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Conferences

How do we know how these ingredients were actually prepared? And 
should food be seasoned if seasoning is not listed in the recipe? In 
these situations, Harvard senior preceptor and chemist Pia Sörensen 
told me, the science can help us understand how an ingredient was 
used in ancient cooking. Knowledge about how the human taste 
buds react to sour and sweet tastes can help the investigators ascer-
tain if they are on the right track. One recipe for stew called for the 
use of soapwort, but trial runs in the kitchen revealed that it was just 
too bitter to be incorporated into the dish as it was. In the end they 
made the surprising discovery that soapwort is a potent emulsifier 
and used it to blend the dish more effectively. It’s a revelation that 
might actually have applicability in kitchens today.

In other cases the culinary arts can rescue an artifact from obscurity. 
Ordinarily archaeologists who study pottery spend much of their time 
trying to figure out who made the jars, pots, and ceramics discovered 
at a particular location. Jaffe realized how intrinsically flawed this 

method is: “Imagine that in the future archaeologists argued that 
anyone who used IKEA cookware was Swedish.” Instead he wanted 
to know something else: how were these vessels used? His project 
“What Did Barbarians Eat?” involved trying to reproduce the burn 
marks scorched into ancient earthenware from Zhou Dynasty China. 
In the process of their experiments, he and partners Raymond 
Childs (Chef, ISAW) and Karine Taché (Assistant Professor, Anthro-
pology, Queens College-CUNY) used chemical analysis and trial 
and error to discover that pots were designed to be placed into the 
flames on their side, a method that allowed for greater flexibility of 
use. Among other dishes, the team was able to cook millet crackers 
inside the rim of the pots.

This kind of ground-breaking work is important because it provides 
another route into the past. As Leon Levy Director Alexander Jones 
said at the beginning of the symposium, most of the time historians 

learn about the past using their eyes, but taste and smell can 
give us a window into the past that reading cannot. Understand-
ing the labor, smells, and sensory experience of people in the 
past can better help us understand who they were, what they 
valued, and how they lived.

The part of this project that was altogether unprecedented was 
the organizer’s insistence that chefs be involved from the begin-
ning to the end of the process. Jaffe told me: “Archaeologists, 
in a sense, study everything about the world today, yesterday. 
Economy, politics, religion family relationships social class, 
science, fashion, art psychology; you name it! And to do that we 
consume (no pun intended) theoretical perspectives from each 
one of these fields and do our best to collaborate with their ex-
perts. Shouldn’t we be working with chefs then to help us look at 
early foodways as well? I, for one, learned a whole lot of humility 
and appreciation for chefs and their incredible knowledge.” 
Chefs can teach archaeologists a thing or two about the past.

Appetite for the Past, April 30 - May 1, 2018
Organized by �<�L�W�]�F�K�D�N���-�D�•�H, Visiting Assistant Professor
and �.�H�O�L�O�D���-�D�•�H, Chef, Archaeologist, and PhD Student (Department of Nutrition and Food Studies, NYU)
Article by Candida Moss, Research Associate; a version first appeared in the Daily Beast on May 5, 2018

At the Last Supper Jesus told his disciples that he 
was about to be betrayed by one of those present. 
Shocked, they asked him who the person was. “It 
is one of the 12 who is dipping bread into the bowl 
with me.” He’s talking about Judas, of course. The 
shock value of his statement hinges on an unlikely 
plot device: a small dish of “dip,” which drives home 
the point that Jesus was betrayed by one of his closest 
companions.

But what was this mysterious dish? Other than 
much-publicized bread and wine, which have gone 
on to be celebrated as part of the Eucharist in 
Christian churches around the world, this condiment 
was the last thing that Jesus chose to eat. So what did 
it taste like?

The most probable answer is that it was garum, an 
ancient kind of fish sauce that was used throughout 
the Roman Empire by rich and poor alike. This spring 
semester, a collaboration between ISAW Visiting Assistant Professor 
Yitzchak Jaffe and chef Kelila Jaffe (no relation) of NYU’s Nutritional 
Science department brought together an international team of chefs 
and scholars together to recreate garum and a host of other ancient 
dishes.

Food and food habits are a key marker of identity. It defines where, 
how, and what you eat, which, in turn, determines when and with 
whom you can socialize. At the same time, historically speaking, when 
we come into contact with other groups it is often the other group’s 

food that slips unannounced into our cultural repertoire. Classicist 
Gregory Woolf wrote in his seminal study of Roman Gaul (France) 
that in the Roman empire food and wine spread more quickly than 
other cultural markers such as language and clothing. In other words, 
we are willing to eat novel food before we start dressing differently 
and becoming bilingual.

For some of those involved at the conference “Appetite for the Past,” 
it wasn’t at all clear that the recipes would actually work. Nicholas 
Vogt of Indiana University thought it possible that his Han-dynasty 

era recipe was the invention of an author who 
had likely never stepped foot in a kitchen. His 
partner, chef Wai Hon Chu, helped him recre-
ate a “bake” of suckling pig that they described 
as pretty delicious. The recipe required some 
supplementation, but it demonstrated that the 
elite author had gone to the trouble to talk to 
chefs about how to cook this dish.

In some cases the scientific process of cooking 
actually helped the scholars involved under-
stand the history better. The team working on 
Babylonian recipes encountered some that 
were only a few sentences long. A situation 
like this poses all kinds of methodological 
questions for the chefs: can we be sure that 
we know what the listed ingredients actually 
are? 

Photo courtesy of Benjamin Ouriel/NYU Steinhardt

Nicholas Vogt (Indiana University) and Chef Wai Hon Chu (ICE and NYU) recre-
ate a Han-dynasty era “bake” (Bao���c) of suckling pig
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A vessel found in an ancient Chinese cemetery which contains 
puzzling scorched patterns

Chef Childs recreates the millet-pork stew

Photo courtesy of Benjamin Ouriel/NYU Steinhardt

A team presents a recreation of a Babylonian lamb-and-beet stew
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Chef Childs presents his reimagined Siwa recipe with carrots 
and apricots served with millet crackers
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ExhibitionsConferences
Devotion and Decadence: The Berthouville Treasure and Roman Luxury 
from the Bibliothèque nationale de France
October 17, 2018 - January 6, 2019

Future Philologies, April 20, 2018
Organized by Patrick Burns
Assistant Research Scholar, Digital and Special Projects
The ISAW Library hosted “Future Philologies: Digital Di-
rections in Ancient World Text,” a conference organized 
by Patrick J. Burns, David Ratzan, and Sebastian Heath 
on the intersection of research on historical languages 
and computer science on April 20. The conference 
brought together scholars working on a diverse range 
of languages—Latin, Greek, Coptic, Persian, Arabic, 
Classical Chinese, and Sumerian were represented on 
the program—to discuss the effect that digitization and 
the ability to analyze massive amounts of text is having 
on philological research and teaching. The event was 
co-sponsored by the NYU Center for the Humanities, 
NYU Division of Libraries, NYU Center for Ancient 
Studies, and NYU Department of Classics. The complete 
“Future Philologies” program can be found at http://isaw.nyu.edu/
events/future-philologies.

Two things immediately stood out about the program, both of 
which capture the deeply interdisciplinary and interdepartmental 
aims of the conference: the diversity of historical languages and the 
evolving nature of the collaboration between humanities disciplines 
and computer and information science. In both its linguistic range 
and its incorporation of a digital approach to humanistic inquiry, 
the conference reflected in miniature important aspects of ISAW’s 
mission, namely a dual commitment to a wide geographic and broad 
chronological definition of the ancient world and the promotion of 
innovative research via digital platforms and rich scholarly communi-
ties in ancient studies.

A primary goal of “Future Philologies” was to assemble scholars 
working on large-scale ancient world text projects who might not 
otherwise find opportunities to discuss their work together. A 

cuneiform machine learning project will find an audience in a Near 
Eastern Language department, but perhaps not in a Classics depart-
ment. Corpus-based approaches to periodization in Arabic literature 
could be readily adapted to the study of other ancient languages. 
Linguistic differences, to be sure, translate into differences in digital 
approach and design; but there is also a great deal of overlap at the 
foundational level of most computational approaches to languages, 
and “Future Philologies” took advantage of the common ground to 
expand the vision of all the projects involved. This kind of inclusive 
view of the ancient world is a core strength of ISAW, making it an 
ideal venue for a conference on the future of comparative philology.

A further goal of “Future Philologies” was to include computer 
scientists in the discussion. Computer Science can be seen as a 
discipline of solving interesting problems that, whether for reasons 
of scale or subtlety, are difficult to solve through human study 
and cognition alone. Managing large collections of untranslated 
Sumerian tablets and making them accessible to automated searches 
is an interesting problem. The periodization of Arabic literature on 
stylistic and philological grounds over centuries is another interesting 
problem. Helping students to learn Greek, Arabic, and Persian more 
quickly and more effectively is yet another interesting problem. 
Philology, and comparative philology in particular, contains many 
such problems and, at the level of complex information problems, 
they are not dissimilar to those that CS departments study and solve 
in different contexts. These are the areas where we find some of the 
most innovative work on historical languages in the 21st century.

“Future Philologies” was organized as part of the Linked Ancient 
World Data series, which recently included LAWDNY workshops and 
last fall’s “Digital Publication in Mediterranean Archaeology: Current 
Practice and Common Goals.” This programming continues with our 
next conference “Digital Approaches to Teaching the Ancient Mediter-
ranean” later this year on October 26.

Donald Sturgeon (Harvard University) on 
Accessible Digital Text Analysis for Classical Chinese

Discovered by chance by a farmer in rural Normandy while plowing 
his field, the Berthouville Treasure is the largest and best-preserved 
hoard of silver from the ancient world. Silver statuettes and ves-
sels—about ninety pieces weighing over fifty pounds in total—had 
been buried in a brick-lined cist during antiquity. Located in an area 
of ancient pilgrimage, assembly, and spectacle, the site was a Gal-
lo-Roman religious sanctuary devoted to Mercury Canetonensis. The 
temple treasure includes extraordinary representations of Mercury 

as well as other pieces illus-
trating vivid episodes from 
the Trojan War and theatrical 
Bacchic scenes. The collec-
tion offers a striking example 
of the cross-cultural interac-
tions between Roman and 
indigenous Gallic culture. 

The farmer, Prosper Taurin, 
had originally intended to 
sell the Treasure for the val-
ue of the silver. But instead 
of melting it down (as many 
similar discoveries were 
reported to have been), 
Taurin shared news of his 
good fortune with a relative 
who recommended 
that they show several 
pieces to an expert 

from the Society of Antiquaries of Normandy. This expert, 
Auguste Le Prévost, communicated news of the discovery to 
Paris and convinced Taurin that the historic significance and 
aesthetic qualities enhanced the value of the Treasure beyond 
the market price of the silver. And indeed it did: A bidding war 
ensued between a representative of the Musée du Louvre, 
Charles Lenormant, and a curator from the Bibliothèque na-
tionale de France, Désiré Raoul-Rochette. Raoul-Rochette won 
by offering Taurin more than he was authorized to pay, thus 

securing the acquisi-
tion for the Biblio-
thèque nationale de 
France, but tarnishing 
his own reputation 
and damaging his 
subsequent career. 
His professional 
misstep is our benefit 
today. 

For its presentation at 
ISAW, the Berthouville 
Treasure will be 
joined by approxi-
mately seventy-five 
other luxury objects 
from the collections 
of the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France including silver platters, cameos, gems, coins, 
and jewelry. Such prestige objects were not only used as votive 
offerings to the gods, but also functioned in daily life as signs of their 
owner’s wealth, power, and refinement. Devotion and Decadence: 
The Berthouville Treasure and Roman Luxury provides an exceptional 
opportunity to explore the significance of Roman luxury arts and its 
role in different devotional and cultural settings.

Figure 1: Cameo of Jupiter (The Cameo of Chartres) Set in Fourteenth-Century Mount. Roman, ca. 50 CE. Rome, mounted in 
Paris. Sardonyx; gold and enamel mount. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris: Camée.1. Photo © Bnf

Figure 2: Statuette of Mercury. Roman, 175–225 CE. Berthouville, France. Silver and gold. Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Paris: Inv. 56.1. Photo: Tahnee Cracchiola © Getty-BnF

Figure 3: Cup with Centaurs and Cupids. Roman, 1–100 CE. Berthouville, France. Silver and gold. Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, Paris: Inv. 56.7. Photo: Tahnee Cracchiola © Getty-BnF
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Apply to ISAW’s Doctoral Program 
and Visiting Scholar Program

The recommended deadline for 
applications for fall 2019 enrollment in 

ISAW’s Doctoral program is December 18, 2018. 
For more information and to apply, please visit:  
http://www.isaw.nyu.edu/graduate-studies

The deadline for applications for 
one-year Visiting Research Scholarships (2019-20) 

and 
two-year Visiting Assistant Professorships (2019-21) 

is November 20, 2018.
For more information and to apply, please visit: 
http://www.isaw.nyu.edu/visiting-scholars
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