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A royal dinner in  seventeenth- century Naples was a dazzling spectacle.
The splendor of the décor complemented the magnificence of the foods, to
the delight of the guests. Confectioners seized the opportunity to demon-
strate their considerable talents and turned tabletops into showcases of
their art. They carved hams from ice and displayed them in baskets made
of sugar paste; they shaped lions and bulls from butter and posed them in
battle stance. They created  fruit- and- flower- filled ice pyramids that glis-
tened in the candlelight. They molded gods from marzipan to watch over
the mortals at the table.

The foods that the diners actually ate  were equally splendid. They
feasted on a dozen or more courses, possibly  spit- roasted pork topped with
a crown of lemons, fresh strawberries bathed in wine and served atop a
mound of snow, lasagna sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon, and dishes
of fresh fennel, pears, grapes, and artichokes adorned with snow and flow-
ers. Parmesan cheese was served with sage under it and laurel leaves
painted silver and gold over it. There was an abundance of wine. The
grand finale was an array of cookies, pastries, and the fashionable new
dessert: sorbetti.

At the time, Naples was still part of the Spanish empire, and Charles II
was its king. Although Spain’s power and influence  were declining, its no-
bles entertained as sumptuously as they had when Spain was the domi-
nant power in Eu rope. They  were in the vanguard of the dining changes
sweeping through the continent. During the seventeenth century, wealthy
Eu ro pe ans  were enjoying products from the New World, tasting tomatoes,
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chocolate, peppers, and other new foods. At the same time, changing theo-
ries of science  were revolutionizing medical and nutritional doctrines, and
new techniques and inventions  were transforming culinary practices.
Nowhere  were the changes more pronounced than in fashionable Naples.
It was the perfect setting for sorbetti to make its debut.

Turning to Ice
All the dining changes taking place  were important to the development of
ice cream, but first and foremost among them was the discovery of freezing
techniques. Long before anyone made ices and ice creams, much less
served them to kings, ice and snow  were highly valued. They  were hard to
get, difficult to store, and expensive. In other words, they  were perfect sta-
tus symbols. Those who  were able to acquire them flaunted them, using
them to add elegance to tables, cool the air on hot summer nights, and
crown foods. Athenaeus, the  second- century Greek phi los o pher and au-
thor of The Deipnosophists, wrote that “in the island of Cimolos under-
ground refrigerators are constructed in summer, where the people store
jars full of warm water and draw them out again as cold as snow.” Alexan-
der the Great is said to have had pits constructed in which he stored snow
and ice. A  fourth- century emperor of Japan, Nintoku, was so pleased by a
gift of ice that he designated the first of June as the Day of Ice. On that day
each year, he gave chips of ice to palace guests in a ceremony called the Im-
perial Gift of Ice.1

By the fifteenth century, the elites of Spain and Italy could send their ser-
vants or slaves to nearby mountains, where they gathered snow, packed it
down, wrapped it in straw, and carried it home, sometimes on mules’ backs,
sometimes on their own. They stored the snow in pits dug for the purpose
on their masters’ estates. Those who lived in areas where shallow ponds
froze in winter harvested the ice and stored it in pits. Initially, the storage
pits  were simply holes in the ground filled with alternating layers of snow
and straw and covered with straw or wooden planks. Over time, Eu ro pe ans
built larger and more elaborate pits and lined them with bricks or wooden
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slats. The pits  were located in dry, cool spots, often on a slope so they
would drain well. Later, the  well- to- do constructed large, aboveground ice-
 houses, often of brick. Some of the ice houses  were so well constructed
that water in them could be frozen into ice, cream could be chilled, and
meltwater channeled to cool wine in a nearby cellar. In En gland during
the eigh teenth and nineteenth centuries, ice houses became architectural
whimsies: they masqueraded as Greek temples or Chinese pagodas.2

But an ice house allows only storage. The key to making ices was in find-
ing out how to make ice or snow freeze other substances. That happened in
the  mid- sixteenth century, when Italian scientists learned that immersing
a container of water in a bucket of snow that was mixed with potassium
 nitrate, or saltpeter, would freeze the water. Giambattista della Porta de-
scribed the theory in his Natural Magick, published in 1558 and soon trans-
lated and disseminated throughout Eu rope.

Wine may freeze in Glasses.
Because of the chief thing desired at feasts, is that Wine cold as ice

may be drunk, especially in summer. I will teach you how Wine shall
presently, not only grow cold, but freeze, that you cannot drink it but by
sucking, and drawing in of your breath. Put Wine into a Vial, and put a
little water to it, that it may turn to ice the sooner. Then cast snow into a
wooden vessel, and strew into it Saltpeter, powdered, or the cleansing of
Saltpeter, called vulgarly Salazzo. Turn the Vial in the snow, and it will
congeal by degrees. Some keep snow all the summer. Let water boil in
Brass kettles, and pour it into great bowls, and set them in the frosty cold
air. It will freeze, and grow harder than snow, and last longer.3

Eventually, scientists and then cooks learned that common salt would
work as well as saltpeter. For centuries, the combination of ice and salt was
used for freezing. Even today, some home cooks use the method when
they’re making ice cream. Mixing salt with ice lowers the ice’s freezing
point, causing it to melt. As it does, heat is transferred away from the ice
cream mixture and it freezes.

Early Ices and Ice Creams /  3

___–1
___ 0
___+1

39172_u01.qxp  10/16/08  7:39 PM  Page 3

Copyrighted Material






