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The Story of Garum recounts the convoluted journey of that notorious Roman fish sauce, known
as garum, from a smelly Greek fish paste to an expensive luxury at the heart of Roman cuisine
and back to obscurity as the Roman empire declines.This book is a unique attempt to meld the
very disparate disciplines of ancient history, classical literature, archaeology, zooarchaeology,
experimental archaeology, ethnographic studies and modern sciences to illuminate this little
understood commodity. Currently Roman fish sauce has many identities depending on which
discipline engages with it, in what era and at what level. These identities are often contradictory
and confused and as yet no one has attempted a holistic approach where fish sauce has been
given centre stage. Roman fish sauce, along with oil and wine, formed a triad of commodities
which dominated Mediterranean trade and while oil and wine can be understood, fish sauce was
until now a mystery.Students and specialists in the archaeology of ancient Mediterranean trade
whether through amphora studies, shipwrecks or zooarchaeology will find this invaluable.
Scholars of ancient history and classics wishing to understand the nuances of Roman dining
literature and the wider food history discipline will also benefit from this volume.    

About the AuthorSally Grainger is an independent scholar with degrees in ancient history and
archaeology. She is a food historian, chef and experimental archaeologist. She has worked with
many university institutions and museums helping to interpret the foodways of ancient societies.
She has published widely in food history, and jointly with Andrew Dalby she wrote the acclaimed
Classical Cook Book, and with her husband Dr Christopher Grocock she edited and translated
the recipe text known as Apicius. She continues to collaborate with archaeologist in research
into the various ways in which ancient fish sauces were made, traded and consumed.--This text
refers to the hardcover edition.
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Marito caro et mihi et huic operi devotissimo
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IntroductionGeneral introductionFrom a purely literary perspective, the elite Roman was a
passionate consumer of the rare, novel and therefore luxurious. The layman will have in mind



such things as eating dormice and larks’ tongues, along with many other amorphous yet
disturbing forms of obscure offal. Over-indulgence and gluttony are concepts which we can
understand, and prized offal can be delicious, but many people are disturbed and confused by
the idea that the process of fermenting fish offal could produce something desirable. The scholar
and layman alike have always had their doubts about this particular obsession. The myth of the
‘rotten Romans’ consuming their ‘rotten fish sauce’ is sadly all too often found in food history,
while the lay public interested in food have moved on. The ubiquitous fish sauce of ancient
cuisine and trade is now recognised as essentially the same as the South East Asian sauces
that are valued for their transformative qualities in culinary circles. However, even a recent
publication on food studies maintains that the very idea of fish sauce, which is defined as
smelling of rotten urine, was invented as a covert strategy to maintain class boundaries.
Effectively, this argument is that Roman food was made to be purposefully ‘bad’ so as to exclude
those who would naturally reject such flavours (Feldman 2005; 2014: 416). Feldman maintains
that those who did accept fish sauce in their diet did so despite its unpleasant taste, in order to
be accepted in an elite culinary club, a kind of inner circle of Roman gastronomy. It is little
disturbing that such an idea can still be found in print, and the very idea of a kind of exclusive
Roman ‘bad food club’ seems far-fetched. Feldman only understands garum in terms of the
luxury end of the market and has no understanding that fish sauce was also cheap and
ubiquitous.Ancient and modern fish sauces are magical commodities that, when used with
experience, have the potential to transform everyday foodstuffs. In ancient Rome they were used
extensively across all social classes and did not taste bad in any definition of that term: they
were certainly ‘different’, ‘striking’, ‘piquant’, full of ‘umami’, ‘strong’ and ‘savoury’ of course
compared with modern Northern European and North American cuisine but not ‘bad’. The idea
of ‘bad’ taste’ is subjective, up to a point: an uneducated palate raised on the bland and feeble
flavours of the West may reject strong and pungent foods, while someone raised on salted and
fermented flavours will undoubtedly do the opposite and reject the blandness of Western food. It
is all about personal taste and a naïve palate will often reject what is simply unfamiliar. Some
types of fish sauce were clearly very popular, and along with oil and wine were consumed widely
across the entire Roman world; their popularity is attested by the presence of abundant amphora
finds where the Romans colonised and settled. Fish sauce amphorae are often found alongside
wine amphorae (and before oil vessels arrived) at Roman colonial settlements of military origin
(Martin-Kilcher 2003:79). These commodities must have represented an essential food resource
to the military and from amphora distribution we have to assume that these products rapidly
become popular among natives as well. Crucially, we cannot distinguish between a solid salted
fish and a sauce in terms of amphora shape, and this is a fundamental issue as salted fish is
clearly a more straightforward commodity. The concept of garum, however, was very complex:
on the one hand, the term was used for something both elite expensive and valued and at the
same time was rejected and viewed with suspicion by many writers, who appear entirely
conflicted by the very idea of it. On the other hand, garum also apparently designated a product



that was commonplace. In fact, ancient fish sauce did have a dual identity, and this is because it
came in two forms. There was the original, basic idea of fermenting small fish with salt into a
liquor that resembled Southeast Asian sauces, known as garos in Greek and liquamen in Latin.
This was so ordinary as to be barely acknowledged by the elite. But there was also something
quite different: garum proper, the fermentation of fish blood and viscera, the very nature of which
was and is inherently disturbing, though its resulting product was viewed as exquisite. Hence, it
was both valued by the elite and regarded with great suspicion. As we see from the
archaeological evidence, it was the simple liquamen that was traded widely in the empire and
became essential to the Roman way of life, while there is some doubt regarding how widespread
the other elite blood viscera garum actually was, and is very much more difficult to comprehend
in literary and archaeological sources.The idea that liquamen and garum were ‘rotten’ to the
taste, as summarized by Feldman (2005), discussed earlier, is largely based on the idea that all
fish sauce was as bad as the blood viscera garum as perceived by ancient and modern
commentators. This is still very problematic for archaeological and historical approaches to
ancient fish sauce, as the negative image of garum colours how all fish sauce is studied. It is my
contention that making a distinction between garum and liquamen is fundamental and essential
to any discussion of the nature of the fish sauce trade. This distinction, however, that I have set
out here, is not universally accepted; many scholars do not consider that there were two distinct
types of sauce. If anything, it is this failure to distinguish the various types of sauce that has been
the main motivation for my research and this book. The arguments are immensely complex, and
the story of garum needs unpicking very carefully to reveal its dual nature in the ancient sources.
It is fair to say that the use of some form of fermented fish sauce was a defining characteristic of
the ancient Mediterranean cuisine that we think of as Roman. These sauces were used across
the social classes: rich and poor consumed their daily food seasoned with a form of salted fish
liquor. A poor student living on an entirely vegetarian diet consumed his lupins and beans with
garos (‘of course’) and with oil according to Galen (On the Properties of Foods 1.25.2). Garos
was so commonplace that Galen emphasises that even the poorest has access to it. The use of
this product in cooking seems to have begun in earlier Greek culinary practices, where originally
a salted fish brine called a halmer was utilised. This was the brine generated from the salting of
cleaned fish to create a solid product. Halmer, later muria in Latin, was a sauce mild but salty in
taste as it contained no digestive enzymes and was thus not fermented, a necessary stage in
the process of making a dissolved fish sauce. At the same time as this sauce was on the tables
of the elite, a commonplace garos made from tiny fish was consumed by the poor in Greek
society. The origins of garos are discussed in detail in Chapters 1 and 2 and passim. We often
think of garum as Roman because it was under Roman influence that these fish sauces were
manufactured on a huge scale, and it was the Romans who almost certainly introduced the new
and more fashionable types of sauce made with species-specific fish and brought sophistication
to their consumption, but garos was essentially Greek in origin and also quite cheap and
unsophisticated in its first manifestation. It is also apparent that it was through Greek cookery



books that fish-sauce use in an emerging ‘cuisine’ spread across the Mediterranean.The
question that seems to dominate in archaeological circles and which is at the heart of the
dilemma we have in understanding ancient fish sauce is this: should we consider ‘fish sauce’ in
the same way as the other amphora-borne commodities? Wine and oil are simple and
uncomplicated products: an ‘essential substance’, if you will. We know that wine is fermented
grape juice and oil comes from fruits, seeds and nuts ground to extract a liquid fat. We are
comfortable with the idea of oil and wine as they correspond to the knowledge and experiences
we have in the modern world. Each of these commodities can have a multitude of varieties and
qualities within the basic definition, but nevertheless we understand them as ‘essential
substances’. Did the ancients have a similar approach to fish sauce? We are not so confident
about fish sauces because in the West such things have never been part of our culinary
repertoire. We cannot comprehend them, as we do not know what they look like in production
and in use, despite a more informed view from modern South East Asian sauces, modern
culinary uses and recent experimental archaeology. Should we consider that the differences in
variety and quality were more fundamental? This question seems to be at the heart of the
dispute in academia over the very nature of garum.Rotten fish viscera sauceIt is not surprising
that doubt persists among lay and academic circles, as the ancients themselves were rather
conflicted and confused about the identity and processes involved in making garum. Seneca is
often quoted: ‘do you not realize that garum sociorum, that expensive bloody mass of decayed
fish, consumes the stomach with its salted putrefaction?’ (Ep. 95). Seneca is almost certainly
talking about the fermented blood and viscera sauce here, and he clearly doubts its value. Many
have assumed that this negative attitude from Seneca also applied to the ordinary fermented
fish sauce, that is liquamem, but I think this would be an error. Seneca is passing comment on
the over-indulgence and gluttony of elites in demanding a fish-blood sauce. The amount of blood
that one can harvest from mackerel or mullet is tiny and measurable in ml, while one needed
immense quantities of mackerel to harvest enough viscera to generate a true garum. Liquamen
on the other hand utilised small, otherwise undervalued, but not worthless, fish that actually
represented a very cheap and commonplace commodity in terms of fish consumption and in
stark contrast to garum. In archaeological circles, the ‘single sauce hypothesis’ has been
formulated to understand fish sauce and it has led to the belief that the cheap and
commonplace, that is, little fish, were blended with what was perceived as the rare and exotic
but actually rubbish, that is, blood and viscera, to make an all-encompassing garum. None of the
ancient didactic recipes or detailed literary sources indicate that this happens, but it is
nevertheless what is believed (Bernal Casasola et al. 2014, 2016; Palacios 2016:92; Rodríguez-
Alcántara et al. 2018:150). This belief in a single sauce has led to a reduction in the significance
of the blood viscera garum, in some cases denying its very existence altogether.We must dispel
the myth of putrefaction at the outset. The salt levels and pH of fish sauce manufacture
contribute to a bacterially safe environment. The bacteria that are found in these conditions
thrive in salt and produce lactic acid, which ensures that any pathogenic bacteria are destroyed.



Additional acid in the form of wine in one recipe also contributes to a higher pH. The process of
fermenting fish to make liquamen is allied to the processes involved in fermenting all kinds of
foods such as sourdough bread, beer and fermented cabbage such as sauerkraut and kimchi.
These commodities exploit the benefits of friendly lactobacillus to break foods down into their
component parts and are valued today for their health-giving properties. However, it appears that
is was primarily enzyme hydrolysation rather than bacterial fermentation that resulted in the
dissolved fish flesh yielding its nutrients into the liquid brine. It is rare for fish sauces to go off, as
the salt levels are too high, but they do oxidise and become darker and more pungent. A modern
gourmet fish sauce such as Red Boat (see page 134) is naturally quite sweet smelling, while an
old and stinky bottle of squid brand left in the back of the cupboard for a year is pungent and
verging on the unpleasant, though not in any way dangerous to health and still usable. Ancient
fish sauces utilised fish viscera extensively, both as an addition to a whole-fish sauce to aid the
enzyme digestion process and as a standalone product in its own right with the addition of fish
blood. The Seneca quote above is specifically referring to this special and often expensive form
of fish sauce, known by satirists as garum sociorum. The definition of sociorum is disputed
(Leon (2001:176; see the discussion on page 28), and seems to have evolved over time. Its
initial meaning seems to have been a blood viscera sauce made from mullet; later mackerel was
incorporated in the definition. Pliny recounts that one had to pay 1,000 SH for 6 pints of this
garum sociorum and that no other product apart from unguents had come to be more valued
(HN. xxxi.93). These prices are in stark contrast to the more modest prices for fish sauce that we
find in Diocletian’s price edict, which demonstrates that the ordinary liquamen was within the
means of most ancient consumers. The more expensive and selective garum sauces were
described as ‘black’ and ‘bloody’ by later medicinal writers and Pliny describes the fish sauce he
understands as being like an aged honey wine, that is, a pale amber yellow or light brown. The
Greeks also use terms like ‘loukos’ meaning white but also bright and light to describe garos and
this is occasionally contrasted with melanos meaning black (page 95). This colour distinction
would seem to be crucial to understanding fish sauce and was also important in allowing the
ancient purchaser to identify products. Modern fish sauces can be many shades of pale yellow
to dark brown depending on which species is used, the processes involved and how long they
are stored and aged.What’s in a name?The leading scholar in fish sauce, Robert Curtis, once
said that understanding fish sauce terminology was like pinning jelly to the wall: you think you
have understood the basic terms and what they seem to be and it does initially seem simple
enough, but the peripheral evidence from satire, and the late Roman and Byzantine sources
provide a very different picture. As the sauce made of whole small fish resembled South East
Asian fish sauces such as nam pla and nuc nam, and the more elite blood viscera sauces were
seemingly distinctive by colour and expense, it should be easy to separate these ancient sauces
out by colour and quality and attribute them to the fish sauce terminology that survives, garum
and liquamen, but for reasons that will become clear this has proved very difficult. We do not
even have consensus as to whether the terminology for fish sauce should have a universal



meaning that is consistent across time and space. Should we assume that the labels on
amphorae, known as tituli picti, had the same meaning at the beginning of the trade in fish sauce
as at the end? Those ancient people who needed to use fish sauces in their daily work,
principally manufacturers, traders and the people who bought these products, namely cooks,
veterinarians and doctors, would have needed to be able to trust the terminology to know what
they had purchased. The terms simply cannot be as fluid as some scholars appear to want them
to be. Currently, the general consensus among archaeologists and historians is that there was a
single substance which was a fish sauce named garos/garum, and this term is used to name
that substance in the early Greek/Roman period. This theory determines that at a later date the
use of the term garum went out of fashion for some reason and was replaced by liquamen, the
universal term for fish sauce in the later Roman period. This ‘single-sauce hypothesis’ is still
commonplace in scholarship, but it is unsatisfactory as a way of understanding the nature of
these products, as it is possible to see at least three types of sauce named as garum by
production methods alone, and by species utilised there are were even more; these distinctions
needed to be identifiable to the trader, merchant and purchaser. This chronological separation of
the terms into ‘early’ and ‘late’ usage in literature is simply not accurate, as we can find plenty of
evidence for the continued use of garum in late Latin didactic sources. It is true that the ‘later’
term for fish sauce, liquamen, is absent in an early Roman context and is always considered
obscure by modern scholars (Curtis 2016:175). Crucially, for the ‘single-sauce hypothesis’ to
work effectively, liquamen would have to have functioned as a generic term in the later empire, in
same way that garum appears to do in the early period, and it clearly did not: the blood viscera
sauce is nowhere described as a liquamen. The answer to this dichotomy is relatively simple
and concerned largely with the invention and short-lived popularity of the blood-viscera garum.
The elite expensive blood-viscera garum was immensely popular in the 1st century AD but
thereafter becomes less valued and much less visible in both texts and archaeology. The
obvious decline in the blood viscera sauce in the late period may ultimately be connected to the
blood prohibition found in Rabbinic sources, the early church and the Greek Orthodox church
(page 108). One simple explanation for the confusion in later texts might be that, if the expensive
garum sociorum was not longer in regular use, people began to revert to using garum for the
original product, that is, the Greek idea of garos/garum.The multiple definitions of the key
terminology for fish sauce remains has led to such an intricately entangled quagmire of debate
that it would seem almost impossible to disentangle; it has become a Gordian knot! This author
believes that the knot is largely of our own making and that a radical rethink is necessary. I want
to go back and start again if you will to a basic review of all the ancient literature and recognise
where the confusion lies. I have tried to do this with an entirely open mind, setting aside most of
the long-held preconceptions as to what these sauces were and re-engaging with them afresh. I
have found that with this approach, it is possible for the knot to disentangle itself.Fish sauce in
the kitchenThe modern culinary world has embraced umami-rich products like soy sauce, kimchi
and the Thai and Vietnamese nam pla and nuc nam. What is not fully understood is precisely



why these similar products were so desirable and successful in the ancient world. We can be
fairly certain that in the case of the Northern provinces, Gaul, Germania and Britannia, fish
sauces were unknown before Roman contact and it is precisely these provinces that appear to
have embraced fish sauce use enthusiastically. The distribution of Spanish fish sauce amphorae
in the northern provinces speaks of a huge trading infrastructure set in place to service a great
economic and social need for these products. It is generally understood that this enthusiasm for
fish sauce was initially reflecting the invaders consumption, and this was followed by native
elites aping Roman food-ways. It was only later that the practice of using fish sauce filter down to
the less wealthy natives. There is a possibility that the huge increase in trade in these products
that occurred from the late 1st century BC through to the early 2nd century AD was prompted
not by an increase in elite use but a commercial pull from beneath: fish sauce had a
transformative effect on the diet of ordinary people in the provinces. Adding cheap and readily
available liquamen sauce and even the less nutritious muria to their daily boiled meal made from
pulses and vegetables with minimal meat content that served as the staple for most people
would have transformed the taste of these foods. It is likely that eating food with just salt and
without these magical ingredients would very quickly be unthinkable.Among chefs and cooks
today, it has long been understood that fish sauces are magical ingredients that can transform
bland foods. The magic is known as umami, and it gives an enhanced taste perception in the
mouth. Monosodium glutamate is a naturally occurring substance in lots of foods, including
mushrooms, tomatoes, dry-aged meat, soy sauce, parmesan and of cause anchovies. The
compound glutamic acid also functions as an excitatory neurotransmitter meaning at a basic
level our brains are excited by the taste of food that has glutamates added or in other ways
included or generated. In general, the more umami present, the more our perceptions of flavour
are heightened, making food more satisfying. Umami also alters the perception of other tastes:
salt is enhanced, sugar is sweeter, and sour and bitter flavours are perceived as more pleasant.
The effect is one of balancing the numerous flavours that are found in ancient recipes. Roman
and Greek recipes are notorious for what has been perceived as the over-use of spices. These
multiple flavourings have been misunderstood by modern commentators who make
assumptions about the quantity of spices used in recipes that have no quantities indicated.
Some of the spices used can be sharp and acrid, particularly if used without care and can
nevertheless create tastes that are perceived to be bitter and certainly out of balance and
‘discordant’. Fish sauce brings these diverse flavours into a surprising harmony that can only be
really understood if a ‘before’ and ‘after’ taste test is undertaken. Fish sauce is even utilised in
dishes that we might consider a dessert, where it is also remarkably successful. A popular
Roman dish in Apicius is a patina (frittata), a recipe for a mixed nut omelette of eggs, almonds,
hazelnuts, pine nuts, pepper, sweet wine, honey, milk and fish sauce, and which formed the
basis of a simple ‘taste/preference’ experiment which I conducted at an English Heritage site.
This was conducted with a group of young volunteers whose palates had not been too
conditioned and whose judgement was readily offered! The simple procedure of splitting the



mixture into three dishes and seasoning one with fish sauce, the other with a little salt and the
final one with nothing was quite a revelation. All the children who took part in the tasting selected
the one made with fish sauce as its simply tasted better. The flavours had become more
complex, the dominant flavour of eggy sweetness had been pushed to the back of the flavour
spectrum and one could taste the individual nuts, pepper and wine first. It was simply a better
experience and the children knew it. Some of the children found the knowledge that the fish
sauce version was better rather difficult to process. It was clear that even with the logic of a
better taste experience their negative preconceptions coloured how the food was experienced.
In the West there is always going to be something wrong with there being so much fish in ancient
food. There is therefore a stark contrast between the perception of fish sauces as something bad
and the reality that they were (and are) in fact, products with unique qualities to transform
everyday foods.The structure of the bookArchaeological scholars studying the ancient trade in
fish products could be forgiven for being daunted by the enormity of the task, as Dario Bernal
Casasola has pointed out (2016:187). There are 10 interconnected but largely isolated
disciplines that must be brought together and studied holistically in order to bring any kind of
fully integrated picture of ancient fish sauce to life.1Zooarchaeology: the identification of fish
bone residues and classifying them as sauce or salsamenta.2Ceramic archaeology: the
production, typology and distribution of fish amphorae across the empire and the data
concerning ‘consumption’ of the products they carry.3Archaeology of production sites: the
structure and function of the fish processing factories.4Marine archaeology: the study of
shipwreck data where fish products are found in amphorae at the bottom of the
sea.5Archaeology of consumption sites: the study of ports, trade routes and markets in the
Roman empire linked to the disposal of residues.6Epigraphy: the study and translation of tituli
picti for fish products.7Classical elite literature: consumption evidence from Roman and Greek
drama, satire, letters and natural histories.8Ancient didactic literature: the recipe literature from
veterinarians, doctors and cooks.9Modern fish sauce: scientific research into fish sauce
production in South East Asia.10Experimental archaeology: duplicating ancient recipes to
reproduce authentic sauces.It goes without saying that no one person could possibly possess
sufficient expertise in all these disciplines to deal with all the material at an expert level. The task
of bringing them all together would seem almost impossible in terms of the logistics alone. It is
also challenging in the sense that there are good reasons why some of these separate
approaches to this study into ancient fish sauce are not often brought together. For example, that
pure archaeology does not fit well with the study of Roman satire is not surprising. What I am
planning is immensely challenging because in order to achieve my goal I must extract only that
which is essential from each discipline to carry an understanding of fish sauce forward through
the book. My contribution to this topic is proudly unconventional in that it tries not to use the
inaccessible conventions of much of academia. My approach is also unique in that wherever
possible the practical and empirical perspectives of these products are the primary focus. I have
degrees in ancient history and archaeology, but I began this journey as a chef and a sense of the



look, taste and smell of these products are at the forefront of my research and is hugely valuable
to a holistic approach. I firmly believe that it is advantageous to view fish sauce holistically, rather
than, as is often the case, as separate entities depending on who is commentating and from
within which discipline. Each individual approach conjures up a subtly different image of what
ancient fish sauces were like so that it is often impossible to argue across disciplines or move
forward with new ideas. I am fully aware that leaves me open to the criticism that I am claiming
that no one but I can understand fish sauce, but nevertheless – while I remain open to such
criticism and may have to adapt my conclusions with fresh evidence or argument – the attempt
made here to comprehend ancient fish sauce from this holistic perspective is a unique one and
in my view the only way to solve the problems that we face.It has proved extremely useful to
have that empirical perspective, developed through experimentation, as often complex
questions concerning the characterisation of the products, how they inhabit the various vessels
and how they appear at point of consumption, can only be understood with this perspective.
There is a legitimate argument to be made that, in looking at the bigger picture from too far away,
one is liable to miss the fine detail. That should not deter one from approaching the subject
holistically, but it is a disadvantage. I shall no doubt be challenged and/or disregarded for
missing some fine detail or being perceived as failing to approach these topics with the required
academic rigour. That will have to be accepted. When I first broached the idea of this project, a
colleague made the disturbing suggestion that it would be impossible to unite all the material.
Much of the minutiae of detail resulting from the skills and expertise within each discipline, which
scholars within their own field value and respect, may have to be recast and viewed with a fresh
angle to achieve the current objective. This book may therefore disappoint specialists in their
respective fields. Including all the possible details from every quarter would have resulted in a
concoction which was indigestible in a way its subject-matter was never intended to be. There
were areas in which a collaborative approach was absolutely necessary and I have developed
connections with leading specialists in zooarchaeology to provide advice, and special thanks
are due to Dimitra Mylona and Rebecca Nicholson in this regard. That the separate disciplines
are isolated and inaccessible to each other is not surprising. Fish bone specialists deal in the
literal minutia of species and size identification and cover many eras and cultures and inevitably
have a limited concept of literary context to the product they are attempting to identify. There are
some valuable exceptions such as Mylona (2008). The ceramicist’s primary purpose is to
identify the complex typology of amphora shards and to map their production and distribution
while the wider issues of the shape and corresponding function of amphora has only recently
become an area of study. We are still compelled to talk in terms of ‘fish amphora consumption’
without any real comprehension of what product was being traded in them and
‘consumed’ (Martin-Kilcher 2003). The processing sites are being excavated with increasing
precision and though we are able to map the factories and calculate capacity of the tanks, there
is still great doubt as to how they were precisely used. Shipwrecks also provide enormous
amounts of macro-scale data on amphora typology and trade routes for a wider understanding



of the Roman economy (Scheidel 2012; Wilson 2007). The problem is fundamentally one of too
much information leading to more and more complex discussions about the minutiae of the
issues, while the bigger picture of what these products looked like and how they were
distinguished, the ‘whole’, remains a blur. Dario Bernal describes the situation we face as one of
‘hyper specialisation’ within each discipline and ‘excessive generalisation’ outside of each
discipline (Bernal 2016:187), which is very astute.It is almost impossible to find a specialist
willing to step outside of their comfort zone and fully engage in a multidisciplinary research,
which often means they are unaware of the debates and disputes among the other scholars in
other areas. There is every possibility of errors and misunderstanding going unchallenged and
becoming accepted fact, which in turn becomes more and more difficult to challenge. In what
follows I will challenge many long -held beliefs about the nature and origin of fish sauce and
many will find these ideas difficult to accept and prefer not to abandon the received tradition.
This is a radical re-think in which none of the facts are off the table. Any radical challenge to
received tradition runs the risk of being charged with a circular argument: one’s premise is often
formed within one discipline, the proof of which has to be chased across numerous boundaries
in research, and fellow researchers are often unwilling to follow an argument that leads them into
other areas where they lack the confidence (or foolhardiness?) to follow. In answer to the charge
of a circular argument, I advocate looking at all the evidence using the only permissible circular
argument in logic, known as the ‘hermeneutic circle’ as expounded by Friedrich Schleiermacher.
Dilthey says of this theory that ‘meaningfulness fundamentally grows out of a relation of part to
whole that is grounded in the nature of living experience’ (Palmer 1969:120). An approach
based on this model, following Schleiermacher, to the interpretation of a text, focuses on the
importance of the interpreter understanding the text/object as a necessary stage to interpreting
it. Understanding involves repeated circular movements between (all) the parts and the whole,
and the experience is fundamentally empirical in nature. The whole is the reality of the solid
multi-faceted existence of fish sauces in the ancient world, the parts are the study of the various
forms of residual evidence of that existence that survive today, and each and every one has to
be fully understood empirically before any real understanding of the whole is possible. The main
aim of the book and the long-term research project has been to incorporate amphora studies,
epigraphy, fish bones, ancient texts and experimental archaeology to create a theoretical
framework, a model of the fish sauce trade in the Roman Mediterranean. I will begin from the
premise that a rational system of nomenclature was set in place by the manufacturers when
these sauces became popular, but it may have been poorly understood right from the beginning
by the ancient consumer as it was ultimately designed by those who managed the trade. The
alternative approach is to assume a chaotic system right from the start, where each region
applied the terminology for salted fish products indiscriminately according to its own rules and a
rational and coherent system of nomenclature was inherently impossible. It goes without say that
the latter is unacceptable as a means of understanding these issues. Given the scope of this
book, it would be impossible to do justice to the vast amount of research that has previous been



published on the ten separate disciplines that inform its subject-matter. A brief survey of the
material will have to suffice. Equally, within this volume, some aspect of the traditional approach
to fish sauce related studies will have to be dealt with fairly briefly, in order to find room for the
necessary debate. The minutiae of amphora typology and, sadly, much of the extensive
distribution and consumption data cannot be incorporated into this volume. Amphora will be
dealt with only in terms of their functionality. It is hoped that others better equipped can
manipulate such data into the theoretical model of fish sauce production that will be presented
here.Chapters 1–5 deal with the ancient literature for fish sauce, while Chapters 6–12 approach
the topic from an archaeological perspective. It was my original intention to try and combine all
the relevant evidence from each of the 10 disciplines in discussion defined by the practical
issues such as nomenclature, consumption, disposal, trade, etc., but this has proved almost
impossible. There are contentious issues everywhere you look within a discipline and between
disciplines, which include disputed terminology, controversial interpretations and inaccurate
translations which need to be clarified before any degree of clarity is possible. With this in mind, I
would recommend that readers do not dip into this book but begin at the beginning and take the
journey through the evidence. If you do dip, be aware that you may miss key arguments that are
necessary to grasp before you reach the issues you are seeking and also there is the possibility
that you will lose the thread of the argument, and give up, before you get to the end! For reasons
that will become clear I have postponed the traditional literature review where previous
scholarship is discussed until the archaeological section begins at Chapter 6. The book begins
with Chapter 1 and a detailed re-evaluation of the key ancient didactic texts, which discuss the
recipes themselves and the fundamental nomenclature issue is outlined. Here I review the
issues of handling ancient literary sources for Roman foodways and consider to what extent elite
sources can and should be utilised to illustrate actual practices. Chapter 2 is a diachronic
account of fish sauce from 5th-century Athens through to the late Roman Empire in the 5th
century AD. This is divided into sections and at each stage the basic archaeological accounts
that correspond to or contradict the literary evidence are outlined. Chapter 3 gives an account of
the practical uses of fish sauce in recipes and remedies. Chapter 4 examines the hugely
valuable and unique source of information from Greek and Egyptian papyri on the everyday
consumption of these products within middle-rank households. Chapter 5 provides an account
of how fish sauces evolved and changed in late Roman, Byzantine and early modern world.
Chapter 6 comprises the postponed literature review in which the scholarship from each of the
main European countries that either produced or consumed fish sauces is described from the
traditional archaeological perspective. Chapter 7 deals with modern fish sauce in South East
Asia and the different methods employed to make the numerous forms of fermented fish
products. Chapter 8 includes modern fish sauce experiments conducted by the author and
others. Chapter 9 is an overview of fishing in the Mediterranean in relation to the species
associated with fish sauce and salted products. Chapter 10 deals with the infrastructure of fish
sauce manufacture, based on evidence for the large-scale production process in cetariae and



small-scale production process from dolia and bottles and jars. In Chapter 11, I examine the
numerous studies of fish sauce residues found associated with amphorae, wrecks and
processing sites. Chapter 12 deals with the amphora typology and the ways in which amphorae
may have been used to accommodate fish sauce and here the inscriptional evidence from
amphorae tituli picti is incorporated. The ‘Afterword’ attempts to round up the ideas and
conclusions found in the previous chapters.
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