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A  What You Will Learn in This Chapter ==

The history of the foodways of the ancient Greeks and Romans provide rich
traditions on which European and North American societies have developed
their food preparation and service styles. In this chapter, we discuss the devel-
opment of the banquet menu using illustrations from the three-course
medieval menu of 25 menu items served at the banqueting tables of England’s
Richard Il in a.D. 1387 to the elaborate menu featuring oranges served by the
Archbishop of Milan in 1529. The transformation of the menu to the nine-
course format that is the basis of contemporary menus occurred in 1867 in
Paris, followed closely by 8 + 7 course adoptions. European banqueting tradi-
tions are reflected in American banqueting customs from pre-revolutionary
dinners to presidential banquets served at the White House in Washington,
D.C. The history of banqueting reflects the cultural changes in American ban-
queting practices and the contributions of Thomas Jefferson to the evolution of
the White House banquet menu from the medieval format to the early-
nineteenth-century French format of nine courses. Presidential menus show
the influence of personal style culminating in the contributions of Jacqueline
Kennedy, who brought the influence of the 1960s nouvelle-cuisine revolution to
the White House, reducing the menus to four or five courses.

Introduction—Banqueting: Civilized
Customs in Ancient Civilizations

The catering profession as we know it in the twenty-first century has a long and
intriguing history, the beginnings of which are found in the ancient civilizations.
The Egyptian nobility filled their tombs with foodstuffs and cookware to supply
them in the next world, simultaneously covering the walls with murals designed
to record food preparation styles and table settings. From the records and art of
the Greeks and Romans come depictions of banqueting scenes filled with food
presentations, table customs, decorative arts, and recipes detailing a range of
foodstuffs startling in its variety.




The Banqueting Hall

Written records from the ancient Greek and Roman periods focus on the
types of foods eaten rather than menus for entire meals. There does exist, how-
ever, a collection of recipes dating from approximately 42 B.c. to aA.D. 37, titled
Cookery and Dining in Ancient Rome. Concentrating on the dining customs of an-
cient Rome, this collection of recipes includes familiar dishes such as Sole in
White Wine and Asparagus, as well as a number of now unknown items such as
Sea Scorpion with Turnips and Dasheens (a root vegetable). The origins of pop-
ular twentieth-century food items are found in such recipes as Baian Seafood
Stew, in which minced poached oysters, mussels, scallops, and sea nettles are
combined with toasted nuts, rue, celery, pepper, coriander, cumin, raisin, wine,
broth, reduced wine, and oil. This seafood stew is similar to the basic recipe for
bouillabaisse, a staple of the modern cuisine of southern France.

Greek banqueting featured the hors d’oeuvre trolley, on which were served a
number of dishes featuring small portions of different food items. Garlic (boiled
and roasted), sea urchins, cockles, sturgeon, and sweet wine sop were among the
dishes offered. A fifth-century Roman feast elaborated on this concept:

With a drink of heated wine with honey, to be followed by fresh eqggs, quar-
ters of beef. mutton, and porR, all highly seasoned with pepper, picRles, car-
away, and poppy seeds, saffron, aromatic balsam, honey, and salt. There was
also boar meat with a garniture of cooked apples, deer, roebuck, hare, and
even urus, a wild buffalo. Everything was tasted, from grasshopper to 0s-
trich, from dormouse to wild boar. The whole world was put to gastronom-
ical use, by both soldiers and travellers. Guinea fowl and truffles were
brought from Africa, and rabbits from Spain and pheasants from Greece and
peacocks from Asia. The number of courses of the banquet gradually rose to
twenty and more. A kind of herald announced the merits of such dishes as
were worthy of special attention, and prolong the pleasures of the table.
There must always be actors, singers, mimes, clowns, and everything that
could add to the pleasure of people who had gathered for the sole purpose
of being amused.’

The Banqueting Hall

The roots of the modern banqueting menu are found in the medieval period of
European history. The outline of thirteenth-century meal service followed these
instructions for the serving of dishes set down by Bartholomaeus Anglicus, a
Parisian professor of theology:

At feasts, first meat is prepared and arrayed, guests be called in together,
forms and stools be set up in the hall, and tables, cloths, and towels be or-
dained, disposed, and made ready. Guests be set with the lord in the chief
place of the board before the guests wash their hands. First knives, spoons,
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and salt be set on the board, and then bread and drink and many divers
messes. The guests are gladdened with lutes and harps. Now wine and
messes of meat are brought forth and departed. At the last cometh fruit and
spices, and when they have eaten, cloths and relief [trestles] are borne
away, and guests wash and wipe their hands again. The grace is said, and
guests thank the Lord. Then, for gladness and comfort, drink is brought yet
again.?

Food-preparation methods included roasting and boiling or stewing, as seen in
the working figures from the Angelus Book of Hours.

Elaborate preparations and rituals accompanied banquets of the medieval
period. At a 1387 feast in honor of England’s Richard II, the head table was
placed on a raised platform and with long tables set parallel to it. The king was
provided with an armchair, while the other guests sat on backless benches or
banquettes. The use of banquettes for seating was the origin of the term banquet.

It s two thirty, about half an hour before dinner is to be served. The mar-
shal raises his rod in the sunlit hall and commands the ewerer to set three
linen cloths on the high borde. Meanwhile, ushers and grooms arrange sub-
ordinate tables with cloths, napRins and surnapes. At each setting the ush-

ers place a trencher, a mazer cup, and a spoon. . .. Suddenly clarions
echo throughout the hall announcing the arrival of the king and honored
guests.”

Following the ceremony in which the king’s trencher (a plate cut from stale
bread) was prepared and drinking water tasted, the meal commenced.

As the Latin grace is chanted in unison, a procession of trusted servants
emerges from the Ritchen, each carrying a resplendent creation prepared by
the chefs. Hidden under ornate silver covers are the multitude of delicacies
that Richard will sample on this day.?

The three-course menu outline, traditional to the medieval period, contained
as many as 25 dishes per course. This became the standard for menu planning
used well into the nineteenth century. In Figure 1.1, a three-course banquet
menu served in Paris in 1393 details the mixture of sweets, sours, and spices tra-
ditionally found in each course.

Additional documentation of the foodways of the Middle Ages is found in the
decorative prayer book; this is not one book but many hand-decorated prayer
books. The illustrations are what document the food history called Book of Hours,
whose famed, colored illustrations record the historical and seasonal events of
the period. The illustrations in the Book of Hours, created for the Duc de Berry
between 1412 and 1416, records a banquet celebration whose tablesetting in-
cludes linen tablecloths, gold and jeweled tableware, and a stuffed peacock and
other foods.
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Native American Feasts

Feasting is an American tradition dating to the social ceremonies of many of the
Native American tribes. Early written records of naturalists and explorers such
as John Bartram and George Catlin provide a fascinating glimpse of the use of
food in ceremonies in Native American societies. A ceremonial feast called a pot-
latch was held by tribes in the American Northwest to mark important occasions
such as a marriage or the succession to a chieftainship.

The rules of potlatch required the host to provide, as a sign of conspicuous
wealth, the best-quality foods available in quantities too great to be eaten by the
number of invited guests.

He was also expected to give away a fortune in gifts. . . . [A]t a single Kwak-
iutl potlatch, the guests . . . were gratified with eight canoes, six slaves, fifty-
four elkskins, two thousand silver bracelets, seven thousand brass bracelets,
and thirty-three thousand blankets.”

George Catlin was served the following feast by the Mandan plains tribe:

The simple feast which was spread before us consisted of three dishes only, two
of which were served in wooden bowls, and the third eaten in an earthen ves-
sel. . .. The last contained a quantity of pem-i-can and marrow-fat; and one of
the former held a fine brace of buffalo ribs, delightfully roasted, and the other
was filled with a kind of paste or pudding, made of the flour of the “pomme
blanche,” as the French call it, a delicious turnip of the prairie, finely flavored
with the buffalo berries which are . . . used with divers dishes in cooking, as we
in civilized countries use dried currants, which they very much resemble.®

The Colonial Period

Pre-revolutionary American cuisine and the patterns in which meals were served
primarily followed English custom. The menu pattern for formal meals, as shown
in Figure 1.10, was offered in two courses, each a complete meal in itself. Figure
1.10 details a banquet meal like those served in Providence, Rhode Island, at the
home of wealthy merchants during the early 1700s.

General Nathaniel Greene wrote to General James Varnum of his visit to Phila-
delphia in 1779:

Luxury and dissipation is everywhere prevalent. When [ was in Boston last
Summer I thought luxury very predominant there: but they were no more to
compare with than now prevailing in Philadelphia, than an Infant Babe to a
Jfull grown Man. I dine’d at one table where there was a hundred and Sixty
dishes: and at several others not far behind.”
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serving platters and casseroles
crystal goblets

wine tumblers

decanters

a tea urn and coffee pot

For the kitchen, he included:

28 round saucepans
19 saucepan covers
frying pans

food warmers
chocolate molds

ice molds

pie pans

spoons, ladles
cleavers, knives

pair of kitchen scales"

~ PRESIDENT JOHN QUINCY ADAMS 2=

By 1825, the John Quincy Adams family occupied the White House. The follow-
ing describes a levee, or reception, held in 1829:

Gentlemen and ladies both attend, arrive about eight and leave about ten.
The company is treated with coffee, tea and a variety of cakes, jellies, ice-
cream, and white and red wine, mixed and unmixed, and sometimes other
cordials and liquors, and frequently with West Indian fruit; all of which are
carried about the rooms amongst the guests, upon large trays by servants
dressed in livery.'?

~ PRESIDENT JOHN TYLER 2=

Like Thomas Jefferson, John Tyler favored informality blended with fine cuisine.
A gala ball held in the White House in 1845, near the end of Tyler’s presidency,
featured:

... enormous bougquets of flowers filling the rooms and side tables loaded
with every imaginable delicacy. The atmosphere radiated luxury and extrav-
agance. The evening was a huge success and much talked of for years to
come. There were many parties given during the holiday season for Wash-
ington officialdom. Always the tables were laden with substantial and var-
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The history of American banqueting begins with the feasts of the Native
Americans. The menu formats of early colonial American banquets were prima-
rily influenced by England. French cuisine and menu formats initially threaded
their way to the colonies via English recipes and customs. The emigration of
French royalists during the French Revolution accelerated the assimilation of
both French cuisine and menus with American banqueting customs. Thomas
Jefferson greatly aided the development of American banqueting during his years
in the White House. His simplification of the menu and emphasis on wines were
major elements in the development of a style of banqueting that prevailed over
the next 165 years of White House functions. During the presidency of John
Kennedy, banquets were enhanced by the contributions of Jacqueline Kennedy.
Like Jefferson, Mrs. Kennedy preferred menus of simple elegance that concen-
trated on a high quality of food and service.

The records tracing the development of the banquet menu throughout the
centuries provide a rich and exciting chronicle of food items, recipes, and tradi-
tions. Many of these food items and recipes endure in our contemporary food
customs.
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== (Questions 2=

1. How did the dining customs of Greek and Roman societies influence con-
temporary menus and food items?

2. In what period of history did the three-course banqueting menu become
established?

3. What historical references and meals can be used to identify food prepara-
tion styles, dining customs, and methods of service?

4. ldentify food items from the historical menus that are offered on contem-
porary restaurant and catering menus.

5. Identify the similarities in the contributions of Thomas Jefferson and
Jacqueline Kennedy to the development of banquet menus and services in
the White House.




