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Overview
Cooking –the manipulation of earth, or rather of its products, using fire and air and water— has always been a sacred and priestly act, bound up with rituals of sacrifice and communion. And it has always been a form of alchemy, transmuting lower forms of matter into higher, making possible human life and human civilization, and laying the groundwork for spiritual evolution. Even today, culinary traditions are defined, in large measure, by religious law which determines what can be eaten and what cannot, when, and by whom. In this sense cooking is the primary act of human culture and its most enduring.

The sacred and alchemical character of cooking is woven into the very fabric humanity’s principal wisdom (philosophical and religious) traditions. Cooking, for Aristotle and the Western alchemical tradition which followed him, was a metaphor for the whole cosmohistorical evolutionary process. The heavenly bodies, drawn through the sky by their love for the Unmoved Mover, passed over the face of the Earth and imparted their distinctive qualities to prime matter. The Sun and Moon played the principal role, providing heat and moisture (or, by their absence, cooling and drying), but the other planets contributed nuances as well –the herbs and spices, as it were, of the cosmic stew. Alchemists could nurture these same processes in the laboratory, helping prime matter along in its quest for perfection. Medicine, which sought to balance the bodily humours and ultimately the basic qualities of hot and cold, wet and dry, was itself a sort of alchemy, and cooking was its principal instrument. Even ethics and spirituality could be understood using this same metaphor as the cultivation of virtues associated with the various heavenly bodies. And Aristotle was not alone. The Ayurvedic schools of India worked with a similar and probably historically related set of concepts, classifying body types according to their doshas and seeking to balance them using various foods. In China, meanwhile, the Taoist and Five Elements schools had flowed together into a body of doctrine which emphasized the importance of balancing yin and yang in order to keep the body in harmony with Heaven and Earth, and were then integrated into the Neo-Confucian dao xue which focused on the cultivation of human excellence. Even modern cuisine is affected by such concepts, deriving as it does from a new alchemical doctrine developed by Paracelsus which centered on extracting the vital principles of various substances rather than on combining and balancing primary qualities. This new alchemical tradition in turn gave birth to a new cuisine, which we now call French, centered on meat stocks boiled for hours and the use of oil based dressings on salads –things which would have been regarded as inedible only a few centuries before (Laudan 2000). 

For millennia the knowledge which linked the preparation of food to the sacred rhythms of the cosmos was a closely guarded secret, the property of hereditary priesthoods and closed guilds --or else was passed on from mother to daughter in remote villages in dialects only they could understand.  When, in the late middle ages, the art of moveable type came to Europe there was a sudden frenzy of publications, called “Books of Secrets” which purported to make the secret knowledge of the priests and scholars and guilds –often richly supplemented by secrets collected from old women in the marketplace—accessible to a newly literate public. Most of these “Books of Secrets” were, in fact, books of recipes for medicines, cosmetics --or foods with healing properties. This explosion of popular publication was part of a larger movement which sought to democratize the ancient ideal of the philosopher and give birth to a new sort of human being –the citizen—who was a full and complete participant not only in deliberations regarding the common good, but in the whole work of civilization (Eamon 1996). It was these autodidact artisans who formed the core constituency of the great democratic and social revolutionary movements of the early and high modern eras.

Gradually, however, this revolutionary ideal was eclipsed by a competing version of modernity, one centered on maximizing productivity by treating everything –the natural world and the human beings and human communities that were part of it-- as dead matter to be broken down in order to release energy which was then used to do work and reorganize the matter in question in what ever way pleased its owners. Villages were uprooted and ancient ecologies destroyed as the land and its people were forced to yield whatever its masters demanded of it. Millions were forced into hellish factories where they contributed nothing to the work of creation but their brute strength –and where less and less even of that seemed to be needed every year. This new system did, to be sure, produce more. But what it produced was as dead as the process of production itself. 

The implications of these developments for the way we eat are by now well documented and well understood. Industrial agriculture produces vast quantities of cheap raw materials; the food processing industry turns this into “food” of the most dubious quality, full of processed sugar and carbohydrates, saturated fats and transfats and enough preservatives to ensure that our dead bodies never decay --are never rejoined with the earth from whence they came. 

Today, however, a new revolution –or counter-revolution—is under way, as millions reject the industrial model of modernity and seek to recover their connections to the earth and to the creative processes which govern the universe. Our growing interest in food –in how it grows and how it is prepared— is an integral part of this revolution. The Alchemist’s Kitchen is part of that revolution, situating, or rather re-situating, the art of cooking in its sacred and alchemical context, and recovering for readers the meanings behind the art, as they have been understood by humanity’s great civilizational traditions for 2500 years. The book is structured so that it can be read and worked through as a course in culinary alchemy and an introduction to global cuisine, or consulted, as most cookbooks are, as a reference, with recipes that stand on their own and glossaries and tables listing the alchemical properties of various foods, including herbs and spices. 

Positioning
The Alchemist’s Kitchen enters a market in which there are hundreds And there are literally hundreds of excellent cookbooks which can teach you how to procure fresh, natural ingredients and prepare them in ways which preserve and enhance their vital properties –while teaching you a great deal about the ecology, economy, politics, and culture associated with humanity’s great culinary traditions. It aims at finding a place alongside the best of these: works by authors such as Paula Wolfort, Clifford Wright, Diana Kennedy, Rick Bayless, Eileen Yin-Fe Lo, and Ming Tsai. But it differs from them in a number of important respects. 

First, The Alchemist’s Kitchen goes deeper than those of the authors identified above who, with the exception of Clifford Wright, offer a general introduction to the cultural context of the recipes they offer, but little in the way of analysis and interpretation. Second, it differs significantly in analysis and approach from the work to which it is closest in approach, Clifford Wright’s Mediterranean Feast. Clifford Wright argues that Mediterranean Cooking as we have come to understand it has its roots not in the ancient civilizations of the region –Egypt and Mesopotamia, Greece and Rome, but rather in three critical developments in the medieval and early modern era: the Islamic horticultural revolution, which gave us many of our modern vegetables, such as the eggplant and the artichoke, the Exploration of the New World, which gave us most of the rest (the tomato and chile, maize and potato), and the peculiar aesthetic of the Renaissance, which brought an Epicurean sensibility to the tables of Europe –a focus on the pursuit of refined pleasure and a rejection of what he calls the “dietetic cooking” of the middle ages. While Wright’s view has much to commend it, and while I extend aspects of his argument might to other cuisines as well, Wright misses this connection between cooking and cosmos, between cooking and the sacred. He also misses a thread which joins the Mediterranean kitchen (in which he, like I, find my original culinary home) to the Indian and the Chinese, the Mexican, and the Southeast Asian. The Alchemist’s Kitchen recovers this thread, pointed out but undeveloped by Rachel Laudan in her Scientific American article “The Birth of the Modern Diet,” (Laudan 2000). Finally, The Alchemist’s Kitchen goes beyond Clifford Wright’s approach in offering not merely an historical analysis but also an interpretation, a theory of cooking with spiritual as well as scientific and scholarly implications. It seeks to make the cook, in other words, not only a master craftsman, but also a citizen-priest –a full participant in the civilizational revolution which is simmering in our midst. It is, in that sense, a new Book of Secrets, which seeks to rekindle the revolutionary spirit of the late medieval and early modern era, in which ordinary people aspired to what formerly only scholars had possessed –the knowledge to live full and creative lives, connected to the sacred rhythms of the cosmos. 
Third, unlike all of the authors identified above, my approach is irreducibly global. While my own culinary roots are in the Mediterranean kitchen (I am of Sicilian extraction) and while my philosophical and spiritual roots are in the great tradition of the medieval Convivencia, during which Jewish, Catholic, and Islamic scholars debated fundamental questions using a common Aristotelian philosophical language, I explicitly search out both the common ground and the divergences between this tradition and others. I introduce Ayurvedic and Taoist concepts as well as Aristotelian, and providing illustrations and recipes from a range of different cuisines: Mediterranean, Indian, Chinese, French, Southeast Asian, Mexican, and Ethiopian. 
This, in turn affects my approach to the process of culinary fusion. Fusion has been treated in the past as primarily a question of exposure to new ingredients as a result of conquest and trade, and their treatment using techniques from a new culinary tradition. The Alchemist’s Kitchen will explore the role of religious factors, such as dietary prohibitions and the concentration of Jewish and Islamic women in Catholic convents after the Reconquista, as well as of interacting alchemical theories, in shaping which new ingredients are assimilated and how. In the process it will articulate its own distinctive culinary style –what amounts to a conservative global fusion, in which the historical lines of culinary fusion are extended, but only along lines permitted by underlying alchemical theory. 

There is one major, recent book on the market which does situate cooking in its religious context: Elizabeth Luard’s Sacred Food, and which does include significant analysis and interpretation. But Luard focuses primarily on festival foods, while The Alchemist’s Kitchen focuses on the process of cooking itself as a sacred, priestly, and alchemical act. 
Outline

The Alchemist’s Kitchen is divided into three broad sections, plus end matter. Part One is devoted to introducing the idea of cooking as a sacred alchemy and contains one chapter. Chapter One explores the earliest meanings of food: totem and taboo, gift and bond, and sacrifice and communion. It then extends this discussion, focusing on the epoch of transformation which began around 800 BCE, which scholars call the Axial Age. This was the period which witnessed the introduction of the specialized agriculture which gave the world so many of its principal culinary ingredients, and the period during which trade networks emerged which carried these ingredients first throughout regions then eventually around the world. But it was also the period of philosophical and religious ferment which gave the world Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, the great Jewish prophets, Zoroaster, Mahavira, the Buddha, the Upanishads, Lao Tzu, Confucius, and Mencius. The chapter will explore the philosophical and religious ideas they introduced –and the alchemical theories derived from them—and show how they shaped culinary theory and practice. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the two developments which define the best in modern cuisine  --Paracelsan alchemy, with its focus on techniques for extracting the vital principles of ingredients, and the introduction of new ingredients and techniques from the Americas— and the worst: the industrialization of agriculture and the mechanization of cooking, both products of a worldview which regards matter as dead and threatens to kill both the planet and its inhabitants. 
Part Two is devoted to a practical introduction to several distinct culinary traditions. Each of the chapters in this section is divided into a brief introduction, which discusses ingredients and techniques, a section which illustrates these techniques using simple recipes, and a longer selection of recipes (including both vegetarian and meat dishes) divided between every day dishes (Ordinary Time) and festive dishes (Feasts). Chapters Two through Four introduce the three basic cuisines which constitute elements of later fusions: Mediterranean, Indian, and Chinese. Chapter Five illustrates the process of culinary fusion using examples from Mexican, Ethiopian, and Southeast Asian cuisine. Chapter Six extends these principles to develop a distinctive global fusion approach. 
Part Three, which contains one chapter, is devoted to situating cooking, understood as a sacred alchemy, in the context of a larger spirituality and way of life. Chapter Seven integrates the insights of the alchemical traditions discussed in the book with those of modern allopathic medicine and suggests that the key insight from these older traditions is the existence of distinctly different body types which need different kinds of food –and different regimes of work, exercise, and meditation. It also pulls the various threads of the book together, discussing the place of cooking in a larger spirituality, and provides suggested daily and weekly menus and a global calendar of times, seasons, and feasts, with suggestions on how to celebrate them. The end matter includes two appendices: a table listing the principal ingredients used in the book (including herbs and spices) and the way in which their alchemical properties are understood in various traditions and an essay on sources and documentation for those using the book as a scholarly resource.

Marketing and Production Information
The Alchemist’s Kitchen is intended to appeal to a wide range of readers. Its core audience will be the growing number of readers who are seriously interested in food and its complex relationships with health and spirituality, history and culture and who are already reading cookbooks by authors such as Paula Wolfort, Clifford Wright, Diana Kennedy, Rick Bayless, Eileen Yin-Fe Lo, and Ming Tsai who set their recipes in ecological and cultural context. The essay on sources and documentation will make the book useful to a scholarly audience of culinary historians and anthropologists. At the same time, because the book provides a relatively simple and straightforward introduction to both the theory and practice of so many different cuisines, it can be marketed to beginners or near beginners as an introduction to global cuisine. In level of difficulty and balance between narrative and recipes it stands roughly half-way in between works such as Clifford Wright’s Mediterranean Feast, with its lengthy historical analyses and its many recipes presented as much for historical interest as for practical preparation— and with works of authors such as Paula Wolfort or Diane Kennedy, which set a smaller number of better adapted and more fully tested recipes within their broad cultural context, but do not provided detailed analysis or documentation. The book would also be suitable for use in a course on Food and Religion or Food and Culture in a university, culinary institute, or continuing education setting. 
The book should be produced in a way which highlights its self-understanding as a Book of Secrets in the medieval tradition. It will thus be accompanied not only by photographs of ingredients and completed dishes, but also by extensive illustrations of alchemical and culinary manuscripts from the traditions discussed. 
The work is in progress and a draft suitable for review should be available by August 2008. The completed work should be about 90,000 words long. 
PAGE  
1

