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Factsheet
Food, Archaeology, Kitchens, and Experiments!
The Tudor kitchens at Hampton Court Palace are famous throughout the world for being those of King Henry VIII. In fact they continued to be used as Royal Court kitchens for two hundred years until 1737, feeding the tables of Tudor, Stuart and Georgian monarchs and their many courtiers…. and for the last five years they have been home to a fascinating research project.

Food historians all over the world spend their time recreating the dishes of the past, however, at Hampton Court we realised that we had access to something other food historians did not have: the actual space that was used to cook in. Our project brief is simple: ‘learn from doing’. By using items from the past in the setting they were originally used in, can we learn more about the items, the space and the period? 

Where do you start?

Our work starts from recipes and this is where we are lucky! The recipes that survive from the past tend to be those cooked for the very wealthy, such as those prepared at a Royal Palace. Researching historic recipes takes us to many interesting and unlikely places, in fact a large amount of our 16th Century information came from a library collection in California.

Once you have your recipe, what next?

Once you have your recipes you have the starting point for your historic kitchen. If a recipe tells you to take flour and eggs, you are going to need a bowl to put them in. What does that bowl look like? What is the difference between a bowl used in the kitchens and one to serve food upstairs? What does the spoon that you will stir it with look like and what is it made from? What does the table that you will lean on look like? And so the questions go on. From a simple recipe you end up researching and recreating an entire kitchen to fit back into the space. 

Why recreate it?

Firstly we would not want to use an historic artefact in case we damaged it. Secondly, the items that were originally used in these kitchens for cookery were new, not dusty, broken items hundreds of years old. Therefore we need to recreate these items so we can experiment with them. In the Hampton Court kitchens we test the process from raw ingredients to table, and we look at the equipment needed to prepare and cook meals for the Royal court. From all this research and experimentation we get a glimpse of what actually happened in these kitchens and add a new perspective to the equally complicated lives of people in the past.

Is it just a cookery display?

To most people our work is the working kitchens. Thousands of people each year wander through Hampton Court’s kitchens, seeing historic meals created live in front of them, questioning the staff and joining in the debate that is experimental archaeology. For us, however, what the visitors see is only the middle part of our work. Each project starts with research, then reconstruction of all the items and clothing needed to make the kitchen function. The results of all this work form a selection of lectures, reports, articles and other publications that the team put together each year.

What have we learnt so far?

Like so many projects we have come up with a lot more questions than answers! Our work is teaching us to look more carefully at what we think we know about life in the past and question the simple things that we quote as true.

Some myths…..

There are some simple assumptions that we are challenging with our work, as we look deeper into the lives of those who lived and worked below stairs at a Royal Palace.

· Wasn’t all historic food horrible?

Look at the recipes and see the wonderful range of flavours!

· Weren’t spices used to cover up the taste and smell of rotten food?

The accounts show that fresh meat was delivered to the Palace regularly so rotten food would not have been found in the palace kitchens. At the same time spices were fantastically expensive and they certainly would not have been wasted on rotten meat.

· All food served at the Palace must have been cold?

It takes only 30 seconds to walk from the Servery area of the kitchens to the Great Hall where the food would have been served, not enough time to get cold!
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