from which this article 
arose. Recipes from different Byzantine periods were selected and recreated as authen-
tically as possible, after which the dishes and beverages were served to present-day 
consumers, whose reactions and taste sensations were recorded systematically.

The written sources quite clearly indicate that the Byzantine Aegean diet was 
mainly based on wheat, barley, olive oil and wine, supplemented with meat (mostly 
sheep and goat), fish, dairy products (milk, cheese, butter and yogurt), fruits, vegeta-
bles, nuts, legumes (beans, peas and lentils), other grains (oats, rye, rice and millet) and 
honey. The lower classes, however, were usually limited to foods which were cheap and 
locally available, often without meat. As a result, it seems that the significant differ-
ences in eating habits – at least those which can be noticed – occurred primarily in 
the higher classes of society. Furthermore, there were undoubtedly variations in diet 
and eating habits within regional, and even local areas, which would be interesting to 
examine as well. It is nevertheless clear that the Byzantine food and eating habits were 
remarkably different from those who were accustomed to dining in Europe, both in 
the past and in the present.

Our interview results clearly show the participants’ unfamiliarity with, as well as 
recognition of some elements of, the Byzantine cuisine. Certain recipes and ingre-
dients were identified as Mediterranean, or even Greek or Arabic/Turkish, whereas 
others were received as very strange and, consequently, often non-appealing. These 
reactions can, perhaps, be partly explained by the temporal, geographical and cultural 
distance between the interviewees and the Medieval Mediterranean cuisines. On the 
other hand, Dutch people today can perhaps relate more to exotic cuisines than their 
Medieval and Early Modern ancestors. In conclusion, there is no clear and straight 
answer on how people today perceive the Byzantine foodways. The survey results were 
ambiguous and presumably based on too few respondents to be truly statistically sig-
nificant. To get a better picture, similar public surveys and studies need to be done. 
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Nonetheless, we can say, with the necessary precaution, that our interviewees did seem 
to share the Byzantine notion of a luxurious meal when alcohol, meat, and/or other 
exotic or expensive ingredients are involved, and that a social downgrading is at place 
when these elements are absent at one’s table. 

However, what is remarkably different is that plant products were enjoyed more 
by the Byzantines, even those of high status, whereas many Europeans have a distaste 
for such goods and would regard their food poor if fruits, vegetables and legumes were 
its main ingredients. Furthermore, ‘simple’ versus ‘complex’ recipes as synonyms for 
‘poor’ versus ‘wealthy’, is a view shared by our participants and Byzantine society. Still, 
the concept of a simple or a complex meal differs greatly, which, again, goes back to 
the usage of animal or vegetal products and spices. Similarly, the view of which ingre-
dients are exclusive or mundane varies quite a bit; the participants saw certain spices, 
rather normal for the average Byzantine person, as exotic whilst some products, which 
we would regard as dull, were liked by people of all strata in Byzantium.

To conclude, although there is general agreement between the Modern Dutch in-
terviewees and Byzantine society on concepts that constitute a wealthy diet (e.g., com-
plexity, expensiveness, distinctiveness), there is considerable disagreement on which 
products embody these concepts the best. Most noteworthy, Western food culture is 
greatly focused on animal products and, subsequently, appreciates plant products less 
than the Byzantines seem to have done. This seems to go back to the traditional culi-
nary division between northern Europe and the Mediterranean on the role of animal 
and plant foods and the different usage and spices. Different perceptions are probably 
also rooted in the changed nature of present-day food production and increasing gen-
eral economic wealth. The position of alcoholic drinks, in contrast, seems to be rather 
similar in Western and Byzantine society as a symbol of status as well as a means of 
enjoyment.

Nowadays, there is a great influx in north-western Europe of migrating people, 
ideas and goods (including foodstuffs) from cultures all over the world, and the Low 
Countries are certainly no exception. This globalisation of cuisines is likely to make 
present-day people more tolerant, or at least somewhat familiar, to dishes and drinks 
from outside their own traditional kitchen. Hence, the depressing and equally sim-
plistic vision of a disruptive one-way-diffusion of Western foodways (such as the 
McDonald’s hamburger, Heineken beer and Coca-Cola) to other parts of the world, 
endangering traditional cuisines, can be disputed by demonstrating cases of successful 
and welcome penetrations of (old) Eastern foods and drinks in the Modern European 
cuisine. A similar ‘open-mindedness’ is, of course, seen in other aspects of cultural 
interaction and interests in traditional customs (e.g. language, religion, visual culture, 
music and clothing fashion).
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Survey 
 

What is your age?            

 

Do you suffer from allergies? If so, please notify us!        

 

Which dishes and beverages did you consume? What rating will you give per dish and/or 

per beverage on a scale of 1 to 5? (Multiple answers possible) 

Dish / Beverage … … … … … … … … 

Rating … … … … … … … … 

 

Do you recognise the main elements in the dishes and beverages you consumed?  

Which ingredients do you recognise? 

            

             

 

How do you think the dishes and beverages are prepared (cooked, boiled, fried etc.)? 

            

             

 

Indicate per dish and beverage which social class (upper, middle, or lower) you think would 

have consumed it in Byzantine times? Explain your answer. 

            

             

 

Did you know of the existence of these dishes and beverages? 

            

             

 

Would you consume the dishes and beverages again, if they were available? 

            

             

fig. 1 – Example of interview form used in 2014 ( J. Vroom et alii). 

figs. 2a-c – See colour plates page 399.
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fig. 3 – Number of visitors per age group ( J. Vroom et alii).

fig. 4a – Average rating on a scale of 1 to 5 ( J. Vroom et alii).
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fig. 4b – Average rating per drink on a scale of 1 to 5 ( J. Vroom et alii).

fig. 4c – Average rating per dish on a scale of 1 to 5 ( J. Vroom et alii).
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fig. 5a – Results of question 8: Would you consume the recipes again? ( J. Vroom et alii).

fig. 5b – Would you consume the recipes again? (Photo: P. Rush).
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fig. 6a – Example of recognized ingredients in drinks ( J. Vroom et alii). 

fig. 6b – Example of recognized ingredients in dishes ( J. Vroom et alii). 
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Table 2a – Number of people who drank the drinks or not ( J. Vroom et alii).

Table 2b – Number of people who ate the dishes or not ( J. Vroom et alii).
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Table 3a – Drinks attributed to social class ( J. Vroom et alii). 

Table 3b – Dishes attributed to social class ( J. Vroom et alii). 
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