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Recipes through the Dynasties: How Chinese Food and Food Culture Changed over Time

For this project, | selected various Dynasties and time periods throughout Chinese
history that represent the most significant changes to Chinese cuisine due to socioeconomic,
political, industrial, or cultural impacts and globalization. | selected the Zhou Dynasty, the
Mongol Empire, the Song Dynasty, the Yuan Dynasty, the Ming Dynasty, the Qing Dynasty, and
the Cultural Revolution because each has aspects that were completely unique during their
time, but contributed to modern Chinese cuisine in a fundamental way. For each time period, |
provided a brief introduction to the period, one or more recipes from that time period, and a
brief narrative piece, or two in the case of the Song Dynasty, to give insight into how food may
have appeared during that time period.

Zhou Dynasty 1046 - 256 BC

Period: The Zhou Dynasty, founded by the Ji family in 1046, was the era of bronze-making and
also was the beginning of formal, ritualized dining in China with traditions, special cuisines and
dishes, etiquette, and hierarchy. In the kitchen, there was a hierarchy: the chief cook, the
internal cooks, the external cooks, assistants, nutritionists, and wine officers, who altogether
made up a cooking staff of more than 2,300 individuals. The chief cook was in charge of
organizing the kitchen, food, and drinks for the Emperor, Empress, and crown prince, the
internal cooks cooked their meals, and the assistants were responsible for food preparation,
serving, and maintaining cooking fires. The external cooks made dishes for sacrificial rites.
Unlike the Shang Dynasty before them, the Zhou felt that to overindulge in wine offended the
heavens, and that human and animal sacrifice were too brutal, so their sacrifices consisted of
cereals and terracotta figures. Nutritionists were appointed to study the nutrients in the
Emperor’s food and drink. The wine officers were responsible for managing the drinks for the
Emperor and crown prince. This extensive hierarchy was meant to ensure a high standard of
quality for service and food at imperial meals, state banquets, and sacrificial feasts, through a
clear and detailed division of labor.

At imperial banquets, meats, cereals, and the “clears” (drinks) were served in sixes.
Chopsticks were used to eat during the Zhou Dynasty: common chopsticks were made from
hawthorn wood, guests used chopsticks made from mulberry wood, and the Emperor was
known to use chopsticks made from ivory. While casual group dining was uncommon during the
Zhou Dynasty, individuals usually took meals by themselves, it was common for the Emperor to
host grand banquets whenever the Emperor met with princes, lord, or dukes. It was because of
this tradition that imperial food, sacrificial rites, and banquets became intrinsically linked with
politics in China.



Recipe: Fried Rabbit Fillet

Ingredients:

Rabbit meat, sliced

Salt

Shallot (crushed)

Ginger juice

Cereals (ground)

Broth made from boiled chicken bones

Wild mushrooms

Egg whites

Lard

More cereals (ground)

Garlic

Peppers

Sesame oil

Wheat noodles

Preparation:
-Marinate rabbit meat in mixture of salt, wine, shallots, ginger juice, ground cereals, and
the egg whites
-Heat lard until liquid, cook rabbit quickly in the lard, then drain
-Repeat with the mushrooms, drain
-Mix mushrooms, broth, chopped garlic, and bring liquid to a boil
-Mix in the rest of the ground cereals with enough cold water to make a loose paste,
add to stock
-Add rabbits, pepper, and sesame oil for flavor
-Begin cooking noodles in separate boiling water
-Stir until the mixture thickens and becomes slightly clear
-Serve finished sauce over noodles

Today was the day the Lord of the Qin region and his advisors would arrive at the
Emperor’s palace for a meeting to discuss the current affairs of his state, and to pay deference
to the Emperor, the Son of Heaven. The chief cook sat at a desk, a room off from the main
kitchen, where he kept accounts of the proceedings for the day. The external cooks would
prepare the cakes and grains to be scarified with the terracotta dog upon the lord’s arrival, as a
sign of welcome. Slaves would dress the long table in the main, grand dining room. They would
polish the jade ornaments, hang them around the room, and place some on the table, to
prepare for the guests. Some of the assistants had been sent to gather and prepare the six
cereals, the rice, millet, broomcorn, sorghum, wheat, and stem of wild rice, for the internal
cooks to cook and incorporate with the six meats in stews. Some of the assistants were
carefully slaughtering the animals that would become the six meats, the horses, cows, sheep,
pigs, dogs, and chickens, which eat would become delicate soups, hearty stews, and rich
sauces. The internal cooks crafted complex stews, frying each cut of meat in lard before adding
the meats, spices, vegetables, and cereals to rice broths from the bones of animals.



Once he had finished his itemized list of tasks for the chefs and assistants, the chief cook
stood and began his rounds to oversee their execution. When he entered, the other cooks
stiffened slightly. Each had done his job a thousand times before, but yet the chief cook’s
meticulous nature and hawk-like observation made them all feel like novices. The wine officers
and nutritionists floated around the kitchen like bees.

One wine officer tasted an internal chef’s stew, “Yes, this is good, we'll serve it with the
li wine today, the sourness will taste good with the meats and vinegar in the stew,” he said
affirmatively. The mention of vinegar called the attention of a nutritionist who was inspecting
the quality of vegetables an assistant was cleaning of dirt. The nutritionist came over and he
himself sampled the stew.

“Too thin, needs more fat, who do you think you are serving?” the nutritionist scolded,
then squabbling broke out between the two, until the chief cook approached and the two
became silent. The chief cook reached a hand into the thick belt around his robes and brought
out his personal chopsticks, then sampled the stew himself.

“More fat, yes, and more honey,” he said shortly, “Are the clears prepared for this
evening?”

“Of course, they are resting now and will be ready by tonight’s feast!” the wine officer
replied nervously. The chief cook nodded knowingly, then turned to continue his rounds. A
victorious sneer spread across the nutritionists face as he gloated at the wine officer, who
pushed by him and returned to his station.

The thousands of cooking staff went about their day like bees in a hive, each doing their
specific job to the best of their ability to please their Emperor. When the guests arrived, they
were greeted by the Emperor, his advisors, concubines, wife, and empress. The party moved to
the temple for sacrificial rites and to bless their meal before returning to the main hall where
dinner would commence. As if they were one person acting through many, the officials given
the honor of serving the Emperor entered the room, each carrying intricately designed bronze
vessels with stews, noodles, vegetables, and wines. There were twenty-six bowls for the
Emperor, sixteen for the lord, thirteen for each of their officers, eight for senior officials, and six
for the junior officials. Each serving officer also carried a set of mulberry chopsticks which they
placed on a rest. Once the table was completely served, the officers bowed and exited the
room, the Emperor stood and toasted their fortune, and the festivities began.

Mongol Empire 1162 - 1294

Period: During the rule of Genghis Khan, the Mongol highly ordered with regard to their
military and had semi-permanent yurt villages, but were still nomadic and so did not have a
robust agricultural system. The Mongols were able to keep livestock like horses, sheep, goats,
some camels, and occasionally cattle, but also relied on hunting game for meats. When cereals
were available, they were mostly used to thicken stews. Mongols foraged for wild garlic and
onions to boil or roasted with their meats for flavor; meals were often bland. Dining was mostly
casual and done with family and friends, and hands were the Mongols’ primary utensil. In the
winter, “red foods,” were the staple of the Mongol diet, and in the spring and summer, “white
foods,” were the staple. Red foods were usually meats and white foods were usually dairy



products. Mongols were one of the only peoples in China, and the only at this time, who
consumed dairy products, which contributed to the Han Chinese aversion to dairy because it
was seen as a distinctly “barbarian” food item. The one exception to this rule was fermented
mares milk, known as “airag” or “kumiss” and was a popular alcoholic drink among the
Mongols, and later in Beijing. It was not until the expansion of the Mongol Empire that noodles
and breads were introduced to the Mongol diet from China and spices from the Middle East.

Recipe: Roasted Lamb

Ingredients:

Lamb meat

Onion (crushed)

Garlic (crushed)

Preparation:
-Slaughter the lamb, butcher meat carefully, leave the blood to coagulate and the
intestines for sausages
-Skewer pieces of meat, rub with crushed wild onion and garlic
-Cook over a fire until firm
-Consume immediately

“Ganzorig, come your lamb is ready,” Ganbatar shouted to call his youngest son over. The
young boy was pushed out of a nearby yurt by his mother and scuttled over through the snow
to where his father and father’s friends huddled around the fire. The men were taking hunks of
meat from a freshly slaughtered lamb, skewering them, smearing them with whatever wild
garlic and onions had been found, and roasting them over a blazing fire. Ganbatar passed a
freshly cooked skewer of meat to his son, who reluctantly took it and held it slightly at a
distance. All around him, the men took swigs of airag and ripped pieces of meat from the
skewers with the hands, warm fat from the meat oozing down onto through the hair on the
back of the hands and staining the cuffs of their coats. His father was no different; Ganbatar
wiped his greasy hands on his belly. “Why don’t you eat? Don’t waste that, it's good meat. That
animal died for you,” Ganbatar scolded his young son, who still had not touched his meat.

The boy was no more than five, and never before had been made to watch an animal
slaughtered, and now when he looked at the lamb’s carcass, then back at his skewer, his
stomach turned at the thought of where his meat came from. “I can’t, father, | just keep seeing
the lamb die,” Ganzorig murmured quietly, so the other men wouldn’t hear him and mock his
weakness. The animal had been laid on its back and restrained. One of his father’s friends cut
the lamb’s chest open, ripped open the aorta, and the lamb squirmed until it quickly bled out
inside and went limp. Ganzorig had played warriors with his brothers and sisters, but never
before had he really seen something be slaughtered so brutally, “There was so much blood,” he
whispered to his father, wide-eyed.

His father put his hand on his son’s shoulder and harshly whispered, “Son, you’ll see
much more blood in your life: in battle, when you kill to feed your family, hell, if you’re on a
long ride and you run out of water, you’ll have to drink your horse’s blood. Blood is life, we are
men, this is natural. These are our animals, they live to serve us, feed us, they don’t have
feelings.” Ganbatar tightened his grip and Ganzorig winced as his father pinched on a nerve.



“It’s time you grow up, you can’t be weak like this if you want to survive. We'll use the blood for
sausages, we waste nothing,” Ganbatar said as he turned back to the raucous conversation his
friends were having. Two of the men had gotten into a bit of an argument and began roughly
shoving one another, the one threw a punch.

Ganzorig looked back to his meat, then back at the lamb carcass, and back again to his
meat, then tore one of the hunks off his skewer, and with grease dripping down his small hand,
he took a bite of meat.

Song Dynasty 960 - 1279

Period: With the arrival of the Song Dynasty came the invention of the iron wok, which
replaced the ceramic wok by its superior durability and better heat retention. It was also during
the Song Dynasty that rice became a staple in the Chinese diet from then on, airag from the
Mongolic tradition became a popular alcoholic beverage, sugar was made into granules,
vegetable oils began to replace animal fats as oils, that early forms of tofu were created by
preserving bean milk with salt, causing the milk to curdle, and that tea, which was introduced in
the previous dynasty, became a necessity in each home. In previous dynasties, as merchants
from foreign lands visited China, and as Chinese merchants returned from foreign lands, they
brought with them a number of exotic fruits and vegetables, for example eggplants from India,
jujubes from the Persia. During the Song Dynasty, these became common ingredients in the
cannon of Imperial cuisine.

The Song Dynasty was a bountiful time; China flourished economically and agriculturally
which meant for the first time in China’s history, the majority of Chinese citizens could afford to
have at least three meals a day. Use of traditional meats like pork, lamb, mutton, and goats
became more prevalent, and meat consumption even expanded to include more seafood.
Meats were even made into fermented sauces and pastes, but this practice disappeared after
the Yuan and Ming Dynasties. In addition to the diversity of flavors incorporated into the
Chinese palette during the Song Dynasty, a diverse array of food serving establishments also
developed such as restaurants, both formal and informal, and most famously, noodle night
markets. People traditionally prepared the three principle meals were prepared and eaten in
the home, however light snacks became increasingly popular during this Dynasty, and these
snacks were purchased at shops and markets.

The Song Dynasty was also the era when foot-binding became common practice among
Han noble women. Young girls, ages seven or eight, had their feet bound so that they would
remain small; bound feet were referred to as “lilies.” The practice symbolized that the women
lived a privileged existence because with bound feet, they were unable to work, walk, or even
stand without assistance from others and without feeling excruciating pain.

Recipe: Salted Fish and Rice

Ingredients:

Rice

Vegetable oil

Dark meat chicken, pounded into a paste



Eggplant, grated

Salted fish, rinsed and mashed

Ginger, grated, divided into two parts

Granulated sugar, brown

Sesame oil

Water chestnuts, pulverized

Soy sauce, thinned with water

Coarse salt

Pepper

Scallions

Preparations:
-Mix rice and vegetable oil, add water and steam
-Mix chicken with eggplant, half the ginger, brown sugar, sesame oil, and water
chestnuts
-Set aside chicken to absorb flavors
-Mix fish with other half of the same four ingredients (as were mixed with the chicken
paste)
-Add fish mixture to the steaming rice, continue to steam for a few minutes, then
remove cover and stir
-Add chicken mixture to the rice mixture, cover, steam for a few more minutes
-Mix in soy sauce, extra sugar, salt, pepper, and scallions
-Add mixture to rice and serve

“Ooooh!” Li Ming squealed with joy as the acrobats finished their elaborate, physically
striking performance and the musicians finished playing their instruments. The female acrobat
stood posing on the man’s head, holding her leg high above her head until he reached up to
grab her by the foot and help her down. The two bowed for princess, “Again, | want it again!” Li
Ming shouted excitedly. At her command, the musicians resumed playing and the acrobats
began their tumbling act once more, until the clattering of iron against tile and a distant,
“Ayaaa!” interrupted the harmonies. Li Ming quickly, but carefully, turned her head to see what
the commotion was, but not to dislodge her headdress or appear unladylike.

One of the cooks had dropped a wok in the kitchen, the contents were spilling out over
the entry step and on to the steps to the courtyard. Quickly, another cook began whipping him
with a piece of cloth and loudly scolding him. The smells of the food wafted over toward her
and made her skin tingle. Li Ming loved the sweet smells of honey and fruits, mixed with the
warm smell of cooked lamb and pork, the comforting smell of cooking sesame oil, and the
acidic smell of fermented and pickled pastes. She’d always loved the smell of the kitchen.
Before she was six, she always used to play by the entrance. She loved the hustle and bustle,
she loved the noise, and she loved the warmth from the fires and ovens. Now she only wished
she could rise from her seat alone and walk over to take in the smells and taste the flavors, but
even just thinking of standing made her cringe.

As she sat there, fixated on the cooks frantically cleaning the mess, completely ignoring
the musicians and acrobats who has resumed their routine, her father, the Emperor, and three
male officers strutted into the courtyard. Each officer wore a fabulous silken robe, each with



hats, and girdles, but none was more extravagant than the emperor’s himself; he was like a
male peacock, strutting about the yard among mere songbirds. The acrobats and musicians
stopped immediately and bowed their heads in deference to the Emperor. Li Ming bowed her
head in greeting, “Good evening, my Lily, enjoying your acrobats?” he said with a broad smile.
She nodded gently. “My dear, where is your mother?”

“In her chambers, | believe, father,” Li Ming replied with her head bowed to avoid
meeting his gaze.

“Ah, yes, of course. Well then, | will see you this evening my dear,” he replied before
during to his officers, dismissing them, and continuing himself to his and his wife’s bed
chambers. The officers bowed until the Emperor turned to leave, waited until he was far
enough away, bowed to the princess, then excused themselves to their own quarters outside
the palace’s inner walls.

“Steamed buns! Noodles! Fresh hot noodles,” Shenchen shouted over the thousands of voices
shouting and chatting, the honking, screeching, and baah-ing animals, the sizzle of a thousand
woks coated in oil, and the constant muffled stepping of a thousand feet walking up and down
the main drag of the night market. With every sound there was a smell, and each smell mixed
together to make the harmonious yet chaotic smell Chinese cuisine. It was a dark night, but
hundreds of lanterns strung up on posts, door frames, and strings lit the market with a soft
glow that glistened off dewy meats, the tender skins of roasting vegetables, and oils. Each
customer that came to the stall shouted over the din to order before the person in front of
them. Shenchen called back to his wife, a strong Manchu woman pulling dough into tender,
chewy noodles., that they needed more noodles and fast. He their children were quickly
dressing bowl after bowl of noodles and handing them to hungry customers. Every night was
the same, there were never enough noodles to feed these hungry mouths, but Shenchen loved
the thrill of service.

Yuan Dynasty 1279 - 1368

Period: The Yuan Dynasty was the first time a cookbook was directed at the common people of
China and the first time traditionally Imperial recipes were made accessible. The book was
called “Cloud Forest Hall Collection of Rules for Drinking and Eating,” by Ni Zan, a famous Yuan-
dynasty artist, who before this cookbook was published, was primarily known for his
deceptively simple ink paintings. The book reflected the Buddhist-influenced understanding of
art and life: simplicity perfected. “Cloud Forest,” details the ingredients of each recipe, but
assumes a basic understanding of cookery and cooking methods, and so leaves most mundane
instruction at the discretion of the cook. Most of the recipes from Jiangsu cuisine and were
seafood or were vegetarian, despite Ni Zan himself not being a vegetarian. During the Yuan
Dynasty, Buddhist tradition began to more significantly influence Chinese culture and food.
Wheat gluten, which had previously only been a protein source in Buddhist monasteries, was
included in “Cloud Forest,” indicating its widespread availability to the common folk.



It was also during the Yuan Dynasty that Kublai Khan invaded China, and China came
under Mongol control. With the Mongols in power, China’s food gained greater influence from
Central Asian, Mongolian, Manchurian, and Muslim flavors. One of the most notable changes in
the Chinese palette was the introduction of dairy products, such as cream, butter, fermented
cheeses, and alcoholic beverages, which came directly from the Mongolian tradition. Ni Zan had
a Mongolian contemporary in Hu Sihui, the imperial physician, who wrote “Yinshan Zhengyao
(Important Principles of Food and Drink,” a cookbook similar, and yet very different from
“Cloud Forest,” in approximately the year 1330. “Yinshan Zhengyao” was a cookbook that
brought together all the flavors of the Mongol Empire including Persian, Arabic, Turkic, Mongol,
and Greek influence dishes, and presented them to the common folk of China for their
enjoyment. In this book, Beijing Roast Duck appeared for the first time with a recipe that is
essentially the same as its modern interpretation. This was the first recording of Beijing Roast
Duck being served in the Imperial palace. Sihui also wrote, “Principles of Correct Diet,” which
gave instructions on how to make soups, syrups, pastes, oils, teas, cakes, buns, porridge, and
noodles, in addition to their nutritious effects. Together, these two books altered the diet of all
those in the Imperial palace significantly: it outlawed alcoholic drinks, made certain foods taboo
during preganancy, and described which foods could be eaten during which seasons to reduce
dietotherapy-related stress.

Recipe: Beijing Roast Duck

Ingredients:

Whole duck

Cinnamon

Ground ginger

Pepper

Aniseed

Honey

Sesame QOil

Vinegar

Scallions, cut lengthwise into two inch pieces

Hoisin sauce

Peking Duck pancakes (below)

Preparation:
-Fill a pot to three-quarters the height of the duck, bring water to a boil
-Remove pot from heat, add duck, boil for a few minutes, remove, and let rest for an
hour
-Place cinnamon, ground ginger, pepper, aniseed, honey, sesame oil, and vinegar in a
pan, bring to a boil, remove from heat and let cool
-Baste the duck with the spice mixture, inside and outside, then leave the duck to dry
thoroughly
-Hang the duck in a stone oven over burning wood, turning every half hour or so, until
the skin is evenly brown and crisp
-Remove duck from the heat when skin is crispy, slice, serve with skin, scallions, and
hoisin sauce in a pancake



Recipe: Beijing Roast Duck Pancakes

Ingredients:

Flour

Sesame oil

Preparation:
-Knead the flour with water to make dough, let stand
-Divide the dough into small balls, flatten the ball into a disc
-The pancake should be roughly palm sized
-Brush the top of the circle with sesame oil
-Heat pan, brush the sesame oil on the pan top, fry the pancakes, then place them on a
platter to be served with Beijing Duck

Recipe: Green Shrimp Rolls

Ingredients & Preparation: From fresh green shrimp remove the head and shell. Leave the
small tail. Use a small knife to cut them into thin pieces from larger end to the tail. The tail
should not be cut from the last piece of meat. Use spring onions, Chinese pepper, salt, wine,
and enough water to submerge the shrimp. Grind up the head and shell and simmer to make a
stock from which the sediment should be removed. Quick-boil the shrimp meat in this stock.
After having filtered the stock, serve with bamboo-shoot and preserved-ginger slices. Do not
add spiced wine to the stock and do not cook too long, just enough so that it’s done.

“No, the consort is pregnant, she cannot eat that!” Xinian pointed at the pepper in the
cook’s hand, which he immediately dropped, “Give her ginger instead, it’s better for her and for
the baby.” As the nutritionist for the Imperial palace, it was Xinian’s job to ward off diseases of
the senile, promote the Emperor’s virility, and keep the family from becoming ill. He had
studied both Ni Zan’s works and Hu Sihui’s works in training to for his office, and as such had
become an authority on wellness through diet. He had been appointed by the Emperor to the
head office of nutritionist, the atmosphere in the palace had changed. The previous Emperor
loved stews, hearty meats, fried and fatty foods, and plenty of alcohol, all of which was to be
avoided or consumed in moderation now. “More vegetable dishes, and use tofu here, with the
pork, to make it lighter.”

Shifo, the cook, didn’t dare talk back to Xinian, his superior, but once the nutritionist left
the kitchen he turned to the other internal cook, Zhouqi, “Why has everything changed so
much? Nobody is fun in the palace anymore without wine,” he whispered jokingly. Zhouqi
chortled in response.

“I' heard he studied at a temple with Buddhists, and there they ate no meat. We're lucky
to get whatever pork he lets us have,” Zhouqi, the more senior of the two cooks, replied as he
poured vegetable oil into a hot pan. “It’s good for the Emperor’s health, anyway, they say it
could make him live longer.”

Shifo made a hissing noise of disbelief, “I doubt it will last, what is life without flavor and
fat?” Zhouqi simply shrugged in response, personally he supported this new diet. He was
getting older, and his father’s memory had gone by the time he was not much older than
Zhougi was now. If this new diet worked, then like Xinian said, then perhaps it was all



worthwhile. Shifo return to stirring the stew until it thickened, Zhougi pulled the fresh tofu up
by the cloth out of the water to drain it. He pressed it to release water until it felt dense and
meaty, then cut it into pieces and drop the pieces to gently fry, giving them texture before they
were added to the stew.

Ming Dynasty 1368 — 1644

Period: In the Ming Palace, like in previous dynasties, food was seasonally dependent, but more
so because rather than just changing with the seasons, dishes changed daily at the palace and
were not repeated. This variation in daily diet continued until the start of the Qing Dynasty.
There were also appropriate foods and drinks by lunar month according to Sun Chengze’s, “The
Chronicle of Ceremonies and Rites,” a book which included a cookbook dedicated to the various
ceremonial dishes of the Ming palace. The lunar food calendar went as follows:

One: Chives, romaine lettuce, chicken, and duck

Two: Celery, liver, mosses, artemisia vulgaris, and goose

Three: Tea, bamboo shoots, and carp

Four: Cherry, apricot, green plum, cucumber, and pheasant

Five: Peach, plum, Chinese pear, leaved crabapple, eggplant, barley, wheat flower, and

chicken

Six: Lotus seedpod, sweet melon, watermelon, and winter melon

Seven: Date, grapes, water chestnuts, amaranth, and pear

Eight: Lotus roots, young taro plant, wild rice stem, tender ginger, semi-glutinous rice,

millet, broomcorn, and Mandarin fish

Nine: Orange, chestnut, small red beans, granulated sugar, bream

Ten: Mandarin orange, tangerine, Chinese yam, rabbit, honey

Eleven: Sugar cane, buckwheat flour, red bean, deer, and rabbit

Twelve: Spinach, leaf mustard, golden carp, and whitefish

Food in the Ming palace was mostly Southern Chinese cuisine, and dining events were
characterized by opulent banquets, feasts, and the hedonistic consumption of food. All foods
eaten by the royal family had to be roasted or fried, despite previous medicinal and nutritional
advisement had directed the menus of the Yuan Dynasty. When royal family members became
ill and were advised to take medicine and avoid rich foods, they took the medicine carelessly
and refused to alter their diets. It was also in fashion among court officials and royal men to eat
the reproductive organs of animals, such as penises, testis, and the ovaries of a white horse, but
referred to them as arms, white kidneys, and ovaries of the dragon, respectively. Consuming
these organs was commonly believed to boost one’s virility and libido.

Recipe: Dragon and Phoenix
Ingredients:

Squid, cut with cross cuts
Chicken breast, diced

Salt



Shaoxing wine

Cereals, ground

Egg white

Vegetable oil

Scallions

Ginger

Garlic

Vinegar

Cloud ear fungus, sliced into strips

Bamboo shoots, thinly sliced

Spinach, thinly sliced

Preparation:
-Blanch pieces of squid in boiling water, immerse in cold water, drain
-Mix chicken pieces with half the salt and wine, stir well
-Add cereals and egg white to chicken mixture, mix well, set aside
-Head large wok, add oil, then fry chicken pieces until crisp
-Drain the chicken pieces and set aside, reserve only a little of the oil
-Heat the remaining oil, fry the scallions, ginger, and garlic, then add the vinegar,
fungus, and bamboo shoots
-Stir fry for a minute, then add back the chicken and squid
-Add spinach, stir quickly, then put in a bowl and serve

“They’re having trouble conceiving a child,” the Imperial physician said to the chief cook,
“We need you to serve the Crown Prince and his princess arms of lamb and dogs, and ovaries of
the dragon respectively. That should remedy the problem.” The chief cook nodded in
understanding. It was always difficult to admit when a member of the royal family had these
kind of troubles, it was an embarrassment to the family, especially if it were to become known
outside the palace walls. “Remind your staff of their allegiance, they must tell nobody of what is
happening.”

“Of course! Anything to help the family, we are here to serve them, this will be kept
within palace walls | guarantee it,” the chief cook replied before he went to relay the
information to the executive managers and kitchen managers who would be in charge of the
kitchens of preparing the dishes.

“The Crown Prince still has produced no children, not with his consort, nor the princess,
so we will be preparing arms of lamb and dogs, and ovaries of dragon. Fry them, roast them,
put them in stews, this will be the state of affairs until there is a baby boy born,” the chief cook
announced, each other managers nodded in agreement. As the kitchen managers dispersed to
inform the internal cooks, the executive managers went to inform the clerks to find sources for
the necessary ingredients.

By that evening, the necessary ingredients were in the kitchens and the cooks went to
work preparing the special meals for the prince and princess, along with the daily meals for the
rest of the palace and court. It was the eighth month, so the cooks steamed lotus roots with
young taro plants, made stews of Mandarin fish, scented with ginger, thickened with millet and



broomcorn. They fried and roasted the animals’ sex organs, made stews from them, and served
them over tender, glutinous rice.

Qing Dynasty 1644-1911

Period: In the Qing Dynasty, dining was more strictly ordered by time than ever before. In the
Forbidden City, the name of the Qing Dynasty Imperial palace, it was protocol that each
morning, the Emperor woke up at four in the morning, then dressed and prepared for the day.
Once dressed, the Emperor at a meal of cooked bird’s nest, a delicacy at the time, and sugar. At
nine, the he had a breakfast of seven dishes, three of which were pastries, three of which were
pickles, and the last of which was rice. Between noon and two in the afternoon, the main meal
of the day was served, the exact time was determined by the Emperor. Around four in the
afternoon, the Emperor usually had tea with a snack, then another before bed. A detailed
record was kept by officials in the palace of each meal cooked, who cooked the meal, the food
items each meal contained, where the items were purchased, and how much of each item the
Emperor consumed.

Just as each item of food was carefully tracked from market to plate, each item of food
was dipped or poured on a silver dish, then tasted by a eunuch to test for poison before any
member of the Imperial family could consume it. For good luck, the royal family would say yong
shan (use the meal), chuan shan (pass the meal), or jin shan (advance the meal) instead of chi
fan (eat food) when they ate. The word shan, like fan, means food or meal, but has the same
pronunciation of “shan” as a word meaning kindness, so by using shan rather than fan, they
implied a close relationship or friendship with those they dined with.

Much like in the Zhou Dynasty, the Qing Dynasty had an extensive culinary staff, but the
Qing employed only about 200 officials, cooks, and eunuchs to the culinary staff. The Imperial
kitchen has a director, deputy and assistant directors, managers, executive managers, and
clerks to organize the Emperor’s meals, while the cooks prepared it and eunuchs served the
meals. There were internal bakeries, external bakeries, internal and external kitchens, and tea
kitchens as well as clear tea kitchens.

Food was a common gift presented to the Emperor by officials if they wanted a favor or
wanted to repay a favor that was previously granted. The color of the plate the dish was
presented on depended on the rank of the official: princes, dukes, and members of the royal
family had their dishes presented on fine red plates, high civil officials or high military officers
had their dishes presented on green plates, and those of lesser rank had their dishes served on
common ceramic ware.

Recipe: Qianlong Summer Chicken
Ingredients:

Sesame oil

Vegetable oil

Chicken thigh meat, cut into strips
Cereals, ground

Scallions



Ginger
Garlic
Salt
Granulated sugar
Coriander, minced
Lettuce
Preparation:
-Heat wok, add oils
-Quickly mix the chicken pieces with the ground cereals, stir fry briefly, then add
scallions, ginger, and garlic
-Mix twice, then add salt and sugar
-Stir a few more times, then serve on a platter on top lettuce leaves

When the clock struck quarter past three in the morning, it was time for Shenshen rise
from his bed and prepared for the day. Some of the other eunuchs rose to being their duties
around the palace, some would sleep for a little while longer; this morning, it was Shenshen’s
duty to serve the Emperor his first meal of the day. He washed and dressed himself before
walking toward the kitchens. There was already sounds coming from outside and people
shuffling through the courtyard, which was lit dimly by lanterns hung to guide the culinary staff
as they worked. He was passed by multiple kitchen clerks, all carrying bags of grain or baskets
of eggs from the specific farmers approved to provide produce, meats, and cereals for the
Emperor. A kitchen manager stood with an executive manager in the middle of the square
directing clerks to the internal and external kitchens and bakeries, and inspecting each item the
clerks brought in. The executive manager made note of each item, it’s quality, and the number
of each item for their records.

“Good morning,” Shenshen said as he approached the two men, they nodded to
acknowledge him, but kept about their business, “Which kitchen prepared the Emperor’s meal
this morning?”

“The South internal kitchen,” said gruffly the kitchen manager as he counted heads of
cabbage in a handcart a clerk carried. When Shenshen did not move, the executive manager,
who hadn’t looked up from his papers and pointed with his brush in the direction of the
kitchen. Shenshen gently bowed in thanks, then briskly began walking toward the Southern
internal kitchen.

Inside the kitchen there were only a few cooks, most of whom were cleaning or
preparing food for later morning meals. Shenshen greeted them, then approached the one
holding a bowl with bird’s nest and sugar on top of a bright silver tray. “For the Emperor,” the
cook said, bowing his head to the eunuch. Shenshen gingerly took the tray, so as not to tarnish
the silver or drop the bowl, then nodded his own thanks before exiting the kitchen for the
Emperor’s chambers.

The closer he came to the Emperor’s quarters, the more ornamental and extravagant
the halls became. There were luxe sofas, mirrors, ornamental fixtures, gold, jade, and even fine
clocks imported from the West. Shenshen peered at the clock as he passed. In his youth, he had
been taught how to read the hands for time, it was nearly four; time to wake the Emperor. He
gently rapped the lion-shaped knocker on the door and when he heard stirring he entered. He



bowed deeply to the Emperor and presented the dish to him. The servant who helped him
dress bowed and stepped back as Shenshen approached. He did not speak, he simply took the
chopsticks broke off a piece of the bird’s nest, and touched it to the silver platter. There was no
reaction. Now he had to eat it. The Emperor sat patiently on the edge of his bed while
Shenshen took a deep breath, put the bit of food into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed.
Shenshen exhaled, he was fine, the food was clean. He bowed and passed the dish to the
Emperor, who nodded in acknowledgement, then Shenshen bowed again and left the
Emperor’s chambers.

Cultural Revolution 1959

Period: People surviving on insects, tree bark, basic cereals, strict food rations at communal
kitchens. For example, in 1959, communal kitchens were allocated 1 head of cabbage per day,
meanwhile farmers were still expected to hand over almost 40% of the grain they produced to
the party to use as it wanted, which contributed to people’s malnutrition and starvation. Urban
families were not allowed to keep their own livestock, some secretly kept chickens. Any
privately owned land had to be turned over to the government to manage, individuals could
only work the land as a proxy of the government, not for their own individual sustenance. China
was struck by severe famine in 1958, 1959, and 1960 due to flooding, insect infestations, and
drought, yet the Communist government still set quotas for crop production that ignored these
natural disasters. Although there were evident issues with the agricultural system, widespread
starvation, and growing desperation among the common people, the government refused to
acknowledge the problems they faced and how dire the situation had become. If farmers failed
to meet these quotas, they were accused of hoarding, profiteering, and counter-revolutionary
activities. Social interactions were tense everywhere, people were starving, but the common
people of China could not criticize the government for their strict rules on food production for
fear of being denounced as counter-revolutionaries themselves.

Recipe: Congee
Ingredients:
Short-grain rice
Water
Scallions (optional)
Meat (optional)
Corn (optional)
Egg (optional)
Fermented vegetables (optional)
Preparation:
-Bring the water to a boil
-Add rice
-Return to a simmer
-Stir rice every 15 minutes to ensure it doesn’t stick together
-After 45 minutes should have a stew-like thickness, it is done



-Add toppings, cook additional 5-10 minutes (optional)
-Add water as necessary to make thinner

Recipe: Egg custard

Ingredients:

Eggs

Cold water

Salt

Scallion (optional)

Sesame oil (optional)

Preparation:
-Beat eggs with water (more to make the custard thinner) and salt
-Cut scallions into the mix
-Put mixture in a bowl, place bowl in boiling water within a wok to steam
-Cover the wok and simmer for 10 minutes or more
-Add scallions and sesame oil (optional)

Liyuan walked outside the hot, cramped, noisy communal kitchen to receive the rice ration
for the week. She could still hear her comrades inside frantically shouting at one another as
they tried to scrounge together enough dinner to feed the thousands of families for dinner
tonight, including her own. Her husband and children worked in the steel mill, and so did she
sometimes, but because of her pregnancy, their community leader had allowed her to work in
the kitchen instead. Her stomach growled as she tried to lift the bag of rice they would make
into congee for dinner for the Commune.

As the weeks went by and all that was brought to the kitchen was rice and some
homemade tofu, Liyuan could feel herself weakening. The bags of rice were less full each week,
but each week she struggled more and more to lift it. With a muffled grunt, she lifted the bag
and carried it inside to portion out the rice for each day. She carried today’s rice over to Yuanxi,
who was cooking the congee this evening. Liyuan placed a hand on her grown belly to sooth her
aching stomach, it had been a hard month at the commune and food rations were slim, they
were all hungry, but she didn’t want to appear ungrateful to her coworkers — her hunger
supported the revolution.

“Xiexie, comrade,” He said as he chopped scallions next to the near-boiling water, “We
are so lucky to have such bounty from the commune, Chairman Mao would be proud of our
workers.” He smiled at Liyuan, but his eyes did not. He, like she, had noticed the diminishing
rations. His clothes, like hers, had begun to feel loose on his waist and hung loose over his
shoulders. They had not had any meat in a week, there was less rice each day, and the Party
gave them less cooking oil this month than ever before, only 500 grams for every few families
for the month, so cooking anything was difficult. Everything was bland.

She smiled back weakly, nodded and said, “Yes, we are so lucky. The leaner we live, the
more we can give to Communism.”

Yuanxi went to add the rice to the now-boiling water and as he lifted the bag Liyuan had
given him, he was surprised by just how empty the sack was, “This is today’s ration?” he asked,
trying to appear undisturbed, but Liyuan could hear the quiver of unnerve in his voice. The



congee was already being served with only scallions on top, it scared them both that they now
also had water it down.

“Yes, just add more water once the congee is cooked, it feeds more mouths that way,”
she replied somberly, knowing she would be doing the same thing with egg custard
momentarily.
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