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Abstract: This article provides a comprehensive examination of the translation 

of gastronomic terminology in ancient civilizations, emphasizing the linguistic, 

cultural, and historical mechanisms that shaped the transmission of food-related 

knowledge across languages. In antiquity, gastronomy was not merely a matter of 

sustenance but a domain deeply intertwined with ritual practices, social structures, 

economic exchanges, and symbolic meaning. Translators of early Greek, Roman, 

Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Chinese texts encountered substantial challenges when 

attempting to render foreign culinary terms accurately, as many food items, 

preparation methods, and culinary customs lacked direct equivalents in the target 

cultures. By analyzing primary sources and modern scholarship, this study highlights 

the strategies employed by ancient translators—such as borrowing, descriptive 

paraphrasing, cultural substitution, and semantic expansion—and explores how these 

strategies influenced cross-cultural understanding of food. Ultimately, this research 

demonstrates that the translation of gastronomic terminology served as an essential 

conduit for intercultural communication, facilitating the exchange of culinary 

practices, ingredients, and broader cultural values. 
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Introduction 

Throughout human history, gastronomy has operated as a powerful cultural 

marker, reflecting not only the dietary habits of societies but also their worldviews, 
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trade networks, religious beliefs, and social hierarchies. In ancient times, food 

terminology carried meanings that extended far beyond the literal description of 

ingredients or cooking techniques. For translators working between languages such as 

Ancient Greek, Latin, Akkadian, Egyptian, and Classical Chinese, the act of translating 

gastronomic terminology required careful navigation through layers of cultural 

significance. Unlike modern translators, who may rely on standardized terminology or 

internationally recognized food names, ancient translators faced the daunting task of 

interpreting unfamiliar foods—many of which were region-specific, symbolically 

charged, or embedded in ritualistic contexts. 

As ancient civilizations interacted through trade, conquest, diplomacy, and 

travel, the need to translate culinary terminology became increasingly significant. For 

example, Greek authors describing Egyptian feasts, Roman writers cataloging exotic 

spices from India, and Chinese scholars documenting foods consumed by nomadic 

tribes all contributed to a growing corpus of translated gastronomic knowledge. These 

translations not only shaped contemporary perceptions of foreign cultures but also 

influenced culinary practices within the receiving societies. This article aims to 

uncover the multifaceted linguistic processes behind these translations and to explore 

how ancient translators balanced fidelity to source texts with the cultural expectations 

of their audiences. 

Materials and Methods 

The study utilizes a combination of historical, linguistic, and comparative 

methodologies. Primary sources include ancient culinary treatises, travel narratives, 

trade records, religious texts, and early proto-dictionaries that document food 

terminology. Key texts examined in this study include the Mesopotamian tablets 

containing recipes and ingredient lists, the works of Greek historians such as Herodotus 

and Athenaeus, Roman agricultural treatises by Cato and Columella, Egyptian ritual 

texts mentioning offerings, and Classical Chinese encyclopedic writings. 

To support the interpretation of these primary materials, the study also 

incorporates secondary sources such as modern linguistic analyses, archaeological 
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reports, and cultural commentaries that shed light on dietary practices of the ancient 

world. The comparative approach involves identifying specific gastronomic terms that 

appear across different languages and tracing their semantic evolution through 

translation. Special attention is given to instances involving loanwords, semantic 

calques, descriptive paraphrases, and culturally motivated substitutions. By examining 

multiple examples across distinct geographic regions, the research highlights both 

universal and culture-specific patterns in the translation of culinary terminology. 

Results and Discussion 

The findings reveal that translators in antiquity employed several recurring 

strategies depending on the nature of the gastronomic term and the cultural proximity 

between the source and target languages. 

1. Loanwords and Phonetic Borrowing 

When foods or culinary products were completely unknown in the receiving 

culture, translators frequently adopted loanwords. For instance, Greek and Roman texts 

borrowed several terms related to spices from Sanskrit and Middle Eastern languages, 

reflecting the influence of long-distance trade routes such as the Silk Road. These 

borrowed words often retained their phonetic structure with only minor adaptations to 

fit the phonological system of the target language. 

2. Descriptive Paraphrasing 

In cases where direct borrowing was impractical, translators relied on 

descriptive paraphrasing. This strategy allowed them to convey unfamiliar concepts by 

describing their appearance, flavor, or method of preparation. For example, when 

translating Egyptian bread varieties into Greek, scribes often used extended 

descriptions because the Greeks lacked precise equivalents for the uniquely shaped 

ritual breads associated with Egyptian festivals. 

3. Cultural Substitution 

Cultural substitution occurred when translators replaced an unfamiliar food 

item with a familiar one that served a similar function in the target culture. This method 

was particularly common in religious or symbolic texts, where the cultural meaning of 
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food was more important than its literal composition. For example, Chinese texts 

describing the foods of Central Asian tribes often substituted foreign fermented dairy 

products with familiar analogues, as dairy consumption held different cultural 

connotations in early Chinese society. 

4. Semantic Expansion and Narrowing 

The translation of culinary terms also led to semantic shifts. Some terms 

expanded in meaning as they entered new languages, growing to include a wider range 

of foods or preparation styles. Conversely, terms could narrow in meaning when 

translators selected only the closest equivalent within their cultural framework. These 

shifts demonstrate how translation contributed to the evolution of gastronomic 

vocabulary over time. 

5. Symbolic and Ritual Significance 

Food frequently carried symbolic value in ancient societies, and translators had 

to account for these cultural nuances. Ritual foods, sacrificial offerings, and ceremonial 

banquets required special attention to ensure the translated terminology preserved the 

intended connotations. This is evident in translations of Mesopotamian ritual recipes 

into neighboring languages, where translators sometimes preserved both the term and 

its symbolic explanation to avoid misinterpretation. 

Overall, the analysis demonstrates that the translation of gastronomic 

terminology acted as a bridge between civilizations, enabling the movement of culinary 

knowledge and fostering cultural interconnectedness. These translations not only 

enriched the receiving languages but also broadened the culinary horizons of ancient 

societies. 

Conclusion 

The translation of gastronomic terminology in ancient times was a multifaceted 

and culturally significant endeavor. Ancient translators confronted challenges arising 

from unfamiliar ingredients, distinct culinary traditions, and deeply rooted symbolic 

meanings. Through strategies such as borrowing, paraphrasing, cultural substitution, 

and semantic modification, they developed sophisticated methods to convey complex 
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gastronomic concepts across linguistic boundaries. Their work played a vital role in 

the dissemination of culinary knowledge, contributing to the cultural and economic 

exchanges that shaped the ancient world. Recognizing these historical translation 

strategies enhances our understanding of both ancient gastronomy and the broader 

intellectual processes that facilitated cross-cultural communication. 
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