
Class outline for Spices and their use in the medieval kitchen 
AKA: Enhance the flavor of food… not disguise it. 
 
Description: This is a hands on class of period spices. What do they smell like, what 
properties will they impart to your food, whole vs ground and how to buy/use whole 
spices.   
 
Introduction:  5 minutes 
Who am I?  
I am Lady Alesone Gray.  I am a classically trained French chef and have been cooking 
for others for nearly 30 years.  We will be talking about  common spices found in period 
kitchens.  Most will be ingredients that only some people had access to.  Others were 
used in specific preparations.  Herbs have their place as well, but that will be another 
class. 
 
Details: 40 minutes 
 
Quiz time: 
How many can you get right?  Column A are ground spices.  Column B are whole 
spices.  You may smell any or all of the spices, pick them up, roll them around in your 
fingers,  taste them (though if you taste them please sprinkle them into your hand first). 
 
Whole vs ground- Not all spices are created equal 

Whole spices 
• Advantage: Whole spices have a longer shelf life.  The essential oils are 

locked in, until grinding releases their aromas and intense flavor.  You 
need less product to get the same results as using already ground 

• Disadvantage:  Whole spices cost more.  Most people do not have mortar 
and pestles in their kitchens. They take up more room for less product. 
Whole spices can be hard to locate 

Ground spices 
• Advantage: Almost ever grocery store has ground spices. You can buy 

bulk spices.  Spice prices are reasonable. 
• Disadvantage: They have a limited shelf life (though most of us have 

them hanging around the kitchen for far longer than we probably should).  
Since they are already pre-ground the essential oils have already been 
released.  There is no “born on date” for ground spices, so you don’t 
know when they were ground. You need 

Comparison 
• Cinnamon ground: 4oz  $3.59 
• Cinnamon stick:  4oz  $5.29 

 
Spice blends- 
Spices used in Medieval times were not used in the same way as we use spices today.   
 
Conclusion and questions: 10 minutes 
 
Appendix: 



Grains of paradise:  
 
The seeds are red-brown, chestnut color and shaped 
like pyramids. They are an aromatic spice related to 
ginger and have a spicy, peppery flavor with a hint of 
jasmine, hazelnut and citrus. 
 

 
Mace:  
 
Mace is the dried “lacy” reddish covering or arillus of the 
nutmeg seed. The mace is removed from the shell and 
its broken parts are known as blades. Because the yield 
of mace is much less than nutmeg, it has had greater 
value 

 
Coriander:  
 
Coriander is the dried seed or fruit of the Coriandrum 
sativum plant, which belongs to the parsley family. 
Cilantro is the leaf of this same plant and surprisingly, its 
flavor is vastly different from that of Coriander. Coriander 
has a sweet, aromatic taste with a touch of citrus. 

 
Peppercorns:  
 
Black pepper (Piper nigrum) is a flowering vine cultivated 
for its fruit, which is usually dried and used as a spice 
and seasoning. The fruit, known as a peppercorn when 
dried, is a small drupe containing a single seed.  

 
Cinnamon:  
 
Cinnamon is the bark from the cinnamon tree. The flavor 
of Ceylon “true” cinnamon is not quite as strong as 
cassia, but it’s sweeter and has a hint of citrus. Most of 
what is sold in the United States is Cassia. 

 



Cassia:  
 
Cassia Cinnamon is an evergreen tree native to 
southern China, Bangladesh, India, and Vietnam. It is 
used primarily for its aromatic bark, which is used as a 
spice, often under the culinary name of "cinnamon". 

 
Cardamom:  
 
Cardamom has a strong, pungent aroma and a flowery, 
almost eucalyptus type flavor. There are 17 to 20 tiny 
inner seeds in each peanut-sized pod. 

 
Allspice:  
 
Originally known as pimiento, and then Jamaica or 
Myrtle pepper, the taste of allspice is described by most 
as a combination of nutmeg, cinnamon and cloves.  

 
Nutmeg:  
 
Nutmeg, native to the Banda Islands of Indonesia 
commonly referred to as the Spice Islands, is the seed of 
a fruit produced by an evergreen tree. Nutmeg has a 
fresh, rich aroma and a woody, bittersweet flavor with 
hints of clove. In sweet dishes it pairs well with ginger, 
cinnamon and cloves. In savory dishes it pairs well with 
cumin, coriander, pepper and thyme.   
Cumin:  
 
Cumin, also known as comino, is native to the Nile valley 
in Egypt. It is now cultivated in other hot regions of India, 
the Mediterranean and Northern Africa. Currently, more 
than 50% of all cumin comes from India. 

 



Clove: 
 
Cloves are the unopened flower buds of the clove tree, 
which is a tropical evergreen that can live up to 100 
years. They resemble small brads or tacks and their 
name comes from the French word clov, which means 
nail. 

 
Anise: 
 
Anise seed is native to the Middle East and eastern 
Mediterranean and closely related to caraway, cumin, dill 
and fennel. It has a licorice-like sweet flavor 

 
Juniper: 
 
Juniper berries are used in northern European and 
particularly Scandinavian cuisine to "impart a sharp, 
clear flavor" to meat dishes, especially wild birds 
(including thrush, blackbird, and woodcock) and game 
meats (including boar and venison). Their flavor is 
intensely spicy with a slight touch of pine. 

 
Star anise: 
 
Star anise is actually the fruit of a tree in the Magnolia 
family which is native to southern China and Vietnam. Its 
aroma is much like fennel and anise and its taste is 
pungent and sweet with hints of licorice. Star anise has 
assertive warmth that creates a mild numbing effect in 
the mouth. 

 



Saffron: 
 
Saffron is the stigma of a Crocus sativus flower which 
blooms for only three weeks every fall. Each bulb 
produces approximately two to nine flowers per season 
which contain three long, red-orange stigmas. 

 
Mustard seeds: 
 
Black mustard seeds are thought to be native to the 
Southern Mediterranean region. However, as they are 
some of the oldest spices used, it is difficult to be 
certain. Although their appearance is similar to brown, 
black mustard seeds are bigger and possess an earthy, 
yet pleasant flavor that is far less bitter. 

 


