SELECTION OF DISHES FOR A LATE 15th CENTURY NORTHERN ITALIAN FEAST

Domestic Arts & Sciences Category. Cooking: Multiple Dish. Intermediate.


1. BACKGROUND

All good holidays involve food, and Venice's Wedding with the Sea was no exception. "After the marriage ceremony the doge and his guests stopped at San Nicolò al Lido for prayers and a banquet that lasted until evening, others returned to feast at home…". (Muir 122)

Unfortunately, unlike other Italian cities such as Rome and Napoli, Venice was not famed for its banquets. This was partially the result of ducal restrictions conceived to preserve political stability:

"Si consideriamo inoltre che al doge della Serenissima, citta scarsamente incline, a ogni livello sociale, alle raffinatazze conviviali, non era concesso organizzare che cinque banchetti pubblici ogni anno e che frequentimente, a causa della ristrettezze di bilancio, le accoglienze per l'arrivo di numerosi ospite stranieri erano delegate alle localie Compagnie della calza, si potra agevolmente comprendre la ragione dell' assenza di eventi di rilievo durante questo secolo ma anche in quelli successivi". (Benporat 68)

If we additionally consider the fact that the Doge of Venice, a city hardly inclined, at any social level, to convivial refinement, was not permitted to organize more than five public banquets each year, and that as a result of these restrictions, banquets for foreign guests were frequently delegated to the local Compagnie della Calza, we can easily understand the lack of important events recorded during this century, let alone which reign. (my translation)

A dinner run by one of the transient Compagnie might be a delight or it might be a disaster complete with bawdy stand-up. On the whole the results do not appear to have been celebrated, and no itemized banquet accounts such as for Milan's Trivulzio marriage appear to have survived.

However, the diarist Marin Sanudo recorded details of wedding feasts, and sumptuary laws limiting feast items are available following the onset of the War of the League of Cambrai. Secondly, we have the recipe books of Platina (De Honesta Voluptate, first published 1465) and of the Anonimo Veneziano, 14th/15th century. Several recipes from the latter are supplied with suggested redactions in Raccagni's La mia cucina medievale. Finally, Giacomo Castelvetro, writing a hundred years later, provides useful information on Italy's seasonal fruits and vegetables along with some simple recipes.

a) Platina and Martino de Rossi

Platina's cookbook, De Honesta Voluptate, was hugely popular throughout Italy and went through at least six editions in Venice alone by 1503. Platina owes a large debt to the Libro de re Coquinaria by Martino de Rossi (aka Martino da Como), a professional chef active in Milan. (Milham 51, 68) When reading Platina Milham cautions us with the following:

"…essentially this (DHV) is an abridged translation into Latin of the (Martino's) Tuscan original, although the abridgement has often missed the spirit and sometimes even the essential character of the famous cook's recipes." (51)

Through Platina, Martino de Rossi's recipes were widely read in Italy, influencing and reflecting Italian cuisine. In fact, Martino seems to have represented the cordon bleu standard from the mid-15th through the mid-17th century, as Giovanni Rosselli's popular Epulario is almost identical to Martino's book. (Willan 27) Benporat's Cucina italiana del Quattrocento is an excellent source for all things Martino.

A modern source for Martino (ex Platina) redactions is Jeanette Nance Nordio's Traditional Venetian Cooking, whose Capretto con Agio Arosto (Kid Roasted with Garlic), Pollastri Arosti (Roast Chicken), Torta de Verdure (Vegetable Pie) and Calicioni (Almond Biscuits) recipes have very close counterparts in De Honesta Voluptate.

b) Other Comments

Normally May 28 (Ascension Day in 1495) would have meant full spring in Venice. Unfortunately, Venice experienced a famine and drought in either 1494 or 1495, encouraging black marketeering and adulteration of flour. (Chambers & Pullan and Zorzi) This would have restricted the quantity and variety of dishes at a Sensa feast.

The War of the League of Cambrai a few years later (1509) would also leave its mark on wedding banquets. Later sumptuary laws specifically list and prohibit such dishes as pine-nut cakes (highly prized), sweets of sugar and rose water and certain game birds such as partridge and pheasant (Labalme & White).

Finally, Nordio suggests that "Pig's trotter, plain or stuffed" is the traditional dish for Ascension Day (121). Happily, I have not yet been able to find confirmation for this.

2. THE DISHES

I have relied on Martino de Rossi's recipes as related by Platina in De Honesta Voluptate to make a selection of dishes that would be appropriate for a Venetian holiday feast in the late 15th century. Marzipan, roast meats and pine nut candy are specifically mentioned as wedding foods by Sanudo (Labalme & Sanguineti).

Listed in order of presentation according to Benporat's analysis of extant banquet accounts for Quattrocento Italy, they are:

· Marzipan Pie

· Herb Pie for May

· Roast Beef

· Apple Fritters

· Sugared Pine Nuts

a) Marzipan Pie

Per fare torta di marzapane (Martino)

"Grind almonds which have stood in fresh water a day and a night and which are as carefully washed as possible, continuing sprinkling lightly with fresh water so they will not produce oil. If you want the best, add as much of the best sugar as of almonds. When all has been well pounded and soaked in rosewater, spread in a pan filled with a light undercrust and moistened often with rosewater. Put in an oven, sprinkling continually with ground sugar with a bit of rosewater so that it will not be dried too much. They can be cooked similarly on the hearth, but be careful they do not seem to be toasted rather than cooked. I would like this pie to be heavy rather than high, for it is better.  (Milham 379)

Filling:

1 cup almonds, washed and soaked in water for several hours

1 cup white sugar

3 tbsp. rosewater

Water to assist in grinding

Sugar and extra rosewater for sprinkling

Crust:

1½ cups unbleached white flour.

· Fine wheat flour is mentioned in Platina. (Milham 121)

½ cup unsalted butter.

· Butter was used instead of oil or fat in the northern and western regions (Milham 161)

¼ tsp. salt 

Method:

Grind the almonds with some water in the blender, in batches

Turn into a bowl, add sugar and mix.

· Produces a gruel-like mixture

Add rosewater and let stand while preparing crust.

Prepared the pastry in the normal fashion and chilled before rolling out

Blind-baked the pastry crusts for 15 minutes at 325F before adding filling

Filled the crusts and baked for 30 minutes

Sprinkled sugar and rosewater, baked 5 minutes more.

Comments:

· In an earlier attempt, I used whole-wheat flour to make the crust. This produced heavy but tasty results.

· Thick cream would be a nice accompaniment, especially when the pie is warm.

· For today's sample I used smaller individual tart pans that have similar shapes to those in a 1478 still life. (Benporat, Feste)

b) Herb Pie for May

Per fare una herbolata del mese de maio (Martino)

"Cut up and pound as much cheese as I suggested for the first and second pies. [Cut up and pound (a pound and ½ of the best fresh cheese, cut up especially fine]. To this, when it is pounded, add juice of chard, a little marjoram, a little more sage, a bit of mint, and more parsley. When all this has been pounded in a mortar, add 15-16 beaten egg whites and ½ pound fat or fresh butter. Some also put in some leaves or parsley and marjoram, cut but not pounded, a half pound of white ginger and eight ounces of sugar. When all these are mixed together and put in a pot or well greased pan, make them boil on coals far from flame so they do not absorb smoke, mixing constantly until they become thick. When they are almost cooked, transfer to another pot with an undercrust and cover with an earthen lid until everything is cooked on a gentle fire. When they are cooked and transferred to a dish, cover with the best sugar and rose water. This dish is as much greener as it is better and more pleasing." (Milham 365)

Filling:

1 pound ricotta cheese

· Platina mentions ricotta cheese as good for vegetable ragouts (Milham 159)

340 grams mozzarella cheese (1 ball)

8 egg whites, lightly beaten

¼ cup unsalted butter, softened

4 tbsp. white sugar

½ tbsp. ground ginger (Martino's ½ pound seems excessive)

¼ cup shredded swiss chard leaves

handful Italian parsley leaves, shredded

8 fresh sage leaves, shredded

handful mint leaves, shredded

I couldn't source fresh marjoram at the time

Crust:

1½ cups unbleached white flour

¼ cup unsalted butter

¼ cup lard

¼ tsp. salt

Method:

Prepared the pastry in the normal fashion and chilled before rolling out

Grated the mozzarella

Added the ricotta

Added the fresh herbs

Added rest of ingredients

Boiled filling on medium heat, stirring constantly, for 20 minutes to reduce. Very important!

Blind baked piecrust for 15 minutes at 325F before adding filling

Added filling and baked at 325F for 50 minutes

Did not bother with lid for pie pan

Did not bother with rosewater and sugar

Comments:

· The Herbatella recipe from the Anonimo Veneziano (Raccagni 124-125) is quite similar, but without a crust.

· Looks like a quiche

c) Roast Beef

Per fare ogni bello arosto (Martino)

"Make a roast from whatever meat you want this way: if it is old, when it has boiled a while, take it out of the pot and lard it, and have it turned over the fire until it is well cooked, but if it is tender, like veal and kid, cook it without boiling, the same way as above. Wash in boiling water capons, pheasants, kid, partridges and whatever wild meat requires roasting, well plucked and dressed. After they are rinsed and garnished to stimulate appetite with fragrant herbs, pepper and finely chopped lard, have them cooked on a hearth on a slow fire, but when you see that they are nearly cooked, sprinkle salt with bread crumbs all over them, after the fire has been increased more than before and the spit turned with a faster turning hand. Then take the meat off at once, let the steam go away, and serve to your guests". (Milham 267)

Ingredients:

2.5 pound beef oven roast

4 slices bacon

chopped thyme, rosemary and sage

¼ cup lard, diced fine

Whole wheat bread crumbs

Pepper, salt

Method:

Larded beef with bacon slices

Immersed in boiling water for five minutes to seal outside

Creamed lard with chopped herbs and fresh ground pepper

Coat roast with creamed mixture

Roasted in a pan in 325F oven with a little water for 2h 15 min

Sprinkled with bread crumbs and salt 15 minutes before done

Comments:

Torture for my husband to smell and not taste.

d) Apple Fritters

Frittele di poma (Milham 395)

"Slightly fry squares made of cleaned and cored apples in fat or oil. Spread on a board to dry. Then when they are wrapped [previous fritter recipes refer to meal, eggs, sugar, cinnamon and saffron] fry them again."

Ingredients:

3 Royal Gala apples

Unsalted butter

2 eggs

Unbleached white flour

2 tsp. ground cinnamon

Pinch Saffron

White sugar

Method:

Peeled, sliced and cored the apples

Sprinkled apples with lemon juice to avoid browning

Sautéed apple slices in butter until soft outside and lightly coloured (about 8 minutes)

Drained apples on paper towel

Beat eggs with saffron and cinnamon

Dipped apples in egg mixture then in flour

Fried apples a second time until golden

Drained apple fritters on paper towel and sprinkled with sugar

Comments:

· Fried, "golden" foods (through use of saffron or actual gold leaf) were valued feast items.

· In May, elderflowers would have been used instead of the out-of-season apples, but this is not May.

"Towards the end of spring, the elder comes into bloom, and makes wonderful fritters. Mix the blossoms with ricotta, Parmesan, egg and powdered cinnamon, and shape the mixture into little crescent shapes. Flour them lightly and fry them in butter, and send to table sprinkled with sugar." (Castelvetro 72)

e) Candied Pine Nuts

De Nucibus Pineis (Milham 177)

"Pine kernels eaten rather frequently with raisins are even believed to excite latent passion. They also have the same force seasoned with sugar. The nobler and rich eat these often in Lent at the first and last course. Sugar is melted, and pine nuts are rolled in it with a scoop and made into the shape of a pastille. Gold lead is added to these, for magnificence, I believe, and for pleasure".

"By melting (cane) sugar, we make almonds (softened and cleaned in water), pine nuts, hazelnuts, coriander, anise, cinnamon and many other things into sweets". (Milham 137)

"They are made into comfits with sugar, or coated with sugar like almonds" (Castelvetro 127)

Sweetmeats were an important part of a grand feast.

Ingredients:

2 cups pine nuts, lightly toasted

1 cup white sugar

3 tbsp. rosewater

1 egg white, lightly beaten

Process:

Per Nostradamus

Unsuccessful

Comments:

· Platina's recipe has several key omissions on process, ingredients (egg white), etc., although he elsewhere refers to the use of egg white in preparing some sweets (Milham 161).

·  I tried to use Michel Nostradamus' version, which includes a description of the hard-crack candy stage necessary, but the sugar refused to cooperate.

· Instead of forming sticky clumps that could be dropped from a spoon, the nuts received a rough sugar coating and look more like conventional sugared nuts/bar mix. It tastes good, though.

· Sugar-coated pine nuts and almonds are presumably the predecessors of the bonbonnière (sugared almonds) served at traditional Italian weddings

CONCLUSION

These dishes represent a cross-section of a typical Venetian Quattrocento banquet as influenced by Martino di Rossi. All but one of the dishes was successful, the last was salvaged, and all taste good. The recipes and ingredients are period, and have been chosen with awareness of the season. My redactions are largely successful and are plausible.
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