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No Rancid Meat Here - Spices in Medieval Cooking 

Introduction 

It’s well known that medieval cooks used a lot more spice than are used in modern western cooking (if 

you think about it, this is not actually that hard to do).  Most people will tell you very sagely medieval 

cooking produced formless slop; and spices, in quantities that would feed an army, were added to all 

manner of dishes to cover the taste of spoiled meat.1  You will find these theories popping up all over 

the place, even in the work of modern cookery writers, and within the SCA itself. 

 

This is a problem, because the spoiled meat thing and the formless slop thing are both complete 

bollocks. 

 

I won’t have time to address the “slop” issue, but the spoiled meat theory is really annoying.  As any 

cook will tell you, you can’t always tell food is tainted when you use it (just ask British chef Heston 

Blumenthal about oysters, but be prepared to run away very quickly).2  But spoiled meat is spoiled meat 

is spoiled meat, and any medieval cook who routinely served up spoiled meat would soon find himself 

out of a job (if he didn’t find himself out of life).  Even people who lived in medieval cities were likely 

to have access to fresher meat than we do today, and anyone who could afford spices could afford 

quality meat.3  Experimentation suggests spices magnify rancid tastes, rather than disguise them.4 

 

However, spices were extremely important in medieval cooking for a number of reasons, and this 

collegium is intended to help you start exploring the wonderful world of spices. 

 

What is a Spice? 

Modern Definition 

According to modern culinary definition, a spice is the bark, root, rhizome, seed or flower of any plant, 

usually used dried, while a herb is the leaf/leaf stem, and can be used fresh or dried. 

 

Medieval Definition 

According to Keay, the medieval definition of a “spice” can be found in its Latin derivation: species.  
                                                      

1 See for example Ann Willan, Great Cooks and their Recipes, 8. 
2 Google “Fat Duck” and “oysters” if you haven’t heard about this one.  And shake your head at the suggestion Blumenthal should 

have had the oysters washed more thoroughly before serving. 
3 Power, The Goodman of Paris, 24. 
4 Keay, The Spice Route, 28. 

mailto:clawrie1@bigpond.net.au
http://leobalecelad.wordpress.com/


Leoba of Lecelad  No Rancid Meat Here – Spices in Medieval Cooking 

© Christine Lawrie (2010) clawrie1@bigpond.net.au Page 2 of 20 

 http://leobalecelad.wordpress.com 

This word basically means “type” or “kind,” but has connotations of rarity.  From it we also get 

“special” and “specific.”  In the fifth century, the emperor Justinian established a the Alexandria 

Manifest, list of items that would attract import duties because of their origins and rarity; the title in 

Latin was species pertinentes ad vectigal.  Thus, a spice, in ancient and medieval terms, would be any 

rare, exotic substance.5 

 

Around 1320, Francesco di Balducci Pegolotti, a Florentine merchant, published a book called La 

practica della mercatura (The Principles of Commerce), which contained an exhaustive list of 289 

spices, all of which fit the above definition.  Not all the items are from plants; there are animal products 

and even some minerals on his list, and not all are intended for culinary use.6  All fit the rare and exotic 

definition. 

 

However, Taillevent, king to the Valios king Charles V of France, wrote a cookbook called Le 

Viandier, and included a list of recommended spices.  Most are rare and exotic, but it also includes 

garlic, onions, shallots and scallions,7 all of which can be used dried.  Perhaps the medieval culinary 

definition of spices was about the same as today’s. 

 

The Importance of Spices in the Medieval World 

Health and Dietary Supplements 

The  Four Humours  

 
According to the “scientific” theories inherited from the ancient world, all of creation was composed of 

four elements – fire, air, water and earth.  From these were drawn the four humours, as represented in 

                                                      
5 Keay, The Spice Route, 21 –22. 
6 Keay, The Spice Route, 23 – 24; Freedman, Out of the East, 11 – 13. 
7 Taillevent, Viandier, 170. 
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the diagram above.  The goal was to be as humorally balanced as possible; everyone (and everything) 

favoured one humor over the others to a greater or lesser degree.  When the humors slid too far out of 

balance, sickness was the result. 

 

Environmental factors contributed to the humoral balance, but the best way to control it was via diet.  

The ideal diet was considered to be one high in meat, but this led to a danger of an imbalance in the 

cold, moist humors, particularly if too much of the wrong sort of meat was eaten.  Spices, being 

considered hot and dry (with a couple of important exceptions), were considered important in the diet, 

because they balanced out the danger of the cold and wet meat.8  Thus, as well as being tasty and 

luxurious, spices were also good for you; this is not something that can be said of many health foods 

today. 

 

They were primarily used in sauces to be served with roasted, grilled or boiled meat, but could be added 

to stews and soups (brewets or sops).  Spices were also mixed with sugar, or candied, to be eaten after 

the meal.9  Spiced wines, such as hippocras, were also much favoured.  They were drunk as an 

introductory aperitif or as a satisfying conclusion, rather than accompanying the meal.  They were 

regarded as extremely health giving, for they comforted the brain and stomach, and cleansed the blood.  

Plus, they taste really nice.10 

 

Sensory Pleasure 

For the most part, spices smell lovely, and impart a unique taste to food.  The sensuous pleasure derived 

from the smell of spices is attested to in their inclusion in the Garden of Pleasure in The Romance of the 

Rose; “There were many spices in the garden, cloves and liquorice, fresh cardamom, zedoary, anise and 

cinnamon, and many luxurious spices good to eat after a meal.”11 

 

Luxury Items 

Keay notes that aside from some medicinal applications, spices are not required as part of a balanced 

diet, and suggests part of the attraction of spices was their “glorious irrelevance.”12  However, this 

opinion is clouded by modern thinking; as we’ve seen, in medieval thought, spices were a vital part of a 

balanced diet.  That said, spices were primarily seen as luxury items, signs of elegance and style.  

                                                      
8 Freedman, Out of the East, 51. 
9 Freedman, Out of the East, 24. 
10 Scully, Art of Cookery, 147 – 148. 
11 Romance of the Rose, 1340 – 1344. 
12 Keay, The Spice Route, xii – xiii. 
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Banquets served by and to important people had to have spices, not just because of the love the taste 

and smell of spiced food, but because it was effectively required by society.13  They were among the 

most prized consumer goods, symbols of wealth and prestige.  To serve a meal without spices was a 

sign you weren’t up on the latest fashions, not worthy to be considered among the elite. 

 

By the 14th century, general living standards had increased, and there was a growing wealthy, non-noble 

class who demanded spices as much as the nobility did.14  It was this demand for spices that led to the 

great voyages of discovery by men like Christopher Columbus and Vasco da Gama, and opened up the 

New World.15 

 

However, being associated with divinity, spices were also symbols of sin and avarice.  An adulterous 

woman in Proverbs 7 perfumes her bed with “cinnamon, myrrh and aloeswood” to tempt her lover into 

debauchery.  In Roman times, Pliny railed against the amount of money being spent on foreign spices.  

In medieval times, Fulcher of Chartres and Bernard of Clairveux wrote similar tracts denouncing the 

pre-occupation with spices.  In morality tales, characters representing gluttony and avarice are 

invariably heavy consumers of spices, suffering the consequence of their folly. 

 

The Orig ins  of  Spices  

Because of the distances they travelled and the mystery surrounding their origins, wild tales sprang up 

about the origin of spices, no doubt helped along by cunning spice merchants.  In the 5th century BC, 

the “historian” Herodotus related one story about the origins of cinnamon.  According to this story, 

cinnamon was used by carnivorous birds in Arabia to build their nests, on cliffs that were unscalable by 

humans.  So the cinnamon gatherers scattered oxen carcasses at the base of the cliffs, which the birds 

grabbed and took back to their nests.  But the weight of the carcasses was too much, and the nests 

would crash to the ground.16 

 

Pepper apparently came from the “Land of Lomb,” which was infested with serpents and other 

venomous beasts, making collecting the pepper dangerous.  According to one story, fires were lit to 

drive away the beasts.  This, says the great traveller Sir John Maundeville, is rubbish, because fire 

would burn the pepper.  What the pepper gatherers really do, states Sir John, is coat themselves with a 

venomous beast repellent made from boiled snails and other things, which the beasts don’t like, so they 

can gather the pepper in safety.17 

                                                      
13 Freedman, Out of the East, 39. 
14 Freedman, Out of the East, 48. 
15 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 101. 
16 Herodotus, The Histories, III.3. 
17 Keay, The Spice Route, 5. 
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Other Uses of Spices: Medicines and Perfumes 

As mentioned above, spices were considered an important part of a healthy diet.  However, some spices 

were used solely as medicines, or were used in making perfume.  And these are some of the really 

interesting ones. 

 

Ambergri s  

Ambergris is sperm whale vomit.  Some Arab authorities believed it came from a fountain at the bottom 

of the sea, while Marco Polo knew it came from whales.  It has “a compelling smell that seems to 

combine perfume, the sea and some primordial animal scent.”18  It is still used today in perfume 

making, just as it was in medieval times, as it is able to carry other, more fleeting scents.19 

 

Fran kincen se  

Frankincense is the resin obtained from a species of tree that grows in southern Arabia and Yemen.  

From earliest times, it was associated with divinity, and was one of the gifts given to Christ by the Wise 

Men.  It has always been prized for its aroma, but also had important medicinal properties.  It could heal 

wounds and was effective against eye disorders, but it had to be used with care, lest it burn the blood.20 

 

Momie  

A drug handbook from 1166 describes momie as “a kind of spice collected from the tombs of the dead.”  

In fact, it was a sort of resin that excreted from the head and spine of embalmed corpses, preferably 

from Egypt or the Middle East, were embalming techniques produced superior momie.  It had to have a 

foul smell and pitchlike consistency, and was considered effective in stopping bleeding.21 

 

Myrrh  

Like frankincense, myrrh is the product of a tree growing in southern Arabia and Somalia, and was 

likewise associated with divinity, and prized for its scent.  It also had great medicinal properties, being 

used as an abortifacient, as an acne treatment, a treatment for eye disorders and in a gargle for mouth 

ulcers.22 

 

Tutty  

Tutty was a general panacea, and is the charred scrapings from the inside of chimneys.  But ordinary 

                                                      
18 Freedman, Out of the East, 15. 
19 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 68. 
20 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 114 – 116. 
21 Freedman, Out of the East, 14. 
22 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 117 – 120. 
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European chimneys weren’t good enough – the best tutty came from Alexandria.23 

 

Spices Used in Medieval Cooking 

This list is by no means exhaustive; I’ve stuck mostly to the list of spices specified by Taillevant 

(Viandier 170), as these are the spices you’ll see used again and again. 

 

Next to each spice, I’ve listed a personal note about the flavour strength of the spice in question.  It’s 

important to have an idea of the relative strength of spices when you come to use them in cooking. 

 

Tall ievant’s List 

Bay Leaf  (Mi ld) 24 

The bay tree is native to Asia Minor, and was cultivated throughout Europe by the Romans.  

Presumably, bay leaves from outside of Europe were considered more exotic, and therefore more 

desirable. 

 

Cassia  (Medi um) 25 

Cassia is an ancient spice, and was known in China from around 4000BC.  Nowadays, you’ll mostly 

find the bark of cassia, whereas in medieval times, it seems the flower buds were more commonly used.  

Cassia is very similar to cinnamon.  However, the bark in cassia sticks tends to be tougher than 

cinnamon, it’s lighter when powdered, and has a stronger flavour and scent.  You will sometimes see 

cassia appearing in medieval recipes as “flour of cinnamon.” 

 

Cinnamon  (Mi ld )  26 

Cinnamon is one of the oldest known spices in Europe, and was used in Egyptian embalming.  In fact, 

it’s so old, no one is quite sure where the plant originated before spreading throughout Asia.  In ancient 

times, it was associated with divinity.  Cinnamon is closely related to cassia, and they are often 

mistaken for each other.  However, cinnamon, in its unground form, has paper thin bark, tightly curled.  

It also has a milder, sweeter flavour. 

 

Cloves  (Very  S trong ) 27 

Cloves originate in the Moluccas, in Indonesia.  They were known in ancient Mesopotamia, as they 
                                                      

23 Freedman, Out of the East, 13. 
24 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 102 – 105. 
25 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 36 – 41;Hemphill, Spice Notes, 157 – 163. 
26 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 157 – 163. 
27 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 50 – 52; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 164 – 169. 
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have been found in kitchens going back to 1700BC.  By the 8th century AD, they were known in 

Europe.  They were favoured as a remedy for plague in the 14th century, and have always been prized 

for their antiseptic/anaesthetic effect; oil of cloves is still used as a remedy for toothache.  They are also 

an effective remedy for bad breath. 

 

WARNING: be very careful adding cloves to a recipe, because its flavour can dominate everything else 

in a dish.  You will often find this caution in medieval cookbooks, and sometimes you will even find the 

amount of cloves to use where no other quantities are specified. 

 

Cumin  (Medi um) 28 

Cumin is believed to have originated in the eastern Mediterranean.  Like bay leaves, cumin would 

probably be found anywhere in Europe where the Romans had been, because it was one of their 

favourite spices.  As well as being important in the kitchen, cumin was highly regarded as a medicinal 

spice, being used to sweeten the breath and calm upset stomachs.  It was also believed to prevent lovers 

from becoming fickle.  Given Pegolotti lists cumin in his list of exotic importables, it was probably 

considered superior if it travelled a long distance to market. 

 

A word of caution: many people find the smell of cumin unpleasant, and it is one of the more common 

allergy-producing spices. 

 

Galanga l  (Medi um) 29 

Galangal is native to Java, and is a relative of ginger.  Like ginger, it’s the rhizome that’s used in 

cooking.  It has a similar smell and taste to ginger, but is a lot stronger.  There are two types: “greater” 

galangal, which is pink, and “lesser,” which is more yellow.  The “lesser” seems to have been the one 

preferred in medieval times.  It was believed to have a good effect in clearing blocked noses.  It also 

featured in expensive tonics for the kidneys, and is still used in India to treat rheumatism. 

 

My very firm recommendation with galangal is to track down powdered galangal to use, because fresh 

is an absolute nightmare to deal with.  I suspect this is why galangal fell out of favour completely in 

Europe, where ginger didn’t. 

 

Ginger  (Mi ld) 30 

Ginger is one of the oldest spices known, and was propagated throughout the ancient world.  My 

recommendation would be to buy fresh ginger, and grate it as required – the flavour is so much better 
                                                      

28 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 178 – 181. 
29 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 78 – 79; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 204 – 206. 
30 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 21 – 26; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 213 - 218. 
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than the dried stuff. 

 

Ginger was regarded as hot and moist to a powerful degree, and was thus an important antidote to 

impotence.31  It was also good for upset stomachs; ginger tea is still considered an effective remedy for 

colic. 

 

Grains  o f  Pa ra dise  (Stron g) 32 

Grains of Paradise, or malaguetta pepper, originate from Sierra Leone on the west coast of Africa, and 

is first mentioned in Europe in 1214.  It became incredibly popular in the 14th century. 

 

If you can’t find true grains of paradise, cardamom is a reasonable substitute, although the flavour is 

subtly different. 

 

Long Peppe r  (Very  S trong ) 33 

Long pepper comes either from Java or southern India, and became popular in Europe much later than 

other peppers, though it was known to the ancient Greeks.  It was popular in the 13th and 14th century, 

but by the 15th was much less regarded.  It was considered a good remedy for congested chests and 

bloated stomach, and impotence 

 

WARNING: long pepper, if used to excess in cooking, will blow your head off.  Use with caution.  It’s 

actually a very good spice to use on chilli lovers who insist that medieval food isn’t hot enough.. 

 

Mace (S trong) 34 

Mace is the lacy covering that surrounds the seed of the fruit of the Myristica fragrans, which is native 

to the Banda Islands of Indonesia.35  It was unknown to the Romans, but had moved into the 

Mediterranean by the 5th century.  It has always been more expensive than nutmeg, because of the lesser 

supply.  Although it comes from the same plant, mace has a very different flavour profile than nutmeg; 

it’s worth hunting out mace when a recipe calls for it, rather than using nutmeg. 

 

Mace can be quite annoying to deal with.  I’d recommend using an electric grinder to get it into a 

powder.  Mace contains oils which can be poisonous in large doses, so use with caution. 

 

                                                      
31 Freedman, Out of the East, 72.  Impotence was thought to be caused by too many cold, dry humors (melancholer) so something hot 

and most was an excellent counter. 
32 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 219 – 221. 
33 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 89 – 90, 131; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 311. 
34 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 53 – 55; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 270 – 275. 
35 Keay, The Spice Route, 8. 
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Nutmeg  (Strong) 36 

Nutmeg is the inner seed of the fruit of the Myristica fragrans, which is native to the Banda Islands of 

Indonesia.37  More than any other spice, it drove the European age of navigation and exploration.  It 

was unknown to the Romans, but had moved into the Mediterranean by the 5th century.  The Crusades 

made it much more widely known, and it was one of the most popular European spices.  In Elizabethan 

times, candied nutmeg was a recommended dietary supplement. 

 

Nutmeg can’t be ground in a mortar and pestle or spice grinder; the best way to get the freshest nutmeg 

is with the finest side of a kitchen grater, but be careful of the fingers.  Like mace, nutmeg contains oils 

which can be poisonous in large doses, so use with caution. 

 

Pepper  (Strong) 38 

Pepper is the “King of Spices,” and is probably the oldest traded spice from the East.  As with today, 

both black and white pepper were used in ancient and medieval cooking, though white pepper was more 

highly regarded; black pepper was practically a bulk commodity.  Black pepper is the dried entire fruit, 

while white pepper has the outer husk removed. 

 

Saffron ( Very  S trong) 39 

Saffron is the stamen of a particular species of crocus, and remains a very expensive spice, because of 

the labour required in its production; each stamen must be picked by hand, and an enormous amount of 

stamen is required for commercially viable quantities.  It can be grown in many parts of Europe, even 

England.40  It has always been prized as a colouring agent, both in food and as a dyestuff, and has a 

distinctive flavour. 

 

To release the best colour and flavour, steep saffron threads a small amount of boiling water, and add 

the coloured water to your cooking.  You won’t need much. 

 

Suga r (Mi ld ) 41 

Sugar was regarded as a spice in medieval times, because it was exotic, sold in small quantities, and 

considered to have miraculous properties.  It was frequently used in cooking to balance the flavour of 

other spices. 

 
                                                      

36 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 53 – 55; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 270 – 275. 
37 Keay, The Spice Route, 8. 
38 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 90 – 94; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 310 – 321. 
39 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 345 – 354. 
40 Freedman, Out of the East, 10. 
41 Freedman, Out of the East, 12. 
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Others 

Cardamom (Strong ) 42 

There are two types of cardamom, green and brown, and the green has a better flavour and smell.  It is 

native to Sri Lanka.  Cardamom was a popular spice in the later Roman Empire, and has always been 

prized for its lovely aroma.  Cardamom seeds come in an inedible pod; be sure to buy cardamom still in 

the pod, because once the seeds are removed from the pod, they lose flavour and aroma very quickly. 

 

You can use cardamom as a substitute for grains of paradise. 

 

Cubeb  (S trong) 43 

Cubeb is a pepper native to Indonesia, and was used in Roman cooking.  In the medieval period, it was 

most popular in 13th century cooking.  It was also popular as a treatment for gonorrhoea. 

 

Cubeb has a distinct, pine/citrus-like taste. 

 

Lasere/Laser/S i lphium ( Very  Strong) 44 

This was a spice highly prized in the ancient world, and if you start to look at Roman cuisine, you’ll see 

it mentioned again and again.  It came from North Africa, and made the city of Cyrene very wealthy.  

However, it’s now extinct.  According to Pliny, the very last specimen was eaten by the emperor Nero.  

Pliny, suggests it was over-cultivated, and the land where it grew was over-grazed.  Strabo the 

Geographer also records nomads in the area deliberately dug up any plants they could find, because of 

disputes with Cyrene.  A modern equivalent is asafoetida (“devil’s dung”), which was used as a 

substitute after Nero ate the last silphium plant.  Asafoetida comes from Iran, and has been known in 

the West since the time of Alexander the Great. 

 

Be very, very sparing using asafoetida, because it’s powerful smelling and tasting.  It’s also best to store 

it well away from all other foodstuffs, because the smell gets into everything.45  My bottle of asafoetida 

is wrapped in foil, in a zip lock bag, inside a ceramic container, that’s kept on top of the cookbook 

cupboard, well away from any other foodstuffs. 

 

Mus tard  (Strong ) 46 

Mustard is another ancient spice, and probably originated somewhere in the Mediterranean.  In 812, 
                                                      

42 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 129 – 133. 
43 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 55; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 311, 313. 
44 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 17 –19. 
45 Hemphill, Spice Notes, 87 – 90. 
46 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 133 – 134; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 259 – 264. 
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Charlemagne decreed it must be grown on all Imperial farms.  There are three types of mustard seeds: 

yellow, which is quite mild, black, which is the most pungent, and brown, which is somewhere between 

the two. 

 

You won’t find mustard listed amongst medieval spices.  This is partly because mustard can be grown 

in most places in Europe, and so didn’t have the mystique needed to be classed as a spice.  Mustard was 

also thought of primarily as the condiment we use today, rather than a spice in its own right.  Because it 

was so ubiquitous, cookbooks rarely provide a recipe for mustard sauce.  It was one of these things 

“everyone” knew how to make, and most likely every kitchen had their own recipe. 

 

Spikena rd ( Very  Strong) 47 

Spikenard, or nard, comes from the Himalayas, and has always been prized mostly for perfume.  It also 

had great medicinal value, and is best known as one of the ingredients in hippocras, the medicinal 

spiced wine drunk before and after meals. 

 

Turmeric  (Mi ld ) 48 

Turmeric is believed to have originated in southern Asia.  It is mentioned in Pegolotti’s list of 

importable spices.  It is used in Indian cooking today, but I’ve yet to find a mention of it in any 

medieval recipes.  Presumably it was used as a medicinal spice, because it’s important in Indian 

Ayurvedic medicine today.  I suspect it was also used as a dyestuff.  It is also known as “poor man’s 

saffron,” because it gives a similar colour to food, but not the flavour.  Unscrupulous merchants may 

have adulterated their saffron with turmeric. 

 

Fresh turmeric is easy to handle, but please remember it stains everything it touches bright yellow.  And 

I mean everything, even dark green plastic chopping boards.  I have a special board that’s used just for 

cutting turmeric, and I generally wear latex gloves. 

                                                      
47 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 86 – 88. 
48 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 95 – 96; Hemphill, Spice Notes, 399 – 403. 
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 Bay Leaves Cardamom Cassia Cinnamon 

 

     
 Cloves Cubeb Cumin Galangal 

 

     
 Ginger Grains of Paradise Long Pepper Mace 

 

     
 Mustard Nutmeg Pepper Saffron 

 

   
 Spikenard Turmeric 
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How to Use Spices 

Buying Spices 

Where possible, buy whole spices and grind them as needed rather than buying ready ground.  Spices 

do lose potency over time, and lose potency much quicker when they are ground. 

 

Avoid spices sold in very thin plastic bags; the spices don’t keep as well.  The best containers are the 

resealable, strong plastic bags.  You can expel the extra air and completely reseal them after use.  You 

can also store spices in airtight plastic or glass containers, away from light. 

 

It’s better to go to a delicatessen or gourmet shop to buy your spices, as they tend to stock better quality 

ones, and are more likely to have the more unusual ones.  However, here in Australia, the best place to 

buy spices is Herbie’s, run by world-renowned spice expert Ian Hemphill.  They stock just about every 

spice you’ll find in medieval cooking.  They have a retail shop in Rozelle in Sydney, but they have a 

very good mail order service, via website http://www.herbies.com.au. 

 

Preparing Spices 

If possible, give your spices a light dry-fry before grinding them.  This releases the oils in the spice, and 

intensifies the flavour.  But DO NOT LET THEM BURN.  To grind spices, you can either use an 

electric grinder or a traditional mortar and pestle.  If you use an electric grinder and also like to grind 

your own coffee beans, it’s better to have two grinders, one for spices and one for coffee. 

 

Mortar and pestle sets are becoming more popular these days.  In trendy homeware stores, you’ll see 

ceramic sets; save your money by not buying one.  The ceramic pestles don’t have enough weight to 

crush the spices properly, and the bowls of the mortars are generally too wide and shallow to be 

effective.  The very best kind to get is one of the granite sets, where the mortar has steep sides and a 

bowl with a fairly narrow base.  They are available from good kitchenware stores, or Asian or Middle 

Eastern grocers (for much less money). 

 

Unless you’ve been making wet pastes in a mortar, don’t wash it.  Put rock salt in the bowl of the 

mortar overnight, and this will remove the odour left behind from whatever spices you’ve been 

grinding.  This works with electric grinders as well. 

 

Proportions to Use 

Every so often, you will find a recipe that does include specific amounts of spices to be added to a 
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recipe, or at the very least proportions; medieval chefs knew full well you don’t add all spices in the 

same amounts… unless you know what you are doing, or you want to blow your diners’ heads off. 

 

If you read Chapter 3 of Ian Hemphill’s Spice Notes and Recipes, you will find a very good guide to 

creating your own spice mixes.  However, Hemphill’s guide contains an entire classification of spices, 

the amalgamating spices, that don’t appear often in medieval cooking. 

 

This is the way I’ve found works best.  As with medieval cooks, there’s not much point in discussing 

measurements; it’s far better to talk about proportions.  Furthermore, when cooking a large amount, 

precise measurement becomes very tedious.  This is where knowing the flavour profile of spices helps.  

This is the general proportion I use: 

• 1 part Very Strong 

• 1 ½ parts Strong 

• 2 parts Medium 

• 3 parts Mild 

So, for a spice mix that contains Long Pepper (Very Strong), Nutmeg (Strong), Galangal (Medium) and 

Cinnamon (Mild), I would be using three times as much cinnamon as long pepper, twice as much 

galangal as long pepper, and half as much again of nutmeg to long pepper (for example, 1 ½ tsp 

cinnamon, 1 tsp galangal, ¾ tsp nutmeg, ½ tsp long pepper).  However, I will stress again this is only a 

guide.  You may find your guests quite like the bite provided by long pepper, but don’t really care for 

nutmeg, in which case you would increase the amount of long pepper and decrease the amount of 

nutmeg. 

 

Adding Spices to Food 

Remember the flavour of spices intensifies as you are cooking, so if you make a spicy sauce a few 

hours before serving, the flavour will be stronger when you serve.  If you are making spicy food for 

people unfamiliar with it, it’s best to err on the side of caution by not adding too much spice at once.  If 

you are adding spices to a stew or soup, don’t chuck a heap in at the start of the cooking time.  Add a 

smaller amount, then taste after an hour or so.  If you think it needs more, you can add more, but it’s 

hard to adjust the spiciness if you’ve gone too far. 

 

Some Recipes 

A Note about Medieval Recipes 

Most modern cookbooks are in the form of “how-to” guides; use these ingredients and follow these 
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steps for a pleasing result.  However, medieval cooks wrote books for other cooks, so there was an 

assumption the audience knew about portion control and proportions of ingredients.  Furthermore, a 

medieval cook might be cooking for any number between 6 and 6,000, and not specifying precise 

measurements of ingredients made medieval cookbooks far more flexible than many modern ones.  

There was also the expectation that a medieval cook would modify a recipe to suit the tastes of their 

masters.49  Furthermore, most manuscripts remind cooks to use spices “with care,” not indiscriminately.  

In one recipe collection from Italy, spices and herbs are individually counted out in some recipes.  “This 

is not a cuisine in which a huge miscellany of spices is dumped noncholantly into the stewpot!”50 

 

The following recipes are intended to introduce to the main ways spices were used, particularly sauces.  

You will find many of the sauces have vinegar as their liquid, rather than stock as in modern cooking.  

If, like me, you find vinegar too sour, use verjuice or lemon to cut the sourness, or add sugar.  Don’t use 

water – this will just make the sauce runny while doing nothing about the taste of the vinegar. 

 

Ypocras (Curye on  Inglysch IV.199)  

Pur fait ypocras.  Troys vnces de canell & iii vnces de gyngeur; spykenard de Spayn, le pays 
dun denerer; garyngale, clowes gylofre, poeure long, noieЗ mugadeЗ, maЗioЗame, 
cardemonii, de chescun i quarter donce; grayn de paradys, flour queynel, de chescum dm 
vnce; de toutes soit fait powdour &c. 

 

(To make ypocras: three ounces of cinnamon and three ounces of ginger; spikenard of Spain, 
a pennysworth; galingale, cloves, long pepper, nutmeg, marjoram, cardamom, of each a 
quarter of an ounce; grain of paradise, flour of cinnamon (cassia), of each half an ounce; of 
all, powder is to be made, etc.) 

 

This is one of many recipes for hippocras.  It demonstrates one of the points I’ve been trying to make, 

that spices were used proportionate to each other, to create carefully balanced blends.  Here is one 

suggestion for the above: 

 

1 bottle quality red wine 

1 ½ tsp each ginger and cinnamon 

1 tsp each cassia and grains of paradise 

½ tsp each galingale, cloves, long pepper, nutmeg, marjoram and cardamom 

¼ tsp spikenard 

 

Grind all spices (and herbs) in an electric grinder or mortar and pestle.  Over a low heat, heat the wine 

                                                      
49 Scully, The Viandier of Taillevent, 309 – 310. 
50 Scully, Art of Cookery, 84 
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and mixed spice powder until the wine is almost boiled.  Strain the wine through a fine cloth to remove 

the spices.  Serve warm. 

 

If you like, you can add 2 tsp sugar to increase the sweetness. 

 

Cameline Sauce (Viandier 155 )  

Cameline: to make Cameline Sauce: grind ginger, a great deal of cinnamon, cloves, grain of 
paradise, mace and if you wish, long pepper.  strain bread that has been moistened in vinegar, 
strain everything together and salt as necessary. 

 

Caneline Sauce was one of the main sauces of medieval Europe.  Many books will tell you the name 

comes from the camel colour of the finished product; it actually comes from “canel,” or cinnamon, the 

main spice.  It was generally served unheated, with strong meat such as roast beef, to neutralise the 

potentially dangerous humors.  It was possible to buy cameline sauce ready-made.51 

 

1 cup breadcrumbs 

½ cup red or white wine vinegar 

2 tsp cinnamon 

1 ½ tsp ginger 

¼ tsp each of cloves, grains of paradise and mace 

Pinch of long pepper 

Salt to taste 

 

Soak the bread crumbs in the vinegar, then put all ingredients in a blender until the desired consistency 

is reached.  Use extra vinegar or verjuice to adjust the consistency. 

 

Janse Sauce (Viandier 166)  

Saulce / Jance de lait de vache: Cow’s milk jance.  Grind ginger and egg yolks, infuse them 
in cow’s milk, and boil. 

 

Jance, or ginger based sauces, were another major class of medieval sauces, generally served with 

chicken or fish, which weren’t as dangerous as beef.  Experienced cooks will recognise that the above 

recipe is basically a savoury custard. 

 

2 egg yolks 

                                                      
51 Goodman of Paris, 161. 
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1 ½ cups milk 

3 tsp fresh ginger 

 

Beat the egg yolks and ginger until well combined.  Over a medium heat, gradually add the milk until 

the desired consistency is reached. 

 

Yellow Pepper Sauce (Viandier 164) 

Poivre jaunet: Yellow Pepper Sauce.  Grind ginger, long pepper, saffron – and some people 
add in cloves with verjuice – and toast; infuse this in vinegar or verjuice and boil it when you 
are about to serve your meal. 

 

I have increased the amount of long pepper here slightly, because it’s a key component of the sauce. 

 

1 cup breadcrumbs, made from toasted bread 

½ cup red or white wine vinegar OR verjuice 

1 ½ tsp ginger 

½ tsp long pepper 

¼ tsp saffron 

¼ tsp cloves (optional) 

 

Soak the saffron in boiling water to bring out the flavour and colour.  Soak the bread crumbs in the 

vinegar or verjuice, then put all ingredients in a blender until the desired consistency is reached.  Use 

extra vinegar or verjuice to adjust the consistency.  Heat just before serving. 

 

Black Pepper Sauce (Viandier 165)  

Poivre noir: Black Pepper Sauce.  Grind ginger, round pepper, saffron and burnt toast; infuse 
this in vinegar or verjuice and boil it. 

 

1 cup breadcrumbs, made from toasted bread 

½ cup red or white wine vinegar OR verjuice 

2 tsp ginger 

1 tsp pepper 

 

Soak the bread crumbs in the vinegar or verjuice, then put all ingredients in a blender until the desired 

consistency is reached.  Use extra vinegar or verjuice to adjust the consistency.  Heat just before 

serving. 
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Mustard (The Goodman of Paris)  

If you would make good mustard and at leisure, set the mustard seed to soak for a night in 
good vinegar, then grind it in a mill and then moisten it little by little with vinegar; and if you 
have any spices left over from jelly, clarry, hippocras or sauces, let them be ground with it 
and afterwards prepare it.52 

 

Mustard condiment seems to have been ubiquitous in medieval kitchens, and rarely do we find any 

recipes.  The recipe from the Goodman suggests one of the reasons; aside from mustard seed and 

vinegar, whatever other spices were included was up to the maker, and probably every kitchen had their 

own recipe. 

 

What Happened to Spices? 

From being the ultimate sign of culinary sophistication, spices slid out of general use in cooking.  Some 

stayed around, but were mostly associated with sweet food.  With the exception of pepper, the spices of 

the medieval kitchen were no longer associated with savoury cooking.  In fact, spicy food, rather than 

being a mark of sophistication, became a sign of gaucheness and vulgarity.  In 1648, Marie-Louise de 

Gonzague, Princess of France, travelled to Poland to meet her new husband, and found the spicy food 

served inedible.53  In “The Ridiculous Meal,” a 1688 satire, a vulgar, nouveau riche man is made into a 

figure of fun because he’s put nutmeg in everything.54  So what happened? 

 

The exploration of the New World, and the amazing consumer opportunities it represented, was one of 

the contributing factors to the loss of prestige for spices.  This is ironic, because it was the desire to find 

better routes to the sources of spices that drove the exploration of the New World.  But now, new 

consumer goods, such as chocolate, tobacco and coffee were status symbols.  Other spices found their 

way into kitchens in place of older spices, because they were easier to propagate, such as chilli, or 

because of their novelty, such as vanilla and allspice.55 

 

During the reign of Louis XIV in the sixteenth century, there was a revolution in cooking.  Where 

medieval food had been all about surprising and astounding with unexpected flavour, there was now an 

emphasis in enhancing the natural flavour of the food rather than disguising and changing it.  In a 

manual for household stewards in the 17th century, Nicholas de Bonnefons stated “Cabbage soup should 

taste of cabbage, leeks of leek, turnips of turnip.”56  Rather than the spicy, vinegary concoctions of the 

                                                      
52 Goodman of Paris, 188. 
53 Freedman, Out of the East, 216. 
54 Dalby, Dangerous Tastes, 55. 
55 Keay, The Spice Route, 249 – 256. 
56 Freedman, Out of the East, 217. 
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medieval kitchen, sauces were now thicker and richer, based on broth, butter and egg yolks.57  Related 

to this, I suspect spices were also a victim of the general disdain of the Renaissance for anything 

medieval. 

 

Conclusion 

Many of the spices described in this handout will be unfamiliar to most people, and do lead to the idea 

that medieval food is “weird” or “yuck.”  But used “with care,” just as a medieval cook would, spices 

can give a surprising, pleasurable change to food, one that is absolutely necessary for capturing the 

essence of a medieval feast. 

                                                      
57 Freedman, Out of the East, 217. 
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Further Reading 

The following is a list of books I found particularly helpful in preparing this handout, plus some others 

that will help you use spices with more confidence in your own cooking, both in the SCA and out. 

 

Spices and general  notes 

Dalby, Andrew.  Dangerous Tastes.  British Library Press, 2002. 
Examines the stories behind individual spices, as well as the fashion and trade for spices. 

Freedman, Paul.  Out of the East: Spices and the Medieval Imagination.  Yale University Press, 2008. 
Probably the best general survey of the importance of spices in medieval Europe, and their impact. 

Hemphill, Ian.  Spice Notes and Recipes.  Pan Macmillan, 2006. 
This book is published overseas as The Spice Bible, and it’s easy to see why.  It’s an exhaustive book 
about herbs and spices used in cooking, their history, and how best to use them. 

Keay, John.  The Spice Route.  University of California Press, 2006. 
Concentrates on the history of the trading of spices, and its impact on history. 

Scully, Terence.  The Art of Cookery in the Middle Ages.  Boydell Press, 1995. 
If you are going to do any sort of medieval cooking, you really need to get hold of this book.  Scully has 
revolutionised food history, and writes a lot from practical experience; he actually tries out the recipes.  
Unfortunately, this book is getting difficult to find. 

 

Cookbooks 

Curye on Inglysch, ed. Constance B. Hieatt and Sharon Butler.  Oxford University Press, 1985. 
A collection of 14th century English cookbooks, the earliest known in England.  An essential starting 
point for exploring English cooking. 

The Goodman of Paris, trans. Eileen Power.  Boydell Press, 2002. 
This book really ought to be required reading for everyone in the SCA.  It was written as an instruction 
manual by a Paris merchant for his much younger wife, and contains instructions on manners, 
gardening, household management and cooking.  Because he intended it to be exhaustive, he goes into 
such topics as making mustard and cooking vegetables, which other cooking writers didn’t do. 

The Viandier of Taillevent, ed. Terence Scully.  University of Ottawa Press, 1988. 
The earliest cookbook from medieval Europe where the author is known.  It was extremely influential 
on medieval cookery, and should be in the library of any serious SCA cook.  Out of print, but still 
reasonably easy to find second hand. 

Hemphill, Ian.  Sticks, Seeds, Pods and Leaves.  Hardie Grant Books, 2007. 
No, it’s not a medieval cookbook, but it’s an excellent book to have if you want to start using spices in 
your everyday cooking, which will in turn improve your medieval cooking. 
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