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THE ROOTS OF OUR CUISINE: A WALK THROUGH ANCIENT INDIAN CULINARY PRACTICES 
 

Sidharth Sasankan 
Department of History 

Kerala, India 
 

‘Food’ has always been an integral part in the construction of social history of day-to-day life. It is a fact that many a time a 
culture articulates itself and gets recognized as unique through its culinary practices. To be specific, food had a great role in shaping a 
culture.The etymological representation of the term ‘culture’ indicates rules, customs, shared plans and behaviours that are formulated 
from the interactions in the society.  

 
It is a much more profitable exercise to study the social, economic, political, and geographical factors, along the Gangetic 

valley during the middle of the first millennium BCE, that may have contributed to the growth of radical social and economic change 
(a period that saw the second urbanization in India). This article was silent about the pre-Historic food history, there are so many 
archaeological and pictographic evidence supporting their gastronomy. But here we not discussing much about that. Let’s start from 
the Aryan Invasion and the food practice they had in the land. With larger kingdoms, state formation, a surplus economy, long-
distance trade and a new socio-economic reality of this period, surely permitted and even fostered the change in food pattern and 
customs. 

 
Aryan Influence in cuisine 

Broadly speaking the Aryan civilization followed the Harappan, but what actually transpired in shrouded in uncertainty. The 
view that long prevailed was based on the linguistic affinity between Sanskrit, Persian and the Indo-European languages. Pargiter 
argued that, the Aryans (Nomadic tribes living in the steppe grasslands near the Ural Mountains, and calling themselves Aryans) of the 
southern Russian steppes are believed to reach India through the north-west region. 
 

While the Indus Valley culture had only a limited impact on the rest of India, the Aryan way of life gradually became the 
pattern for almost every part of this vast country. They looked with wonder on all nature's creations, and developed deep philosophies 
of the place and purpose of man in this world. Their philosophies, ritual and their daily life, especially their gastronomical culture 
were extracted from the literature they had. 
 

The first work composed was the Rigveda, which has been placed at about 1500 BC. In the next few hundred years three 
other Vedas, the Yajurveda, Atharvaveda, and the Samaveda, were similarly composed expressing Aryan ways of life and thought, 
which was followed by supporting works called Brahmanas, Upanishads and Aranyakas. From this literature, we can understand the 
life in those days, which shaped the gastronomy of the country. 

 
Agriculture was the chief occupation of the Aryans. They effectively used oxen, wells, and canal system for effective 

irrigation in dry lands. Though their first food was barley, rice soon became by far the most important staple food. The Aryans quickly 
learnt the use of fertilizers like Cow dung, and later of oilcakes. They used various medicinal paste for regain the sick plant.These 
pastes were made of the leaves of neem, or seeds like the soap nut, mustard seed and linseed, or of gums like asafoetida. The wide 
variety of foodstuffs is shown in a prayer by these pastoral people, given in the Yajurveda and composed about 800 BC. Banks of 
rivers were considered suitable for growing pumpkins and gourds, and lands which frequently overflowed with water for pepper, 
grapes and sugarcane. 

 
Ways of cooking 

Barley, the earliest Aryan grain, was fried and made into cakes and dipped in ghee for eating. Barley-flour balls coated with 
honey furnished a delicious sweetmeat. Rice was cooked with water or milk, or eaten along with curds, ghee, sesame seed or meat. 
Puffed rice was known and eaten either as such, or as a drink after boiling with milk. Soaked, ground and fermented dhal, especially 
masha, was made into fried materials called vatakas, which are the vadas of today. Sweet rice were prepared with milk and jaggery. 
Pulses were effectively used in form of soups, vatakas, and parpatas (papads). 

 
Milk products were extremely popular. Milk was curdled to give dadhi (curds), now called dahi Curds mixed with fresh milk 

was a popular refreshing drink. Milk solids were precipitated with acidic lime-juice, then pressed to dadhanwat (paneer). Buttermilk 
was widely drunk. We had reference about the cucumber, the bitter gourd or karela, many yams and tubers, and many numbers of 
green leafy vegetables like palak (keerai). Fruits included the mango, jamun, coconut, banana and jackfruit, besides figs, grapes, 
oranges, citrons and limes. Many forest fruits, used by hermits who lived there, are listed as well. 
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Though the Aryans for frying preferred ghee, the common population used sesame oil, mustard oil, coconut oil and several 
others. There were also a large number of spices to be had. These included the turmeric, mustard seed, lime, long pepper, round black 
pepper, asafoetida, cumin seed (jeem), ginger, cloves and many kinds of vinegar. 
 

Of course, there were many kinds of meat. We read of mutton, deer meat and pork, cooked with fruit juices. Honey was the 
first material used by human beings for sweetening. There are very old cave paintings, which show honeycombs being disturbed by 
men. Since India grew sugarcanes from an early date, it also developed products like jaggery, sugarcandy, and later crystal sugar. Just 
like today, jaggery or guda (gur) was often used in making laddus from sesame seed, puffed rice, roasted wheat, fried barley and so 
on. Many sweets were made of envelopes of flour stuffed with fillings which included jaggery, shredded coconut or copra, sesame 
seeds and so on, and then fried in ghee. Salt of several kinds was known. Sea salt was one, rock salt another, and black salt yet 
another. 

 
Many cooking practices, which we still pursue, have come to us from these ancient ancestors of ours. Later which was altered 

by 16th and 17th centuries AD, Portuguese and Spanish seafaring people brought into India food plants from South and Central 
America. 

 
Another early concept was that of sprouting: Grains like wheat, Ragi, Green gram or Channa were soaked in water and 

wrapped in a wet cloth till they started to sprout. After two or three days, when the sprouts came and it’s good to eat.Today Scientists 
have shown that several vitamins, increase enormously in content during the sprouting process: vitamin C goes up ten times, and 
several vitamins of the B-group are doubled. 

 
Pickling, again a very old Indian practice, conserves vitamins for use when fresh food is not available. Two excellent 

examples are pickled lime and pickled amla (nellikai), which are both rich in vitamin C. 
 
Another good practice handed down from those Aryan times was the use of plenty of green leafy vegetables at every meal. 

Another tradition sprout long ago, was the blending of cereals and dhals together. It is well known now that this leads to a higher 
quality of the total proteins from both sources, higher than in either the cereal or the pulse taken separately.  

 
What are some examples of such blended foods? One is khichdi, in which rice and pulses are cooked together. The dosa of 

south India uses rice, and in addition the mixture is fermented so that it becomes far more easily digestible and also more nutritious. 
The idli is a similar fermented and steamed food, and in western India there are equivalent products called the dhokla and khaman. 

 
In the famous manual of statecraft written in 300 BC, the Arthasastra of Kautilya, a balanced meal of a gentleman is 

described. This consists of rice 500g, dhal: 125g, oil: 56g and salt: 5g, respectively. This balanced diet mentioned so long ago is the 
same in essentials as the so-called recommended balanced diet which the Indian Council of Medical Research laid down in 1987. 

 
In another famous volume the Susrutha Samhita, there is a list of foods recommended for everyday consumption. This 

includes aged winter rice, mung dhal, deer meat, honey, rain water, and rock salt. Even today this would be an excellent prescription 
for a balanced of meal. 

 
The Charaka Samhita and the Susrutha Samhita, originally composed about the 6th/5th centuries BC, but with accretions 

thereafter over several centuries, set down the principles and practice of Ayurveda. This system of medicine is concerned with the 
well-being of body, mind and spirit by bringing them into harmony. Diet is the most important way of doing this.  

 
A meal that presented in the Ramayana  

Cleanly cooks, served large pieces of meat roasted on spits; meats cooked as curries and sauces made of tamarind and 
pomegranate; young buffalo calves roasted on spits with ghee dropping on them; the same fried in ghee, seasoned with acids, rock-salt 
and fragrant leaves; large haunches of venison boiled in different ways with spices and mangoes, and sprinkled over with condiments; 
shoulders and rounds of animals dressed in ghee, sprinkled over with sea-salt and powdered black pepper, and garnished with 
radishes, pomegranates, lemon, fragrant herbs, asafoetida and ginger.  

 
The Aryans ate meat of all kinds as we have seen. However, even from the very early Aryan period, there was a feeling of 

unease expressed at the use of beef as food. The argument was mainly an economic one. Cows were useful on the farm, and they gave 
so many good things to human beings, like milk, urine, dung and leather. Gradually, the Brahmins became total vegetarians and gave 
up all forms of animal food. It is interesting to remember that it was only in India at that time (about 600 BC) that a totally vegetarian 
diet was even possible, because of the very production of cereals, pulses, vegetables and fruits that were backbone of the country. In 
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most other countries then, it would have been almost impossible to be a vegetarian. Even today, when we leave our own country and 
go abroad, we realize that to be a vegetarian outside India leads to having very dull meals. 

 
Description about Indian culinary from Foreign Source  

The arrival of visitors can be grouped into various time period.From about 500 BC for nearly two centuries, a large number 
of Greeks visited India and in fact a famous warrior, Alexander the Great, even tried to invade this country. The next wave consisted 
of visitors from China who were mainly Buddhist pilgrims. These were followed by Arabs from various parts of the Middle East. 
Alexander of Macedonia came to India in May of 327 BC and spent about 18 months in the Punjab area. Apart from his armies, he 
also brought with him a team of writers and "philosophers", as scientists were then known. Several of them wrote accounts of their 
visit.  
 
From there description: Rice was to them a strange plant; they described it as standing in water and sown in beds, with each plant 
having so many ears that a large produce of the grain itself was obtained, another source of wonder was a reed tree, obviously the 
sugarcane, that "produced honey without the association of bees". The large size of our coconuts was also commented upon, as well as 
the abundance of medicinal herbs and plants. 
 

Buddhism had been adopted quite widely in China, and there were many Buddhist monks anxious to see the places associated 
with the birth, the preaching and the death of the Buddha. They also wished to study the Buddhist sacred books abundantly available 
in India and to carry, if possible, a relict or two of the great teachers back to China with them.Many of these devout Chinese Buddhists 
lived in India for several years and wrote books, which throw a very clear light on Indian life at that distant period of time. 

 
One of the first of these was here for 15 years between 399 and 414 AD; this was Fa-Hsien, who was fortunately for us also a 

prolific writer. 
 

No one kills any living thing, nor drinks wine, nor eats onion or garlic ... In this country they do not keep pigs or 
fowls, there are no dealings in cattle, no butchers' shops or distilleries in their market-places. 

 
Another traveler was I-Ching, spent a 24 years in India between 671 and 695 AD. His description as follows: 

 
Guests were offered one of the eight syrups prescribed by the Buddha. At a meal, monks were first served two 
pieces of ginger with some salt, next came boiled rice, on which was poured a thin extractof beans and hot 
ghee; these were mixed with the fingers, after which cakes, fruits, ghee and sugar were served. Tooth-picks 
were provided after the meal, followed by pure water for rinsing their mouths and sometimes a perfumed 
paste with which to cleanse their hands. The beverages that accompanied the meal were cold or warm water, 
whey, buttermilk or fermented, sour rice-gruel. Betel leaves carrying fragrant spices were served at the end to 
help digestion, remove phlegm, and leave the mouth fragrant. 

 
Perhaps the greatest of all these learned Chinese monks was Xuan Zang, who spent 16 years between 629 and 645 AD in this 

country. He arrived after a most strenuous journey, starting from China, going across the barren and mountainous region of Tibet till 
he reached the monasteries in Afghanistan and Turkestan where he halted. He then came through the mountain passes of north-west 
India into Punjab. He describes in his famous travel book, called Si-yu-ki, these arduous journeys. In India itself, he travelled so 
widely that he could write about visiting "110 of the 138 kingdoms" in every part of the country.  

 
What fruits did Xuan Zang find in India?  

The fruit of the amla, the madkuka (mahua), bhadra (ber), kapittha (wood-apple), mocha (plantain), narikela 
(coconut), and panasa (jack fruit) are common (Sanskrit words are used for these). It would be difficult to enumerate all the 
kinds of fruit; we have briefly named those most esteemed by the people. The pear, wild plum, peach, apricot, grape, etc. (Chinese 
terms are employed here) have all been brought from the country of Kashmir, and are found growing on every side. Pomegranates and 
sweet oranges are grown everywhere. The date, the loquat, the chestnut and persimmon are not known. 

 
Elsewhere in the book the other products food are described. In production land, those reaping, ploughing, and plant 

according to the season. Among the products of the ground, rice and corn (barley?) are most plentiful. With respect to edible herbs and 
plants, we may name ginger and mustard, melons and pumpkins, and others. Onions and garlic usage are little known, and few people 
consume them; if anyone included in food, they are expelled beyond the walls of the town.  
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The most usual food is milk, butter, cream, sugar, sugar candy; the oil of the mustard seed, and all sorts of cakes made of 
corn are used as food. Fish, mutton, gazelle, and deer they eat mostly fresh, sometimes salted; they are forbidden to eat the flesh of the 
ox, ass, elephant, horse, pig, dog, fox, wolf, lion, monkey and all the hairy kind. Those who eat them are despised and scorned, and are 
universally reprobated; they live outside the walls, and are seldom seen among men.  
 

With respect to the different kinds of wines and liquors, there are various sorts. The juice of the grape and sugarcane are used 
by the Kshattriyas as drink; the Vaisyas use strong fermented drinks; the Sramans and Brahmans drink a sort of syrup made from the 
grape or sugarcane, but not of the nature of fermented wine. The mixed classes and base-born differ in no way (as to food and drink) 
from the rest, except in respect of the vessels they use, which are very different both as to value and materials. There is no lack of 
suitable things for household use. 

 
Food for humans is more than a mere biological necessity. It is also a cultural construct, and cultural meanings underlie all 

aspects of the human relationship to food: production, preparation, exchange, and consumption. 
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