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In the Roman Museum’s kitchen 

What did we eat 2'000 years ago in the city of Nyon? What kind of smells could we encounter in the 
streets and households? Let’s go back in time and learn about the history of ancient gastronomy and, 
through a few recipes, rediscover the flavours of old. 

In the first century AD, the Celtic tribes living in the region, the Helvetii, were integrated to the Roman 
Empire. A city was thereafter created, on the shores of Lake Geneva: a colony built in the image of 
Rome, called Colonia Iulia Equestris. It was filled with typical roman buildings : temple, amphitheatre, 
thermae, etc. The roman lifestyle was adopted and Latin became the official language. Local traditions 
blend with the new roman customs ; this mix of civilizations forms the gallo-roman society and gives 
its name to the time period.  

The Roman Museum preserves the traces from this past in order to tell its story. Buildings, inscribed 
stones, tools, personal belongings, amphorae and tableware are some of the items that let us know 
how our predecessors lived.  

In this article you will learn about gallo-roman cooking. With a few traditional Gallic recipes and ro-
man meals you’ll be able to compose a typical menu served in the households of the Colonia Iulia 
Equestris. First thing first, let’s get down to work.  
 
 
 
  
 
  

The covered market of Nyon. Drawing : B. 
Reymond 
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Bread and roman cooking 
 
Cereals (wheat, spelt and barley especially), either mashed or made into bread, were the baseline of 
the roman diet. Fruits, vegetables, eggs, mushrooms and snails completed the menu. To that could 
sometimes be added (except for the wealthy) meats (preferably honey roasted pork), fish, seashell 
and shellfish. Around the table, they gladly drank wine, often prepared with spices or honey and herbs 
flavoured.  

However, the ingredients were quite different in Antiquity. Tomatoes, maize, cane sugar, chocolate 
and potatoes arrived on our plates after their discovery on the American continent in the 16th century. 

Let’s start with the basics of the Roman or Gallic diet: bread. Here is a quick and simple recipe from 
the book “La Cuisine Gauloise continue” (reference at the end of the article).  

NB : The recipes are for about 4 people, quick and simple to prepare. For children : be careful whilst 
manipulating knives and using the oven.  

 
Honey and hazelnut bread  
  
 
Ø Equipment & Ingredients 

 
v a big bowl or salad bowl 
v 200 gr of flour (wholemeal, spelt, rye) 
v a little yeast, fresh or dry 
v 1 bowl of hazelnuts 
v 1 tablespoon of honey 
v 1 pinch of salt   

 
Ø Preparation 
 
Roughly chop the hazelnuts. 

In a big bowl mix the flour and the hazelnuts. 

Add the yeast mixed to a little lukewarm water. For the taste, add the salt. 

If the honey is thick, melt it with lukewarm water et add it to the mixture. 

Mix the dough, knead it and shape it into a ball.  If the dough is too sticky, add some flour to it ; if it’s 
too fry, add some water. 

Leave it to settle for at least 30 minutes, preferably at least 1 hour. 

Bake the bread for about 30 to 45 minutes at 180° C. 

 
 
 
 

Before cooking. Photo : Sylvie Gobbo 
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In the cupboards of the Colonia Iulia Equestris kitchens 
 

 
The Romans used these type of bowls, called mortars, very often. The inside is covered with small 
rocks to form a rough surface. It was used with a rammer, a wooden or stone shaft, that crushed or 
mixed the ingredients. Cereals, vegetables and nuts were grinded and sauces were made. Every 
kitchen used this device, in a way it was the ancestor of the blender. 

They still exist nowadays, mainly to grind spices. In Roman times, pepper, cumin and mustard came 
from far away, sometimes even India, and were very expensive. 

On this particular Mortar, found in Commugny, a lion is depicted, with a hole in its mouth. This opening 
was used to discharge the preparation, like a pouring spout. 

This shape, with the lion head spout, is still used nowadays and not only for tableware. Do you know 
any other objects that have the same animal carved in them ? 

  

Lion head spillway mortar. Commugny. Photo : R. Gindroz 
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Greedy Romans 
 
The Romans were greedy. One of them, Marcus Gavius Apicius, who lived in the 1st century AD, wrote 
a cookbook, De re coquinaria (about cooking). This text was recopied by monks during the middle 
ages. Thanks to them, that text was passed on to us. 
 
Apicius was a very rich roman. Some of his recipes use ingredients… that are quite odd: nightingale 
tongues, camel’s heels, moray eel… Here is a recipe inspired by his creations, easy to prepare, so that 
you might have a taste of roman gastronomy.   
 
 
Patina de asparagis or asparagus gratin 
 
 
Ø Equipment & ingredients 
 

v a baking dish 
v a mortar 
v 400 g asparagus 
v 2 eggs 
v celery leaves 
v coriander 
v savory 
v 1 onion 
v 1 tablespoon vinegar  
v 1 teaspoon garum (nuoc mam or 

possibly soy sauce) 
v olive oil 
v pepper and salt 

 
Ø Preparation 
 
Remove the hard end of the asparagus and set the tops aside. Cut the stems in strips, then in section. 

In the mortar grind the pepper, lovage, coriander, savory, onion, vinegar, garum and olive oil. Add the 
asparagus and crush. 

Add the eggs, stir.  

Transfer the mixture to an oiled dish. 

Sprinkle with salt and pepper. 

Put it in the oven at 180° about 20 minutes until the surface becomes crispy.  

Photo : Sylvie Gobbo 
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Garum, the Romans’ salt  
 

The salt that was extracted from the seaside 
salines was very expensive in Roman times. Yet 
salt is very important in cooking; without it the 
food is flavourless. 

In order to be able to salt their dishes, the 
Romans used the garum. It’s a sort of paste 
made out of fish that has been fermented in 
salt. Its taste was quite strong, fish scented and 
very salty. It was often made with mackerel, but 
the most sought out sort was the one made 
with red tuna. It quite resembles today’s nuoc 
mam sauce used in Vietnamese cuisine. 

The object in the picture is an amphora. It’s a 
big clay vase, very heavy (about 40 kg empty) 
used in Roman times to transport olive oil, wine 
and garum.  

Ship holds were filled with amphorae, which 
had sharp bottoms so that they may be piled on 
top of each other (see the photo beneath). 

Archaeologists sometimes find clay plugs, but most of them have disappeared because they were 
made out of cork or leather, two fabrics seldom preserved. 

After their journey by ship, their contents were transferred to lighter containers, easier to carry. The 
amphorae are different in shape and colour depending on where they were produced and what they 
contained. By studying used amphorae, the archaeologists can learn where the Romans who lived in 
the Colonia Iulia Equestris bought their olive oil and garum.  

This amphora was found at the Avenue Viollier and tells 
us that the inhabitants of Nyon in Roman times used olive 
oil that came from the South of Spain. They used it to cook 
and to fill the oil lamps, which was one of the light sources 
in Antiquity. 

 

Olive oil amphora, Avenue Viollier, Nyon.  
Photo © Roman Museum. 

Model showing the stacking of amphorae in a ship’s 
hold. Roman Museum of Nyon.  
Photo : A. Moccia. 
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Gallic cooking 
 
The Gauls were known for their love of meat. The following recipe is an adaptation of their cuisine 
drawn from a book called La Cuisine gauloise continue (reference at the end of the article). They 
seldom used writing, so a compilation of their recipes does not exist, not like Apicius did with Roman 
cuisine. Still, we can have an idea about what they ate thanks to archaeological findings. 
 
Gallic Lentils 
 
 
Ø  Equipment & ingredients 
 

v 2 cups of lentils 
v 1 handful of bacon 
v a few carrots 
v 1 onion 
v 1 apple 
v fresh herbs, for ex. sage, dill, 

coriander, thyme, oregano

    
Ø Preparation 
 
In a pan mix the lentils, onion, carrots, herbs and apple. Salt, cover with water and heat up.  

In the meantime, fry the bacon in a frying pan. 

When the lentils are cooked, drain if there still is some water and add the bacon and its grease.  

Eat wile hot ! 

  

Photo : Sylvie Gobbo 
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Gallic appetite  

The Gauls ate mostly cereals, legumes (lentils, peas, beans), vegetables, dairy products and meat (a 
lot of pork, beef, etc.). They cooked with animal grease, contrarily to the Romans who rather used 
olive oil, like Italians do today. Olive trees do not grow in Gaul.  

In a Gallic kitchen there was a hearth in the ground, formed by clay plates called “soles”. You could 
also find utensils, tableware and a grinder. The grinder was used to make flour out of barley, spelt or 
wheat. 

To cook, the fire was lit and you could grill your food on the grill, cook it on a skewer, boil it in a clay 
pot or heat it directly on the plates.  Not that different from what we do today with our electric or gas 
hobs, right? 

Gauls ate around low tables, seated on the ground. Just like for the Romans, the fork did not exist and 
spoons were rather used to serve. Therefore, they ate with their hands! 

Waste was then thrown in dumping pits out of the house. Archaeologists often come across these 
pits. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Stone grinder. Roman Museum of Nyon. 
Photo : R. Gindroz 
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Cheese, a specialty from the North 
 
Cheese was mainly a Gallic and Germanic specialty. Romans consumed less dairy products. Neverthe-
less, at breakfast, Romans often ate some with a piece of bread. Let’s enjoy together a Roman cheese 
meal. 
 
Moretum 
 
Ø Equipment & ingredients 
 

v 1 mortar 
 

v 1 ewe or goat cheese 
v 2 garlic cloves 
v 1 handful of celery leaves 
v 1 handful of coriander leaves 
v 3 tablespoons of olive oil 
v 1 tablespoons of balsamic vinegar  
v 1 teaspoon of garum 
v salt and pepper 

 
 
Ø Preparation 
 
Mince the herbs and the garlic. 

Crush the pepper in the mortar, and add the herbs with a pinch of salt.  

Add the cheese and stir well. 

Add the oil and vinegar and stir. 

Serve on hot slices of bread. 

 

  

Photo : Sylvie Gobbo 

Gallic terra sigilata plate. The shape is typically 
Roman.  
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Preparing a Roman meal 

A Roman kitchen is not that much more elaborate than a Gallic kitchen. In a domus, a rich person’s 
house, the kitchen was in a corner of the atrium, central courtyard of the house, or, when the house 
was big enough, in a small room specifically dedicated to cooking. 

 
Just like today, a “stove” (masoned rectangle with a 
hole in its centre) occupied a corner of the room. 
Over that was built a vaulted space where a 
campfire was lit and maintained for cooking. 
Around the furnace, cooking utensils were stowed 
on shelves, hung on hooks or laid down on the 
work surface. 

If you have a good look at the photo of the 
reconstituted kitchen, you’ll see a surprising detail. 
Do you see it? Yes… the little boy is seated on a 
toilet ! It’s a simple wooden chest with a hole over 
a trough, connected to the city’s sewer. Romans 
used to have their toilets in the kitchen, because it 
was easier to draw the water to only one area of 
the house. 

The householder and his guests ate in a room 
dedicated to that effect, the triclinium. As you can 
see, they ate lying down! Three beds could 

accommodate nine people in total. Slaves brought the food. Only the wealthiest people could afford 
such a room, families coming from poorer backgrounds ate at a table, with chairs. Like the Gauls, 
Romans were not familiar with forks and ate with their hands. 
  

  

Reconstitution of a Roman kitchen. 
Roman Museum of Augusta raurica 
(Augst). Photo © Augusta Raurica.  

Model of a triclinum, created by Hugo 
Lienhard and exhibited at the Roman 
Museum of Nyon. Photo : A. Moccia.
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The Saturnalia, festival celebrating equality and sharing 

To end this voyage amongst ancient feasts, let’s try roman stuffed dates. Apicius’ recipe is detailed in 
the book The Roman Cookery Book (reference at the end of the article). In this book, Apicius doesn’t 
specify quantities and cooking time! In their defence, it was quite difficult to estimate cooking time 
when you cooked on an unstable campfire. Whereas today we have ovens where the temperature is 
precisely set and stays stable. Therefore, each cook used to a adapt the recipes.  

Romans were so fond of dates, that they imported them by ship, from Syria and North Africa. Fruits 
and honey was their only source of sugar back then. 

During the winter solstice, at the end of December, a festival was held: the Saturnalia. The God Saturn 
was celebrated. Father of the Gods, he represented a lost golden age. This festival was unique and 
could last a whole week, during which all social measures were abolished, sometimes even reversed: 
the householder would serve his slaves. Houses were decorated with garlands and candles. Small gifts 
would be exchanged, like stuffed dates in which one would hide a coin. 

If traditions have well changed since then, you will gather that some of them have lived on. 

Stuffed dates 

Ø Equipment & ingredients 
 

v 100 g dried dates 
v 100 g of pine nuts 
v 100 g of nuts 
v 3 tablespoons of honey 
v A few peppercorns (ideally white) 

Ø Preparation 

Start by stoning the dates.  

In a mortar grind the pepper until getting a 
powder and set it aside. 
  
Crush the nuts and pine nuts. Add 2 spoons of honey and mix. 

Stuff the dates with the mixture. Lay the stuffed dates on a platter and sprinkle with a little pepper.  

Apicius adds the pepper to balance the very sweet taste of the dates and honey.  All that is left, is 
for you to try them !  
  

Photo : Sylvie Gobbo 
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More information on ancient cooking 

The content and recipes of this article were found in the following books (in French) : 

v Apicius, De re coquinaria, L’Art culinaire, texte établi et traduit par J. André, Paris, Les Belles 
Lettres, 2019 (1974). 

v Flouest, J-P. Romac, La Cuisine gauloise continue, Saint-Pourçain-sur Sioule, Bleu Autour, 
2006. 

v Leprêtre, La Cuisine romaine antique, 35 recettes pour aujourd’hui, Louviers, Ysec, 2009. 

v Leprêtre, La Cuisine gauloise, 35 recettes pour aujourd’hui, Louviers, Ysec, 2016. 

v Le blog de Gellius : http://actu-histoireantique.over-blog.com/page-4062205.html (site 
consulté le 19.04.20) 

v Un site sur la civilisation romaine, réalisé par une enseignante en Lettres classiques : 
https://sites.google.com/site/civilisationromaine/la-vie-quotidienne/la-cuisine-romaine (site 
consulté le 19.04.20) 

 

For more information about Nyon in Roman times 

Discover Nyon’s history on the website : https://www.mrn.ch/fr/collections/museumfromhome-0-
123193 

You’ll learn all about gladiators, bronze statues, archaeologists, and a lot more !  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recipes and article written by Sylvie Gobbo, guide et auxiliary at the Roman Museum of Nyon, 
archaeology graduate.  


