Chapter Two

Mediterranean Cuisine
Civilizational Patterns 

The sun and the sky, the earth and the water, the grain, the oil, and the new wine: these, together, form the underlying elements and raw materials of the cuisine which, following Elizabeth David and Paula Wolfort, we have come to call Mediterranean. In recent years, however, there has been a vigorous debate about whether or not there is any such thing as “Mediterranean cooking,” and –to the extent that there is—wherein lie its roots. Do the cuisines of Andalusia and the Maghreb, of Provence and Italy, of Sicily and Greece, Egypt and the Levant and Turkey form, in some sense, an underlying unity? Or are they simply a complex of local or regional cuisines which use common ingredients –grain, especially wheat, olive oil, and wine? To the extent that they share a common idiom, is this simply a product of the distinctive Mediterranean ecosystem which they share, or is the result of a common history and culture? And if the latter, what are the most important aspects of that history and culture?
The definitive work on this question is, without question, Clifford Wright’s Mediterranean Feast (Wright 1999). While pointing out that no traditional cook in the Egypt or Provence would ever tell you that they are cooking “Mediterranean Food,” Wright argues that there is, indeed a common idiom. Partly, he argues, this is a product of the distinctive climate which (for reasons we will discuss shortly) is uniquely adapted to the cultivation of the olive. But partly it is due to history and culture. And here Wright argues that the heritage of Greece and Rome which dominated the Mediterranean Basin for a millennium play a relative small part. Rather, he attributes the distinctiveness of Mediterranean cooking to three developments:
1) the agricultural revolution carried out by the Islamic civilization which dominated the southern, eastern, and far western Mediterranean for nearly 800 years,

2) the influx of new foods as a result of the European conquest of the Americas, many of which were then modified using techniques inherited from the Arabs and
3) the creative impulses of the Renaissance, which transformed the way people in Europe generally thought about food.
More recently, Rachel Laudan (Laudan 2000), whose work we noted in the introduction, has suggested a somewhat different perspective. Laudan argues that until the seventeenth century, essentially all cooking from London to Delhi shared a common theoretical foundation which derived ultimately from the physics of Aristotle and the medical theories of Galen and ibn Sina. This theory stressed, as we have seen, balancing hot and cold, wet and dry ingredients in order to balance the body’s humors and maintain health. She might have added that similar theory, if perhaps of independent origin, stood behind Chinese cooking as well. It was alchemical theories of Paracelsus (part of what Wright calls the creative impulse of the Renaissance) which replaced the four traditional Aristotelian elements with a new triad (sulfur, mercury, and salt) and which led to the emergence of a whole new complex of dishes centered on oil based sauces, stocks extracted from burned bones, and raw fruits and vegetables –roughly what we call modern French cuisine. Laudan’s perspective, while by no means rejecting the influence of Islam, re-affirms the existence of a culinary tradition reaching back to Greek and Roman antiquity. Wright’s Mediterranean Cuisine spans Laudan’s divide between Aristotelian and Paracelsan cooking, a divide which corresponds roughly to the division, quite obvious today, between the food of Provence and Italy on the one hand, and the Islamic Mediterranean on the other, with Andalusia, Sicily, and Greece forming a kind of transitional zone. 
This chapter will suggest a broader and more integrated approach, which reflects the neoalchemical perspective outlined in the first chapter. Specifically, I will argue that Mediterranean cuisine does, in fact, constitute a unity, albeit a differentiated unity. This unity is constituted, first of all, by a common ecology which, however, not only provided a common repertoire of ingredients, but also predisposed the region towards an economy centered on specialized agriculture and trade, something which brought it into contact with other civilizations and other cuisines. This material unity is, furthermore, reinforced by a common culture which includes the shared Aristotelian vernacular in which Hellenistic-Roman civilization, Christendom, and Dar-al-Islam, as well as the region’s substantial Jewish subculture, came ultimately to think about food, as well as the dietary codes and practices of paganism and the three great prophetic religions themselves. But these three religions played another role as well, defining sharp lines of demarcation between peoples and civilizations, a phenomenon which was doubled over when the Reformation reinforced the already sharp distinction between Latin and Germanic Europe.

We will begin by looking at what makes the Mediterranean climate so distinctive. From there we will explore the limitations which this climate imposed on the region and the opportunities which it opened up. We will then look at the alchemical theory which emerged during the Axial Age, the great period of awakening which transformed all of the principal civilizational centers of Eurasia between 800 and 200 BCE, and which became dominant during the Silk Road Era. We will focus in particular on the common culinary and medical theory which derived from this alchemy, pushing our analysis beyond that developed by Laudan to include a look at the relationship between alchemy and astrology –providing compendium of the planetary affinities of various staples, herbs, and spices and their associated virtues, for the benefit of cooks who want to tap into this ancient wisdom. We will conclude by looking at the way in which the common Mediterranean vernacular was inflected by the very different dietary practices of the pagan, Jewish, Christian, and Islamic civilizations which emerged in the region –and at the lines of cultural transmission and demarcation which these civilizations set up, leading to the emergence of distinctly different ways of cooking within the common idiom.
The Mediterranean Ecosystem

If one consults a work on climatology, one will discover that the Mediterranean has what is known as a dry summer subtropical climate, type Csa or Csb in the Koppen classification system favored by climatologists. The first letter in this classification denotes a climate in which the average temperature of the coldest month is above -3 C (or above 0 C in some variants) and below 18 C, and has precipitation (measured in millimeters) greater than 20 times the average temperature (in degrees Celsius plus 14). The second letter indicates that there is at least three times as much precipitation in the wettest winter month as in the driest summer month. The third letter (if a) indicates that the warmest month has an average temperature above 22 C or (if b) that the warmest month is less than 22 C but that there are at least four months with average temperatures between 10 and 22 C. 
These parameters define a type of climate which exists in only a very few regions on the planet, nearly all of them on the west coasts of continents in the Northern Hemisphere or the east coasts of continents in the southern hemispheres, between about 30 and 40 degrees of latitude. This includes the Mediterranean Basin itself and California in the Northern Hemisphere, and a few areas of coastal Australia, southern Africa, and southern South America. 
The numbers, however, do not tell the entire story.  While many of the crops which do well in this region (grapes, for example, and grains such as wheat and barley) do well throughout it, and beyond its boundaries in West Marine and Humid Subtropical climates which have moisture year round, and cool and hot summers respectively, and while many can survive in the semi-arid steppes into which Mediterranean climates shade in Iberia, North Africa, the Levant and their other peripheries, the true Mediterranean –the Mediterranean which defines Mediterranean cuisine—is much smaller. It is confined to the area in which the olive tree, Olea europeana, can be safely and productively cultivated. The olive is unusual in that it not only does poorly in climates which experience even relatively brief periods of winter cold (generally speaking it cannot tolerate much below – 5 C/ 20 F) but in also requiring long period of winter and spring chilling, with temperatures in the 5-10 C range. This excludes much of Northern Iberia, all but a strip Southern coastal France, the North and interior mountains of Italy, and most of interior Anatolia (modern Turkey) for being too cold (Wright 1999). Most of the Mediterranean, however, especially near the coasts, has sufficiently cool springs, however hot the summers may be, to accommodate the needs of the olive. This is not true of other subtropical regions. Olives planted in the Texas hill country, for example, when they have not been destroyed by the few days of really cold winter temperatures characteristic of this region, have failed to flower and fruit due to insufficient chilling (http://www.texasoliveoilcouncil.org/). 
At the same time, many of the factors which make the Mediterranean uniquely suitable to the cultivation of the olive, also allow for cultivation of imported fruit crops. Grapes (probably from the Iranian highlands), Central Asian drupes (almonds, peaches, apricots, plums, and cherries, some of which also require cool spring temperatures), pomegranates, and pistachios, and Chinese citrus, loquats, and persimmons all do well here –sometimes even better than they did in their native habitats.

The Mediterranean is, in other words, one vast orchard or garden, at least in potential. 
A region is shaped, however, not only by its possibilities, but also by its limitations. However favorable the climate, agriculture requires soil and Mediterranean soils are thin and easily eroded. This, together with the mountainous character of the region makes cultivation of grain difficult, though not impossible. Pastures are limited, and easily overgrazed, favoring sheep and goats over cattle. And hot, dry winds –the scirocco or ghibli, as it is known in Sicily and Libya respectively—blow in the summer, threatening harvests (Wright 1999). 

The Mediterranean was, in other words, a garden only in potential. Its possibilities required careful cultivation and would, we will see, be fully released only after millennia of development.  

A Mercantile Civilization
All of these factors conspired to shape the development of Mediterranean economies in a very specific way. Grain cultivation, the sine qua non of urban civilization, was possible but not particularly favored. High value added crops –oil and wine especially, but later other fruits as well, were favored. Add to this a high ratio of coastline to interior and it should come as no surprise that while the Mediterranean supported only limited and peripheral Bronze Age civilizations (e.g. the Myceneans) based on grain cultivation, the region led the way in the development of specialized agriculture and maritime trade, eventually becoming a the planet’s first petty commodity economy in which resource allocation was driven by supply and demand rather than village custom or royal decree (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982). 
But wait, the reader will object. Are not Egypt and Mesopotamia part of the larger Mediterranean Basin? Certainly, from a culinary point of view, if there is a larger Mediterranean culinary vernacular, the foods of Egypt and what is now Iraq form a part of it! This is true, but only for very definite historical reasons: i.e. the conquest of these regions and their incorporation into great empires –Hellenistic, Roman, and Arabic-Islamic—which embraced the entire Mediterranean Basin. It is important, in order to understand the limitations as well as the possibilities of the Mediterranean ecosystem, that the first urban civilizations in western Eurasia grew up not on what are now the garden coastlines of the Mediterranean, but rather in the subtropical desert ecosystems of Mesopotamia and Egypt --deserts modified, to be sure, by the presence of regularly flooding rivers which made the cultivation of grain far easier than it was in the rocky hill sides of Greece or Italy, of Andalusia or the Mahgreb. When similar civilizations emerged in the Mediterranean proper –the Minoans, for example, or the Myceaneans of Greece, they were on a much smaller scale, constrained by the difficulty of coaxing enough grain out of the land to support an urban population at all.  

All of these early civilizations probably grew up around temple complexes which, in addition to serving as a focus of meaning for the community, played a critical role in agrarian production. Priests watched the stars and marked the seasons and told the people when it would be safe to plant and when it was best to harvest. They also centralized surpluses for times of famine, organized the labor necessary to build the irrigation and flood control systems which made it possible to support a large population in the desert, and investigated the useful properties of minerals, plants, and animals. Spirituality centered around the earth and the sky and the highest deities were goddesses of wisdom and fertility –the Mesopotamian Innana or Ishtar or the Egyptian Au Set (Isis) (Mansueto 1995). 
All this took place the in the millennium or so before 3000 BCE. During roughly this same, time, however, a new technology became available: that of metal working. And in a relatively short period peoples who had previously inhabited the surrounding steppes, which could not support an urban population, used this new technology to conquer the great riverine centers and establish kingdoms and even empires. They imposed rents, taxes, and forced labor on the peasants, built palaces for themselves, and ate diets rich in meat and wine, while the people often starved. The new role of violence in the political economy was reflected in the religion. Warrior gods, almost always male, displaced the goddess from the center of spiritual life and animal sacrifice –predictably a central religious practice for nomadic peoples who lived by the occasional slaughter of their animals—moved to the very center of religious practice, and was often seen as reproducing the creative force at the very center of the universe itself –the primal sacrifice of the gods which brought the universe into being (Mansueto 1995). 

During this entire period, from roughly 3000 BCE -1000 BCE, the civilizational center of Western Afro-Eurasia was in the subtropical desert riverine regions of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Attempts at a similar type of civilization in the Mediterranean proper always stopped short of complete realization. We know, for example, that the Myceneans had centralized palace economies and collected tribute from surrounding villages, but they seem to have expended most of this on the raiding expeditions which were the real source of their wealth. They never managed to extract enough from the land to support a stable urban population over a long period of time (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982). 
In any case, for reasons that are not entirely clear, this whole civilizational pattern –globally, and not just in Western Afro-Eurasia—entered a period of crisis between 1200 and 800 BCE. This may have been the result of deepening internal contradictions. Exploitative societies rarely develop very quickly, and we know that Egypt, for example, and its client warlords in Canaan, faced a series of peasant revolts which eventually gave birth to the people of Israel (Gottwald 1979). We also know that writing, and most authentically urban settlements, disappeared entirely from Greece during this period. What emerged out of the crisis was, in any case, very different. Certainly the great riverine civilizations remained and rebuilt great empires. But new technologies –iron working among them—allowed people to clear and terrace hillsides more easily. People in the Mediterranean proper began to take greater advantage of the possibilities offered by their unique ecosystem. Certainly they continued to grow grain, which was essential for survival. But they also began to engage in a specialized agriculture centered in the production of wine and oil for trade (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982). As before, settlements grew up around temple complexes –places like Athens and Thebes, Sidon and Tyre, Olympia, Delphi, and Dedona. But rather than becoming imperial capitals, these temple complexes instead became market towns. When the peasants gathered for festivals they brought with them their animals, their oil, and their wine. Initially the trade was local. Those who could grow grain did, and traded the surplus for oil and wine (Snodgrass 1980). But eventually whole regions began to specialize, and Egypt and Mesopotamia, still powerful imperial centers and wealthy grain growing centers, traded their surplus grain for Greek or Italian oil and wine (or for other specialized products such as died wool cloth. 
This utterly transformed the entire civilizational pattern of the region. First, as trade grew, authentic markets emerged and the forces of supply and demand, rather than village custom, priestly guidance, or royal decree began to determine what was produced and how it was distributed. This, in turn, meant that those who were not of high birth, but who had the right kind of land in the right place (i.e. close to markets) could get rich, while many in the traditional aristocracies declined, and some, who were distant from markets or simply made bad investment decisions lost their land entirely and fell into debt slavery. We know that the years from 600 – 400 BCE were a period of upheavals in Greece and Rome as displaced peasants rose up and demanded land and credit reform and a role in making decisions (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982).
This process ripened some time around 200 BCE when the regional market which had emerged in the Mediterranean Basin linked up with similar regional markets in India and China, creating what came to be known as the Silk Road, because of the centrality of the silk trade with China. This trade network linked essentially all of Eurasia, together with West Africa and the Zanzibar coast, into a single unified “world” market in luxury goods, as silks and spices flowed west and wine, oil, and slaves flowed East.
The completion of the Silk Road did not represent an unambiguous change for the better. In the West, at least, it was partly due to serious economic pressure. Specialized agriculture, precisely because it was such an effective economic strategy, led to rapid population growth and to the reproduction of Greek, Phoenician, and eventually Roman colonies throughout the Mediterranean and Black Sea basins. The result was a saturation of the market for oil and wine, and declining incomes. Partly this was ameliorated by the development of a long distance trade with the East, but it also led to the emergence of a new wave of Empires, beginning with that built by Alexander, which supplemented the taxation of the peasantry with an even more lucrative taxation of trade. Most of the democratic institutions which had developed in the Hellenic world (Roman democracy had never been very strong) disappeared, as what amounted to a series of military dictatorships (some more enlightened than others) gained dominance over the Mediterranean Basin, a pattern which was replicated in India and China. And the Mediterranean was also the technologically and economically most backward region in the larger Silk Road network, something which led to a balance of trade deficit which lasted until the emergence of more technologically progressive civilizations: Dar-al-Islam and Christendom. Just how enlightened the dictatorships were which governed the region, and how much was invested in overcoming backwardness and in cultivating the latent potential of the region depended in substantial measure on the degree of influence exercised by philosophers and religious leaders whose traditions derived ultimately from the Axial Age. 
What the Silk Road did, however, from a culinary standpoint, was to make available in the Mediterranean the full range of goods produced in the East, including staples, fruits and vegetables, and herbs and spices. Some of these would eventually be introduced into the Mediterranean and take root there: rice, for example, as well as Central Asia drupes and nuts and Chinese citrus, though this process was completed only by the Arabs in the years between 800 and 1200 CE. Other products, which needed a fully tropical ecosystem (most spices) would remain objects of trade. In either case, Mediterranean cooking without these ingredients, while perhaps not as unrecognizable as Clifford Wright would have it, would be impoverished indeed, a cuisine based on grain and oil, beans and a little meat, flavored with vinegar and some herbs. There would be no rich tagines spiced with ras-al-hanout –not even a squeeze of lemon on that plate of greens sautéed with olive oil and garlic or on the fish roasted under the Galata Bridge in Istanbul (Bentley 1993, Frank 1998). 
The formation of the Silk Road was not, however, the final “unification” of the world market. There remain two more. The last of these –the one taking place in the present period—we will consider separately, in the chapter on global fusion cuisines. But the first –the European conquest of Africa and the Americas-- is so central to what we now consider Mediterranean cuisine, and to the recipes we will present, that it is necessary to recall here what we said about it in the last chapter. An extension of the millennia-long process of Germanic migration, the conquest of coastal Africa by Portugal and of the Americas by Portugal and Spain introduced in to the Mediterranean diet new staples –maize and potatoes— vegetables (especially the tomato, squash, and new varieties of beans) and a variety of spices, including the chile, allspice, and chocolate. These plants then became the object of further modifications using horticultural techniques which we will discuss in the next section and were integrated into the existing vernacular of Mediterranean cuisine as well as catalyzing the formation of a new fusion cuisine, that of Mexico.
In short, because the Mediterranean was, from the beginning home to mercantile civilizations, its peoples were perpetually looking not only for new markets, but also for new products which could enrich what was otherwise a difficult landscape, with only one really profitable native plant (the olive). That plants from all over the world found a home in what became the Mediterranean garden, and that even those which could not be cultivated there became an integral part of Mediterranean cuisine, however, depended not only on trade, but also on the cultivation of the latent potential of Mediterranean ecosystem and of the plants which were introduced there. It is to this art of cultivation –to this sacred alchemy—that we now turn. 
An Alchemical Civilization
Thus far we have held back from discussing the most critical factor shaping Mediterranean Cuisine –the alchemical and medical theory which derived from Aristotle, which was further developed by Galen, and which reached its fullest development in the Islamic Middle Ages. We have done so in order to make clear the social context out of which this theory emerged, and to show that –even apart from such a theory—civilization itself is a sort of alchemical process which transforms the raw material of the ecosystem, the earth and sky, the air and water, into a meaningful spiritual whole.
The specific theories which became the Western alchemical tradition had their origins in the period we have already described as the Axial Age. As we noted in the previous chapter this was the period between 800-200 BCE during which meanings which had previously been taken for granted were called into question, when concepts and arguments began to supplement image and story as a way of seeking meaning, and when ordinary people began to demand the right to participate in deliberation around fundamental questions. In the Mediterranean generally, and in Greece in particular, the Axial Age was bound up the democratic struggles of the period, which were as much religious as political. 
From a culinary standpoint, however, it is the process of religious rationalization which is most important to our story. This process went through a number of discrete stages. For Homer, who edited the Iliad at the beginning of the axial age --around 750 BCE according to most scholars-- the gods are essentially characters in a story, superhuman perhaps, but no less individuals with distinct personalities. Thus, in the opening passages of the Iliad, the human anger of “Peleus’ son Achilles” is set side by side with that of “Zeus’ son and Leto’s, Apollo, who in anger at the king drove a foul pestilence along the host … (Homer. Iliad 1:1-10). ” The only real difference between the gods and the humans seems to be the greater power and immortality of the gods. Indeed, my beginning students, who are often unfamiliar with the names of the Greek gods, often have difficulty telling who is divine and who is human in these stories.
Only a little later, by the time we get to Hesiod, the gods have become personified natural forces.

First came the Chasm; and then broad-breasted Earth, secure seat forever of the all the immortals who occupy the peak of snowy Olympus …

Earth bore first of all one equal to herself, starry Heaven, so that he should cover her all about, to be a secure seat for ever for the blessed gods …. 

… then bedded with Heaven she bore … crooked-schemer Kronos (Hesiod. Theogony 96-161).

These gods are still individual persons, and we do get stories about them, but they are organized into a genealogy based on the inter-relationships between the natural forces they represent.

The next step in this process was the emergence of a natural philosophy which explains the universe in terms of the transformation of one or more natural forces, without personifying them. Thus Thales taught that the universe was born of water and Anaximenes that it was born of air. Here we have left behind the realm of myth rather definitively, but are still dealing with concrete, sensible entities. It is at this point that we see the emergence of the four element cosmology which remained an integral part of Western alchemical theory up until the Paracelsan revolution.
The third step in the process of rationalization is the emergence of an abstract mathematics. By an abstract mathematics we mean one which operates not on concrete objects but rather on propositions themselves. The mathematics of the great tributary civilizations of the bronze age, however, complex it may have been, remained irreducibly concrete. Measuring the motions of the heavenly bodies or calculating the number of bricks needed to build a pyramid of a given height may be difficult, but both operations can ultimately be reduced to counting. An abstract mathematics, on the other hand, asks such questions as “What makes a mathematical proposition valid?” or “What is a number?” It is just such reasoning that we see beginning to emerge with Thales of Miletus and later with his student Pythagoras. 

The impact of this development on the way in which human beings understood the universe was enormous. For the first time people began to develop formal, mathematical descriptions of the natural world, a trend which reached its fullest development only in the modern era, as a result of the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century. But the emergence of an abstract mathematics also transformed the way in which people addressed fundamental questions of meaning and value. The Pythagoreans themselves were not simply a mathematical and scientific school, but a religio-political sect –and one which actually seized power in a number of cities in Southern Italy. 

The longer-term impact of the development of an abstract mathematics on thinking about first principles was, however, the introduction of what amount to mathematical terms such as the infinite and eternal on the one hand and the One on the other hand to describe God. Consider the following selections:

The first principle of all other things is infinite … From this the heavens and the worlds in them arise. 

The first principle is eternal and does not grow old, and it surrounds all the worlds. (Anaximander. On Nature 1, 2).

God is one, supreme among gods and men, and not like mortals in body or in mind. 

The whole of god sees, the whole perceives, the whole hears.

But without effort he sets in motion all things by mind and thought.

It always abides in the same place, not moved at all, nor is it fitting that it should move from one place to another. (Xenophanes. On Nature 1-4).

Here we have a fully rationalized concept of God, stripped of anthropomorphism, and conceived in wholly mathematical terms. 

Interestingly enough, however, the alchemical doctrines which shaped later culinary theory and practice were not directly the product of any of these schools of natural philosophy or mathematical speculation, which are actually closer in many ways to modern science than to medieval. Alchemy, rather, was a product of the Socratic tradition and specifically of the philosophy of Aristotle. And this philosophy had a distinctively ethical focus.
In order to understand how this philosophy emerged, we need to consider the limitations of the Athenian democracy. Because the public arena was formally democratic, the rich were now forced to obtain the consent of the poor in the midst of the assembly, and for this they required rhetors capable of making particular interests appear universal. Schools grew up to teach this art, and those who ran them –the so-called “sophists”-- began to produce a relativistic doctrine which legitimated their activity. The spectrum of sophistic opinion was diverse. Some, like Protagoras were quite moderate, arguing that "man is the measure of all things," that morals were a product of convention and thus subject to revision by law or custom. Others, like Callicles were more radical, eventually calling into question the very existence of objective reality (Plato. Protagoras, Gorgias) (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix 1982). 

The Socratic tradition was, fundamentally, an attempt to reground moral discourse in this context of nihilism and despair. We cannot consider the whole development of the tradition here. Suffice it to say that Socrates’ contribution was first and foremost the dialectical method –a process of agitational questioning which draws out the implications and contradictions inherent in a position and drives towards a higher synthesis. Plato went further, suggesting through dialogue and story just how it might be possible to rise to a first principle in terms of which the universe could be explained and human action ordered, and showing why the existence of such a first principle was credible (Plato. Republic). It was Aristotle, however, who really provided the first rational demonstration of the existence of such a principle –and who, in the process, produced the physical and ethical theory which became the foundation for the alchemical tradition (Mansueto and Mansueto 2005).

What is most distinctive about Aristotle’s physics is his understanding of the universe as a dynamic system which actively seeks its own perfection 

The form is indeed physis (nature) rather than the matter; for a thing is more properly said to be what it is when it has attained to fulfillment than when it exists potentially ...

We also speak of a thing's nature as being exhibited in the process of growth by which its nature is attained (Aristotle. Physics 193b).

Again, `that for the sake of which' or the end, belongs to the same department of knowledge as the means. But the nature is the end or `that for the sake of which.' For if a thing undergoes a continuous change and there is a stage which is last, this stage is the end or `that for the sake of which.' (Aristotle Physics 194a)

What this suggests is that "motion" or "change" for Aristotle is first and foremost growth and development, and that this is conceived of as at once the perfection of a form which is latent in something and the realization of the end for which the thing exists. Aware that not everything realizes its latent potential in this way, Aristotle is careful to add that "privation too is in a way form (Aristotle. Physics 193b)." If we are to understand the world as it is we must be able to accommodate decay and disintegration as well as growth and development. 

From here, Aristotle goes on to treat causation, or that in terms of which motion can be explained. Aristotle distinguishes between 

1) material cause, or that out of which something comes to be,

2) its formal cause, which Aristotle identifies with the essence, or what a thing is,

3) the efficient cause, that by which it comes to be, and

4) the final cause, or `that for the sake of which' a thing exists (Aristotle. Physics 194b, Metaphysics 988a-b). 

A few points of clarification are in order here. First, material cause may be understood either relatively or absolutely. Understood relatively it refers to the already-partially-formed matter which undergoes a change of form or receives still further formation, as when rock becomes molten into lava or an embryo develops into a fully grown organism. Absolutely speaking, material cause refers to prime matter which, for Aristotle, is merely the possibility of receiving form --it is not itself anything real or actual. In Aristotle's physics, it is, immediately at least, the form which actualizes matter and thus brings something into being. Motion for Aristotle is primarily motion from materiality to formality, from potency to act. This motion is driven ultimately, we will see, by the teleological attraction of the unmoved mover which acts, through the medium of the heavenly bodies, to give rise to forms of various kinds in the sublunar realm. 

There are, for Aristotle, four primary qualities, hot, cold, dry, and wet which represent the lowest degree of formality of which any physical system is capable. These qualities, in various combinations, in turn yield the four fundamental elements of which everything in the sublunar realm is composed:

1) fire, which is hot and dry,

2) air, which is hot and wet,

3) earth, which is cold and dry, and

4) water, which is cold and wet. 

It is the fact that these four fundamental elements are themselves composites, and the all actual physical systems are further composites, which makes it difficult for things to retain their form and which consigns everything in the sublunar realm to eventual decay and disintegration. The heavenly bodies, on the other hand, which do not undergo corruption and which have only a perfect spherical motion are composed of a fifth incorruptible element not composed of contraries, what Aristotle calls "quintessence" (Multhauf 1978, Lindberg 1992: 55).
 

From here, Aristotle defines a whole hierarchy of degrees of organization. The form of a body he identifies with its "soul" or psyche. Things which have the capacity to retain their form have what he calls a mineral soul. Add the capacity for growth, nutrition, and reproduction, and the thing in question acquires a vegetative soul. Animals have the additional capacities of sensation and locomotion --they can, that is, sense material goods and pursue them. Human beings are rational animals which, in addition to sensing and pursuing material goods, are also capable of discerning intelligible goods with the intellect, and of willing them with the intellectual appetite.

At each level of this hierarchy, motion takes place primarily through the acquisition of a new, and generally higher, form. Thus the mineral, in crystallizing, acquires a still higher capacity to hold its form. The plant, in taking in nutrients, is able to grow and realize its latent potential and eventually to reproduce its form through its seeds. The animal, in the act of sensation, actually takes on intentionally, the form of the thing sensed, even if this form is still embedded in an image. The rational animal goes further, as the Agent intellect abstracts this form from the image garnered by the senses, so that we actually become the thing known. This is why Aristotle is able to say that the soul is, in a sense, all things (Aristotle. De Anima passim). Far from being static, Aristotle’s vision was dynamic and progressive, and leaves scope at least for a fully evolutionary theory of cosmic and social development.

The question, of course, is where form --and thus the motion which seeks the perfection of form-- comes from in the first place. Interestingly enough, Aristotle only begins to answer this question, in terms of the perfect spherical motion of the heavenly bodies, and only partially draws out the implications of the theory for the entire sublunar realm. Aristotle borrowed the astronomical model of Plato's student Eudoxus, according to which the heavens surrounded the earth in perfect concentric spheres, beginning with the moon and rising through the planets (including the sun) to the heaven of the fixed stars. It is the perfect, spherical motion of these heavens which moves the stars and planets along their changeless paths.

The text in which Aristotle provides his most complete treatment of this question, the Metaphysics is notably obscure at this point. In some places Aristotle seems to imply that in order to explain the complex motions of the heavenly bodies, we must posit fully 55 spheres, each with its own unmoved mover (Aristotle. Metaphysics 1073a -1074a), which he then goes on to identify with the astral deities of paganism (Aristotle. Metaphysics 1074b). Still, Aristotle insists that the whole system is ultimately unified and is driven by a first unmoved mover which is one both in definite and number (Aristotle. Metaphysics 1074b).

It is clear, not only in argument but also in fact, that there is something (i.e. the heavens) which is moved with unceasing and cyclical motion. Consequently, the first heaven must be eternal. There is therefore also something which moves it. And since a moved mover is intermediate, there is, therefore, also an unmoved mover being eternal, primary, and in act (Metaphysics 1072a). 

This first unmoved mover, Aristotle argues, if it is truly unmoved, 

must impart movement as do the desirable and the intelligible which impel movement without themselves undergoing movement. But what is primary for desire and for intelligibility is the same; for what is desired is what appears good, and the primary object of rational choice is what is good (Metaphysics 1072a). 

It is, in other words, the teleological attractiveness of the unmoved mover, which imparts to the heavens their perfect spherical motion, by inspiring in them a love of its own infinite goodness. Contrary to the claims of Gilson (Gilson 1949) and others, who give form the primacy of place in Aristotle's system, it is actually finalism which is fundamental (Garrigou-Lagrange 1936). To be, for Aristotle, is indeed to have form, but the power to bring into being is first and foremost the power of teleological attraction.
It is at this point, however, that Aristotle’s own theories ran up against their limits –and created an opening for syncretism with other traditions. Aristotle never really tells us what the Unmoved Mover is, or why it is so attractive. It was, above all, the prophetic religions: Judaism first of all, and then Christianity and Islam, which provided an answer to this question. The Hebrew name of God, YHWH, given in Exodus 3:13, turns out to be the causative form of the verb “to be,” and might best be translated as “the power of Being as Such.” As Jewish, Christian, and Islamic thinkers began to use Aristotle’s philosophy as a way of articulating their own traditions, they found in this name of God a way of completing Aristotle’s system. This was a long process, which was not completed until thirteenth century of the Common Era in the synthesis of Thomas Aquinas. Once completed however, the resulting system took on new dynamism. Everything seeks Being or God in proportion to its essential nature. 

In any case, from here, certain definite moral principles flow. For Aristotle, and even more so for his Jewish, Christian, and Islamic interpreters, the moral imperative consists in cultivating the development of our distinctively human capacities: the intellect and the will, and in forming our animal capacities, especially the passions, in a way which serves them. The highest virtues are those of the intellect, and especially wisdom, which rises rationally to the first principle, and the will, especially justice, which chooses the higher good over the lesser. But these are supported by fortitude and temperance which form the irascible passions (hope and despair, daring and fear, and anger) and the concupiscible passions (love and hate, desire and aversion, joy and sadness) in a way which supports the intellect and the will. A just society, furthermore, is one which cultivates virtue and thus promotes the full development of human capacities. 
This imperative of cultivation, however, need not be applied only to our distinctively human capacities. While we are rational animals and political animals we are animals nonetheless, and we must conserve and cultivate the organic capacities which constitute the substratum of the intellect. And one of the intellectual virtues –techne or art—involves the transformation of the material world in a way which cultivates its latent potential. Because of this, Aristotelian physics gave birth to a whole complex of medical, astrological, and alchemical theory which was focused on helping human beings conserve and cultivate the natural world. 
At the level of medical theory, the key figure in developing Aristotle’s insights was Galen. Galen, following Aristotle, saw the human body as formed by the interaction of various humors or liquids, each of which reflected a certain combination of two of the four basic qualities. Black bile was regarded as cold and dry, and produced a melancholic temper. Yellow Bile was regarded as hot and dry, and produced a choleric or angry temper. Plegm was regarded as cold and wet, and produced a phlegmatic temper. Blood, finally, was regarded as hot and wet, and produced a sanguine temper. Each of the fundamental qualities could be present in the first, second, or third degree, with the third degree being extremely dangerous. The ideal human body was regarded as being slightly warm and moist. Illness resulted from an imbalance of humors, and aging from a gradual tendency of the body to become cold and dry. Cooking played a key role in promoting health by maintaining the proper balance of humors, taking into account age and temperament, by eating foods which complemented and balanced the patient’s innate nature. 

Gradually, however, the task of cultivating health came to be understood in a broader cosmic context. This was a result of the development of a scientific astrology. Astrology as such, to be sure already existed. Human beings had followed the stars and developed an extensive empirical lore and mythological discourse surrounding them. In the West, the Babylonians in particular were well known for interpreting celestial influences. What Aristotle added was a scientific theory which explained just how this influence might take place. It is the attractive, teleological effect of unmoved mover which drives the planets in their eternal spheres. These, in turn, convey to prime matter the four fundamental qualities which ultimately engender the elements. This same influence also affects the combination of the elements in the various material substances we encounter in the sublunar world. Aristotle focused mostly on the role of the Sun in this regard, which he regarded as, in effect, “cooking” raw materials in the earth first into minerals and then into plants and animals (McGee 1985: 19). Gradually, however, it occurred to people that if the sun plays such a role, the other planets might as well. The effect of the moon on tides was well known, and it thus became associated with moisture. Aristotle’s medieval followers, especially Abumasar, whose Introduction to the Science of Astrology became the foundation for the discipline, argued that the planets and the geometric "aspects" or relationships between them played a role as well --adding spices as it were the great stew of the cosmos and modifying the way in which things in various times and places evolved.
 The same was true of the fixed stars, and especially of the patterns of fixed stars –the constellations of the zodiac, through which the planets moved as they traveled around the earth. In this context, the planets were taken as representing fundamental powers or capacities and the signs of the zodiac as representing certain ways of realizing these capacities (Hickey 1992). Eventually, in the high Middle Ages, Dante Alighieri advanced the idea that the heavens served as a kind of prism through which the unitary power of God –of Being as Such– was refracted into various separate powers and filtered down into the sublunar realm. Finally, the sky at any given moment came to be divided up into twelve houses, which marked the position of the various constellations and planets with respect to eastern and western horizons (the Ascendant and Descendant respectively) and the zenith and nadir. Each of these houses became associated with a particular aspect of life. 
Eventually, the analysis of celestial influence became an integral party of physical and medical theory. Saturn was associated with the element earth, the Moon with water, Mercury with air, and Mars with fire. The sun was said to produce gold, the moon silver, Mercury the metal of the same name, Venus copper, Mars iron, Jupiter tin, and Saturn lead. The influence of Mars was said to produce yellow bile, Saturn black bile, the Moon phlegm, and the Sun and Jupiter blood. And acting through these humors, which were thought to govern the activity of the body, the planets influenced body type and physical disposition, including our passions, which in turn affected the conditions under which our intellect and will developed (Grant 1996: 573-577). 

It must be pointed out that this sort to astrological speculation did no more to compromise freedom of the will than does belief in the force of gravity today. Astrological influences were considered physical forces which apply external constraints, working through the mediation of physical substances such as bodily humors. Those which affect the passions might make it more difficult to do certain things and easier to do others, much the way a certain balance of hormones or neurotransmitters might be thought to affect human action and human development today. But the underlying capacity of the intellect to know the good, and of the intellectual appetite to will it, remains. This, at least, was the opinion of most Aristotelians, and plays a central role, for example, Dante’s vision in the Commedia, where astrological factors affect the physical dispositions of individuals while leaving the intellect and will free and capable of rising above material constraint (Dante, Commedia III.2, 4; Sinclair 1939: III: 43-46, 69-72).
With in the heaven of the divine peace spins a body in whose virtue lies the being of all that it contains; the next heaven, which has so many sights, distributes that being among different existences, distinct from it and contained in it; the other spheres, by various differences, direct the distinctive qualities which they have in themselves to their ends and fruitful working. These organs of the universe proceed thus, as though seest now, grade by grade, each receiving from above and operating below. Observe well now how I pass by this way to the thought thou seekest, so that then though mayest know how to take the road alone. The motion and the virtue of the holy wheels must derive from the blessed movers, as the craft of the hammer from the smith; and the heaven that so many lights make fair takes its stamp from the profound mind that turns it, and of that stamp becomes itself the seal; and as the soul within your dust is diffused through different members that are adapted to various faculties, so the Intelligence unfolds its bounty, multiplied through the stars, intellect wheeling on its own unity. Diverse virtue makes diverse alloy with the precious body which it quickens and with which, even as life in you, it is bound, but the joyous nature when it springs the mingled virtue shines through the body as joy through the living pupil (Dante Commedia III.2).

The results of these speculations –which we will use in the next section when we consider the planetary powers of various foods, are summarized in the tables below. While medieval astrology knew only the planets visible to the naked eye, I have included those more recently discovered, since they form an integral part of modern astrological theory and practice, and since we will make reference to them in the recipes that follow. These planets are generally treated as “higher octave” versions of specific lower planets. Uranus represents a higher octave of Mercury, and creates a capacity for verbal and mathematical innovation. Neptune represents a higher octave of Venus and creates a capacity for mystical union. Pluto represents a higher octave of Mars and represents sexuality and death, revolution and personal regeneration. (Hickey 1992). 
Table of Planetary Powers

	Planet
	Qualities
	Bodily Organs
	Psychological Capacities
	Persons 
	Processes

	Moon
	Cold, Wet
	Stomach, Breasts
	Passions, subconscious, nurture
	Mother, ordinary workers
	Nurture

	Venus
	Warm, moist
	Throat, Veins
	Aesthetic capacities, love
	Wife, Partners, artists and craftsmen
	Love, partnership, artistic creation

	Mercury
	Cold, moist
	Nervous system, organs of perception
	Lower, formal and analytic intellect
	Siblings, those involved in public communication such as teachers and merchants
	Communication, trade

	Sun
	Hot, dry
	Heart, sides, back
	Will
	Self, those in visible public authority
	Leadership

	Mars
	Hot, dry
	Head, face, muscles
	Irascible passions
	Husband, Warriors
	Struggle, warfare

	Jupiter
	Hot, moist
	Blood, liver, and thighs
	Higher, transcendental intellect, judgment
	Religious leaders
	Seeking Wisdom

	Saturn
	Cold, dry
	Bones, knees, spleen
	Discipline
	Administrators, elders
	Giving form and organization

	Uranus
	Cold, dry
	Aura
	Understanding
	Prophets, inventors, revolutionaries 
	Prophecy, invention, revolution

	Neptune
	Cold, moist
	Feet

	Caritative Wisdom
	Mystics, alchemists
	Mystical Union

	Pluto
	Cool, moist
	Sexual and excretory organs
	Conscience
	Revolutionaries
	Personal regeneration and revolutionary transformation.


Table of the Signs of the Zodiac
The various signs of the Zodiac, like the planets, are associated with various qualities and elements. The are also classified, according to their relationship to the seasons, as Cardinal, Fixed, or Mutable. The sun enters Cardinal signs at an equinox or solstice; they represent beginnings and give an active nature. The sun enters Fixed signs at mid-season; they give stability. The sun enters Mutable signs one month before a solstice or equinox; they give adaptability.
	Sign
	Qualities
	Element
	Quadriplicity
	Characteristic

	Aries
	Hot, Dry
	Fire
	Cardinal
	Initiative

	Taurus
	Cold, Moist
	Earth
	Fixed
	Stabilizing Energy

	Gemini
	Hot, Moist
	Air
	Mutable
	Relationality, Adaptability

	Cancer
	Cold, Moist
	Water
	Cardinal
	Nurture

	Leo
	Hot, Dry
	Fire
	Fixed
	Leadership

	Virgo
	Cold, Dry
	Earth
	Mutable
	Service, Critical Rationality and Discrimination, Attention to Detail

	Libra
	Hot, Moist
	Air
	Cardinal
	Harmony, Beauty, Synthesis, Justice

	Scorpio
	Cold, Wet
	Water
	Fixed
	Disintegration, Regeneration

	Sagittarius
	Hot, Dry
	Fire
	Mutable
	Wisdom, Justice

	Capricorn
	Cold, dry
	Earth
	Cardinal
	Prudence

	Aquarius
	Warm, Moist
	Air
	Fixed
	Insight

	Pices
	Cold, Moist
	Water
	Mutable
	Caritative wisdom


Table of the Houses

	House
	Area of Life

	I
	Physical Appearance, Persona

	II
	Material Resources, Basic Values

	III
	Siblings, Short Journeys, Basic Education, Writing, Speaking, Calculating, Trade

	IV
	Family of origin, land, mother, end of life

	V
	Creativity, children, love affairs, hidden karma

	VI
	Health and disease, servitude and employment, domestic animals

	VII
	Marriage, partnership, lower courts, open adversaries

	VIII
	Sexuality, death, regeneration, inherited wealth

	IX
	Philosophy, religion, law, higher courts, publishing, long journeys, in-laws

	X
	Father, masters, public standing, offices, and honours

	XI
	Goals and achievements, friends and allies, social movements

	XII
	Self-undoing, hidden enemies, karma, monasteries and convents, prisons, hospitals


While it is beyond the scope of this work to teach the reader how to interpret an astrological chart, a few words along this line may make what follows clearer. A chart is cast for a specific time and place –either the time of birth or the time for which the astrological influences are sought. This fixes the positions of the planets in particular signs and houses. The chart is then read to determine the relative strength of the different planets (capacities), how they will be expressed (i.e. through what signs) and in what areas of life (houses). The angles between the planets (called aspects) are also considered, with some, such as trines and sextiles (120 and 60 degrees respectively) considered harmonious and others, such as oppositions and squares (180 and 90 degrees) regarded as discordant. Trines represent established strengths and sextiles opportunities. Squares represent a tendency to be at cross purposes with oneself. Oppositions represent tension with outside forces. Conjunctions (two planets in the same or nearly identical degrees of the same sign) can be either, depending on the nature of the planets in question.
The development of alchemy as a discipline followed naturally from Aristotelian physics generally and from its astrological extension in particular. If the forms of things are ultimately just combinations of four fundamental qualities (hot, cold, dry, and wet), then shouldn't it be possible to change things by heating them, drying them, cooling them, or wetting them? More specifically, shouldn’t it be possible to help along the process by which things evolve towards the perfection of form, thus participating in the creative work of God? Indeed, as completed by the prophetic religions and the identification of the Unmoved Mover with God, understood as Being as such, the sacred character of the alchemical work as cultivating or ripening Being and thus bringing out the divine within things became all the more apparent. 
A word is in order regarding the ultimate aim of this discipline. We have already noted, in the previous chapter, that the drive to produce gold, with which alchemy is traditionally associated, while it was certainly not unaffected by the promise of material gain for those who might succeed, was in reality simply a part of this drive towards perfection, gold being regarded as more perfect than the other metals in virtue of its relative immunity to corrosion or other corruption. The real aim of most scholarly alchemists was to create the Philosopher’s Stone, which was identified with Aristotle’s “quintessence,” the substance out of which the Empyrean heaven was made. From the Philosopher’s Stone could be prepared the Elixir of Life, which conferred on those who partook of it true immortality and incorruptibility.

The Philosopher’s Stone was, according to most alchemists, widely diffused throughout the natural world, and was present in greater concentration in those substances which were less corruptible. The task of the “Great Work” was simply to purify ordinary matter in order to obtain a sufficient quantity of it. In doing this, alchemists began with materials were themselves relatively incorruptible, such as gold and silver, though there was an entire subdiscipline, known as plant alchemy, which operated on organic matter. These were placed in a sealed pear-shaped vessel known as the Philosopher’s Egg and subjected to various processes which were intended to purify them, resulting first in sophic sulfur and mercury (not to be confused with the modern chemical elements of the same name), and eventually the Stone itself. These processes included many, such as calcination or heating in air, solution, distillation, and sublimation which continue to play a significant role in contemporary chemistry. Others, such as fermentation and “mortification” or “putrefaction” are today applied only to organic matter, but were seen by the alchemists to operate on mineral as well as plant or animal species. The mortification of a metal generally meant its oxidation, something which was necessary in order for its “seed” to germinate. The process could be reversed by reduction, something which was said to produce the “resurrection” of the substance in question. Most of these processes involved the application or withdrawal of heat or the addition or removal of water, thus changing the balance of the four primary qualities, hot, cold, wet and dry. Often alchemical processes were seen as corresponding to and accentuating the influence of a particular planet and were best carried out only when that planet’s influence was strong. Some alchemists also believed that music could help their work along. No manner of technical skill was, however, sufficient, if the operator himself was not of pure heart. The alchemist had to be a just man and a man of prayer if he hoped to succeed at all in the perfection of the material universe (Read 1961: 28-40). 
We will not defend the idea of the Philosopher’s Stone in its literal form, but will treat it instead as symbol of the alchemical ideal of ripening Being. It will be a principal claim of this work that alchemy departed from its Aristotelian foundations in pursuing this ideal by means of purification. We will take instead the Dantean position, that the unified nature of Being is refracted through the prism of the creation (symbolized for him in the heavens), resulting in the diverse forms of the material world. The perfection of beings must be sought not in their purification but rather in the cultivation of their capacities and in synthesis. Our recipe for “philosophical” foods will reflect this emphasis.
The intimate relationship between alchemy and cooking should already be apparent. All cooking, even the simplest, takes the raw material of food and transforms it in a way which balances its qualities and “perfects” it for human consumption. Certain practices, furthermore, impart different combinations of qualities. Cooking raw food adds heat, but roasting and grilling make things hot and dry while stewing makes them not and moist, and baking falls somewhere in between. Foods which are too wet, such as fruits, can be dried. Those which are too dry can be soaked or marinated … Add to this the fact that different foods begin with different fundamental qualities, and even have specific planetary affinities and associations, and the possibilities become endless. 
It was just this understanding of the process of cooking which informed the culinary practice of the Christian and Islamic middle ages, and which forms the theoretical underpinning of Mediterranean cuisines.  The tables which follow summarize the basic qualities of various foods as they were understood in the middle ages, and identify the planetary associations of various herbs and spices.

Fundamental Qualities of Basic Foodstuffs
	Food
	Heat
	Moisture

	Meat
	Slightly Hot
	Slightly Drying

	Spices
	Slightly to Extremely Hot
	Slightly to Extremely Drying

	Dried Pulses
	Slightly Cold
	Slightly Drying

	Root Vegetables
	Moderately Cold
	Moderately Drying

	Green Vegetables
	Slightly to Moderately Cooling
	Slightly to Moderately Moist

	Fish
	Moderately Cooling
	Moderately Moistening

	Fruits
	Moderately Cooling
	Moderately Moistening

	Fungi
	Extremely Cooling
	Extremely Moistening

	Poultry
	Slightly Warming
	Slightly Moistening

	Dairy Products
	Slightly Warming
	Slightly Moistening

	Aromatics
	Slightly to Moderately Warming
	Slightly to Moderately Moistening


Planetary Affinities of Basic Foods, Herbs, and Spices

	Planet
	Basic Foods
	Herbs
	Spices

	Moon
	Cabbage, Cucumber, Lettuce, Pumpkin
	Cilantro, Anise Leaves
	Anise (Seed and Star), Coriander, Sesame Seeds

	Venus
	Wheat, Apricot, Pear, Peach, Plum, Lemon 
	Catnip, Lemon Grass, Mint, Thyme
	Chocolate

	Mercury
	Carrots
	Dill, Fennel, Lavender, Parsley, Savory, Tea
	Caraway, Coffee, Fenugreek

	Sun
	Almond, Sunflower, Walnut
	Bay, Rosemary, Saffron
	Cinnamon

	Mars
	Cashews
	Basil, Marjoram, Tarragon
	Chiles, Cumin, Pepper  

	Jupiter
	Chestnuts, Dandelion, Spinach
	Sage
	Cardamom, Cloves, Sumac

	Saturn
	Barley, Potatoes 
	Comfrey
	Sea Salt

	Uranus
	
	Yerba Mate
	Coffee, Allspice, Nutmeg

	Neptune
	Orange, Drupes also associated with Venus
	Mugwort
	

	Pluto
	Artichoke
	
	Asafoetida, Galangal


It should be remembered that these associations are traditional and disputed and vary with region, locale, and particular alchemical theorist. The cook is encouraged to experiment by analyzing the impact of various foods and to judge their planetary associations accordingly. 

Political-Theological Lines of Demarcation

There is one remaining element to the culinary theory and practice of the ancient and medieval Mediterranean that remains to be considered before we can give a complete picture of its cuisines. That is the role dietary laws associated with Mediterranean paganism on the one hand, and with the three great prophetic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, on the other, which emerged in the region. These dietary laws both add an additional layer of meaning to the foods of the region and define lines of demarcation which led to the formation, if not of distinctly different cuisines, then at least of different dialects in the common Aristotelian-alchemical vernacular. 
It is important to recall here our discussion in chapter one of the primal meanings of food: as totem and taboo, gift and bond, sacrifice and communion. Mediterranean paganism assigned meaning to food on all three of these levels. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, while post-axial in character, conserve pre-axial elements (Jewish purity codes, for example) but they have been layered over by post-axial ascetic and ethical concerns. 
Mediterranean Paganism
There is, of course, no such thing as a unified “Mediterranean Basin.” The term pagan itself derives from the Latin paganus, and refers to someone or something of the countryside. The term came to be applied to practitioners of the pre-Christian “old-ways,” because Christianity had little real presence in the countrysides until roughly the eighth or ninth centuries. Rather than a single “religion,” in other words, the term “paganism” refers to a diverse array of local religious practices.
This said, there were some common basic patterns, evidence of which can still be seen in the popular religion of the Mediterranean Basin to this day. First, at the center of most popular paganism was the cult of the Magna Mater or Great Mother in all her various forms. Thus, the most important of the great mystery cults of the pre-Christian Mediterranean were the Eleusian mysteries, which centered around the story of Demeter and Persephone, and the cult of Isis, the great Egyptian goddess of wisdom. But nearly every town of any size had its own variant of the cult, something which is now reflected in the plethora of Madonnas and other female saints. 

Surrounding the Great Mother were a variety of other deities, male and female. Nominally presiding over the whole, but rarely at the center of the cult, was the great Indo-European sky god, Dyus Pater, know to the Hellenes as Zeus and to the Latins as Jupiter. Closely associated with him were his brothers Poseidon and Hades, gods of the sea and the underworld respectively, and his children, the great Olympian deities. But for the vast majority of people it was the Great Mother who was central.
Second, the principal religious practice was animal sacrifice. This should come as no surprise, given the fact that most of the peoples of the Northern Mediterranean, at least, were Indo-European, and had originally been semi-nomadic pastoralists, and given the fact that stock-breeding remained a central part of the economy. A people which derives its sustenance from the slaughter of its animals will eventually make this slaughter a sacred act (Vernant 1962/1982, Detienne 1967/1996).

A common pattern of ritual sacrifice emerged. The animal was led in procession, its horns gilded, and coaxed to the altar by tossed grain, feeding along the way. This altar was always outside and in front of the temple, which served as a kind of hall for statues of the deity, rather than as a place of sacrifice itself. The procession would round the altar clockwise. Barley would be scattered, along with water, and oil. The priest would then wash his hands and raise a hymn of praise to the god being honored. This was the original locus for the development of poetry in the Indo-European tradition. The animal would be sprinkled with water, its nod signifying a willingness to be sacrificed. Finally, a knife, which had been kept hidden from the animal in a basket of grain would be withdrawn. A lock of the animal’s hair would be cut, since (in polar opposition to Jewish law) an unblemished animal could not be sacrificed. And then the beast’s throat would be slit, while the women in the procession let out a great cry. When the beast was dead, it would be butchered. The vital organs were roasted first and tasted as a form of divination the secrets of which have been lost. An offering was prepared for the god by piling up bones and covering them with fat and a thin layer of flesh. This was to fool the god in thinking he or she was getting a rich offering, when in fact he was getting almost nothing –a trick humanity learned from Prometheus. Finally, the rest of the animal would be butchered, spitted and roasted, and a feast prepared. Each deity had its favored meat. Apollo, for example favored mutton, and Athena and Zeus beef. Dionysus liked goat, while the pig was sacred to Demeter. 
Here we see elements of totemism interwoven into the larger sacrificial tradition.
Even to this day, we can see echoes of these practices in villages throughout the Mediterranean, where the feast of the village saint is celebrated in much the same manner: a procession with an animal and a statue of the saint, followed by the slaughter and roasting of the animal in front of the village church. Indeed, much traditional festival cooking, especially in the villages, continues to be shaped by this pattern. 
The Prophetic Religions

The contribution of the prophetic religions is very different. Rather than contributing prescriptions, these religions have contributed primarily proscriptions or dietary taboos of various kinds, though there are totemic and sacrificial elements, especially in Christianity. 
All three of these traditions share common roots in a peasant revolt in late Bronze Age Canaan, which broke the power of the local warlords or ba’alim, who lived by extracting surplus from dependent peasants community and who were worshiped as gods by those they exploited. The resulting society, Ancient Israel, restored the land rights of village communities and developed a new religious identity centered on knowing God in the just act. Originally a war god himself, who differed from the ba’alim in fighting on the side of the poor, the God of Israel eventually came to be understood as the power of Being as such, a concept marked by the name yhwh, the causative form of the verb to be.
This revolt was made possible by a weakening of the great powers, part of the general crisis which led ultimately to the axial age. Soon, however, the great powers reasserted themselves, and Israel found itself subject to one empire after another. For a long time it held onto hope in a just king –the mosiach or messiah—who would liberate it from imperial rule and restore a just social order. But after two disastrous rebellions against the Romans, most Jews began to focus instead on living justly within the empires which dominated them. This is the source of modern, rabbinic Judaism. The need to adapt the ancient spirituality centered on the just act to new circumstances raised complex questions, which gave rise to the tradition of profound scholarship and vigorous debate which have made Judaism such a powerful force for human development and Civilizational progress (Neusner 1984).  
Christianity emerged out of one the last great messianic movements within Judaism (Eisenman 1997, Tabor 2006). But when it, too, was crushed by the Romans, it responded differently, by recasting its messianic hopes in an other worldly direction, and taking on the form of a Hellenistic mystery cult focused on achieving divinization and immortality. In this form it gradually won the support of the Hellenistic and Roman ruling classes, whose rapacity it restrained, allowing them to overcome a profound Civilizational crisis (Theissen 1982, Kyrtatis 1987). Islam, finally emerged as a rejection of these accommodations, and focused on building the political power necessary to actually realize God’s will on earth (Crone 2004).

Both the common heritage and the profound differences between these religions are reflected in their approaches to food. Christianity conserves the most from Mediterranean pagan tradition, with feasts which correspond to ancient pagan festivals and a sacrificial ritual which grafts Jewish references onto a tradition derived from the mystery cults.  The greatest of Christian feasts, for example, Easter, is generally celebrated by a feast of roast lamb, a reminder that for Christians Jesus takes the place of the paschal lamb traditionally offered in the Temple on Passover. Various saints’ days are celebrated by eating specific foods associated with particular locales. On the other hand, the post-axial character of the religion and its focus on divinization is reflected in the practice of ascetic fasting and abstinence. Historically this included long periods during which meat was prohibited, and shorter periods during which only one full meal might be taken. Generally speaking, these laws were more stringent in the East, and especially in the Coptic Churches of Egypt and Africa, both in terms of the range of foods prohibited (all animal products rather than only meat) and in terms of the number of fast days. But these periods of fasting themselves led to the emergence of new dishes and new marks of identity. There is a whole subcuisine in the Nestorian and Monophysite East centering on nuts and seeds which are consumed during the long periods of fasting. And there are days in the West, such as Christmas Eve, which are both feast and day of abstinence, giving rise to the tradition of rich and complex meals centered on fish and seafood. Anyone who grew up in Catholic in the United States before the Second Vatican Council liberalized dietary laws, furthermore, grew up eating fish on Fridays and may well have born an epithet such as “mackerel-snapper.”
Judaism and Islam on the other hand share a whole complex of dietary prohibitions. The origin and meaning of these codes is much disputed, and remains one of the key empirical questions which divide various theoretical trends in the sociology of religion. Cultural materialists such as Marvin Harris have pointed to ecological factors. Pigs, he argues, are highly economic in moist woodland regions like those of Northern Europe, but are costly in arid margins of the Mediterranean ecosystem (where Israel is located, for example) because they must be fed things which humans themselves might consume. Shellfish, similarly spoil during transport in the interior regions, and are thus dangerous to consume, while fish can be salted and dried (Harris 1989).
Unfortunately this thesis just doesn’t hold up. We know from the Gospels that pigs were widely cultivated in parts of Palestine, and are quite common in areas of Iberia which are very bit as dry as the land of Israel, where they are fed on wild acorns, not on grain which might be fed to humans. And shell fish can be dried, as anyone who is familiar with the cuisines of Asia knows. 

The alternative view, espoused by Mary Douglas (Douglas 2002) and her followers, is that dietary laws are symbolic lines of demarcation which divide peoples and shape their identities. The specific laws themselves may originally have been the result of arbitrary variations in local practice, or may have arisen for reasons which are lost to memory. One people favors pork; another doesn’t. Or they may have emerged as the result of conscious religious polemics. We know, for example, that pork was sacred to Demeter and that the ancient cult of YHWH which gave rise to Judaism engaged in a harsh polemic against the cult of the Ashtaroth, the local cult of the Magna Mater. Is the prohibition of pork a mark of rejection of the Great Mother? Jewish law, similarly, prohibits the cooking of a kid in its mothers milk, a law which has gradually come to include a prohibition on eating dairy and meat in the same meal. Arabs, on the contrary, not only permit such mixtures, but have a dish called Immos, which means “in its mother’s milk.” There is some speculation that this dish may derive from a Canaanite religious practice rejected by the Jews, but it could also be simply a reflection of the ingredients available to the nomadic Bedouin, who especially favor it. In any case, meat cooked in milk, while prohibited in Jewish cuisine, is quite common throughout the rest of the world. Consider, for example, the kormas of northern India. Indeed, the coconut milk based curries of Southeast Asia might well be regarded as an attempt to reproduce such dishes in an ecosystem where cattle were not generally used for milk and where the population is lactose intolerant.
What both Jewish and Islamic law share is requirement that animals which are slaughtered be treated humanely, and that they be drained of blood. The first requirement has made kosher and halal butchers quite popular, and the growth of natural, organic, and free range, grass fed meat and poultry in recent years can be seen as an extension of this same concern. The second requirement means that raw or rare meat never forms a part of the Jewish or Islamic diet –with the interesting exception of kibbeh naye, a mixture of pounded raw lamb, bulgur wheat, garlic, cinnamon, allspice, and olive oil.
In both Judaism and Islam, but especially in the former, dietary law has the further effect of making ordinary day to day activities such as cooking religiously significant (Neusner 1984).

We should note, finally, that these dietary laws constituted a culinary line of demarcation between Christian, pork eating, and Jewish and Islamic pork prohibiting cultures. This is now also the boundary between Spanish, Provencal, Italian, Sicilian, and Greek cuisine on the one hand, and the Jewish and Islamic cuisines of the Maghreb, Egypt, and the Masreq on the other hand. Originally the use of pork may have been the only difference between the cuisines in question. But perhaps because the culinary line of demarcation was also a political line between Christendom and Dar-al-Islam, Spain, Provence, and Italy, (and to a much lesser extent Sicily and Greece) absorbed much of the influence of the alchemical and culinary revolution of the Renaissance, while the Islamic world did not. Thus we find, in Italy especially, dishes similar to those of France, which Rachel Laudan has pointed out derive from a new Paracelsan alchemy, which we do not find in the Middle East.

The recipes which follow will indicate which can be prepared in accord with Jewish and Islamic dietary law and which cannot. Where possible, dishes which have kosher or halal equivalents will be indicated. This is both for the benefit of readers who want to keep a kosher or halal household, and for those of us among the “nations” who want to experience the impact of specifically Jewish and Islamic culture on food, or host guests who observe some of all of these traditional dietary laws. 

Many of us today still celebrate the old feasts, whether by tradition or conscious revival. Or we may have new occasions for celebration. We all, also, need periods of fasting and restriction, whether for reasons of health or spiritual discipline. And then there are the long stretches of “ordinary time,” days which are neither feast nor fast, but rather of labor, when we need dishes which are flavorful, filling, and easy to prepare. The recipes that follow have been divided accordingly, in order to provide a rough guide for their appropriate use. 

***
It should be apparent now that cooking plays a pivotal role in the human civilizational project. It is the most immediate, day to day form of the larger alchemical process which taps into the latent potential of nature’s raw materials, the land and sea, the sun and the air, and transforms and perfects them. This perfecting is not simply in order to meet the particular nutritional needs or tastes of human beings. It forms an integral part of a larger civilizational pattern, of a complex of meanings and values which defines a path from matter to spirit. Roasting, grilling, stewing, boiling, spicing we divide and combine, heat and cool, moisten and dry, bringing out nutritional potentials but also adding layers of meaning. The Mediterranean recipes we are about to examine reflect a specific way of doing this, a way rooted in a common landscape and climate, and formed by a common alchemical language, but inflected by local custom and by the dietary laws of the great prophetic religions. Let us now turn to those recipes and see how these factors play out in practice. 
    7.  It is interesting to note here that Aristotle understands quite well the role of contradiction in change but unlike later dialecticians --Hegel, Marx, Engels, Lenin-- he is unable to see how it could lead to the emergence of higher degrees of organization rather than merely degrading existing forms.


� This focus on cooking as the primal process of cosmogenesis marks the social basis of Aristotelian cosmology. A physician and the son of a physician Aristotle came from the ranks of the artisanate -albeit from its most privileged stratum, serving, like his father before him, the Macedonian royal family. Medicine during this period, and indeed right up through the middle ages, was closely allied with cooking.  Health was understood to depend on maintaining the proper balance between the four fundamental qualities --hot, cold wet, and dry. Human were regarded as naturally a little to the warm and moist side.  It was the job of the cook to prepare meals which could maintain this balance or if necessary restore it (Laudan 2000: 76-81). This orientation contrasts sharply with the ideologies of the tributary aristocracy which, we have seen, regarded warfare and sacrifice as the foundational cosmic processes.  


Just how cosmic cooking is related to the underlying dynamic of teleological attraction is unclear. Perhaps it is ultimately the heat of our desire for God, a desire which is shared in some degree by all forms of matter, which drives the process.
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