
FOOD AND SOCIETY IN
CLASSICAL ANTIQUITY

This is the first study of food in classical antiquity that treats food
as both a biological and a cultural phenomenon. The variables of
food quantity, quality and availability, and the impact of disease,
are evaluated and a judgement reached on the health of the popu-
lation which inclines to pessimism. Food is also a symbol, evoking
other basic human needs and desires, especially sex, and perform-
ing social and cultural roles which can be either integrative or divi-
sive. The book explores food taboos in Greek, Roman and Jewish
society, and food-allocation within the family, as well as more famil-
iar cultural and economic polarities which are highlighted by food
and eating. The author draws on a wide range of evidence new and
old, from written sources to human skeletal remains, and uses both
comparative historical evidence from early modern and contem-
porary developing societies and the anthropological literature, to
create a case-study of food in antiquity.
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Preface

Greeks and Romans, rich or poor, were obsessed with food. For most
people, life was a perpetual struggle for survival. Among the well-off
minority, there developed an elaborate haute cuisine, and, in reaction, a
rhetoric (and in certain contexts, a practice) of rejection or continence,
in the service of politics, morality, philosophy, religion or health.

This book presents food as a biocultural phenomenon. Food is at once
nutrition, needed by the body for its survival, and cultural object, with
various non-food uses and associations. Food functions as a sign or
means of communication. It governs human relationships at all levels.
Food serves to bind together people linked by blood, religion or citizen-
ship; conversely, it is divisive, being distributed and consumed in accor-
dance with existing hierarchies.

Historians and archaeologists have long been interested in the mate-
rial aspects of food in classical antiquity. They have traced the origins,
diffusion and evolution of particular foodstuffs and catalogued and dis-
cussed what was eaten, from where it came, how it was produced and
distributed, how it was processed and cooked. Their findings form part
of the background of my research, and to some extent I have followed
in their footsteps. Some of the early chapters of this book reflect my pre-
vious work on systems of production and distribution, and patterns of
consumption during times of both relative normality and stress. But I go
on here to pose the question of food-availability. Did ancient popula-
tions get enough of their staple foods to provide the food-energy and
protein requirements for good health, and were the deficiencies of their
staples in certain vital proteins and vitamins made up by complemen-
tary foods? I develop a thesis which is likely to be controversial on the
nutritional status of the population, with the aid of evidence not nor-
mally adduced.

A less traditional interest, which marks some recent work by a
new generation of historians, lies in the social, religious and cultural
functions of food and its metaphorical uses. Their explorations have

xi
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influenced the composition of the later chapters, but again, within the
confines of this book and my own preoccupations and limitations, I have
not followed up all their lines of inquiry. In general, I have found those
studies most useful for my purposes which are informative about the
nature of Greek and Roman society. Thus, for example, I particularly
welcome the attention given to communal drinking (the symposium) and
banquets. In any society, group eating and drinking highlight social atti-
tudes, relationships and hierarchies, and these matters form a central
part of my subject. My aim is to use the universal activities of food and
eating as a way of clarifying the distinctive nature of Graeco-Roman
society and culture. Food and eating (in the parlance, ‘food and food-
ways’) are a good entrée into a society, an introduction to its cultural
traits, social institutions, individual and collective attitudes. Studies of
food, however informative and entertaining, do not escape the charge of
antiquarianism unless they fully contextualise their subject.

This point has been better understood by social scientists than histo-
rians, on the whole. The most interesting historical writing on food has
been aware of and in dialogue with anthropological studies. In the
English-speaking world, I have in mind a work such as Stephen
Mennell’s All Manners of Food, a historical sociologist’s investigation of
tastes and manners in France and Britain from the Middle Ages to the
contemporary world. A historian of food who neglects Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Jack Goody, Mary Douglas and Marvin Harris, to select a few
of the more prominent names, will have difficulty asking intelligent
questions of the evidence for food from antiquity or from any society
whatever. The potential contribution of physical as opposed to social and
cultural anthropology to the historical study of food and nutrition is of
a quite different nature, and has been exploited as yet hardly at all, as
regards ancient Mediterranean societies. One of my aims is to begin to
rectify this omission.

Between ancient history and modern social science (not to mention
biological science) there is a large but not unbridgeable gap.
Opportunities have been lost on both sides. Little use has been made of
classical antiquity, even as a source of exempla, by social scientists
working on the subject of food. This is not surprising. Anthropologists
have other societies, often experienced at first hand, to serve as refer-
ence-points. One would not expect Lévi-Strauss to refer to ancient
sources on the roasting of meat, and it is something of a surprise to find
that he cites Aristotle twice on this subject, even if via a secondary
source, in his classic paper ‘Le triangle culinaire’. At the other extreme,
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Mœurs des sauvages amériquains (), by the ethnographer Fr Joseph
François Lafitau, is built around an extensive comparison of the customs
of Native Americans with those of the classical Greeks and Romans.
That work is a ‘period piece’, its approach and methodology dated.
Among contemporary anthropologists, Jack Goody stands out as one
who has made fruitful use of the comparison with Graeco-Roman antiq-
uity (in investigating the family and literacy as well as food and cuisine).
Goody’s examples of peoples who developed a haute cuisine include, nat-
urally, the Chinese and the French, but also, unexpectedly, the Greeks of
the fourth century . This is a quite legitimate deduction from an
eccentric work called The Deipnosophists, or Professors of the Dinner-Table,
composed by Athenaeus, a minor writer in Greek, born in an obscure
Greek town in Egypt and surviving in what may be a cadette, but is still
a lengthy, version. Athenaeus himself flourished about the turn of the
second century , but drew heavily on classical and Hellenistic Greek
sources. Again, there would have been no debate on the dietary laws of
the ancient Israelites without the intervention of anthropologists and
other social scientists such as Douglas, Harris and Simoons.

On the other side, if we except the work of French historians of
ancient Greece, especially Vernant, Vidal-Naquet and Detienne, in their
structuralist explorations of the role of food in Greek society, anthro-
pology has been slow to make an impact on ancient historical scholar-
ship in the area of food studies. Few ancient historians appear to have
asked why the ancient Israelites imposed food prohibitions on them-
selves whereas the classical Greeks and Romans on the whole did not.
Even synthetic studies such as Consuming Passions: The Anthropology of

Eating by Farb and Armelagos, despite its lack of reference to antiquity,
have much to teach students of the ancient world, in setting an agenda
for historians to follow. I for one am impressed by their demonstration
that material and symbolic aspects of food can be combined profitably
in a single study.

This book on food was fed by research begun around two decades ago,
and was already in rough draft in , when it was first delivered as lec-
tures to senior undergraduates at Cambridge. My thanks go in the first
place to the participants in this course, and to my former graduate stu-
dents who were already, or became, experts in various aspects of the
subject, in particular, Sue Alcock, Sarah Currie, Justin Goddard, Neville
Morley, Jonathan Thompson, Jeremy Toner, Onno van Nijf and Greg
Woolf. I owe a heavy debt to Paul Cartledge, Robin Donkin, Richard
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Gordon, Richard Hunter, Tim Jenkins, Vivian Nutton, Walter Scheidel,
Malcolm Schofield, Dorothy Thompson and Frank Walbank, who have
read and improved part or the whole of this book in earlier drafts. Other
friends who have helped me over the years and/or have given me sundry,
vital assistance in preparing this book include Filippo Cavassini,
Giovanna Ceserani, Gillian Clark, Lin Foxhall, Paul Halstead, David
Hanke, Chris Hayden, Caroline Humfress, Ted Kenney and Richard
Smith. I am grateful to a number of experts: in third world studies, to
Barbara Harriss-White, in the field of nutrition, to Roger Whitehead
and his team at the Dunn Nutrition Unit, and, in physical anthropology,
to Sara Bisel, Paola Catalano, Corinne Duhig, Gino Fornaciari, Valerie
Higgins, Estelle Lazer, Patricia Macadam-Stuart, Roberto Macchiarelli
and Theya Molleson, among others. I owe particular thanks to Paola
Catalano and Roberto Macchiarelli, who invited me to collaborate in
their projects at Vallerano near Rome and Isola Sacra near Ostia,
respectively. Finally I acknowledge the assistance of the Wellcome Trust,
which awarded me a Research Leave Fellowship in –.
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