Chapter One
Cooking as Sacred Alchemy
Introduction
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. 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, and culture associated with humanity’s great culinary traditions. 
The Alchemist’s Kitchen: A Culinary Book of Secrets seeks to take this process one step further, by situating –or rather re-situating— the art of cooking in its sacred and alchemical context, providing the reader not only with a set of techniques, and perhaps some historical and cultural background, but also with the meanings behind the art, as they have been understood by humanity’s great civilizational traditions for 2500 years. 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. 
Alchemical Cooking
If you are reading this book you have probably read other books on food as well and probably gravitate those that set cooking in its broader historical and cultural context: books like Paula Wolfort’s excellent works on Mediterranean Cooking (Wolfort 1987, 1994, 1998, 2003) or the explorations of Mexican cuisine undertaken by Diane Kennedy (Kennedy 2000) and Rick Bayless (Bayless 2000, 2005, 2007). Most of these authors take an anecdotal and empirical approach, prefacing particular recipes with a bit of the history behind them or telling us something about the person from whom they were collected. Other books, however, such as Clifford Wright’s magisterial Mediterranean Feast (Wright 1999), put forward a very definite perspective, advancing and defending a well defined thesis and even advocating a broad philosophical perspective. The same is true of this work. It might be useful to explain that perspective, contrasting it in particular with Clifford Wright’s.
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.
As an explanation of the origins of modern Mediterranean cuisine, I think Wright’s view has much to commend it, and aspects of his argument might well be extended to other cuisines as well. What would Southeast Asian cuisine be without fish sauce (probably brought from the Mediterranean by Arab traders) or chiles (from the Americas)? What would Mexican cuisine be without Indian and Southeast Asian spices? And yet, I think, Wright is missing something. Cooking is not just about the pursuit of pleasure, though it is also that. It is about our connection with the natural world, with the vital, creative principle of the universe and with other human beings, with community. Cooking has, in other words, historically been a deeply spiritual act and is becoming so once again for those engaged in the culinary counter-revolution. In engaging only the late medieval and early modern tradition, 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. 

This point was made admirably by Rachel Laudan in her article “The Birth of the Modern Diet,” (Laudan 2000), in which she contrasts the “Aristotelian” cuisine of the middle ages, which focused on balancing hot, cold, wet, and dry, and which dominated cooking from England to India, with the “Paracelsan” cuisine which emerged in the Renaissance and which focused on extracting the vital principles of key ingredients, giving birth to a new Western European cuisine. Laudan, however, focuses primarily on alchemy as science and technology (which it certainly was); she does not explore the larger spiritual context in which it was situated.

The Alchemist’s Kitchen, then, takes up an older tradition, one with roots which reach back to the very earliest human communities, in which cooking was the priestly act par excellence, but which comes into its own with the emergence of the great philosophical and alchemical schools of the ancient and medieval worlds –the Aristotelian, Ayurvedic, and Taoist Schools—and their reflections and transformations in the hands of other cultures which assimilated and transformed them: the Arabs and Africans, the Southeast Asians, and those masters of culinary fusion par excellence, the Mexicans. What all these traditions share is a common understanding of cooking as an extension of the underlying creative processes of the universe, now become conscious in human hands, which aims at promoting health as well as pleasure and at preparing us for still higher, spiritual goods. Cooking, in other words, is a sacred alchemy.
A word is probably in order here regarding alchemy, which some readers may still associate with mad scholars in medieval robes tending all manner of chemical apparatus in an ill-conceived effort to manufacture gold. And it is true that some alchemists did attempt to make gold. But this was only one aspect –a very minor aspect—of the larger alchemical enterprise, and one which was never very well thought of. The intellectual core of alchemy was, rather in Aristotelian science and its Ayurvedic and Taoist counterparts in India and China. The idea was, quite simply, that once we understand the processes by which prime matter is transformed into more complex substances (for Aristotle and his followers, this was by heating and cooling, wetting and drying, and other more subtle influences from the heavenly bodies), we can reproduce those processes in the laboratory and “cultivate” more complex forms of matter. 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, “a certain pure matter which, being discovered and brought by Art to perfection, converts to itself proportionally all imperfect bodies that it touches (Arnold of Villanova in Read 1957: 28).” The Philosopher’s Stone was understood the be the material out of which the highest, or Empyrean heaven was composed, and thus the form of matter closest to God. As James Elkins puts it, alchemy’s work “was God’s and it was the ongoing perfection of the world (Elkins 1999: 73)”

It is in this context that the contributions of the Renaissance to Mediterranean (and even more so to modern French) cuisine must be understood. At issue here is not just an Epicurean focus on pleasure, but a new alchemical doctrine, that of Paracelsus. Where Aristotelian alchemy focused on combining ingredients, balancing primary qualities, and cooking in order to perfect form, Paracelsan alchemy focuses on extracting the vital principles of ingredients. Thus the centrality in modern French cooking on rich stocks made from roasted bones which are supposed to contain the essence of the animal, and on the use of various solvents (water, wine, oil) to extract principles from various ingredients which are then combined into sauces, which become the central focus of the cuisine. In its original form, this cuisine was no less dietetic than medieval cooking, nor was it any less focused on the perfection of the universe; it was just governed by a different theory and, we will see, it implied a different spirituality.
I do not reject these Renaissance and Early Modern innovations, but I do treat them as just one alchemical-culinary doctrine among many, to be evaluated on their merits. 

This understanding of modern cuisine also affects my approach to culinary fusion. Most of what passes as fusion cuisine today is the work of chefs trained in the French (Paracelsan) tradition incorporating new ingredients from the Americas into their repertoire. Sometimes Chinese (Taoist) techniques are also employed, as in the work of Ming Tsai. Only a very few chefs (especially Rick Bayless) have drawn attention to the fact that most traditional cuisines are already the result of culinary fusion. And even these authors seem largely unaware that the fusions in question were carried out within the framework of an Aristotelian, Ayurvedic, or Taoist rather than Paracelsan alchemies. By bringing to light the alchemical foundations of culinary theory, I hope to show what works, and what does not, in the context of historical fusion. Specifically, new ingredients must be incorporated theoretically as well as practically into a new cuisine. Chiles, for example, which were not a part of traditional Afro-Eurasia cuisines, fit nicely as the heating ingredient par excellence. But my approach also makes possible a new degree of fusion –one based at the level of the underlying alchemies— and thus an authentically global cuisine. 
The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to fleshing out the idea of cooking as sacred alchemy. We will consider briefly the role of cooking in hunter-gather, horticultural, pastoral, and bronze age societies, focusing especially on the role of food as totem (symbol of the unity of a clan), as gift and bond of solidarity, and as sacrifice. We will then explore the emergence of alchemical doctrines during what scholars call the “axial age,”  the period between 800 and 200 BCE which witnessed the emergence of specialized agriculture and petty commodity production (essential material conditions for a complex cuisine) as well as the philosophical and religious ferment which accompanied the emergence of Judaism, Hellenic philosophy, the Upanishads, Jainism, Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, and in the subsequent Silk Road Era (200 BCE-1800 CE), a period of synthesis which saw the emergence of global trade networks and of such new religions as Puranic Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam. We will also look at the impact of the Renaissance alchemical doctrines such as those of Paracelsus and of the conquest of Africa and the Americas on cooking not only in Europe and the Mediterranean but also in India, China, and Southeast Asia. Finally, we will analyze the impact of the scientific and industrial revolutions on the way we eat and the way we relate the world. 
Subsequent chapters will look in greater depth at the alchemical doctrines behind the great cuisines while introducing these cuisines themselves. Each of these chapters 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 Ethiopian, Mexican and Southeast Asian cuisine respectively. Chapter Six extends these principles to develop a distinctive global fusion approach. Chapter Seven, finally looks at food, health, and spirituality. It 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.
A Sacred Alchemical History
The Earliest Meanings of Food
Totem and Taboo
What were the earliest meanings of food? Survival, to be sure, and nurture. But from the beginning there was something more. Even in the very simplest societies we find the preparation and consumption of food bound up with ideas about with ideas about the sacred and interwoven with the most fundamental bonds which hold a society together. It is beyond the scope of this book to provide an in-depth analysis of the role of food in pre-urban societies. There are, however, some ideas about food which derive from such societies –ideas which may in fact be constitutive of human society itself—and which endure in the more complex urban civilizations which will be our principal focus. We need to give these ideas at least some brief consideration, since they will remain interwoven with, and shape, what is to come. 

The first of these ideas is that of the totem. A totem is an element in the natural world –usually a plant or animal, though it may sometimes be a mineral—which has come to symbolize a particular person or group of people, usually a clan. When Emile Durkheim (Durkheim 1911/1964) turned his attention to the nature of religion at the beginning of the last century, he was concerned to find the most elementary or fundamental form of religious life. After some consideration, he decided that this form was not animism (the idea that everything has a soul), nature worship, or even ancestor worship, since these were absent from many band and tribal societies, but rather totemism. He came to this conclusion after analyzing the religion of the Australian aborigines. The aborigines are organized into tribes, phratries and clans. Each clan is exogamous, meaning that people do not marry within the clan. The clans are grouped into phratries, usually two per tribe. 
Now each clan, he noticed, has its own special plant or animal by which it is named and which functions as its special symbol. Indeed, the members of a clan actually consider themselves to be this plant or animal, which serves as part of a larger system for classifying everything in the natural world. Because the clans are exogamous, people spend most of their time with mixed bands of people who are from many different clans, but from time to time gather for clan feasts. Throughout most of the year people do not eat their totem plant or animal, which is taboo, but at this clan feast the animal is sacrificed and shared out as part of a communion meal. Durkheim reasoned that the purpose of this whole system was to maintain social solidarity. The totem, he argued, was a collective representation of the clan; the ritual of sacrifice and communion a sort of “collective effervescence” which brought members into closer contact than was the case in ordinary time. 
Totemism in this rigorous sense is a feature of tribal societies, especially those which survive by hunting and gathering, like the Australian aborigines, though it survives into horticultural societies like those of the American Indians as well. But broadly totemic practices seem to be etched into human nature. Just look at the names of American sports teams and the solidarities generated by them! But totemism also survives in the profound connection between certain foods (especially animal foods) and specific identities. Christians, for example, call themselves, the Church, the Body of Christ, but also eat that Body during the celebration of the Eucharist. Jesus is called the “Lamb of God” and lamb is eaten on the most important Christian feast, Easter. Though it was edged out by the Eagle, the Turkey was proposed by Benjamin Franklin as the national bird of the United States. We dine on it on one of our most important civic-religious feasts: Thanksgiving. And of course identities are also bound up with tabooed foods as well: Hindus do not eat beef, Jews and Muslims do not eat pork, and strict Brahmins, Buddhist, and Jains eat no meat at all. Wine, which has a sacral quality for Christians and Jews is forbidden to Muslims and avoided by Buddhists. 
Gift and Bond
The second idea is that of food as gift and bond. We have already seen this illustrated in the communion meal which accompanies the totemic feasts of hunter-gatherers. As productivity increases, however, social relationships become more complex, however, this idea gains increasing importance. In complex horticultural societies, such as those of Pacific Northwestern North America, individuals accumulate food (in this case smoked salmon) for the purpose of then distributing it in a public feast, called a Potlatch, which increases the status of the person who sponsors it. Elders in Puebloan communities who undertake to teach traditional wisdom to members of the younger generation receive gifts from them which allow them to spend more time teaching and less growing their own food (Gutierrez 1991). Eventually gift relationships of this sort grew into systems of regular donations which supported a full time priesthood which was then free to engage in activities which benefited the community as a whole –not only the pursuit of wisdom and the regulation of the community but study of the stars (which allowed the development of calendars which told the people when to plant and when to harvest) and the investigation of medicinal plants and the like. Gifts of food are, in this sense, the basis of human civilization. 
Like the ideas of totem and taboo, the idea of food as gift and bond has enduring importance. Consider the practice, common even at many modern weddings, of the bride and groom feeding each other a piece of cake. Poles exchange paczki (a sort of fried dumpling filled with jam –Don’t call them jelly doughnuts!) on Fat Tuesday morning –and are forbidden to eat their own. Indeed, the whole system of taxation which supports schools and libraries and public works is an outgrowth of the gift relationship. 

Sacrifice
The third idea is that of sacrifice. Most of us in the modern world are profoundly uncomfortable with this idea. Indeed, even those of us who eat meat tend not to like to think of the process by which it ends up on our tables. And those who actually choose to go out and kill animals –hunters— define their identity in large part by emphasizing the element of sport. They don’t kill helpless captive animals. And yet the language of sacrifice continues to infuse our culture. Catholics celebrate the sacrifice of mass, which is understood as a real re-enactment of a human sacrifice, that of Jesus on the cross. Citizens are called on to sacrifice for their countries of times of war and austerity.  And we will see that many of the alchemical concepts which shaped the cuisines we will study derive from a spiritualization of the concept of sacrifice. So we had best come to terms with the idea.
The ritual slaughter of animals goes back to the totemic feasts of hunter-gatherers. But religious rituals which highlight the sacrificial act itself seem to derive from pastoral peoples, those who lived by herding animals. This is not surprising. For these people it was, precisely, the act of killing an animal which gave the community life. And this was not just any animal: it was one that had been nurtured from birth and which had, quite literally, accompanied the community on its journey through life. Some theorists (Detienne 1967/1996) argue that sacrificial rituals emerged specifically to help the community deal with the trauma of killing animals that had been nurtured for years, and developed from their into broader rites of catharsis which helped the community come to terms with violence generally. However that may be, we do know that as pastoral societies became engaged in raiding and conquest, the role of sacrifice in their religious ideologies expanded, until they came to believe that sacrifice was, in fact, the foundational creative act in the universe. Thus in ancient Mesopotamia, the gods were believed to have created human beings in order to serve them by providing food and drink (Kramer 1963).  According to the Rig Veda (X.90) the universe, and humanity itself, was created when the primordial human, Purusha, was sacrificed by the gods.

When they divided Purusha how many portions did they make?


The Brahman was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rajanya made.


His thighs became the Vaisya, from his feet the Sudra was produced.


The moon was generated from his mind, and from his eye the sun had birth …

Fourth from his navel came mid-air; the sky was fashioned from his head;


Earth from his feet … 

It was the pained cry of the horse during the Vedic sacrifices which gave the ritual its power.  Similarly the Satapatha-Brahmana, says that


… the dawn is the head of the sacrificial horse, the sun its eye, the wind its breath, the fire its open mouth.  The year is the body of the sacrificial horse, the sky its back, the air its belly, the earth the under part of its belly.

The sacrificial cult reached its highest level of development in the religion of the Aztecs.  The Aztec empire was a tributary social formation characterized by an advanced hydraulic horticulture.  Land was held collectively by the calpulli, or village communities, or else by the temples and various state institutions.  The macehualtin or peasants were required to perform forced labor for the teuctli and pilli --the ruling classes (van Zantwijk 1985).

But the unique characteristics of Aztec society can be understood only by analyzing Aztec cosmology.  According to Aztec tradition, there are to be five epochs in the history of the cosmos, each illuminated by a different sun.  Each of these epochs begins when one of the gods sacrifices himself by means of self-immolation, and is reborn as the sun of that epoch.  Each epoch ends in a cosmic catastrophe.

These suns or epochs are not part of a continuous cycle.  Each, rather, is a stage in an ultimately doomed cosmic experiment in creation through self-sacrifice which will come to an end when the present sun, the fifth and last, is extinguished, annihilating not only humanity, but the entire cosmos, and with it the gods as well (Brundage 1985: 27).

In the context of the cosmic economy, the motive force of which is self-sacrifice, human beings are, in effect, food for the gods (Brundage 1985: 36).  Just as the cosmos is sustained by the sacrifice of the gods, so the gods themselves are sustained by the sacrifice of human beings.  This sacrifice might take the form of bleeding or self-mutilation, but heart sacrifice, in which captured warriors were relieved of their still beating hearts, was by far the most important aspect of the cosmic economy.  Once this was done, the bodies were rolled down the steps of the great temple-pyramids and the flesh eaten, prepared according to recipes which are the predecessors of today’s chiles (Harris 1991). 

This book rejects on principle the view that violence is creative, and so will not emphasize this approach to understanding sacrifice. We must, however, never forget that our lives are dependent on the lives –and deaths—of other living things. Even if we choose not to eat meat, we live by killing plants. Be it the red of blood or the green of viriditas
 our lives are colored with the hues of others. And most agrarian peoples have sacrificed grain as well as meat. My own Sicilian ancestors, like most Mediterranean peoples, began their day by scattering grain. Most of our myths of the dying and rising Gods, such as the mysteries of Demeter and Persephone and those of Isis and Osiris are bound up with grain sacrifice.

How, then, should we understand the enduring role of sacrifice in our lives? We must always ensure that, on balance, we add to rather than taking away from the beauty and complexity of the world, that we never become rapacious but rather give back more than we take.  The most important way we do this is through creative activity in our primary calling, which allows us to participate, in a way plants and animals cannot, in the creative activity of the universe. But ritual reminders and special acts of sacrifice are important as well. For this reason, I follow the custom of my ancestors and begin every day by scattering grain. And I try to balance the small luxuries I allow myself with donations to charities. My favorite is the Heifer Project, which makes gifts of farm animals to poor families throughout the world. The families then breed the animals and give the offspring to their neighbors, who repeat the process, gradually lifting whole communities out of poverty. This connects me to the ancient practice of “giving” animals in a way I find more meaningful than the blood sacrifices of old. And while I eat meat, I try, when I can afford it, to by meat which was raised and slaughtered not only naturally but also humanely. Stephen Budiansky (Budiansky 1992) has pointed out that our domesticated animals benefit, at the level of the species, from being raised for food. Otherwise they would die out. But let their lives be full and their end humane!

We will also see that the alchemical theories which are at the heart of this work rely on spiritualized concepts of sacrifice. The Aristotelian concept of the cosmos as “cooking” the elements into more complex substances is undoubtedly, in part, a spiritualized variant of older Indo-European concepts of creation through sacrifice, through the creative and transforming power of fire. And the Ayurvedic tradition calls the metabolic process by the name agni, the name born by the god of fire and sacrifice. One of the central issues we will confront is the comparative value of fire and water as transforming elements –an issue with profound political significance in the Ayurvedic tradition in particular, because fire, though it was the original priestly medium par excellence has become associated instead with the martial ksatryia or warrior varna, while the brahmana priests are associated with water.
  And we will, of course, be looking at recipes which derive, originally, from sacrificial rituals, real or symbolic, and trying to make sense out of what this means for the significance of the food in question. 
The Axial Age and the Silk Road Era
The Axial Age
The really critical periods in human history for our story are, however, what scholars call the Axial Age and the Silk Road Era. The term “Axial Age” was introduced by Karl Jaspers (Jaspers 1953) to describe the period between 800 and 200 BCE which witnessed the emergence of Upanishadic Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism in India, Taoism and Confucianism in China, and Judaism, Hellenic Philosophy, and Zoroastrianism in Western Asia and the Mediterranean Basin. All of these traditions reflect a fundamental shift in the way people approach fundamental questions of meaning and value. First, there is a recognition of the fact that meanings which were once shared have become contested and problematic. Second, where earlier cultures approached these questions using myth (images and stories), Axial Age cultures began to use what came to be called philosophy (concepts and arguments). This quest for meaning also involved, in all cases, an attempt to understand the nature and organization of the cosmos. We call this process “religious rationalization.” Axial Age cultures also opened up participation in the quest for meaning, which was formerly the preserve of priestly elites, to essentially the entire population. One did not need to be a priest to be a Greek philosopher or Jewish prophet, a Buddhist teacher, or a Confucian sage. New forms of literature and drama, meanwhile, engaged wider sectors of the population in reinterpreting old stories in ways that added new layers of meaning. 
Why did these breakthroughs occur more or less simultaneously in such distant regions? Axial Age transformations, far from being the result of the unique genius of a small subset of cultures, were associated with very specific transformations at the level of technology and economic structure. Specifically, Axial Age transformations took place in those regions which developed specialized agriculture and crafts production and an economic structure we call petty commodity production. By petty commodity production we mean a system in which what people produced was based on responses to the forces of supply and demand, but in which (unlike modern capitalism) there is a market only in goods and services, not labor or capital. In effect, certain regions began to exploit what we call comparative advantages –their ability to produce things which other regions either could not, or could only poorly or at great cost-- and to produce for exchange rather than direct consumption. In the Mediterranean Basin this meant, above all, specialization in wine and olive oil production, especially in hilly coastal regions, with grain pushed increasingly to inland plains or river basins. In India it meant the introduction of wet rice agriculture into the Indo-Gangetic Plain and eventually the production of spices. In China it meant wet rice, silk, and eventually tea (Anderson 1974, de Ste. Croix, Gernet 1985, Frank 1998, Thapar 2002). 
Petty commodity production, though despised by modern economists, both capitalist and socialist, is in many ways the most favorable for the working classes, because it allows them to directly profit from their creative capacity and to retain at least a part of surplus they produce. But it can also lead to profound social dislocations as those with access to good land and markets (generally speaking near the coasts or major rivers) get rich and others gradually lose their land and are forced into debt servitude. Market relations dissolve communities and undercut meaning as people experience the world as an interacting system of only externally related atoms (individuals) or as a purely quantitative system (prices) governed by laws but without any larger purpose than private profit. And this is exactly what happened during the Axial Age. The gulf between rich and poor widened. Skeptical thinkers such as the Sophists in Greece, the Caravakas in India, and the Legalists in China began to argue that there is no meaning and that morality and law are at best conventions and at worst tools for self-aggrandizement. 
The Axial Age breakthroughs were, first and foremost, a response to this situation. In many regions (Israel, Greece, China,) there were peasant revolts and nearly all of the great Axial Age wisdom traditions concerned themselves in one way or another with the problem of social justice and human suffering. More broadly, they developed a profound conviction that something was out of harmony in the universe and sought either to restore that harmony or to find liberation from a world of suffering and change. All attempt to reground rationally the meaning which had been lost to rapacious commercialism and the critical attacks of the skeptics. Although today we venerate the great Jewish prophets, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, Mahavira and the Buddha, Lao Tze and Kung fu-tze, in their time they were marginals, trying to stem the tide of meaninglessness and disintegration. 
Gradually, as we noted above, the local and regional trade networks of the Axial Age linked up with each other, creating a single global trade system which carried luxury goods from Britain, Iberia, and the kingdoms of the Sahel in the West all the way to China in the East, with southern branches linking India and later on Southeast Asia and the Zanzibar Coast into the larger system. This trade system, generally called the Silk Road, though it involved spices and other luxury goods as well as silk, was the principal regulator of the Afro-Eurasian economy from 200 BCE up until 1800 CE, with a long transition taking place between 1500 and 1800 (Frank 1998, Bentley 1993). At the same time, great empires arose –the Hellenistic and Roman Empires in the West, with its Byzantine, Islamic, and Germanic successor states, the Mauryan Empire and its successors in India, and the Qin and Han and their successors in China—which aimed at once at promoting and profiting from the Silk Road trade. The wisdom traditions which had emerged during the Axial Age (as well as some derivative traditions such as Christianity and Islam) gained influence because of the role of their scholars as advisors to the rulers of these great empires, whose rule they sought to moderate and humanize. Indeed, in a few cases, postaxial ideologies such as Islam actually built their own empires. Though falling short of the Islamic ideal of actually realizing the will of God on earth, this empire was among humanity’s most progressive (Crone 2004). In other cases, advocates of axial and postaxial ideologies (especially Christians and Buddhists) withdrew from the world to live in monastic communities, but ended up building new civilizational centers and transforming their rural strongholds into advanced centers of specialized agricultural and crafts production. Both imperial courts and remote monasteries became the sites of medical and alchemical research which developed the ideas we will be exploring in this book.
These developments had very specific implications for culinary theory and practice. Some of these developments were the result of technological and economic changes. It is during this period, first of all, that we begin to see the organization of the principal Eurasian world cuisines around their characteristic staples (wheat and barley and to a lesser extent rye and oats in the West, wheat in northern India and China and rice in the southern parts of these regions). At the same time, specialized agriculture made available an ever increasing variety of fruits, vegetables, herbs, spices, oils, fermented products and extracts –first those produced locally, but eventually, as local and regional networks linked up with each other, to form the Silk Road, ingredients produced on a global (pan-Afro-Eurasian) scale. Generally speaking, it was the West which gained most from the exchange culinarily, though it suffered from an extended balance of trade deficit as a result. Black pepper became an integral part of Greek and Roman cooking very early on, and eventually the full range of Indian spices found their way into the cuisines of the Mediterranean and Europe. Later, the Arabs brought rice, citrus, and other plants from China. Wine and oil did, however, flow east, and gar, originally a Mediterranean product made by fermenting small fish such as anchovies, eventually found its way into Southeast Asia food as the ubiquitous nam pla.
Second, the new wisdom traditions themselves, which emerged out of the Axial Age breakthroughs, included not only metaphysical but also cosmological theories which gradually gave birth to medical and alchemical techniques that exerted a profound influence on culinary technique. But because these techniques were part of integrated systems which were based fundamentally on metaphysical principles, they retained, every bit as much as the sacrifice based traditions of the Bronze Age, profound spiritual significance. As the various regions of Afro-Eurasia were linked together by the Silk Road, these traditions entered into dialogue with each other, not only directly, but in steps: Christendom with Dar-al-Islam, Dar-al-Islam with India, and India with China. The result was, as we will see, a set of culinary ideas which united essentially all of Europe, the Mediterranean, Western and South Asia, and those parts of Africa which were integrated into the Silk Road. China, which engaged India primarily through the medium of Buddhism, which was less interested in cosmological questions than Hinduism or the Western traditions, and thus carried with it less in the way of Western and Indian alchemy, retained more distinctive culinary tradition.  
We will consider the principal alchemical-culinary theories in detail in later chapters devoted to specific cuisines, but it will be useful here to indicate briefly some of the ideas and concerns which were shared between the various traditions, and to highlight some of the differences between them. First, essentially all of the cosmological theories of premodern Eurasia shared similar quality and element cosmologies. By this we mean that they analyzed the complex characteristics of the material universe into a small number of basic qualities (hot, cold, wet, dry) and believed that when these qualities combined they formed certain basic elements. Earth is cold and dry, water cold and wet, air hot and wet, and fire hot and dry. Later alchemical theories added a fifth element, ether, which was supposed to be the substance out of which the highest heaven was made and was incorruptible. The Chinese developed a slightly different five element system involving earth, wood, metal, water and fire. 
This element cosmology was, furthermore, used to understand the operation of the human body. Thus Western medicine understood the body as governed by a balance between different humors: Black Bile was regarded as cold and dry, Yellow Bile as hot and dry, Phlegm as cold and wet and Blood as hot and wet. A preponderance of one or the other led to melancholic, choleric, phlegmatic or sanguine temperaments. In India, the Ayurvedic tradition classified body types as either Vata, dominated by ether and air, Pitta, dominated by fire and water, or Kapha, dominated by earth and water. The Chinese system simply classified metabolisms as hot, dry, wet, cold, weak, or neutral. In all these systems disease was understood as in part a result of imbalance between the basic qualities, though this was nuanced in different ways. 

Finally, these element cosmologies were layered over by a broadly teleological worldview which regarded all forms of matter as aspiring, in some sense to perfection. For Aristotle, this was theorized as a love of the Unmoved Mover, retheorized in later Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Aristotelianism as Being as Such. In India it was understood as a yearning for liberation from material existence which was nonetheless taught by embededness in matter, a desire for recognition of the mutual interdependence of all things, or a desire for Brahman, the creative principle of the Universe. In China it was understood as realizing the Mandate of Heaven and pursuing the perfection symbolized by the Great Ultimate. 

Cooking had as its aim the preservation of health and the preparation of the body for higher, spiritual activities. Foods were classified based on their preponderant qualities. In many cases specific foods, especially herbs and spices, became associated with the action of particular heavenly bodies and were understood as imparting the qualities associated with those heavenly bodies. They were, in any case, generally regarded as nuancing the diet in a way that could address specific health problems or promote the cultivation of specific qualities or characteristics. 
Finally, most of the principal Afro-Eurasian culinary traditions were affected to one degree or another by religious dietary laws which were more or less independent of the kind of alchemical theories we have been discussing. These laws can be classified as, broadly speaking, purity codes, ascetic codes, and ethical codes. Purity codes probably derive from pre-axial ritual law which separated priests from the rest of the population, though in some cases they have now become ethnic rather than caste markers. The Jewish and Islamic prohibitions on eating pork and the Jewish prohibition on mixing certain foods fall into this category. Ascetic codes reflect the widespread conviction that spiritual development involves release from materiality and that complete or partial fasts are thus conducive to spiritual development. The most extreme manifestation of this phenomenon is in the Jaina tradition, which sanctions a slow fast to the death. But most traditions integrate fasting of some kind. Thus Christians fast more or less rigorously during Lent and Muslims during Ramadan. Conversely, many traditions also require feasting at particular celebrations. This is generally regarded as a foretaste of higher spiritual enjoyments and is thus broadly sacramental in character, but also serves to build community. Feasting often conserves sacrificial and totemic elements from preaxial cultures: eating lamb on Pesach, Easter, or Eid, for example. Ethical dietary codes generally focus on protecting animals from abuse or harm. These codes are strongest in religions deriving from India. The Jaina, for example, regard harming any living thing, even a plant or insect, as miring us in materiality. Buddhists practice a more moderate ahisma or nonviolence which leads many, though not all, to vegetarianism. The Puranic Hinduism which developed around about 200 BCE integrated these concerns, but in more moderate and characteristically hierarchizing fashion. This meant that in many parts of India vegetarianism was associated with a higher degree of spirituality and was obligatory for the leading Brahmin castes. Ksatriya cuisine, on the other hand, remained decidedly firey and carnivorous. When the Muslim Mughals conquered India, they continued this latter tradition, enriching it with their own, and meat eating became, in many places, a mark of religious identity. Western ethical dietary codes have generally focused on humane slaughter –thus the laws of kashruth and halal— or only avoiding practices which undercut human pity for animals such as cooking a calf in its mother’s milk. 

This said, there are also profound differences between the alchemical-culinary traditions of the Silk Road world. In the West, alchemical theory developed largely out of Aristotelian philosophy. Aristotle understood the universe as drawn into growth and development by the attractive power of the Unmoved Mover, which eventually became identified with the God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam –a God understood, after Exodus 3:13, as the power of Being as such. All things seek Being, each after its own nature: minerals by conserving their form, plants through nutrition, growth, and reproduction, animals through sensation and locomotion, and humans through intellect and will, which allow us to participate actively in the creative process. This drive towards growth and development is undercut, however, by the resistance of matter to form, something which results from the combination of incompatible opposites. As noted above, Western alchemy focused on creating the philosophers stone –the incorruptible ether out of which the heavens are made, and which would provide the elixir of life, rendering human beings incorruptible as well. Western alchemy, medicine, and culinary theory were, more broadly, focused on conserving form and on cultivating creative capacity. 

Chinese theory, even though it operates in the context of a somewhat different quality/element cosmology, generally had aims similar to Western theory. In China, the Five Elements theory, which was originally a separate cosmological school, gradually merged first into the Yin Yang school, then into Taoism and eventually into various Neo-Confucian syntheses. The Yin-Yang school understood the universe as an interaction between an active, warm, dry (yang) principle and a passive, cool, moist principle. Taoism integrated these ideas into a more unified system in which the universe was understood as governed by an ineffable first principle (the Tao) which in turn gave rise to the dual principles of yang and yin, which generated the five elements, which in turn generated the “ten thousand things” i.e. the observable universe. Taoism stressed the importance of maintaining a proper harmony between yin and yang and respecting the ebb and flow of these principles in the universe. If one did this, then longevity or even immortality was possible. Neo-Confucian variants of these theories differed in arguing that added the first principle (which they generally called Tien (heaven) or Tai Chi (Great Ultimate) was in fact comprehensible, and in stressing growth and development, as well as harmony.

The Ayurvedic tradition, on the other hand, even though it shared an underlying quality/element cosmology with the West, sought somewhat different aims. The Axial Age in India was centered above all on the spiritualization of the concept of sacrifice, so that the heat of desire, intensified through asceticism, replaced the physical fire of sacrifice. This meant that ideas about harmony and balance were layered over by a hierarchization of the gunas or qualities and their association with various varnas or degrees of spiritual development. Heavy foods cultivated tamas and thus vaisya and sudra qualities. Firey foods cultivated rajas and gave one ksatriya characteristics; light foods cultivated sattva and gave one brahmana characteristics. 

Indian religion was internally quite diverse and the precise aim of culinary spiritual practice varied considerably from one tendency to another. In some cases, the aim was union with Brahman, the creative force in the universe; in other cases it was liberation from materiality; in still others it was rebirth in a heavenly realm. Tantric sects sought liberation from materiality through indulgence rather than asceticism. In all cases, however, what one ate and how was a decision of great spiritual import. 
Fusion and the Incorporation of Peripheries
Western (Mediterranean), Indian, and Chinese constitute the three great world cuisines of the Silk Road era. Despite internal variations which reflect not only regional differences in ecology and technique, but also philosophical and religious differences, each constitutes a broad unity and all three share significant characteristics. It would be impossible, however, to understand world cuisines as they exist today without considering the impact of the incorporation of new regions –and thus new techniques—into global economic and cultural exchange networks. Most accounts of this process have focused on the conquest of the Americas and to a lesser extent of Africa and the resulting incorporation of new ingredients and this does, to be sure, mark a watershed. In reality, however, the process which led to these conquests began earlier, with movement of peoples out of the interior of Eurasia into its principal civilizational centers, and the urbanization of the Northwest European and Southeast Asian peripheries of the Eurasian landmass. 

The process which ultimately culminated in the European conquest of Africa, the Americas, and Asia began with the movement of Germanic tribes out of central Eurasia and into Western Europe and North Africa. This movement was facilitated by the decline of Roman authority in the West, something which allowed a new synthetic Germanic/Latin civilization to develop in Europe along with a parallel Greek/Slavic and Latin/Slavic civilization further east. These regions had long been inhabited, largely by Celtic tribes, but existing agricultural techniques were not sufficient to support the development of large urban centers. Complex symbioses emerged, however, between the Germanic tribes, who were primarily raiders and stockbreeders, and earlier settlers who were more agrarian, which resulted in a significant increase in the use of animal power in agriculture. The three field system, which used transhumant animals to manure fields, the heavy alpine plow, which had to be pulled by large horses or oxen rather than donkeys, and other innovations allowed agricultural yields in Northwestern Europe to increase from 4:1 to 9:1 between the fourth and ninth centuries of the common era. This in turn led to population increases and, by the middle of the twelfth century, to further pressure for conquest and expansion. 
While European culinary patterns originally followed those elsewhere in the world, using meat only in limited quantities and mostly at feasts, the massive expansion in use of animal power set the stage for one of the principal culinary transformations of modernity: the massive increase in the consumption of meat, which has become a daily norm in the West and, by extension, much of the rest of the world (Wright 1999). As we have noted, however, at least until the Renaissance and the development of Paracelsan alchemy, cooking in Germanic Europe followed the same pattern as that of the Mediterranean Basic. It was governed by an Aristotelian alchemy which stressed the balancing of qualities and which differed from Arabic, Persian, or even Indian cuisine largely in its more sparing use of spices, which were harder to come by (Laudan 2000).
A parallel development took place in Asia, meanwhile, as Mongol and Turkic peoples built empires which stretched across most of the continent and eventually reached all of the way into Europe. In both cases these peoples adopted much of the culinary tradition of the peoples they conquered, but the Turks in particular increased the use of some distinctive Central Asia ingredients, such as nuts, resulting in rich nut based sauces. It is also possible that it was the Turks who invented the idea of wrapping ingredients such as meat and cheese into pasta dough, which they call manty, and which may be the origin of all such dishes from ravioli and pierogi through won ton and sui mai.
Meanwhile, at the far Southeastern end of Eurasia, a very different kind of process was taking place as local kingdoms adopted Sanskrit culture (and later Islam) and integrated themselves into the Silk Road networks as exporters of spices, silk, and tropical woods. Andre Gunder Frank has suggested that the Southeast Asia spice trade actually dominated the early modern economy. Here wet rice agriculture made possible three or even four crops a year and rivers and oceans supplied plentiful fish. Even more so than in China and India, it was cheaper to use human labor than animals or machines. Cuisines developed which blended local ingredients with influence from India and China. Though never rigorously vegetarian, these cuisines used meat sparingly. Japanese cuisine developed in a similar way, though distance from the spice trade and a tradition of autarky made it blander, and local ingredients dominated more fully. 

It was, however, the European conquest of Africa and especially of the New World which had the most profound impact on the world’s cuisines. In order to understand this process, however, it is necessary to set in the context of the larger process of Germanic expansion. On the one hand, the last wave of Germanic migrations –that of the Normans—set in motion a process of state formation of an entirely new kind. Norman England was the first state in medieval Europe which was wholly under the effective control of a single sovereign. The Normans, acting in alliance with the Papacy, also took Sicily from the Fatimids, while the related Rus established a state among the Eastern Slaves. Meanwhile, as we noted above, the success of the Germanic adaptation in Northwestern Europe led to increasing population and to pressure for expansion. This was a peculiar sort of population pressure. In most of Europe the principle primogeniture prevailed. The bulk of noble and gentry lands were inherited by the eldest son, with dowries set aside for the second son to enter a monastery or the cathedral chapter and for daughters to find suitable marriages. Younger sons were sent to train as knights with other lords who they served as “knights bachelor,” living in the castle until their lord gained access to new land to grant them as a “knight’s fee.” Only then could they settle down and get married. The success of the Germanic adaptation meant not so much that the population exceeded the carrying capacity of the land as that there was no longer any land which was not already subject to feudal claims and thus available to be granted as knights fees. This led to an accumulation of knights bachelor and what amounted to an aristocratic gang problem, as armed young men with little prospect of marriage did what such armed young men have always done. Much of what we associate with medieval culture –the codes of chivalry and the like—were an attempt to control them by moralizing. Ultimately, however, Christendom opted for the obvious solution: territorial expansion. The first wave of expansion, ultimately unsuccessful, attempted to take the Holy Land from the Turks. The second took al-Andalus from the Berbers, who had taken it from the Arabs. The third took Africa, the Americas, and ultimately Asia. 
The result of these conquests was twofold. First, African and American ingredients such as yams, potatoes, peanuts, and maize turned out to be not only cultivable in land which was hitherto marginal at best, but also highly productive. Maize allowed drier and colder regions to produce, for the first time, quantities of food comparable to the wet rice regions of Southern and Eastern Asia. This was, however, a mixed blessing. On the one hand, it was probably the condition for the expansion of large scale urban civilization into the interior, Slavic regions of Eurasia and served as one basis for later North American prosperity. On the other hand, it led to rapid and dramatic population increases in China, something which set the stage for later demographic challenges and probably undercut industrialization, by making reinforcing underlying population realities which made it cheaper to use human labor than labor-saving machines (Frank 1998). 

Second, of course, it set in motion a dramatic transformation in the world’s cuisines, as new ingredients entered the global pantry. It is important to understand, however, that these “fusion cuisines” developed in the context of existing alchemical-culinary theory. Mexican cuisine, which we will study in some detail in a later chapter, is an excellent case in point. Even where nearly all of the principal ingredients used –with the exception of Asian spices which entered the cuisine through the Manila Galleon trade-- are from the New World, the underlying techniques are largely Mediterranean. Thus huevos motulenos, poached eggs served on tortillas covered with a layer of frijoles negros refritos, and a sauce made from tomatoes and chiles habanero derives ultimately from the Arabic shashukia. Chiles rellenos, extends a tradition of convent cooking which began when Muslim women from Sicily and al-Andalus began taking refuge in convents after the Reconquista, and is essentially an adaptation of Mediterranean stuffed vegetable cooking. Moles and pipians enrich tangines and stews thickened with nuts, the first North African and the second Central Asian, using New World ingredients. But the same is true of the cuisines of the Mediterranean, India, China, and Southeast Asia, all of which absorbed New World ingredients such as chiles and tomatoes in ways that filled existing functions defined by their own culinary traditions. 
Modernity
Ultimately the wave of Germanic expansion which led to the European conquests brought into being an entirely new civilization –the modern Western civilization which has dominated the planet since 1800. This civilization derives fundamentally from the process of conquest itself. On the one hand, the conquest of Africa, the Americas, and Asia, which was accompanied by histories greatest act of plunder and pillage, and which was followed by the establishment of exploitative plantations and mines, allowed Europe to accumulate the capital which made industrialization possible. On the other hand, the act of conquest led to the establishment of sovereign state structures which brought entire territories under the control of a single monarch in a way which was unique in human history –and led to an entirely new way of thinking about the universe. The sovereign monarchs of the late medieval and early modern era became the model for the way Europeans understood God. This, in turn, undercut the Aristotelian cosmology which had been dominant in the middle ages, which said that things are the way they are because that is the way they have to be. Aristotelian scientific propositions were condemned by ecclesiastical because they were seen as constraining divine sovereignty –as indeed any authentic explanation of the natural world would have to. And both the emerging absolute monarchies and the emerging bourgeoisie were resistant to the moral constraint imposed by Aristotelian philosophers and theologians who stressed that wealth should be used to support and public policy promote the development of human capacities. Those concerned with the study of nature increasingly confined themselves to mathematical model building –something which eventually led to the emergence of modern mathematical physics.
Early modern civilization was centered on the ideal of divine sovereignty and the European conquests were carried out in the name of spreading Christ’s rule (whether understood in Reformation or Counter-Reformation terms) around the planet. Gradually, however, the idea emerged that by understanding how the world works, human beings could gain partial or even full sovereignty over it. More specifically, a new technological regime developed in which, rather than tapping into and encouraging existing dynamics of growth and development (the practice of every earlier technological regime from simple horticulture through the most advanced alchemy) broke down existing forms of organization (through combustion for example) in order to release energy and do work, which generally meant reorganizing what was now understood as dead matter in whatever way human beings pleased. This same practice was extended to the organization of labor as first capitalism and then socialism dissolved traditional village and craft communities gave employers control not only over the surplus produced by workers but also over the labor process itself. 
The impact of modernity on culinary theory and practice came in two waves. The first wave was the result of a new alchemical theory developed by Paracelsus. Where earlier alchemy had been focused on cultivating growth and development, Paracelsus focused on extracting the vital principles of various substances, making what were called spageric extracts. Thus essential oils would be extracted from an herb by making an infusion in alcohol and salts would extracted by calcinating the remaining herb (burning it to white ash), and then dissolving the salts in water, which was then evaporated. These salts would then be combined with the alcohol extract. This is, in effect, a protoindustrial process.
These techniques form the basis of modern pharmaceutical practice, but as Rachel Laudan has pointed out (Laudan 200) they also form the basis of French cooking, with its emphasis on rich stocks which extract the vital principles of meats, and the combination of water, alcohol, and oil based extracts to make complex sauces. Paracelsan medical theory also broke with the historic Aristotelian suspicion of raw food and led to the introduction of salads into European cuisine. 
While we will argue, as indicated above, that Clifford Wright is wrong in understanding modern Mediterranean cuisine as exclusively the product of Arabic, New World, and Renaissance (Paracelsan) influences, clearly the Paracelsan tradition had considerable impact, especially on French and Italian cooking. It also forms the basis for many “postmodern” fusions which use American and Asian ingredients in ways that are based on French technique. 

We will look at the strengths and weakness of the Paracelsan model, but whatever one thinks about its merits relative to Aristotelian, Ayurvedic, or Taoist alchemies, it has clearly generated enriched our culinary repertoire. The second wave of modernity has had a more ambiguous impact. On the one hand, the application of industrial techniques to agriculture had enormously increased the carrying capacity of the land and allowed the planet to support a far greater population than would previously have been possible. The combination of industrial agriculture and global transportation networks allows us to enjoy fresh fruits and vegetables year round. On the other hand, the expenditures of energy involved in producing and transport food using an industrial model has begun to strain the planet’s capacities in other ways. The use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides has had problematic health and ecological implications. Much of our agricultural capacity goes not to making healthy, fresh food more widely available but to satisfy the insatiable appetite of the rich countries –and for the growing middle classes in the rest of the world— for more meat than is good for them. And there can be little question that the products of industrial agriculture are of lower quality than those produced using earlier techniques. The result has been industrial food processing which uses salt, sugar, and fat to render mediocre food palatable –something which has further degraded the health of those in industrialized societies.
The response of modern allopathic medicine to these developments has, meanwhile, been to prescribe an ever more austere diet which takes away the fat, salt, and sugar, and adds fiber, without taking into account the natural and cultural realities surrounding our relationship with food. This is because modern medicine understands the human body as, essentially, a complex machine and diet as simply a matter of properly fueling it. It is little wonder that efforts to transform diets in industrialized countries generally, and the United States in particular, have run up against serious obstacles.
While this book is focused more on the spirituality of food than on questions of diet and health, it will argue for an approach to food which rejects the modern industrial model in both its food processing and medical applications, and argues that a healthy diet, from both a physical and a spiritual standpoint, must understand food as something which cultivates the biological organism, and supports its higher intellectual and moral functions, both in the individual and by mediating the formation of communities. We must, in other words, return to the earlier alchemical model. While modern science has no doubt produced many valid results, including a better understanding of the mechanics and chemistry of the human body, these findings must be set in a broader context which understands the earth, its ecosystems and civilizations, and the humans which inhabit them as living, growing beings with potentials and aspirations which include innerworldly civilizational progress but which extend beyond such progress in a search for the divine. 
An Era of Civilizational Crisis
There can be little doubt that humanity has reached a turning point. But there is little agreement regarding just where we are going. Shortly after the collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1989 Francis Fukuyama (Fukuyama 1989) proclaimed the “end of history,” in a final victory for capitalist modernity. Shortly thereafter, Samuel Huntington responded by arguing that instead we are entering a period which will be marked by a clash between civilizations constituted by fundamentally different ideals (Huntington 1993). 

I would like to suggest a different perspective. On the one hand, the modern ideal is exhausted. It has endangered the very habitability of the planet and has failed to deliver on its promise to liberate humanity from finitude by means of scientific and technological progress. On the other hand, no new civilizational ideal has emerged to replace it. Thus the nihilism and despair which characterizes much contemporary public discourse. Thus our sense of wandering. In response to this, some have taken refuge in the early modern ideal of divine sovereignty. This is the basis of the fundamentalist turn in Christianity and Islam in particular. But others have found a more creative response, re-engaging the spiritualities of meaning and self-cultivation which we have inherited from the Axial Age and the Silk Road Era and asking what they might contribute to the next steps in the human civilizational project. 

The recent revival of interest in food –in where it comes from and how it is prepared—is an integral part of this re-engagement. People want to live in harmony with the earth and to unlock and cultivate its potentials –and their’s—rather than raping and pillaging in an unbridled pursuit of wealth and power. But the break is less profound than it appears to be. Nouvelle cuisine, for example, abandoned the heavy sauces of the older French cuisine in favor of simple, fresh ingredients –but the underlying techniques remain those of the Paracelsan kitchen. Fusion cuisines have proliferated, but nearly all of them are based on the integration of American and Asian ingredients into a cuisine still governed by Paracelsan canons, perhaps lightly modified by Chinese (Taoist) techniques. And most natural and organic foods and nearly all new cuisines are accessible only to those with the money to pay premium prices. For the masses who shop at Walmart or its equivalent (and this includes not only the poor, but most of the global middle classes) industrially processed food based on the products of industrial agriculture remain the rule.

This is the situation of postmodernity. Elites have stopped believing in the ideals of modernity but still profit from it. Their own practice –in the kitchen as elsewhere— is characterized by an eclecticism without a governing theory or (as postmodern cultural theorists like to put it) grand metanarrative. The masses, who for the most part never fully embraced the modern ideal, are still forced to live it. 

This book cannot cure the way the planet eats. That will require profound changes at the level of both political economy and culture. What it does, however, is to propose a more coherent break with the modern culinary paradigm, one which is based on a creative engagement with and synthesis of the older alchemical culinary traditions, but also on the real situation of ordinary people today. It proposes an approach to cooking and eating which understands the earth and its ecosystems and civilization as living, growing systems and human beings as real participants in –indeed the leaders of—that process of growth and development. Our cooking must take seriously the impact the way we eat on the health of the planet and of our bodies, but also on the health of our spirit and our communities, which thrive on just the right combination of discipline and celebration. And while we work to make locally grown fresh fruits and vegetables, artisan breads, and other products of culinary postmodernity available to wider sectors of the population, we must offer ordinary people a way to cook and eat which is both healthful and fulfilling, and which restores foods role to its historic role as a thread which links us both to the earth and to the heavens. 
� This is a term used by one of the characters in Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy for the life force present in all biological matter. 


� While varna was traditionally determined by birth, Hindu doctrine provides other ways of determining it. One way is astrologically. This is ordinarily read by the placement of the moon or of a special mathematically constructed point called the veranda lagan. Those with object or point in question in water signs are brahmanas, those with the point in fire signs ksatriya,, those with the point in air signs vaisya (merchants or producers) and those with the point in earth signs sudra or servants. Another, more complex method, looks at the positions of the planets in the various nakasatras or lunar mansions and calculates from this the relative proportion of the three basic gunas or qualities in a person. Sattva or light indicates brahmana status, firey rajas ksatriya status and dark tamas vaisya or sudra status. In any case, according to all of these methods, the element of fire has become associated with the ksatriya rather than the brahmana. 
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