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The Sultans of Sweet: Medieval Middle Eastern Sweets 
Introduction 

My interest in medieval Middle Eastern sweets started out of one of those fortuitous alignments of the 

stars.  I’d just started mucking around making candies out of an ancient book CSR put out years ago, 

and one day I was leafing through “The Description of Familiar Foods,” a C14 Ottoman manuscript 

that’s one of my favourite cookbooks.  My eyes glanced over the first recipe in chapter 10 and I saw the 

words “(put sugar and water in a pan). Put it on a quiet fire and leave it such that it becomes such that if 

a piece of it is taken and put in the mouth, it is chewy”1 and I thought “hang on, that’s soft ball 

syrup…” so I read the recipe further and realised that “holy cats, that’s a nut fondant!”  So I started 

trying out recipes.  I still haven’t got the nut fondant working… but hopefully you will find some really 

tasty treats in these pages. 

 

Ingredients 

In General 
There are very few ingredients used in medieval Middle Eastern sweets.  Most are a combination of 

sugar and/or honey, nuts, flour, nut oils and rosewater; there are few dairy products or eggs, and the 

only fruit used seems to be dates. 

 

However, these could be combined in many delicious ways. 

 

Samid 
There is some debate about what samid is; it’s definitely some sort of wheat product, but it’s not normal 

wheat flour.  Charles Perry believes it’s fine semolina,2 which is made from durum wheat, also used to 

make pasta.  It’s coarser than ordinary wheat flour.  However, Nawal Nasrallah believes it’s finer than 

ordinary flour,3 in which case it would be similar to wheaten cornflour. 

 

Based on my own experimentation, I get better results from semolina, as wheaten cornflour loses too 

much structure in cooking, and you wind up with mush rather than dough.  However, make sure you get 

fine semolina rather than coarse, as coarse semolina feels like sand in the mouth. 

 

Sesame Oil 
As mentioned earlier, dairy products are not highly used in medieval Middle Eastern sweet making.  

                                                      
1 Halwa Yabisa – “The Description of Familiar Foods, Chapter 10. 
2 Charles Perry, A Baghdad Cookery Book, 22. 
3 Nawal Nasrallah, Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens, 573. 
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Instead as shortening, you tend to see sesame oil used a lot. 

 

If you are used to Asian cooking you’ll assume sesame oil should only be used sparingly, as the type of 

sesame oil used in Asian cooking can be overpowering if used heavily.  However, this type of sesame 

oil is produced from toasted sesame seeds, which heavily concentrates the sesame flavour and aroma.  

If you are familiar with modern Indian or Middle Eastern cooking, you might have come across virgin 

or cold-pressed sesame oil, which is much paler and more subtly flavoured.  This is the sort you need to 

use for baking. 

 

If are going to be cooking for anyone with a sesame allergy, almond oil, rice bran oil or canola oil make 

good substitutes (the last two don’t have any flavour). 

 

Samna 
This is the Middle Eastern name for clarified butter or ghee – butter with the milk solids removed.  To 

make it, heat butter over a gentle heat until it is completely melted and bubbling.  You will see a white 

scum on the surface.  These are the milk solids.  Strain the melted butter through a strainer lined with a 

double layer of muslin and you will be left with lovely clear clarified butter. 

 

Because the solids are the bit that makes butter go rancid, clarified butter does not need to be stored in 

the fridge.  Some lactose intolerant people are fine with clarified butter, as most of the lactose is 

removed with the solids. 

 

A Little Bit O’ Science 

Cookie/Biscuit Making4 
Cookies are sweet, rich combinations of flour, sugar and fat (most cookies have eggs as well but the 

Middle Eastern recipes don’t use them).  A gluten flour is important during the baking, as the gluten is 

one of the substances that helps to bind the cookie during baking.  If you want a stiff, dry cookie that 

holds its shape during cooking, you need a higher flour content in the cookie mix. 

 

The sugar acts to bring air into the mix, thus lightening the texture.  During the baking, some of the 

sugar will dissolve, and then recrystallise during cooling, giving the cooking a crisp finish.  However, 

too much sugar will cause the cookie to spread during cooking; this will also happen if you use honey 

or raw sugar, which has a high molasses content (a liquid sugar by-product). 

 

                                                      
4 Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking, 568 – 571. 
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Finally, the fat, or “shortening,” provides richness and suppleness.  During the mixing, the fat coats the 

flour, and during baking, the fat melts and binds the flour together.  As with sugar, too much fat and the 

cookie will spread during cooking; not enough fat, the mix will crumble as there is not enough to hold 

the mix together. 

 

Sugar Syrups – Candy Making5 
When you are dealing with sugar syrup in candy making, you’re transforming sugar from a solid to a 

liquid, and then back into a solid again, but in a more cohesive form.  You combine the sugar with 

water to dissolve it; but when sugar heats up, it keeps right on getting hotter (unlike water which 

reaches 100°C and doesn’t get hotter).  As the sugar transforms from solid to liquid, you are 

evaporating water out of the sugar syrup, and the amount of water evaporated will affect the final 

texture.  More liquid evaporated will result in a harder candy. 

 

As the sugar syrup reaches various temperature stages, it will start to behave in different ways, as 

described below:6 

 

Temperature Description (Cold water method of testing) Stage name 

110 - 112 ̊C The syrup drips from a spoon, forms thin threads in cold water Thread 

112 - 116 ̊C The syrup easily forms a ball in cold water, but flattens once removed Soft Ball 

118 - 121 ̊C The syrup is formed into a stable ball in cold water, but loses its 

round shape once pressed 

Medium Ball 

121 - 130 ̊C The syrup holds its ball shape in cold water, but remains sticky Hard Ball 

132 - 143 ̊C The syrup will form firm but pliable threads Soft Crack 

149 - 154 ̊C The syrup will crack if you try to mold it Hard Crack 

160 - 176 ̊C The sugar syrup will turn golden at this stage Caramel 

 

Prior to the invention of candy thermometers, candy making relied on spooning some of the syrup into 

cold water and watching how it behaved.  It’s known as the “cold water method” of checking the 

temperature, but the candy thermometer is much more precise. 

 

You can also treat honey as sugar syrup, but the results will have the distinctive honey flavour, and it 

needs to be watched more closely to ensure it doesn’t burn.  However, honey is less likely to crystallise 

badly when working with it. 

 

                                                      
5 Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking, 663 – 682. 
6 Elizabeth LaBau, The Sweet Book of Candy Making, 21. 
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Tips When Working with Sugar Syrup 

When working with sugar syrup, as I said, it can get a lot hotter than boiling water.  And it’s sticky.  

SYRUP BURNS HURT.  So be very careful when working with sugar syrup that you don’t splash 

yourself with it.  The same goes for hot honey. 

 

Because making candy from sugar syrup relies on evaporating the water from the sugar, it’s best to 

make candy on a cool, low-humidity day.  Trying to make candy on a day of near 100% humidity, 

unless you are in an air-conditioned kitchen, is pretty darned impossible. 

 

You don’t want to heat sugar syrup too rapidly; otherwise it can burn easily, or start to re-crystallise too 

quickly, and become grainy.  Dissolve your sugar over a low heat, and once the sugar has completely 

dissolved, stop stirring.  While the sugar syrup is cooking, regularly brush the sides of the pan with a 

soft, natural bristled brush.  This will brush any syrup that has splashed onto the side of the pan back 

into the pan, and this will also stop crystallisation. 

 

A Note about Measurements 
Baking and candy making call for quite precise measurements; unlike, say, a spiced stew, you can’t 

decide on the day to play around with the proportion of flour to shortening (unless you know what 

you’re doing).  One of the great problems I’ve found with redacting a lot of these recipes is the 

translation of measurements.  For instance, a common measurement in these recipes is the ratl, which 

gets translated to “pound.”  However, a ratl is NOT the same as an imperial pound, which caused bad 

results until I found metric equivalents.7  Similarly, if you are familiar with modern cookery, you might 

know that a “cup” and a “tablespoon” are NOT standard across the world.  Furthermore, a cup of flour 

has a different weight to a cup of sugar (and this will become important later on).  For this reason, in the 

recipes, I’ve pretty much stuck to giving metric measurements only in my redactions.  It’s less painful. 

 

Terms that help with redactions 
A quiet fire: Heat something in a saucepan on low heat. 

A fierce fire: Heat something in a saucepan on a high heat. 

The bread oven: Bake something at the same temperature bread is baked – a very hot oven. (+200°C) 

The oven after the bread has cooked: An oven that’s cooler than bread baking temperature – a 

“moderate” oven (around 180°C). 

(Sugar syrup cooked and cooled) until it breaks and shatters: Sugar syrup cooked to the hard 

crack stage 

                                                      
7 A Baghdad pound is apparently around 400g, according to Charles Perry and Nawal Nasrallah. 
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(Sugar syrup cooked and cooled) until it is chewy in the mouth:  Sugar syrup cooked to the 

soft ball stage 

Equal parts: Once you’ve worked out one quantity, the rest is based on this.  Ideally refers to 

weight. 

Cooked until done: This instruction is not as silly as it sounds.  In bakery, you often know when 

something is cooked as much by its smell and look as the timing.  Even modern books will give you 

instructions like “bake for 20 minutes or until crisp and golden.” 

 

A Note about Ovens 
When looking at medieval baking recipes, it’s important to remember they didn’t have nice, 

temperature controlled ovens.8  Medieval cooks had wood fired ovens similar to brick pizza ovens, 

which get a lot hotter than modern domestic ovens.  This is why you will find instructions like “the 

bread oven” or “put in the oven after the bread has cooked.”  Medieval cooks would have known where 

all the hot and cold spots were in their ovens and placed trays accordingly, and would have been able to 

tell when things were cooked by their smell and look. 

 

Recipes 
The following recipe books are taken from three manuscripts.  These names are given below, with the 

modern edition.  See the Further Reading section for more details. 

Author Book Title Modern edition 

Ibn Sayyar al-Warraq Kitab al-Tabikh (“Book of Dishes”) Annals of the Caliph’s Kitchens 
Muhammad b. al-Hassan b. 
Muhummad b. al-Karim (al-
Baghdadi) 

Kitab al-Tabikh (“Book of Dishes”) A Baghdad Cookery Book 

 Kitab Wasf al-Atima al-Mutada 
(“The Description of Familiar 
Foods”) 

Collected in Medieval Arab 
Cookery 

 

Kushkananaj 
This translates literally from Persian as “dry bread,” and in a medieval context, refers to any dry cookie, 

whether filled or unfilled.  The most traditional ones are crescent shaped, with thin dough surrounding a 

sweet filling.9 

 

Khushkananaj 

Khushkananaj: It is that you take excellent samid flour and put three ounces of 

                                                      
8 And even in a lot of modern ovens the temperature control lies. 
9 Nawal Nasrallah, Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens, 569.  Khushkananaj have survived to the modern day, and are an 

important part of Ramadan. 
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sesame oil on every [pound], and knead it hard, well.  Leave it until it ferments, then 
make it into long cakes, and into the middle of each put its quantity of pounded 
almonds and sugar kneaded with spiced rose water [and let the almonds be half as 
much as the sugar].  Then gather them as usual, bake them in the brick oven and take 
them up.  Kitab al-Tabikh Chapter X10 

Khushkananaj: Take excellent flour and put three ounces of sesame oil on a pound 
of it.  Knead it hard with a little water.  Make it right away, without leavening.  Then 
make it into long cakes and put finely pounded sugar and almonds in them, as much 
as they will bear; and let the sugar, like the almonds, be spiced.  Sprinkle a little 
rosewater on them, then bake them in the tannur [brick oven] as bread is baked until 
done.  Take them up.  Kitab Wasf al-Atima al-Mutada Chapter XI11 

This recipe highlights one of the major problems working with period texts – the authors often leave 

bits out, assuming the reader knows them.  In this case, working with the first recipe, the dough just 

would not come together with just the flour and the oil (after I’d worked out how much a pound was 

supposed to be).  It was only when I read the second recipe and realised you need to add water that I got 

it to work.  And then the second recipe doesn’t specify a quantity of sugar to almond meal, and it 

definitely helps if you get the proportions right. 

 

Recipe 

400g fine semolina 150g caster sugar 
85 mL virgin sesame oil 75g almond meal 
Approx. ½ cup water 30mL rosewater 
 2 tsp mixed spices (I used cinnamon and cloves) 
 

1. Preheat your oven to 200°C. 

2. Combine the semolina and sesame oil, and then add water a tablespoon at a time until you have a 

stiff dough.  You can do this in a mix master, but stop as soon as it comes together or you run the 

risk of over-mixing. 

3. Roll out the dough to approximately 3mm thick, then use a circle cutter to cut discs of the pastry. 

4. In another bowl, mix together the sugar, almond meal rosewater and spice until it forms a paste.  

Put a spoonful of this mix onto one side of each pastry disc, then fold the dough over and press the 

edges together.  Use water to seal the edges if necessary.  You will wind up with little crescent 

shaped morsels. 

5. Put them on a baking tray lined with baking paper or a silicon sheet.  Bake for around 15-18 

minutes, until golden. 

 

Nuhud al-Adhra - Virgin’s Breasts 

Honestly, you see a recipe with that title… you have to make it work. 

                                                      
10 Charles Perry, A Baghdad Cookery Book, 102 
11 Charles Perry, “The Description of Familiar Foods,” 425. 
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Knead sugar, almonds, samid and clarified butter, equal parts, and make them like 
breasts, and arrange them on a brass tray.  Put it in the bread oven until done, and take 
it out.  It comes out excellently.  Kitab Wasf al-Atima al-Mutada Chapter XI12 

And here we have another problem with period recipes… You get ingredients, even some indication of 

quantity, but not precise quantities and no indication of how to actually combine the ingredients.  There 

are a number of ways of combining butter and sugar for starters.  It took about 5 goes to get this recipe 

right.  The first breakthrough came when I realised I was making something similar to shortbread, so I 

found a modern recipe for shortbread that didn’t contain eggs, and adapted it to get the method of 

combining the ingredients (working with melted clarified butter).  The second major breakthrough came 

when I realised I’d been working with equal volumes (that is, a cup of everything), when all the period 

recipes went by weight. 

 

Recipe 

200g clarified butter 200g semolina 
200g caster sugar 200g almond meal 
 

1. Preheat your oven to 180°C. 

2. Mix the semolina and almond meal in a bowl. 

3. If your clarified butter is not melted, melt it, and then combine with the sugar until the sugar is at 

least partially dissolved and the mixture is frothy.  You can do this step with an electric mixer. 

4. Gradually add the combined semolina and almond meal to the butter and sugar – it is better to do 

this by hand.  You will wind up with a crumbly dough that binds when compressed. 

5. Take walnut sized balls of dough and press in to “breast” shapes.  Bake for around 15 minutes, until 

pale gold. 

 

Judhab 
A judhab is a sweet dish, designed to be served with roasted meats.  The pudding is usually based on 

bread, often with the addition of fruit and nuts, which is put into an earthenware dish and placed under a 

piece of rotisserie meat (most often a chicken).  As the pudding cooks, it absorbs the meat juices, and 

it’s served with the meat. 

 

Judhab al-Khubz 

Take the crumb of leavened bread and soak it in water or fresh milk until it sours.  Put 
sugar and finely ground almonds over it and under it, colour it with saffron and leave 
it on the fire until it gives off the aroma of its doneness.  Stir it, then take it up, and 
when it is ladled out, sprinkle it with finely ground spiced sugar.    Kitab al-Tabikh 

                                                      
12 Charles Perry, “The Description of Familiar Foods, 422. 
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Chapter VIII13 

(Many thanks to Willhameena Power – Dominica Zaragoza – for doing a lot of the work with this one).  

One of the big problems we had with this one was getting the milk and bread right, as it can be quite 

soggy if not combined properly.  After a few attempts, we worked out to use not quite a litre of milk, 

and to leave it to stand for around an hour.  The measurements in this recipe aren’t as exact, and I’ve 

made some suggestions of other things you can add to the mix. 

 

Recipe 

1 loaf fine white bread Generous pinch of saffron threads 
900 mL milk ¼ cup caster sugar 
1 cup caster sugar 2 tsp mixed spices (I used cinnamon and cloves) 
1 cup almond meal  
 

1. Preheat your oven to 180°C. 

2. Cut the crusts off the loaf of bread, and tear it into small chunks.  Soak the bread in the milk for 

about an hour, until the milk has been absorbed into the bread. 

3. Meanwhile, mix the cup of sugar with the cup of almond meal.  Sprinkle half of the mix into the 

bottom of a baking dish. 

4. Put the soaked bread into the baking dish on top of the almond meal and sugar mix, then sprinkle 

the rest of the almond meal and sugar on top. 

5. Soak the saffron strands in a couple of large spoonfuls of boiling water, then drizzle this on top of 

the pudding. 

6. Bake the pudding for around half an hour, or until the top has a golden crust from the sugar. 

7. Before serving, mix together the ¼ cup of sugar and the spices.  Sprinkle this on the hot pudding, 

then stir the pudding before serving. 

 

NOTES: This can be made equally well with gluten free bread for the gluten intolerant, and almond 

milk or rice milk for the lactose intolerant.  You can also add dried fruit like raisins or apricots, or other 

nuts. 

 

Halwa 
(Also halva, halvas or hulva).  When people think of halwa today, they think of the slightly gritty 

sesame-based sweet with nuts.  But this is only one type of halwa – halwa literally translates as “sweet,” 

and refers to a dense sweet based either on flour and honey or sugar syrup, or nut butters/pastes and 

                                                      
13 Charles Perry, A Baghdad Cookery Book, 92 
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syrup.  Halwa like this evolved sometime between the 10th and 13th centuries.14 

 

Halwa a’Jamiyya 

Hulwa a’Jamiyya: Take half a pound of flour and fry it in four ounces of sesame oil.  
Take a pound of honey and put it on the fire, and if the honey is strong, add water.  
When it boils, throw it hot on the toasted [flour] and stir it and beat it white.  [Take] 
poppy seeds and pistachios for it and throw them on it.  Let the honey be covered 
with a dirham of saffron.  Stir it and put it up covered.    Kitab Wasf al-Atima al-
Mutada Chapter X15 

I have had better results using semolina rather than ordinary flour, which tends to get gluggy in the 

mixture. 

 

Recipe 

200 g semolina 4 tbs poppy seeds 
120 mL sesame oil ½ cup pistachios 
400g honey Generous pinch of saffron 
 

1. Put the pistachios in a bowl of boiling water for about 20 minutes, then rub off the skins.  Allow to 

dry. 

2. In a big, heavy based pan, heat the sesame oil over a low heat and then add the semolina.  Stir well 

so the semolina is completely coated with the oil.  Keep stirring for around 10 minutes, until the 

semolina looks and smells toasted.  Be careful the semolina doesn’t catch and burn. 

3. In another saucepan, heat the honey to the soft ball stage (112 - 116 ̊C).  Then remove it from the 

heat and skim off any scum. 

4. Steep the saffron threads in boiling water, then stir into the honey. 

5. Pour the honey into the toasted semolina, and fold in gently until well mixed and the mixture is 

pale. 

6. Add the poppy seeds and pistachios. 

7. Pour the mix into an oiled cake tin, and cover with cling film. 

8. Leave in the fridge for at least a day to allow the mix to set properly. 

9. When set, slice the mix with a knife dipped in warm water. 

 

Modern Halwa 

This is one of the many variations.  Although it’s a modern recipe, I suspect this evolved in period, as 

all the ingredients are period ingredients, and the technique is very similar to the one described above 

                                                      

14 There are no recipes titled halwa in the Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens (10th century) but there are a few in the 
Baghdad Cookery Book (13th century) and even more in the Description of Familiar Foods (14th century). 

15 Charles Perry, “The Description of Familiar Foods,” 423. 
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(except obviously for the tahini used in place of the flour and sesame oil). 

 

Recipe 

700g honey 2 tsp mixed spice (I used nutmeg, cinnamon and cloves 
350 mL tahini 1 cup nuts (almonds and pistachios are good) 
 

1. Put the pistachios in a bowl of boiling water for about 20 minutes, then rub off the skins.  Allow to 

dry. 

2. Over a low heat, heat the honey until it reaches around 115 ̊C.  Watch it to make sure it doesn’t boil 

over, and stir it occasionally.  When it reaches the correct temperature, remove from the heat, and 

skim any scum off the surface. 

3. Beat the tahini well to re-mix any separated oil, then heat gently. 

4. Add the nuts and spices to the honey and mix well. 

5. Fold the tahini gently into the honey and nut mixture.  Make sure you get right into the bottom of 

the pan to ensure the honey and tahini are mixed properly. 

6. Pour the mix into an oiled cake tin, and cover with cling film. 

7. Leave in the fridge for at least a day to allow the mix to set properly. 

8. When set, slice the mix with a knife dipped in warm water. 

 

Waddiya 

Dissolve and clarify syrup, then throw roses in it and filter it until their colour persists 
in it and their power (flavour) appears in in it.  Then thicken it with starch, for every 
pound, two ounces of starch, and two ounces of sesame oil and two ounces of good 
peeled pistachios with rose water and musk; and take it up.  Kitab Wasf al-Atima al-
Mutada Chapter X16 

Medieval Turkish Delight!  Using that idea as a base, I found a recipe for Turkish Delight that wasn’t 

set with gelatine, and went from there.  Because modern recipes don’t use sesame oil it took a couple of 

tries.  However, you can’t make this recipe in humid weather – if you do, you wind up with rose 

flavoured sand, because the sugar syrup just won’t work, nor does the starch mixture. 

 

Recipe 

400g caster sugar 50 mL virgin sesame oil 
150 mL water 2 tsp rosewater 
50g cornflour/arrowroot Few drops red food colouring 
Extra 150 mL water 1 cup pistachios 
 

1. In a heavy saucepan, combine the sugar and one lot of water, and stir over a low heat until the sugar 

is completely dissolved.  Then stop stirring. 
                                                      

16 Charles Perry, “The Description of Familiar Foods,” 416. 
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2. When the sugar syrup comes to the boil, brush the sides of the pan down occasionally with a natural 

bristled brush, and check the temperature regularly. 

3. When the syrup reaches the soft ball stage (112 ̊C - 116 ̊C), remove from the heat. 

4. Meanwhile, in another saucepan over a low heat, combine the starch, the other 150 mL water and 

the sesame oil, and stir until thick (approx. 10 minutes) 

5. Gradually add the syrup to the starch and stir well to combine.  Return to a REALLY LOW heat 

and simmer, stirring occasionally, for about an hour.  It is really important that this is a low heat – 

you should only get very occasional bloopy bubbles.  Using a simmer mat really helps. 

6.  The mix is ready when it “ribbons” – dip a spoon into the mix, and drag your finger across the 

back; it “ribbons” if the line left by your finger doesn’t immediately disappear. 

7. Remove from the heat, and add the rosewater, food colouring and nuts, and mix well. 

8. Pour the mix into a tray lined with oiled plastic, and leave in the fridge to set. 

9. When set, slice the mix with a knife dipped in warm water. 

 

Natif (Nut Brittle) 

Natif can indicate either what we think of as nut brittle, nuts in a toffee-like coating, or nougat (which 

combines sugar syrup with egg whites).17  The following is for the former. 

 

Thicken dissolved sugar or honey on a quiet fire to the degree that when a piece of it 
is taken and cooled, it breaks and shatters.  Then knead what you want of sesame, 
walnuts, pistachios, almonds and poppy seeds with it.  It cools and is taken up. .  
Kitab Wasf al-Atima al-Mutada Chapter X18 

Getting this recipe to work was quite simple – find a modern nut brittle recipe that doesn’t use 

condensed milk, and adapt. 

 

Recipe 

300 g caster sugar 1 cup mixed nuts (I like a mix of almonds and pistachios best) 
100 mL water  
 

1. In a heavy saucepan, combine the sugar and water, and stir over a low heat until the sugar is 

completely dissolved.  Then stop stirring. 

2. When the sugar syrup comes to the boil, brush the sides of the pan down occasionally with a natural 

bristled brush, and check the temperature regularly. 

3. When the syrup reaches the hard crack stage (149 – 154 ̊ C), add the nuts and stir well. 

4. Pour the mix onto an oiled marble slab, or oiled earthenware plate (not melamine or plastic).  When 

it’s cooled completely, break the mass up and store. 

                                                      
17 Nawal Nasrallah, Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens, 599. 
18 Charles Perry, “The Description of Familiar Foods, 425. 
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NOTES: If making this on a hot day, adding the nuts when the syrup reaches the soft ball stage (112 – 

116  ̊C) will help the cooking process.  Make sure you stir the mix occasionally or the nuts will stick 

and burn.  You can use raw caster sugar for this if you like, to get a more caramel looking toffee setting 

for the nuts.  Raw caster sugar is also less likely to crystallise badly if making on a hot day. 

 

Lauzinaj 
This is a particular class of sweet where the main ingredient is almond.  It can be either “dry” like nut 

brittle, or “wet,” where the almonds are formed into a paste, wrapped in a thin coating/batter. The 

resulting parcels could be stored long-term in sweet oil, or syrup.  These sweets most likely originated 

in Persia, and were considered to be medicinal, particularly good for loosening phlegm.  This is 

probably the origin of “lozenge.”19 

 

A recipe for lauzinaj from the copy of al-Mu’tasim: Take lauzinaj [sheets] made 
by pouring the batter on the tabaq (large flat frypan).  Cover the sheets after they cool 
down so they stay malleable. 
Take equal parts of shelled pistachios and skinned almonds, and finely grind them.  
Grind tabarzad sugar (caster sugar), the amount of which should be equal to the nuts.  
Mix the sugar with the nuts and sprinkle them with rosewater in which a few cloves 
were steeped overnight.  Add more sugar if needed. 
Stuff lauzinaj sheets with the nut filling, cut them into [smaller pieces], and arrange 
them in a small delicate platter.  Pour on them fresh almond oil, and sprinkle tarbazad 
sugar on, and in between, the rows of the pieces.  You also have the option of 
perfuming the lauzinaj with mastic and musk.  It is fabulous.  Ibn Sayyar, Kitab al’ 
Tabikh Chapter 9920 

Making thin sheets for lauzinaj: Dissolve starch to thick paste and strain it.  For 
each ounce of startch, add one egg whiteand whisk mixture thoroughly and 
continuously. 
Heat the the tabaq (large flat frypan) and wipe it with a cloth wrapped with pieces of 
wax and shelled walnut.  Ladle out some of the mixture and pour it on the tabaq.  
When the thin bread is done scrape it out.  Wipe the tabaq once more and make 
another piece.  Ibn Sayyar, Kitab al’ Tabikh Chapter 1321 

Lauzinaj: Take a pound of sugar and grind it fine.  Take a third of a pound of finely 
ground peeled almonds, mix them with the sugar and knead it with rose water.  Then 
take bread made thin like sanbusaj bread – the thinner, the better – and spread it out 
on a loaf of that bread and put the kneaded almonds and sugar on it.  Then roll it up 
like a belt and cut it into small pieces, and arrange them (in a bowl).  Refine the 
necessary amount of fresh sesame oil and put it on them.  Then cover them in syrup to 
which rosewater has been added.  Sprinkle finely pounded pistachios on them. .  
Kitab al-Tabikh Chapter X22 

Confession time: I haven’t got the proper pastry for the wrappers working yet – I can’t get the 

                                                      
19 Nawal Nasrallah, Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens, 598. 
20 Nawal Nasrallah, Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens, 410. 
21 Nawal Nasrallah, Annals of the Caliphs’ Kitchens, 125. 
22 Charles Perry, A Baghdad Cookery Book, 99 – 100. 
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consistency right, and they burn.  So I use confectioner’s rice paper instead.  The recipe below is a 

direct redaction of the first recipe.  I included the second for comparison, to show how the recipe 

evolved.  The recipe is almost exactly the same in “The Description of Familiar Foods.” 

 

 

Recipe 

80g raw pistachios 3 whole cloves 
80g almonds 2 sheets confectioner’s rice paper (Zaano brand is good) 
160g icing sugar 30 mL almond oil 
50 mL rosewater 2 tbs caster sugar 
 

1. Soak the cloves in the rosewater overnight, then discard the cloves.  You will notice the rosewater 

now has a golden tint from the clove oil. 

2. Put the pistachios in a bowl of boiling water for about 20 minutes, then rub off the skins.  Allow to 

dry, then grind finely. 

3. Sift the almond meal and icing sugar together, making sure to remove all clumps from the icing 

sugar.  It may help to sift the mix twice (the second time will be easier).  Add the ground pistachios. 

4. Combine the rosewater with the icing sugar and ground nuts; the sugar will dissolve with the 

rosewater, forming a smooth paste. 

5. Spoon half of the mix onto a sheet of rice paper and compress it so it forms a solid mass, without air 

pockets. 

6. Roll the rice paper up so you get a log shape, and secure the edges of the rice paper with rosewater.  

Repeat with the second sheet. 

7. Cut the stuffed rice paper logs into small pieces, then leave for around an hour to dry out a little. 

8. Before serving, pour over the almond oil, and sprinkle on the caster sugar. 

 

Where to from here? 
These recipes barely scratch the surface of medieval Middle Eastern sweets and desserts.  There are 

entire classes of recipes I’ve yet to look at (or get right in some cases).  There are khabis, which are 

puddings based on flour and syrup or shortening and cooked on a stove; q’atayif, pancakes or flatbreads 

stuffed with nuts, fruit and sugar and fried; and then there are fried khushkanananj, another type of 

virgin’s breast which looks a bit like baked caramel, and nougat-style natif.  I’m going to be cooking 

my way through the sweets sections for years to come, and I invite you along for the ride. 
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Further Reading 
 

Fulton, Margaret.  Margaret Fulton’s Encyclopedia of Food and Cookery.  Hardie Grant, 2009. 

This is the book I reach for more than other when trying something new, or wanting to find out what a 

particular ingredient is, or how to cook it.  If you can only afford one cookbook, this should be it. 

McGee, Harold.  On Food and Cooking.  Scribner, 2004. 

Cookbooks explain the “how” of cooking; in this book McGee explains a lot of the “why.”  Essential 

reading for understanding cooking, especially for those of us who want to ignore Heston when he says 

“Please don’t try this at home!”  I’m starting to read this before embarking on anything new, which 

cuts down on mistakes somewhat. 

LaBau, Elizabeth.  The Sweet Book of Candy Making.  Quarry Books, 2012. 

Too many “candy” books concentrate exclusively on chocolate with no mention of sugar candies.  This 

one does both, and miracle of miracles, uses the metric system as well as imperial!  Alas, it’s not 

exhaustive (no nougat, for instance) but it covers most of the common types of candy and has really 

good photos of the steps, as well as the mistakes people make when mucking around with sugar. 

Nasrallah, Nawal.  Annals of the Caliph’s Kitchens.  Brill, 2009. 

This isn’t a book – it’s a tome!  Primarily, it’s a translation of a tenth century manuscript (one of the 

earliest) but also contains a wealth of information about cooking, food service and food production, 

with an extensive glossary.  Should be in the library of any serious SCA cook, but it’s expensive.  If you 

want to get this book, do yourself a favour and get the hard-cover (yes, it’s more expensive but worth 

it). 

Perry, Charles.  A Baghdad Cookery Book.  Prospect Books, 2005. 

A translation of a 13th century manuscript, which heavily influenced later Middle Eastern manuscripts.  

This isn’t as wide-ranging as some of the other books, but it’s a great, cheap introduction to medieval 

Middle Eastern cookery. 

Rodinson, Maxime (ed).  Medieval Arab Cookery.  Prospect Books, 2006. 

A collection of essays about medieval Arab cookery, food and eating, and translations of several 

cookbooks.  Essential for people with Middle Eastern personas, but it’s expensive and getting hard to 

find. 

Zaouali, Lilia.  Medieval Cuisine of the Islamic World.  University of California Press, 2007. 

(aka “the Onion and Pomegranate book”) A selection of recipes from medieval manuscripts, and some 

modern recipes derived from medieval recipes.  It does suffer from being a selection of recipes from 

different parts of the Islamic world, but it’s a good, cheap introduction to medieval Middle Eastern 

food. 


