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The Cook in Context

We may live without poetry, music and art;
We may live without conscience, and live without heart;
We may live without friends; we may live without books;
But civilized man cannot live without cooks.

Owen Meredith (E. R. Bulwer Lytton), 1831–91

The Dilemma

T he medieval cook stood in danger of double jeopardy. Whether 
damned for his skill or damned for his incompetence, he was 

assumed, always and in either case, to be working hand in glove with 
the powers of darkness. Moralists claimed that the Devil sent the 
good cooks, while lesser mortals grumbled that he groomed the bad 
ones. Gluttony was dangerous enough in itself; no one needed a 
reminder of the havoc caused by one bright apple in Paradise. Gifted 
cooks compounded the problem by leading their happy captives ever 
deeper into trouble. In skilled hands, raw ingredients were glamour-
ized, spiced, sauced, and transformed into irresistible temptations. 
As one terse sentence in an early Tudor book of Latin exercises 
puts it: ‘Sauce was founde by gluttony. ’ 1 A swarm of social problems 
buzzed around every splendid feast, as anxious hosts, each trying to 
out-do the other, spent too much time, effort, money, on the compe-
tition. The more succulent the dishes, the greater was the temptation 
to linger too long at the table, to eat too heavily, drink too deeply, and 
replace the golden rule of moderation: ‘Eat to live’ , with the siren 
call to self-indulgence: ‘Live to eat! ’ The Dominican preacher, John 
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Bromyard, summed up the sorry state of affairs for his audience: ‘At 
the begynnynge of the worlde mannys fode was bot brede and water. 
[but] now the metys schul be y-sode [simmered] with grete busynes 
and with craft of cokys, more for lykynge of mannys body than for 
susteynaunce of mannys kynde. ’ 2

	 Lip service was always paid to such reflections. They were 
received, unchallenged, as self-evident truths, with grave nods of 
approval. The problem, as always, lay in turning theory into prac-
tice. Food is not simply an essential source of nourishment but also 
a most engrossing preoccupation. It has the power to give joy and 
comfort, at every stage of life, and in every period. In the ninth cen-
tury, Walafrid Strabo, abbot of Reichenau, described with affection 
the glee of little boys harvesting apples in the abbey orchard.3 In 
1219, as the great William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, lay dying at 
Caversham, too ill to eat, he was coaxed into keeping up his strength 
for the last rites of preparation for death with a spoonful of bread-
crumbs mixed with his favourite mushrooms.4 In 1448, in the midst 
of a property dispute which had escalated to siege warfare, Margaret 
Paston wrote to her absent husband, and advised him to get hold of 
some cross-bows and pole-axes. As an aside, she slipped in another 
request, ‘to don bye for me i li. of almandys and i li. of sugyre’ .5 Even 
in such a crisis, everyday life had its imperatives.
	 Much-loved ingredients and skilful cooking sustain the body and 
(something just as important) they raise morale. Food, when good, 
is always a comfort, but when it is bad it dims the spirit and casts a 
pall over any enterprise. Even future saints are not entirely immune 
from depression when the diet is not to their liking. St Waldef, the 
twelfth-century abbot of Melrose, was the stepson of King David of 
Scotland. He grew up in a royal court, accustomed to fine dinners 
and ample portions, so the first shock of life as a Cistercian novice 
was considerable. Heavy manual labour, endless services and rough 
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clothes were all bad enough, but the meagre, monotonous meals 
made everything so hard to bear that for a while he seriously consid-
ered giving up the whole attempt.6 An Arthurian hero on a quest can 
lose heart too when far from home comforts. As Gawain journeys 
onward through the wilderness in search of a mysterious challenger, 
his mood is bleak, because everywhere he stops for refreshment he 
finds the food as uncongenial as the landscape: ‘ther he fonde noght 
hym byfore the fare that he lyked’ .7

Hospitality

F o od also had a principal part to play in the public and private 
relationships of medieval society. Generosity, one of the most 

endearing human traits, often expresses itself in the free sharing of 
food with others, and is shown from the first, in the loving impulses 
of childhood: ‘A chyld gevyth largely of his breed to his felawys, and 
to houndys and to cattys. ’ 8 The innocence of such good fellowship 
was inevitably modified by the needs and demands of the grown-up 
world. The idea of hospitality was woven into the texture of medi-
eval society, and generosity as a host was one of the defining char-
acteristics of a great man. An inscription on the memorial brass for 
John, the second Lord Cobham (d. 1355), asks the passer-by to pray 
for the soul of this ‘cortays viaundour’ [courteous host].9 Renown 
for hospitality was as precious as renown for courage. The two were 
bracketed together by Sir John Clanvow, in late fourteenth-century 
England, when he deplored the false values of his own society: ‘For 
the world hold them worshipful that been great warriors and fight-
ers … and that dispenden outrageously in meat, in drink. ’ 10

	 Hospitality was both a demonstration and an exercise of power. 
The maintenance of a household in style and splendour was evidence, 
for every eye to see, of standing in the world. Invitations offered or 
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withheld were clues to shifting alliances, the ebb and flow of power. 
Bonds of mutual service and obligation were strengthened by the 
image, and reality, of the shared feast. Its position at the heart of 
day-to-day affairs, and of the organization of society, gave the feast 
importance, and that charge of energy which comes with a sense of 
occasion. It also offered many other kinds of pleasure to be relished. 
The quality of the food and drink served, the touch of theatre in the 
presentation, the gossip and the laughter, all created a glow of excite-
ment, and heightened the drama of the event. Dante first met and 
fell in love with Beatrice at a feast, and this came as no surprise to 
Boccaccio, his biographer, for ‘at feasts, the sweetness of the music, 
the common joy, the delicacy of the meats and wines … can make 
the hearts of mature men – much more of young people – more 
open to be caught by whatever pleases them’ .11

	 The feast even made its own contribution to the Church ’ s teach-
ing on moderation, which was driven home by the patterning of each 
week and each year with an alternation of feast and fast, for how was 
it possible to feel the full spiritual benefits of abstinence, without 
having some abundance from which to abstain? Voluntary accept-
ance of denial in the midst of plenty was a better teacher of the soul 
than grinding poverty and inescapable hunger. 
	 The feast was important, not simply as a source of pleasure but 
of power. That is why people fussed and fretted over each occasion, 
spent too much on the ingredients, paid far too much attention to 
the details, tried to outshine their peers with ever more elaborate 
entertainments. Sharp-tongued preachers pinpointed the feast ’ s 
mesmerizing ability to distract its devotees. From the first plan of 
campaign to the post-mortem, hosts were preoccupied: ‘first, in 
busynesse of getynge and dightynge of mete, afterward in the lust 
and delite in etynge, and the thridde, whan thei recorde how wele 
thei beth fed, the whiche is veyn glorie’ .12
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	 The social significance of feasting, and the prestige accorded to 
fine dining and refined dishes had one minor, interesting conse-
quence. Many men whose position in the world made it unthink-
able for them to cook for a living, nevertheless paid knowledge-
able attention to cookery itself. Even so grand a figure as Henry 
Grosmont, Duke of Lancaster (1310–61), included a detailed recipe 
for rose water, and another for a rich chicken broth, in his own book 
of devotions.13 Another aristocrat, Canon Pietro Casola, of a noble 
Milanese family, made the pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 1494, and 
at Venice, on the eve of departure, having invited his fellow-travellers 
to a dinner party, rolled up his sleeves and himself cooked the meal 
‘Milanese fashion, especially a pasty’ , a last taste of civilization before 
the rigors of the journey began.14

The Consuming Passion

F o od, and taste, likes and dislikes, the horror of hunger and the 
joy of plenty, were all such engrossing concerns for everyone, 

indeed, that an alert awareness of cooking methods and techniques 
showed itself at every stage of life, and surfaced in a hundred chance 
allusions. Hot fire, sharp knives, the murmur of a simmering stew-
pot, the hiss and crackle from a frying pan, the smells, the colours, 
the conjuring tricks which turned raw ingredients into delicious 
dishes, all added their own touch of theatre to the most everyday 
routines. It is no wonder that children loved to get as close to the 
action as possible. The border of the calendar scene for December 
in a Flemish manuscript, the Grimani Breviary (c. 1517–18) shows 
one small child warming its hands at a bright, hot oven while the 
mother bakes a batch of bread, and other, older boys watching 
as the bristles of a slaughtered boar are singed away, before the 
carcass is cut up into joints. An English contemporary, Alexander 
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Ralph Coilyear (Taill of Rauf Coilyear), 63
rasps, 139
Reeve’s Tale, 69
rice, 156
Richard II, 24, 148
Richard de Bury, 13
Richart of the kitchen, 120
Riche, Katherine, 82
Richental, Ulrich, 201

ricotta cheese, 90
roasting, 180
Robessart, Sir Lewis, Lord Bouchier, 24
Robin (Jeu de Robin et Marion), 35
rolling-pins, 193
rosewater, 5, 128, 147
Routh, William, 75
Russell, John, 115
Ruusbroeck, Johannes, 172
rye, 34
Rygon, Margery, 94
Rypon, Robert, 78

Sacchi, Bartolomeo de Piadena (Platina), 
16, 133

saffron, 107, 117, 156, 157
Sagard, Gabriel, 39
sage, 80, 97, 149
St Bernardino of Siena, 113
St Bridget, 31, 70
St Catherine, 162
St Denis, 161
St Dunstan, 153
St Eloi, 153
St George, 161
St John the Evangelist, 176f.
St Joseph, 37, 168, 174, 184, 186, 191
St Lawrence, 170
St Martha, 170
St Mary, 161, 168, 174, 184, 191
St Peter, 49, 170
St Petronilla, 195
St Thomas Becket, 67
St Waldef, 2
St Wenceslas, 195
salad, 39, 130, 150
Salisbury, Bishop of, 161
salmon, 59
salt, 39, 46, 69, 72, 78, 97
salt box, 166, 193
sauce-makers, 94, 100
saucepans, 107, 184
sauces, 100, 133, 156
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sausage-makers, 77
sausages, 40, 186
Savoy, Amadeus, Duke of, 15, 136f., 159
scissors, 123
Scrope, Lord of Masham, 142
servants, 65, 66
serving-dishes, 139, 155, 156
shad, 129
shallots, 35
shellfish, 61
shepherds, 37, 62, 201
Ship of Fools, 10
Shrewsbury, Ralph (bishop of Bath and 

Wells), 114
Shrove Tuesday, 51, 187
Siege of Thebes, 80
sieves, 110, 123, 195
silver, 151, 155
simmering, 36, 40, 122, 150
Simnel, Lambert, 13
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 107, 142
skimmers (slotted spoons), 195
sloes, 115
Slurri (cook’s boy), 13
Smithfield Decretals, 182
Somme le Roi, 176
Sorgheloos, 180
sorrel, 50, 97
soup, 36, 37, 100, 183
South English Legendary, 31, 70
sotelties, 161f.
spaghetti, 189
spicer, 98, 100
spices, 65, 78, 100, 127, 138, 165
spit-roasting, 52, 143, 176, 191
spits, 7, 36, 53, 94, 96, 118, 125, 143, 165–6, 

181
spoons, 37, 62, 99, 139, 181
Steven (water-bearer), 94
stewing, 36, 191
stewpot, 150, 166, 176, 179, 182, 184, 201
Stodhowe, Robert de, 116
Stonor, Thomas, 114, 118

Strabo, Walafrid, 2
strainers, 118, 123
strawberries, 89, 90
suet, 138, 144
sugar, 65, 107, 109, 151
sugar comfits, 162
sugar syrup, 162
Suffolk, Duke of, 105

tablecloths, 144
Tacuinum sanitatis, 40, 41, 73, 119, 189, 193, 

195
Taillevent (Guillaume Tirel), 19, 23, 40, 55, 

88, 127, 146
Taill of the Uponlandis Mous and the Burges 

Mous, 59
Taill of Rauf Coilyear, 63
Tale of Beryn, 80
Tale of Sir Gareth of Orkney, 146
tallow, 138, 144
tansy, 50, 80
tarts, 83, 128
taste, 179
tavernkeepers, 77f.
taverns, 77f.
tench, 58
Thomas (abbot of St Albans), 173
Three Kings, 184
tongs, 123, 191, 195
Townshend, Sir Roger, 122
trapping, 57
trencherbread, 99
trenchers, 99
Très Riches Heures, 199
Trevisan, Cardinal, 16, 147
tripe, 19, 55, 119, 189, 195
trivets, 36, 97, 118, 123, 193
turnips, 38, 73
turnspit boys, 93, 95, 146, 165, 171
Tusser, Thomas, 54
Tyran, Le, 157

veal, 108, 114
vegetables, 32, 34, 38f.
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Velislav Picture Bible, 195
venison, 63, 86
Verconius, 17, 18
Vergil, Polydore, 18
verjuice, 73, 97, 100, 113, 128, 147, 149
Viandier, 19, 88
Villon, François, 39, 77
vinegar, 65, 94, 97, 100, 117, 128, 168, 193
Vitry, Jacques de, 87
Vitry, Philippe de, Bishop of Meaux, 34, 39
Voulez ouyr les cris de Paris, 90

waferers, wafermakers, 84f., 100
wafer-irons, 85, 100, 191
wafers, 84f., 99, 143, 162
Wakefield, town cook of, 142
walnuts, 155
Walter de Bibbesworth, 38
Walton, Izaac, 60
Wareham, William, Archbishop, 161, 162

washing dishes, 65, 94, 124, 165, 183,  
195

Wastoure (Wynnere and Wastoure), 123
water, 31, 120f., 195
water-carriers, 94, 97, 121, 183
Waterton, Robert of Methley, 142
wheat, 34, 157
whelks, 74
whetstone, 17, 126
whey, 48, 189
Whitsunday, 136, 143
Whittington, Richard, 26, 27
William the Baker, 91
William the Conqueror, 164
Winner (Wynnere and Wastoure), 143
woodcocks, 143
woodpeckers, 143
Worcestre, William, 83, 121
Wylchyr (Wylshyre) (cook), 95
Wynnere and Wastoure, 123, 143
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