
dinner is served: the edwardian dinner party

The Great Escoffier and  
the appeal of the french chef

It was considered the height of luxury and culinary 
sophistication to employ a French chef. But it wasn’t a new 
concept; there had been French chefs employed in the 
kitchens of both royal palaces and great houses long before 
the French Revolution, and even more afterwards. The late 
nineteenth century royal household had eighteen chefs 
supervised by a Frenchman, Monsieur Menager, and his 
assistant Gregor von Görög a follower of the French chef 
Georges Auguste Escoffier, arguably the most important 
and influential chef of the period. 

Born near Nice in 1846, Escoffier served an apprenticeship 
in his uncle’s restaurant Le Restaurant Français. 
Eventually, after teaming up with César Ritz in Lucerne, 
Escoffier accepted an invitation to organise the kitchens at 
the new Savoy Hotel in London. 

The Savoy under Ritz and Escoffier was an immediate 
success with high society and the Prince of Wales in 
particular. Escoffier is famous for streamlining kitchen 
organisation and developing the art of haute cuisine based 
on the techniques of master chef Marie-Antoine Carême 
whose style he simplified and modernised. He introduced 
kitchen discipline and commanded the highest respect. 
Escoffier arranged the recipes for the five mother sauces 
of French cuisine; the five sauces which form the basis 
of French cooking are Béchamel sauce, sauce Espagnol, 
Velouté sauce, Hollandaise and sauce tomate. 

Escoffier was also an inventor of 
new dishes, particularly ones to 
celebrate events or celebrities. In 
1893, for example, he invented 
the Pêche Melba honouring the 
Australian soprano Nellie Melba, 
who was singing opera at Covent 
Garden. Later he created Fraises 
à la Sarah Benrhardt which was 
a curaçoa sorbet with strawberries 
and pineapple. In 1913 he met 
Kaiser Wilhelm on board the ocean liner SS Imperator 
and for whom Escsoffier created the strawberry pudding 
Fraises Imperator.

Escoffier was also a prolific  
writer on the subject of cooking;  
Le Guide Culinaire published 
in 1903 remains a major reference 
volume. His last book was 
published in 1934, one year before 
Escoffier died. His recipes and 
methods of kitchen management 
and organisation are still very 
influential all over the world.
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Before the arrival of this revolutionary dining custom 
it is amazing to consider how things used to be done. 
Fashionable households would have all the dinner courses 
delivered to the table at the same time, creating a free-for-
all buffet effect. Add to this the fact that the distance from 
kitchen to table could be considerable, food was invariably 
cold on arrival. The practise of every dish being on the table 
at the same time was known as Service à la Français.

Things began to change in 1808 when the Russian diplomat 
Prince Alexander Kurakine was appointed Russian 
Ambassador to France. Prince Alexander is credited with 
revolutionising fashionable dining by introducing to Parisian 
high society a new way of serving dinner. Instead of 
Service à la Français, where every course arrived on the 
table at the same time, he pioneered Service à la Russe 
where each course is served at the table individually and 
in order: soups and entrées, fish, meats, and lastly dessert. 
In elaborate 
Edwardian 
dinner parties, 
there could be 
up fourteen 
separate courses, 
so having 
enough cutlery 
was a status 
symbol in itself!

Service à la Russe swept across Europe, arriving in 
England by the second half of the nineteenth century. There 
were a few years of intense competition between the two 
dining styles, but as Mrs. Beeton commented “after a few 
years rivalry with the dinner à la Français, dinner à la 
Russe almost succeeded in banishing the former.” 

Service à la Russe:  
the Dining Revolution
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Isabella Mayson was born in 1836 and educated in 
Germany. In 1856 she married a wealthy publisher, Samuel 
Beeton, and began writing household articles for his 
publications. Originally sold in instalments, Mrs. Beeton’s 
Book of Household Management was published as a 
book in 1861, when she was only 25 years old. It was an 
immediate success with 60,000 copies sold in the first year 
and 2 million by 1868.

The book was a 
household manual, 
designed to give common 
sense advice about 
child care, etiquette, 
entertaining, household 
staff and, of course, 
hundreds of recipes.  
The instructions for these 
are set out in the format 
we still use today and for 
the most part the recipes 
are straightforward and 
use simple ingredients.

Isabella had firm views on 
keeping servants, in her estimation of all the characteristics 
of womanhood none ranks higher than the ability to run 
a successful household. She compares the mistress of the 
house to the commander of an army “just as the armed 
commander governs his troops, a mistress must take 
command of her domestic staff”.

Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management also offered 
the Victorian and Edwardian aspiring middle class a window 
on the world of the country house party. There for all to see 
are graphic instructions to prepare everything from venaison 
au sauce de vin rouge to rice pudding. Lavishly illustrated 
with coloured engravings, its domestic instruction is a 
snapshot for us of a world long past and a valuable source for  
investigating the social history of Victorian England.

Isabella Beeton died after childbirth in 1865, but her Book 
of Household Management continued to be published as 
late as the 1980s even if some of the advice for the mistress 

was a little outdated, the recipes continue to be published.

The Beeton Effect
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For the Edwardians, the dining room was the second most 
important room in the house, only the drawing room was 
more important. A designated room for dining was a relatively 
new idea, developed during the eighteenth century. It was a 
place to demonstrate wealth and status, the skills of the hostess 
and the culinary prowess of the cook. The essential pieces 
of furniture were a large dining table, typically of mahogany, 
and big enough to seat twelve to twenty people, upholstered 
dining chairs, and a sideboard. The sideboard, also known as a 
commode or buffet was, for Service à la Russe, the surface 
where the servants carved the meat courses.

The other function of the sideboard was to display one’s 
material wealth: the family silver, expensive trinkets and 
decorative objets d’art. So it was often necessary to have a 
second sideboard or chiffonier to do just that. A three-tiered 
dumb waiter was often used as an additional piece of furniture 
and was usually laden with the dessert.

The presentation of the table was an integral part of the 
dinner’s success and, like the food and entertainments, 
could make or break the party. The table cloth should be 
immaculately white, laundered and pressed, the napkin 
folded into an elaborate shape and placed on the service 
plate. The cutlery should be spotless and arranged either 
side of the service plate in descending order ie. the 
outermost fork was for the starter, then entrées, fish course, 
meats, desserts, cheese and so on. To the left was a side 
plate and butter knife. Placement of the glasses was equally 
significant: to the top right of the service plate were four 
glasses, each for different wines and water; the water glass 
was placed eight inches from the table edge. Collectively, 
the place setting was known as the cover. 

It was not unusual for the hostess to check the cutlery 
layout with a tape measure before important dinners.

The Dining Room
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Nothing preoccupied the mind of an Edwardian hostess 
so much as the planning of a dinner party. From matters 
of food and drink, table service, the guest list, and matters 
of precedence, every detail was of the utmost importance. 
Great store was set at arranging the menu for a dinner 
party and care taken that strong flavoured dishes were 
not immediately followed by plainer food. As Service à 
la Russe became well established, it wasn’t clear to guests 
what to expect and indeed how much. Edwardian dinners, 
although not as heavy as their Victorian forebears, could be 
anything up to fourteen courses!

“A tasty dish should never be followed by an insipid one! 
A dinner... in every case should please the palette. There 
is more care, skill and experience needed in arranging 
menus than those who have not had the task would 
believe”. Mrs. Beeton.

This is where the 
menu card came 
in very useful, 
as Mrs. Beeton 
said, “it would 
be impossible 
to partake of all 
the courses and 
to have taken 
something we 
did not care about to the exclusion of something we 
like would be extremely provoking”. Having the courses 
set out on a menu card enabled guests to navigate a long 
dinner allowing them to pass on some courses in favour of 
something more delicious.

Mrs. Beeton proposed the following menu for a dinner in 
September for twelve people: 

Menu

Oysters

Clear Mock Turtle Soup

Boiled Soles, Lobster Sauce, Red Mullet

Grilled Mushrooms, Larded Fillets of Rabbit, Hashed Game

Ribs of Beef, Potatoes, Stewed Celery

Partridges

Coburg Puddings, Greengage Tarts, Blancmange

Gorgonzola

Note the lack of vegetables amongst the meat, game and 
fish. The Edwardian diet was largely meat and potatoes; 
vegetables were considered ’medicinal’.

The Dinner
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Edwardian society had a strict code of manners which 
governed how people behaved known as etiquette. These 
codes of manners were the expected polite accomplishment 
and the mark of good breeding: a real class marker. 
Nowhere were these codes more on show and important 
than at the dining table during a country house party.

The host would take the lady of the highest rank present in 
to the dinner, and the gentleman of the highest rank took 
in the hostess. This rule was absolute, unless the highest 
ranking male and female were related to the host or hostess, 
in which case his or her rank would be in abeyance, out of 
courtesy to the other guests.

The host remained standing until the guests had taken their 
seats, and he motioned to each couple where he wished 
them to sit. When the host did not indicate where the 
guests were to sit, precedence took over, and each lady 
and gentleman sat near the host or hostess according to 
their rank. The host and the lady he took in to dinner sat 
at the bottom of the table, she sitting at his right hand. The 
hostess sat at the top of the table, and the gentleman who 
brought her in to dinner 
sat at her left. According to 
precedence, the lady second 
in rank sat at the host’s left 
hand, and the other female 
guests sat at the right of the 

gentleman who took her in to dinner. Place cards with the 
names of each guest were used at large dinner parties, and 
in some instances, the name of each guest was printed 
on a menu and placed in front of each cover. The menus 
themselves were placed along the table, each viewable 
by one or two people. These menus could be simple or 
elaborate, depending on the hostess’ tastes, and the dishes 
available in each course were written in French. 

From the anonymously published Etiquette: Rules & 
Usages of the Best Society of 1886, came the following 
advice for the uninitiated:

“Greediness should not be indulged in. Indecision must 
be avoided. Do not take up one piece and lay it down in 
favour of another, or hesitate. Never allow a servant... 
to fill your glass with wine that you do not wish to 
drink. You can check him by touching the rim of your 
glass... Bread is broken at dinner. Never use a napkin in 
place of a handkerchief for wiping the forehead, face or 
nose. Everything that can be cut without using a knife 
should be eaten with the fork alone. Never lay your 
hand, or play with your fingers upon the table. Do not 
toy with your knife, fork or spoon, make crumbs of your 
bread, or draw imaginary lines upon the tablecloth.” 

Table Etiquette
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Before the invention of the range cooking was done on an 
open fire which limited what could be cooked. At Sewerby 
Hall we learn from Almary Greame’s correspondence that 
a lot of roasted meat with pudding was consumed. Cooking 
was on an open fire with an iron crane to hang pans over 
it, this is still in place in the cellar where food was cooked 
until the completion of the new kitchen in 1810.

The development of the kitchen range can be traced back to 
the seventeenth century, at this time it consisted of wrought 
iron bars forming a grate. The fire was shallow front to 
back, but high top to bottom, making it possible to roast 
meat; the width of the fire could be adjusted with moveable 
sides known as cheeks. Attached to the cheeks were trivets 
- circular plates of iron big enough to support pans and 
kettles which swung out over the fire.

The next development occurred around 1750, as the 
Industrial Revolution led to the creation of more foundries 
and new techniques for making cast iron. The sides of the 
open grate now had cast iron panels with a hob on top and 
developed into baking ovens even though the fire remained 
open and most of the heat went straight up the chimney. 
Gradually the fire grate became flanked left and right by two 
ovens, one for roasting and one for baking and the open 
range had arrived. 

Despite these advances the kitchen range remained 
inefficient, in 1796, Count Rumford was appalled at how 
much fuel was necessary just to keep the fire going, and 
most of the heat went straight up the chimney. Technology 
was advancing apace, before long, the fire was encased in 
cast iron plates and a system of flues prevented the heat 
being lost up the chimney. In the early nineteenth century, 
William Flavel established a foundry at Leamington Spa to 
produce closed ranges; he called it the ’patent kitchener’ 
which rapidly became the name for the closed range.

By the Edwardian era the range had developed into a fuel 
efficient cooker on which a greater variety of dishes could 
be produced.

COOKING WITHOUT GAS
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An elaborate menu was cooked by a  ’professed’ cook, 
whether a man or woman, the term simply meant that 
cook had received some training and was equipped to 
make ’fashionable foreign delicacies’ and devise impressive 
menus. Although not the highest paid member of the 
household, the office of cook was undoubtedly central to 
the country house dinner party and was certainly in charge 
of the kitchen.

Working under the direction of the cook was the first 
kitchen maid or first cook maid. Her job was to assist  
the cook and look after the roasting joints as well as the 
simple cooking including the servants’ meals and those  
for the nursery. 

The second kitchen maid prepared vegetables, plucked, 
drew and trussed game birds and poultry, trimmed meat and 
filleted fish. She also laid the table in the servants’ hall and 
in some houses baked bread in the bake house.

The scullery maid was the lowliest servant in the strict 
hierarchy with the thankless task of scouring and scrubbing 
pans and utensils after use. The many copper pans of cook’s 
batterie de cuisine had to be scrubbed with a brush and 
sand but only on the outside; inside was lined with tin 
which was soaked and rubbed with a soft cloth.

Kitchen gadgets today have changed little if we compare 
those illustrated in Beeton’s Book of Household 
Management. Familiar everyday objects like the grater, 
colander, mixing bowls, pestle and mortar to name a few 
haven’t changed.

DOWN IN THE KITCHEN
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According to Mrs Humphry in Manners for Women (1897), 
“dinner would end when the signal to leave the table 
is given in the merest nod or smile to the lady who has 
been taken down by the host. She is sure to be on the 
look-out for it; but if she is not, it is sufficient to rise, 
whereupon all the ladies get up at once.” The ladies 
should withdraw from the dining room to take coffee in 
the drawing room, leaving in the same order in which they 
had entered, while the men enjoyed port, brandy and cigars 
before rejoining them. 

Ten minutes or so after the wine had been passed once 
around the table, the hostess gave a signal for the ladies to 
leave the dining room by bowing to the lady of the highest 
rank present. The gentlemen rose when the ladies did, and 
the women left the dining room in the order of their rank, 
the hostess following last.

While the ladies drank their coffee, a servant took the 
coffee to the gentlemen, and after a few more rounds of 
wine and the cigarettes and cigars were smoked, they joined 
the ladies. This custom, however, shortened by 1910 or so, 
and at times, the practice of ladies and gentlemen separating 
after dinner was abandoned by smarter hostesses.

In town dinner ended about half an hour after the 
gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing room. In the 
country, it was common to begin games or play cards into 
the small hours of the night. There was no etiquette for 
leave-taking, and after the host and hostess saw each guest 
into their carriages, their duties were done for the night.

Port and Politics and After Dinner


