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Costache Negruzzi and Mihail Kogilniceanu. 200 Proven Recipes for
Dishes, Pastries and Other Household Works. English edition with
commentary by lurii $vera. Milton Keynes: Ingram Consent Group,
2023. xii + 132 pp. lllustrations, bibliography, appendices, index.

National movements in nineteenth-century eastern Europe used, as is well
known, a variety of genres to promote vernacular languages, cultures, and
historical traditions. Beyond formal modes such as history and high literature,
this could also extend to other media, not excluding cookbooks. A curious
example of this was compiled in Romanian and printed in Iasi in 1841 under the
title 200 retete cercate [200 Hundred Proven Recipes]. Although only the initials
C.N. and M.K. appeared on the title page, it was no secret that these referred
to leading patriotic writers Costache Negruzzi and Mihail Kogalniceanu. The
latter, who was later to become one of independent Romania’s first prime
ministers, was already well known at the time as the author of one of the
first histories of the Romanian principalities, published in Berlin in 1837.
Kogalniceanu also alluded to this cookbook in a fragment of semi-autobio-
graphical fiction published at the time, so the question of authorship is not in
doubt.

Negruzzi and Kogalniceanu’s cookbook went through three editions in 1841,
1842, and 1846. It is fairly well known to specialists, including a modern edition
published in 1973, with commentary by leading literary historians Mircea Zaciu
and George Cilinescu. Newer editions (not seen by this reviewer) appeared
in 2004, 2007, 2011, 2014, and 2017, testifying to its ongoing popularity. An
interesting aspect of 200 retete is that it did not seek to codify Moldavian folk
cuisine but rather introduced the local elites to European culinary repertoires.
Scholars have therefore sought models in French and German cookery books.
The work attracted the attention of Norwegian cookbook scholar Henry Notaker
who published a short study in the journal Petits propos culinaires (1990) and
mentioned it in his History of Cookbooks (Oakland: University of California
Press, 2017). Until recently, however, no particular original sources had been

identified.
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In 2019, Transylvanian scholar Imola Katalin Nagy turned the tables on
existing wisdom by arguing that 200 refete adapted at least 36 recipes not from
French or German sources but from a Hungarian one, Istvin Czifray’s Magyar
nemzeti szakdcs konyv [Hungarian National Cook Book], first published
in 1816 but reprinted in expanded editions several times in the following
decades (see her contribution in the volume Soknyelviiség és tobbnyelviiség
Eurépdban/ Multilingvismul i plurilingvismul in Europa/ Multilingualism
and Plurilingualism in Europe, Targu Mures, 2019, 119-41). Czifray’s book
was itself dependent on German-language models, but Nagy showed quite
convincingly that his Hungarian work was the likely intermediary. This raises
questions as neither Kogalniceanu nor Negruzzi are believed to have been
proficient in Hungarian. Possibly they engaged a Hungarian-speaking collab-
orator, of whom there were a few candidates in Moldavian intellectual circles
in the 1840s; or, more simply, some anonymous translations of recipes from
Czifray’s book may have been in circulation in Moldavian kitchens. These 36
borrowings of course represent less than a fifth of the recipes: nevertheless,
Nagy’s finding confirms what has been postulated in nationalism studies
by scholars such as Benedict Anderson and Joep Leerssen, namely that the
creation of “national” repertoires often depends paradoxically on networks
of transnational dissemination and cross-cultural communication. It is
interesting to note that this involved not just following “Western” models but
ones available from neighboring cultures.

200 retete has now been translated into English in a nice, affordable edition
by Moldovan scholar Iurii Svera. This edition contains an introduction, notes,
bibliography, illustrations, and two appendices. The first seeks to clarify the
weights and measures used in 200 refete. The second attends to the term
“meridon,” used for what appear to be battered or crusted preparations in
recipes 123 (crayfish meridon) and 174 (rice meridon, which in fact also includes
crayfish). Svera finds it in English in Cassell’s Dictionary of Cookery (1870),
although this in fact reproduces mot-d-mot the description from an earlier
Handbook of Foreign Cookery (1843, preface signed by “Amalia von Kochheim,”
doubtless a pseudonym). $vera may be right in suggesting that German meridon
derives from French miroton, meaning a composed stew, finding it in 1772,
although again the word is older, appearing in Massalot’s Cuisinier Royale et
Bourgeois from 1691. The further origin of the French term is unknown.

Svera takes into account Nagy’s findings, but also adds other possible
sources, such as Anna Hofbauer’s Allgemeines dsterreichisch oder neuestes Wiener
Kochbuch of 1825, or Caroline Grebitz’s Die besorgte Hausfrau of 1826. The
painstaking work of finding exact correspondences across books published
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in many languages is still not complete, but $vera makes many stimulating
suggestions in this direction.

As for the recipes themselves, the English reader now has instructions
for making all kinds of dishes. Some are simple—“fried chickens” are just
quartered, seasoned, breaded, and fried—while others are more elaborate.
The book is extremely meat heavy, including goose liver, cow’s udder, brain
dumplings, beeuf-a-la-mode, and stuffed (cow’s) tongue. There is no bors or
ciorbd, only the modern supd, and the rich Ottoman Turkish heritage that
once dominated Moldavian kitchens is confined to a few recipes, mainly from
the sweets department: corabie (almond butter biscuits), halva, peltea (a fruit
jelly), tarhana (a soured milk biscuit), and rahat lokum (Turkish delight). The
traditional pastramd competes with the modern jambon. Of the many rich
puddings, some are identifiably Austrian: for example “Emperor’s Pudding”
(budinca impdratului) is surely a variant of Kaiserschmarrn, although since this
fruit-and-cream shredded pancake dish also entered Hungarian, Slovak, and
Czech cuisine we cannot be sure of the immediate source.

This example also shows the care with which Negruzzi and Kogilniceanu
sought to establish a locally grounded terminology for dishes. Another example
is chimney cake; while in contemporary Romanian this is known by the
Hungarian name kiirtdskaldcs, in 200 refete it was called bucium, a mountain
horn (according to Nagy, a calque on Hungarian kiirt “horn”). The term tremurd
“wobble” is a very nice neologism for jelly (for this a reader would need sturgeon
gelatin and flower water).

From the household tips, we learn that hens can be made to lay eggs at
any time of year by feeding them on ground flaxseed husks, and meat can
be preserved during the summer months in a tightly packed earthenware
jar sealed with charcoal ashes and a bladder. Readers can either puzzle over
the socio-historical questions of the transmission of gastronomic knowledge
across Europe in the early nineteenth century or simply get cooking. Either
way, Svera’s translation and editorial work represent a valuable contribution to
Romanian, Moldovan, and broader east European cultural history.
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