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SALTY DELICACIES

Angelik i  Syrkou

Abstract : Greeks and Egyptians exploited the 
inexhaustible richness of  fish and sea food of  
the Mediterranean Sea. They created a variety 
of  enjoyable dishes consisting of  dried, smoked 
or pickled fish. Having thoroughly studied every 
kind of  fish, they cooked it in a way that high-
lighted its best properties. So they managed not 
only to meet their nutritional requirements, but 
also to enjoy refined and gourmet dishes.
Keywords : fish, garum, tarichos.

Prolegomena

Ancient sources inform us about the pla-
ces where fish could be found and the 

proper time for catching the various kinds ; 
they also record hundreds of  names of  fish 
and seafood. The number of  these names 
alone shows us that the ancient Greeks were 
not only familiar with the sea, but had a prob-
ably unparalleled sophisticated knowledge of  
marine life in relation to seafood. The Medi-
terranean Sea offered the ancient world a nu-
tritious and delicious variety of  food, while 
encompassing bot fish and other sea food. The 
bountiful products of  the Mediterranean were 
not only enjoyed by those living on its imme-
diate shores, but further inland as well ; with 
the consumption of  fish varying in accordance 
with the wealth and location of  the household.

Archaeological, literary and epigraphical 
evidence record the number of  the fish species 
known, and allow us to trace the route from 
the fishermen on the coast to the consumers 
via the fish market or with the aid of  the fish-
mongers. 1 Those who had a distinct predilec-
tion for fish were called opsophagoi ; an opsopha-

gos is a fish lover, who became mad about fish 
and philosophers considered them decadent. 2

Fish in ancient Greece was an aquatic crea-
ture, a food item, a commodity, an idea and 
it meant different things to different groups 
of  people throughout the various stages in 
the progress from the sea to the table. 3 It was 
sometimes offered as a love-gift in Attic vase-
painting and was used as a symbol of  tyran-
nical power. An amusing example occurs in 
Juvenal’s Fourth satire, which concerns an 
enormous fish for the emperor Domitian. 
There are other literary references to fish and 
tyranny, especially about Sicilian tyrants. Fish 
also was considered something dangerous 
and threatening in itself, a force which drives 
men from within to desperate actions. 4

In this brief  introduction to the subject it 
is neither possible to present a definitive de-
scription of  the gastronomic habits of  the 
ancient Greeks, nor to catalogue all the spe-
cies of  fish consumed and the variety of  ways 
they were caught. 5

In Homeric epics people were skilled in the 
art of  fish and fishing, as Sarpedon’s words 
reveal when he compares the call to hunting 
with the netting of  all kinds of  fish (Ath. 25 
b-c). But for Homer, fish was not a food fit 
for heroes, and paled in comparison with the 
beef  they esteemed (Ath. 13 f ). The most dis-
tinguished men and the nobility were awarded 
honors at their dinner parties ; so Tydeides was 
honored with meat 6 and Ajax as a token of  
honor was offered a special portion of  meat. 7 
It is evident that Homer’s heroes did not ap-
preciate the nutritional value of  fish, and ate 

*  I am grateful to my colleaque Nikos Charalabopou-
los for his comments on this paper.

1  D. Mylona, Fish, in J. Wilkins-R. Nadeau (eds.), A 
companion to food in the ancient world, UK 2015, p. 159.

2  J. Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes. The consuming 
passions of  Classical Times, New York 1998, pp. 3-4, 20.

3  Mylona, Fish cit., p. 158.
4  J. Davidson, Fish, sex and revolution in Athens, « CQ » 

43 (1993), pp. 9, 61-62.

5  The extensive and very detailed study of  D. Thomp-
son, Glossary of  Greek fishes, Oxford 1947, reveals the vari-
ety of  fish that the Aegean and the Mediterranean gener-
ously offered for the enjoyment of  the ancient Greeks.

6  Hom., Iliad viii 161-2 Tudei?dh peri; mevn se tivon Danaoi; 
tacuvpwloi e{drh/ te krevasivn te ijde; pleivoi~ depavessi.

7  Hom., Iliad vii 321-322 nwvtoisin d∆ Ai[anta dihnekev-
essi gevrairen h{rw~ ∆Atrei?dh~ eujru; kreivwn ∆Agamevmnwn.
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them only as a last resort, when nothing else 
was available. 1 From the 8th c. B.C. to the 4th 
A.D. meat became more and more common 
over time and was consumed by larger and 
larger groups of  population. It is likely that 
other animal products, like eggs underwent a 
similar evolution. Meat was nonetheless basi-
cally a luxury good and remained associated 
with festivities and good cheer to the end. 2 By 
the late Classical and Roman period this situ-
ation had changed ; fish became more popular 
and gained an important position in the eating 
habits of  the ancient Greeks.

Fish in classical era

In the Classical era, fish and sea food played 
an important role in the culinary habits of  the 
general population. 3 In Greece fish was very 
important in the diet of  inhabitants and a lux-
ury affordable to large sections of  most Greek 
cities. Fish in the context of  an urban market, 
especially in Athens, was characterized as an 
expensive luxury ; the ability to buy fish im-
plied higher status, education and a cosmo-
politan lifestyle. In the literary discourse fish 
appears as a luxury food. 4 There are various 
passages showing that fresh fish was expensive 
in Athens, for example in a fragment by Alex-
is 5 the fishmongers are presented as exacting 
“royal tributes” for their produce and in Ne-
aniskoi of  Antiphanes, a character says that he 
has to look away, when he buys fish, because 
if  he see how small the fish is and how they 
charge for it, he could be frozen solid. 6

In the celebrations hosted by the richer citi-
zens, fish and seafood were brought to the ta-
ble before the main course, a custom that has 

survived across Europe until the present day. 
On the contrary, in coastal areas, where fish 
were plentiful, and transport not problem-
atic for fishermen and residents alike, fresh 
fish would have been the staple food in their 
daily diet. 7 The emergence of  gastronomy 
in Greek cities followed a path parallel to the 
development of  the market for fresh fish. In 
Athens fine cuisine revolved around seafood, 
which became associated with the growth 
of  wealth and income among those people 
who could afford the most prized varieties. 8 
Most of  the information available to us on 
fresh fish in a market context refers to Ath-
ens. Athenian market was stocked with fish 
caught in the surrounding seas, mostly the 
Saronic Gulf. Whitebait from Phaleron and 
Megara and a variety of  other species were 
sold at the fish stalls in the agora. 9

The lists of  fishes, which were very com-
mon in theatrical Comedy, 10 show that 
Greeks consumed a great variety of  fish, 
from the smallest that were fried in a mass to-
gether, to the biggest which assumed the role 
of  a main dish when served whole or cut into 
fillets. Large fish were more expensive than 
the smaller ones of  the same species ; in com-
edies, the desire for large fish and the appreci-
ation of  its qualities signified cultivation and 
familiarity with the cosmopolitan lifestyle of  
the cities. 11 In formal dinners, fish and meat 
dishes were sometimes mixed together (Ath. 
96 b). Most Athenians did not think of  fish as 
a luxury, but large fish were the prerogative 
of  the rich and these wealthy elite had the 
choice of  a wide variety of  kinds of  fish. 12 
Meanwhile the poorest social classes had to 

1  Hom., Odyssey iv 368-9 aijei; ga;r peri; nh`son ajlwvmenoi 
ijcquavaskon / gnamptoi`~ ajgkivstroisin, e[teire de; gastev- 
ra limov~ and Odyssey xii 329-332 ajll∆ o{te dh; nho;~ ejxevfq-
ito h[ia pavnta, / kai; dh; a[grhn ejfevpeskon ajlhteuvonte~ 
ajnavgkh/, / ijcqu`~ o[rniqav~ te, fivla~ o{ ti cei`ra~ i{koito, / 
gnamptoi`~ ajgkivstroisin, e[teire de; gastevra limov~.

2  C. Chandezon, Animals, Meat and Alimentary by prod-
ucts : patterns of  production and Consumption, in J. Wilkins-
R. Nadeau (eds.), A companion to food cit., pp. 144-145.

3  F. Gottet, H qavlassa sto piavto twn arcaivwn, « Ar-
caiologiva kai tevcne~ » ii (2012), p. 39.

4  Mylona, Fish cit., p. 157.
5  Alexis, Pyl. fr. 1, 1-4 Nh; th;n ∆Aqhna`n, ajll’ ejgw; teqauv-

maka.
6  Antiph., fr. 166, 3-7 ejmblevpwn ga;r aujtovqi/toi`~ ijc-

quopwvlai~, livqino~ eujqu;~ givnomai, w{st’ ejx ajnavgkh~ e[st’ 

ajpostrafevnti moi / lalei`n pro;~ aujtouv~· a]n i[dw ga;r 
hJlivkon / ijcqu;n o{sou timw`si, phvgnumai safw`~.

  7  A. Dalby, Siren Feasts : A History of  Food and Gastron-
omy in Greece, London 1996, p. 27.

  8  Dalby, Siren Feasts cit., p. 28.
  9  Mylona, Fish cit., p. 157.
10  I. Konstantakos, A Commentary on the fragments of  

eight plays of  Antiphanes, Ph.D Thesis, Cambridge 2000, 
p. 71.

11  D. Mylona, Fish-Eating in Greece from the fifth Century 
B.C. to the Seventh Century A.D. A story of  impoverished fish-
ermen or luxurious fish banquets ?, BAR International Series, 
1754, Oxford 2008, pp. 105, 109.

12  T. Bekker-Nielsen, Introduction, in T. Bekker-
Nielsen (ed.), Ancient fishing and fish processing in the Black 
Sea Region, Aarhus 2005, p.14.
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make do with whitebait, anchovy, round sar-
dine, smelt, and sardines, which were fried 
together in hot oil and formed a fine Athe-
nian specialty, ajfuvh. So fish dishes cooked in 
this way were called afyai. 1

In addition to their use in cuisine, fish were 
occasionally thought of  as contributing to 
medicinal purposes. Hippocrates, although he 
considers eel very useful for humans, propos-
es abstinence from the surmullet, the blacktail, 
the mullet, and the eel for people suffering 
from the so called sacred disease (epilepsy). 2

According to Archestratus, 3 many Greek 
cities had thriving markets where fish, more 
than meat, was more affordable for most 
consumers. Greeks, much as they appreci-
ated fried fish (Ath. 108 b), still used their 
imagination to invent different recipes for 
enjoying fish : they ate fish in a coriander 
crust, tuna steak and seafood rissoles with 
cumin sauce. 4

Here follows a summary of  the main fish 
species which formed the staple food of  the 
ancient Greeks :

Fish species Properties

ajfuvh (anchovy) The term ajfuvh is generic for the small fry of  various kinds of  fish. 
The anchovy is heavy and indigestible, and the white kind is cal-
led the cobitis (Ath. 356 e). The best anchovy came from the seas 
around Athens, with Aristotle 5 arguing that the tastiest was that 
from Salamis, Marathon and the area around Themistoclean (Ath. 
285 c), but Athenians themselves failed to appreciate it as it deser-
ved ; they claimed that this is beggars’ fish (Ath. 285 e). 

galeov~
(dogfish or shark)

This was also famous in classical Greece. This fish contains neither 
fat nor lard. (Ath. 294 d-e).

govggro~
(conger eel)

Conger is coarser than the common eel ; its flesh is less firm and 
less nutritious and it is very deficient in palatable juice ; but still, it is 
good for the stomach (Ath. 288 c). They used to say that govggro~ 
would not be despised by the gods (Ath. 302 e).

e[gcelu~ (eel) A special delicacy for Athenians were eels, the best of  which arri-
ved in Athens fresh from the Copaic lake of  Boeotia, 6 and fetched 
a high price on the Athenian market (Ath. 27 e), while the eel from 
the river Strumon were salted and exported to southern Greece 
during the Hellenistic era. Ancient Greeks cooked eels in a ber-
ry sauce. 7 The Egyptians, as is widely believed, offered the eel 
worship. 8 Lake eel is taster and more nourishing than marine eel 
(Ath. 355 d).

qunniv~ or quvnno~
(pelamys, thunnis,
female tunny)

The pelamys is called the thunnis, or female tunny-fish ; but that 
when it becomes larger, it is called thunnus ; and when it gets to a 
larger size still, it is called the orcynus ; and that when it has grown 
to a size which is quite enormous, then it is called cetus (Ath. 302 
a-b). Thunnis is rich and nourishing (Ath. 356 e).

1  Athen. 285a, 300f.
2  Hippocr., De morbo sacro 1, 25-33.
3  Archestratus was a Greek poet who lived around 350 

B.C. in Sicily. From his poem, called Hedypatheia, 340 hex-
ameters are preserved by Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae. The 
poem imitates Hesiod’s Works and Days and occasionally 
borrows phraseology from Hesiod.

4  A. Dalby-S. Grainger, The Classical Cookbook, Lon-
don 1996, pp. 67, 130.

5  Aristot., Opera omnia. v. Historia animalium, Lipsiae 
1831, pp. 211-212.

6  Aristoph., Acharnians 880 ijkti`da~ ejnuvdrw~ ejgcevlei~ 
Kwpai?da~. Athen. 27 e.

7  Dalby-Grainger, The Classical Cookbook cit., pp. 62-
64.

8  Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes cit., p. 8.
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Fish species Properties

kestreuv~
(cestreus or grey mullet)

Cestreus is the generic term for the various species of  the grey mul-
let ; gray mullets feed mainly on seaweed, diatoms and bottom de-
tritus, which they obtain by browsing along the bottom and su-
cking in the mud ; so, their gut contains more sand and mud than 
any other material. This was noticed by the ancients who thought 
that grey mullets had a poor diet and they were constantly hungry, 
so they gave gray mullet the designation nh`sti~ or a[sito~. 1
The cestreus is found not only in the sea, but in rivers and in lakes. 
And this fish is also called the oxyrhynchus ; but the one which is ta-
ken in the Nile is called the coracinus. And the black kind is smaller 
than the white ; boiled it is not so good as when it is roasted ; it is 
good for the stomach and good for the bowels (Ath. 356). Accor-
ding to Hippocrates cestreus should not be eaten by those suffering 
from the disease called Sacred. 2

kevfalo~
(gray mullet)

It belongs to the category of  the general name leucisci (leukivskoi) ; 
there are many sorts ; some are called cephali, (kevfaloi), some 
cestres (kestrei`~), some chellones (cellw`ne~) and some myxini 
(muxi`noi) (Ath. 307 e-f ). They used to say that fine cut from these 
fish would not be despised by the gods (Ath. 302 e).

kivqaro~ It was a flat fish, which seems not to have been esteemed as food. 3

koliva~
(mackerel
or the Spanish mackerel)

It is mentioned frequently by Aristotle. Spawns once a year like 
most other fish. 4 It was imported to Athens salted or smoked from 
Byzantium.

kwbivo~
gobie

Gobie is easy on the stomach but provides little nourishment (Ath. 
309 e).

lavbrax
(sea bass or labrax lupus)

Large sea bass, very clever and invented, served filleted and roa-
sted ; it was very much appreciated since it was tasty and juicy (Ath. 
310 e, 311 a).

mainiv~
Sprat

This is a small fish of  the maena species. 5 As the red mullet fish it 
was sacred to Hecate (Ath. 325 b) ; sprat is hard for the stomach 
(Ath. 313).

melavnouro~
(bream or melenurus, blacktail)

Melanurus was a large-eyed fish, named after the conspicuous black 
spot on its tail, but offering little value as food. 6 Archestratus pro-
posed cooking it in a clay pot, greased with oil and cheese, and 
sprinkled with salt and cumin. 7 Hippocrates considers melanurus 
very useful for humans but he believes that it should not be eaten 
by those suffering from the so called sacred disease (epilepsy). 8

muvraina or smuvraina (murry, mu-
raena, sea-eel,  lamprey)

The lamprey can exist for a long time out of  the water, because it 
has very small gills. It is nourishing as other ells (Ath. 312 c) ; the 
lamprey from the seas around Italy is an amazing food (Ath. 313). 
The lamprey that comes from the shore between Italy and Sicily is 
the best food.

1  Konstantakos, A Commentary on the fragments cit., p. 
189.

2  Hippocr., De morbo sacro 1, 31-32 kai; ejdesmavtwn 
pollw`n kai; ajnepithdeivwn ajnqrwvpoisi nosevousin ejsqivein, 
qalassivwn me;n trivglh~, melanouvrou, kestrevo~, ejgcevluo~.

3  Thompson, A Glossary of  Greek fishes cit., p. 114.

4  Thompson, A Glossary of  Greek fishes cit., p. 120.
5  Thompson, A Glossary of  Greek fishes cit., pp. 153-155.
6  Konstantakos, A Commentary on the fragments cit., p. 

193.
7  Dalby-Grainger, The Classical Cookbook cit., pp. 61-

62.	 8  Hippocr., De morbo sacro 1, 31-32
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Fish species Properties

mu`ro~
muros

Muros is different than lamprey ; its flesh is tender and tasty. (Ath. 
312 e-f ).

xifiva~
(swordfish) 

A large fish of  the open sea which grows to a great size. It is one of  
the great fish included under the name khvth. 1 It is eaten sliced and 
it is delicious (Ath. 314 f ).

ojrfwv~ or ojrfov~ (grouper or sea-
perch )

These often featured in formal dinners. 2 Large groupers were ap-
parently served filleted. The orphus, is very full of  a pleasant juice, 
glutinous, indigestible, very nutritious, diuretic. But the parts near 
his head are glutinous and digestible ; the more fleshy parts are in-
digestible and heavy, while the part towards the tail is the tenderest 
part (Ath. 315 a-c). 

pevrkh
(perch)

A fish common to both fresh and saltwater. 3 Perch swims in circles 
among the rocks, bears on its body vertical stripes and lines. There 
is a proverb saying that perch follows a melanouros (Ath. 319 b-c). It 
can be eaten whole or sliced. Sea perch had to be cut in two to be 
fried. 

phlamuv~
(bonito fish or pelamys)

A relative of  the tuna fish also very popular frequently found in 
fish directories. 4 Archestratus gives us an interesting recipe for 
pelamys : it should be baked with some fresh oregano wrapped 
in fig leaves in the ashes. 5 The pelamys is very nutritious and 
heavy, it is also diuretic and very indigestible ; but when cured 
like the callubium, it is quite as good for the stomach and it has 
a tendency to make the blood thin ; the large kind is called the 
synodontis (Ath. 357). Pelamys is also excellent eating when is pic-
kled. 6

savlph
(salpe or salpa or saupe)

The salpe is hard-fleshed, and unpleasant to the taste, but the best 
are those which are caught at Alexandria, and those which are ta-
ken in the autumn. For it is white, full of  moisture, and free from 
any unpleasant smell (Ath. 356).

sargov~
(sargus rondeletii)

The sargus is an excellent and delicious fish but it is a very cun-
ning fish as respects catching it, and brings forth its young twice 
in the year. They are best at the beginning of  the winter (Ath. 
321 b).

sardivnh or savrda or sardi`no~ 
(sardine)

Sardines were a favorite among small fish and especially those from 
Phalerum, and had the added advantage of  being cheap. 7

skavro~
(parrot wrasse or scarus) 

Scarus was a famous fish in antiquity. Aristotle says that this fish 
has serrated teeth, is a solitary fish and carnivorous ; the scarus has 
tender flesh and is flaky, sweet, easily digested.(Ath. 355 e). It is the 
only fish which never sleeps, so it is not easily caught, even by night 
(Ath. 319 e-f ).

1  Thompson, A Glossary of  Greek fishes cit., pp. 178-180.
2  Aristoph., Wasps 493.
3  Thompson, A Glossary of  Greek fishes cit., p. 195.
4  Dalby, Siren Feasts cit., pp. 70-71.
5  Dalby-Grainger, The Classical Cookbook cit., pp. 59-

60.

6  Thompson, A Glossary of  Greek fishes cit., p. 199.
7  Aristoph., Frogs 984-5 tiv~ th;n kefalh;n ajpedhvdoken / 

th`~ mainivdo~ and Birds 76-77 tote; me;n ejra`/ fagei`n ajfuva~ 
Falhrikav~ : / trevcw ‘p∆ ajfuva~ labw;n ejgw; to; truvblion.
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Fish species Properties

skovmbro~
(tunny or mackerel)

The tunny is the most ancient fish species for which there is evi-
dence of  extensive exploitation from the prehistoric times. In 
historical times it was fished in huge quantities and eaten fresh, 
dried or salted and considered a fine food. Strabo (Geography vii 
6, 2) describes the routes of  the tuna fisheries which started from 
the Black Sea and extended to Sicily. Tunny imported from the 
Narrow Sea was considered the best. 1 The scombrus, or tunny, is 
mentioned by this name by Aristophanes, in his Gerytades. The 
species of  tunny called scombrus is smaller in size, but more nu-
tritious, than the species called colias ; and also more juicy, thou-
gh not more easily digested (Ath. 321). Scombroi and saperdai were 
caught in large quantities in the Black Sea and nearby areas and 
then pickled and exported. 2

spavro~
(sparus or sea-bream)

The sparus is harsh-tasted, tender, with pleasant smell, good for the 
stomach, diuretic, and digestible ; but when it is fried, it is indige-
stible (Ath. 355 e).

skorpivo~ or skorpiv~
or skovrpaina
(sea scorpion)

The sea-scorpion, which is found in the deep sea, and is of  a tawny 
color, is more nutritious than the one found in marshes, or than the 
large one which is taken near the shore (Ath. 355 e).

sfuvraina or sfu`ra
(sphuraena or spet)

The sphuræna, or hammer-fish ; is more nutritious than the conger, 
but very unpleasant and unpalatable to the taste (Ath. 323 a).

trivglh
(trigle, red mullet, the bearded 
mullet or surmullet)

The red mullet fish was, as mainiv~, sacred to Hecate (Ath. 325 b) ; 
it was served whole because of  its small size, and as a fine fish, re-
quired careful cooking (Ath. 311 a). Red mullet was esteemed above 
all other small fish that were served in large quantities. The mullet 
brings forth three times in the year ; and the fishermen have adop-
ted this opinion from the spawn being seen three times a-year in 
certain localities (Ath. 324 d, 325 f ). The mullet is good for the sto-
mach, very astringent, of  very firm flesh, not very digestible, apt to 
bind the bowels, especially when it is broiled ; but when it is fried 
in a frying-pan, then it is heavy and indigestible ; and, as a general 
rule, the whole tribe of  mullets has the property of  causing secre-
tions of  blood (Ath. 355 e). Hippocrates considers red mullet very 
useful for humans but it should not be eaten by those suffering 
from the disease called Sacred. 3

favgkro~
(sea bream)

The phagrus is found both in the river and in the sea ; but that which 
is found in the sea is the best (Ath. 355 e). Sea-bream is very tasty 
and sweet rather nourishing (Ath. 327 d).

celidwvn
(flying fish or sea swallow)

The sea-swallow, also cuttlefish or chelidonias, is something like the 
pelamys but harder (Ath. 357). The cuttlefish was regarded as a wily 
animal, because of  the ink it discharges to conceal itself  and its 
tricks in catching small fish. 4

They also use to enjoy a variety of  fish with 
serrated teeth, for example : grim torpendo 
(navrkh), perch (pevrkh), trichias (triciva~), 

1  Dalby, Siren Feasts cit., pp. 40, 105.
2  Konstantakos, A Commentary on the fragments cit., p. 

90.

3  Hippocr., De morbo sacro 1, 31-2.
4  Konstantakos, A Commentary on the fragments cit., p. 

72.

lizard (sau`ro~), phycis (fukiv~), sea cuckoo 
(kovkkux), red mullet (trivglh) (Ath. 322 
e-f ).
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Shellfish and mollusks

Apart from fish, the Ancient Greeks relished 
shellfish and mollusks. According to Aristotle 
(Ath. 88 b) shellfish/oysters are generated in 
the mud or the sand ; they are of  all the fol-
lowing kinds : o[strea, fhsivn, pivnh, o[streon, 
mu`~, kteiv~, swlhvn, kovgch, lepav~, th`qo~, bav-
lano~. poreutika; de; kh`rux, porfuvra, hJdu-
porfuvra, ejci`no~, stravbhlo~. Here follows a 
summary of  the main shellfish and mollusks 
which Greeks loved to consume :

ajstakov~ (lobster) Lobster was highly prized with the best lobsters coming from the 
island of  Lipara (Ath. 104 e-105).

kavrabo~ (crayfish or langouste) They were also sought after by some who found their flavor much 
to their taste and valued them as a diuretic, while for others they 
were somewhat indigestible, but more digestible than fish, they en-
joyed them grilled (Ath. 105 b-e).

kariv~ (shrimp) Like crayfish, shrimp had a special place on the Greek table (Ath.105 
b-e). 

mu`~ (mussel) The mussel has a hinged shell.

porfuvra (sweet purple-fish) The sweet purple-fish belongs to the migratory fish and is born 
about springtime There are many different kinds of  purple-fish ; 
those which live in the gulfs are of  large size and mainly black in 
color, but those which are found near the shore and around the 
coasts are small and of  a red color. (Ath. 88 b-d). 

pivn(n)h The pinna has a smooth mouth ; it is a fan mussel, which appears 
in papyri. 1

pwluvpou~ or pouluvpou~ (octopus) A very tasty mollusk which often accompanied a meal. Octopus, 
as all mollusks, contributes to pleasure, including sex (Ath. 316 d).

o[streon (oyster) Oysters were rare and considered a special delicacy ; Apicius sent 
some to the Emperor Trajan who was in Parthia, a distance of  10 
days away from the sea. 2

shpiva (cuttlefish) Cuttlefish had a special place in Athenians’ cuisine. 3 It is tender, 
tasty and easily digested, even when stewed (Ath. 356 d).

teuqiv~ (squid) Greeks loved squids and they preferred them fried as they were 
able to rouse the dogs of  the god Hephaestus or to deeply please 
a lover (Ath. 326 c).

People often accompanied their meals with 
fried fish eggs, govno~, which was a special 
tidbit (Ath. 108 b-d). Greeks were lovers of  

1  POxy x 1273.
2  Athen. 7 d Traianw`/ de; tw`/ aujtokravtori ejn Parqiva/ 

o[nti kai; th`~ qalavssh~ ajpevconti hJmerw`n pampovllwn 
oJdo;n ∆Apivkio~ o[strea neara; diepevmyato uJpo; sofiva~ auj-
tou ̀teqhsaurismevna : kai; oujc wJ~ Nikomhvdei tw`/ Biqunw`n 
basilei ̀ ejpiqumhvsanti ajfuvh~ ‘makra;n de; kai; ou|to~ h\n 

good food and enjoyed everything cooked 
in unusual ways. They liked meatballs from 
mollusks, shrimp, lobsters, squid, cuttlefish, 
squids, crayfish mixed with cumin. They also 
accompanied oysters and other shellfish with 
cumin sauce. 4

Some areas were famous for the quantity 
or the quality and taste of  the fish with the is-
land of  Ikaria being called, ijcquovessa, on ac-
count of  the number of  fish to be found there 
(Ath. 30 d). While near Carthage there was 

a town called Scombroaria after the mackerel 
caught there, from which the best fish pickle, 
gavro~, was prepared (Ath. 121 b).

th`~ qalavssh~∆ mavgeirov~ ti~ mimhsavmeno~ to; ijcquvdion 
parevqhken [wJ~ ajfuva~].

3  Aristoph., Acharnians 1156-1158 o}n e[t∆ ejpivdoimi teuq-
ivdo~ / deovmenon, hJ d∆ wjpthmevnh / sivzousa pavralo~ ejpi; 
trapevzh/ keimevnh ; Athen. 323 c-d.

4  Dalby-Grainger, The Classical Cookbook cit., p. 130.
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Smoked fish

The ancient Greeks, because of  the difficulty 
of  preserving fresh food, ate a large variety 
of  smoked and salted fish, which made fine 
food. 1 They relished the thin fillets from the 
tail of  the fish as much as the thick ones from 
the body of  the fish ; the best salted fish was 
considered to be tuna (Ath. 116 a-d). They 
considered that fish pickled in salt, whether 
salt water or freshwater, to be neither nour-
ishing, nor succulent ; eschewed them as in-
flammatory and acting strongly on the bow-
els as well as provoking lust (Ath. 120 e-f ).

The fish mostly pickled were : bonito fish 
(phlamuvda), mackerel (skovmbro~), coliæ (ko-
livai), lakerda (likibavttew), sea born turtle 
(skutivnh), grey mullet (kevfalo~), cestreus 
(kestreuv~), lebii (lebiva~), sciaena umbra, (muv-
llo~), sardine, (sardivnh), tunny (qunniv~), 
mackerel (koliov~) (Ath. 118 b-e, 121b).

The roe of  every fish, whether ree with the 
stomach ; worst of  all the roe of  the larger, 
more oily fish, not disagreeable to the taste 
when seasoned with salt and roasted. All 
pickled fish had to be repeatedly soaked until 
the water became sweet and odorless. Boiling 
dried sea-fish makes the flesh sweeter, and it 
is sweeter when eaten hot than cold (Ath. 120 
d-e).

Garum sauce and tarichos

Literary texts and inscriptions indicate that 
the consumption of  garum, despite its strong 
smell, was more widespread, in geographical 
and social terms, than that of  fresh or salt-
ed fish. The production of  garum, the most 
famous fish sauce, which was transported 
possibly in barrels, and salted fish (tavrico~ 
or salsamentum) originally took place within 
the oikos (family), but then expanded over 
the whole Mediterranean world and in par-

ticular to Crimea, where a big industry grew 
up. 2 No ancient author described in detail 
what this fish sauce, garum, looked like, but 
descriptions of  the production process imply 
that garum was a thick salty liquid contain-
ing scales, bones and nuggets of  fish. 3 Pliny 
states that the fish parts were combined with 
salt to make garum, but the ratio of  the fish 
to salt when making garum is described as be-
ing 8 :1. 4 There was white and black garum, 
top quality and second quality, famous garum 
from Pompei and Klazomenai, and Leptis 
Magna, from Carthagena and Babylona. Al-
most no other liquid apart perfume came to 
be more valuable. 5

Garum was known in Athens during the 
5th century BC, but it does not seem to have 
been as widely used as in Roman period. 6 Ga-
len, who frequently refers to garum as a fla-
voring in his own time, says that garum could 
heal ulcers and cure dysentery and as a young 
medical student, in order to enrich the mo-
notony of  legumes that he consumed daily, 
he ate garum to which he added oil or vinegar 
or wine. 7

Although the garum was popular with the 
Greeks and Romans, there were others who 
disliked it. The bishop of  Cremona, Liut-
prand, 8 ambassador and emissary from Ger-
many to Constantinople 949-950 and 968, 
describes garum as an unpleasant liquid pre-
pared from fish. Liutprand also tells us that 
while at that time the garum had disappeared 
from the western Mediterranean, in Byzan-
tium it was still widely used.

Tarichos (tavrico~) was a fish processed by 
drying, smoking or pickling. Tavrico~ was 
sold by special sellers, taricopw`lai, in differ-
ent shops from fresh fish ; taricopw`lai were 
businessmen engaged in large-scale trade. 9 
The variety of  preserved fish products was 
very much appreciated and it was consumed 

1  Aristoph., Wasps 491 nu`n de; pollw`/ tou ̀tarivcou~ ejsti;n 
ajxiwtevra.

2  Bekker-Nielsen, Introduction cit., pp. 14, 17-18.
3  R. Curtis, Sources of  Production and Trade of  Greek and 

Roman Processed Fish, in T. Bekker-Nielsen (ed.), Ancient 
fishing and fish cit., p. 36.

4  Plin., Naturalis Historia 31, 93 ff. and Geoponica 20 46, 3.
5  P. J. Parsons, City of  the sharp-nosed fish, Greek Lives in 

Roman Egypt, London 2007, p.112.

6  R. Curtis, Sources of  Production and Trade cit., pp.28-
29.

7  Galen, De simplicium medicamen., vol. 12, p. 377 Gavro~ 
dunavmewv~ ejsti qermh`~ iJkanw`~ kai; xhra`~, kai; dia; tou`to 
pro;~ ta; shpedonwvdh tw`n eJlkw`n ejcrhvsantov tine~ aujtw`/ tw`n 
ijatrw`n, ejnia`siv te toi`~ dusenterikoi`~ te kai; ijsciadikoi`~.

8  Dalby, Siren Feasts cit., pp. 198-199.
9  Konstantakos, A Commentary on the fragments cit., 

pp. 89-90.
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as appetizers while the fresh fish was con-
sumed either as main food or appetizer. 1

Fish in Egypt

The Nile remained a lifeline for Egypt. It 
provided natural and regular irrigation, the 
quickest and cheapest form of  transport, a 
renewable source of  food. 2 There were fish 
everywhere, not only in the river but in the 
canals, ponds and marshes which divided up 
the cultivated land. Fish and fishing rights 
were valuable, whether the rights of  a private 
owner with a lake on his land or the rights of  
the city or the state to exploit public water-
ways. Fishing could be done on foot, or from 
a boat, with spear or hook and line, with hand 
nets or cast nets or seine nets, by the use of  
traps or weirs or barrages.

Egypt is dominated by the river Nile, which 
supplied the inhabitants of  the country with 
large quantities and a wide variety of  fish, 
some of  them were sacred and therefore 
untouchable. 3 For Egyptians it was easier 
to consume fish than eat a whole pig at one 
sitting. 4 Herodotus says that Egyptians ate 
fish both raw and sun-dried, and preserved 
in brine. 5 Fresh fish could not be preserved 
for a long in a hot climate. So the specific cli-
matic conditions and the wide variety of  fish 
in Egypt forced the residents of  the Phara-
onic era to salt fish intended for later use or 
export. Thus the art of  the curer was devel-
oped and taricheia created, with factories for 
fish curing. This activity was another source 
of  revenue for the State and the curers, or-
ganized into guilds, subjected to special taxa-
tion. The fish curers, along with fishermen 
and fishmongers had a strong presence in the 
social life of  Egypt, chronicled in terms of  
their participation in various activities within 
the framework of  civic duties.

One of  the big fish markets was Oxyrhyn-
chos, which maintained a good population 
of  specialist tradesmen ; in the town’s mar-
ket there were sellers of  fish and fish-sauce. 
The fish sellers stocked all kind of  fish, and 
the garum sellers of  Oxyrhynchos said noth-
ing about the quality and the origin of  their 
stock ; they sell generally garum. 6

Salting also played an important role in 
storing fish ; salting fish and the salty fish 
sauce garum and wine garum are well attest-
ed in papyri, which show that all these prod-
ucts were an important part of  the popula-
tion’s diet. The ancient Egyptians processed 
fish but it is unclear to what extent the 
technology went beyond merely drying or 
smoking fish. 7 The quantity of  fish products 
produced domestically was not sufficient to 
meet the needs of  residents, so Egyptians 
imported them in large quantities from the 
Pontic regions, and from Sicily they bought 
salted, dried and pickled fish, the staple food 
of  Greeks. 8 Egyptians use to have a very 
varied diet, given also the many different 
sorts of  fish that were available in the Nile, 
which, apart the ones considered sacred, 
were all edible. 9 Especially for the marsh 
inhabitants, fish formed their staple food 
and fishing was a major economic resource, 
while farmers still fished in the flooded 
fields or in the mud left by the Nile as it re-
ceded after the annual flooding. 10 Fish were 
gutted, cut up, and eaten boiled, roasted, 
pickled in brine or dried, while the fish eggs 
were set aside for further treatment. Fish 
was also flavored with salt, pepper, cumin, 
coriander, sesame, dill and fennel. Pictures 
show ancient Egyptians hunting for fish and 
birds in the reeds that grew along the banks 
of  the Nile.

1  Mylona, Fish-Eating in Greece cit., p. 110.
2  The important role of  fishing in the Egyptian econ-

omy, from the Pharaohs to the Byzantine era, the fish-
ing methods and Ichthyological variety, as illuminated 
by the papyri is presented in the two-volume work of  H. 
Chouliara-Raiou, H alieiva sthn Aivgupto upov to fw~ twn 
Ellhnikwvn papuvrwn, Ioannina 2003.

3  Parsons, City of  the sharp-nosed fish cit., pp. 97-98.
4  R. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity, Princeton 1996, 

p. 29.

  5  Herodot. ii 77.
  6  Parsons, City of  the sharp-nosed fish cit., pp. 102, 112.
  7  Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity cit., p. 29 and n. 93 ; 

Curtis, Sources of  Production and Trade cit., p. 44 n. 2.
  8  M. Rostovtzeff, The Social and Economic History of  

the Hellenistic World, Oxford 1941, p. 1254.
  9  Herodot. ii 72, 77.
10  Plin., Naturalis Historia 9, 179.
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Fishing industry

Besides its role in the Egyptian staple diet, 
fishing was also an important economic activ-
ity, which generated significant profits for the 
Treasury. The exploitation of  fisheries always 
remained a state monopoly, in the Pharaonic 
era belonging to the Pharaoh and in the Ptol-
emaic era to the King. Most cities were built 
close to the Nile, and many fishermen were 
city dwellers, while the cities themselves con-
trolled some of  the most profitable fishing 
grounds. 1

The papyri give us rich information about 
fishing rights, regulation by the state and the 
taxes levied. Fishermen were well organized 
into guilds which were useful to the local au-
thorities for controlling prices and regulating 
trade practices for the benefit of  the custom-
ers. The state often ceded fishing franchaises 
to individuals and churches to pay the corre-
sponding tax to the state. The state monop-
oly of  fishing disappeared gradually during 
Roman and Byzantine times, but this did not 
mean state control and regulation was dimin-
ished, merely that it lost the more authoritar-
ian aspects of  its character. 2

Fishermen had to pay different taxes in 
Ptolemaic era it seems that the amount of  
tax reached 25% of  revenues derived from the 
sale of  fish. In Roman times, as with other ar-
eas of  economic activity, so with the fishery, 
part of  fishing activity passed into the hands 
of  private individuals ; the State leased the 
fishing rights to monopolies or contractors 
who undertook the management of  state 
fishing grounds, renting out, in their turn, 
their professional rights of  fishing in public 
lakes, rivers or canals. The fishermen, who 
used to fish from boats were subjected to spe-
cial taxation. 3

The State, anxious to secure the supply of  
fish in the market places of  big cities, forced 

fishermen to sign binding contracts, some-
times accompanied by an oath, regarding 
the quantity of  fish they should supply. On 
the other hand, the fishmongers, as private 
traders, were forced to undertake civic func-
tions, to pay public contributions, which 
were not related to their profession or even 
to undergo angariai in order to have either a 
fishing boat or rent a fishing ground. Fisher-
men and fishmongers in Egypt and Rome 
during the Republic were organized in 
professional guilds. 4 The relation between 
the fishermen and fishmongers in Athens 
and other Greek cities is not quite clear ; in 
Greece the numerous references in the writ-
ten sources to fishmongers, as opposed to 
the almost complete silence about fisher-
men, could support the idea that a similar 
separation was followed. 5

Fish in Roman era

Fish remained a favored food during the Ro-
man and Byzantine period. In the Hellenistic 
era fish was a luxury and expensive. The Ro-
mans frequently enjoyed fish of  good qual-
ity, as becomes obvious from Senecas’ quo-
tation referring to the moral decline in his 
time. 6 In the Roman world fish could be pro-
cessed for preservation in two main ways : 
the fresh catch could be cut up and salted, 
forming the salsamentum, or the leftovers 
and fry, or immature fish, could be macer-
ated with salt and fermented, forming the 
various liquid fish sauces, garum, liquamenta, 
muria, allec and lymphatum. 7 Consumption 
of  salted fish in amphorae and the garum 
were expanded during this period, and, as 
a result, the fishing industry flourished. 8 In 
the 1st century A.D. the western Mediterra-
nean provinces had productive economies 
with markets throughout the Empire and 
their salted fish products were exported to 
Greece and Egypt. 9

1  Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity cit., p. 80.
2  A. H. M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire 284-602, ii, 

Oxford 1964, p. 859 and Chouliara-Raïou, H alieiva sthn 
Aivgupto cit., pp. 526-528.

3  Chouliara-Raiou, H alieiva sthn Aivgupto cit., 
pp.164-166, 180, 194, 318.

4  Chouliara-Raiou, H alieiva sthn Aivgupto cit., pp. 
301, 321, 361.

5  Mylona, Fish cit., p.158.
6  Sen,, Naturales Quaestiones iii 18.
7  A. Trakada, The Archaeological Evidence for Fish Pro-

cessing in the Mediterranean, in T. Bekker-Nielsen (ed.), 
Ancient fishing and fish cit., p. 70.

8  Gottet, H qavlassa cit., p. 39.
9  Trakada, The Archaeological Evidence cit., p. 74.
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Conclusion

Greeks and Egyptians, according to their 
financial and social position, exploited the 
inexhaustible richness of  fish and sea food 
of  the Mediterranean Sea. In their effort 
to preserve fish for a longer time, but also 
to give people living far away from the sea 
the chance to enjoy the sea’s fruit, they cre-
ated a variety of  enjoyable dishes consisting 
of  dried, smoked or pickled fish. Having 
thoroughly studied every kind of  fish, they 
cooked it in a way that highlighted its best 

properties, often combining it with spices, 
honey or nuts. So they managed not only 
to meet their nutritional requirements, but 
also to enjoy a series of  unique, refined and 
special dishes, to indulge in a new and very 
special pleasure ; they created balanced, but 
sensually exquisite specialties whose imagi-
nativeness and creative juxtapositions may 
escape us, as we are unable to recreate them 
adequately.
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