
Cravens 1 

 

WHEN THE ARCHIVES ARE CLOSED:  
EMBODIED LEARNING THROUGH PREMODERN RECIPES 

 

Marlena Petra Cravens  
THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN 

 

 

 

On a blistering June day in 2020, you might have found me standing in my kitchen with 

NPR on blast as I frantically mixed eggs into a simmering pot of milk. I was hoping the mixture 

would turn into llet malcuita. The key was definitely the eggs, I suspected, which would move 

the llet (milk) to the malcuita (badly cooked) stage, forming a medieval Catalan custard. The 

recipe was from the Llibre de Sent Soví (1324) and, like all medieval recipes, it was coy about 

both measurements and the exact process of “ruining” milk to make a dessert.1 “Si vols fer llet 

malcuita espessa…” it teasingly began, and I needed no further prompting—I was totally curious 

and willing to fail. 

Under the stifling pressure of COVID-19, the need to self-isolate in order to protect 

immunocompromised family members, the collapsing academic job market, the BLM protests 

deservedly rocking the United States, and the government’s preposterous and insulting 

responses, I found myself sitting in front of my computer everyday with my fingers hovering 

nervously over my keyboard, paralyzed by self-doubt. I was a fellow and researcher, but the 

                                                
1 I’m calling it a dessert because that’s a parameter that we as modern readers understand, but, to 

be truthful, the sense I get from the recipe and the neutral ingredients (it is only naturally 

sweetened from the milk) is that it could also be given to the infirm and the elderly. An 

unadulterated version of the recipe could be made by the poor, while a spiffed up recipe replete 

with dashes of sugar, cinnamon, cardamom, black pepper, and cloves could be made for 

someone wealthy. At a mere two sentences, the recipe does not offer any information on 

variations. 



Cravens 2 

 

archives were closed. I was an ABD graduate student writing a dissertation about books without 

access to books. I was, in short, not writing very much. 

After a few weeks of anguish, my conclusion was that I could not sit in front of my desk, 

staring at a black-and-white screen and feel good about my research or my writing progress. 

Eventually I abandoned my computer and dove headlong into premodern cookbooks, which I 

usually explored as a side project.  

Literary references to premodern food were something that I always found esoteric, 

strange, and decontextualized. For example, when Monipodio’s gang fed Rinconete and 

Cortadillo a meal of bacalao, Flanders cheese, olives, shrimp, crab, and “tres hogazas 

blanquísimas de Gandul” [“three loaves of the whitest Gandul bread”] I had no reference or 

meaning that I could attribute to the food (trans. Harney 154). As a modern reader, this feast 

sounded pretty good to me, but perhaps it was par for the course for adept thieves in the 1600s. I 

had no way to know. How could I create meaning out of this? 

By recreating premodern Iberian recipes, I began to find answers to these mysteries and 

to questions I had never considered about the Iberian relationship to food—and the relationship 

between food and literature. The domestic and commercial space of the medieval kitchen, 

sketched through the quotidian scrawl of short recipes preserved in works like The Book of Sent 

Soví, helped me learn how access to the food itself, as well as access to specific ingredients, was 

inflected by complex issues of race, gender, class, age, religion, Galenic medical beliefs, and 

Mediterranean trade.  

Rather than reflecting my failure to do research or a deep investment in procrastination, 

my experiments recreating premodern recipes ended up revealing that there are different ways of 

meaning-making and doing literary analysis that don’t necessarily involve a computer. By 
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creating recipes from Apicius (trans. Grainger 2006), The Book of Sent Soví (trans. Vogelzang 

2014), and The Viandier of Taillevent (Scully 1988)—among many others—I could in fact 

discover why making allioli was a gendered task, why white bread (or even just “risen” bread) 

was a sign of wealth, and how the issue of food spoilage paired with a Galenic understanding of 

the humors make some recipes disgusting monstrosities for modern readers. A recipe’s reference 

to spices like cinnamon, cloves, black pepper, sugar, and nutmeg didn’t just signal status and 

wealth, they also reveal a lot about Mediterranean exchange. And, I learned that almond milk has 

never been a modern phenomenon; Catalan cooks used almond milk as a cheap cooking 

alternative against food spoilage. They also used it for religious days or to get around the dietary 

restrictions of adhering to the Didache.  

My medieval, Catalan custard came out perfectly, even though my breadcrumbs weren’t 

ground finely enough and I didn’t use “the whitest Gandul bread” (though I used some of my 

homemade sourdough, which might be close). But that was okay. Feigning that my kitchen was 

that of a wealthy Mediterranean trader, I added cinnamon, nutmeg, and a little sugar. With these 

additions, it transformed into an old favorite in the southern United States: bread pudding. While 

we might think these recipes are centuries-distant and unknowable, the ties that bind food to 

literature, to our past, and to us as modern readers can be meaningful and can offer insight into 

historic ways of life. The intricacies of premodern food, the stories that describe them, and the 

lives of premodern peoples don’t always need to be read about in academic monographs or 

theorized in archives; they can be uncovered through embodied learning and bringing primary 

sources into the kitchen. 
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