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Cooking, Class, and Colonial Transformations in 
Roman Mediterranean France

BENJAMIN PETER LULEY

ARTICLE

Abstract
This article investigates the changes in foodways and 

cooking practices—especially in regard to the ceramic 
cooking assemblages—among the Celtic-speaking peoples 
of ancient Mediterranean France following the Roman 
conquest at the end of the second century B.C.E. I specifi-
cally examine the region of modern Languedoc-Roussillon 
using the ceramic data from the indigenous oppida of Lat-
tara (modern Lattes), Castels à Nages, and Ambrussum, 
covering a period from the beginning of the third century 
B.C.E. through the first century C.E. I suggest that prior 
to the Roman conquest, during Iron Age II, there were 
few differences in cooking practices among the different 
blocks of houses at these sites. Although food was used 
for practices of social and political differentiation, these 
differences were probably manifested and articulated 
generally through differences in the quantity, rather 
than the quality, of the food. After the Roman conquest, 
however, particularly at the urban centers in the region, 
a new “high” cuisine emerged, one characterized by dif-
ferences in taste and the quality of food among different 
social groups. These transformations were in turn likely 
related to important sociopolitical changes occurring in 
the region as local society became increasingly integrated 
with larger Roman colonial society.*

introduction

Our applause was followed by a dish that was disap-
pointingly small, but so odd it had everyone staring at 
it. On a round serving tray the twelve signs of the zodiac 
were arranged in a circle. Over each sign the specialty 
chef had placed the kind of food that fit its character: 
over Aries the ram, a ramifying pea; on Taurus the bull, 
a slump of rump roast; over Gemini the twins, testicles 
and kidneys; on the Crab, a crown of flowers; over the 
Lion, a virile African fig; on Virgo, the womb of a bar-
ren sow; over Libra, a set of scales with a cheesetart 

on one side, balanced by a pancake on the other; on 
Scorpio, [the Scorpion fish], on Sagittarius, a seahorse; 
on Capricorn, a lobster; on Aquarius, a goose; on Pi-
sces, a pair of snappers. In the middle of all this was a 
piece of turf, torn out roots and all, with a honeycomb 
sitting on it. . . . We were looking gloomily at this vile 
fare when Trimalchio piped up, “Please let’s eat! This 
is just the preamble to our dinner!”1 

Roman elite cuisine, with its seemingly odd and of-
ten vulgar ingredients, has often been the object of 
satire, from the banquet of the crass nouveau riche 
character Trimalchio in Petronius’ Satyrica (as de-
scribed in the quotation above) to the image of Brian 
in Monty Python’s Life of Brian peddling “rich imperial 
tidbits” such as “wrens’ livers” and “dromedary pret-
zels.” Beneath the satire, however, lies an important 
social commentary on the growing divide between the 
privileged classes in Roman society and the less for-
tunate, a divide that was increasingly manifested and 
instituted through differing practices of cooking and 
dining. As numerous anthropological, archaeologi-
cal, historical, and sociological studies have discussed, 
foodways are not simply the fulfillment of a mere bio-
logical necessity but have important symbolic,2 ethnic,3 
and sociopolitical significance.4 Furthermore, when 
two societies become entangled in colonial contact 
and exchange—as, for example, in the case of the 
Roman empire as it conquered territory throughout 
Europe and the Mediterranean world—foodways often 
play a complex role in colonial transformations and 
struggles involving, among other things, identity, so-
cial and political organization, and gender relations.5 

* The data from this paper come from my Ph.D. disser-
tation, which was made possible through a grant from the 
Georges Lurcy Charitable and Educational Trust for study in 
France. The write-up stage of my dissertation was funded by a 
Mellon Foundation Dissertation-Year Fellowship through the 
University of Chicago. I am very grateful to Thierry Janin and 
Michel Py, both former directors at Lattes, for graciously al-
lowing me access to the vast amount of data from the years of 
excavations at Lattara. Finally, I would like to thank the two 
anonymous reviewers for the AJA for their very helpful com-

ments and suggestions. Figures are my own unless otherwise 
noted.

1 Petron., Sat. 35–6 (translation by Bracht Branham and 
Kinney 1996).

2 Douglas 1975, 1984; Lévi-Strauss 1983.
3 Cleland 1970; Meadows 1994, 1999; Twiss 2007.
4 Appadurai 1981; Goody 1982; Dietler and Hayden 2001; 

Bray 2003.
5 Franke 1987; Dietler 2007; Mills 2008; Dawdy 2010.
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In the case of the Roman empire, scholars have long 
recognized the role of differential cooking and dining 
practices in creating and maintaining social distinc-
tions between the rich and the common classes, par-
ticularly with regard to dining practices.6 In this article, 
I build on the growing number of archaeological stud-
ies on Roman foodways7 and discuss in particular the 
ways that an analysis of ceramic cooking assemblages 
can help us better understand how foodways played 
an important role in transforming and maintaining 
social and political relationships in Roman colonial 
society. This article more specifically expands on work 
by Bats and Dietler examining ceramic evidence asso-
ciated with cooking practices in Iron Age Mediterra-
nean France. Based on this ceramic evidence, Bats and  
Dietler have both argued for a general continuity in 
local Celtic cooking practices during the Iron Age (ca. 
750–125 B.C.E.), despite the presence of Phocaean 
Greek merchants along the coast, although neither 
scholar focused particularly on the political dimen-
sions of foodways in this context.8 In this article, I ex-
tend this chronology by examining the period from 
the Roman conquest onward (ca. 125 B.C.E.–100 C.E.) 
and look in particular at the distribution of ceramics 
within different areas of a site, rather than treating the 
site as a whole, to compare how different social groups 
employed cooking practices. I specifically examine the 
changes and continuities in cooking practices for the 
region of Languedoc from the end of the Iron Age 
to the first century C.E. (ca. 300 B.C.E.–100 C.E.), 
in particular at three Celtic-speaking oppida (“op-
pidum” is a Latin term designating a fortified settle-
ment): Lattara (modern Lattes), Castels à Nages, and 
Ambrussum. I argue that an analysis of the ceramic 
assemblages associated with cooking, combined with 
other relevant archaeological data, suggests that new 
practices of differentiated cuisine, involving a greater 
and more pronounced focus on the taste and quality 
of food through more difficult recipes and access to 
new spices, emerged in the region in the first century 
C.E. This “high cuisine,” to borrow the term used by 
Goody,9 was especially prominent at the urban sites of 
Roman Mediterranean France and contrasts with the 
continuation of local traditional cooking practices at 
the Celtic settlements of the region. These traditional 

Celtic cooking practices were characteristic of a more 
rural, agricultural lifestyle in which cuisine was likely 
much less differentiated by taste or quality.

“high” and “low” cuisine and the question 
of taste

Within the past several decades, archaeologists and 
anthropologists have increasingly focused on the role 
of food and dining in constituting social and politi-
cal relationships.10 Specifically, in regard to cooking 
practices, one of the most notable works on the subject 
has been Goody’s discussion on food and politics in 
Africa.11 Goody’s specific thesis, that African political 
systems were inherently lacking in a distinctive cuisine 
unique to the elite class based on differentiated taste 
and consumption habits, has largely been critiqued 
and dismissed by scholars. However, his overall model 
for food and politics has nevertheless proven to be an 
influential heuristic device in anthropological and ar-
chaeological literature for analyzing the varying roles 
that foodways played in creating and maintaining so-
cial and political differences in society.12 For Goody, 
high cuisine is typical of societies that are politically 
stratified, with the “allocation of specific foods to spe-
cific roles, offices or classes.”13 In addition to having 
a rigid social hierarchy, these societies all tend to be 
characterized by intensive agriculture involving the use 
of the plow and the existence of a writing system that 
would allow for the preservation and transmission of 
food practices and recipes. High cuisine also generally 
involves the presence of culinary specialists, normally 
men, who incorporate and transform the local food of 
the commoners with exotic elements and spices from 
foreign cooking practices to produce a differentiated 
and expensive cuisine that sets the elite apart from the 
rest of the population.14 While commoners might at-
tempt to imitate aspects of this high cuisine, sumptuary 
laws and restricted access to exotic ingredients often 
tend to prevent the nonelite from ever fully emulat-
ing elite practices.

By contrast, a “low” cuisine is characterized by 
simple, local, and undifferentiated food shared by all 
groups in society. Although differences can exist in 
terms of the quantity of food served to different peo-
ple, in a low cuisine there are no significant differences 

6 Dunbabin 1998, 2003; Garnsey 1999; Gold and Donahue 
2005; Nadeau 2010.

7 Among many others, Meadows 1994, 1999; King 1999, 
2001; Bakels and Jacomet 2003; Pitts 2005, 2010; Schucany 
2005; Cool 2006; Van der Veen 2007, 2008.

8 Bats 1988, 1992; Dietler 2007, 2010.
9 Goody 1982.

10 E.g., Appadurai 1981; Dietler and Hayden 2001; Bray 
2003; Hayden and Villeneuve 2011.

11 Goody 1982; see also de Garine 1976.
12 See, e.g., Bats 1988; Garnsey 1999; Bray 2003; Van der 

Veen 2003.
13 Goody 1982, 99. 
14 Goody 1982, 105. 

This content downloaded from 128.197.33.165 on Thu, 15 Jan 2015 15:12:35 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


COOKING, CLASS, AND COLONIAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN ROMAN FRANCE2014] 35

in terms of the quality or the nature of the food con-
sumed by different social groups. In addition, Goody 
makes a direct link between the sociocultural organiza-
tion of a society, the nature of its agricultural produc-
tion, and the presence or absence of a high cuisine 
in that society. Specifically, he suggests that societies 
lacking in intensive agriculture, and particularly lack-
ing in the plow, are generally less organized into rigid 
socioeconomic classes and lack a high cuisine tradi-
tion in their foodways. The shift from a low cuisine to 
a high cuisine in a society is thus inextricably bound 
to the social and political organization of that society 
and involves above all a shift from social distinctions 
made through differences in the quantity of food to a 
new differentiation based on the quality of the food. 
The food of the elite is thus more exotic, difficult to 
prepare, and seasoned with rare spices.

However, for the purposes of this article it is im-
portant to emphasize that the distinction between 
high and low cuisine does not represent a binary op-
position, nor does the transition from one to another 
represent an evolutionary inevitability. Indeed, even in 
relatively egalitarian societies certain individuals may 
receive better cuts of meat than others, fresher pro-
duce, higher-quality flour, and so on. Rather, what is 
important to note is the extent to which an emphasis 
on taste and the quality of food comes to be a crucial 
means of creating distinctions between large social 
groups, such as socioeconomic classes, instead of dis-
tinctions based just on rank, sex, and age within the 
same social group. Thus, the distinction between high 
and low cuisine here represents a heuristic device to 
bring out important changes in food and social dif-
ferentiation that occurred in ancient Mediterranean 
France after the Roman conquest, rather than repre-
senting absolute binary oppositions.

Finally, it is important to point out that the creation 
of social differences through a high cuisine does not 
involve just the food consumed but also the whole 
range of manners and acquired tastes associated with 
both cooking and dining practices.15 Bourdieu, in his 
notable study of contemporary French consumption 
practices, has argued that taste and the manners of ap-
prehending and consuming a certain object are inher-
ently learned skills.16 Acquiring “good taste” requires 
learning the correct dispositions toward things such 
as art, music, food, and consumer culture in general; 
good taste is something that is obtained through learn-
ing and a proper education and that in turn is jealous-

ly guarded by the upper classes. These upper classes 
thus have preferential access to the means of learning  
the skills of discernment of and taste for material ob-
jects and thereby control the social capital associated 
with possessing “good taste.” At the same time, the 
socially ambitious among the less well-off in a society 
often try to appropriate the consumer habits of the 
elite, leading to a certain “arms race” in which elites 
constantly try to find new ways of setting themselves 
apart from the rest of society.17 In some cases, these ef-
forts fail because proper sensibilities concerning taste 
have not been respected, despite the consumption of 
exotic or rare goods. An excellent example of this is 
the Roman satire mentioned above concerning the 
fictional Trimalchio, a wealthy freedman. Although 
Trimalchio is able to pay for talented cooks to pre-
pare a vast array of obscure dishes, he fails to show the 
proper manners and tastes associated with an accept-
able Roman elite banquet, and because of this he fails 
to gain the respect of his peers. What is important for 
the existence of a high cuisine, therefore, is not just 
differential access to foreign foods or objects but also 
learned dispositions of taste and manners for consum-
ing these goods.

background: iron age and roman 
mediterranean france

This article focuses on the region of eastern 
Languedoc, and in particular the Celtic-speaking set-
tlements of Lattara (modern Lattes), Castels à Nages 
(simply referred to as Nages hereafter), and Ambrus-
sum, from the end of the Iron Age to the Early Roman 
period. All three of these sites are today situated in the 
modern French région of Languedoc-Roussillon (fig. 1). 
These sites were specifically selected for this study be-
cause of the availability of a large amount of quantified 
ceramic data that can be compared both synchronically 
between different parts of the same site and diachron-
ically over multiple phases of occupation, allowing for 
a relatively precise understanding of the changes in 
cooking ceramics. During the Iron Age, from ca. 750 
B.C.E. to the time of the Roman conquest between 
125 and 121 B.C.E., eastern Languedoc, along with the 
whole area of the lower Rhône Basin, was inhabited by 
peoples speaking a Celtic language.18 At least by the 
time of the Roman conquest, these Celtic-speaking 
peoples were likely grouped together into a loose 
confederacy, known as the Volcae Arecomici, consist-
ing of largely autonomous settlements.19 Beginning at 

15 Bourdieu 1984; Mennell 1985.
16 Bourdieu 1984.
17 Dietler 2007, 226.

18 Py 1990a, 1993a; Garcia 2004. Concerning the ethnic af-
filiations of these peoples, see specifically Py 1974, 2003.

19 Vial 2011.
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the end of the seventh century B.C.E., the peoples of 
ancient Mediterranean France developed important 
trading relationships with Etruscan merchants, import-
ing into the region wine in ceramic amphoras, bronze 
vessels, and fine ware ceramic drinking vessels. These 
colonial encounters intensified after 600 B.C.E., when 
Phocaean Greeks from western Asia Minor established 
the colony of Massalia (modern Marseille). Around the 
same time, the indigenous populations of Iron Age 
Mediterranean France began to concentrate in highly 
fortified, densely settled sites, often situated on com-
manding hills or at strategic points along the coastal 
plain. Archaeologists generally refer to these Iron Age 
settlements as oppida, of which Lattara, Nages, and 
Ambrussum are typical examples (fig. 2). 

The settlement of Lattara is the oldest of the three 
and was first settled ca. 525 B.C.E., possibly at the 
instigation of Etruscan merchants trading along the 
coast.20 The oppida of Ambrussum and Nages belong 
to a new wave of oppida established at the end of the 

fourth century B.C.E. and the beginning of the third 
century B.C.E. Specifically, the earliest occupation of 
the site of Nages, situated on an imposing hill over-
looking the Vaunage Valley, dates to ca. 290 B.C.E.21 
Likewise, the earliest occupation of the oppidum at 
Ambrussum, also situated on a hill, in this case over-
looking a strategic crossing of the Vidourle River, 
dates to the very end of the fourth century B.C.E.22 
Although “Lattara” and “Ambrussum” are the Celtic 
names used in antiquity for the two sites, in the case of 
Nages the ancient name of the oppidum is unknown, 
and “castels” is the early modern term referring to the 
Iron Age ruins on the hill.

Aside from the fact that all these sites were inhab-
ited by peoples speaking a Celtic language and share 
a material culture typical of eastern Languedoc for the 
Iron Age, the three sites also have similar urban plan-
ning and architecture. All three sites were defended 
by massive stone or stone and mudbrick fortification 
walls supported by towers. As is typical for the Iron 

20 Py 2009.
21 Py 1978.

22 Fiches 2007.

Fig. 1. Map of Roman Mediterranean France (modern boundaries are marked in white; sites from which ceramic data 
are drawn are in gray; ancient place-names are in italics; modern place-names are in roman).
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Fig. 2. Map of Iron Age and Roman occupation of sites discussed: top, Lattara (light shading indicates roads; intermediate  
shading indicates blocks represented in this study; dark shades around the perimeter represent ramparts, with the lighter of the 
two showing a reconstruction based on a robber’s trench where the original stone was taken); bottom left, right, Nages and Ambrus-
sum, respectively (light shading indicates extent of settlement; dark shading indicates ramparts) (courtesy Lattes Excavations).
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Age oppida of Mediterranean France, the settlement 
within the ramparts was organized into long blocks 
of small stone and mudbrick houses, separated by 
narrow streets running the length of the settlement. 
In general, there is little evidence for a strong social 
hierarchy within these different blocks of houses; 
all the houses are of a similar size and architectural 
style and are built of the same materials. In a series of 
campaigns between 125 and 121 B.C.E., the expand-
ing Roman republic conquered the peoples of Medi-
terranean France and organized the region into the 
province of Gallia Transalpina. Shortly afterward, in 
118 B.C.E., the Roman colony of Narbo Martius (mod-
ern Narbonne) was established, but it was not until the 
second half of the first century B.C.E. that the Roman 
state attempted to create a real colonial presence in 
the province. Beginning under Julius Caesar between 
48 and 44 B.C.E. and continuing under Caesar Augus-
tus (27 B.C.E.–14 C.E.), several Roman colonies were 
established in the province now renamed Gallia Nar-
bonensis. In addition, many important native oppida 
received the “Latin rights,” the legal rights traditionally 
given to the allies of the Roman republic as a means 
of integrating the non-Roman population into colo-
nial society.23 Lattara and Ambrussum were likely two 
of the 24 unnamed oppida in the vicinity of Nemau-
sus (modern Nîmes) in eastern Languedoc to receive 
these Latin rights. Nages, however, was abandoned at 
the beginning of the first century C.E., and the popula-
tion dispersed in the valley below the oppidum.

The ceramic data for this article come from sev-
en different residential blocks at Lattara—Blocks 3,  
4–North, 5, 30, 31, 35, and 60—representing all the 
residential blocks with an occupation spanning the 
Late Iron Age and Early Roman levels of the site (see 
fig. 2).24 For Nages, the ceramic data come from one 
residential block, that of zone H, which represents the 
only residential block where the ceramic data have 
been quantified to date.25 Finally, the ceramic data 
from Ambrussum come from the residential zones 4 
and 9, which represent the two residential zones at the 
site where the ceramic data have been quantified and 
published.26 Because of the highly stratified nature of 
these oppida, archaeologists were generally able to 
divide the occupation levels for all these blocks into 
periods spanning approximately 25–50 years. The ce-
ramic data are thus grouped accordingly by residential 
block for each occupational period. 

Altogether 137,770 ceramic sherds belonging to 
a type of communal ceramic likely associated with 
cooking were used for analysis, of which 9,135 sherds 
could be identified as belonging to a specific type of 
vessel. These sherds were first divided by vessel form 
into one of eight general categories—cooking pot, lid, 
olla, jatte, lopas/patella, caccabus/marmite, cooking 
plate/patina, and mortar—based on the general terms 
established by archaeologists working in Mediterra-
nean France (fig. 3).27 Specifically, the term “cooking 
pot” designates a category of vessels made locally in 
ancient Mediterranean France, with a closed mouth 
(i.e., in which the diameter of the mouth of the vessel 
is less than the maximum diameter of the body), with 
a round body, with or without a neck, and generally 
with a flat base. A lid, as the name suggests, is a cover 
for placing over a vessel and usually has a knob for 
lifting. The olla is a similar vessel but was produced in 
the Italian peninsula and generally tends to be more 
elongated. “Jatte” is a rather vague term used in French 
literature to designate any of an array of generally 
open-mouthed bowls produced locally in Mediterra-
nean France, occasionally with handles or a spout or 
beaker. The lopas (the Greek form) and the patella 
(the Roman equivalent) are open-mouthed vessels 
with straight walls, a flared rim, and a rounded bottom. 
The lopas also usually has handles. A caccabus (often 
designated as a “marmite” in French) is similar in form 
to the lopas/patella but tends to be deeper and has 
a more pointed bottom. The cooking plate/patina is 
a flat, open-mouthed vessel with short, straight walls. 
Finally, a mortar is a form introduced into Iron Age 
Mediterranean France by the Greeks and consists of 
a large bowl with a pedestaled base and generally a 
spout for pouring. Once these eight categories were 
established, the sherds were then further divided into 
different types based on the ceramic ware of the vessel, 
its specific form, and the extensive ceramic typology 
developed by archaeologists for Iron Age and Roman-
period Mediterranean France (e.g., Types COM-IT 3e, 
CNT-LOR U5, CNT-LOR J2a2).28

the cooking assemblages from the third 
century b.c.e. to the augustan period

The archaeological evidence, especially with regard 
to the ceramic assemblages, suggests the predomi-
nance of what Goody has referred to as a low cuisine 
in Iron Age Mediterranean France. The native Celtic 

23 Plin., HN 3.36–7; Strabo 4.1.12.
24 For publications on these blocks, see de Chazelles 1990; 

Py and Lopez 1990; Sternberg 1994; Monteil et al. 2000; Pi-
qués et al. 2003; Py 2004. For the published ceramic data, see 
Py 1990b, 1990c, 1994a; Fiches 1994; Sanchez and Adroher 
Auroux 2004.

25 Py 2007.
26 For archaeological report of these zones, see Fiches 1983, 

1986, 2009. For the ceramic data, see Fiches 1983, 1986, 2009.
 27 Py 1993b.
28 Py 1993b.
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inhabitants made few apparent distinctions in cook-
ing styles and tastes between different social groups.29 
Throughout the Iron Age in this region, and indeed 
for most of the time period before the modern era, 
most cooking and food preparation was done primarily 
with ceramic vessels, along with perhaps a few metal-
lic ones, although no examples of metal cooking ves-
sels have survived from the sites of Lattara, Nages, and 
Ambrussum. Based on an analysis of the proportions 
of different ceramics associated with cooking found 
at the different residential blocks, by far the most im-
portant cooking vessel was the cooking pot, often re-
ferred to in French as an “urne” (fig. 4). These ceramic 
cooking pots were for the most part locally produced 
through traditional methods of hand coiling, using 
relatively unrefined clays high in inclusions, such as 
small grains of stone. In French literature, this type 
of locally made, non–wheel-thrown ceramic is known 
as céramique non tournée. Although few actual pottery  

ovens have been found,30 the heterogeneity of the 
vessel color, ranging from reddish brown to brownish 
black, suggests a relatively unsophisticated firing tech-
nique, one executed at a low temperature, often in a 
fairly smoky, reducing environment. The ceramic’s 
porous body, which allowed for the expansion of the 
vessel under high temperatures without cracking, made 
it ideal for withstanding the high temperatures associ-
ated with cooking, particularly when the cooking prac-
tices involved placing the vessel directly in the fire.31 

These ceramic cooking pots were generally about 
12–17 cm in diameter at the mouth and 17–22 cm 
in height. The form of the cooking pot itself evolved 
slowly over time, although its primary functions likely 
remained the same. Specifically, the most common 
cooking pot for the third and second centuries B.C.E., 
Type CNT-LOR U5, which was characterized by a 
high neck, was replaced in popularity in the first cen-
tury B.C.E. by Type CNT-LOR U7, which had a much 

29 Goody 1982.
30 For several examples from Nages, see Py 1978, 118–25, 

321–23.

31 Rye 1976.

Fig. 3. The principal vessel forms and types mentioned in the text.
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shorter neck (see fig. 3). This form in turn was largely 
preserved in new wheel-thrown cooking pots of the first 
century C.E. The cooking pot, like most cooking vessels, 
probably had multiple functions, including cooking, 
drawing and carrying water, and storage. The presence 
of blackened marks on the bottom of many of the frag-
ments of non–wheel-thrown cooking pots suggests that 
one of the primary functions of these pots was for cook-
ing.32 Although not all cooking pots show evidence of 
exposure to fire, in some cases this may be because the 
cooking pots were washed after each use, ridding the 
vessel of blackened areas.33 Overall, these non–wheel-
thrown cooking pots generally made up 60–75% of all 
cooking vessels found at the different blocks of houses 
from the indigenous oppida at Lattara, Nages, and Am-
brussum for the period ca. 300–25 B.C.E. (figs. 5, 6). 
These proportions, with a predominance of cooking 
pots, are similar to those noted for other Celtic sites for 
Iron Age (IA) II in Mediterranean France.34

In addition to the multifunctional cooking pots, a 
smaller number of other vessels complemented the 
cooking assemblages, including lids for covering the 

cooking pots, ceramic mortars for grinding and prepar-
ing food, and a series of jattes of varying forms.35 Each 
of these three different categories generally made up 
less than 20% of the cooking assemblages preserved 
in the archaeological record. Although myriad forms 
have been identified by archaeologists for the jatte  
category, we can distinguish three general functional 
categories (Groups 1–3) among the most common 
forms from the sites discussed in this article: (1) large 
bowls, including Types CNT-LOR J1a, J1e, and J4a; (2) 
flat-bottomed plates with straight, relatively shallow 
walls, most notably Type CNT-LOR J1c; and (3) bowls 
with rounded or slightly rounded bottoms, occasionally 
with spouts or beaks, presumably for pouring a liquid 
substance, such as Types CNT-LOR J1g, J2a, J2a2, J2b, 
and J4b (see fig. 3).36 Unfortunately, the exact func-
tions of these different jattes is unclear, but we can at 
least speculate about their possible roles. Group 1 jattes 
were often very large, up to 50 cm in diameter, and 
were perhaps used for preparing or serving very large 
dishes, especially to large numbers of people. Group 2 
may have served diverse culinary functions, including 

32 See Cool (2006, 37–9) for a discussion of the evidence of 
soot on cooking vessels from Britain.

33 Bats 1992, 287.
34 Bats 1988; Arcelin 1991; Marty 1999.
35 There is some evidence to suggest that these mortars 

were also associated with drinking practices, with the mortar 

serving to grind spices and herbs for mixing with wine (Curé 
2010).

36 These three categories are my own, representing simply 
a heuristic, practical attempt at grouping together what is a 
very complicated typology, and they do not figure in previous 
literature on ceramic typology for the region.

Fig. 4. Examples of non–wheel-thrown (left) and wheel-thrown cooking pots (right). The latter is produced in Lime-Specked 
Communal Ware (courtesy Lattes Excavations; © UFRAL).
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Fig. 5. Percentages of the different vessel forms in the overall cooking assemblages by period for each block at Lattara.

cooking in or over a fire and baking in an oven. Based 
on the handles and the spouts, Group 3 was possibly 
used for simmering foods and sauces over a fire; the 
spout may have been for pouring liquids.

Although foreign vessels imported from the Graeco-
Roman world were occasionally present at indigenous 
oppida during the Iron Age, in general they were 
extremely rare proportionally in the cooking assem-
blages from the sites discussed here. At Lattara, for 
example, where contact with Greek merchants was 
particularly intense, the lopas, designed to cook fish 
in various sauces, never made up more than 2% of 
the cooking assemblage for any block of houses for 

a given period.37 By contrast, at the Greek colony of 
Olbia in Mediterranean France, lopades made up ap-
proximately 50% of all cooking vessels at the site, while 
cooking pots (known in ancient Greek as “chytrai”) 
made up only 16%. These percentages highlight the 
differences between Celtic and Greek cooking practic-
es.38 Imported Roman cooking vessels produced in the 
Italian peninsula were also quite rare, and at Lattara 
during the period 300–325 B.C.E., Italian communal 
cooking ceramics, including the type known as Red 
Pompeian Ware, never made up more than 3% of all 
communal ceramic wares likely associated with cook-
ing activities.39 At the site of Nages, farther removed 

37 The only exception was at Block 31 during the period 
150–125 B.C.E., where lopades made up 6% of all cooking ves-
sels represented in the archaeological record. 

38 Bats 1988, 202.
39 With one exception: Block 3 for the period 75–25 B.C.E., 

when Italic communal wares (Italic Communal Ware and 
Red Pompeian Wares) made up 9% of all communal wares. 
In this case, however, there was a relatively low number of 
sherds (310 total sherds, of which 57 were communal ceramic 
wares), which may have skewed the percentages.
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from direct contact with Mediterranean merchants 
on the coast, foreign cooking vessels were even more 
rare, and only two sherds from Italic cooking vessels 
have been recovered from zone H of the site (out of a 
total of 10,383 communal ware sherds for the period 
175–1 B.C.E.).

This paucity of imported vessels suggests that dur-
ing the Iron Age, Roman and Greek culinary practices 
had very little overall influence on the cooking tradi-
tions at Lattara, Nages, and Ambrussum. Furthermore, 
the few sherds corresponding with foreign cooking 
vessels appear to be equally distributed in very small 
numbers at the different blocks of houses rather than 
being concentrated in certain houses. This lack of 
large numbers of foreign cooking vessels at particu-
lar houses suggests that different social groups at the 
Celtic settlements did not use foreign cooking prac-
tices as a way of distinguishing themselves from other 

groups. Indeed, the similarity of cooking assemblages 
at the different blocks of houses for this time period, 
together with the predominance of the cooking pot, 
suggests that all social groups were preparing their 
food in notably similar ways.

the foods consumed

The actual foods prepared in these cooking vessels 
are unfortunately unclear, but faunal, botanical, and 
carpological data suggest that the diet at Lattara was 
relatively rich and varied. As was typical in a Mediter-
ranean agricultural society, the basis of the diet among 
the Celts of Mediterranean France was different ce-
real grains, including barley (Hordeum vulgare), hard 
wheat (Triticum durum), soft “bread” wheat (Triticum 
aestivum), “husked” emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum), 
common millet (Panicum miliaceum), and oats (Avena 
sativa), with barley generally being the most common 

Fig. 6. Percentages of the different vessel forms in the overall cooking assemblages by period for each zone at Nages and 
Ambrussum.
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crop during IA II.40 In Greek and Roman society, barley 
was generally considered to be peasant’s food; wheat 
was much more valued, and barley was also often given 
simply as fodder to animals.41 In the case of the Medi-
terranean Celts, the actual distribution of the differ-
ent types of grains within society is unclear, although 
certainly if barley was as unpopular among the Celts 
as it was among the Romans, it may have conceivably 
been intended largely as a fodder crop. Alternatively, 
the barley, which is unsuitable for making leavened 
bread,42 may have been used for boiling into porridge, 
for making flat, unleavened cakes, or for brewing beer.

In most traditional agricultural societies, starchy 
grains, often boiled, make up a large majority of the 
diet and are complemented by smaller amounts of 
meats and vegetables.43 The ancient Greeks, for ex-
ample, distinguished between sitos (the staple element 
of the meal, consisting usually of either grain-based 
porridge or bread) and opson (what one added to the 
staple part of the meal, usually things such as vegeta-
bles, fish, olives, cheese).44 Palynological and carpo-
logical studies from Lattara suggest that some of these 
elements, which likely supplemented a diet rich in ce-
real grains, included vegetables such as beans, peas, 
chickpeas, and lentils; fruits such as blackthorn ber-
ries, blackberries, domesticated and wild grapes; and 
nuts such as hazelnuts, acorns, and pine nuts.45 Olive 
oil, although today a staple of the typical Mediterra-
nean diet, was probably not widely consumed by the 
Mediterranean Celts during this period. In particular, 
there is a notable absence of amphoras intended for 
olive oil transport at Lattara, Nages, and Ambrussum 
up to the end of the first century B.C.E.46 At the same 
time, there is no evidence for the local production of 
olive oil, with a near-absence of olive pits from Lat-
tara and a lack of pollen evidence indicating the pres-
ence of olive trees.47 Furthermore, among the small 
number of olive pits found at Lattara, none showed 
evidence of being crushed, as one would expect if 
they had been processed in an olive press. Olive oil 
was an important part of the diet of many Mediterra-
nean peoples, and its apparent absence in Iron Age 

Mediterranean France may indicate a certain ethnic 
boundary setting the Celts apart from other peoples. 
The Syrian Greek traveler and writer Posidonius of 
Apamea, who voyaged in Mediterranean Gaul ca. 100 
B.C.E., recorded that the Celts did not consume olive 
oil, writing, “They do not use olive oil on account of its 
scarcity, and because of its paucity it appears to them 
unpleasant” (Ath. 4.36.151).48 

In addition to eating fruits and vegetables, the Iron 
Age inhabitants of Lattara, which was situated conve-
niently along a lagoon next to the Mediterranean, 
also likely consumed large amounts of saltwater mus-
sels and fish, especially species caught in the confines 
of the lagoon.49 Finally, faunal remains indicate that 
cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs were also eaten by the 
Mediterranean Celts.50 Unfortunately, the archaeo-
logical context of the faunal remains from these sites 
has generally not allowed for a distinction to be made 
between the quotidian consumption of meat and the 
consumption of meat at special feasts.51 However, 
given that it is relatively expensive in a traditional ag-
ricultural society to slaughter a domesticated animal,52 
it would not be unreasonable to assume that a large 
proportion of the meat consumed by the Mediterra-
nean Celts during the Iron Age, especially meat from 
large animals such as cattle, was consumed at special 
feasts and ceremonies at specific times of the year 
rather than on a daily basis. For the moment, much 
more work needs to be done to distinguish in the ar-
chaeological record between feasting and daily meals 
in Iron Age Mediterranean France, and in particular 
to discern whether important social distinctions were 
made in terms of the distribution of meat—especially 
the distribution of different cuts of meat—at feasts. 

The high percentage of cooking pots in the dining 
assemblages suggests that many of the meats, vegeta-
bles, and cereal grains were likely boiled in soups or 
stews, something that was apparently typical through-
out the larger Celtic world during the Iron Age.53 In 
particular, whatever barley or emmer wheat was con-
sumed by humans may have been boiled into porridges, 
as both are ill-suited for grinding into flour because the 

40 Buxó 1992; Alonso et al. 2008.
41 Braun 1995; Garnsey 1999, 119–21.
42 Braun 1995, 27; White 1995, 40–1.
43 See, e.g., Goody 1982 (for specific ethnographic exam-

ples); Dietler 2001.
44 Bats 1988, 31; Davidson 1995, 205.
45 Buxó 1992; Alonso et al. 2008.
46 Luley 2011, 193–97.
47 Alonso et al. 2008.
48 Translation by Tierney 1960, 247.
49 Brien-Poitevin 1992; Sternberg 1992, 1995, 2002.

50 Py 1978; Colomer and Gardeisen 1992; Gardeisen 1993; 
Columeau 2009.

51 Méniel 2001. See Pitts (2010) for two specific discussions 
of the archaeological distinction between the two in Iron Age 
Europe. See Dietler and Hayden (2001) for a more general 
archaeological discussion on the identification of feasting. 
See Dietler (1999, 675–76) and Gardeisen (1999) for one spe-
cific archaeological example of feasting from Lattara.

52 Garnsey 1999, 123; Wilkins and Hill 2006, 112.
53 Reynolds 1995.
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outer husk first must be removed.54 These porridges 
were similar to the polenta of modern Italy (which to-
day is made with maize but which in ancient times was 
made of barley, as recorded in Plin., HN 18.74) or the 
puls of Roman Italy, which consisted of boiled emmer 
wheat. In a notable discovery from another region of 
Gaul, archaeologists actually found the preserved re-
mains of boiled millet grain from either beer or por-
ridge in the bottom of several ceramic cooking pots 
that had been thrown into the Saône River.55 It is in-
teresting to note that the only textual or ethnographic 
evidence relevant for this region and time period seems 
to support the likelihood that boiling was the principal 
means of cooking among the Celtic peoples of Iron 
Age Mediterranean France. Posidonius (Ath. 4.36.151) 
writes: “Their food consists of a small number of loaves 
of bread together with a large amount of meat, either 
boiled or roasted on charcoal or on spits. . . . Those 
who live beside the rivers or near the Mediterranean 
or Atlantic eat fish in addition, baked fish, that is, with 
the addition of salt, vinegar, and cumin.”56

In addition to boiling grains into porridge, the other 
most obvious use for barley may have been for making 
beer, which in many agricultural societies is consid-
ered a food rather than a beverage, with an important 
caloric contribution to the daily diet.57 In the case of 
the LoDagaa of northern Ghana, for example, beer is 
considered a food, and the same word for boiled por-
ridge can also designate beer.58 In the case of Iron Age 
Mediterranean France, the ubiquitous ceramic cooking 
pots may have served as vessels for various stages in the 
beer-making process, including the initial soaking of 
the grains to induce germination and the later boiling 
and fermentation of the malt.59 In addition, some of 
the jattes with a spout for pouring may have also been 
used, especially for the last stage of fermentation; cer-
tain Iberian ceramic vessels with spouts from the Iron 
Age have been identified as vessels for fermenting 
beer.60 Similarly, certain spouted vessels from Late Iron 

Age Britain, known as “spouted strainer bowls” (similar 
to Type CNT-LOR J4b from Mediterranean France), 
have been associated with beer consumption, with the 
vessels serving to strain herbs out of the beer.61 Numer-
ous ancient authors mention that the ancient Celts 
produced and consumed beer, referred to as “zythos” 
by Diodorus Siculus (5.26.3), “corma” (a wheat beer, 
sometimes made with honey) by Athenaeus (4.36.151), 
and “cervesia” by Pliny the Elder (HN 14.149, 22.164). 
Given this testimony, and despite the importance of 
imported wine in Celtic society during the Iron Age 
in Mediterranean Gaul,62 it is quite possible that local, 
small-scale beer production continued as well.63 This is 
especially likely since the level of wine consumption at 
Lattara during IA II was apparently less than at typical 
contemporary Roman sites.64

Finally, the presence of small grinding mills in many 
of the houses of this period,65 along with numerous 
bell-shaped bread ovens also generally found in do-
mestic contexts,66 suggests that some of the cereal 
grains were being made into flour and then baked 
into flatbread. The grinding mills were generally small 
rotating mills, with a flat, circular bottom and a rotat-
ing top turned by hand with a handle. The small size 
of these mills and their presence throughout different 
domestic spaces at indigenous oppida such as Lattara 
suggest that the production of flour was likely small-
scale and based at the domestic level, not produced in 
larger workshops. Like the grinding mills, the bread 
ovens were generally found within domestic contexts 
at Lattara, Nages, and Ambrussum, with a single oven 
associated with what is generally considered to be the 
domestic space of a single family.67 In several cases, 
however, multiple bread ovens were grouped together 
within the same room.68

The bread ovens consisted of a circular, bell-shaped 
structure of adobe, with a hole in the top to let out 
smoke and another hole in the base to allow the fire 
to be stoked (fig. 7).69 A layer of clay and ceramic 

54 White 1995, 39–40.
55 Bonnamour and Marinval 1985.
56 Translation by Tierney 1960, 247. As mentioned, the 

consumption of meat is relatively rare in the Mediterranean 
world. The reference to large amounts of meat being con-
sumed may perhaps refer specifically to feasts, and it is clear 
that Posidonius was generally describing feasting rather than 
daily meals. In addition, the idea that the Celts consumed 
primarily meat may have been related to the typical Graeco- 
Roman stereotype that “barbarian” peoples ate meat and little 
else (Garnsey 1999, 124).

57 Platt 1955; Netting 1964; Arthur 2003. See also Bouby et 
al. (2011) for a recent article on botanical evidence for beer 
production in Iron Age Mediterranean Gaul.

58 Goody 1982, 123.
59 See Laubenheimer et al. (2003) for a discussion of the 

archaeology of ancient beer making.
60 Conde i Berdos 1987.
61 Sealey 1999; see also Pitts 2005, 155.
62 Dietler 1990; Poux 2004.
63 In other areas of western Europe, such as Britain, which 

had much less direct access to the Mediterranean wine trade, 
it is very likely that beer production and consumption was es-
pecially important during the Late Iron Age (Pitts 2005).

64 Py 1999, 654–55; Dietler 2010, 212–16.
65 Py 1992a.
66 Py 1992b.
67 Py 1978, 136; 1990a, 1:434–37, 688–89; 1992b; Michelozzi 

1982, 73.
68 Py 1992b, 273.
69 Py 1992b.
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sherds lying flat provided the base for the oven, and 
a fire burning inside the oven supplied heat. Such 
structures are notably similar to the traditional bread 
ovens found throughout the Mediterranean world. 
In North Africa, such an oven is known as a tabouna 
and is still common today in rural Tunisia. The tradi-
tional flatbread can be prepared in one of two ways, 
as I observed at the rural village of Souidat, about an 
hour south of El Kef. The dough can be stuck to the 
inside of the oven and then baked, or it can be baked 
in a large, flat ceramic dish known as a tagine, which 
is placed over the hole in the top of the oven (fig. 8). 
The bread produced from these techniques is gener-
ally unleavened and quite flat. Interestingly, the flat-
bottomed jattes with low walls mentioned above (the 
second category of jatte) are similar to this type of 
tagine and may have fulfilled a similar role in baking 
flatbread (fig. 9). The Roman patina, which is similar 
in form to both this kind of jatte and the Tunisian tag-
ine, was apparently associated with making flatbread, 
and Pliny the Elder (HN 18.103–4), for example, de-
scribes baking barley cakes or flatbread in such a pa-
tina. This technique for baking flatbread would have 
been ideally suited for barley and emmer wheat, both 
of which lack the necessary gluten-forming proteins for 
the bread to fully rise.70 The use of a jatte in a manner 
of the tagine would likely have resulted in a flatbread 
similar to that made in rural Tunisia or perhaps to the 
Scottish barley cakes known as bannocks or the ancient 
Greek barley bread known as maza.71

In summary, during the second and first centuries 
B.C.E. up to the Augustan period, a typical cooking as-
semblage at the different blocks of houses at the Celtic-
speaking oppida of Lattara, Ambrussum, and Nages 
would likely have consisted of numerous handmade 
ceramic cooking pots. These cooking pots would have 
served many functions, in addition to cooking, drawing 
water, and storing food. There would also have been 
several lids for covering the different cooking pots, al-
though there seem never to have been as many lids as 
there were cooking pots. Several mortars would have 
been present as well, for various uses in grinding and 
preparing food or herbs and spices. Finally, jattes of 
various forms would have completed the repertoire. 
Cereal grains were likely boiled into porridge in cook-
ing pots, as well as brewed into beer and baked into 
flatbread. In addition, lesser amounts of vegetables, 
fish, and meat were also probably boiled in the cooking 
pots. Meat was also likely roasted on spits, particularly at 
feasts, as was the case for one important concrete exam-
ple of feasting from Lattara, dated to 400–375 B.C.E.72

The predominance of boiling grains is perhaps not 
surprising for a traditional, agricultural society, and it 
is worth noting that in many contemporary African so-
cieties, such as the LoDagaa and the Gonja of northern 

70 Braun 1995, 27; White 1995, 40–1.
71 Braun 1995, 28.

72 Gardeisen 1999.

Fig. 7. Example of a bread oven from Lattara (top) (cour-
tesy Lattes Excavations; © UFRAL) and a similar example 
(a tabouna) from the modern Tunisian village of Souidat 
(bottom). 
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Ghana73 and the Luo of Kenya,74 most food consists 
of starchy, grain-based porridges boiled in ceramic 
pots. In addition, it is important to note the ubiquity 
of the cooking pots within this study, both across sites 
and across the different blocks of houses within the 
site of Lattara. That is, there is little to suggest that 
the different households were preparing food in dif-
ferent ways or that select groups monopolized access 
to certain foreign foods or cooking techniques. As 
is typical for societies characterized by a low cuisine, 
this does not mean, however, that there were no so-
cial distinctions made in society or that social distinc-
tions were not made through food. Indeed, food may 
have been served in different quantities (e.g., more or 
less meat) based on different social categories, such 
as rank, gender, and age. Although some individuals 
may have received better cuts of meat, better flour, 
and so on than others, there is no evidence at Lattara 

that would indicate the presence of an institutional-
ized socioeconomic hierarchy in which social groups 
were differentiated in part by their consumer habits. 
Finally, it is important to note that this study draws 
uniquely on data from Iron Age oppida, rather than 
smaller, more rural sites. In part, this is because of 
the nature of archaeology in Mediterranean France, 
where a great deal of attention has focused on the op-
pida, with very few detailed excavations of rural Iron 
Age installations.75 In the future, more work is needed 
comparing the foodways of the rural Iron Age popu-
lation with the central oppida. However, the lack of 
distinctions in foodways between the different blocks 
of houses at Lattara during the Iron Age, as well as 
the lack of foreign influences in cooking practices, 
certainly could suggest that there were also few distinc-
tions in foodways and cooking practices between the 
apparently more important and influential population 
in the oppida and rural populations.

comparison with traditional roman 
cooking practices

Interestingly, the ceramic cooking assemblages and 
their likely culinary functions for Iron Age Mediter-
ranean Gaul are quite similar to the traditional cook-
ing practices of rural Roman society, which is perhaps 
not surprising given the ecological similarity of the 
two peoples. Like the ceramic cooking assemblages 
of Iron Age Mediterranean Gaul, those of traditional 
Roman society during the Republican period were 
dominated by cooking pots, known as “ollae” (sin-
gular “olla”) in Latin. Although quantified ceramic 
data are rare, Bats has shown that these ollae made 
up approximately two-thirds of the ceramic cooking 
assemblages from the Latin colony of Cosa in Etruria 
during the second and first centuries B.C.E.;76 a simi-
lar proportion is seen in the cooking assemblages in 
Iron Age Mediterranean France for the same period, 
where cooking pots made up approximately 60–70% 
of all cooking vessels. Pliny (HN 18.83–4), writing in 
the first century C.E., claimed that in earlier times the 
Romans had mainly eaten puls, a porridge of boiled 
emmer wheat.77 Indeed, even in modern Italy, polen-
ta, although now made with cornmeal, is an impor-
tant peasant’s dish.78 Cato the Elder (Agr. 85), writing  
ca. 160 B.C.E., also mentioned a kind of puls flavored 
with cheese, honey, and eggs. The predominance of 

Fig. 8. Example of the use of a tagine for baking flatbread 
with a tabouna at the modern Tunisian village of Souidat.

73 Goody 1982.
74 Dietler 2001.
75 No archaeological work in Languedoc-Roussillon has re-

vealed any evidence for the presence of elite estates or villas in 
the countryside around the oppida for the Iron Age (see, e.g., 
recent assertions in Dietler 2010, 88–9; Vial 2011, 23). This ab-

sence of evidence suggests the importance of the fortified op-
pida as the centers of society rather than the rural hinterland.

76 Bats 1988, 71, 202.
77 Braun 1995; White 1995.
78 Braun 1995, 34.
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ollae at Cosa, as at Iron Age Mediterranean Gaul, 
seemingly confirms Pliny’s remarks and suggests a 
traditional diet heavy in grain-based porridges for 
the common class of Roman society during the Re-
publican period.

In addition to ollae, the other majority ceramic 
vessel noted by Bats at Cosa was the patina, which 
constituted up to 20% of cooking vessels in the as-
semblages from Cosa.79 As with certain kinds of non–
wheel-thrown jattes from Iron Age Mediterranean 
France, one of the important functions of these pa-
tinae was apparently for baking flatbread. Pliny (HN 
18.103–4), for example, mentions the use of a patina 
in baking barley flatbread. Occasionally, the patina 
has been found associated with a cover known as a 
clibanus or, alternatively, a testum.80 Cato (Agr. 74) 
describes baking a kind of bread (panis) by placing 
the dough under a testum and then piling hot ashes 
over the vessel. Thus, flatbread could also apparently 
be baked with the clibanus covering the dough, which 
sometimes covered the patina or which could function 
alone.81 Again as in the Celtic diet of Iron Age Medi-
terranean France, flatbread, probably often of barley 
or emmer wheat, was also apparently an important 

part of the Roman diet, especially during the Repub-
lican period. Pliny (HN 18.88, 105) refers to various 
types of flatbread, including flatbread prepared in 
bell-shaped ovens similar to the tabouna of Tunisia 
or the bread ovens of Iron Age Mediterranean Gaul. 

Traditionally, scholars have often contrasted Roman 
and Celtic cooking vessels, in part simply perhaps be-
cause of their different names (which imply that Ro-
man and Celtic cooking practices can be seen as two 
opposing ethnic traditions), rather than noting that 
the two regions share some of the same forms. In many 
cases, the difference between the Roman and Celtic 
vessels is simply a question of nomenclature rather 
than actual form. As many anthropological studies 
have noted, there is no inherent meaning attached 
to an object, and objects are instead given meaning 
by the individuals who use them in the context of 
local daily practice, based on preexisting systems of 
thought.82 Thus, it is only in the context of the social 
practices of daily life that an object acquires a specific 
meaning and function, including any kind of possible 
ethnic designation. In the case of Iron Age Mediter-
ranean France and rural Roman society of the Repub-
lican period, based on the ceramic assemblages there 

Fig. 9. Examples of different vessels likely associated with baking flatbread (left) and two examples of the modern tagine from 
rural Tunisia (right).

79 Bats 1988, 202.
80 See, e.g., an intact patina and clibanus found at Ambrus-

sum (Barberan 2009, 62).

81 Frayn 1978; Cubberley et al. 1988; Cubberley 1995.
82 See, e.g., Appadurai 1986; Miller 1987; Thomas 1991;  

Dietler 2010.
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were apparently a great number of similar cooking 
practices. Certain practices and cultural preferences, 
however, such as the apparent Celtic aversion to olive 
oil, may have served as important ethnic boundaries 
in Iron Age Mediterranean France. Furthermore, the 
differences in the ceramic assemblages between Iron 
Age Celtic sites and Greek colonies along the coast 
suggest that cooking practices may have played an 
important role in creating ethnic boundaries between 
Mediterranean Celts and Phocaean Greeks. After the 
Roman conquest, new social differences in cooking 
also likely emerged with the development of a true 
high cuisine based on specialized cooking, which first 
appeared in the Roman world and then took hold in 
many of the urban areas of Roman Mediterranean 
France among the elite families of the province in the 
first century C.E.

high and low cuisine in roman 
mediterranean gaul: 25 b.c.e.–100 c.e.

The appearance of a high cuisine is most notable in 
the urban, elite sites of Roman Mediterranean France, 
such as the civitas capital of Nemausus and the impor-
tant Roman colony of Narbo Martius, and contrasts 
markedly with the lesser oppida inhabited since the 
Iron Age. At the secondary Celtic oppida from eastern 
Languedoc, such as Lattara or Ambrussum, there was 
apparently a notable continuity in cooking practices 
up through the first century C.E., despite important 
changes in the actual production of cooking vessels 
beginning in the second half of the first century B.C.E. 
Likely as part of wider economic changes that were 
affecting Mediterranean Gaul after the Roman con-
quest, centralized workshops for the production of 
communal cooking and serving vessels began to ap-
pear in the region after ca. 50 B.C.E. Unlike the non–
wheel-thrown vessels that were probably produced at 
a local level by families or groups of families, these 
new cooking vessels were mass-produced and thrown 
on a potter’s wheel. Several different variants of this 
wheel-thrown communal ware, all produced in east-
ern Languedoc, include Smoked Ware (céramique com-
mune fumigée), the name of which refers to its smoky, 
reduced surface color, Lime-Specked Communal 
Ware (céramique commune à points de chaux), Kaolinite 
Ware (céramique commune kaolinitique), Sandy Oxidized 
Communal Ware (céramique commune sableuse oxydante), 
and Sandy Reduced Communal Ware (céramique com-
mune sableuse réductrice). The distribution of these new 
wheel-thrown cooking vessels led to the abandonment 

of the production of non–wheel-thrown cooking ves-
sels, which was likely complete by the first quarter of 
the first century C.E. 

Although these changes reflect important economic 
transformations, based on the ceramic assemblages 
there appears to be a notable continuity in terms of the 
cooking practices at the Celtic sites. For all the differ-
ent wheel-thrown communal wares, what is interesting 
is that the cooking vessel forms were often identical to 
the earlier non–wheel-thrown vessels (see fig. 4). The 
cooking pot, for example, shows a gradual continu-
ity in form from the non–wheel-thrown cooking pot 
CNT-LOR U7 to similar forms in wheel-thrown ware, 
such as the Type A10 urn, which was common in the 
first century C.E. In addition, the proportions of dif-
ferent ceramic vessels remained largely unaltered at 
the oppida. For example, at the different residential 
blocks at Lattara, cooking pots made up 53–65% of 
all cooking vessels for the period 25 B.C.E.–100 C.E. 
(see fig. 5). Likewise, at Ambrussum, cooking pots 
made up 47–69% of all cooking vessels from the ce-
ramic assemblages at the courtyard house from zone 
9 for the period 25–175 C.E. (see fig. 6). At the court-
yard house from zone 4 at Ambrussum for the period  
40–100 C.E., cooking pots made up approximately 
64% of all cooking vessels. In both Lattara and Am-
brussum, the boiling of food apparently remained an 
important cooking practice during the first century 
C.E. Indeed, the importance of boiling food apparent-
ly continued through the Middle Ages in this region. 
During the Medieval period, for example, the primary 
cooking vessel in peasant households in Languedoc 
was a type of cooking pot known as an “oule” (the 
Occitan word derived from the Latin term “olla”).83

Unlike the cooking pots, not all forms of local, 
non–wheel-thrown jattes were replicated in the mass-
produced wheel-thrown wares that appeared at the 
end of the first century B.C.E. This is especially true 
for the Group 3 jattes—that is, those with rounded or 
semirounded bottoms and often a spout or beaker for 
pouring. There was instead a general disappearance of 
cooking vessels with spouts or beakers from the cook-
ing assemblages at the Celtic sites at the end of the 
first century B.C.E. If, as has been hypothesized, one 
of the functions of the spouts was for some stage in 
the beer-brewing process, then the disappearance of 
this group of jattes at the same time as the emergence 
of large-scale production of local wine in Mediterra-
nean France at the end of the first century B.C.E.84 
perhaps reflected a decline in the importance of beer 

83 Sanchez 2010. 84 Buffat and Pellecuer 2001.
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consumption.85 For the other two groups of jattes, part 
of the problem may simply be terminology. For the 
cooking vessels in communal wheel-thrown ware, only 
one form is generally referred to as a jatte, Type B5. 
This form may have fulfilled functions similar to those 
of the non–wheel-thrown jattes belonging to Group 
1—that is, they may have been used for mixing and 
preparing ingredients and serving food and perhaps 
also for cooking in an oven or over a fire.

With regard to the non–wheel-thrown jattes of 
Group 2, especially certain forms of the jatte Type 
CNT-LOR J1c, very similar forms do appear in com-
munal wheel-thrown wares, but they are referred to by 
archaeologists as “cooking plates” (either coupe, plat, or 
plat à frire). The “disappearance” of certain jattes can 
thus perhaps be partly explained as a discrepancy in 
terminology based on different ceramic wares rather 
than as an actual change in the form or function of the 
cooking vessels. Indeed, it is interesting to note that 
the non–wheel-thrown jattes of the Group 2 from the 
third through the first century B.C.E. and the cooking 
plates and patina of the first century C.E. in wheel-
thrown communal ware both made up a very similar 
proportion of the cooking assemblages for their re-
spective time periods (fig. 10). Unfortunately, we lack 
any emic Celtic terms for these different cooking ves-
sel forms that would better illuminate the roles and 
functions of these vessels. In general, however, there 
was likely a continuation in cooking practices at the 
Celtic sites through the first century C.E., something 
that is certainly suggested by the unchanging overall 
percentages of the different cooking vessel forms. Fur-
thermore, bell-shaped bread ovens have been found at 
Lattara and Ambrussum for the late first century B.C.E. 
and the first century C.E., which points to the contin-
ued importance of baking flatbread. At Lattara, for 
example, numerous examples of portable bell-shaped 
bread ovens made out of coarse ware ceramics from 
contexts dating to this period have been discovered.86 
At Ambrussum, in Room 4 of zone 9, archaeologists 
unearthed the remains of a circular hearth ringed by 
ceramic sherds of at least two different portable bread 
ovens from ca. 125–175 C.E.87 

Along similar lines, the function of some of the 
non–wheel-thrown jattes of Group 3, especially those 
lacking spouts, such as Type CNT-LOR J2a, may have 
been fulfilled by a form of cooking vessel in regional 

wheel-thrown ware generally identified by archaeolo-
gists as a marmite. As noted above, “marmite” is the 
French term often used to describe a type of vessel in 
Celtic wheel-thrown communal ware that is generally 
equivalent to the Roman vessel known as a caccabus, 
which is often assumed to have been used for simmer-
ing food and sauces. The marmite has traditionally 
been interpreted as an important indicator of what 
is often referred to as the “Romanization” of local 
cooking practices,88 but in the case of Roman Medi-
terranean France, the vessel appears only in limited 
numbers. In fact, the proportions of these marmites 
in the cooking assemblages at Lattara and Ambrussum 
are similar to the proportions of non–wheel-thrown 
jattes belonging to Group 3 from before and around 
the time of the Roman conquest, again suggesting a 
continuity in the relative importance of different cook-
ing practices rather than abrupt changes (see fig. 10).

In addition, it is important to stress that the houses 
from Lattara and Ambrussum for the period from ca. 
25 B.C.E. through the first century C.E. (House 6001 
at Lattara and the houses from zones 4 and 9 at Am-
brussum) represent the dwellings of nonelite families. 
The cooking assemblages found in these houses thus 
represent the activities of common or “middle-class” 
families. In this case, the boiling of cereal grains, veg-
etables, and meat most likely remained the crucial 
method of preparing food; a lesser number of vessels 
were used for baking flatbread or simmering foods. 
These nonelite cooking assemblages show marked dif-
ferences from those from elite houses at the important 
first-century C.E. urban sites of Roman Mediterranean 
France, such as the houses in the Quartier des Bénédic-
tins at Nemausus or the Maison au Grand Triclinium 
at Narbo Martius. In particular, I suggest that these 
elite, urban cooking assemblages represent the emer-
gence of a new high cuisine in Roman Mediterranean 
France. Elites there emulated the cooking practices of 
the urban elite in the Roman world while at the same 
time creating social distinctions from the commoner 
families at Lattara and Ambrussum. 

Particularly striking is the significantly reduced 
importance of cooking pots from the assemblages of 
these elite houses (fig. 11). For example, at the Mai-
son au Grand Triclinium at Narbo Martius, a very 
wealthy and luxurious house from the second century 
C.E., cooking pots made up only 32% of the cooking  

85 One interesting line of future research concerns the pos-
sible links between the decline in local beer production and 
changing gender roles, given that in many modern African so-
cieties, beer production is a task largely performed by women, 
and certain gender roles were altered with the production of 

new forms of alcohol (Dietler 2001; Holtzman 2001; Arthur 
2003).

86 Py 1994b, 400, 409, 413; 2009, 220; Raux 2005, 123.
87 Fiches 2009, 297.
88 Desbat et al. 2006, 178.
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Fig. 10. Decline over time in jattes from Groups 2 and 3 at Lattara and their replacement with wheel-thrown patinae and  
caccabi. Percentages represent occurrence of the different vessels for each period among the total of all communal ceramic 
sherds: left, percentage of Group 2 jattes and patinae; right, percentage of Group 3 jattes and caccabi. 

Fig. 11. Percentage of different vessels among the overall cooking assemblages of the indigenous Celtic oppida and larger  
cities for the first and second centuries C.E.
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assemblages, or little more than half of the typi-
cal percentage from the Celtic oppida.89 Similarly, 
based on the ceramic assemblages from the Quartier 
des Bénédictins at ancient Nemausus, cooking pots 
made up between 33% and 36% of the ceramic as-
semblage at the end of the first century C.E. and the 
beginning of the second century C.E.90 Specifically, 
at the Roman house referred to by archaeologists 
as Les Villégiales—within the one stratigraphic unit 
yielding significant ceramic data, which was dated to 
60–80 C.E.—cooking pots made up only 36% of the 
cooking assemblage. Similarly, at the Roman house 
known as Les Hespérides—within the one unit of stra-
tigraphy with notable ceramic data, dating to 75–125 
C.E.—cooking pots made up only 33% of the cook-
ing assemblage. In these cases, the cooking pot was 
replaced in importance by two Roman cooking vessels, 
the caccabus and the patina. At the Maison au Grand 
Triclinium, caccabi made up 19% of all cooking ves-
sels, and patinae 17%. Likewise, at the Quartier des 
Bénédictins, caccabi made up 21% of the recovered 
cooking assemblage for the period 60–80 C.E. at Les 
Villégiales, and 12% at Les Hespérides for the period 
75–125 C.E. Patinae represented 23% of the cooking 
assemblage at Les Villégiales and 27% of all cooking 
vessels at Les Hespérides. 

The relative proportions of these cooking assem-
blages from elite houses, with the new importance of 
caccabi and patinae and the reduced role of cooking 
pots, is notably similar to other urban sites in the Ro-
man world. For example, at Pompeii during the first 
century C.E., caccabi and patinae were particularly 
important in the cooking assemblage, while ollae de-
clined significantly in usage.91 Based on the cooking 
ceramics recovered from near the Terme del Nuota-
tore at Ostia (the port city for Rome) during the pe-
riod 70–120 C.E., ollae made up only about 16% of 
the cooking assemblage recovered, with caccabi 35%, 
patinae 17%, and lids the remaining 32%.92 During 
the second century C.E., the importance of caccabi in-
creased even more, while that of the ollae continued 
to diminish, perhaps suggesting that by at least the sec-
ond half of the first century C.E., the majority of grain 
was being baked into bread rather than boiled into 
porridge. Similarly, based on the ceramic data from 
the Roman levels of occupation during the second 
century C.E. at the very urban site of Massalia, ollae 
made up only about 20% of the cooking assemblage, 

with caccabi and patinae each making up slightly more 
than 20% of the ceramic assemblage as well.93

This decline in cooking pots arguably documents 
above all the decrease in boiled grain in the diet of the 
elites. Based on textual evidence—including the col-
lection of recipes known as the De re coquinaria by the 
famous Roman cook Apicius, which in its earliest in-
carnation likely dates to the time of Caesar Augustus— 
there was a move by the first century C.E. among urban 
elite families of the Roman world toward more varied 
forms of cooking involving complicated combinations 
of ingredients and exotic spices. Many of the dishes 
in Apicius’ text involved the use of a patina for bak-
ing a wide array of exotic ingredients; one such dish 
combined eggs with various vegetables, fish, cheeses, 
and even fruits, resulting in a kind of egg-based cas-
serole likely equivalent to a modern quiche or even 
perhaps a Spanish tortilla.94 Pepper imported from 
India and cumin were two important spices used in 
these recipes.95 The ingredients in these confections 
became increasingly bizarre and exotic as the high-
est elite sought to distance themselves from the low 
cuisine of the commoners of the provinces. Examples 
include such delicacies as dormice roasted in honey 
and poppy seeds, ram testicles, sow udder cooked 
in garum, animal brains, and exotic animals such as 
flamingo, parrot, and elephant.96 One of the best ex-
amples of this is the satire of the nouveau riche Trimal-
chio as mentioned in the introduction, who, although 
fictional, likely represented the spirit of conspicuous 
consumption of the most exotic ingredients possible, 
something that was especially present among the  
Roman elite in the first and second centuries C.E.

The recipes given by Apicius for use with a patina 
all tend to be very elaborate and complex, highlight-
ing that this cookbook was intended for only the most 
skilled cooks serving the richest of families. In contrast 
to traditional practices, the cooks who prepared these 
recipes were exclusively male and were skilled pro-
fessionals who often amassed considerable fortunes 
cooking for the Roman elite. For example, the Ro-
man author Livy (Ab urbe condita 39.6), writing at the 
end of the first century B.C.E., commented: “Banquets 
began to be prepared with greater care and expense. 
The cook, whom ancients regarded and treated as the 
lowest form of slave, was rising in value, and what had 
been a servile task began to be considered as a fine 
art.” In addition, Martial (3.22) records that Apicius 

89 Data drawn from Sabrié and Sabrié 2011.
90 Data drawn from Garmy and Monteil 2000.
91 Tuffreau-Libre 2004; Stefani 2005; Allison 2006.
92 Coletti and Pavolini 1996.

93 Moliner 1996, 250.
94 Giacosa 1992; Faas 1994.
95 Solomon 1995, 116.
96 Giacosa 1992; Faas 1994.
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made some 60 million sestertii but squandered his 
wealth to the point that when he had “only” 10 mil-
lion, he poisoned himself rather than submit to a life 
without his fortune. Almost every recipe in Apicius’ 
cookbook is served with a complicated sauce that could 
only have been made by an experienced cook. Of the 
approximately 500 recipes in his work, roughly 400 
involve a sauce as a component, and approximately 
200 are recipes solely for sauces.97 These sauces were 
likely prepared and simmered in caccabi. By contrast, 
Apicius includes only a handful of recipes for grain-
based porridges.98 The predominance of patinae and 
caccabi in urban elite households may thus reflect the 
emergence of a new, high cuisine in Roman Mediter-
ranean France that was less reliant on cereal grains, 
was richer in exotic vegetables, fruits, and meat, and 
involved more complicated forms of cooking.

the foods consumed at the celtic oppida

Although the cooking assemblages at the Celtic-
speaking oppida remained largely unaltered, new 
condiments and sauces, such as olive oil and the fish 
sauce known as garum, both widely consumed in the 
Graeco-Roman world, first appeared at Lattara and 
Ambrussum at the end of the first century B.C.E. 
Given that olive oil and garum were often considered 
to be lower-class equivalents of the exotic spices of 
the elite,99 it is quite possible that the appearance of 
these new condiments represents a certain imitation 
by the local Celtic peoples of the urban high cuisine 
of the cities. The consumption of these two condi-
ments is best attested by the importation of a growing 
number of amphoras destined for the transport of 
garum and olive oil beginning at the end of the first 
century B.C.E. and continuing into the first century 
C.E. In particular, the number of amphora sherds 
from Baetica (modern southern Spain), which was a 
major producer of both olive oil and garum for the 
Roman world, rose from 9% of all amphora sherds at 
Lattara for the period 25–1 B.C.E. to 30% of all am-
phora sherds for 1–50 C.E. and then to 37% for 50–100 
C.E.100 Overall, for the Baetic amphoras for which the 

specific amphora type could be determined, a little 
more than half (53%) belonged to the Type A-BET 
Dressel 20, which was associated with the transport 
of olive oil. Another 42% belonged to a type of Bae-
tic amphora associated with the transport of garum 
or other fish sauces (above all Type A-BET Dressel 
7-11).101 Similarly, at Ambrussum, Baetic amphoras 
constituted 24–27% of all amphora sherds for the 
period 25–75 C.E.

In addition, there was a notable increase in the 
consumption of certain shellfish at the end of the first 
century B.C.E.102 Until ca. 75 B.C.E., by far the most 
common shellfish consumed was the saltwater mussel 
(Mytilus galloprovincialis), followed by a kind of salt- 
water clam often known in English as a common cockle 
(Cerastoderma edule). After this time period, the con-
sumption of mussels and common cockles declined 
noticeably at Lattara and was replaced by other kinds 
of smaller saltwater clams (genus Donax). At Lattara 
during the first century C.E., the taste for saltwater 
clams (Donax trunculus) was in turn quickly replaced 
by a new preference for oysters and scallops, echoing 
a development throughout the Roman world.

In general, however, the basic staples of the diet 
at Ambrussum and Lattara remained relatively un-
changed after the Roman conquest, with cereal grains 
continuing to constitute a large percentage of the lo-
cal diet. Although pork is often seen as the preferred 
meat in the diet of the Romans,103 Gaul was also re-
nowned for its pork products (Strabo, Geographica 3.2; 
Varro, Rust. 2.4).104 At Lattara, pork consumption was 
important well before the Roman conquest, with pork 
climbing from about 25% of the minimum number of 
individuals recovered from the faunal assemblages for 
the period 300–275 B.C.E. to about 44% of the mini-
mum number of individuals for the period 175–150 
B.C.E.105

Finally, one other important change in foodways at 
a Celtic site was the appearance of bakeries at Lattara 
in the second half of the first century B.C.E., suggest-
ing an important economic transformation, as well 
as the likely monetization of at least part of the local 

97 Solomon 1995, 115.
98 Giacosa 1992.
99 Garnsey 1999, 122.
100 In part, the rise in olive oil consumption could be ex-

plained by the corresponding rise in the number of oil lamps 
at the site, suggesting a new demand for fuel (Py 2009, 228), 
but at least some of the olive oil was likely consumed as food.

101 For the period 25–1 B.C.E., 0.90% of all amphora sherds 
were identified as a type of Baetic amphora associated with 
the transport of garum, and 1.14% were used for olive oil. For 
the period 1–50 C.E., this percentage was at 2.20% for garum 
and 2.30% for olive oil, and for the period 50–100 C.E. it was 

at 3.76% for garum and 4.05% for olive oil, suggesting a no-
table increase in the importation of both garum and olive oil 
in the first century C.E.

102 Brien-Poitevin 1992.
103 E.g., André 1981, 136.
104 Coulon 2006, 109.
105 Py 2009, 231–35. Indeed, as several important studies 

synthesizing faunal data from throughout the western Roman 
world have noted (e.g., King 1999, 2001), pork consumption 
does not necessarily represent the appearance of new “Ro-
manized” tastes but may in some cases simply represent indig-
enous patterns of consumption.
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economy.106 Specifically, at Block 5 at Lattara, archae-
ologists have found the remains of an apparent bakery, 
replete with a storage room, a large hand-turned grind-
ing mill, and a large square oven in existence from ca. 
50 to 25 B.C.E.107 The oven consisted of a base of dolia 
sherds and square walls of stone and brick forming a 
rectangular opening on one side. The hearth was full 
of ash and cinders and had clearly been used inten-
sively for a long period of time. How exactly the oven 
would have functioned is unclear, although it is ap-
parent that the fire was in the back half of the oven. 
Loaves of leavened bread, for example, may have been 
baked in front of the fire, as was typical at Roman sites. 

In the urban Roman world, mass-produced bread 
had largely replaced domestic bread by the end of the 
Republican period, except among the wealthiest fami-
lies, who enjoyed bread baked by slaves in their own 
homes.108 For the lower urban classes, who often lacked 
kitchen spaces in their cramped domestic apartments 
and instead took their meals at public tabernae or inns, 
porridge (puls) was largely replaced by bread (panis), 
which was mass-produced in bakeries (Plin., HN 18.62). 
These bakeries, several of which have been found at 
Pompeii with large ovens and massive stone mills for 
grinding the flour (fig. 12), are significantly larger than 
the example from Block 5 at Lattara, highlighting the 
difference in scale between bread production in a ma-
jor Roman city such as Pompeii and production at Lat-
tara. Indeed, this highlights the probable absence at a 
secondary site such as Lattara of a large, urban working 
class largely dependent on mass-produced bread for 
survival. Although no bakeries similar to those at Pom-
peii have been discovered at cities such as Nemausus 
and Narbo Martius, a funerary monument from Narbo 
Martius, which is now on display at the Archaeological 
Museum in Narbonne, depicts a mule turning a large 
grist mill similar to those from Pompeii. The image 
presumably indicates that the deceased had been a 
baker in life and suggests the presence of large-scale 
bakeries in Narbo Martius.

Overall, the continuation of boiling grains into 
porridge at Lattara and Ambrussum, as well as the 
domestic production of flatbread, underscores that 
these Celtic-speaking oppida were still quite different 

socially from the urban centers of the Roman world, 
where rigid class hierarchies began to be created and 
manifested through important differences in the food 
consumed by the rich and by the poor. Instead, at the 
Celtic oppida we see the continuation of largely rural, 
agrarian practices, with very few differences in the diets 
apparently existing between Lattara and Ambrussum 
or between the two first-century C.E. houses at Ambrus-
sum. However, what differed from the Iron Age was 
the emergence of new ceramic cooking assemblages at 
the important cities in Roman Mediterranean France 
and correspondingly, as I have argued, the emergence 
of a new high cuisine among the elites who sought to 
socially distance themselves from the rest of society. 
In the future, more work is needed to identify in par-
ticular whether a low-class, “poor” cuisine existed in 
cities such as Nemausus and Narbo Martius that cor-
responded with the diet of the urban poor in other 
Roman cities throughout the Mediterranean.

conclusion

The example of Iron Age and Roman Mediterra-
nean France nicely illustrates the complex ways in 
which cooking and food preparation are at the in-
tersection of colonial transformations and struggles 
involving politics, social organization, and ethnic iden-
tities.109 In particular, it is important to point out that 
while food is an important marker of ethnic identity, 
it is extremely difficult to isolate characteristics of a 
distinctively “Celtic” or “Roman” ethnic cuisine. In-
deed, as scholars have pointed out,110 foodways are a 
constantly transforming and always creative amalga-
mation of local and foreign elements. To distinguish 
definitively between different ethnic cuisines, as has 
occasionally been done for the ancient world, would 
therefore present too schematic a picture. While the 
local peoples at Lattara or Ambrussum generally con-
tinued to practice traditional methods of cooking, they 
also incorporated certain foreign cooking vessels and 
ingredients into their local cuisine. Ultimately, local 
foodways in first-century C.E. Roman Mediterranean 
France were neither “Celtic” in the sense of an un-
changed cultural tradition nor were they “Roman,” 
especially given that Roman foodways had also been 

106 Luley 2008.
107 Py 1992a, 228–29; 1992b, 277–78; Sternberg 1994, 85–9. 

Another probable bakery dated to the middle of the first cen-
tury B.C.E. has been identified in zone 75 of Lattara and is 
currently under excavation by the author (Piqués and Luley 
2012).

108 Garnsey 1999, 120.
109 A last and very important aspect of colonial transforma-

tions is the question of gender (e.g., Deagan 1983, 99–124; 
Hastorf 1991; Holtzman 2001; Voss 2008). Unfortunately, 

the question of gender has been largely absent from archaeo-
logical discussions of Iron Age Mediterranean France, and it 
would be somewhat premature to talk definitively about dif-
ferent gender roles in Iron Age society and how gender may 
have changed with regard to foodways under the influence 
of Roman colonialism. The question of gender and its rela-
tionship with changing foodways in ancient Mediterranean 
France and the Roman world in general, however, remains an 
important area for future research.

110 Dietler 2007.
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significantly transformed at the end of the first mil-
lennium B.C.E.111 The foodways in Roman Languedoc 
were a combination of both elements, but what is dis-
tinctive in particular for this period is the emergence 
of a new emphasis on the quality of the food and the 
importance of diacritical taste, especially among elite 
families, as a strategy for marking differences between 
social classes.

It is important to point out that the transition from 
what has been referred to here as a low cuisine to a 
high cuisine is not an evolutionary inevitability. Fur-
thermore, as mentioned, the concepts of high and low 
cuisine are not binary opposites but rather heuristic 
devices for identifying important changes in food-
ways. These devices do not form a model that can be 
indiscriminately applied; for example, the Iron Age 
Mediterranean Celts practiced intensive agriculture 
(something that Goody suggested should indicate a 
high cuisine) and were grouped into urban (or at least 

“protourban,” depending on one’s definition) settle-
ments but did not apparently use quality and taste of 
foods as crucial markers of difference between social 
groups. Rather than evolving from one static type to 
another, foodways were significantly transformed be-
cause of specific historic circumstances associated with 
Roman colonialism. Specifically, the transformations 
in foodways in Roman Mediterranean France occurred 
within the context of major social, political, and cul-
tural transformations at the end of the first century 
B.C.E. that dramatically altered local society. In gen-
eral, throughout the Roman empire in this period, 
a new “consumer” culture seems to have developed 
in which an individual’s status and importance in so-
ciety was increasingly tied to conspicuous consump-
tion.112 The specific changes in Roman Mediterranean 
France include a dramatic modification of the urban 
landscape at the local oppida, the appearance of new, 
courtyard-style houses, and new dining practices.113 In-

111 See, e.g., the notion of “hybridization” in van Dommel-
en 1997, 2005.

112 E.g., Woolf 1995; Greene 2008.
113 Luley 2011.

Fig. 12. Example of a bakery from Pompeii. 
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terestingly, although cooking practices apparently re-
mained relatively unaltered at Lattara and Ambrussum 
up through the first century C.E., by the beginning of 
this century very dramatic changes had occurred in 
dining practices, with a new hierarchy and emphasis 
on the individual likely emerging.114 

The changes in foodways and dining practices in 
Late Iron Age and Roman Mediterranean France share 
many important similarities with the changes in other 
areas of the Roman world, as well as several crucial dif-
ferences. An investigation of ceramic cooking and din-
ing assemblages from Roman-period Switzerland, for 
example, suggests that there again indigenous cooking 
practices remained relatively unaltered after the Ro-
man conquest, while dining practices were consider-
ably transformed by the first century C.E., with a new 
emphasis on individual dining sets, especially small 
terra sigillata plates.115 A number of important stud-
ies on foodways in Late Iron Age and Roman Britain 
have also highlighted important differences in cook-
ing and dining practices between native oppida and 
Romano-British towns.116 This distinction is similar to 
the difference discussed here between the persistence 
of cooking practices at the oppida of ancient Medi-
terranean France and the emergence of new cooking 
practices at both Roman colonies such as Narbo Mar-
tius and important native oppida such as Nemausus, 
which became centers of provincial society under Ro-
man rule. Similarly, Cool in particular has discussed 
the evidence for a differentiated cuisine emerging at 
important Roman towns in first-century C.E. Britain, 
as well as the emergence of new individualized din-
ing sets.117 At the same time, however, there seems to 
be much more evidence from Roman Britain for the 
persistence of traditional, communal-oriented dining 
and feasting practices at certain British oppida during 
the Roman period,118 whereas at the sites discussed in 
this article, such as Lattara and Ambrussum, there was 
apparently a dramatic transformation in dining assem-
blages at the end of the first century C.E., which was 
related to the appearance of terra sigillata vessels in 
large quantities.119

Finally, it remains unclear why, despite the use of 
new dining practices, the local peoples at Lattara and 
Ambrussum continued to employ more traditional 
methods of cooking—ones likely based on the boil-
ing of cereal grains in cooking pots—rather than the 

new methods relying more on the caccabi and pa-
tinae, as seen at Nemausus or Narbo Martius. One 
possible explanation may be in part related to the 
difference in food production between these local 
sites and the major cities of the region, with the for-
mer likely relying much more on local agricultural 
produce, especially cereal grains, and having less  
access to large amounts of meat and exotic ingredients 
and spices. In addition, the methods for cooking the 
more elaborate dishes in the caccabi and the patinae 
likely had to be learned from specialists. There may not 
have been the same level of mastery of these recipes 
among commoner families, who may have preferred 
to use more traditional methods of cooking while at 
the same time employing new imported condiments, 
such as olive oil or garum, to make their food more 
“exotic.” Furthermore, the individuals actually using 
the first-century C.E. cooking assemblages that were 
heavily represented by caccabi and patinae at Nem-
ausus or Narbo Martius may have been foreign slaves 
from other areas of the Mediterranean (particularly 
the eastern Mediterranean), rather than native Celts. 
Although no evidence survives for the presence of 
slaves at any of the wealthy houses used in this study 
(the Maison au Grand Triclinium at Narbo Martius 
and the houses in the Quartier des Bénédictins at 
Nemausus), it is certainly likely that these households 
owned slaves. An inscription from a house at Nemau-
sus (La Marseillaise), which is similar to those from 
the neighboring Quartier des Bénédictins, makes 
references to a certain slave named Abascantus, who 
worked in the house and was presumably of Greek 
origin based on the name.120 Thus, one possibility is 
that only the wealthiest households in Roman Medi-
terranean France could have afforded slaves trained 
in the high cuisine of the Roman world, which again 
served as an important means of creating and rein-
forcing social differences in the province. Transfor-
mations in foodways thus were not simply the passive 
end result of large-scale processes of acculturation 
but rather served as a crucial arena for social agents 
to create new social and political relationships and  
distinctions in colonial society. Although many ques-
tions still remain and more research is needed in the 
future, the analysis of the archaeological evidence dis-
cussed here has demonstrated the ways in which food 
was an important and complex milieu for colonial 

114 Luley (forthcoming).
115  Schucany 2005.
116  Pitts 2005, 2008, 2010; Cool 2006.
117  For the question of a differentiated cuisine, see Cool 

2006, esp. ch. 5. Concerning the individualized dining sets, 

see Cool 2006, 53–6, 165–66.
118  Pitts 2005, 2008.
119  Luley (forthcoming).
120  Garmy and Monteil 2000, 187.
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transformations in the Roman empire; in particular, 
I hope to have shown the important role of ceramic 
analysis in investigating these changes.
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nédictins à Nîmes (Gard): Découvertes anciennes et fouilles 
1966–1992. Documents d’archéologie française 81. 
Paris: Éditions de la Maison des Sciences de l’Homme.

Garnsey, P. 1999. Food and Society in Classical Antiquity. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Giacosa, I.G. 1992. A Taste of Ancient Rome. Translated by 
A. Herklotz. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Gold, B., and J. Donahue, eds. 2005. Roman Dining: A Spe-
cial Issue of the American Journal of Philology. Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press.

Goody, J. 1982. Cooking, Cuisine, and Class: A Study in Compar-
ative Sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

This content downloaded from 128.197.33.165 on Thu, 15 Jan 2015 15:12:35 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


BENJAMIN P. LULEY58 [AJA 118

Greene, K. 2008. “Learning to Consume: Consumption 
and Consumerism in the Roman Empire.” JRA 21:64–82.

Hastorf, C.A. 1991. “Gender, Space, and Food in Prehis-
tory.” In Engendering Archaeology: Women and Prehistory, 
edited by J.M. Gero and M.W. Conkey, 132–59. Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell.

Hayden, B., and S. Villeneuve. 2011. “A Century of Feast-
ing Studies.” Annual Review of Anthropology 40:433–49.

Holtzman, J. 2001. “The Food of Elders, the ‘Ration’ of 
Women: Brewing, Gender, and Domestic Processes 
Among the Samburu of Northern Kenya.” American An-
thropologist 103(4):1041–58.

King, A. 1999. “Diet in the Roman World: A Regional Inter-
site Comparison of the Mammal Bones.” JRA 12:168–202. 

———. 2001. “The Romanization of Diet in the Western 
Empire: Comparative Archaeozoological Studies.” In It-
aly and the West: Comparative Issues in Romanization, edited 
by S. Keay and N. Terrenato, 210–23. Oxford: Oxbow.

Laubenheimer, F., P. Ouzoulias, and P. Van Ossel. 2003. 
“La bière en Gaule: Sa fabrication, les mots pour le dire, 
les vestiges archéologiques. Première approche.” Revue 
Archéologique de Picardie 1–2:47–63. 

Lévi-Strauss, C. 1983. The Raw and the Cooked. Translated 
by J. Weightman and D. Weightman. Chicago: The Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Luley, B.P. 2008. “Coinage at Lattara: Using Archaeologi-
cal Context to Understand Ancient Coins.” Archaeologi-
cal Dialogues 15(2):174–95.

———. 2011. “The Material Dimensions of Colonialism: 
Hegemony and Consumption in Roman Southern 
Gaul, 200 B.C.–A.D. 100.” Ph.D. diss., The University 
of Chicago.

———. Forthcoming. “Colonialism, Dining, and Chang-
ing Strategies of Power: The Example of Iron Age and 
Roman Mediterranean France at Lattara (ca. 150 B.C.–
A.D. 50).” Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory.

Marty, F. 1999. “Vaisselle et organisation sociale du village 
de La Cloche (Les Pennes-Mirabeau, B.-du-Rh.) au Ier 
siècle avant notre ère.” Documents d’archéologie méridi-
onale 22:139–220.

Meadows, K. 1994. “You Are What You Eat: Diet, Identity 
and Romanisation.” In TRAC 94: Proceedings of the Fourth 
Annual Theoretical Roman Archaeology Conference, Durham 
1994, edited by S. Cottam, D. Dungworth, S. Scott, and 
J. Taylor, 133–40. Oxford: Oxbow.

———. 1999. “The Appetites of Households in Early Ro-
man Britain.” In The Archaeology of Household Activities, 
edited by P.M. Allison, 101–20. London: Routledge.

Méniel, P. 2001. Les Gaulois et les animaux: Élevage, repas, et 
sacrifices. Paris: Éditions Errance.

Mennell, S. 1985. All Manners of Food. Oxford: Blackwell.
Michelozzi, A. 1982. L’Habitation protohistorique en Languedoc 

oriental. Publication de l’Association pour la recherche 
archéologique en Languedoc oriental cahier 10. Cavei-
rac, France: Association pour la Recherche Archéo-
logique en Languedoc Oriental.

Miller, D. 1987. Material Culture and Mass Consumption. Ox-
ford: Basil Blackwell.

Mills, B.J. 2008. “Colonialism and Cuisine: Cultural Trans-
mission, Agency, and History at Zuni Pueblo.” In Cultural 
Transmissions and Material Culture: Breaking Down Bound-
aries, edited by M.T. Stark, B.J. Bowser, and L. Horne, 
245–62. Tuscon: University of Arizona Press.

Moliner, M. 1996. “Les céramiques communes à Marseille 
d’après les fouilles récentes.” In Les céramiques communes 

de Campanie et de Narbonnaise (Ier s. av. J.-C.–IIe s. ap. J.-C.): 
La vaisselle de cuisine et de table. Actes des journées d’étude or-
ganisées par le Centre Jean Bérard et la Soprintendenza Archeo-
logica per le Province di Napoli e Caserta, Naples, 27–28 mai 
1994, edited by M. Bats, 237–55. Collection du Centre 
Jean Bérard 14. Naples: Centre Jean Bérard.

Monteil, M., M.-N. Pascal, and S. Raux. 2000. “Les îlots 
60–nord et 60–sud entre le Ier s. av. n. è. et le Ier s. de 
n. è.” In Lattes (Hérault)–Rapport triannuel 1998–2000, 
edited by M. Py, 263–90. Lattes: Unité de Fouilles et de 
Recherches Archéologiques de Lattes.

Nadeau, R. 2010. Les manières de table dans le monde gréco-
romain. Tours, France: Presses Universitaires François- 
Rabelais.

Netting, R. 1964. “Beer as a Locus of Value Among the West 
African Kofyar.” American Anthropologist 66(2):375–84.

Piqués, G., and B.P. Luley. 2012. “Recherches sur l’urbanisme 
récent au coeur de la ville primitive: La zone 75.” In Lat-
tara, Lattes (Hérault): Rapport de fouille intermédiaire, edit-
ed by P. Garmy and E. Gailledrat, 175–95. Lattes: Unité 
de Fouilles et de Recherches Archéologiques de Lattes.

Piqués, G., A. Kohn, and J. Vial. 2003. “Recherches sur 
l’urbanisme récent de Lattes: La zone 60–nord et ses 
abords à la période augustéenne et au Haut-Empire.” 
In Lattes (Hérault)–Rapport triannuel 2001–2003, edited 
by T. Janin, 353–93. Lattes: Unité de Fouilles et de Re-
cherches Archéologiques de Lattes.

Pitts, M. 2005. “Pots and Pits: Drinking and Deposition 
in Late Iron Age South-East Britain.” OJA 24:143–61.

———. 2008. “Globalizing the Local in Roman Britain: 
An Anthropological Approach to Social Change.” JAnth 
Arch 27:493–506.

———. 2010. “Artefact Suites and Social Practice: An In-
tegrated Approach to Roman Provincial Finds Assem-
blages.” Facta: A Journal of Roman Material Culture Studies 
4:125–52.

Platt, B.S. 1955. “Some Traditional Alcoholic Beverages and 
Their Importance in Indigenous African Communities.” 
Proceedings of the Nutrition Society 14:115–24.

Poux, M. 2004. L’Âge du Vin: Rites de boisson, festins et liba-
tions en Gaule indépendante. Montagnac: Éditions Mo-
nique Mergoil.

Py, M. 1974. “Le problème des Volques Arécomiques 
à la lumière des résultats actuels de la recherche ar-
chéologique.” Miscelanea arqueologica 2:209–53.

———. 1978. L’Oppidum des Castels à Nages (Gard) (Fouilles 
1958–1974). “Gallia” Suppl. 35. Paris: CNRS Éditions.

———. 1990a. Culture, Economie, et Société protohistorique 
dans la région nimoise. 2 vols. CÉFR 131. Rome: École 
Française de Rome.

———. 1990b. “La céramique de l’îlot 3.” In Fouilles dans 
la ville antique de Lattes: Les îlots 1, 3 et 4–nord du quartier 
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7-est, 7-ouest, 8, 9 et 16 du quartier Saint-Sauveur, edited by 
D. Garcia and A. Adroher, 81–96. Lattara 7. Lattes: Edi-
tion de l’Association pour la Recherche Archéologique 
en Languedoc Oriental.

———. 1995. La pêche à Lattes dans l’Antiquité à travers 
l’analyse de l’ichtyofaune. Lattara 8. Lattes: Edition de 
l’Association pour la Recherche Archéologique en 
Languedoc Oriental.

———. 2002. “La mer nourricière: Pêche et infrastructures 
portuaires du IIIe s. av. J.-C. au IIe s. après J.-C. Le cas de 
Lattes.” In L’espace portuaire de Lattes antique, edited by D. 
Garcia and L. Vallet, 189–202. Lattara 15. Lattes: Edi-
tion de l’Association pour la Recherche Archéologique 
en Languedoc Oriental.

Thomas, N. 1991. Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Cul-
ture and Colonialism in the Pacific. Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press.

Tierney, J. 1960. “The Celtic Ethnography of Posidonius.” 
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy 60:189–275.

Tuffreau-Libre, M. 2004. “La céramique romaine de la 
Maison I.9.9 à Pompéi.” In Société Française d’Étude de la 
Céramique Antique en Gaule: Actes du Congrès de Vallauris, 20–
23 mai 2004, edited by L. Rivet, 315–27. Marseille: Société 
Française d’Étude de la Céramique Antique en Gaule.

Twiss, K.C. 2007. The Archaeology of Food and Identity. Occa-
sional Paper 34. Carbondale: Center for Archaeological 
Investigations, Southern Illinois University Carbondale.

Van der Veen, M. 2003. “When Is Food a Luxury?” World 
Arch 34(3):405–27.

This content downloaded from 128.197.33.165 on Thu, 15 Jan 2015 15:12:35 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


B.P. LULEY, COOKING, CLASS, AND COLONIAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN ROMAN FRANCE60

———. 2007. “Food as an Instrument of Social Change: 
Feasting in Iron Age and Early Roman Southern Brit-
ain.” In The Archaeology of Food and Identity, edited by K.C. 
Twiss, 112–29. Occasional Paper 34. Carbondale: Cen-
ter for Archaeological Investigations, Southern Illinois 
University Carbondale.

———. 2008. “Food as Embodied Material Culture: Di-
versity and Change in Food Consumption in Roman 
Britain.” JRA 21:83–109.

van Dommelen, P. 1997. “Colonial Constructs: Colonial-
ism and Archaeology in the Mediterranean.” WorldArch 
28(3):305–23.

———. 2005. “Colonial Interactions and Hybrid Practices: 
Phoenician and Carthaginian Settlement in the Ancient 
Mediterranean.” In The Archaeology of Colonial Encoun-
ters: Comparative Perspectives, edited by G.J. Stein, 109–42. 
Santa Fe, N.M.: School of American Research Press.

Vial, J. 2011. Les Volques Arécomiques et le Languedoc Oriental 

Protohistorique: Etude d’une entité ethno-politique préromaine 
(IXe–Ier s. av. J.-C.). Monographies d’archéologie médi-
terranéenne 30. Lattes: UMR 5140 du CNRS.

Voss, B.L. 2008. “Gender, Race, and Labor in the Archae-
ology of the Spanish Colonial Americas.” CurrAnthr 
49(5):861–93.

White, K.D. 1995. “Cereals, Bread, and Milling in the Ro-
man World.” In Food in Antiquity, edited by J. Wilkins, 
D. Harvey, and M. Dobson, 38–43. Exeter: University 
of Exeter Press.

Wilkins, J.M., and S. Hill. 2006. Food in the Ancient World. 
Oxford: Blackwell.

Woolf, G. 1995. “The Formation of Roman Provincial Cul-
tures.” In Integration in the Early Roman West: The Role of 
Culture and Ideology, edited by J. Metzler, 9–18. Dossiers 
d’Archéologie du Musée National d’Histoire et d’Art 
4. Luxembourg: Musée National d’Histoire et d’Art.

This content downloaded from 128.197.33.165 on Thu, 15 Jan 2015 15:12:35 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

