
Fermented Fish Sauce And Salted Fish In The
Ancient World: Unveiling the Culinary
Wonders of the Past

Food has always played a significant role in the history and culture of civilizations
throughout time. Among the many culinary practices that have stood the test of
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time, the art of fermenting fish and salting fish has left an indelible mark on the
ancient world.

Unveiling the Ancient Techniques

Fermentation and salting were used extensively by ancient societies to prolong
the shelf life of fish, especially in regions without refrigeration. These ancient
techniques not only served as preservation methods but also enhanced the
flavor, texture, and nutritional value of fish.
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The process of fermenting fish involves the breakdown of proteins and the
formation of amino acids, which contribute to the umami taste that is popular in
many cuisines today. The ancient Greeks, Egyptians, and Romans were known to
use fermented fish sauces in their dishes, which added a distinct depth of flavor.

Salted fish, on the other hand, is created by covering fish with salt to draw out
excess moisture. This salt-curing process inhibits the growth of bacteria and
preserves the fish over extended periods. Ancient civilizations such as the
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Mesopotamians, Phoenicians, and Vikings were experts in salting fish and used it
as a staple food source on their long voyages.

The Global Impact

The art of fermenting and salting fish spread from one civilization to another
through trade routes and cultural exchange. As maritime exploration expanded
during the Age of Discovery, Europeans encountered these ancient techniques
during their encounters with Eastern cultures, particularly in Asia.

One of the most famous fermented fish sauces in Asia is the Vietnamese nuoc
mam. Made from anchovies, this pungent sauce has been a key ingredient in
Vietnamese cuisine for centuries. Similarly, the Romans developed liquamen, a
fermented fish sauce that was widely used in their kitchens and mirrored the
flavors of Asian fish sauces.

In Scandinavian countries, fermented fish such as rakfisk and surströmming
gained popularity among locals. These unique delicacies have a strong aroma
and are an acquired taste for many. However, they continue to be an important
part of their culinary traditions.

Archaeological Discoveries

Archaeological excavations offer insights into the significance of fermented fish
and salted fish in the ancient world. For example, in Pompeii, the ruins of a fish
sauce factory were found, providing evidence of the extensive production and
trade of fish sauce in the Roman Empire.

In Egypt, wall paintings and hieroglyphs depict the importance of fish processing,
including salting and fermenting. These depictions offer valuable glimpses into
the techniques and culinary practices of ancient Egyptian society.



The Science Behind the Process

Fermentation and salting are not just ancient methods; they also involve scientific
processes. In fermentation, beneficial bacteria such as lactobacilli and yeasts
break down sugars and convert them into lactic acid and alcohol. This organic
acid and alcohol act as natural preservatives, extending the shelf life of the fish.

Salting, on the other hand, creates an environment that is inhospitable for
bacteria growth. The high salt concentration dehydrates the fish, hindering
bacterial activity and preventing spoilage.

A Culinary Revival

Although refrigeration has made these ancient preservation methods less
necessary in modern times, fermented fish sauces and salted fish continue to be
cherished components of various cuisines around the world.

Many chefs and food enthusiasts are rediscovering the flavors and complexities
that fermented fish sauces and salted fish bring to their dishes. They add depth,
umami, and a unique character that cannot be replicated by any other ingredient.

So, the next time you come across a delicacy made with fermented fish sauce or
salted fish, embrace the ancient culinary technique that has stood the test of time,
connecting us to the flavors and traditions of civilizations long gone.

The art of fermenting fish and salting fish in the ancient world was not merely
about preservation; it was a testament to the sophisticated culinary knowledge of
ancient civilizations. From the Greek garum to the Vietnamese nuoc mam, these
ancient techniques have shaped the culinary landscape and left an indelible mark
on our taste buds.



By understanding and appreciating the significance of fermented fish sauce and
salted fish in the ancient world, we can unveil the culinary wonders of the past
and continue to enjoy the flavors that have been passed down through
generations.
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The Story of Garum recounts the convoluted journey of that notorious Roman fish
sauce, known as garum, from a smelly Greek fish paste to an expensive luxury at
the heart of Roman cuisine and back to obscurity as the Roman empire declines.

This book is a unique attempt to meld the very disparate disciplines of ancient
history, classical literature, archaeology, zooarchaeology, experimental
archaeology, ethnographic studies and modern sciences to illuminate this little
understood commodity. Currently Roman fish sauce has many identities
depending on which discipline engages with it, in what era and at what level.
These identities are often contradictory and confused and as yet no one has
attempted a holistic approach where fish sauce has been given centre stage.
Roman fish sauce, along with oil and wine, formed a triad of commodities which

FREE

http://readwhisper.com/file/UlpFNnFHVDArbE03RGZpRm5HZ1ordDBBdjlacXdNSlVTT0tGV1JPUGE1NFE3c1FXalN3cmg5SUJ5YjdoYnpOcGl6R3ZCdnQ3SlN2M3dDNFlBQTVzYjZuUmxjQkdlYlhuRTJ5RXZZOWNmNWpNT1NlZHJpNzdXb0YwSVhRM001ZytGQVJqQVFhTEtyNVphbmQ2eVY5aExGMWNvM3B1OFJCK1owL0tqSlZLL0swcUIwUGt5YW43UDJua3V1ZzF5em5s:f4.pdf
http://readwhisper.com/file/UlpFNnFHVDArbE03RGZpRm5HZ1ordDBBdjlacXdNSlVTT0tGV1JPUGE1NFE3c1FXalN3cmg5SUJ5YjdoYnpOcGl6R3ZCdnQ3SlN2M3dDNFlBQTVzYjZuUmxjQkdlYlhuRTJ5RXZZOWNmNWpNT1NlZHJpNzdXb0YwSVhRM001ZytGQVJqQVFhTEtyNVphbmQ2eVY5aExGMWNvM3B1OFJCK1owL0tqSlZLL0swcUIwUGt5YW43UDJua3V1ZzF5em5s:f4.pdf
http://readwhisper.com/file/UlpFNnFHVDArbE03RGZpRm5HZ1ordDBBdjlacXdNSlVTT0tGV1JPUGE1NFE3c1FXalN3cmg5SUJ5YjdoYnpOcGl6R3ZCdnQ3SlN2M3dDNFlBQTVzYjZuUmxjQkdlYlhuRTJ5RXZZOWNmNWpNT1NlZHJpNzdXb0YwSVhRM001ZytGQVJqQVFhTEtyNVphbmQ2eVY5aExGMWNvM3B1OFJCK1owL0tqSlZLL0swcUIwUGt5YW43UDJua3V1ZzF5em5s:f4.pdf


dominated Mediterranean trade and while oil and wine can be understood, fish
sauce was until now a mystery.

Students and specialists in the archaeology of ancient Mediterranean trade
whether through amphora studies, shipwrecks or zooarchaeology will find this
invaluable. Scholars of ancient history and classics wishing to understand the
nuances of Roman dining literature and the wider food history discipline will also
benefit from this volume.　　　　　
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