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Introduction

If there is one sure thing about food, it is that it is never just about
food. (Eagleton, 1998, 204).!

This thesis undertakes the exploration of food-centred narratives which lead us
on journeys into kitchens where, we will find not only unfamiliar dishes and new
foodways,? but also a form of literature heretofore little analysed, that is rarely the object
of literary research debates, often remaining in satellite forums such as gender and
sociology studies. The works that I would like to bring to the discussion are often
popular, sometimes too much so, as well as marginalized as women’s or food-related
writing, regrettably so, yet at closer look, intellectually and scientifically intriguing in
the questions they raise about their narrational ambitions, their poetic quality and the
nature of the genre(s) from which they emerge, or which perhaps they attempt to create

and define.

Towards the end of the twentieth century a new form of autobiography appeared,
often subtitled ‘a memoir with recipes’, typically stocked on the bottom shelves of the
cookbook section in bookshops. The works continue to be displayed peripherally to the
rest of the food writing genre since they are marginal to the huge body of recipe books

and food-related literature, not fully-fledged cookbooks, yet nonetheless focused on

' Throughout this study, citations from primary and secondary source material are referenced
by the title of the work and the page number; citations from critical works and additional
references are referenced by the name of the author, the date if the bibliography contains more
than one work by the same author, and the page number. Epigraphs are used in the spirit of the
device, to set tone, and preface the section that follows; however, those that are drawn from
sources and critical works are referenced as other inline and block quotations that are listed in
the bibliography, by author and page number.

> The term foodways ("the eating habits and culinary practices of a people, region, or historical
period": Merriam-Webster Dictionary) is used in recent food studies to refer to what people eat,
how they consider it, how they prepare and serve it and what they deem edible and appropriate
to serve and eat in varying social contexts. It is used in this study to embrace food, its preparation
and its traditions.

Introduction 13



food and, in the majority of cases, including recipes. The presence of recipes however
may also explain why they appear to be ostracized also from the auto/biography section.

The works published in and since the 1990s were not however the first
autobiographical works to make implicit or explicit allusions to food. Memoirs of foreign
travels in the early and mid-twentieth century by authors such as Ernest Hemingway
and Lawrence Durrell also evoke food and eating in intimate descriptions and may be
considered spiritual and literary precursors of the later food-focused memoirs.

This early amalgam of forms that ostensibly combined autobiography, food and,
in many cases, some form of travel, is intriguing because from the 1990s this
juxtaposition of themes became an extensively repeated formula that adhered to a
commonly recognized pattern, taking the reader on a journey through more or less
sequential childhood—and sometimes adulthood—stories or anecdotes, with foodways
and their traditions as pronounced themes, and recipes as the concretization or
materialization of a preceding anecdote.

The objective of this thesis is to understand what this emerging genre represents
in terms of self-writing and travel narratives, and, above all, discern the contribution it
makes to the latter genre, moving the little-explored association of food and travel
within self-writing to centre stage. We will proceed by analysing the literary form of the
genre through the recurrent themes that it presents, the most prominent of which is the
questioning of origins and identity in the context of displacement, often in diasporic
conditions,? involving the forced or self-imposed exile from a homeland that is
associated with marked ethnic integrity. The study of the literary dimension of food
writing unfolds autobiographical discourses on origins and above all what they reveal
about personal experiences of displacement and dislocation.

We will investigate how food in culinary memaoirs takes us on a quest for identity
and inversely, the search for identity takes us to food (Chatelet, 56). The works bring

culinary traditions to the foreground of the narrative, practices which embody

3 Contemporary use of the term ‘diaspora’ is no longer reserved to the dispersion of the Jews
throughout the world living outside Palestine or modern Israel. By natural extension, it has come
to embrace the dispersion of ethnic peoples or communities throughout the world, settled far
from their ancestral homelands (refer to Merriam-Webster Dictionary).

Introduction 14



regionality or ‘terroir’,4 individual and community identity. While memoirs indulge in
reminiscence, culinary memoirs also act as practical manuals in which memories are
consciously explored through foodways and serve the narrator seeking to rediscover her
roots.> Evoking culinary traditions gives the often diasporic or displaced writer access to
archaic memories that are framed in a new context and a new significance through the
senses. Preparing and eating food are investigated for the role they play in memory recall
and self-analysis, explored through recipes and recollections of the foodways which
contextualize them. Culinary memoirists, for whom physical displacement is voluntary
or who suffer an existential sense of dislocation® within their family or their community,

also explore origins that unearth misplaced or forgotten values of home and family roots.

Defining scope and terminology

The term ‘genre’ is typically associated with a form of literary composition;
however, it can also be used to differentiate categories of writing including non-fiction.
[ use the term to define the autobiographical food focused narratives that are the subject
of my research because they have a number of characteristics in common with each
other and share specific conventions that we will explore in part I of this thesis. The term
also enables us to identify not only traits but also the works’ chronological position in
relation to other genres and seminal works that might be considered forerunners
because they evoke similar themes or impart comparable ideas.

Although a hybrid fruit of the food-writing industry, the culinary memoir is

essentially a recent literary phenomenon,’ offering a space for memory retrieval, self-

4 Used in association with food, ‘terroir’, a term borrowed from the French to denote the
combination of factors including soil, climate, and sunlight that gives grapes their distinctive
character (Merriam-Webster Dictionary), indicates an association with roots, a personal history
related to a certain place, and specific tastes associated with particular foodways.

5 I have generally, but not exclusively, opted to use the feminine personal pronoun because the
majority of authors in this thesis and within the genre are women.

¢ Dislocation as used in this study signifies a rupture with a physical or emotional site of cultural
identity.

7 The first books bearing the subtitle ‘A Culinary Memoir’, or associated, intra-or metatextually,
with the term by authors or critics, were published in the 1990s. However, research into the
central themes and intentions of culinary memoirs led me to include other works in my corpus
of an earlier date, which do not, at first appraisal, fit into this category. During the course of my
thesis I intend to show that life stories focused on food come in other guises than the somewhat

Introduction 15



understanding and self-expression. For displaced people in search of lost identity, it can
even be a space for healing and reconstruction. A definition of culinary memoirs is
necessary to delimit the scope of the literary category that we will investigate, at the risk
of momentarily neglecting the multitude of influences and complexity of themes that
interweave these narratives. Taking up culinary memaoirs as a topic of academic research
invites the question whether the corpus should be categorized primarily as memoirs or
rather unclassifiable food literature, especially if you have sought out these works in a
book shop and discovered that they typically occupy the bottom shelf of a vast wall of
cookery books. They compare poorly with the enticingly illustrated contemporary
cookery books, for they rarely include images or food photography. Why are these works
collectively of literary relevance despite their ambiguous literary quality? We will
endeavour to show that culinary memoirs harbour manifold literary virtues.

The recent genre has adopted some standard conventions in which narratives set
forth personal recollections that evoke, often in nostalgic tones, authentic worlds of
strong personal and cultural significance. At the heart of these evocations, culinary
traditions are woven into narratives of fictional or even mythical dimensions (with
regard to food), interspersed with recipes that the reader is invited to appropriate, in
order to participate in the act of reminiscence. The narrator has lost partial or total
contact with this world, left either voluntarily or forcibly, but invariably in the ultimate
pursuit of a more secure, or at least coherent, existence. The memoir with recipes serves
as a bridge between two worlds. As critic Carol Bardenstein explains, the “gesture that
aims to restore the (past) whole through partaking of a (present) fragment... seems to

”

heal and remove the previous tensions of displacement, or being ‘of two worlds” (2010,
161). A field of scholarship has grown up around these works; the ongoing research of
Vivian Halloran (2016), for example, is an interdisciplinary exploration of the literary
merits of food writing, including criticism and memoir.

Certain critics have proposed definitions of the food memoir genre, and what can

be considered sub-genres of culinary-centred self-writing. Traci Marie Kelly identifies

three forms of story-telling with recipes. Foremostly, there are works that she names

reductive definition of the typical works that can be classified in this genre that is a necessary
starting point. Works of culinary and literary influence shed light on the evolution and the
intentions of contemporary culinary memoirs.
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culinary memoirs, defined as personal memories of the author with intimate food as a
recurring theme and often with recipes. Examples of such works are memoirs that are
central to this thesis including those by Elizabeth Ehrlich (1997) and Ruth Reichl (1998).
Secondly, Kelly evokes autobiographical cookbooks, which are cookbooks to be read,
and in which recipes and cooking instructions are intertwined with memories. An
exemplary work of this type is the cookbook-memoir by Alice B. Toklas (1954), whose
place in the corpus we will analyse and justify. Finally, Kelly defines auto-ethnographic
cookbooks which illuminate practices of community and family wherein food is
presented contextually and is representative of values, behaviours and standards. They
seek to represent a group with its own sense of history and culture. An example of such
a work that we will analyse is The New Book of Middle Eastern Food by Claudia Roden
(1968) (Kelly, 2001, 255).

[ have chosen to gather the first two types of memoir that Kelly proposes into one
category that I call culinary memoirs, and not retain the distinction between the two
that Kelly draws. An autobiographical cookbook can be considered a memoir in as much
as it is often clearly or implicitly a piece of selective self-writing, albeit within a more
classic representation of the genre and with an omnipresent selection of recipes. We will
concentrate less extensively on works that fall into the third of Kelly’s categories
because, while specific culinary memories often echo those of a community, my thesis
focuses on the pursuit of individual identity in relation to culinary origins. Nonetheless,
the author cannot be separated from her community and certain of my memoir choices
reveals a more pronounced community identity than others.

In my corpus, the presence of recipes within the text, whether as an integral part
of the narrative or as an appended collection, is essential to the pursuit of identity. They
represent embodied sensorial experience through which the narrator (and the reader)
can create and access memories. They are a way of connecting with self and others
through the enactment of a cherished tradition and a shared food preparation ritual. I
propose to look in detail at how recipes can become an intimate part of self-exploration,

and even an inadvertent Proustian experience wherein the narrator stumbles upon
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memories through taste. Food writer Adam Gopnik® offers an ironical proposition
concerning the presence of recipes in books of varying genres:®

There are four kinds of food in books: food that is served by an
author to characters who are not expected to taste it; food that is served
by an author to characters in order to show who they are; food that an
author cooks for characters in order to eat with them; and, last (and most
recent), food that an author cooks for characters but actually serves to
readers. (Table Comes First, 213).

Culinary memoirs fall into several of Gopnik’s categories as he pinpoints the association
of food with identity, both individual and collective, and embraces the nuance that the
author cooks for and with other characters and serves to the reader.

Defining sub-genres remains nonetheless a question for debate due to the variety
and complexity of generic nuances, as elaborated by Carol Bardenstein:

They vary in terms of the degree to which they foreground
individual memory, collective memory, or both. They differ considerably
in terms of the relative proportion of recipes to narrative text and in the
particular way the relationship between the two is developed and
emplotted [...] they also vary in terms of the ways they lend themselves to
being read: as ‘how-to’ recipe books, as memaoirs, or, in most instances, as
a combination of both. Aspects of authorship also distinguish them (those
produced by food professionals, such as food critics, chefs, etc., and those
produced by nonprofessionals) [...] they are differently inflected in terms
of the particular tone and balance they strike between foregrounding (or
submerging) ‘loss’ or ‘recuperation.’ The implicit or explicit loss may be of
a childhood world from which the author is removed in time, or a
particular regional or ‘ethnic’ world from which an author has moved on.
(Bardenstein, 2002, 358).

Far from inciting intellectual panic, the multiple scenarios that Bardenstein lists here
find their coherence in the definitions that structure the analytical framework that we
will apply to the corpus in this thesis.

The use of the term ‘culinary memaoir’ is a deliberate choice in the context of this
research. The modern tendency towards the use of reductionist expressions such as

foodoir,’ is a short cut that excludes some of the refinement and significance of the

8 Adam Gopnik is an American writer, who has written about food, and published a memoir of
a period of residence in Paris, with a strong food element.

9 Gopnik was responding to a debate about food in novels, but his categorization can be applied
with equal pertinence to the presence of food in self-writing, the fictional dimension of which
will be expanded upon in part I.

 Foodoir is a synonym of culinary memoir, within its definition as a book or blog that combines
a personal memoir with a series of recipes (Collins Dictionary).
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contemporary undertaking.” Firstly, I use the term ‘culinary’ because these memoirs,
and the food-related discourse in general, are as much about stories of food preparation
and rituals of eating as about the food itself. Etymologically, the word ‘culinary’ denotes
something relating to, or used in cooking, of, or relating to, the kitchen or cookery. The
term embraces the idea of food, its preparation and its attachment to a location, a
dedicated space that is the locus of food traditions. I also agree with Anita Mannur’s
insistence on the use of the word ‘culinary’ to recognize the vital importance of the
physical space represented by the kitchen and the space of consumption and
production, but also to deliberately position the culinary as a site of critical and cultural
analysis, rather than emphasizing food alone as the primary object of analysis (2010,
222).

[ distinguish ‘memoirs’ from ‘autobiographies’, and will detail this distinction in
the analysis of genre in part I. The memoir is, by nature, more selective than the
autobiography, and, by way of its discriminatory nature, inventive in construct, and
therefore closer to fictional narrative forms. While autobiographies attempt to rewind
the clock on a chronology of past events, memoirs are historically more permissive,
narrating personal recollections against an intermittent backdrop of factual events.
Memoir, from the French mémoire, meaning memoir or reminiscence, and the Latin
memoria, meaning memory, is a collection of selected memories of emotionally or
sensorially encapsulated moments, or personally experienced, mostly private events,
that took place in the subject's life.

The term ‘memoir’ used with the adjective ‘culinary’ turns the typically plural
utilization of the noun into the singular, accentuating the intimate nature of the work,
engendered by the author’s first-hand knowledge and experience of the events described
and her implicit relationship with the reader. While historically associated with
biography or autobiography, the narrowed focus of the memoir differentiates it in form,
making it less a sub- than a parallel genre. The memoir captures the episodic, or

sometimes parenthetical, nature of the narrative, wherein a biography or autobiography

" Culinary memoirs unquestionably also fall under the term that Rosalia Baena coined of
‘gastrography’, which identifies the genre as a form of life writing in which the story of the self
is closely linked to the production, preparation and/or consumption of food (Smith and Watson,
2010, 271). While acknowledging its pertinence, I do not consider this literary jargon adds more
in terms of definition and justify its usage merely for diversity of taxonomy.
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tells the story of a life, while a memoir often tells a story from a life, using touchstone

events and turning points from the author's personal history.

Considering themes and authorial intentions

These definitions give some clues to the motivation behind the writing of culinary
memoirs. Authors may use the memoir form to access or recreate memories, to perform
a symbolic transmission of traditions, or to tell the story and share the spirit of a
community, whether it be the family unit or a larger ethnographically or geographically
defined group of people. Food memoirs tell stories of ethnic heritage and diasporic
mixing, often with an underlying spiritual quest that manifests itself in the form of a
search for integrity in relation to one’s family or community of origin, or in pursuit of a
sense of place and existential purpose. Some conjoin the story of preparing and eating
food with the discovery of a vocation, as in the memoirs of celebrity chefs, who retrace
their path to understand how they achieved their current success. They are of varied
literary calibre, in terms of narrative construction, aesthetics and self-exploration.
However intimate or formal the memoir is in its evocation of food, a construction
emerges that suggests a trope of self-nourishment within stories of emotional and
spiritual needs that articulate a form of hunger, a notion that we will return to at length.

Many authors use memoirs to tell stories of journeying with varying degrees of
literality. They focus on food and its capacity to connect with people and self through
the passing of traditions and shared meals, and make a spiritual connection with
community foodways. While the association of food and displacement is most explicit
in recent culinary memoirs, we can trace its roots back to early twentieth century travel
literature, fiction and non-fiction, that implicitly suggest or explicitly evoke food,
including the works of E. M. Forster, and D. H. Lawrence, or Ernest Hemingway and
Lawrence Durrell, who describe scenes which foreground eating, or social contexts in
which important interactions occur around meals although we may, as in the novels of

E. M. Forster,” never see the dishes they eat.

> While novels are excluded from the corpus of this thesis, we will occasionally make reference
to those which serve as landmarks in the evolution of personal food writing.
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We will consider how culinary memaoirs, primarily a literary rather than a culinary
pursuit, have roots in culinary writings and cookbooks, and how these latter, since their
origins have embodied a literariness that nourishes present culinary memoirs, can help
us to understand the literary worth of the food descriptions in contemporary memoirs.
Women have traditionally used food writing as a form of discreet life-writing.3 Within
even the most pragmatic of culinary discourses and the most prosaic of literary agendas
there is an author who makes deliberate stylistic and discursive choices about the
construction of the text, and inevitably leaves something of her personal story between
the lines. Underlying a veneer of practicality are roots and branches of literariness which
speak of the author’s intentions for self-expression, literary endeavour and desire for
posterity, which even the most practical of works scarcely conceals. The progression of
cookery writing over the centuries is intimately linked with the emergence of
gastronomic writing, which is at the heart of our discussion of culinary memoir writing.

The literary value of culinary memoirs is of diverse quality both from a practical
and a poetic perspective, and riddled with paradoxes, but of literary relevance with
regard to the memoir genre, women’s writing, literature that explores self-identity and
one’s place in the world, whether that be one’s own geographical, social and cultural
space or an adopted one. In exploring the quality of their textual and metatextual
intention we will better understand the literary relevance of culinary-oriented self-
writing as autobiographical narratives in the representation and construction of
individual identity. We will also encounter further paradoxes innate in the genre and
understand the problematics they reveal about autobiography and the literary
exploration of memory.

As the introductory quotation by Terry Eagleton suggests, the topic of food, both
within and beyond cookbooks, brings in its wake a number of contingent topics and
sub-genres, or in the case of autobiography, super-genres, that are intimately associated.
The genre complexifies and distinguishes itself by what we can describe as a pluralism

or hybridity. The term ‘hybrid’ as pertaining to a literary genre can either be perceived

3 More recently, we find male authors also using foodways as a vector for literary self-writing.
However, while contemporary women authors, who are not necessarily professionally
implicated in food preparation, use the food medium because it is socially, culturally and
psychologically part of their conditioning and evolution, male authors are, with few exceptions,
professional cooks or food writers.

Introduction 21



as the bringing together of recognizable characteristics from different genres, or the
experimental and unconventional use of elements from established genres within a
recognized western literary tradition. Whether a patchwork of tradition, or
experimentation, one must ask at what point the genre is considered mature and, at that
moment, no longer hybrid? Is this emerging genre simply an immature generic form
undergoing a metamorphosis, and, in which case, does its tangent appear to target
autobiography or travel literature, or both?

These memoirs, in their preoccupation with identity and origins, seem to follow
a postmodern inclination to explore the way we see ourselves and how we construct
notions of self from the past and in the present, reaching beyond the traditional forms
of historical narration (Hutcheon, 1989, 51-2). Linda Hutcheon, in her discussion of
postmodernism, claims that life-writing sits on the borderline between fiction and
personal history (1989, 161). Although the inadvertent hybridity of culinary memoirs that
mixes genres and creates new forms of self-writing, culinary self-writing also emerges
from traditional forms of autobiography and does not reject the existing corpus.

While the idea of autofiction, or fictional elements within autobiography,4 merits
exploration and will be subjected to textual scrutiny in part I in an analysis of the hybrid
form, it is also symptomatic of a splintering of narrative forms, that is not just limited to
autobiography or themes related to travel and alterity, but include other narrative styles,
indicative either of the multifarious external influences, or the turmoil inherent in the
authorial position.

Regardless, at this point in our analysis, of the degree of fidelity to historical
truth, the construction of stories of personal origins around the theme of food reveals
that these memoirists, for the most part unknown as authors, are ostensibly not seeking
so much to explore the autobiographical genre as to find the answers to questions about
their identities by telling a part of their life story from the perspective in the kitchen,
using food as a medium to explore questions of identity, as they relate to family and to

place of origin.

“ Autofiction is a term coined by Serge Doubrovsky in 1977 and used in literary criticism to refer
to a form of fictionalized autobiography. While we will reveal fictional tendencies or
undercurrents in culinary memoirs, the works in this corpus are more overtly autobiographical
than the works that constitute the autofiction as a recognized genre.
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However, the reader, finding it hard to leave once invited into the sacred intimacy
of the kitchen, and also intrigued by these universal questions of identity and origins
that the narrator poses, finds herself equally drawn into a reflection of the enigmatic
nature of place and displacement presented in the memoirs. Is this presence,
symptomatic of the modern social preoccupation with rootlessness and a reflection of
the fragmentation of contemporary society, or a constructed and intentional literary
endeavour to explore the themes of origin, residence and memory? The self-
consciousness that Linda Hutcheon discerns in postmodern autobiography (1989, 161)
seems to find just resonance in these memoirs. Are the disparate traits of the genre
symptomatic of contemporary confusion of identity? And are fragmentation and
paradox, the characteristics of postmodernist literature and omnipresent qualities of
culinary memoirs, the reflection of trends in modern writing in general, or do these
memoirs contribute in a conscious way to the travel writing genre through these literary
devices? We will endeavour to answer these questions in the course of this study.

This thesis is divided into four sections, opening with study of the hybrid literary
genre that typifies the works that I have chosen to study. We will explore the literary
relevance of culinary memoirs, as autobiographical narratives in the representation and
construction of individual identity. We must also analyse the multiple paradoxes
inherent in the genre and ask what problematic they reveal about autobiography and
the literary exploration of identity and memory. This section looks at the corpus from
different perspectives, in section A, from an external historical perspective, from the
outside looking in, assessing the origins of food writing; in section B, from an internal
perspective, from the inside looking out, in an analysis of discourse; and in section C
from both perspectives, narrator and reader looking at each other as though through a
mirror. The multifaceted hybrid form appears ironically to be attempting to make sense
not only of disparate parts but also of disparate perspectives to create a coherent whole.

Part II considers the preoccupation of culinary memoirists with their own
fragmented identity and the need to find a place within the larger community. Beyond
the pursuit of self-understanding lies the desire to share and transmit knowledge,
experience and even personal traditions. We will ask what motivates the drive to
transmission: trauma, loss, other emotional and physical turmoil, or more

spontaneously, nostalgia for traditions that represent obscured values. We will look at
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the role that food occupies in memory recall and the search for one’s self-identity, as a
way of making connections in the context of displacement and dislocation, as central
themes in these works.

These latter themes evoking journeys are the focus of part III which explores the
genre as writing of displacement, inherent in the notion embodied in memoir narratives
and the exploration of often traumatic memories. Finding one’s place must inevitably
involve locating ones dis-place—where one cannot be—in a fundamental process of
making choices and making connections, as one chooses memories to resuscitate within
a memoir. Several questions arise. Firstly, in what ways and with what objective do
culinary memoirs embody the notions of displacement and travel? Also, to what extent
are culinary memoirs a rewriting of travel literature? And importantly, from the point of
view of the narrator, is the dominant focus of culinary traditions personal narrative or
the expression of the spirit of place?

In the fourth and final section, we examine the aesthetics of nourishment that is
at the heart of these works, an eternal symbol that invites us to revisit the very notions
of food and eating themselves. Nourishment infuses questions of endotic and exotic
displacement allowing the narrators to confront themselves and others. Nourishment,
required before, during the journey - of whatever form - and on arrival, is intimately tied
to notions of movement and its opposite state of physical or cultural immobility. We
will finally question whether this is an emerging literary genre, in and of itself, or part

of a literary movement that places the aesthetics of nourishment at its centre.

The choice of corpus

Beyond complying with the definition of culinary memoirs as defined here for
the purpose of the research herewith undertaken, the choice of corpus for this research
is based on a textual analysis of the literariness of the works, which we will discuss in
detail in the section in part I B dedicated to discourse analysis, and a review of the
literary quality of text, language and narrative structure.

Each work in my chosen corpus is a memoir in the form of an intimate narrative
implicating narrator and reader, that proposes a fragment of a life, centred around the

notion of a search for origins and identity through the exploration of culinary traditions,
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whether they be the author’s own, in the case of writers such as Elizabeth Ehrlich,
Madhur Jaffrey or Diana Abu-Jaber, or appropriated from an adopted culture, such as
those described by Elizabeth David, Frances Mayes or Elizabeth Gilbert. They are
narratives of self-exploration, whether a form of autobiographical Bildungsroman, where
the story is either centred on childhood, looking forward, such as those by Madhur
Jaffrey, Shoba Narayan, Ruth Reichl, Colette Rossant and Nigel Slater, focused on the
present, with excursions into the past as in the works of Diana Abu-Jaber, Elizabeth
Ehrlich, Luisa Weiss, Molly Wizenberg and Joyce Zonana, discreet memoir cookbooks
by Samuel Chamberlain, Elizabeth David, Madeleine Kamman and Alice Toklas, or
explicitly focused on self-pursuit through travel in the works of M.F.K. Fisher and
Frances Mayes. We will also look at pivotal works by Lawrence Durrell and Ernest
Hemingway in which questions of self emerge from travel experiences.

The corpus also embodies the fundamental notions of diaspora and displacement
in association with the themes of traditions, origins and identity. We will analyse
authors who seek to understand their roots and moral and cultural foundation in
homeland or host land. Certain of them travel across oceans such as Shoba Narayan and
Colette Rossant, others make turbulent emotional journeys such as Molly Wizenberg or
Ruth Reichl; M.F.K. Fisher and Luisa Weiss undertake both types of journey. Each work
contains the implicit or explicit notion of displacement. Explorations of self are sine qua
non with the notion of displacement, whether forced exile or self-imposed displacement,
literal or figurative, for displacement inevitably encounters the primordial act of eating.

Emerging from these memoirs is a sense of dualism, of double lives involving
migratory journeys and periods of exiled residence or diasporic dwellings, of the
recurrent paradoxes of residence and voyage, of movement and immobility, of stability
and mutation, with one paradox imbricated in another, the one coexisting with the
other. These works epitomize the essence of the dichotomies that Homi Bhabha finds
in the diasporic condition, between hidden and public: “The recesses of the domestic
space become the sites for history’s most intricate invasions.” (Bhabha, g). We will
explore the way in which the domestic space is revealed in these memoirs as the stage
in which identities and personal histories are created and played out, with examples in
the works of Shoba Narayan, Elizabeth Ehrlich and Molly Wizenberg. Diana Abu-Jaber’s

The Language of Baklava presents a stage in which the drama has no clear direction, a
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quintessential example of these dichotomies and the ambivalence of roots and
belonging, between homeland and host land, staying or returning, taking root and
taking routes.

Although diasporic dilemmas and tales of displacement are common to all
communities, the creation of food narratives around questions of exile, foodways and
hunger has been formalized into what may define itself as a new genre that brings
together two paradoxical and seemingly disparate elements in the form of displacement
and culinary origins into a codified sub-genre of autobiography. The primary corpus of
this research focuses on American and British authors whether emigrants or
immigrants, who have one foot in each the Old world and the New. Several authors of
Asian or postcolonial Indian origin have pronounced cultural and historical ties with the
Anglophone world.’> The majority of Anglo-American works in the primary corpus also
have a strong link with the Mediterranean, whether as birthplace or as the origin of a
form of spiritual enlightenment emerging from an epiphanic culinary experience. As the
symbolic motherland of civilization, the Mediterranean draws the culinary memoir into
a western literary tradition that embraces James Clifford’s essential notion of roots and
routes (1997), tradition, authenticity, history and memory, sensuality, hedonism and
nurturing. These values are associated with notions of home, family, community, and
nourishment that are evoked in the works of the corpus.

There exist related memoirs of similar form and content to those in the primary
corpus, which offer essential points of comparison. These secondary works partially fulfil
the criteria defined in the preceding paragraphs identified as essential to the study of
the central thesis of this research. Their food focus can be a chef’s rise to fame, albeit
with an exploration of emotional as well as culinary origins, such as Yes, Chef: A Memoir
(2012) by Marcus Samuelsson, an experience of culinary tourism such as Eating Up Italy:
Voyages on a Vespa (2005) by Matthew Fort, or as a potential publisher’s marketing
artifice as in Julie and Julia: My Year of Cooking Dangerously (2005) by Julie Powell. Their

focus is often on exotic rather than endotic culinary travel, not always systematically

5 See the memoirs of Madhur Jaffrey (2005), Shoba Narayan (2003), Linda Furiya (2006) and
Leslie Li (2005). Madhur Jaffrey’s memoir is focused on her childhood in India, however the
reader contextualizes the book with the meta-knowledge that she later made her home and
career in America.
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involving personal self-questioning, and typically describing brief, recent moments in
time, around ‘inauthentic’ or ersatz travel experiences, the objectives of which often
appear to ultimately be a commercial literary venture. They capitalize on societal food
trends and create simplistic, culturally superficial and reductionist portraits of
communities, regions or countries. Tourism, with its emphasis on consumer culture and
leisure, epitomizes postmodernism, symptomatic of a moral rootlessness which explains
some of the impulsion behind culinary memoirs that seek to recover or rediscover roots
(Kaplan, 1996, 277), wherein recipes create cohesion, as a common thread that binds the
work together, and textual fragmentation which reflects this postmodern dislocation.

Personal food blogs, although an intimate form of self-writing, particularly those
by culinary memoirists with a food focus,' are excluded from this research because they
are by nature temporally constructed and intrinsically non-selective, in terms of an
exploration of self. Subject and object are one without the defining narrative thread to
guide the reader in understanding the intended construction. The blog reader focuses
on the most recent story, which is offered as a self-contained narrative within a
framework of metatext, while previous posts constitute a reference archive from which
the reader can form her own ongoing narrative, cultural and material expectations thus
mediating the texts that constitute a random private diary within a public forum. It is
important to note however that certain memoirs bear the stylistic and motivational
traits of their author’s blogs.

Like the culinary memoirs themselves that seamlessly fluctuate from story to
recipe, we will make shifts in perspective as we proceed in our analysis, beginning firstly
with an analysis of a fragmented and hybrid genre, moving on to an analysis of the
narrator as fragmented subject, then to the narrator as object within an oscillating space,
and finally look beyond narrator and narrative to the notion of nourishment, as

embodied in culinary memoirs, as an all pervasive poetic symbol.

' See the blogs Ruth’s Words by Ruth Reichl (ruthreichl.com/ruthswords), Nigel Slater Recipes
by Nigel Slater (www.nigelslater.com/recipes), The Wednesday Chef by Luisa Weiss
(www.thewednesdaychef.com) and Orangette by Molly Wizenberg (www.orangette.com), for
the blogs of authors in the primary corpus.
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I. A Hybrid Literary Genre

I’'m one of those people who read cookbooks the way other people
read travel writing [...] Any cookbook, read it its entirety, creates its own
imagined view of the world. (Atwood, The CanLit Foodbook, 1).

BRI

In these few words, Margaret Atwood opens up new worlds to our imaginations,
one of gastronomic reverie, as well as that of an inspired journey, that offer us a new
perspective on the world. Plunging into a cookbook, one falls into a self-contained
imaginative world that takes us—according to Atwood—if not always to far-flung lands,
at least to far-flung corners of our minds. In the first section of part I, we will explore
the genre and analyse its literary characteristics. The first chapter will look at the origins
of culinary writings, those which might be considered historical influences, rather than
contemporary determinants, be they specifically culinary or related to the literature of
travel, which in confronting alterity juxtaposes interpretations of self and others. The
second chapter will look at the diverse forms of contemporary self-writing that use food
as a leitmotif, from their most binary form as cookbooks disguised as memoirs and
memoirs that stage a recipe book, to more complex forms which make subtle use of
memory exploration. The third chapter analyses the divergences in autobiographical

and memoir forms, their functions and traits of authorship.

R

A. Defining the genre

We have introduced the idea that culinary memoirs are narratives of self-
exploration with agendas around the pursuit of identity and origins. In chapter 1 we will
consider the notion that culinary memoirs, although primarily a literary as opposed to
a culinary pursuit, have their roots in two literary genres. We will endeavour to show

that the broad genre of food writing has, since its origins, harboured a literary gene that
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has seen the emergence of gastronomic' writing and nourished present-day culinary
memoirs. They are similarly nourished by the poetics of journeys and travel literature.

In considering culinary memoirs as literature, we must begin by clarifying our
understanding of the term ‘literature’ in the context of this study. In its broadest sense
and according to dictionary definitions,' literature has an inherently perennial value in
terms of artistic merit, with regard to the aesthetic excellence of its form or expression,
signifying any written text, that expresses ideas of a permanent or universal value around
themes of general or enduring interest, often embodying thoughts and feelings.
Literature does not typically have a pragmatic function except when we refer to
documentation that aims to advertise, inform or advise, concerning a place, an object or
an abstract concept.

How do we arrive at this characterisation? According to the Russian formalists to
whom Terry Eagleton refers (1983, 2), literature is text that is elaborated, using
thoughtful writing in which ordinary language is transformed and intensified such that
the texture, rhythm and resonance of words exceed their abstractable meaning. This
linguistic approach considers the material manipulation of words into arbitrary devices
rather than their inherent meaning. However, literature can be realistic as well as poetic,
qualified as a non-pragmatic discourse of no obvious practical purpose, and thus the
presence of recipes in culinary memoirs raises specific questions about the latter’s
literary quality. This definition of literature also implies that a text cannot be objectively
evaluated because it depends on how the reader interprets the text and not the nature
of what is written. The literariness of a text must then also be associated with the
author’s intentions, and the question asked whether it was constructed as a literary
work, and in which literary genre it was destined to reside, for literature is also typically
associated with a body of works with similar traits and a discernable identity. In the

study of memoirs, we must then consider authors’ biographies. Academics, journalists

7 The definition and the scope of the term gastronomic, as used in this thesis, is the art of
preparing and eating good food (Cambridge Dictionary). Inherent in the definition are the
notions of good food, implying choice, quality ingredients and creative as well as expert
preparation. It also embodies the pleasure associated with the preparation and eating of such
food that often stimulates memories, and of the raising of food preparation and feeding to an
art, involving skill, and aesthetic and sensorial discernment.

® Internet dictionaries including: Oxford Dictionaries, Cambridge Dictionary, Collins English
Dictionary, Merriam-Webster Dictionary.

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre 30



and writers for the most part, it is pertinent to consider that the general intention of
culinary memoirists in writing about their lives is to create a literary work, primarily
around the evocation of values or the pursuit of identity, and secondarily to share
recipes.

The reader also brings ideas or convictions to the text about the nature of
literature, which surpass practical motivation. We read a literary text for the pleasure it
procures us, reacting to features that include the formulation of the language, and the
ideas expressed. The reader indeed turns to literature for entertainment, as Karl Beckson
and Arthur Ganz explain, be it elevated and intellectual, or of a less exalted nature (132).
Other readerly forms of motivation that accord the status of literature to a text are
escapism, the search for moral and spiritual values, an empathetic understanding of
people’s motivation and personal situation, and the discovery of vicarious experiences.
The reader’s evaluation, as Eagleton explains, thus contains both subjective and
objective elements, for we bring a heritage of literature as well as our own personal
preoccupations and convictions to a given text.

Whatever the single or several sources of motivation for culinary-oriented self-
writing, the food evoked is typically representative of culinary traditions, whether those
traditions are inherited from family and community or from sources external to personal
experience in unfamiliar places. Cookery books and culinary memoirs, above all, share
a common preoccupation with traditions and their transmission. Depending on the
perspective—as upholder of domestic or local community traditions, or as the voice of
a distanced or disseminated community—and the personal intention of the author, be
it transmission or integration, a cookbook may also represent either a static condition
or one of flux in the author’s relationship to those traditions. Some cookbooks represent
both states, and the paradox of their juxtaposition is one of the many that distinguish
the culinary memoir genre. Food, that so often represents home and hearth can also be
a journey that takes one far from the same on a voyage of discovery—desired or not—or
self-discovery.

We will trace the evolution of the role of women in the history of food writing
that has shaped their complex and sometimes conflictual relationship to culinary
traditions, apparent in contemporary writing today. Anonymous women were able to

express themselves in cookbooks sometimes even in a personal, albeit dissimulated,
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voice.’” Male authors were not subject to the same anonymity and their role in the
evolution of culinary literature was, as we shall see, quite different.

As we explore storied culinary production, we will analyse the literary expression
of food in the transcription of the act of cooking, and the autobiographical
representation of foodways, with the slow emergence over time of the narratorial force
of food that has recently given voice to a hunger for space, place and identity, in the
description, preparation and eating of culinary cultures. In this interconnected and ever

evolving corpus were sown the seeds of culinary memoirs.

1. The origins of culinary writings

While we observe that culinary memoirs are an essentially contemporary
phenomenon, we can trace the origins of the genre along two parallel paths. The first
path is that of the culinary corpus of food writing: culinary memoirs are unequivocally
autobiographical, albeit selective in nature. The second path is that of the broad literary
corpus, which includes autobiographies, memaoirs, fiction and travel writing. We will
return at length to the autobiographical dimension of these works and its significance
for both narrator and reader as a forum for self-understanding. We begin by drawing a
map of the types of food literature, including cookery books and gastronomical writings
that preceded this recent genre, which together constitute an intellectual, aesthetic,
artistic and even moral heritage. Histories of cookbooks, notably American, trace ever
more organized recipe recording as an archive of culinary knowledge and memory.
Contemporary food-related autobiographies are a testimony to the evolution of food
writing from ethnographic culinary records to personal literary narratives.

In exploring the history of the literary evolution of culinary traditions as one of
the roots of contemporary self-writing about food, we will plant signposts to indicate
the emergence of a literary genre of self-writing.2° After a broad-reaching review of the

history of culinary writing and the evolution of culinary literature in America and

9 Refer to Theophano, 2002.

> | owe the framework of this appraisal of the history of culinary literature to a core of food
writers and historians, in particular, Adam Gopnik (2011), Sherrie A. Inness (2001, 2006), Mary
Drake McFeely (2001), Stephen Mennell (1996), and Laura Shapiro (2008).
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England, we will take a focused look at several exemplary travel memoirs that evoke food
and which, as we will seek to demonstrate, are another of the literary roots of culinary
memoirs from which we can observe the similar emergence of self-searching personal
stories as enthralling as the voyages against which they are played out.

Contemporary culinary memoirs have roots in two sub-genres of food literature,
the oral tradition, with the transmission of recipes within and across generations, and
in the written tradition, through informal or published cookbooks. The volubility and
familiarity of tone in the food discourse of contemporary memoirs defend the argument
that to write about food is tantamount to talking about it, and talking about food, as we
shall discover, leads inevitably to the formation of diversely motivated written traces.
Molly Wizenberg’s is perhaps the most caricatural example of conversations about food.
She engages in an enthusiastic one-way dialogue: “[...] you'll note that I've made the
caraway seeds optional. Not everyone loves caraway seeds as Burg did, and I'm sure he
wouldn’t mind if you left them out. (I usually do.)” (Homemade Life, 14). Transposing
oral traditions to written testimonies not only changes the way traditions are
transmitted, explains Luce Giard, but the knowledge that is transmitted intrinsically
transforms and evolves the tradition.» Wizenberg’'s words suggest that adaptation is
possible; the written recipe is instantly less malleable. Memoirs capture the way women
communicate their lives through food while preparing, talking and eating food and
identifying and transmitting traditions.>?

Early culinary writing represented culinary traditions with varying degrees of
practical application. Loosely or closely tied to traditions, writing down recipes recorded
them for immediate practical purposes, rarely for posterity. In the present day, culinary
memoirs represent an important testimony to the evidence that women'’s food writing
is now perceived and cast within more formal literary conventions, in terms of the

quality of the text and the values which they convey, as well as a potentially non-

* “La généralisation d’'une transmission écrite au lieu d'une communication orale entraine un
profond remaniement du savoir culinaire, une mise a distance de la tradition, aussi accentués
que le fut le passage de la marmite dans I'dtre a la cuisiniére a bois, puis aux appareils électriques
ou a gaz.” (Certeau et al., 1994, 310).

> Apart from acknowledging the influence of the form and voice of transmission, the study of
oral culinary traditions is beyond the scope of this thesis which focuses on the literature that has
evolved around food traditions.
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pragmatic function. Traci Marie Kelly describes them as “a literary extension of this
kitchen storytelling [...] a complex pastiche of recipes, personal anecdotes, family
history, public history, photographs, even family trees.” (Kelly, 252). Indeed, as records
of social interactions and exchange, cookbooks, as Jane Theophano describes them,
leave a thread of women’s interpersonal relationships and a map of the social and
cultural world they inhabited. (2002, 13). We will develop our discussion on the nature
of memoirs as self-writing in chapter 3.

Our research into the history of food writing takes its cue from recognized
pioneers of culinary writing such as M.F.K. Fisher and Elizabeth David, who
revolutionized culinary food writing in the twentieth century in their own way and
within their geographical sphere of influence, reflecting on the value of food on our
plates and in our lives. They were themselves fascinated by, and well-read in their
heritage of cookery books. David researched the history of her recipes, and later in life
after an illness deprived her of much of her sense of taste, she relied increasingly on her
library of cookbooks to validate the culinary feasibility and gustatory value of a recipe.
No less erudite in her approach to food, M.F.K. Fisher was described as a “philosopher
of food” by the writer and editor Clifton Fadiman, in his introduction to the anthology
The Art of Eating (xv).> Her literary references included the gastronomic writer Jean
Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, whose work Physionomie du Gout (1826, 1982) she translated
into English.>4

While Amy Trubek asserts that cuisine became less permeable to change with the
development of the written trace (2000, 12), other critics take the inverse position. Jack
Goody, like Luce Giard, opposed this claim with the idea that the fixing of a tradition in
written form makes it available for broad discussion and personal interpretation in ways
that a reverence for the oral tradition could not. Giard pinpoints the evolution of
culinary knowledge once it was put to paper. It is undeniable that the proliferation of
the printed texts at the end of the Middle Ages displaced the oral tradition and
accelerated the rate of change, and, I would add, of exchange. They quickly became a

forum for discussing foodways and incidentally one’s own personal implication. The

» This anthology contains The Gastronomical Me, the most autobiographical of Fisher’s works.
>4 Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin (1755-1826) was a French gastronome, author of The Physiology
of Taste, published in 1825 and considered to have inspired the first century of food writing.
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personalizing of traditions turns modern memoirs from pseudo-cookbook into personal
stories, the most obvious of these are Elizabeth David’s ‘book’ of ‘food” and Alice Toklas’
‘cookbook’, neither a ‘recipe’ book.

As early as the seventeenth century, cookery books became a genre distinct from
works of medicine or manners, while at the end of the eighteenth century, cooking
became an object of discourse, a cultural category similar to the sciences or the fine
arts.? In the nineteenth century, the cookery book matured into either a work of art or
a record of the personal achievements of a distinguished chef (Mennell, 68). The recipe
book followed divergent gender directions in the nineteenth century, in both England
and America, and within those tangential channels, emerged the formation of a moral
discourse. Janet Theophano defines these tendencies thus: “As much recipes for living
as formulas for cooking, cookbooks serve as forums for the discussion of the conduct of
life.” (Theophano, 2001, 139). Ironically, as home cooking became less essential in the
twentieth century, it became a yardstick of femininity, the measure, often imposed by
women themselves, of their value and degree of freedom from legacy diasporic
traditions. Thus was introduced an ambiguity in women’s relationship with food, in
which women could appear to be ‘chained’ to the stove, yet also able to express
themselves through cooking, appearing to be both limited by, and liberated through
their relationship with food. This ambiguity is expressed in contemporary memoirs by
authors such as Elizabeth Ehrlich and Joyce Zonana who each ‘lose’ themselves in work
that is far from the stove, and yet only find a coherent identity when they ultimately
return to the kitchen.

Entrenched in the feminine tradition, the kitchen was where women cooked and
supervised the domestic realm, and recipe collection was an essentially female-centric
activity. Men were instrumental in defining, orienting and throwing women’s culinary
narratives into relief, initially casting women in the role of domestic pupil, which, over
time, evolved into cook, editor and author, providing a meta-commentary on women’s
discreet but steady rise to the stewardship or curatorship of culinary traditions, a role

into which women cast themselves in contemporary memoirs. Adam Gopnik writes that

5 “[L]a cuisine devient I'objet d'un discours, au méme titre que les sciences et les beaux-arts”
(Jean-Paul Aron, Le mangeur du XIXéme siécle, R. Laffon, 1973, 15).
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“Cooking was the first of the modern arts to do entirely without classical sanction” (Table
Comes First, 39), opening its evolution up to diverse paths and influences, including
class and gender distinctions. In England and America, food literature flourished in a
proliferation of forms, of which the culinary memaoir is one of the most recent, and joins
other forms of intimate personal expression, such as blogs, Internet sites and social
media channels. Let us consider the social and geographical specificity of the literary

evolution of food writing, in America and England.

American food literature revolutions

In early nineteenth-century America, cooks were considered angels and cooking
a divinely-inspired activity. By their regular provision of daily sustenance, women
personified perpetual salvation. Domestic food literature thus expressed an inherent
redemptive quality and took the path of virtue that it follows as fervently though less
ideologically in culinary memoirs today. At the beginning of the twentieth century, with
the evolution of cookbooks into manuals on domestic science, that elevated the position
of women from domestic slave to culinary technician, women’s personal stories were
lost, and discerning even discreet stories of women'’s lives within recipe books may only
be achieved with historical hindsight. Cookbooks limited women’s creativity as well as
striving, according to Laura Schenone, to eliminate ethnic demarcation (Schenone, 243).
Cookbooks sought to adopt male-associated traits of scientific rigour and logic while
comprising or negating sensory awareness, pleasure and even hunger. This engendered
an affective disconnection—a theme that is forefronted in contemporary self-writing—
as well as a rupture with previous generations, such that homely practical advice, from
a maternal figure was dismissed as archaic, unsophisticated and sentimental. Culinary
memoirs promote the importance of the domestic ethic, inspired by the essentially
feminine influences of instinct and folklore, which were marginalised with the
undermining of traditions and their transmission. Even within the most mundane and
prosaic of domestic cookbooks, Hasier Diner observes “[w]omen and the foods they
prepared articulated society’s deepest-held values” (Diner, 5). The association of
domesticity with moral virtue has been translated into a literary framework in

contemporary memoirs. Molly Wizenberg makes home virtues the leitmotif of her
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memoir: “That’s why this book is called A Homemade Life (2009). Because in a sense
that’s what we're building—you, me, all of us who like to stir and whisk—in the kitchen
and at the table. In the simplest acts of cooking and eating, we are creating and
continuing the stories that are our lives.” (Homemade Life, 6). Wizenberg importantly
correlates “creating” and “continuing” as associated, mutually-supportive activities in
the kitchen and in self-writing about food. We will return to how home cooking,
homeliness and Heimat®$ are advanced as an inclusive formula to cure modern social
dysfunctions.

Cookbooks, as repositories of social mores, capture foodways at a given moment,
and also embody the symbolic force of ostensibly immutable traditions, thus serving the
communication needs of. women by enabling them to promote the importance of their
communities. With late nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century mass immigration, the
form of women’s writing became more complex as displacement emerged as a
motivating factor in transcribing recipes. Community cookbooks, which gave women a
space in which to write their own stories and those of their community, were often
motivated by the need for assimilation, an existential preoccupation of diasporic
contemporary memoirists. Ethnic recipes introduced local communities to the foodways
of immigrant groups, while regional specialities inversely helped newcomers learn local
traditions,?” enabling immigrant women and their families to enter American society
through the kitchen. Such cookbooks were a shared alliance within a community, in the
same spirit as contemporary memoirs, in which authors share with a virtual community
of readers, using the medium, as Janet Theophano describes twentieth-century culinary
literature, of a multi-faceted vehicle “for constructing, defending and transgressing
social and cultural borders” as “points of departure for reflection” (2001, 139).

This process of assimilation persists today in ethnic-focused food memoirs staged
through stories of ostracization and integration, expressing the conflicts of identity that
emerged in immigrant kitchens, and which are epitomized in memoirs such as Elizabeth

Ehrlich’s Miriam’s Kitchen (1997). Ehrlich describes her confused identity using food

26 Heimat, a German word for which there is no direct equivalent in English, denotes, in this
context, the narrator’s relationship toward the spatial social unit, identified as homeland, or the
notion of home in general.

*7 Janet Theophano writes that “[t]heir modest presences were assertions of the self that
embedded them in a cultural context and social network” (2001, 141).
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metaphors, as “an onion roll amongst cupcakes. [whereas] [i]n Brooklyn,® I was among
my own kind, yet almost a cupcake myself.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 34). She struggles to
understand conflicting anchor points, using strong imagery of imbalance that seeks
coherence as its counterweight: “I teeter on some intermediate balancing point. On one
side there is kashrut, on the other, citizenship in the regular world [...] The pivoting
plank, unstable, leans to the kosher end.” (53).

While immigrant women, such as Ehrlich’s grandmother, did not question their
role as family nurturers, American women, from the mid-twentieth century, were
expected to provide for their families in new and inventive ways. Laura Shapiro writes:
“generations of women were persuaded to leave the past behind when they entered the
kitchen and to ignore what their senses told them while they were there.” (2008, 204).
The war required that women relearn their grandmothers’ kitchen skills, but were
thwarted by the artificial conjuring of authenticity through manufacturers’ fictional
characters such as Betty Crocker, a stereotypical matriarchal figure, similar to those
found in culinary memaoirs, but void of personal filiation. She displaced the real woman
at the stove, usurping her voice with an omnipresent visual image, while recounting
contrived food narratives. It was with this world that M.F.K. Fisher had to contend,
refuting the diversely manipulated image of the domesticated woman as a pillar of the
American culinary tradition, and reinstating spaces for emotion, acknowledged hunger
and pleasure in eating at the table.? She expressed a food ethic centred on the sensual
pleasures that food could bring to morally and socially stifled mid-century women: “The
food was full of enchantment to my sister, after her gray meals in the convent, and she
ate with the slow voluptuous concentration of a dévouée.” (Gastronomical Me, 102).
Fisher moved the culinary autobiography out of the kitchen and into the realm of
philosophical reflection on the art of eating and female desire. Under her pen, food
becomes “a structural metaphor for female identity and informs an aesthetic

engagement with the surrounding world.” (McLean, 2). Her stories were more than

28 Brooklyn was a Jewish immigrant landing point for those arriving in New York from Europe.
9 We will discuss later in this chapter how British writer Elizabeth David was driven by the same
desire to give room to pleasure and express emotion in eating, although her adversaries were
post-war trauma and austerity rather than a rampant consumer society.
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elegant poetic anecdotes of food; eating was central to her travel adventures and the
development of a philosophy of life focused on the defence of sensual pleasure.

This ethos paved the way for the call for equality that came in the 1960s with the
first feminist manifestos, while food writer and traveller, Julia Child championed that
cautiously in a carefully crafted narrative. She defined the audience of Mastering the Art
of French Cooking (1961) as enjoying occasional liberties: “the servantless cook who can
be unconcerned on occasion with budgets, waistlines, timetables, children’s meals or
anything else which might interfere with the enjoyment of producing something
wonderful to eat.” (Child et al., vii). Child, an ambiguous proponent of both tradition
and convenience foods, illustrates the non-linear evolution of culinary practices and
literature, that passed tangentially from the gastronomic essay via food journalism,
paying court to traditions without necessarily adopting them, before arriving at the
memoir. American food writer and journalist, A. J. Liebling, whose references were
literary, gastronomic and historic, wrote a memoir of Parisian eating in the 1920s,
Between Meals, An Appetite for Paris, an ‘education sentimentale’, that nevertheless
lacked some of the ‘sentiments’, and sensuality of A Moveable Feast to which James
Slater compared it (Liebling, xv).

Child’s discourse implies choices and an enticing association between poetry and
creativity: “If you wish to serve a rich home-made consommé, jellied soup, or aspic, you
should clarify your stock so that it is beautifully clear and sparkling.” (2001, 100), a form
of expression which above all, conveys an art to which one applied rules, as well as
artistic flair. In contemporary memoirs, cooking as an art is a given assumption, and part
of its literary aesthetic. Narrators look rather at how that art, which transcends
sustenance, can serve them individually. M.F.K. Fisher made this her credo. She found
freedom and beauty in cooking: “I saw food as something beautiful to be shared with
people instead of a thrice-daily necessity” (Gastronomical Me, 7).

The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook (1954) and the books of Fisher, whose anthological
work The Art of Eating was also published in 1954, contributed to what Héléne Le
Dantec-Lowry refers to as the “gourmetization” of the American food culture (Le
Dantec-Lowry, 262), bringing a new literary approach to bear on traditions. Of Alice B.
Toklas, Fisher’s contemporary, Alice McLean writes that Gertrude Stein’s lifelong

companion dissolved the boundaries separating gastronomic literature from the
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domestic cookbook (7), in the writing of what can be read as a scarcely disguised
memoir. She weaves myth, anecdote and intimate history around memorable meals, into
a tale that extends beyond the kitchen, inspired no doubt by Gertrude Stein’s avant-
garde literary and artistic salon that was her home. For Toklas, who wrote of her life
from the perspective of the table, food could not “be divorced from the circumstances
in which it has been prepared, discussed or encountered” (Humble, 159), a philosophy
echoed in the works of Fisher. Dijon women returning with heavy bags from market
“were tired but full of a kind of peace too” (Gastronomical Me, 99). Food becomes a
subject worthy of analysis, an art and also a moral and social issue.

This gradual progression towards the literary recognition of pleasure in eating
occurred in parallel with the dawn of the ethnic food era in American society and the
democratised travel adventure that began in the 1960s. It would take several decades
more before ethnic food writing gradually became associated not just with exoticism but
also with authenticity,3° a value once extolled by American cookbooks, tied to family
cooking and eating as a way to wholeness. Authenticity was expressed in eclectic
narratives from diverse but coherent culinary traditions. A sense of moral and social
awareness arose around food, with the opening up of American society to other cultures
and cuisines. Mollie Katzen and Alice Waters,> figureheads of the natural food
movement that represented a point of reference for gastronomic writing, incarnated a
food ethic of sophistication and social change. Alice Waters’ restaurant, Chez Panisse,
which became the iconic nexus for the West Coast American food revolution, was
inspired by her life-changing stay in France, and the works of Marcel Pagnol that
represented for her a romantic ideal, the story carrying the hallmark of authenticity.
These author-cooks became life-style mentors, in the same way as Frances Mayes in
Under the Tuscan Sun, and Fisher in The Gastronomical Me 3>

The preparation of homemade food emerged at the end of the twentieth century

as a dominant moral message, offering a key to emotional stability. Recipe instructions

3° Authenticity will be later explored in relation to questions of narrative reception.

3' Mollie Katzen of East Coast Ithaca Moosewood Restaurant used fairytale-like book titles, such
as The Enchanted Broccoli Forest (1982) and Still Life with Menu Cookbook (1988). Alice Waters’
were more prosaic: Chez Panisse Menu Cookbook (1995) and Chez Panisse Vegetables (1996).

3> We will return to the question of the transmission of values in our discussion on narrative
reception.
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constructed a semantic link between women’s personal development, domestic duties
and the ruptured matrilineal heritage, central to the emotional quest of many modern
memoirists. In the 1997 edition of The Joy of Cooking, Irma Rombauer’s voice is lost to
her daughter’s editorial criteria of efficiency and practicality. In the first edition in 1943,
Rombauer had written: “this book reflects my life, it was once merely a private record of
that which the family wanted, of what friends recommended and of dishes made familiar
by foreign travel and given an acceptable Americanization”. It was remarkable for its
personal voice, echoed in the subtitle, A Casual Culinary Chat. Rombauer turned food
into a means and not an end to writing and opened it up to becoming a vector for
women’s voices.33 Susan Leonardi pinpointed the familiarity created by the cookbook
writer in the role of narrator: “In the earlier Joy, the establishment of a lively narrator
with a circle of enthusiastic and helpful friends reproduces the social context of recipe
sharing—a loose community of women that crosses the social barriers of class, race, and
generation.” (Leonardi, 342). Laura Shapiro highlights the importance of what was lost
in the 1997 version in her review of the 2006 edition. “That book [...] provoked such
anguish among Joy devotees that the publisher, Scribner, [wrote] ‘This Joy is a return to
the traditional 'friend in the kitchen," (2006, n.pag.). However, Shapiro believes the
newer edition fails to concoct the aura of home cooking, the implication in her argument
is that such a mission requires a respect for past and present. She writes: “you can't go
home again, at least not if you're planning to eat there [...] One reason Joy is still around
to celebrate 75 years is that its founding writer, Irma Rombauer, let past and present
mingle comfortably at her table” (Shapiro, 2006). Rombauer implies that home cooking
has been ousted from the kitchen. The need to ‘go home’ to eat, to return to a multi-
faceted, symbolic ancestral kitchen, became of primordial importance to diasporic
writers like Joyce Zonana, Elizabeth Ehrlich and Shoba Narayan. For Americans, food-
making slowly evolved into a thoughtful practice, mingling pleasure with respect for a

past, in narratives of female liberation, rather than female subjugation.

33 The dust jacket of the first edition however depicts Martha of Bethany—patron saint of
cooks—taming the Tarasque, a horned Galician dragon, said to represent kitchen drudgery. The
covers of contemporary memoirs often represent images of domesticity. For example, Elizabeth
Ehrlich’s memoir displays a photograph of Ehrlich with her mother and, behind, her
grandmother, both in aprons, emphasizing the transmission of traditions and their values.
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The English culinary writing heritage

In nineteenth-century England, several influential cookery books gave
instruction extending beyond the kitchen to the entire domestic sphere of genteel
households, such as Mrs Beeton's Book of Household Management (1861), a planned
abridged version of which extrapolated cooking from the broader domestic sphere and
focused on food preparation as the core of a woman’s existence.3* Eliza Acton published
the best-selling Modern Cookery for Private Families in 1845, which still garners respect
from critics today. Elizabeth David called Modern Cookery "the greatest cookery book in
our language” (Bee Wilson, n.pag.), while cookbook author Delia Smith acclaimed Acton
"the best writer of recipes in the English language" (Smith, 2004, n.pag.). Their emphasis
on language vests the work with a literary relevance. Acton is considered by some to
have invented the ‘memoir’ form of the recipe, with a detailed personal commentary
preceding a precise list of ingredients, wherein the author’s experiences and culinary
knowledge are of equal importance.

Nineteenth-century gastronomes gave guidance to purchasing and consuming
foods: Alexandre Balthazar Laurent Grimod de la Reyniére and Jean Anthelme Brillat-
Savarin were considered the founding fathers of European gastronomy, whose reach
extended beyond France with the translation of the latter’s work.35 They intellectualized
food, emphasizing the importance of a discerning palate, while celebrating the sensual
pleasure of satiating a healthy appetite. In L’Almanach des Gourmands (1803-1810),
Grimod de la Reyniére romanticised French peasant food, while Brillat-Savarin’s
Physiologie du Gotuit (1826) expressed what Adam Gopnik describes as the great
adventure of desire, designating the table as a place where a need becomes a want, where
“we eat with our minds” (Table Comes First, 42). They promoted authentic food of
humble origins, like Elizabeth David, whose regional Mediterranean cooking—
paradoxically until then the reserve of refined taste—became the fascination of Anglo-

American writers. Carol Bardenstein cites the privileged classes’ cultural identification

34 Despite the influence across Europe of L’Art de la Cuisine au XIXe siécle (1833) through which
Antonin Caréme elevated culinary art to a science (Mennell, 1996, 134), English cookbooks
demonstrated an early concern with passing on culinary traditions, rather than recording
fashionable trends.

35 M.F.K. Fisher’s translation of Brillat-Savarin’s The Physiology of Taste was published in 1949.
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with ‘peasant’ food as symptomatic of the “fluid formations and reconstructions that
proliferate around food” (2002, 355). These formations are reflected in modern
narratives that mingle personal stories with food tales.

Earlier, at the turn of the century, Elizabeth Robins Pennell had sustained this
deference to continental cuisine at the expense of British cooking in her book The Feasts
of Autolycus: The Diary of a Greedy Woman (1896), much as Elizabeth David was to do
fifty years later in A Book of Mediterranean Food (1950).3° A compilation of her culinary
essays was re-issued in 1901 as The Delights of Delicate Eating, the title transitioning
diplomatically for her sensitive Edwardian audience, from “greedy” to “delicate”. Pennell
was one of the first to present a cookbook in an overtly literary form. Her “Diary” was a
celebration of good food with sufficient detail on the elaboration of specific dishes and
menus to constitute a form of cookbook, haphazardly organized around meals, seasons,
or ingredients. Adam Gopnik describes her lyrical composition as “short stories of mixed
emotions” and intimate prose poems (Table Comes First, 69, 82); in her own terms: “It
is rather a guide to the Beauty, the Poetry, that exists in the perfect dish, even as in the
masterpiece of a Titian or a Swinburne.” (6). Her place in the literary history of food has
recently been reappraised, as she “paved the way for food writers that followed,”
according to Jacqueline Block Williams’ introduction in the 2000 reprint of the work
(Williams, 2000). Arguably a traitor to cooks of her day, she denounced women’s
incompetence in the kitchen, denigrating their lack of skill and taste, reinforced by her
unconventional style and form, neither wholly recipe book nor domestic manual, nor
diary.

Above all, Pennell showed no fear of appetite, taking a marked moral stance by
denouncing the idea that gluttony was a “deadly sin”, foreshadowing the works of Fisher.
Her food descriptions emphasise its aesthetics and sensuality, to the point of
romanticism. Each dish is a flight of fantasy, decrying the limits of British culinary
imagination, unable to soar above “veal and ham pie” (Feasts of Autolycus, 1900, 69):
“Let rosy radish give the touch of colour to satisfy the eye [...] still in its first virginal

purity, tender, sweet, yet peppery” (19). Pennell takes us on exotic travels, leaving behind

3% An exploration of the influence of Mediterranean culture on food writing will be made in part
III.
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“dark and sunless England”, for the Marseille bouillabaisse born of Mediterranean light,
anticipating Elizabeth David’s siren call and embracing a modern idea of authenticity
that “food should be in harmony with place and season” (137). Her book is romantic and
impractical, its force lying in the imaginative evocation of foreign foodscapes.3”

English society’s curiosity for foreign food that developed in the inter-war years
amongst intellectuals, artists and wealthy travellers, was extinguished by Second World
War food rationing.3® British women, like their American sisters, turned back to home
cooking, but preparations became random as social and cultural norms were shaken.
Nicola Humble explains that recipes were cut loose, no longer embedded in a signifying
discourse, often without national or historical roots (Humble, 93). A symbolic
association with rootlessness may be drawn in culinary memoirs with the apparently
random interjection of recipes in personal diasporic stories, either within the narrative,
as in the works of Abu-Jaber, or Narayan, or in paratextual appendices, as in Zonana’s
Dream Homes.

After World War II, ground-breaking writers propagated enlightened ideas about
the thoughtful creation of gastronomical pleasure. The aesthetics evoked sensual food
experiences around preparation, eating and sharing food, emphasizing the importance
of the commensal experience in self-understanding. They changed the course of food
writing as well as that of the female domestic voice, raising modern food writing to the
level of literature through their attention to language, their promotion of universal
values that were not limited to the question of food and eating, and which intentionally
sought an association with a literary genre rather than cookery books. This is
exemplified by Elizabeth David’s inclusion, in A Book of Mediterranean Food, of sixteen
literary passages, from canonical authors such as D. H. Lawrence, Lawrence Durrell and
Arnold Bennett. David’s election as Fellow of the British Royal Society of Literature in
1982 in recognition of her exquisite prose—her most prized honour, according to

David—is illustrative of the literary heritage that precedes contemporary writings.

37 Foodscape is a composite term borrowed from art history to indicate a metaphorical landscape
of foods and their production methods and cultural associations (Wiktionary).

38 The publication of guides, such as the Michelin Guides (1900), La France Gastronomique (1921),
and the Gault and Millau Guides (1972) that created a literal and imaginary association between
food and travel, were slowly heralding in the era of the itinerant gastronome.
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Elizabeth David followed the tradition of food scholarship, travel writing and
elegant self-expression, while elaborating the sensual pleasures of gastronomy. She
revolutionised food tastes and habits, creating myths in a form of ‘fantasy’ literature as
she introduced her homeland to Mediterranean food with luscious ingredients that were
virtually unattainable in ration-stricken Britain: “in individual clear glass wine goblets,
this fig salad is one of the most beautiful as well as one of the most exquisite of all fresh-
fruit dishes” (Mediterranean Food, 170). Humble wrote of David’s prose: “Her finely
wrought, highly evocative style brought the glories of the food of the South alive for a
significant group of food writers and enthusiasts at a moment when the imagination had
been ground to a pap by the dreary realities of seemingly unending food shortages”
(Humble, 127). Myth and fantasy colour the often idealized and sometimes poignantly
nostalgic food descriptions memoirs offer. Steve Jones and Ben Taylor argue that it was
David’s, and contemporary writer Jane Grigson’s, erudition and vision that went beyond
the daily meal that raised their writing to food literature: “It was this desire to take food
seriously [..] an appetite to explore the culture of food beyond the confines of
domesticity, which enabled David and Grigson so successfully to occupy the ‘ill-defined
margin’ between gastronomic literature and the cookery book, and to gesture towards
the myths, histories and memorable meals which lay beyond the home. (Jones and
Taylor, 178).

Although published more than thirty years after David’s book, a work similar in
culinary rigour and authenticity, though written with far greater freedom of style and
expression—perhaps even eccentricity39—is Patience Gray’s Honey from a Weed: Fasting
and Feasting in Tuscany, Catalonia, The Cyclades and Apulia (1986). Angela Carter,
writing in her review of Gray’s books asserted: “Patience Gray helped to instigate the
concept of the cookery book as literary form—part recipes, part travel book, part self-
revelation, part art object. Now, some thirty years on, she has assembled what may be
its culmination. Honey from a Weed is less a cookery book than a summing-up of the
genre of the late modern British cookery book.” (Carter, n.pag.). Like David, she

accumulated the experience of multiple journeys and residences in the Mediterranean,

39 Gray even defines eccentricity in relation to experience, in her case, essentially that of travel:
“[...] living according to priorities established by one’s own experience.” (Honey from a Weed, 111)
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as well as an intimate knowledge of its culinary traditions. Gray had published a recipe
book of Mediterranean food shortly after David’s work, yet while it sold more copies
than Mediterranean Food, it did not embody the same universal message of David’s
manifesto, addressing “foreign” rather than “Mediterranean” food, and therefore did not
achieve the same fame.4°

Gray’s heterogenous mix of chapters in Honey from a Weed weave a memoir
comprising places of residence, landscapes and myths, classical food categories and
specialities, making reference to the travels of other writers including Gertrude Stein—
whose ‘autobiography’ of Toklas, she praises—David herself, to whom she refers for
culinary expertise, and D. H. Lawrence, who celebrated the sensual Mediterranean past
as “creatures of substance and not reminiscence” (Honey from a Weed, 109). Even the
naive line drawings are reminiscent of David’s woodcuts with their mixture of
pantheistic mysticism in which vegetation invades living and cooking spaces in a naive
exotic fantasy. Similar to David she also promotes authentic cooking and simple living
that celebrates both fasting and feasting: “Abstinence, enjoyment, celebration, all have
nature’s approval; if you practice the first, you maintain what is priceless—enjoyment,
and its crown, celebration.” (Honey from a Weed, 327). During her travels she learns the
true nature of classical, or traditional food “in which all forethought, selection, trouble,
timing—the mechanics of creation—were erased by the disarming simplicity of the
outcome, precipitating pleasure and delight.” (109).

If David’s leitmotifs were also pleasure and taste, her inflexibility concerning
quality and ingredients and her criticism of English food and culinary tastes can be
interpreted as some of the same cultural arrogance that Elizabeth Pennell demonstrated:
“In England the spurious is preferred to the genuine.” (Feasts of Autolycus, 1900, 254).
David refused to: “translate each dish into the stuff of the local supermarket, robbing it
of the particularity that gives it its dignity.” (Omelette and a Glass of Wine, 6).4' Theirs
were voices of defiance, articulated in the form of an aesthetic intransigence. David,

nonetheless, kindled a spirit of culinary excitement that grew in the 1960s and crossed

4° Patience Gray and Primrose Boyd. Plats du Jour, or Foreign Food (1957).

4 That said, David does give indications of equivalent ingredients available in specific
supermarkets, in certain of her articles, for example that from which the book’s title is drawn
“An Omelette and a Glass of Wine” (Omelette and a Glass of Wine, 39).
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class boundaries. Her style is both lyrical in her descriptions of places and atmospheres,
and rigidly controlled in her injunctions, the meticulousness of her research, the
precision of her instructions, and her careful evasion of intimate revelations: “The rice
should be a beautiful yellow colour, and although moist, each grain should be separate.”
(Mediterranean Food, 96). Considered by Paul Levy to be the first of a class of what he
called ‘scholar cooks’ in the 1970s and 1980s that included Claudia Roden and Madhur
Jaffrey (Levy, 1986, 31), David set a standard of cultural counter-sophistication in the
form of authentic ‘peasant’ fare.#* As Julia Child summarized in the title of her
encyclopedic Mastering the Art of French Cooking (Child et al.), cooking was an art and
readers were called to the mastery of it (Table Comes First, 66). Their prose was crafted
to be equal to the task.

Madhur Jaffrey has been described as the Elizabeth David of India, although
respect for her country’s traditions, and even adapting them for an English audience,
makes her culinary and literary intentions antithetical to those of David who decried her
country’s cuisine and ineptitude in the kitchen, seeking to replace it with a cuisine of
alien geographical origins and ingredients. Of Jaffrey’s work, Nicola Humble writes:
“Issues of history, regionality and tradition are dealt with lightly and a heathy balance is
struck between the desire for authenticity and the need to create usable recipes.” (191).
Jaffrey is emblematic of the crucible of multiculturalism which England has formed since
the 1980s, that has opened creative food to other cultures.

Claudia Roden’s memoir-styled ethnic-specific cookbook, The New Book of
Middle Eastern Food (1968, 2012) was written in a personal yet professional voice that
made the unfamiliar not just appealing but also desirable and inspiring, as did its
equation with travel to exotic places, citing culinary traditions as a form of access to
personal and collective self-understanding that had a universal relevance, offering a
literary frame of reference. While her main scholarly impulse is anthropological and
diasporic, Roden’s book is an example of an autobiographical cookbook, exemplified in
her description of the traditional Egyptian dishes she prepared in Paris to recall her

family’s homeland: “Every dish filled the house with the smell of our old homes.” (5).

42 Scholar cooks are considered not only thorough and exhaustive in their research and rigorous
in their approach to documenting a cuisine, they are also attentive to the quality of their writing
and the narrative they create around their cooking story.
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Cultural ambiance and personal history are elaborated through anecdotes, poems and
proverbs that intersperse recipes. Her approach was academic yet personal: “I sought
out people from all over the Middle East for recipes. [ put down every word they said. If
they said, ‘Toast the hazelnuts in the frying pan [...]’ that is how it went into the book
[...] T have kept in the descriptions of ceremonies, rituals and myths” (5, 6). As the
figurehead of a movement of writers of diasporic origin who dominate the culinary
memoir genre, and an authority on Middle Eastern cooking, Roden makes an overt
association between extended ethnic communities and foodways, weaving a narrative
from her own culinary identity. Humble writes of Roden’s community, once deeply-
rooted in Egyptian culture and henceforth uprooted and dispersed:

Her book is the virtually palpable record of the pain of a
community cut off from its past, writing and re-writing its cultural self in
the dishes it proposed. It is also an act of rescue, recording for posterity
the essentially oral culinary traditions of her extended family of
Egyptian—once Syrian-Jews (187).

Travel literature: foodways and spirit of place

In food-song and travel-song the scene, the characters, and the
opening dialogue are familiar enough: the inn is humble and is situated
close to the banks of the radiant Loire [...] The cook-proprietress is where
she should be, in the kitchen, cooking lunch. (Omelette and a Glass of
Wine, 203).

For Elizabeth David, an ode to an inn on the Loire serving good quality fresh food,
was both a “food-song” and a “travel-song”; one went in search—in more ways than
one—of such satisfying experiences. We will make a selective appraisal of the way in
which culinary memoirs can be located on the same continuum as that of travel
memoirs. Asked by journalist Rachel Cooke about the ambivalent importance of food in
David’s life, her nephew responded “[s]he was quite an ascetic person. Not at all greedy.
She must have had her sensual side [...] The nearest I've got to an answer is to say that
food conjured up other times, other places.” (Cooke, n.pag.). She was motivated by
revisiting travels around the Mediterranean. In contrast to the preceding inclusive
history, food and travel come together in an inn on the Loire. Claudia Roden’s is an
example of the many memoir-cookbooks that have at their core, an exilic journey and

diasporic condition. The evolution of food literature manifests a dichotomy between the
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inertia of culinary traditions and institutions and the flux created by exilic movement
and new forms of cuisine. To understand the notion of displacement and dislocation in
culinary and cultural trends within food writing, we turn to the early twentieth century,
and autobiographical travel books that evoke food. D. H. Lawrence’s aphorism in Sea
and Sardinia: “If one travels one eats” (131), is at the heart of a perceptible intersection
between travel books and culinary memoirs. Food is at the centre of travel experiences,
and travel, whether endotic or exotic, is at the heart of food, for equally true is the retort,
if one eats one travels.

The works to which we will refer describe extended stays or periods of residence
as well as of travel, by authors intent on capturing the spirit of place that Lawrence
Durrell identified in his eponymous work, rather than communicating practical details.
They evoke foodways as representations of mythical landscapes, spirituality, culture,
interpersonal relations in the form of hospitality, and social communion. The narrator
explores himself as he explores alterity: Diner writes that memoirs “include food as
material items and symbols of identity, and the history of a group’s ways with food goes
far beyond an exploration of cooking and consumption. It amounts to a journey to the
heart of its collective world.” (Diner, 9-10). The community is a shaping force with which
the individual—insider or outsider—must contend to make sense of her own identity.

Self-searching is a twentieth-century phenomenon, with roots in the cultural
adventure of the Grand Tour undertaken by wealthy Americans and British on the ‘Old
Continent’. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the mystique of travel no longer
fully resided in its exoticism, but henceforth also in the self-interrogation it incited. The
myth of travel as a form of evasion began to expire, disenchants Michel Leiris, and
exoticism provoked questions rather than seducing the traveller.#3 Food is observed,
playing a predominantly illustrative role; it emerges as landscape, a form of natural
cultural architecture, constructing metaphorical communities. In E. M. Forster’s The Hill
of Devi (1953*) as in D. H. Lawrence’s Sea and Sardinia (1921), food has an illustrative

role. Forster describes his periods of residence in the Indian state of Dewas Senior in

4 “Le mythe du voyage comme moyen d’évasion s’expire. L'exotisme interroge plus qu’il ne
séduit” (Musée de Valence). See also Michel Leiris. L’Age d’homme. Paris: Gallimard, 2014. 891.
44 Although The Hill of Devi was published in 1953, the work describes Forster’s travels to the
remote Indian state of Dewas Senior in 1912, and again in 1921.
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1912-1913 and 1921. As well as the descriptions of food in religious ceremonies, Forster
includes an annotated diagram of a banquet tray filled with exotic dishes, to understand
and recall, citing the flustered Miss Bates in Emma: “My tray was arranged somewhat as
follows, but ‘Jane, Jane, however shall we recollect the dishes?” (Hill of Devi, 34).
Similarly, Lawrence, in Sea and Sardinia, describes an iconic image that serves the
narrator as a window to understanding the spirit of place and its people: dark and
wretched, “night-stricken”, earthly yet touched by an immanent grace, “delicate” and
“luminous”: “How the dark, greasy, night-stricken street seems to beam with those
vegetables, all their fresh, delicate flesh of luminous vegetables piled there in the air”
(24).

In later memoirs, the narrator eats in order to understand his connection to his
origins through those of another culture. In Ernest Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast
(1964), and Lawrence Durrell’s books of residence,*> the narrator accesses the culture
and its people, by sharing indigenous food, allowing him a critical distance from his own.
Both Hemingway and Durrell are itinerant exiles, ambivalent about the importance of
their origins. Although Durrell wrote for the English, he refused to write about the
English (Brigham, 23). Similarly, D. H. Lawrence states: “I am English, and my
Englishness is my very vision. But now [ must go away if my soul is sightless forever, let
it then be blind, rather than commit the vast wickedness of acquiescence” (Letter, 1915,
quoted in Niven, 92). Durrell, Hemingway and even Lawrence seek a primitive
metaphysical continuity in their places of exile that they consider has been lost in their
societies of origin, like memoirists who seek connections in foodway traditions. It is the
notion of continuity that food writers through time have sought to vehicle and that we
find at the heart of their self-questioning.

In these works, there are no recipes nor a desire to discover a culinary heritage as
such, yet food is presented as a deliberate strategy of exploration. Together they
elaborate three stages of assimilation, in terms of place and people as well as food
cultures. Forster’s brief encounter with food describes an object that is presented as

exotic, yet scarcely palatable. For Lawrence, food, an allegorical image of otherness, is

45 We will focus essentially on Durrell’s three island travel books: Prospero’s Cell: A guide to the
landscape and manners of the island of Corfu (1945), Reflections on a Marine Venus (1953), Bitter
Lemons (1957; republished as Bitter Lemons of Cyprus in 1988).
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rarely a shared experience beyond alimentary necessity and therefore precludes what
Campanini et al. describe as reciprocal emotions that create a sense of belonging and
identity.4® Lawrence describes food as occupying two worlds, of us and them between
which there is no bridge. Hemingway and Durrell, however, appropriate the ‘other’s’
food as their own: they eat like their ‘hosts’. Hemingway goes one step further in self-
confrontation, assimilating otherness through eating and drinking, in a context of
residence.

These observations lead us to a consideration of how these works may be
interpreted as memoirs that weave contemplations of food into their narratives. Forster
describes his experiences in India in meticulous detail, yet while it is undeniably a
documentary account of his periods of sojourn, two aspects of his narrative hint at a
more intimate and self-seeking memoir than his quaint tableau of a picturesque,
eccentric society leads us to imagine. The first is his intimate focus on sensual detail,
that of clothes, the coifing of a turban, the colour of a sari, for example. The second is
Forster’s construction of a narrative from his personal correspondence, mostly to his
mother and other relatives. He chooses not to present his experience from the historical
vantage point that thirty years’ hindsight offers, but to share the fresh immediacy of the
experiences he captured in his letters, with a dose of irony afforded by the lapse of time.
The book is an experiential rather than a historical text, with the primary aim of
capturing sensations and reactions. In collecting and annotating these letters into a
volume and constructing a narrative around them, he reinhabits the young Forster who
claimed that his time in India was "the great opportunity of [his] life" (Hill of Devi, 1953,
8). He returns to the past through his sensory recollections, including gustatory and
emotional first impressions of a character-forging experience.

Unlike Forster who was anchored through family, as well as his academic and
literary stature to his home country, England, D. H. Lawrence is a voice of rootless self-
imposed exile, a condition that would become symptomatic of the literary landscape of

recent memoirs.#’ In Sea and Sardinia, he discovers a people in search of a society

46 “Partager les habitudes alimentaires [...] des préférences et aversions alimentaires, apporte le
méme sentiment d’appartenance et d’identité.” My translation. (Campanini et al., 2011, 96).

47 Forster recognized in Hemingway what he himself was trying to achieve, heralding
Hemingway’s work as, according to Alistair Niven “betokening the break-up of a shared

. . ”
assurance about permanent values in society” (92).
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“outside the circuit of civilization” (Niven, 9) living in an industrially-backward society
of peasant communities. The work is an observation of ethnographic quality against a
backdrop of subjective experience. As R. P. Draper indicates, Sea and Sardinia allows us
to observe the idiosyncratic Lawrence over a short period, against the Sardinian
landscape, in which he finds a perpetuation of traditions, drawn by the continuity of a
primitive society, connected to its past and the land, unaffected by the force of change
that his home country has been unable to resist. His thirst for beauty and authentic
spiritual communion with fellow man are frustrated by his severely denigrating personal
judgement. Yet, in the moments when the force of his experience dominates, the reader
receives as “keen a sense of actual experience as any traveller ever gave.” (Draper, 173).

“The spirit of the place is a strange thing” says D. H. Lawrence (1923, 62),
anticipating Lawrence Durrell’s credo. It is the magnetic pull of this spirit that draws
him, like Durrell, to seek self in other cultures.4® Lawrence evokes a set of antithetical
ideas around food, punctuated by an exaggerated repetitive pattern of hunger and
eating: food that is alternately visually tantalizing and physically disgusting, local food
that is sometimes delicious, more often, repulsive, and ‘home’ cooking with the
kitchenino that he has his wife bring with them, the food which is either comforting and
satiating or wholly unsatisfactory, the desire to discover disputing with the need to bring
provisions from home, including a phial of melted butter for parsnips. The repeated
opposition of warm and cold reflects his volatile spirit with which he accosts the
Sardinian landscape and its people. He writes a memoir of contestation as well as self-
confrontation that places the travel narrative on a secondary level. Ironically, in his
anguished, self-preoccupied narrative, he finds to admire in Sardinia’s café culture a
sense that interactions are “all familiar and easy, without the modern self-
consciousness” (Sea and Sardinia, 67), in other words, all that he seemingly strives but
fails to attain; his memoir is a testimony to this struggle.

The apparent facility with which Ernest Hemingway integrates into French
society, or at the least its peripheral expatriate artistic circle, suggests that he, himself,

is not encumbered by that modern self-consciousness; however, his narratorial

48 Other of Lawrence’s travel books take him to Italy in Twilight in Italy (1916), and Mexico in
Mornings in Mexico (1927), Etruscan Places (written in 1927 and published in 1932).
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nonchalance belies a rigorous, even painstaking composition. We know that the project
of A Moveable Feast and its writing composition involved a long maturation and
remained central to his authorial aspirations throughout much of his career, dilemmas
over historical accuracy and literary perfection preoccupying him for many years, most
intensely in the completion of the text in the months preceding his death in July 1961.
Its literary importance is undeniable, but, for Hemingway, it represented above all the
autobiography that he would leave behind of his life. When Hemingway talks about
writing his memoirs in several pieces of correspondence, Jacqueline Tavernier-Courbin
evaluates that we can safely assume Hemingway was referring to A Moveable Feast
(Tavernier-Courbin, 14). Despite the evidence that Hemingway wrote, or at least revised,
A Moveable Feast close to his death when both his creativity and clarity of mind were
diminished due to his disturbed mental state, it is nonetheless curious that he chose to
represent his life by a description of those brief years in Paris as a young writer.

This work, a small but intensely-lived fragment of his early life, is, in effect, a
memoir. Indeed, his correspondence leads us to understand that Hemingway presaged
in the 1920s, as he lived those short, intensely vivid years, that they would be the happiest
period of his life49 (Meyers, 31). He chose a fragment to represent the whole. In exploring
the travel book tradition, it suffices here for us to understand how A Moveable Feast
came to serve as both travel book and memoir and exhibit some of the elements that we
observe in culinary memoirs. What he had found in Paris in those early years of his
writing career was of sufficient importance that over time it had come to represent a
form of eternal satisfaction. Hunger is central to the work and was seemingly satiated
physically, spiritually and emotionally.5° A Moveable Feast shares certain traits with
culinary memoir, without recipes certainly, but in which food plays a healing role for
Hemingway and his displaced compatriots in search of post-war comfort, and a bonding
role amongst those suffering trauma and mal de siécle, that Gertrude Stein called the
‘Lost Generation’. A Moveable Feast is the memoir of a quest for happiness, identity and
a sense of belonging, themes that are central to recent memoirs. Hemingway retains a

nostalgia for Paris and for French life that was focused not just on place, but also food

49 The claim is reminiscent of the same emphatic statement by Forster about his time in India.
5° We will return in later sections to the interpretation of A Moveable Feast as a trauma memoir,
as well as to the notion it embodies of food as literary and literal nourishment.
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and drink, represented by modest restaurants, offering abundant good food.5* (Hily-
Mane, 81). The travel memoir was part of his literary conscience for many years, satiating
several cravings, including hunger:

There is never any ending to Paris and the memory of each person
who has lived in it differs from that of any other. We always returned to it
[...] Paris was always worth it and you received return for whatever you
brought to it. But this is how Paris was in the early days when we were
very poor and very happy. (Moveable Feast, 211).

These closing lines seal a myth around the memoir and Hemingway’s artistic
creation, which Jacqueline Tavernier-Courbin, has attempted to demystify. Similarly,
culinary memoirs often seek to create myths around family foodways and culinary
traditions as a source of self-understanding about questions of individual and collective
identity.5> Peter Messent sees Hemingway’s work as a memoir that constructs the myth
of a man confronting his artistic integrity and creativity alone in a foreign land. He
writes: “A Moveable Feast represents the writer in a state of original grace” (1992, 166), a
state recognizable in the gustatory cocoons of childhood tales such as those of Jaffrey
and Narayan. However, Tavernier-Courbin’s research into correspondence and the
commentaries of contemporary critics dissipated discrepancies in the myth around the
uncompromising artist that Hemingway sought to portray.

That Hemingway evolved the book, so the myth goes, from lost manuscripts
retrieved from a trunk found in a storage room at the Ritz on a trip to Paris in 1957 was
unlikely, as manuscript studies reveal that it was the work of his later years. Also, the
reality of his financial situation indicates that he was not the poor writer struggling to
make ends meet in an artist’s Parisian garret that he describes, His correspondence did
however reveal that he was ambivalent about the quality of his travel memoir, finding it
alternately “damned good” and “unreadable”. That the myth might have lent
authenticity to what he wrote and argued for the purity of his motives, does not detract
from the beautiful, sensual descriptions of the places he stayed in during his Paris years

and the food that satiated his hunger. Hemingway was clearly conscious that A Moveable

5' “une telle nostalgie des restaurants charmants et simples de Paris oli on pouvait manger juste
ce qu'on voulait, de la quantité qu'on voulait et boire avec le vin qu’on voulait” (Hily-Mane, 81).
My translation.

5> We will return to the notion of myth in the second section of part 1, in deconstructing
discourse and again in our analysis of travel and displacement in part III.
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Feast would be his “literary testament” (Tavernier-Courbin, 5), and one of the answers
to why he chose this period may lie in its correspondence to a sensual awakening,
coinciding with his first marriage, the exoticism of initiatory foreign travel, his discovery
of French culinary delights and his immersion in the literary hotbed that Paris
represented at that period for intellectual expatriates and artists, that spurred his
writings in those early years.

Like Hemingway, the American nomad, eternally searching for roots, not
necessarily his own,? and for whom travel was a means rather than an end, Lawrence
Durrell was also a castaway whose self-imposed vagabondage gave birth to a collection
of Mediterranean travel books. They contribute to the lineage of culinary memoirs,
through their sensual pursuit of all that nourishes body and soul in Durrell’s search for
self through his literary exploration of the landscape with a profusion and intensity of
poetic images. His writing resonates with D. H. Lawrence’s Sea and Sardinia, which
Durrell considered to be a rare “gem” for its evocation of place (Spirit of Place, 232). In
the same article, “Landscape and Character” (1960), he analyses how to understand a
place and its people through the spirit of place, in sensorial interaction with a dynamic
landscape, “tasting the wines, cheeses, characters of the different countries” (231). His
hedonism belies an underlying self-seeking, based on abandoning oneself to the
influence of place and landscape: “travel with the eyes wide open and not too much
factual information” (240), “which positively stifle[s] the growth of the soul” (237).

Durrell makes clear that the “magnetic fields” of the landscape (Spirit of Place,
238) communicate with his personality through sights and smells, like the omnipresent
blue, and the scent of sage; however, key elements in his essay suggest that Durrell’s
island books are as much memoirs of inner journeys, as the travel logs of his sojourns
around the Mediterranean. He stated that he was not so much a “travel writer” as a
“residence writer”, which required one to “reside and work your way through the ancient
crust [...] of daily life” (Spirit of Place, 235), part of that “ancient crust” being the
gathering, preparing and eating of the lands produce. In an article in 1974, he writes

using an alimentary allusion: “In the real sense it is what is at stake—the peace of this

53 “La passion d’'Hemingway, c’est celle du nomade américain convaincu d’étre chez lui de plein
droit ou il peut exercer son droit au bonheur.” (Hily-Mane, 171). My translation.
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magnetic island and the happiness of its inhabitants, of whom I was one. Is it too much
to hope for? Must the lemons remain always bitter?” (Gifford and Durrell, 47). He
became totally immersed in island life, ostensibly to understand its people who
themselves are “reflections of their landscape” (Spirit of Place, 238), but also to explore
his own “personal landscape of the heart” (237). These books of residence, abounding in
sensorially rich, mystical details of the Mediterranean panorama, are an attempt to draw
the map of his own inner landscape, with its hinterlands of dark recesses, some of which
are merely suggested as part of a macrocosm, where the painful absence of a homeland
resides—his lost birthplace in India, and his unadoptable British homeland. Stefan
Herbrechter writing on the ethics of alterity in Durrell’s works, claims that he was
searching for his spiritual home, a parallel that we can draw with many contemporary
narrators, notably Ehrlich and Zonana. The landscape throws Durrell’s own inner
labyrinth into relief: “Places are deeply emotionally important to a poet like Durrell”
claims Frank Kersnowski, (147), for Durrell was preoccupied with all that he had lost,
childhood, innocence, relations, expanding to embrace all of mankind: “His motive is to
regain what has been lost and thereby not only to restore a heaven but also to give it a
meaning it would not otherwise have merited” (Pine, 1994, 7). Memories are his personal
and unutterable terrain, evoked through his “total sensual apprehension” as George
Steiner describes it in Durrell’s New York Times obituary.

Pine’s assertion that the overriding theme of Durrell’s world is anxiety is coherent
with the existential and spiritual questioning that is inherent in Durrell’s boundlessly
lush descriptions of place and landscape that occupy these memoirs and dissimulate his
troubled self-searching. The term ‘memoir’ might give cause for debate, for there is little
of Durrell’s emotional response, but like Elizabeth David, who offers similarly lush
descriptions of the Mediterranean, one senses it through the fruit-laden landscape
descriptions without revealing the author’s private experiences. Durrell fervently
explored the landscape through his pen, seeking in the mysticism of words what was
missing in his life, associating nature with spirituality in “grey-gold fields of cherries and
oranges and the delicate spire of Kasaphani’s mosque” (Bitter Lemons, 52). Durrell and
David were friends, David sending Durrell a copy of A Book of Mediterranean Food

(1950), while Durrell considered David one of the “great religious pioneers” for having
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introduced confidence and adventure into British post-war cooking (Timko, 83).54 After
an ecstatic description of the Saturday market at Uzeés written in 1986, David recalls with
irony that Durrell, a neighbour in the region, had reminded her how she had berated a
similar market in Nimes 30 years earlier vowing never to return (Omelette and a Glass
of Wine, 78). Durrell’s association of religion and food confirms the sacred and
numinous power with which he vests food in his life-writing. David, caught by the same
mysticism, quotes from Prospero’s Cell, his black olives tasting “as old as cold water”
(Mediterranean Food, 149), using Durrell’s experience as a surrogate for her own.

Durrell’s trip with Panos in Cyprus, in which the latter is guided in his exploration
of the countryside by his visual and olfactive recollections, is symbolic of Durrell’s
apprehension of nature in which “our journey was sharpened at every turn by the
expectations of his memory” (Bitter Lemons, 246). Subconscious memories act as guides,
creating what the Count in Prospero’s Cell describes as “a portrait inexact in detail,
containing bright splinters of landscape” (107). Durrell wrote in Prospero’s Cell: “History
with her painful and unexpected changes cannot be made to pity or remember; that is
our function.” (133). He created in his island works, a series of memoirs that record his
inner wanderings and sensual reactions, that had haunted him since he left India by
force, and England by choice. Memory’s action and the writer’s art work together to
create discreet memoirs that tell of the reconciliation he discovered for body and soul
on his travels.

Travel in residence memoirs takes the author to food, while in culinary memoirs,
food takes the author on a journey, or stages an earlier journey, always endotic and often
exotic. The exploitation of food by travel writers is more than an attempt to heighten
local colour; it can be understood as a way of connecting with people through food in a

search for one’s own identity, as much as an act of commensality.

54 The relationship between Durrell and David, spanning more than fifty years, was based on
their mutual interest in cuisine and literature and took the form of numerous literary exchanges
through books, prefaces and reviews. These exchanges and their friendship are detailed in
Merrianne Timko’s article “Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet: A Culinary Perspective”.
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2. Diverse forms of self-writing with food

[T]o write about food is to write about the self. (Heller and Moran, 8).

In establishing the legitimacy of the claim of a literary heritage for culinary
memoirs in the history of food writing, we traced its roots to the evolution of the
cookbook, in its most poetic form, the gastronomic essay, and to examples of travel
writing that correspond to a period when food became part of cultural and personal
landscapes. The comparison is not binary however, for there are broad and diverse forms
of culinary- and self-writing that comprise the genre of culinary memoirs, manifest in
the contradictions inherent in many works and the essentially feminine authorship
which brings with it its own diverse writing structures. These works are identifiable as
culinary memoirs in their narrative structure, their discursive style, and the author’s
implicit or explicit literary intention. We will explore these aspects in the following
chapters with a focus in section B on their literary quality through form, language and

structure.

Composite forms

Cookbooks can be used for practical matters, but for the most part
they serve other purposes—reinforcing class identities, establishing
communal historical narratives, providing, like other kinds of fiction, a
diversion from the reader’s personal experience of the usual. (Elias, 239).

Cookbooks, as we have seen, are the homeland of food writing, creating close
colonies in the form of gastronomic writing. Culinary memoirs may be seen as one of
many forms of literary artifice that discuss food, including letters, diary reminiscences,
stories, oral histories, and journals, each one potentially representing a sub-genre in its
own right. Julie Rak states that the genre is categorical, a “powerful organizing set of
principles, preconceptions, and practices that without calling attention to itself, drives
much of the way memoir is produced, consumed, and received” (Rak, 2013, loc. 418).
Hybridizing, on the other hand is a breaking of genre boundaries (2013, loc. 432). David
Duff, in a more constructive vein, defines generic hybridization as a melding: “The

process by which two or more genres combine to form a new genre or subgenre; or by
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which elements of two or more genres are combined in a single work” (Duff, xiv). We
observe both definitions in memoirs, as literary innovation, and as an accidental
blending of autobiography with self-inquiry. In the course of this study, we will discuss
other works that resist simple categorisation.

Certain works are composite structures, made up of more than one literary genre.
One such is The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook. Although it can be aligned with Traci Marie
Kelly’s category of autobiographical cookbooks, it remains nonetheless a work
harbouring unique characteristics. Entitled ‘cookbook’, it is, in effect, a series of recipes,
yet a linear reading also plunges one into the intimate world of Alice B. Toklas and
Gertrude Stein with whom she lived and kept house in France for thirty-seven years,
while describing their experiences in interwar Paris and wartime provincial France. Her
work is an anthropological document of culinary traditions and inventiveness, over a
period of wartime hardship, a memoir of food as a celebration and a vector for
communication and even defiance from within their circle of artistic friends. It is also a
treasury of anecdotes and personal memories in what emerges as rather less recipe book
than life history. She writes, one senses, to reconcile past and present; some recipes are
historic (101), some traditional French (113), and many personal, framed in rich,
reminiscent details (117). Writing in the chapter “Treasures” on recipes that evoke special
memories, she refers to an “underlying past” in the rejected recipes:

[...] my collecting of treasures commenced so very, very long ago
and that many of them, consequently, are no longer treasures [...] If taste
is a matter of choice, the quantity of rejections for this book is neither
flattering or encouraging. The wastepaper basket is too small. But if there
are amongst the discards proofs of an underlying past, there will also, I
hope, be signs of more recent perspicacity in those that are offered here.
(Toklas Cookbook, 98).

The work crosses the boundaries separating gastronomic literature from
domestic cookbook, while confounding the personal domain with an impersonal recipe
format. It is an example of a hybrid recipe-memoir, like that of Elizabeth David, neither
wholly recipe book, nor obviously memoir. Alice McLean’s identification of Toklas’ work
as a gastronomic tour guide, a travelogue merged into cookbook (1), is an interpretation
central to this thesis. She goes on to classify Toklas’ work as on the border of several

genres—cookbook, autobiography and literary experiment. It revolves mnemonically
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and organizationally around recipes which are interwoven with a log of travels and
dining adventures in France and America (92, 93).

Toklas’ work has none of the universal gastronomic or philosophical authority of
David’s anthology, casting itself in the guise of a classic cookbook. However, its
interpersonal dynamic offsets the facade of a quintessentially gendered cookbook,
shifting it towards a work that fulfils the definition of a culinary memoir, with its mixture
of memories, recipes and associated reflections, woven together to tell the tale of a
segment of life. Toklas’ work is interpreted by Barbara Will as an example of an inventive
form of modernist autobiography. Although her first chapter is entitled “The French
Tradition”, and Maureen Duffy in her Preface, rates Toklas’ work as one of her two all-
time classic cookbooks,> Toklas experiments with both cookbook and autobiographical
narrative within her diffident and self-effacing style, syntactically merging narrative and
recipes. Toklas organizes her recipes around reminiscence of relationships, rather than
any culinary logic, running the narrative into the recipe without any formal syntactical
break: “Toklas so fully embeds her recipes in prose that the effect is almost that of
fiction” (Humble, 159). Toklas invokes a stream-of-consciousness style of recipe writing
as a continuous unpunctuated syntactical form, in which the title and recipe description
are part of the sentence that precedes them, emphasising the symbiosis of the recipes
with the narrative discourse, in a seamless link between narrative and text:

we had our first meal without restrictions
Quiche de Nancy
Prepare the evening before baking a pie crust... (Toklas Cookbook,
66).
Our hotel was on the Seine, its cooking was famous. It was there
we had
Sole de la Maison
Poach gently in milk the fillets of sole with salt and pepper. (73).
It was a woman who cooked, quietly and expertly. She showed me
how to make
Rillettes
Grind in meat chopper ... (84).

Toklas also disrupts paragraph structures with the use of one-sentence

paragraphs to highlight the importance of a dish she has elaborated:

55 The other is Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management, whose only point in common with
Toklas” work is the insight into domestic interiors that accompany the recipes. (Toklas
Cookbook, vii). (My emphasis).
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This is a royal dish.
It was a lunch to be remembered. (19).

The work raises the question of Toklas’ role, as submissive cook or repressed
writer. Toklas finally reveals something of herself at the end of the book, dropping her
speculation on cookbook writing as real literature, as well as allowing herself to conceive
that she herself might, in that case, be a writer:

And now it amuses me to remember that the only confidence I ever
gave was twice given, in the upper garden to two friends. The first one
gaily responded, How very amusing. The other asked with no little alarm,
But Alice, have you ever tried to write. As if a cookbook had anything to
do with writing. (Toklas Cookbook, 280).

Toklas” work is both an intimate journal of her life with Gertrude Stein, her
personal experience and emotions carefully dissimulated with the frequent use of
indirect speech: “[...] she asked why we had Lavaret for dinner every evening. Gertrude
Stein told her that it was the most carefully prepared dish on the menu” (93). It is also a
practical book of recipes, each one as detailed as the anecdotes themselves. Despite her
casual, matter-of-fact style, Toklas also insinuates a fantasy dimension. She dismisses a
book she is invited to read as impractical, no doubt for its archaic recipe composition,
yet she herself gives little consideration to the feasibility of making her recipes that list
ingredients unknown or unobtainable for her American audience, as she explains in her
introduction, “A Word with the Cook”. Linda Simon, her biographer,° like critic Paul
Levy, favoured the anecdotes that pepper the recipes, more than the recipes themselves,
not forgetting her attention-seeking Haschich Fudge recipe (Toklas Cookbook, 259).

Like Toklas’ work, Elizabeth David’s corpus and, in particular, The Book of
Mediterranean Cooking, require what Janet Theophano describes as “an imaginative
leap” to read the author’s life through a collection of recipes (2002, 18). John Thorne
wrote of David’s corpus: “Few food writers are so relentlessly anti-autobiographical [...]
except in the incidental or often luminous use of herself to build up the texture of
understanding, self-revelation serves her no purpose.” (Omelette and a Glass of Wine, 7).
Demonstrating the inventiveness inherent in the genre, David, like Toklas, uses
intertextuality to dissimulate her private experience of Mediterranean exile, more self-

consciously, using literary quotes and extracts from other people’s travel adventures to

5¢ Linda Simon. The Biography of Alice B. Toklas (1977).
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encode her own experience, while her recipes capture the essence of her years of exotic
vagabondage from England. The intertextuality, which adds a depth of dimension to the
book, is precisely what encourages us to make that “imaginative leap”, drawn in by the
luscious descriptions that we know were a mirror reflection of her own experiences.

The Book of Mediterranean Food can be seen as an anthology of Mediterranean
writings through the quality of her literary citations rather than a cookbook per se. Yet
David invents a form of autobiographical writing, like Toklas, in which she writes about
herself and her experience almost literally, between the lines of recipes and through the
vicarious experiences of others, using her recipes as a means of self-expression (2012,
119). In her preface to the 1988 edition of her book, David reveals the extent to which
this ostensibly impersonal book was an intimate memoir; it was her “personal antidote
to the bleak conditions and acute food shortages of immediate post-war, ration-stricken
England.” While she hoped her readers would find solace in her words as well as spiritual
sustenance, David’s reconstitution of her Mediterranean experiences through recipes
was a therapeutic self-writing experience anticipating the modern genre. The spirit of
defiance with which she revisits her periods of foreign residence, stimulates her to write
about herself in a covert form, choosing a classic domestic genre, deftly merged with an
earlier male tradition of gastronomical scholarship and travel writing,57 offering literary,
historical and cultural context.

Those who made an occasional marketing expedition [...] can buy
Greek cheese and Calamata olives, Tahina paste from the Middle East [...]
Egyptian brown beans, chick peas, Armenian ham, Spanish, Italian and
Cypriot olive oil [...] even occasionally Neapolitan Mozzarella cheese, and
honey from Mount Hymettus. How right Elizabeth Nicolas has been about
the ‘ignoble compromise with expediency’ which I had not made.
(Mediterranean Food, 12).

Each ingredient is a memory, a place, an experience, hidden in the recipes that
she pains to describe with meticulous attention to authentic detail.>® David’s Sunday
Times reviewer, Elizabeth Nicholas, on the occasion of the book’s publication, praised it
above all for its authenticity and uncompromising rendition of her memories. They were

not so much recipes that her audience could cook, as an evocation of a richly sensual

57 All of David’s intertextual quotations are by male authors.
58 Authenticity is key to questions of origins and identity, particularly regarding transparency
and intention. We will explore this concept with regard to reader reception in section C.
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and happy experience. She compares the British post-war ration of “flour and water soup
seasoned solely with pepper; bread and gristle rissoles; dehydrated onions and carrots;
corned beef toad-in-the-hole” (Omelette and a Glass of Wine, 21), with her own basic
Mediterranean pantry:

[A] supply of elementary fresh things like eggs, onions, parsley,
lemons, oranges and bread and tomatoes [...] an improvised meal [...]| may
be just a salad of anchovy fillets and black olives, hard-boiled eggs and
olive oil, with bread and a bottle of wine [...] white beans or brown lentils
for slow cooking, and usually a piece of cured sausage or bacon to add to
them, with onions and oil and possibly a tomato. (24).

The publication of Mediterranean Food depended on the enlightened trust of one
man, John Lehmann, who saw it for what it was, more than a cookbook, a true culinary
memoir. The reader embarks on a unique journey of hinted intimacy and exotic culinary
adventure. Her work is the quintessential model of the travel-food memoir that inspired
future works.59 David’s single-handed achievement in revolutionizing food habits and
tastes with her startling and uncompromising revelation of southern European food to
the English (Humble, 128), did much in recasting the personal memoir into a unique
form of culinary fantasy literature that sees its influence reflected in contemporary
culinary memoirs such as the works by Frances Mayes.

Unlike most contemporary memoirs, Toklas and David omit stories of childhood,
but express, nonetheless, an intensity of experience associated with childhood
recollections, from which the authors also have sufficient distance at the time of writing
to be able to exercise a degree of detachment. Their stories describe experiences of
forced or self-imposed exile and displacement, in which food is correlated with strong
emotions. Frances Mayes, like David, adopts a culture and culinary tradition in Italy,
writing a memoir about integration in a small Italian village. However, talk of food
traditions inevitably evokes sensorial childhood experiences, such that elements of
Mayes’ new life provoke memories of infancy, her mother and their traditions: “the

Tuscan melons rival in flavor those Sugar Babies we picked hot out of the fields in South

9 Nicola Humble categorizes the works thus: “While her first two books, particularly The Book
of Mediterranean Food, were primarily travel memoirs, recalling sights, sounds and tastes that
seem already lost, so powerful is the nostalgia with which they are viewed, the later books,
especially French Provincial Cooking, are guides for travelers, full of advice about where to go
and how to eat well when you get there” (Humble, 172).
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Georgia when I was a child [...] 'm seven again, totally engrossed in shooting seeds
between my fingers and spooning out circles from the dripping quarter moon of fruit”
(Under the Tuscan Sun, 63).

We can inventory other nuanced culinary self-writings as diverse as diaspora
stories like Miriam’s Kitchen by Elizabeth Ehrlich, who explores her Jewish roots in order
to find herself and build a spiritual foundation for her children; homespun tales, or A
Homemade Life by Molly Wizenberg, a memoir which proposes that emotional healing
and well-being reside in home life and in particular, its culinary core. There are
gastronomic odysseys that describe food as an art form, and chronicle self-
transformations through eating, as in M.F.K. Fisher’s The Gastronomical Me, which
describes the aesthetics of female desire grounded in gastronomic pleasure.

The memoir landscape also includes stories by professional chefs, such as
Gabrielle Hamilton’s Blood, Bones & Butter (2012), Marcus Samuelsson’s Yes, Chef: A
Memoir (2012), and tales of culinary tourism such as Eating Up Italy: Voyages on a Vespa
(2005), a culinary travelogue by Matthew Fort whose title summarizes the book’s
ambition. The latter culinary odysseys are not rooted in childhood or an intensely lived
period, but recent culinary adventures, orchestrated and motivated by intellectual,
academic or even financial aims. Julie Rak explains that genre provides the terms of
recognition, organizing knowledge such that it responds to a market (2013, loc. 438). The
text is itself a locus for a genre, situating it: “within the complex interrelations between
texts, industries, audiences and historical context.” (2013, loc. 589).

The term ‘foodoir’, used to define a memoir focused on a food adventure rather
than memories, corresponds more precisely to this latter category of books in which the
narrative centres on the exploration of current or recent experience, without pursuing
roots or personal origins, essentially looking forward rather than backward. Examples of
such books are Eat, Pray, Love (2007) by Elizabeth Gilbert, evoking healing post-divorce
travels, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, One Year of Seasonal Eating (2007) by Barbara
Kingsolver, describing a year of locavorous eating, Tracey Lawson’s fascination with
rural Italian lifestyle in A Year in the Village of Eternity: The Lifestyle of Longevity in
Campodimele, Italy (2011), and Kathleen Flinn’s Paris gap year love life in The Sharper
Your Knife, the Less You Cry: Love, Laughter, and Tears in Paris at the World's Most

Famous Cooking School (2007). The adventures are intense, but short-lived, often lasting
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a year, and inspired by the modern fascination with food lifestyles, in a short-term,
challenge-driven project. They associate travel, and the exploration of culinary cultures
with a psychological challenge, in a varied, though less noble, display of food writing
such as Julie Powell’s Julie and Julia: My Year of Cooking Dangerously (2005), chronicling
her personal challenge to cook Julia Child's Mastering the Art of French Cooking recipe
collection. Powell made a compelling tale out of a relationship with a book rather than
food in itself. (Elias, 240). Her melodramas: failures, frustrations and relationships form
an uninhibited part of the culinary narrative. Cookbooks that once stood out as works
of art or repositories of tradition have become celebrities by the way in which memoirists

such as Powell have diverted the narrative for their own personal end.

Gender traits

Many of the forms of literary expression are feminine, raising questions about the
place of women in the corpus. Historically and culturally, women have long been
associated with domestic, private cooking, as well as with home and nurturing and their
associated values. Contemporary writers, including journalists, academics and food
writers, have re-appropriated the cookbook form, negotiating a new relationship with
food than that with which they have been vested socially and culturally, combining it
with the memoir as a space in which to share intimate questions about cultural integrity.
Although written with hindsight, culinary memoirs adopt the confidentiality of a
surrogate diary form, reinventing the traditional women’s journal, which Virginia Woolf
deemed capable of capturing the “loose drifting material of life” (Waugh, 1989, 99), that
which is difficult to express without a literary device such as food writing. Stories and
affiliated recipes allow women to anchor their self-exploration to a mainstay of
traditional female competences, like Ehrlich does with the knowledge and memories of
her mother-in-law. We explore their role as vectors of aesthetics, a role that is often
jeopardized by the connotations of oppression and submission associated with the
domestic status of the female cook.

Culinary memoirs are not feminist manifestos but rather expressions of feminine
awareness centred on the value of women’s experience and identity and their historical

role within the domestic sphere. This is coherent with Linda Hutcheon’s notion of lived
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knowledge: “Besides the postmodern self-consciousness here about the paradoxes and
problems of historical representation (and self-representation), there is also a very
feminist awareness of the value of experience and the importance of its representation
in the form of ‘life-writing” (1989, 167).°° Roles that emerge in memoirs include
homemaker, provider, nurturer, and agent of transmission.® Arlene Voski Avakian in
Through the Kitchen Window: Women Explore the Intimate Meanings of Food and
Cooking (2006) gives space to women writing about food experience, each vignette a
form of micro-foodoir, the whole interwoven with recipes and poetry. The shortness of
the pieces contributes to the creation of a narrational web that connects each writer,
uniting their voices. These cameo food memories celebrate women’s changing
relationship to food, negating historical subservience: “Cooking becomes a vehicle for
artistic expression, a source of sensual pleasure, an opportunity for resistance and even
power” (Through the Kitchen Window, 6). The memoir is a trope for cooking itself,
individual morsels contributing to the creation of a cohesive whole, as well as a medium
for artistic expression around food and a space for sensual awareness. Sharon L. Jansen,
in her piece entitled “Family Liked 1956: My Mother’s Recipes”, tells of her mother’s
recipe recording in letters full of annotations and implicit self-searching. The recipes are
a discreet autobiography and literary work in themselves: “her special genre is the recipe
[...] for my mother, a recipe represents an opportunity to experiment with composing as
well as cooking. Her recipes are exercises in narration, description, analysis, even
argument [...]” (Through the Kitchen Window, 55-56). The use of the letter form serves
as a paratext providing comment and context. Recording recipes provides access to and
analysis of distant memories: “the recipe has become a part of my mother’s reminiscence
and reflection [...] the text has become part of a larger whole, an occasion for comment

at least, more often for a story into which the recipe has been inserted.” (58). Her

60 Postmodernism, as we can apply a definition to culinary memoirs, is a label related to aesthetic
and cultural forms that displays characteristics such as reflexivity and self-consciousness, often
mixing popular and ‘high’ art forms. (Natoli and Hutcheon, 1993). It is defendable to argue that
culinary memoirs are both a popular genre and, as we hope to show in this study, also worthy of
critical study. James Donald asserts that: “[l]iterature has been institutionalized as the point of
reference around which relationships of difference and similarity within the field of writing were
organized.” (Donald, 168). He also advances the idea that popular literature is the residue that
is left after true literature has been defined, or what people choose to read. (Donald, 169).

 We will explore the role of women in the transmission of traditions in section B of part II on
origins and identity.
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mother’s dated observations of the family’s appreciation turn the recipe recording into
a living diary.

The informal written (as well as oral) tradition that women perpetuate serves to
sustain memories, bond communities and create invisible ties to lost homelands. It can
also be perceived as an act of courage and resistance. Fisher wrote in her war-time
memoir-cookbook How to Cook a Wolf: “I believe that one of the most dignified ways
we are capable of, to assert and then reassert our dignity in the face of poverty and war’s
fears and pains, is to nourish ourselves with all possible skill, delicacy and ever-
increasing enjoyment.” (1990, 350). As a genre, the works represent a collective voice in
the face of an adversary. Gabrielle Hamilton in Blood, Bones & Butter and Ruth Reichl in
Tender at the Bone describe the choice of a career in food following childhood trauma,
while Anna Del Conte in Risotto with Nettles (2009) and Elizabeth David gain distance
from war trauma by submerging themselves in recipes from happier times. For Fisher,
cooking represented resistance and power: “The stove, the bins, the cupboards, I had
learned forever, make an inviolable throne room. From them I ruled; temporarily I
controlled. I felt powerful and I loved that feeling.” (Gastronomical Me, 18).

However, the domestic female figure occupies a complex place in memoirs.
Madeleine Kamman glorifies her female mentors, while Samuel Chamberlain sketches a
voiceless fictional caricature of family cook. While the culinary memoir remains
dominantly feminine, the intimate soul-searching memoir is also capable of being light-
hearted and self-deprecating in such works as A Homemade Life by Molly Wizenberg, or
My Berlin Kitchen (2013) by Luisa Weiss. The following quotations each express
admiration for a female culinary role model, illustrating the divergence of style between
men and women authors. The men express objective respect for women’s savoir-faire,
be it institutional from Samuel Chamberlain’s perspective, or homely in the case of
Marcus Samuelsson:

[W]hen the final blessing of a perfect French cook appeared to
make our domestic picture complete, we became utter sybarites, frank
worshippers of the splendours of French cuisine. (Clementine in the
Kitchen, 3).

My grandmother’s food was my introduction to rustic cooking. It
had more levels of flavour than a twelve-year-old boy could understand.
She didn’t know how to build texture the ways chefs build texture, but she
got it. In her body, she knew how to create those levels. (Yes, Chef, 23).
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Their different language styles are a reflection of the fifty-five-year time-lapse
between the two. They allude to transmitted knowledge that other women, notably
cooks and professional writers recognize, acclaiming the keystones of culinary
traditions. Zonana makes a personal, non-judgemental observation about her mother
that she relates to her own intimate experience, highlighting the significance of food for
her mother, so intimate and precious that she describes it in sacred terms, an “art”, a
“sacrament”, a “dream”: “Cooking was my mother’s art, her sacrament. She dreamed
food, lived it, even as today I dream words, seeking sustenance.” (Dream Homes, 25).

Alice McLean identifies in Alice Toklas’ work, what she defines as characteristics
of the male food literature tradition, including mixed genre, gastronomic tourism, the
aesthetic appreciation of food and table as art form, reverence for hospitality as mutually
nourishing and a sense of humour (McLean, 102), in sum, a more social, more liberal and
less intimate approach to the exploration of foodways, which mitigates the potential
capacity of food traditions to shape individual identity. Not only was Toklas
experimenting with a genre style when she fuses memoir, travelogue, cookbook and
humorous anecdote, but also with a role model, anticipating that the devoted ‘wifely’
companion, cook and housekeeper becomes an avant-garde writer on Stein’s death.

Few non-professional male cooks or food writers share or even engage, to the
same degree as women, in an intimate search for identity through culinary traditions.
The literary and aesthetic intentions of male authors that engage in culinary self-writing
provide important insights into the genre as a whole. As well as a food-focused travel
literature, and memoirs by chefs who recount their rise to the top, only a few works by
male authors embody the intentions of culinary memoirs, confronting questions of
identity in an exploration of personal foodways. The traditional separation between
domestic and professional cuisine, family cooking and gastronomy still influences
contemporary food writing in gender issues, tabling questions of intimacy and self-
questioning.®> When a woman writes about herself she is immediately engaged in “a
double process of writing and rewriting the stories already written about her as a

woman, as being passive or hidden” writes Nawar Al-Hassan Golley (2003, 61). This

62 Gastronomic French chef Héléne Darroze wrote a unique pseudo-fictive memoir-cookbook,
that asserts hers and the memoirs’ femininity in a male-dominated world. (Darroze, 2013).
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opposition has contributed to gendered memoir styles, in which passivity is confronted
and overcome. The assertive style of blogger and restaurant owner, Molly Wizenberg
waivers between a male and female posture, writing with an insistent frankness that
implies more than sharing or confession, but rather a desire to create a public figure out
of a private story. This idea is supported by the extended public display of intimate life
events in her memoir and blog Orangette. Madeleine Kamman’s intensely feminine
memoir of her female mentors When French Women Cook (1973), written in a pre-
Internet era resounds like a battle cry of women'’s creativity and resilience. The women
remain private figures, characters in a play.

This lingering dichotomy between an intimate confessional style and an assertive
show of force, offers the opportunity for women to reclaim the domestic food arena for
themselves, and exploit its essential feminine force to create a space for female
questioning. The situation is no doubt evolving for men too, offering an inverse scenario
wherein expressions of sensibility and self-revelation are possible and able to surpass
the images of rebel-to-fame chefs such as Anthony Bourdain® who evoke a violent,
macho arena of professional cooking, void of respect for co-workers, consumers or the
food itself. Interestingly, Bourdain in the 2007 edition of Kitchen Confidential notes that,
in the predominantly male restaurant domain “Times have changed” (2007, 3u).
However, he considers the volatile, sensitive, socially inept personality of the typical
chef, “people with appetites that go beyond food” remains unchanged (Bourdain, 31).
For all his male posturing, the declaration of his own dysfunction in human interactions
is poignant:*4 in the no-man’s land of an airport lounge, he feels at home, “free, as it
were, of the complications of normal human entanglement, untormented by the beauty,
complexity and challenge of a big, magnificent and often painful world.” (312).
Bourdain’s confessional tone approaches the essence of many female culinary memaoirs.

Known for his comfort food recipes in books and food columns, food writer, Nigel
Slater’s memoir Toast: the story of a boy’s hunger (2003) picks up the refrain of hunger,

coming close to the spirit of the feminine corpus by exploring that hunger in association

% Although his brutal truth memoir Kitchen Confidential: Adventures in the Culinary Underbelly
(2007) is a typically masculine text, Gabrielle Hamilton’s Blood, Bones & Butter is proof that the
style is not exclusively masculine, but reflects the male-dominated world in which she worked.

%4 A poignancy heightened by the author’s suicide in July 2018, in an anonymous hotel room in
France.
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with emotional deprivation. Although a minority male voice within the genre, Slater’s
work suggests that the culinary memoir has the potential to move the male narrative
towards a gendered middle ground that could be shared with women’s stories. Although
a food professional, he delimits his memoir of childhood trauma, ending his story at the
threshold of adulthood. He uses his food memories to provide a situational anchor for
poignant landmark moments. The resulting association of unassuming food anecdotes,
with vivid trauma accompanies a discreet trail of emotional devastation. They are
described with childlike naivety and adult discretion, and the resulting emotions are
hidden in what could be interpreted as male reserve or cultural restraint.

Slater’s narrative is a litany of nostalgic recollections of the foods he ate as a child,
associating nostalgia with banality, veiling pain of loss, in a form of homesickness, not
for a physical place, but for the love and comfort of the functional family that he lost or,
scarcely knew. Each food item is dwelt upon just long enough for the reader to taste it,
but not penetrate the depths of the associated pain. In an interview, Slater has called
Toast "the most intimate memoir that any food person has ever written".% To satisfy his
emotional starvation, Slater must consciously make, what Barbara Waxman describes
as, “an emotional home in food” (376), a state of grace often acknowledged by women in
their role as provider. The typically female association of food and affection is reiterated
throughout Slater’s book, his descriptions marked by a disturbing mixture of tenderness
and stark emotional honesty: “You can’t smell a hug. You can’t hear a cuddle. But if you
could, I reckon it would smell and sound of warm bread-and-butter pudding” (Toast, 7).
When his ailing mother tells him he must stay to school lunches rather than come home
for her lunches, “It was like she had just taken a gun out and shot me” (82), and he
admits that the three “fluffy, sugary marshmallows” that his father left by his bedside
every night for two years after his mother’s death as a gesture of surrogate affection did
not come close to his mother’s kiss that he so missed (102).

Two further male memoirs concerned with culinary traditions and questions of
displacement and deprivation, were written in the 1940s: Samuel Chamberlain’s,

Clementine in the Kitchen (1943), and Angelo Pellegrini’'s The Unprejudiced Palate:

% AfterElton.com, 10 January 2005. AfterElton was a gay cultural website started in 2005 that was
dissolved in 2015.
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Classic Thoughts on Food and the Good Life (1948). Chamberlain was concerned with the
preservation and transmission of the culinary traditions he discovered during a period
of residence in France. However, in order to give the discourse credibility to his
American audience, he creates a fictitious female character as the ‘authentic’ channel for
his recipes. Chamberlain is thus respectably distanced from the kitchen, as befitting a
man in the mid-twentieth century, while still expressing a certain scholarly
gastronomical knowledge as the head of a well-to-do American family with a French
cook as status symbol, whose social value as that of a prize possession increases when
he flees the start of World War II in France to return to America with cook in tow. He
depicts Clementine as a competent, discreet, angel-in-the-kitchen, (Clementine in the
Kitchen, 7), both modern and traditional, only ‘heard’ in recipes. Chamberlain, her
benevolent employer, speaks for her (91), but maintains credibility by giving ultimate
culinary authority to iconic Clementine. Chamberlain even concocts a fairy tale happy
ending for her, finding a suitable husband from her social class.

Angelo Pellegrini, teacher and early prophet of the Slow Food Movement,°°
published his work just five years after Chamberlain, but, as an Italian immigrant in
America, his discourse was radically different. For Pellegrini, the kitchen was a gendered
space which he occupied with his father without contradiction as an “enlightened
peasant gourmet” with a “catholicity of taste and an instinctive appreciation of all that
is good to eat and drink” (Unprejudiced Palate, 113). We will have come to our culinary
senses, he claims, when we expel the idea of refinement and cooking as an art and forget
Brillat-Savarin (17). He preached a parable of frugality, contrasting scarcity with the
abundance that the immigrant encountered in America: ‘The reality was more fantastic
than the dream” (31).

Pellegrini was an ambassador of the ‘Good Life’ and his memoir, a mission: “the
garden, the cellar, the simple pleasures of the dinner hour, a scrupulous husbandry in
the home, the quiet joy of modest achievement” (Unprejudiced Palate, 233), involving
humble hard work, performed with pride and dignity. He offers proof that even though

women were historically the guardians of domestic moral values, within an immigrant

% The objective of the Slow Food Movement is to save and resuscitate individual gastronomic
legacies, encouraging the pleasure of food in harmony with nature. It shares notions of respect
for ‘terroir’ and tradition with culinary memoirs.
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diasporic context, the banner could also be carried by a man. Much of his culinary
traditions are centred outside the kitchen, in the garden he cultivates; they involve not
just the preparation and the cooking but also the production of food.

His memoir, opinionated and personal, invites the reader to try his suggestions,
and join him on forages, in cooking and at his table. The narrative is inflected with
patriarchal Christian symbolism, which elevates the food he describes to religious
stature, contrasting with the humility of many women’s narratives that treat food with
the same respect as Pellegrini, but also with female discretion. His father presided in the
kitchen once a week like an “officiating priest” (Unprejudiced Palate, 101) at his
woodstove altar. Of all the sermons he had ever heard, none had impressed him more
that his father’s “reverent care for the food that sustains our body” (101). He refers to
“culinary self-development” (125) for cooks interested in culinary ideas rather than
recipes. Apart from M.F.K. Fisher and Elizabeth David, few contemporary women
writers take Pellegrini’s audacious step of presenting their cuisine as a panacea, even
though most culinary memoirs extol home cooking to be the solution for many moral
wails and the conclusion to cautionary tales.

Although published in 1948, Pellegrini’s work exposes modern questions around
gender and food. Dichotomies serve to expose new realities, providing keys to
understanding the genre, and enable memoirs to emerge from ambiguous, yet flexible
and inventive forms. Certain are related to the form of the memoirs themselves, to be
developed in section B, and include such opposites as autobiography interwoven with
elements of fiction, the coexistence of poetry and prose, intimate narrative tales
supported by recipes, narrative flow opposing fragmentation. Other paradoxes are
concerned with content, including tradition and innovation, displacement and
immobility, the role of women, portrayed through stereotypical profiles of kitchen-
bound cooks, both submissive and assertive, central and peripheral in a patriarchal
society, tacitly authoritative and obliging servant, like Narayan’s grandmother, whose
place was unquestionably in the kitchen, a nurturing presence for her grand-daughter
and also “[a] proud, passionate cook [who] took no advice and brooked no questions”
(Monsoon Diary, 16). Memoirs represent the immediacy of sensorial experience and the
atemporality of traditions that represent personal experience and universal truths,

offering both constraints and freedom for narrators.
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3. Autobiography and memoir

This unique form of self-writing draws, as we have seen, on diverse influences
and embraces multiple paradoxes. It is necessary however to understand the influence
of the canonical definition of the autobiographical and memoir genres. We will review
the genre’s autobiographical dimension, to identify the traits of an established corpus,
and highlight the unique characteristics of a mutating multi-form genre which draws on
diverse textual practices. Philippe Lejeune considers this potential morphing an
inherent part of the genre:

Un genre littéraire est une catégorie en mouvement combinant une
force d'inertie et de répétition (modéle canonique, horizons d’attente, que
le définisseur tente de fixer...) et une force de changement : la pratique
autobiographique s’inspire de 'ensemble des autres pratiques textuelles
[...] (Lejeune, 1988, 73).

Lejeune offers a definition of autobiography as a “Récit rétrospectif en prose
qu’une personne réelle fait de sa propre existence, lorsqu’elle met 'accent sur sa vie
individuelle, en particulier sur l'histoire de sa personnalité.” (Lejeune, 1975, 14).
According to Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, autobiography is the traditional discourse
of the public sphere, while memoirs are the new more focused and penetrating form
that has emerged as the rhetoric of the individual, personal and private (Smith and
Watson, 2010, 2-3), importantly connecting the interior life of an individual story to the
human condition (Larson and Fetherling in Rak, 2013, loc. 303).

Beyond exhibiting and conserving the traces of an individual life,
autobiographical writings have other far-reaching ambitions that motivate authors to
foreground memories and make them tangible, serving to assuage loss and rediscover
wholeness, as a spiritual salvation through memory recall. Jean-Pierre Carron defines
the role of autobiography as instilling harmony in discord®” through the poetry that
emerges from the ‘creative’ structuring of events. This impulse exemplifies the vital
impulse to order, as well as alleviating the anxieties of disintegration, the overwhelming
fear of not being able to put the pieces of a life together. Julie Rak confirms the bonding

notions of sisterhood and community: “Memoir makes many people feel connected, and

67 “La poétique, a travers la notion de Tagencement des faits’ parvenait a instaurer une certaine
concordance dans la discordance [...]” (Carron, 129).
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it connects individual feelings to group ideas. Therefore citizenship—and not
narcissism—should be as key ways to understand the popularity of memoirs with many
American readers at the present time.” (2013, loc. 722).

Autobiographies are often more clearly rooted in a verifiable history, while
memoirs focus on selective personal memories. Food offered in the form of recipes
proposes, in some senses, the only verifiable element; recipes can be tested and tasted,
serving as an anchor to the present. The more exotic the stories, the more important are
the recipes that tie the narrative in a space accessible to the reader, such as the Indian
fairy tale narratives of Madhur Jaffrey and Shoba Narayan, the other worldliness of
Madeleine Kamman'’s vignettes of the discreet women in her life, or the larger-than-life
trauma tale by Gabrielle Hamilton.

The unreliability of memory is part of the author’s creative material:
“autobiography is not a simple recapitulation of the past; it is also the attempt and the
drama of a man struggling to reassemble himselfin his own likeness at a certain moment
of his history” (Gusdorf, 43). Culinary memoirs are frequently comprised wholly, or in
part, of details of the narrator’s childhood and her nascent personality which evolves
with the food she eats. Colette Rossant’s Apricots on the Nile is an example of the
weaving of narrative elements of relative importance, childhood emotional trauma and
interconnections with her family though food. Exiled from the kitchen, the stage for her
emotional education, she relives the abandonment of which her mother is guilty.
(Apricots on the Nile, 91). Her childhood represents an emotionally charged and
intertwined set of memories that are primarily recalled as sensual experiences. The
drama of the first chapter unfolds around attempts to feed her sick mother in a New
York hospice and the tantalizingly fragrant and off-limits kitchen of her grandparents’
apartment in Paris, highlighting the importance of food as a trigger and vehicle for
connecting with a previous self.

For other authors, such as Elizabeth Ehrlich, constructing memories through an
active respect for traditions was a way of recreating a link to the past. Her literary artifice
is a form of diary that spans the Jewish religious calendar. She reflects, every month, on
her call to stricter religious observance, sharing her innermost doubts with the reader.
“Does this force me into a little sphere, the kitchen? I am only interested in the

symbolism, so what if things get mixed up?” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 143). While her questions
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are rhetorical, they are sincere, temporally anchored doubts about her spiritual journey,
motivated by the sense that she cannot “bear to finally cut the string connecting those
lives to those of my children.” (53).

Drawn to ritual, I may perhaps draw nearer to meaning. First
principles are becoming interwoven in the fabric of daily life. I like this
dimension, this reminder, this presence of something timeless, as my own
clock ticks. Random, sparkling, incredible, the world can hold both reason
and awe. (351).

Ehrlich uses the opposing terms of reason and awe to reflect the tensions that
exist in her pursuit and her desire to show the complex scope of her questioning with
absolute honesty, this latter quality becoming a leitmotif in contemporary memoirs. The
autobiographical intention takes the form of a confession, as life-writing creates a space
for vital self-exploration (Buss, 14): “With freedom and opportunity came new
undreamed of choices—to believe in your grandparents’ religion, or to believe in
nothing [...] or to embrace the trappings with all your heart, and make a corned beef
sandwich on ‘Jewish’ rye the only religion you need.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 53). Ruth
Reichl’s My Kitchen Year also follows the progression of a year, beginning in the autumn,
tracking the seasons with their subtle changes. The handwritten-styled text that
introduces each recipe reveals intimate thoughts, notes on food, the landscape and its
seasons, an informal, yet confessional commentary. Using these devices, memoirs avoid

superficiality with an exploration of sentiments, and above all doubts.

Memoir as a genre

What then is specific to the memoir if opposed to autobiography? Helen Buss
claims that “Autobiographies are written by famous people while memoirs are written
by anonymous people (7). Although many culinary memoirists are previously
unpublished and unknown authors, some have degrees of renown, as cooks, journalists
or academics. Julie Rak discusses the amateur authorship of memaoirs, citing Ben Yagoda:
“[u]lnder its auspices, voices and stories have emerged that, otherwise, would have been
dull impersonal nonfiction tomes or forgettable autobiographical novels, or wouldn’t

have been expressed at all” (Yagoda quoted in Rak, 2013, loc. 288). ® These critics argue,

% Ben Yagoda. Memoir: A history. London: Penguin, 2009, 240.
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justifiably, that memaoirs offer a unique and adapted forum of expression for self-enquiry
especially in the context of diasporic or immigrant populations.

The relative anonymity of the authors, however, does not imply literary naivety.
On the contrary writers demonstrate an awareness of the way that culinary memoirs and
food writing in general can serve their self-understanding, as a scenario in which food
functions as an attractive or useful literary device. M.F.K. Fisher expressed her
“gastronomic liberty” which “often saved [her], and [her] reason too” (Gastronomical
Me, 183). Linda Furiya provides a form of meta-narrative, commenting the personal and
collective purpose of memoir as a way of conveying a spiritual message about foodways
and identity. In a chapter whose title evokes the newly-arrived diasporic condition in
America, “The Hungry World”, she describes how her grandfather had taught her father
to eat: “Not the mechanics of eating with a dinner knife, but the spiritual aspect of eating
thoughtfully, mindful of the source, and pacing oneself as in meditation or prayer [...] a
smorgasbord for the senses, a boost to the spirit, a conduit of memories” (Bento Box, 45-
46). She makes explicit the role of food and gives a moral justification to the memoir
itself. Japanese home cooking was vital to their survival. It “symbolized something
greater than sustenance. It was like a comforting familiarity that assured [her parents]
they could make it through the daily challenges of living in a country not their own.”
(Bento Box, 95). Cooking was also vital for Sasha Martin’s childhood survival, the word
“knit” reflecting her writing enterprise: “In those days, food was never just sustenance:
the very act of cooking knit our disparate lives together.” (Life from Scratch, 49).

A number of critics® converge in defining autobiographies as introspective, and
memoirs as evidential stories about people and events. Taking an opposing stance, the
presence of food, that evokes archaic memories, generates a psychological complexity
that surpasses the linear autobiographical narrative and promotes the idea of immersion
in the private rather than the public sphere. Leslie Li’s work is an example of this
complex ambiguity, straddling the public life of her grandparents and the intimate
difficulties of her relationship with her father. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson note that

memoir is both a popular and a scholarly term, used often by publishing houses for

% Including Roy Pascal, quoted in Estelle C. Jelinek (1986), Marianne Gullestad (1996), Linda
Anderson (201) and David Rubin (1995).
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works that target one moment or period of experience. While culinary memoirs are
undoubtedly self-focused, they avoid the plunging narcissism of autobiographies by the
presence of recipes that turn the focus of the narrative intermittently from the author
to the reader. The self-absorbed tales of many authors are paused to describe recipes.
The intense chapter on Wizenberg’s love affair with a Frenchman, is followed by a recipe
for tarte tatin with the blithe and telling comment “Don’t be intimidated by its length.
Its surprisingly simple. And I'm pretty verbose.” (Homemade Life, 108).

Elizabeth David’s corpus is exemplary of the association of professionalism with
literary and culinary (not to mention artistic) aesthetics. Her discreet recipe book
memoir of her years in Mediterranean countries, is interwoven with gustatory and
sensual memories, in which she conveys a strong sense of self while evading
autobiographical revelation. One can liken it to the contemporary literary and
filmographic notion of slice of life, which focuses on a single period or aspect, and lacks
complex plot development. Several childhood-centred memoirs demonstrate similar
traits taking the narrator to the threshold of a new beginning and tying inconclusive
knots in the narrative such as that of Madhur Jaffrey. Others such as Fisher offer the
“density of language and self-reflexivity about the writing process yoking the authors
standing as a professional writer with the work’s status as an aesthetic object” that Smith
and Watson discuss (2010, 3). Should memoirs be considered a secondary form of self-
writing, half-fledged autobiography, the expected linear discourse impeded by the
fragmented nature of women’s lives and their deconstructed narratives? This
supposition is implied in Estelle Jelinek’s appraisal written in 1986:7°

Women’s self-portraits are still classified as memoirs or
reminiscences because of their episodic and anecdotal nature, their non-
progressive narratives, their fragmented forms, their focus on others, and
their lack of heroic self-assertion, all of which are considered obstacles to
the shaping of a true autobiography. (Jelinek, 1986, 188).7

The defence perhaps lies in the uniqueness of culinary narratives that tell stories
at several levels, of finding ways to satiate hunger, facing challenges of social and

emotional alienation, and confronting existential questions, such as in works by

7 Jelinek’s publication precedes the memoir boom that Rak refers to (2013, loc. 120) and the
frenzied ascension of culinary memoir publications.
7 We will return to the idea of narrator as hero in part III on the aesthetics of the genre.
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Hamilton, Martin and Rossant, which contradict Jelinek, demonstrating heroic self-
assertion in the face of traumatic rootlessness. Elizabeth David’s works, precursors of
culinary self-writing and dissimulated examples of the same, bears none of the self-
consciousness of culinary memoirs, such as that of Shoba Narayan: Monsoon Diary
intimates personal as well as exotic revelations, ‘monsoon’, a euphemism for her Indian
origins, and ‘diary’ suggestive of an intimate, personal recitation.

We are drawn to culinary memoirs by the same pull that draws us towards
autobiographies, yet culinary memoirs typically sit alongside recipe books and not
autobiographies in bookshops, suggesting that the pragmatic nature of recipes makes
them incompatible with introspection. As a counter-argument, we can assert that not
only do narratives of culinary memoirs provide practical guidance like cookbooks,
offering physical as well as spiritual provision, nurturing values associated with family
rituals, and formulas for understanding one’s self, but also recipes, which give the
narrator access to memories through the senses that relate to an inner landscape. Joyce
Zonana’s mother’s repeated claim, “I have no memory” is counteracted by the sudden
burst of recollection provoked by a sensual encounter with food. Gathering and

«“

preparing fallen mangoes from a Miami street: “I loved the mangoes in Egypt’, she says,
and a reverie begins. She recalls the flowers, the scents, the sweetness in the air [...] the
tangy green flesh recalling my mother’s youth.” (Dream Homes, 114-115).
Autobiographical in intention, culinary memoirs nonetheless share generic traits
with cookbooks. They have evolved into inventive vehicles of transmission extending
the scope of recipe books, telling intimate stories, offering moral guidance and
reconnecting with living communities or even previous generations in a quest for
identity. Like cookbooks, memoirs become palimpsests, “the original text overlaid with
personal meanings and experiences” (Humble, 3), creating intimacy within an
impersonal discourse that legitimizes the autobiographical dimension.7> Between the
title and the ingredients of each of Narayan’s recipes, there is a story: Inji Curry: “[t]he

story goes like this [...]” (Monsoon Diary, 95), Okra Curry: “[t]here is a legend [...]” (108),
Soft Idlis: “[m]y grandfather fell in love [...]” (57). Other writers like Wizenberg and

7> The dynamic relationship that is created between cook, text and food that is created will be
discussed in section C of part I.
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Weiss favour a personable blog-inspired style, coming closest to the translation of an
oral tradition into a written discourse in declarations of complicity with her reader. The
expectations of dialogue within the narrative and peritextual contract replicate those of
Wizenberg’s blog, a forum which, for her, was like “opening a window” onto the world:

What started as a lonely endeavor came to feel like a conversation:
a place where like-minded people could swap recipes and dinner plans, a
kind of trading post where cakes and chickpeas are perfectly valid
currency. 'm not the only one, I learned, who believes that the kitchen,
and the food that comes from it, is where everything begins. (Homemade

Life, 5).

Jean-Pierre Carron purports that the focus of autobiographical writing on events
is to the detriment of intimacy.” While culinary memoirs are constructed around a
selection of memories, their focus is on the emotional experience that they evoke. Far
from being compromised or diminished, intimacy is the leitmotif of food memoirs. It
aligns them with the self-focused intention of journals and diaries, the piecemeal nature
of which can be found in the recipe snippets which punctuate the narrative as an
invitation to cook. It ties the narrator and reader to a gesture and an occasion, imposing
a structure that is symbolically linked to the quotidian task of creating meals, without
adhering to what Carron highlights as the temporal disorder of journals. The paradoxical
oscillation between fragmentation’7+ and order is also in synergy with travel works
associated with movement, including displacement and immobility, voyage and
insularity.

Memoirs offer open-ended, rather than the accomplished stories of
autobiographies, the narrative often bringing the narrator and reader to the point of a
new beginning, on the brink of adulthood and professional life, such as in the works of
Nigel Slater, Shoba Narayan and Madhur Jaffrey, while the narrative remains well-
defined and the direction clear and intentional. Despite the apparently inquiring nature
of culinary memoirs, the memoirist makes choices, defines objectives, and writes with
hindsight, in contrast with the diary writer who explores as she writes.”> Memoirs offer

a linguistic space for two narrative activities, the narrator’s task as observer and

73 “L’accent est porté sur I'événementiel au détriment de I'intime” (Carron, 2002, 26).

74 Fragmentation will be elaborated in section B of part I.

75 “La ou l'intimiste hésite et tatonne, le mémorialiste fait des choix et marche vers un but trés
précis. Sa personne n’est pas en question.” (Girard, 1963, 23). My translation.
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participant. “Through its continuous weaving of self and world, self and history, self and

"

significant others, the memoir sets up the ‘meaningful narrative” that Helen Buss
explains provides freedom through clarity for complex identities (63).

Culinary memoirs also offer a form of collective cultural memory of foodways,
places and people, but while they are more flexible in form than autobiographies, they
scarcely adhere to Marianne Gullestad’s claim that “autobiographies focus on the inner
life of the narrator, memoirs focus on people or events” (1996, 11).7° Philippe Lejeune
insists on the collective memory that unfolds in memoirs,”” and indeed, culinary
memoirs offer repeated examples of individual stories told against the backdrop of
community history. Although Elizabeth Ehrlich’s story is highly personal, her mother-
in-law’s holocaust tale is a fragment of a tragedy shared by an immigrant community.
This characteristic lends force to the argument of women’s stewardship of culinary and

other traditions, a sense of commitment that emerges in memoirs not only towards the

close ethnic community but also towards the readership.

Feminine authorship

The formalizing of female experience into memoirs moves women’s narratives
from the margins of society, with domestic-focused amateur writings, to centre-stage
where we typically find a male-focused master narrative performed. Analysing the
autobiographical dimension as a female-dominated genre allows us to make a gender
distinction with regard to the formative nature of self-writing. Male authored food
memoirs are often written by chefs analysing their road to success, or writers employing
narrative artifices, such as Chamberlain’s depiction of a fictional voiceless heroine,
against a backdrop of major world events.

The literary marginalization of women’s memoirs can be related to the relative
anonymity of the authors, for whom the memoir often represents an isolated work which

diminishes literary credibility.”?® However, memoirists do not perceive themselves as

76 See also Anderson, 2011, 113.

77 “Le sujet traité fait défaut ou s’étend a l'histoire collective, on parlera de mémoires et non
d’autobiographie [...]” (Miraux, 17)

78 Philippe Lejeune explains that if the author has not written other non-autobiographical texts,
the “anonymous” subject of the discourse loses an element of credibility in the autobiographical
space (Lejeune, 1975, 23).
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inferior autobiographers, unable to sustain a consummate piece of self-writing in the
autobiographical tradition. Rather, they celebrate womanhood, affirming the hybrid
memoir as a new form of self-writing. Their tone is generally marked by literary modesty,
honesty and determination, which translates into a variety of styles, marked, for the
most part, by transparency. Elizabeth Ehrlich lists the emotional states that she explores:
“l inventory layers of translucent recollection evoking food, love, home, apocrypha,
anger, ritual, laughter, conflict and regret. The result is a collage but also a way of life.
That collage is my religion and it is what [ am passing on.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, xiii).
Wizenberg is audacious and affirming: “That’s why this book is called A Homemade Life.
Because, in a sense, that’s what we’re building—you, me, all of us who like to stir and
whisk—in the kitchen and at the table. In the simple acts of cooking and eating, we are
creating and continuing the stories that are our lives.” (Homemade Life, 6). Discreet
women memoirists counterbalance the question of literary credibility by defining a
genre that creates a new aesthetic around traditional female domestic roles that
interplay memories with fictional narrative constructs.” The language of cooking gives
women voice and credibility in an autobiographical space that Domna Stanton
characterizes by notions of alterity and non-presence. (1987, in Anderson, 2011, 82).5°
The idiom of textual fragmentation is, in effect, symbolic of the plurality of
women’s lives. Elizabeth Gilbert’s memoir, Eat, Love, Pray (2006) is segmented into
three distinct parts, each one describing a sojourn, the whole unfolding a voyage to three
corners of the world in search of self, one part dedicated to eating, the whole dedicated
to finding physical, emotional and spiritual healing, multiple parts to find a complete
whole. She strings together one hundred and eight tales representing the one hundred
and eight prayer beads in the Hindu and Buddhist japa mala necklace, a way of using
fragmentation to structure her story, the purpose of the whole being, she says, to find
balance: wholeness through the threading together of multiple elements and journeys,
representing the multiple aspects of a woman’s identity. Ruth Reichl in My Kitchen Year,

threads together—with the yarn of a simple survival narrative—136 recipes that span the

7 The fictional dimension of culinary memoirs will be explored in the section B of part I.

8 Domna Stanton coined the term autogynography in her work The Female Autograph: Theory
and Practice of Autobiography from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century (1987) to designate
female authored autobiography that was excluded from canonical considerations of the genre.
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course of a year. Madeleine Kamman in When French Women Cook, discreetly—in
Elizabeth David fashion—tells the story of her early years in France using the cameos of
women who shaped her moral character and culinary heritage through their nurturing
cooking. Women represent a multiplicity which cannot be captured within a singular T’
Kamman’s is not a single, but an eight-part polyphonic voice, a necessary entanglement
of narratorial identities. Elizabeth Ehrlich repeats the notion of a “voyage of
discontinuity and connection”® (Miriam’s Kitchen, xii): “The cadence [...] reflecting the
differences, finally, between refugees like Miriam, and those like my grandmothers who
emigrated at least somewhat by choice, and those who, like my parents, leave their
immigrant homes to seek their own Americas.” (xii).

This association of discontinuity and connection can be seen in memoirs in the
mix of the personal with the contextual, the autobiographical narrative intersecting with
history. In culinary memoirs we witness this double act of self-discovery and self-
making, in the form of self-reading and self-writing. Ehrlich gives us the idea of a journey
to shape her self-making. Her year-long spiritual itinerancy concludes with a reheated
bowl of barley soup in a kosher-chaos kitchen; she concludes “It was as good as any soup
I ever have had.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 361). The departures to the West for Narayan and
Jaffrey are preceded by a negotiation and reconnection with their origins. Shoba Narayan
writes: “I was ready to embrace Indian food, using childhood memories and hastily
written recipes as my guide.” (Monsoon Diary, 194). Smith and Watson explain that in
secular communities, self-writing became self-making” (2010, 116). Kate Christensen’s
first memoir began as something seemingly ad hoc and unconnected. She writes “[I]
started to write short essays about my life—ostensibly centered on food as a lifelong
passion and favorite pastime but, in a deeper way, addressing my own experiences and
memories”. Seeing the reactions of her readers, she realized “I was offering comfort,
somehow, simply by revealing truths about my own life.” (Blue Plate Special, 4). Julie
Rak explains that memoirs, particularly of non-celebrities, have the potential to change
the imagined relations their readers have with the lives of others, wherein lies the source

of their power and fascination (2013, loc. 140).

8 Ehrlich’s idea of a voyage of discontinuity and connection is central to that of narrative
construction and we will return to in the course of this study.
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Culinary memoirs propose creative mechanisms for feminine self-searching
through their focus on food preparation and eating. They occupy a place within the
evolution of the culinary imagination, as described by Sandra M. Gilbert in her
eponymous work (2014) allowing for infinite imaginary possibilities within a codified
imaginative space. Maureen Duffy, in the 1984 edition of The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook
describes the work as a classic that takes our imagination down culinary lanes even if
many of the dishes were inaccessible at the time of publication in 1954. Toklas herself
often associates good food and abundance with fantasising, recalling arriving in
Strasbourg after the Armistice, where food “was more like a dream than a reality. We
were now in the land of plenty.” (Toklas Cookbook, 67). Likewise, reading the cookbook
Gertrude Stein gives her as a gift, was “abundantly satisfying [...] imagination being as
lively as it is.” (215). With her contemporary, Hemingway, and successors Fisher and
David, Toklas gestures towards myths, histories and memorable meals which lay far
beyond domesticity. They (re)define home and identity, while inviting the reader to
experience the author’s foodways through descriptions of food preparation and recipes
as first-hand experience.

This first-hand experience enables women to constitute themselves as the
subjects of literary discourse, from an ideological perspective, in order to resist being
determined as objects, and escape the danger of dissolution through the fragmented
plurality of their lives. Ehrlich expresses this fear several times in the meta-narrative that
precedes each month, in itself symbolic of the menstrual cycle that associates women’s
identity with their power to (pro)create life:

What is a woman? What is a woman supposed to be? My bubbe’s
life in the kitchen was a life of hard work [...] but there is more to life than

soup [...]
[ resist assimilation, but that is a negative image, not a positive one

[...] I follow the ritual, but at a distance [...]
Like a mad escapee from an unknown century, I explain myself to
myself, hoping for the right answer. (Miriam’s Kitchen, 147, 171, 293).

Linda Anderson proposes that autobiography offers not a universal model of
subjectivity but constitute “local uses of the self” arising from the situation (2011, 8s).
Truth, as we have already considered, is less an issue than the purpose the
autobiographical statement makes in the life of the author and readers. For Virginia

Woolf, whom Anderson quotes, it is impossible to separate lives from their
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representation. What we think of as true or historically-given is an ideological construct,
that is, fiction (2011, 90). We can evoke, in particular, immigrant tales by writers such as
Leslie Li, who struggles to understand her family history within the context of the
unspoken, a conspiracy of silence even, broken only by scarcely translatable foodways:
“Little did we know we were also ingesting Chinese cultural concepts and values. Eating
our words if you like.” (Daughter of Heaven, 25). She describes Chinese food and the act
of eating as “one of intense yet subtly nonverbal communication” (186). Recipes can be
a way of breaking the silence and making ‘verbal’ communications, although,
paradoxically, in traditional recipe writing there was little use of the ‘verb’, absent from
the list of ingredients and often in an impersonal infinitive form in the instructions,
excluding the subjective position of the cook, typically a woman. This explains why
many memoirists write recipes in an informal, inclusive and conversational style.

The autobiographical discretion of early memoir forms, such as those of Elizabeth
David, M.F.K. Fisher and Madeleine Kamman, is symbolic of a resistance to the
reductionist categorization of food narratives as of oppressed women. Anne Goldman in
her critical work on autobiographical innovation, writes of the cookbook as
autobiography (Goldman, 1996, chapter 1): “The very title of Fisher's autobiographical
foray insists that to write about food is to write about the self” (Goldman, 1996, 4).
Kamman expresses the sentiment of finding one’s voice in her Dedication: “This book,
in its own way a feminist manifesto, is dedicated to the millions of women who have
spent millennia in kitchens creating unrecognized masterpieces” (When French Women
Cook), while her work is a collection of memories with a call to join the ranks of women
who have gone before. Kamman writes in an overture of intense nostalgia about the
power of women to protect and convey community values:

Nowhere but in the folds of my memory, and, in the pages that
follow, I shall woo you [the France of her early years] and recreate you,
bring back to life your women so that you know, dear readers, that there
was once a civilization that was human, tender, enjoyable and loveable.
(When French Women Cook, Introduction).

Culinary self-development: self-writing for survival

While women use the memoir for self-searching, Pellegrini’s term “culinary self-

development” describes the association of individual and collective values with the
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production and consumption of socially and personally responsible food. For some
writers such as Ehrlich, David, Li, Martin and Zonana, the act of writing is vital, a
mechanism for working through and understanding their origins and identity. “The task
of autobiography is first of all a task of personal salvation” claims James Olney (1980,
39).82 Indeed, Francis Russell Hart notes that confessions abound in times of soul-
searching and repeats that “memoir is the autobiography of survival” (1979, 195). He
redefines life narrative as a drama of intentions that “interact and shift: offering three
categories of autobiographical intention: confession, apology, memoir” (197). Confession
and memories coincide in food memoirs, notably in the writings of the diasporic
community. Telling the story of one’s life, and answering existential questions in order
to rewrite history in a way that appeases and makes sense enables narrators to move
beyond trauma. As the only Asian family in her Indiana hometown, Linda Furiya’s story
of her alienation, for example, is one of ethnic solitude, arising less from her family’s
clumsy interactions with Midwestern American society than with the self-imposed
isolation in which her parents chose to live, to preserve their link with their homeland.

Conserving artefacts from the past is, for the diaspora or displaced person, a
gesture of reassurance, a tool for planting roots, for consolidating a fragmented identity,
as Ehrlich attests in her need to create a moral and spiritual foundation. It is a curatorial
act in which, in the case of culinary memoirs, recipes and their associated rituals are
recorded as a way of preserving the past, specific and personal events and community
traditions. The social upheaval engendered by wars precipitates an urgent quest to
recreate social and individual order that has been challenged or destroyed. As in many
ethnographic cookbooks, recipes and their associated rituals are recorded in a gesture
of preservation. Links are created that transform notions of space and identity creating
new possibilities and more importantly, new pleasures that counterbalance regret or
nostalgia.

The quest takes the narrator to food, and food engenders a sense of belonging to
which the narrator associated herself with varying degrees of satisfaction. Cooking, for

example, saves the older, first generation immigrants, from loss of hope, salvaging pride

8 In this current discussion, the use of the term ‘autobiography’ is understood and used to mean
‘autobiographical writing'—about the self—that also embraces memoir.
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and dignity and tying them to a living family and a present community. Ehrlich’s
mother-in-law is:

A keeper of rituals and recipes and of stories, she cooks to recreate
a lost world, and to prove that unimaginable loss is not the end of
everything. She is motivated by duty to ancestors and descendants, by
memory and obligation and an impossible wish to make the world whole.
(Miriam’s Kitchen, xii).

The culinary memoir offers the possibility of documenting a set of foodways that serve
as a testing ground for questions of cultural affiliation and an emotional safety net. The
act of writing down recipes extracts the rituals from the grips of nostalgia, introducing
logical and cultural codification and personal re-appropriation. While Zonana’s
autobiography is a coming to terms with contradictory and anachronistic aspects of her
family’s identity that she had previously rejected, her recipes gradually become, for her,
a family legacy, albeit held with some reserve and trepidation, particularly given the
fragility and ephemerality of her material inheritance, made vulnerable by multiple
house moves and even natural disasters. She associates herself with her family and
community in her food tales with the plural personal pronoun: “Need I say, we like it
lemony, salty, generously spiked with cumin” (Dream Homes, 209, 218). Throughout a
nomadic existence in which she trails and finally loses her meagre diasporic vestiges of
exile that embody remnants of her inheritance, she learns to cook her favourite
childhood dishes, such as tabbouleh, and, above all, take sensual pleasure in their
preparation, as well as acknowledging gratitude: “When I had finished, I would
gratefully lick my fingers, savouring the bits of bulgur and parsley, the tang of lemon,
and the warmth of the cumin.” (137).

The idea of hybridity is imbricated in the discursive positions and material
locations that are in constant movement throughout Zonana’s personal culinary
narrative as in many others. She describes her starting point as “fragments of stories and
tiny pieces of moveable property [...]| These are my heirlooms, my relics of the past” (18).
Food becomes something that transcends property and locations, an immaterial
possession, symbolized in memories of foodways that are preserved in recipes, rituals
and sensorial recollections, that she rediscovers and which enables her to locate her true

identity. At the end of her narrative journey, she is able to welcome her family for her
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first Rosh Hashanah meal that represents her hybrid identity, uniting Egyptian origins
and American assimilation.

Many culinary memoirs move irrevocably towards a positively charged
denouement. They fall undeniably into the category of feel-good literature®3 which
procures feelings of satisfaction for the writer as well as for the reader, within a
narratorial agenda tracing origins. Although often only scraps of life, the ensemble ends
at a point where the circumstances point to a favourable future for the narrator.
Narrators have typically found cultural and familial well-being; Narayan and Zonana
conclude their memoirs with a meal, in which harmony and satisfaction reign. Narayan
writes, “I spooned the dal-rice into my mouth and licked my lips, perfectly content [...]
I had a glass of wine and Ram by my side. For now, this was enough. For now, this was
bliss” (Monsoon Diary, 223). Zonana’s Rosh Hashanah meal is, we must believe, the end
of her present odyssey: “When my family arrives, I am ready to lead the prayers with
assurance, gratitude, and joy” (203). The values endorsed, while related to family
foodways, generally embrace universally accepted responsible and benevolent conduct,
and the idea of making sense of an inherited piece-meal identity. It is a sign of the
inconclusive, if satisfactory, nature of memoirs that certain authors have published a
second memoir to take the story further into adulthood, revealing new complexity and
nuancing earlier assumptions and conclusions.

By the mere juxtaposition of culinary and personal histories, culinary memoirs
can be considered a hybrid genre, exploring a combination that has been little studied
in literary analysis. The crossover between the memoir genre and food writing can be
seen as a reflection of a postmodern preoccupation with fluctuations, movement and
social change. Simon Malpas describes “[e]clectically piecing together patchworks of
images and signs to produce our identities” (Malpas, 1), that he associates with a certain
cultural permissiveness. Culinary memoirs are more selective than permissive, choosing
memories that anchor or define identity from a set of family traditions suggesting the
“informed naivety” and “pragmatic idealism” that Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van

den Akker describe in relation to meta- or post-postmodernism (2010). As such,

8 Literature offering a positive and optimistic vision of life, that we will explore in more depth
in part IV.
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memoirs can be seen to constitute a neo-romantic discourse which focuses on
authenticity, and a preoccupation with the individual in relation to her past, in contrast
with the negation of the individual in globalized societies.

The hybrid nature of culinary memoirs emerged as food writing evolved with self-
writing that, by nature of its introspection, draws the form towards the realm of travel
literature. The memoirs describe the discontinuities, mobility, and transcultural
hybridity of subjects-in-process (Smith and Watson, 2010, 125), those who are seeking
their identities, often across hybrid spaces such as borders. Their diversity of literary and
discursive style is similar to that of travel literature in the plasticity with which it draws
form and inspiration from other genres. Vanessa Guignery writes of travel literature as
a genre of divese works which: “brouillent les codes, font fi des frontiéres ontologiques
et jettent le trouble sur l'origine de la voix” (Guignery, 33). As much as “[t]ravel writing
is the beggar of literary forms; it borrows from the memoir, reportage and, most
important, the novel” (Buford, n.pag.), culinary and travel memoirs are both products
of a geographically-specific culture, creating a hybrid mix from genres such as
autobiography, documentary, historical narratives, fiction and essays (Graves, 183),
expressing a form of escapism from an unstable world, as well as the pleasure of a story
well-told.

In this section, we have exposed the complex hybrid nature of the genre. It could
be argued that the presence of multiple paradoxes destabilises the genre. If more fragile,
it may be susceptible to transformation and absorption by other genres or even simply
dissipation. Also, is the blurring or dissolution of generic boundaries an indication of
postmodern realism or a unique form of self-writing that will grow into a solidly
anchored genre? A textual analysis of the form and quality of the genre’s discourse in
the next section, and the influences that it assimilates, will help answer these questions.
The memoir, at the least, with its fluid transitions between literary boundaries, acts as a
microcosmic representation of the genre itself, which can only achieve perennial
credibility as a genre if it succeeds in weaving diverse literary elements into a coherent
discourse around ostensibly antithetical and paradoxical themes, such as that of

rootedness within displacement, finding wholeness within fragmentation.
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B. Discourse analysis

The thing that makes these texts autobiographical is the reflexivity
of the authors, and the literariness of their texts (Rak, 2004, 308).

Julie Rak draws our attention to the fact that a narrative is not autobiographical
simply by nature of the author’s tendency to and capacity in self-examination, but also
by the literariness of the text, its skill in enthralling its readers with stories of personal
origins, self-development and reflections on their present lives. In this section we will

analyse the ways in which three aspects of culinary memoirs, form, language and
narrative structure, reveal the degree of literariness® of culinary memoirs. We will

explore the literary intention and quality of the genre in terms of the characteristics that
distinguish them from autobiography and pure food writing, notably their fictional
dimension and use of narrative as a vehicle for moral values. While the culinary memoirs
cannot be considered purely fiction, myth, diary, practical manual or travel essay in any
pragmatic sense, they contain something of all of these genres from specific
perspectives. With their focus on episodes and fragments of lives, memoirs highlight
their relevance as autobiographical productions of their time within an often-splintered
social context, and also their popularity as a vicarious readerly experience. However,
their status as a fashionable sub-genre of autobiography as well as a form of popular
literature, at least for a certain population of foodies,’> suggests that the literariness of
the genre could be compromised.

As discussed, the memoir genre adheres to certain rules. While the particularities
of culinary memoirs fall within the definition of these rules, these memoirs are evaluated
as examples of a specific genre, yet considered inferior literature within the larger
corpus, or as “a marginal form of a marginal discourse” (Buss, xv). A hybrid genre is
necessarily non-mainstream before it acquires a substantial corpus and becomes

recognized as such. The multiplicity of themes addressed in culinary memoirs, from

84 Literariness is defined as pertaining to, or of the nature of books and writings, in which
carefully composed expression and form, in connection with ideas of permanent and universal
interest, are essential features of poetry, novels, history, biography, and essays.

8 Foodies have a keen and refined interest in food that surpasses basic needs for sustenance.
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questions of origins and identity, diaspora and displacement to those of memory recall

and its artifices, invites us to situate and evaluate their literary relevance.

1. Literary form

Passionate, contrary, innovative, undefined: memoir today has the
energy of a literary movement, recalling past artistic innovation that
initiated new ways of seeing [...] indeed, we might be living in the age of
memoir. (Larson, 2007, 21).

Thomas Larson acclaims the energy of innovation in contemporary memoirs that
gives it the vitality of a new literary movement that challenges existing genres. Culinary
memoirs are, for the majority of works in our corpus, ostensibly more memoir than
cookbook if one considers the small proportion of pages dedicated to food descriptions
and recipes, compared to the autobiographical content. They scarcely stand comparison
with seductively illustrated cookery books, for they include few images or food
photography. If they are less than cookbooks, they are, undeniably more than memaoirs
in the traditional sense. They articulate myths around food and origins and vehicle
values related to the affirmation of identity. The memoir, as a life-writing practice, is
typically associated with history rather than literature, considered, according to Helen
Buss, a historical resource rather than historical discourse (Buss, 2): “It bridges the
typical strategies of historical and literary discourses in order to establish necessary
connections between the private and the public, the personal and the political” (3),
which is often a history from which women feel their experience has been excluded. The
memoir, according to Francis Russell Hart is “the personalizing of history; the
historicizing of the personal [...] the personal act of repossessing a public world,
historical, institutional, collective” (1979, 193). Memoirs bring together diverse
discourses, especially in the blending of literary and historical narratives, the inclusion
of psychological and sociological concepts, and, notably, the use of both factual and
imaginative language. They are also an attempt to position a self-defining discourse
within a shifting cultural context.

Through the eclecticism of the genre, one identifies three dominant axes for

considering culinary memoirs as literature: the aesthetics of the culinary art, with
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traditions and values they embody; their autobiographical nature that incites
empathetic reading, in which other people’s narratives are guides to self-understanding,
self-improvement and self-healing, creating order and soothing diasporic anxiety; and
the vicarious exploration of roots and identity that evoke the need to assuage emotional
and spiritual hunger, be it conditional on women’s situations, on post-war hunger or of
familial dysfunctionality. The quintessence of these elements, including an attention to
aesthetics, an intimate autobiographical confession and a focus on roots, is found in a
passage in M.F.K. Fisher’s The Gastronomical Me, in which she recalls a moment of
intense emotion as a child when she finds herself alone with her father and her sister for
the first time. The event is recalled with vivid sensual detail: “And still the warm round
peach pie and the cool yellow cream we ate together that August night live in our heart’s
palates, succulent, secret, delicious.” The meal was simple, unpretentious, “the three of
us in the deep-green twilight”. It represented the generous, sensual pleasure that became
Fisher’s credo. It was “one of the nicest suppers I have ever eaten.” (Gastronomical Me,
8). The commensal act and sensual experience turn remembering into an active process
as well as a creative leap of the imagination, confirming Buss’ claim that “[t]he writing
of memory is a literary enterprise” (Buss, 19), one that creates narratives of fictional,
mythical and poetic proportions from memoirs’ two-branched roots, those of
autobiography and of cookbooks. Although we have seen that this heritage is historically
hierarchical, our study reveals that the creativity of form suggests a horizontal
rhizomatic approach®® that branches out laterally absorbing elements from various

literary genres.

Histories and childhood memories - truth or fiction?

[N]o memoirist writes for long without experiencing an unsettling
disbelief about the reliability of memory (Hampl, 22).

8 The term is used by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in the ‘Capitalism and Schizophrenia’
series of A Thousand Plateaus (Mille Plateaux, 1980) to describe the multiplicities that are not
simply attributes of an assumed unity, such as ‘multiple identities’, opposing the rhizome to the
root-tree, arguing that this Western notion of binary division excluded the creative
deterritorializations and connections that help us to describe multiplicities beyond the botanical
realm, of the type that we discover in the hybrid form of culinary memoirs.
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At the core of culinary memoirs and their creativity is the need to reveal, order
and understand childhood memories. As discussed in the Introduction, the majority of
culinary memoirs have either a partial or total focus on childhood. The representation
of these memories is an artful attempt to capture fragments of memory and weave them
into a coherent story often of exile and displacement.?” It is within this creative space
that Salman Rushdie’s imaginary homelands are born (1991, 12), offering a metaphor for
half-remembered experiences. Imaginary homelands are more than nostalgically
recalled, idealized, geographically-inspired locations, they can also be temporally
located, morally reassuring memory locations such as childhood anecdotes. A significant
part of culinary memoirs is dedicated to recalling, in short, non-linear extracts,
memories of childhood that evoke the intimate family sphere and through which
community identities are also transmitted through stories, myths, and cultural
practices. Marianne Gullestad writes: “Being in touch with the “child within” can imply
the reinvention of family practices and the reinforcement of the group identities that
went along with them” (Gullestad, 9). Reinventing family foodways often occurs through
the recreation of recipes. The examples are numerous: Molly Wizenberg revisits each
dish corresponding to childhood memories of moments with her late father. In a
summer of reconciliation with her mother, Sasha Martin starts a recipe journal while
“reaping the recipes of [her] Italian and Hungarian relatives” (Life from Scratch, 155). In
it, “[r]ecipe by recipe, the food gradually became less Julia Child and more like that of
my childhood” (156), less dependent on culinary guides and more on her mother’s
influence. Childhood memories thus comprise several sources of imaginative
construction, as Helen Buss describes it, a dialogue between the self and others (2002,
xvii). Reminiscing becomes a socio-interactional activity, revealing interpersonal
relatedness through the construction of shared activities. “Sharing our past experiences
with others is an important part of creating shared histories and interpersonal bonds”

explains David Rubin (356), giving us the possibility to draw sense from fragments.

87 Boris Cyrulnik describes this narrative construction based-memory selection, as a necessary
act for the diaspora and one that renders memories construction ultimately fictional. “Qu’elle
soit collective ou individuelle, la mémoire est intentionnelle : elle va chercher dans le passé les
faits qui donnent forme a ce qu’'on éprouve au présent.” (Cyrulnik, 188).
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Childhood can also be associated with a previous identity in the case where
displacement represents a detachment from a former self that is lost or compromised.
The culinary memoir can then be seen as a sort of Bildungs-memoir, in which identities
must be reset with each consecutive and often devastating move. Diana Abu-Jaber,
Sasha Martin and Luisa Weiss endure the vagaries of their parents’ volatile emotional
circumstances, moving house, state and country too often for them to grow roots. Leslie
Li’s story of traditional China and modern America (Daughter of Heaven, 175), a
symbolically charged vacillation between biography and autobiography, highlights the
disparity between the child her father wanted her to be and the woman she becomes.
She talks about telling the story of her grandfather, while the narrative tips and sways
between his story and that of her grandmother, and ultimately foregrounds the troubled
relationship she had with her father. She describes a childhood humiliation when she
and her sister are made to dress fancily and take an extravagant gift to a friend’s party.
Her own shame is amplified by that which she feels for her father who is belittled and
infantilised by the neighbour’s explanation of correct American etiquette: “I could feel
the box of chocolates I gripped in my hand melting in the heat of my shame to have a
grown man, an American man, tell my father, a grown man, a Chinese man, what to do
and what not to do [...]” (Daughter of Heaven, 70-71). He was at that moment, no longer
her father, but a child. The foreignness of their immigrant experiences is diminished by
revisiting childhood traumas and foodways to reconnect with, and reconcile, previous
identities.

Reconciliation with one’s earlier identity is correlated with the importance of
creating a coherent story. While some early memories evoke what appears to be
idealized childhoods, such as the never-ending gastronomic feasts described by Madhur
Jaffrey and Shoba Narayan, narrators’ origins are often sufficiently multi-faceted to
sustain a collage of realistic impressions, such that these memories do not need to be
nuanced. Luisa Weiss, for example, is able to marry her extremely disparate cultural
origins into one credible harmonious existence by drawing on the most nourishing
aspects of her childhood, in terms of place and lifestyle, manifested in the recipes that
she recreates. She proposes the tomato sauce that she claimed was her father’s and about
whose origin her parents would argue, drawing the best from that portent of failure, at

least for her: “it was nice hearing their voices in the same room” (Berlin Kitchen, 17). The
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recipe has elements she needs, simplicity, mellowness and sweetness (18). In returning
to their childhood, authors seek a single irrefutable image that will serve as an anchor
to make sense of their lives. Amplifying aspects can serve to create a balanced picture:
on a microcosmic level, winding up a chapter with a recipe creates a conclusion to the
preceding story that is coherent with the genre. This reminder of a pursuit for coherence
is somewhat lost when recipes are grouped at the end of the memoir. The two authors
in our principal corpus, Jaffrey and Zonana, who wrap up the book, rather than each
chapter, with recipes, also illustrate their narratives with family photographs as though
the pictures served a similar role of anchoring in reality, punctuating the narrative in
the place of recipes.

Colette Rossant also includes photographs, some personal, and others of cultural
and imprecise relevance, reflected in the approximate placing of recipes which appear
uniquely in boxes around which the text flows. The spatial and temporal approximation
suggests a disconnection with the poignancy of childhood experience. Positioned as
such, recipes also have the potential to be overlooked. They are disconnected
narrationally and emotionally, matching a disconcertingly blithe tone and an avoidance
of self-analysis. Together with the photographs they suggest a graphical organization of
the narrative in which landmark memories are sketched through imagery and
impressions. Rossant’s sharp emotional response may have been attenuated with time,
and her childhood culinary landscape is punctuated with dreamlike, caricatural
recollections such as the incident which ends her shopping excursions with her mother,
when she plunges her hands in the lusciously inviting butter, or when she eats the “hot,
sweet and crusty” semit, from her grandfather’s hand, a ‘forbidden fruit’ in the eyes of
her strict European nurse. Time has softened the pain of the negative food experiences
as memories of more recent positive ones replace them. Humour also attenuates trauma,
as in her recollection of her mother as “a large lump of butter, except her smell was not
as pleasant” (Apricots on the Nile, 5). Some authors thus maintain a balanced and equally
weighted reenactment of their story, such as the measured tones of Zonana, others like
Reichl, nuance, amplify, or simply exaggerate, to mould an image corresponding to their
contemporary reality. Reichl writes of her mother’s cooking with melodramatic humour:

She liked to brag about ‘Everything Stew,’ a dish invented while she
was concocting a casserole out of a two-week-old turkey carcass. (The very
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fact that my mother confessed to cooking with a two-week-old turkey says
a lot about her.) [...] That night I set up camp in the dining room [...] I
stared at my favorite people as they approached the buffet, willing them
away from the casserole. (Tender at the Bone, 5).

In manipulating childhood memories, authors allow them to shape their stories.
Philippe Lejeune sets the stage for a discussion about truth and fiction in The
Autobiographical Pact (1975) when he places the theoretical debate around
autobiography at the level of poetics describing it as a retrospective prose narrative
constructed around the experiences of a real person,®® with elements of truth about
human nature and fantasy about individuals. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson identify
this dichotomy as a recent evolution in autobiography, occurring in the past two
decades, with the emergence of innovative forms of self-writing that move between the
fictive and the autobiographical (2010, 8), while Boris Cyrulnik describes fiction as the
twin sister of the autobiography (168).89

Culinary memoirs use experiences from the past to redefine the present. Sidonie
Smith identifies four marks of fictiveness in memoirs: memory, the subject ‘T, the
imagined reader and the story. On an individual level, autobiography can be understood
as a cultural and linguistic fiction that Smith sees as “constituted through the historical
ideologies of selfhood and the processes of our storytelling [..] Self-interpretation
emerges rhetorically from the autobiographer’s engagement with the fictive stories of
selthood” (1987, 45, 47). From a cultural and community perspective, the memoir is a
space for constructing family history around chosen memories and historical facts.
Sasha Martin admits in her “Author’s Note”: “Memory is an imperfect companion at best,
and so these pages portray the events of my life only as [ remember them. Still, I've done
my best to be objective. I've made sacrifices for narrative flow: Certain minor characters
are composites, and the occasional scene has been reordered or collapsed.” (Life from
Scratch, 11). Through composition, reordering and collapsing memories and moments

in time, the return to her childhood, is marked by an emotional, moral and ideological

88 “Récit rétrospectif en prose qu'une personne réelle fait de sa propre existence lorsqu’elle met
I'accent sur sa vie individuelle, en particulier sur I'histoire de sa personnalité.” (Lejeune, 1975,
14). My translation.

8 “La chimére nommée ‘Fiction’ est sceur jumelle de ‘Récit de soi’.” My translation.
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chaos, enabling Martin to rationalize her present, while the sacrifices she makes
concerning truth are, she claims, for literary, not emotional purposes.

Historical truth, as far as it can be ascertained, shapes narratives but is beyond
the author’s control. Madhur Jaffrey, in describing her family within the historical and
social context of her birth, provides a metaphor for the contradictions or at least the
paradoxes in her culinary memoir as a whole and in the genre in general, using terms
such as “borrow” and “veneering”, as a sign of her construction and “reordering’, as well
as an expression of awareness that only men made it into her history books

In the India of that time you were what your family was (I borrow
shamelessly from Brillat-Savarin) and my family was hybrid: it was Hindu
by origin but heavily veneered by Muslim culture and English education;
it considered itself very liberal but lived by the ancient rules of the joint
family system where men dominated, where only men made it to history
books, and where all marriages were with other Kayasthas - more ink pot
and quill. I may have been born with honey on my tongue but I was also
born squirming against the status quo. (Climbing the Mango Trees, 24).9°

Jaffrey makes two literary references to food, paying respect to a culinary literary
heritage and her family’s caste as scribes, in her mention of the father of gastronomic
literature, Brillat-Savarin, and the tradition of writing her name with honey on her
tongue at birth. She explains that there existed two versions of her family history, citing

fables and hearsay:

There was the documented version that sat properly in my
grandfather’s office. But there was also the undocumented version
consisting of fables, family customs and hearsay passed along by my
grandmother, Bari Bauwa, and the other women of the house. This version

had begun seeping into us since birth, very subtly with the honey on our
tongues. (Climbing the Mango Trees, 5).%"

We note that the family fables pass through the female line in the oral tradition,
the documented and undocumented history infiltrating Jaffrey’s imagination as an heir
to the lineage of ancestors who, like her, can symbolically rewrite their history with their
quills. Jaffrey presents the dichotomy of formal and imagined history, the

autobiographical and the fictive, wherein autobiography is located on an imaginative

9° The allusion to the “inkpot and quill” refers to the writer-warrior caste of scribes, known as
the Kayasthas, to which her family belonged.

9" Jaffrey describes how the Sanskrit word ‘Om’ is traced on her tongue at birth with honey.
(Climbing the Mango Trees, xi).
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axis “somewhere on the line between fictitious narrative and historical truth” (Al-
Hassan-Golley, 2003, 59); the story is a production born of a blend of real and subjective
history.92 Raphael Samuel states that even history itself “is an organic form of knowledge
and one whose sources are promiscuous, drawing not only on real-life experience but
also memory and myth, fantasy and desire [...]” (1994, x). The family customs to which
Jaffrey refers are documented as almost exclusively culinary in her memoir, which like
her family history is a blend of chronicled history, symbolized by the recipes, mixed with
legend and unsourced traditions. Speculating on the origin of a daily beauty ritual
involving fresh cow’s milk imposed by her mother Jaffrey writes that “[s]he never
explained, you never asked and in India, you never know” (Climbing the Mango Trees,
34).

In the still lifes of food and meals that Mayes paints in Under the Tuscan Sun,
factual truth is also subordinated to an instinctive inner truth, this time about the place
and its people captured in an aesthetic of timeless poetry: “I succumb totally to the magic
of this place [...] the balance it restores to my life” (77). Despite the immediacy of the
recollection, Mayes admits that she carries a travel journal with her because she forgot
so much over time, “[m]emory is, of course, a trickster” (144), implying that her memoir
itself is not necessarily accurate. Jason Wilson’s critique of the book on its twentieth
anniversary in 2016, described it as “a real-life fantasy about a rural Italian villa in
melodious decay” (Jason Wilson, n.pag.), no doubt based on reality, but in which certain
romantic dimensions are accentuated.

Women who need to redefine the present, practice auto-definition through
literature; their life story becomes an conscious act. Ehrlich defines her own history from
selected memories, shaping the past in the present: “I chose my own history, deciding
which snapshots, decades, recipes, versions of arguments and events are to be discarded
and which will stand for the whole. That history is my own little temple where [ measure
my own life against a reliable standard. Increasingly I find meaning there.” (Miriam’s
Kitchen, xii-xiii). The memories are based on facts, but her particular patchwork of

memories, links to the past that reach into the future; it corresponds to the journey she

92 Refer to Cassin, 2013. “La force rétrogradée du vrai qui construit 'histoire via le récit qu'on en
fait, history et story, comme un performatif du passé [...]” (65).
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undertook and the story that she chose to tell around that rite of passage. The use of the
term ‘temple’ implies that however selective the memory construction, the core is a
sacred source of truth that grounds her whole existence, and that the real truth is known
only to her.

As Sidonie Smith summarizes, “the autobiographer has to rely on a trace of
something from the past, a memory, yet memory is ultimately a story about, and thus a
discourse on, original experience [...] Autobiography becomes both the process and
product of assigning meaning to a series of experiences, by means of emphasis,
juxtaposition, commentary, omission.” (1989, 45). Once again, we bring to the forefront
the centrality of original experience as the pivotal pursuit of memoirists; it is
paradoxically accessed through creative representations and the practice of foodways,
recipes symbolically replacing that original experience. Sometimes the reenactment is
successful as when Sasha Martin makes her mother’s German Tree Cake for her family:
“when Keith and Ava ate it, [ smile, knowing I have not only fed them: I have kept going”
(Life from Scratch, 297); at other times less so, for example, when her mother remakes
the Apple Pie she and her brother had loved as children, she asks with disappointment:
“Was I expecting too much of my mother? Or had my memory been nothing more than
wishful thinking?” (188). Diana Abu-Jaber tells the story of her larger-than-life, comic
hero father, Bud, a Jordanian immigrant, for whom the nostalgic pull of his homeland
impedes his integration into American society. We follow two stories, that of Bud, and
also that of Diana who struggles to piece together her identity torn by loyalty to her
father’s vision of home that infused her childhood, woven with stories of experiences
impregnated with conflicting ideals and cultural contradictions, and her desire to
become an integrated American. Bud captures lost language in flavours and smells, for
whom food itself is a story. She writes “My childhood was made up of stories—the
memories and recollections of my father’s history and the storybook myths and legends
that my mother brought me to read.” (Language of Baklava, Foreword).

Memoirs comprise fragments of personal stories and recipes woven into
narratives of fictional dimensions, charting an aesthetic that is both poetical and
mythical, and impregnated with the magical realism that Salman Rushdie evokes. They
use poetic constructs and imaginative artifices in which culinary traditions engender

family legends and community tales. Narayan’s mother “recited complex rules, Indian
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rituals, and her own beliefs whenever she got the chance [...] Every feast should have the
three P’s: papadam, payasam, and pachadi - lentil wafers, sweet pudding, and yogurt
salad. A new bride should be able to make a decent rasam. If you can’t make rasam,
don’t call yourself the lady of the house. And so it went.” (Monsoon Diary, 50). The story
of her grandfather who disguised himself as a woman to grind the idli batter next to his
sweetheart is of fairy-tale dimensions: “They gazed into each other’s eyes, didn’t say a
word, and together made the fluffiest idli batter imaginable.” (49, 57). The stories are
framed by historical truths and cultural realities, encapsulating an essential paradox in
memoirs that questions whether the works are successful in associating memory and
creative writing, or simply a disordered approximation of the truth. As a genre that is
sensitive to commercial intentions, the desire to read and accept the stories as truths
contributes to their acceptance and credibility. The reader believes them to be true,
notably because of the use of detailed cameos, fragments woven into a coherent,
entertaining picture. In Critical Essays, Roland Barthes captures the essence of the
dichotomy between the narrative’s inherent fiction, and the memoir’s intrinsic
narrative, that allows the narrator and reader to expose the important issues: “La
littérature est toujours irréaliste mais c’est son réalisme méme qui lui permet de poser
souvent des bonnes questions au monde” (1964, 154).93

Within postmodernism, memoirs, as Linda Hutcheon explains, are constructed
and narratively understandable as fiction (1989, 67). Culinary memoirs touch the realm
of fiction in both language and content. On a primary level, food narrative descriptions
are vivid, lively, perspicacious, engaging, and above all sensual. Although based on
tradition, they are, in essence, invented. Poignant family histories, from idyllic
evocations to trauma tales, often mutate into tales of travel or myth, offering emotional
and moral depth, as well as cultural, and culinary enlightenment. Taking the cookbook
as a starting point, Adam Gopnik explains how the food is by nature storied and food
narratives inevitably become chronicles, relating it to questions of existentialism and
consumer realities, and above all, linking it to the “hearth”, the place in the kitchen of a

home where all food tales begin:

9 The reader’s implicit trust and the narrator’s often unconscious efforts to secure that trust,
will be the topic of section C.
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[T]he old question ‘What’s the recipe for?’ gives way to ‘What’s the
cookbook for’, and this existential crisis has moved the cookbook ][...]
towards the memoir, the confessional, the recipe as self-revelation [...] The
pull towards story-telling is perhaps more than a reaction to the crisis in
book publishing or even to our personality-driven culture. It may be a clue
to the origins of the form [...] As it grows, the recipe book is always
reaching back towards the hearth, towards telling a story. (Table Comes
First, 65, 67).

These stories touch our spiritual sensibility and our senses, draw us in to a complex
literary equation where the reconstruction of food memories is a fantasy that tell us
stories of our own origins.

Stories around food sustain this postmodern “erosion of the boundaries between
literature and other forms of discourse” (Jay Clayton quoted in Bower, 30). Cookbooks
employ narrative elements without always engaging in narration. Gopnik writes that
“Even cookbooks are finally more book than they are cook, and, more and more [...] for
every novel that contains a recipe, there is now a recipe book meant to be read as a
novel” (Table Comes First, 220), emphasising the cross over at the narrative level around
the elaborate storying of food. Recipes create both cohesion, as a common thread woven
between layers of stories that binds the work together, and textual fragmentation which
reflect this postmodern dislocation. Authors announce in the subtitle that the narrative
and recipes have an equal status, carrying the story line in association with the narrative:
Monsoon Diaries: A Memoir with Recipes (Narayan), or Daughter of Heaven: A Memoir
with Earthly Recipes (Li). The most compelling are those works in which recipes
conclude each chapter, as though there is a physical urgency to recreate and taste,
anticipated: “When I'm home alone, it’s often the only thing I want to make [...] when
it’s all gone, I lick my knife until it sparkles” (followed by Roasted Eggplant Ratatouille)
(Homemade Life, 123). During Ruth Reichl’s remedial cooking year, she anxiously turns
every food encounter into a cooking experience: “I've been so happy in the kitchen [...] I
was thinking about recipes all the time now [...] as I moved from one abundant stall to
the next, I allowed it to seduce me. Before long I was cooking in my head.” (My Kitchen
Year, 165, 173, 13).

Memories are not encoded and retrieved as chains of events but rather
reconstructed using imagery and emotions. The detailed episodes of Colette Rossant’s

childhood read like a commentary on family photographs, examples of which scatter the
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text, like recipes, and may have been used as a memory trigger. They are rendered
poignant by the recollections of sensual details, tastes and smells that seduce or repulse,
associated with acceptance or forbiddance, love or rejection: “She used a heavy
carnation-scented perfume that turned my stomach. I would push her away, saying, ‘You
smell terrible.” ‘Well, you stink of garlic!” my mother would answer.” (Apricots on the
Nile, 5). Ruth Reichl’'s memoir is humorous, caricatural and richly anecdotal. In the
Preface to Tender at the Bone she claims that story-telling was highly prized in her family
and adjusting the facts was always preferable to boring the audience. She promises to
tell a good story, and a series of incredible culinary adventures follows: “this book is
absolutely in the family tradition. Everything here is true but it may not always be
factual” (Tender at the Bone, x), and she begins telling her eccentric mother’s poisoning
drama with “This is a true story” (3). Reichl’s narrative is infused with understated
emotion, employing foreshadowing and timely suspense to tell a tale that is so close to
fiction in its use of literary devices that one tends to forget the autobiographical
dimension. Following her teenage trip to France, with the taste of tantalizing dishes still
lingering, she says “my mother sent me to Mars” (52), which transpires to be a French
boarding school, the destination of her mother’s whim. Shoba Narayan echoes Reichl’s
honesty and narrative intentions, with the ultimate intention of embroidering a story
that will allow the immigrant condition at the heart of her story to emerge:

At its heart, a memoir is a recollection [...] There are some events
from my childhood that I remember vividly. Other incidents are but a
feeling. From that feeling I have tried to recapture the context. I [...] have
compressed time for the sake of storytelling. I have exaggerated certain
characters or dramatized events. What is unchanged, however, is the
immigrant dilemma that is the heart of this book. I hope this truth will
resonate with the reader, even if the individual incidents sound forced or
fake. (Return to India, 6).

Memoirs as moral wails and cautionary tales

[Klitchen and dining room, are where we can truly learn life’s
lessons, and we learn them through trial and error. [...] what follows are
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stories about cooking and entertaining [...] And after that are one hundred
or so of my favorite recipes. (Whaley, 4, 6).94

Memoirists expose the devastating effect of their parents’ impulses on their
personal integrity. The aesthetics of culinary memoirs are couched in an ethical
framework within which food experiences present moral lessons, through
representations of self-transformation. Many of these stories are what we may call ‘moral
wails’ or ‘cautionary tales’ that express ethical or existential dilemmas, or messages of
caution and advice about paths to survival, self-understanding and wholeness. We
discover themes that include war trauma, displacement, familial dysfunction, diasporic
identity loss, to which stories around food, its preparation and rituals, are presented as
answers that are anchored in tradition, authenticity and family bonds. Elizabeth Ehrlich
talks of building something that is a compromise, “patched”, but “coherent”:

[ can tie up my past, and transmit to my children something that,
if not broken, is patched and coherent. They will receive the tradition. It
is something to leave behind, perhaps—that will be their choice, later—
but also something on which to build [...] [ want to create a home of
rightness and wholeness, to establish the percussion beat of work and
Sabbath, Sabbath and work. [ want to infuse the minutiae of everyday life
with something more—meaning or history or awe—and to experience it
without too much sentimentality, or irony. (Miriam’s Kitchen, 261, 291).

Her intentions are exemplary and seductive even, employing notions of
transmission, choice, rightness, wholeness and meaning. Like cookbooks that put
forward the author’s “vision of the good life, one predicated on an aesthetic of fresh food
that is well prepared, hospitality, family and building community through the sharing of
food” (Theophano, 2002, 270), we are mentored by food memoirists through life
experiences (Waxman, 379), whether, for example, those adventures are discreetly
embedded in Reichl’s romanticised experiences around eating, or openly articulated in
Narayan’s fairy tales of respectful obedience to family.

Loyalty to family, ancestors, homeland, traditions, is a dominant value and

common to many memoirs, yet the messages are complex and ambivalent.% Declaring

94+ Emily Whaley’s book, Mrs Whaley’s Charleston Kitchen (1999) associated food and moral takes
in its subtitle Advice, Opinions, and 100 Recipes from a Southern Legend. This book was preceded
by the companion title Mrs Whaley and her Charleston Garden published in 1997.

% Questions of loyalty are raised in section C of this part at the generic level concerning the
sincerity of the author’s intentions with regard to culinary traditions.
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loyalty to community roots by sharing one’s culinary origins gives authenticity and
legitimacy to a narrative at one level. Diasporic autobiographical tales, such as that of
Ehrlich, contain ‘stories within stories’ about assimilation, integration and adaption
from different perspectives of American society. Diana Abu-Jaber’s The Language of
Baklava looks back to her father’s homeland from America, through the lenses of her
complex devotion to her father who oscillates between Jordan and his host land, both
physically and in terms of his loyalties. Shoba Narayan, evokes the struggle between the
pull of her Indian homeland in Monsoon Diary, and the lure of America. Ruth Reichl, in
Tender at the Bone tells her coming of age story marked by her ‘disloyal’ rejection of her
mother’s influence, in favour of good food and independence. This disloyalty to her
mother’s memory contributes to her survival and transmits the message that good food
is the key to balance and happiness.

Narayan’s loyalty to her family traditions nourish and protect her, while
constructing her identity. However, as we have seen in Narayan’s ‘fairy tales’, the same
food enables her to forge an uncharted path, towards new freedom. The complete,
spiritually balanced dishes of her ayurvedic culinary tradition provide her with perfect
sustenance (Monsoon Diary, 12): “[a] feast with the perfect balance of spices and flavours.”
(105). The narrative woven around the recipes is itself a traditional moralizing fairy tale,
in which Narayan must face food-related challenges to attain her dreams. Food is vested
with special powers that enable her to win her ticket to America. She cooks a meal to
prove to her family that the traditions are ingrained (Monsoon Diary, 106). Faithful to the
happy ending of fairy tales, the heroine succeeds and obtains her ticket. Once there, she
takes up the challenge of preparing a meal to raise money for her schooling, succeeding
only in extremis by preparing simple Indian comfort food, to replace the misguided fusion
food, a metaphor for the rootlessness that her guests found inedible.

Jean-Pierre Carron explains that the narrative of autobiography offers a degree of
comfort to the reader in the form of a constructed and credible scenario (Carron, 133).
Yet he also considers that the narrative identity that takes shape within autobiography
has a mythical dimension.% Boris Cyrulnik suggests that creating a myth is as a form of

protection, in which collective trauma, of the type that displaced people experience, can

96 “I’identité narrative, telle que la dessine I'autobiographie confine au mythe.” (2002, 146).

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre 103



by mythicized to assuage suffering.9? As we saw in the previous section on the
construction of memories, the reciting of myths, is a form of shared cultural
tranquilizer.%® In Shoba Narayan’s Monsoon Diary, recipes are offered within vignettes,
stories within a story, traditional tales or further anecdotes from the author’s life. This
multi-faceted structure is symbolic of the many faces of American immigrant life.
Mythical recipes are offered up to the readers: “Rasam... a comfort food that perfumes
the air and soothes the soul” (Monsoon Diary, 19), woven around legends for seductive
Vatral Kuzhambu (30), Inji Curry, representative of her ancestral home, (95), Okra curry,
part of the meal that ensured her ticket to America (108), ‘Soft Idlis’ which brought her
grandparents together (57), or tradition-laden Poha which grounds her in America (159).
Madhur Jaffrey recounts enchanted sacred foods, the winter daulat-ki-chaat that the
‘Lady in White’ brings to the house—ethereal and magic requiring dew in its
preparation, “a frothy evanescence that disappeared as soon as it touched the tongue
[...] the food of angels” (Climbing the Mango Trees, 8, 9). The dahi baras have “the taste
of heaven with many emotional ifs or buts.” Her uncle neglects his wife and children
emotionally and Jaffrey notices her cousins’ “large dark eyes begging for another kind of
crumb”, food as a metaphor for their emotional hunger (70).

Food and history are miraculously united when Jaffrey’s aunt sells the content of
her grandfather’s library to the rubbish collector who recycles the pages of her history,
her family memoir’s final fate used to wrap up street snacks—food and history
symbolically united. The book, the locus of memory, becomes imprinted with the
memory of food, a myth through which we enter her memoir, just as mythology opens
up her family history with the story of a boy and a kite (Climbing the Mango Trees, 13).
Jaffrey captures the dichotomy between history and story, part real, part fiction, in her
explanation of the role of the women in her family that extended beyond culinary
expertise, as a way to transmit family stories and traditions. Her work is also an example
of the way in which memories can be reinterpreted through the lens of an experienced

food professional, as was Jaffrey when she wrote her memoir, constructed to create an

97 “Quand une expérience collective est difficile, quand le monde intime est désespéré, le mythe
nous rassemble et donne sens a nos souffrances ... Dans le mythe ... les expériences sont agencées
afin de partager une méme représentation.” (Cyrulnik, 259-260).

98 Refer to Cyrulnik, 188.

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre 104



allegory around the role of story-teller. Although the recipes are collected at the end of
the book, they embody the idea of a conclusion, a promise kept through the memoir, in
which Jaffrey creates a legend around a family, a historical and territorial culture and its
foodways. Her final observation and the recipes that follow bring the legend full circle,
reminding the reader of the opening scene in which Jaffrey receives sacred blessings at
her birth with honey on her tongue. She emphasises the taste memory which is the
heritage of her origins: “The innocent Indian honey of my infancy was now mixed with
pungent Indian spices [...] each bite, each taste of all | had eaten lay catalogued in some
pristine file, ready to be drawn up when the moment was ripe.” (231). The pure taste of
honey becomes mingled over time with the stronger flavours of spices that serve to
preserve that initial memory, like Rushdie’s trope of chutnification.9

Leslie Li emphasises the allegorical nature of memoirs, her stories like proverbial
stones that the poor suck to give taste to their bland rice and cabbage leaves. (Li, 2005,
xiii). The same stone metaphor is also used to describe the crumbling and collapse of
her relationship with her father. An “unstable and unfinished stone bridge” (Daughter
of Heaven, 69) spans the two opposed continents on which she and her father stand.
With each conflict they would dislodge a freshly laid stone which “dropped off the bridge
with a definitive plop” (69). Li cites a series of incidence which contributed to the
ultimate destabilising of the critical stone that brings the bridge tumbling down (70).

Often the protagonists themselves are of fabled or eccentric dimensions,
becoming vested, like Jaffrey, with seemingly mythical powers. They include Diana Abu-
Jaber’s poetic, culturally-disoriented father, Bud, Molly Wizenberg’s charismatic and
endearing father, Burg, Martin’s loving but chaotic mother, as well as archetypal female
figures—mothers, grandmothers—of few words but assertive moral and culinary lore in
the works of Elizabeth Ehrlich, Colette Rossant and Shoba Narayan. Stereotypical
‘characters’ tend to give the memoirs a two-dimensional quality which suggests a
limitation in the fictional reading and narrative elements of the text, but when
interpreted within the context of the whole narrative can be understood to represent

facets of the yearnings of the narrator, and a succinct expression of the values of home

99 We will return to this metaphor in part IV in our discussion of the nourishing qualities of
memories.
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roots and their morally-charged traditions. Madeleine Kamman paints cameos of the
anonymous, heroic women who, through their cooking, nurtured her with the values of
her homeland, where “women with worn hands, stained by vegetables peeled, parched
by work in house, garden or fields, wrinkled by age and experience”, rose as a single
voice (When French Women Cook, Introduction). It is unlikely that her Provencal friend
Magaly was, as Kamman claims, always as “happy, cheerful, and rested even though life
is one of unending work” (314), but it was important for her to portray these
indefatigable heroines in a glowing light in order not to taint the flavour of the recipes,
and corrupt the moral tale, constructing her own identity as great chef emerging from
humble, but glorious roots.

While female diasporic figures transmit the stories central to myths, they are
vectors, rarely those seeking their own identity, often resigned to abandon a paradise.
Joyce Zonana writes: “Cooking was my mother’s passion, the force that led her, guiding
her choices. If we couldn’t have the whole of the life she had left behind in Cairo in 1951
[...] we would have the food, all the food, in all its complex, abundant aromatic intimacy”
(Dream Homes, 24). Those who have experienced a cultural turmoil in the form of exile
or displacement seek to make sense of contradictory values and ideals. Zonana’s mother
could no longer take her daily walks in the Egyptian desert, literal or imaginative,
because her homeland was lost to her, but also because her desire to survive meant that
she must adopt cultural discretion to conform: “her considerable energy turned inward
from public to domestic space, where she now worked assiduously to create an
environment that could contain herself and her family” (111).

As well as wanting to rationalize the trauma that their parents and grandparents
suffered, authors also seek to imagine the paradise their parents once knew, or at least
understand its myth, to decide whether it is what they want for themselves. Some of
Bud’s restlessness drives Abu-Jaber to Jordan to discover her father’s homeland for

"

herself. Paradise is elusive: for her, as for Bud, “the answer is ‘out there” (Language of
Baklava, 268). Wizenberg celebrates a homemade life and appears to represent a
continuum rather than a questioning of tradition or its rupture. Yet she chooses to write
a memoir and not simply a recipe book. Recipes are presented in the context of her life
story, indicating that her idolized relationship with her father requires some negotiation

in order for her to find her own place in the world, also implied in the necessity to
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transmit the ‘homemade’ values that epitomized her father: “I write about my life some,
too, since it interacts with food roughly three times a day. I don’t think many of us are
terribly interested in recipes that have no stories or real-life context. For me, the two are
inseparable. One is pale and boring without the other” (Homemade Life, 195). In general,
writing about domestic rituals in memoirs inevitably both inscribes and interrogates
women’s housekeeping work and its relation to art, explains Anne Bower (49), as well
also to subservience, complexified in the case of writers such as Wizenberg, Abu-Jaber,
Furiya, or Li, by the fact that the traditional female role of cook and moral guide is played
by a man—their fathers—while the female author plays the role of the scribe whose
subjectivity determines the final interpretation.

Abu-Jaber places loyalty to her father and his traditions at the centre of her
identity crisis. She understands the importance of her cultural roots, but is also aware
that compromise would enable her family to assimilate vital values for survival and
integrity. As a child she cries out the hunger of those who “comeover”, that her father
cannot articulate, hunger for the values shared by the diaspora “for home, for family, for
the old smells and touches and tastes” (Language of Baklava, 6). In response to her
father’s distress at his adult children’s geographical dispersion: “Dad—we’re happy. We
all like where we live. We're Amer—“I don't say it. I turn the spoon in my fingers”
(Language of Baklava, 298); it is a manifestation of the conflicting values between
generations, notably first-generation immigrants and their children. The ironic,
poignant and nostalgic adjectives used to describe the recipes in The Language of
Baklava, some of which we have already evoked, denote the symbolic power of food,
transmitting a moral message tied intimately to the story: “Nostalgic Chicken Livers”,
“Forget-Me-Not Sambusik Cookies”, “Lost childhood Pita Bread”, “Diplomatic
Magloubeh”, and “Sentimental Hot Chocolate”. Traditional recipes are celebrated to
express the narrator’s emotional and moral needs. Their renaming serves as a trope for
the appropriation of traditions and their values and their adaptation to contemporary
social and personal circumstances.

Mythologizing foodways by storying traditions is a way of expressing loyalty such
that the memoir becomes a trope for commitment. Allegiance is a manifestation of the
respect for traditions which ironically does not always translate into a respect for the

family or representative of those traditions. Ruth Reichl’s descriptions of eating are
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moments of autobiographical intimacy when she lets drop the literary artifice of
suspenseful fiction to convey the inherent value that pure tastes bring, “I took one bite
and then another, savoring the crispness of the exterior and the softness of the interior.”
(29), “[wlith the first sip [ knew I had never really eaten before [...] I took another bite and
it began all over again. I ate as if in a dream.” (Tender at the Bone, 65). The key revelation
in these episodes is that Reichl is not eating traditionally, but something she “had never
really eaten before”; she is seduced by a new experience. The solicitation to experience
something new is another paradox in culinary memoirs. Recipes, that for the majority of
memoirists represent ritual and institution, are equally an invitation for the reader to
experience something typically unknown. The celebration of traditional foodways for one
person, is an incitement to try new dishes and embrace alterity for another, in this case,
a strangely disparate, and potentially ambiguous relationship between narrator and
reader. Authors are themselves seeking a single irrefutable image that will serve as an
anchor from which to transmit values. The reader, however, is discovering new

experiences, new traditions and perhaps also even new values.

Romanticism and culinary traditions

We read in Reichl’s vivid descriptions an example of the aesthetics of literature
that emerges in culinary memoirs, as well as travel literature, aligned with Raphael
Samuel’s claim that “[1]iving history’ though practiced in the name of verisimilitude, has
its hidden aesthetics” (Samuel, 192), with the emphasis on first-hand experience. Rich
and sensual food descriptions are the stage for questions of fidelity to family and
community. As well as the recovery of the historical past, there is also the creation of an
imaginary past, surrounding recipes and their rituals, in which fragments of personal
stories and recipes are spun, into narratives using poetic constructs and artifices that
build culinary traditions into family myths through physical and emotional responses
associated with cultural identity, family, ethnic community and cross cultural
experiences. We respond to pleasurable emotions, familial wisdom and insights into
cultures, as well as to what Barbara Waxman describes as the “vividly descriptive,
emotionally dramatic and often lyrical prose of culinary memoirs” (Waxman, 364).

Memoirs offer meaning in themselves in terms of their artistic value, often presenting a
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romanticized vision of a life through which selective narratives confirm James Olney’s
claim that “[t]he literary artistic function is thus of greater importance than the historic
and objective function.” (1980, 42).

Elizabeth David was proud of her cuisine, uncompromising on quality and
ingredients, yet equally focused on writing a rigorously beautiful prose for the initiated,
making no concessions to her audience. Discussing bouillabaisse her language is elegant
and authoritative, with an undercurrent of sensual self-indulgence, denoted here by the

use of words incongruously related to fish, such as “lavishly” and “perfume”:

It is well to make it as lavishly as possible in order to use as many
different kinds as are available. Several of these fish have a characteristic
taste, a unique perfume. It is upon the combination of all these different
tastes that the success of the operation depends. One can, it is true, make
a passable version with three or four kinds of fish, but the truth of the
foregoing observation will be generally agreed upon (Mediterranean Food,

59).

She is notorious for her gastronomic and linguistic authority with which she talks about
flavour, asserting, for example, the impossibility of confusing kid meat for those who have
travelled and know their meat. She dismisses the gastronomically ignorant with a few
immaculate sentences, establishing, in the imagination and on the plate, an
uncompromising and undeniably romantic Mediterranean foodscape (Mediterranean
Food, 87). The literary poise of the early culinary writers marked the later generation who
drew the comparison between the romance of foreign food with other arts, including
literature and music. Kate Christensen is inspired by the mythical clambake through a
Hammerstein song: “this a New York Jew inspired a romantic yen for clams in the heart
of a teenage Arizona girl who eventually, finally, moved to Maine” (How to Cook a Moose,
135). Lobster Thermidor captures her imagination with the idea of a recipe: “I savored the
dish’s romantic name on my internal palate along with the actual, literal dish itself on my
tongue” (142).

Memoir titles with personal pronouns—The Gastronomical Me, My Japanese
Girlhood, My Berlin Kitchen—confirm their resolutely personal dimension, yet their
stylized book covers are indications that they make no compromise with aesthetics.
While they strive to be tales of personal testimony, they follow the lineage of cookbooks

which present cooking as a work of art, contributing through their personal voice, to an
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image-rich food-inspired landscape. Disjunctive narratives create an aesthetic that
pursues elusive, often psychological truths, while resisting a fully prescriptive formula,
even though, as we have seen, a certain codification of the genre is emerging. There
remains a flexibility and creativity of subject matter “where the author’s personality and
the form appropriate to both are inextricably one” (Jelinek, 1986, 190), symbolized in the
dual position of the narrator treading a path of hesitant self-discovery, while confidently
imparting culinary wisdom. The interplay of culinary wisdom with creative memoir
writing fosters a romantic image of the past and its foodways, reflected in the creation
of fantasy spaces of alienation, often self-imposed and reversible’*® such as we find in
Frances Mayes’ Under the Tuscan Sun and her other Tuscany memoirs, referred to by
Carole Counihan as ‘Tuscanopia’ (2004, 420).

Romanticism, that stresses the importance of the inspired individual within an
idealized landscape, is characteristic of certain travel literature. Hemingway in A
Moveable Feast and Elizabeth Gilbert in Eat, Pray, Love, offer us disparate examples of
romantically-troubled figures in search of self within dramatic landscapes. This
romanticism is manifested in foodscapes as an aesthetic approach to interpreting place
such as we have discerned in Durrell’s island residence books. The landscape, often
representing a paradisiac past both culturally and morally, may be utopic but the
immediacy of the sensorial experience that pervades Durrell’s as well as Mayes’” works,
prevents the authors from slipping into easy sentimentality with regard to what can be
perceived as a rich landscape. The harvesters in Durrell’s Corfu are described as
“gorgeous as birds [...] [who] shake the rain from their dresses and receive their dole of
bread and piercing garlic [...] Bread and oil as a diet hardly leaves any margin for thrift”
(Prospero’s Cell, 94, 95), the contrast of “gorgeous” “birds” with a meagre diet of a “dole
of bread” anchors the scene in reality, while as the same time perpetuating a romantic
image of the heroic peasant figure.

While travel literature eschews the concept of happy endings, culinary memoirs
manifest a perpetual concern with the need to bring the narrative to a harmonious and
optimistic conclusion, over-idealizing one might say, the positive influence of culinary

traditions and their association with sometimes confusing emotional responses. Molly

1°° As opposed to irreversible immigrant situations where return to the homeland is impossible.
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Wizenberg’s utopian vision of food and cooking offers comfort to herself as much as to
her readers. She is vehement that recipes are to be shared, like her stories, because it
makes the world a better place and confirms that we are together all part of a bigger
picture, a grand scheme of things:

The way I see it, sharing a recipe is how you pay back fate—in the
karmic sense, if you believe in such things—for bringing you something
so tasty in the first place [...] And isn’t cooking about making people [...]
feel good? It seems to me, then, that it only makes sense to give people the
means to continue feeling good. By which I mean the recipe. (Homemade

Life, 177).

But a search for identity potentially takes the reader beyond the happy ending and
one is led to question whether Wizenberg ultimately consumes herself, or at least her
ideals, in the intensity of her home-centric evangelism. We look beyond the narrator’s
moral fixation, which suggests that she loses her objectivity rather than finds herself in
her kitchen.

Although sometimes overtaken by earnestness if not zeal, adjusting perspectives
is an intimate part of the memoir discourse. For many writers their memoirs start as
creative writing exercises and become arenas for self-examination. Imaginatively
conceived culinary adventures that often begin as blogs," such as Luisa Weiss’ My Berlin
Kitchen, Julia Powell’s Julie and Julia, or Sasha Martin’s Life from Scratch turn into book-
length stories of personal culinary challenge, sometimes ephemeral best-sellers,
motivated by a self-confessed desire to find healing. Their works are intended to be
‘wellness’ stories, which, for some, have undercurrents of trauma, independently of their
volition, if we can take at face value the words of Sasha Martin: “It was going to be an easy
book to write—one that wouldn’t make me cry, or make my relatives so nervous that I'd
be obliged to employ pseudonyms. But try as I might, I couldn’t stay within the
parameters of such a narrative, the easy truth is as much a lie as any.” (Life from Scratch,
13). Frequently, the childhood trauma helps to cast the narrator in the role of a romantic
heroine. They may also be portrayed as victims, like Colette Rossant who suffers

emotional neglect at the hands of her mother. In the opening chapter, she describes her

! In the blog, The Wednesday Chef, Luisa Weiss recorded the year that she took to cook all the
newspaper recipe clippings she had saved over several years. In Global Table Adventure, Sasha
Martin documented her challenge to cook food from every country in the world. The Julie/Julia
Project chronicled Julie Powell’s endeavour to cook Julia Child's entire cookbook repertoire.

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre m



adult relationship with her dying mother, one of silent martyrdom as she tries to provide
her mother with the nourishment that her mother was never able to do for her. Rossant’s
reverie of her separation from her endearing grandfather is interrupted by her son’s
observation that her mother is dying. She makes no comment as they drive in silence
(Apricots on the Nile, 15), a silence that is filled by the narrative of her childhood that
follows.

The postmodern imagination that we observe in culinary memoirs offers a new
form of romanticism which creates ideals around culinary traditions reflecting the
nineteenth century romanticism that places the subject within the context of traditions.
With their emphasis on the importance of community identity, memoirs often create an
idealized image of ethnic clans in opposition to the cosmopolitan influences of urban
existence. Frances Mayes describes a stereotypical cliché of her Italian neighbours: “Often
the residents are leaning out, two, sometimes three to a window, watching one more day
pass in the history of this piazza [...] Past the Piazza Garibaldi—almost every Italian town
has one—you come to the proof [...] that this is one of the most civilized towns on the
globe” (Under the Tuscan Sun, 138, 157). Places and people are romanticized as one. Some
food memoirs can be associated with what Kevin Robins describes as the heritage boom
in the 1980s with nostalgic theme parks and marketing of ‘soft’ and pastoralized popular
memories, impersonal memory locations dissociated from history:'** “postmodernism is
about the renaissance of tradition and the re-enchantment of place” (Robins, 306). Iconic
locations, such as Paris, are idealized, as are physical spaces, such as kitchens, which can
be seen equally as havens, creative spaces and prisons depending on the woman’s status.
Robins goes on to define this revival in community and sense of place as a sign of the
“increased fragmentation and segmentation of urban life.” (312).

Abundant litanies of food descriptions conjure up not just foodways or meals but
also places and peoples. To join the ranks of many other culinary memoirist, writer
Sandra M. Gilbert in her critical work The Culinary Imagination, sketches her own
culinary memoir in a chapter entitled “Bitter herbs or the Spices of Life”, reaching back
to her grandfather’s Italian and French origins:

the farm [...] set among olive and lemon groves, studded with
bushes of rosemary and looking towards fields of other herbs—lavender?

19> See Pierre Nora, 1992.
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thyme?—evoking the greenery of Liguria because really once part of it. His
famous stuffing was green with spinach—which I now realize was a stand-
in for the wild herbs that Ligurian cooks pack into ravioli—and dense with
sausage and salty with parmesan cheese and creamy with mushrooms and
lively with garlic, onion, celery [...] (Gilbert, 175).

Each adjective accumulates a sense of vitality specific to that region: ‘wild’, ‘dense’,
‘salty’, ‘creamy’, ‘lively’. Evoking the worshipped sauce, pesto, “a summery sauce that
sanctifies greenery in the marriage of basil with olive oil, pine nuts, garlic, cheese and
sometimes butter” (175), Gilbert quotes the food and travel writer, David Downie, on the
subject “the mere smell of it makes your ears ring with a dialect at once sharp and soft,
full of sliding sounds, of whispered syllables, of dark vowels” (176). “[Food] often informs
us of significant participants in earlier periods of history as well as of food travels it bears
witness of ancient relations and shifting loyalties and it recounts the semantic
classifications which underlie the choice of a name [...]” (Miihleisen, 71).

In an idyllic discourse the concept of travel engenders its own romanticism and
within the aesthetics of culinary memoirs, embraces both author and characters.
Lawrence Durrell and Ernest Hemingway—the latter’s life described by Rovit as a
romantic series of evasive actions in a continually new or other country (Rovit, 6)—also
depict foodscapes. Hemingway was an American precursor, returning to the Old World
after the First World War to find in its Bohemian lifestyle, moral and emotional solace
for the generation’s war trauma. His travels were a means, not an end, explains Hily-
Mane.’3 The comfort and pleasure he found in the French food and wine which he
describes in A Moveable Feast, generated a sense of the opposition between the transient
and the eternal, man amidst the gods, perhaps the source of Gertrude’s Stein’s comment
that “he looks like a modern and smells of the museum” (Stein, 216). Durrell, too, was
considered a romantic hero figure, what Roger Bowen described as “both Mediterranean
resident and castaway” (482). He fled from his culture of origin and from himself,
occupying a world whose dominate emotion, according to Richard Pine, was anxiety
(1994, 8), the anxiety of a rootless, wandering spirit, trying to find sustenance for his

hungry soul, in the nourishing landscape into which he seeks to blend in a pantheistic

3 The aesthetics of Hemingway’s narratives were focused on the journey and not the
destination. The feast, both literal and emotional, that he found in Paris, was in itself a journey.
“Pour lui le voyage devait, d’étape en étape, avoir sa poétique” (Hily-Mane, 9).

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre 13



act of faith. The aesthetics of place and food are combined in Durrell’s narrative as within
other culinary and travel narratives to allay anxiety around trauma or existential
questions. Within her genre, M.F.K. Fisher is the ultimate Mediterranean nomad, and
romantic figure, crisscrossing the Atlantic alone and each time coming closer to
understanding the nature of her freedom and exploiting her full potential as writer and
feminist libertarian before her time: “I seemed beautiful, witty, truly loved... the most

fortunate of all women, past sea change and with her hungers fed.” (189).

2. Language

Language is a house with a host of doors, and I am too often
uninvited and without the keys. (Book of Salt, 155).

Writing a letter in a Paris café, analysing his syntax, the weight of comma and its
subtle shift of meaning (8), Stein’s and Toklas’ Vietnamese cook, Binh, could be just any
other Lost Generation writer of the mid-war years pouring over his notebook and a
drink. However, “[u]lnemployed and alone”, his life is “distilled into two sad, stinging
words” from his tormenting father (Book of Salt, 12), the meagre words are “distilled” like
ingredients that do not need to be familiar, but comestible at least: “the vocabulary of
servitude is not built upon my knowledge of foreign words, but rather on my ability to
swallow them” (13). Monique Truong’s fictional memoir is woven around choosing,
misunderstanding, misnaming or renaming words; the protagonist is himself like salt,
common, overlooked, anonymous even, for no one can pronounce his name correctly.
He struggles to understand syntax and vocabulary—Gertrude Stein becomes
“GertrudeStein” to his ears—to come to terms with his past, while he yet concocts
perfectly taste-balanced and delicious food for his “Mesdames”.

The analogies between food writing and the crafting of language are multiple. In
the choice of words, and their manipulation into literary artifice and figurative language,
we find a parallel with cooking'*# that invites us to explore the poetry of memoir prose,
its food and landscape descriptions, the recipe names, their preparation, and even the

personalities of the cooks. The linguistic style that each memoirist adopts is a reflection

°4 We will explore the tropes of food in relation to reading and writing in part IV B.
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of her relationship to food, her literary intentions and her distance from an earlier
eventual trauma. Similarly, we are drawn to question the emotional distance that
authors have established with their memories that condition the degree of nostalgia with
which their prose is infused. The letter Binh carries with him like a talisman is faded
with use, ephemeral, fragile, like a memory that has already disappeared: “it was
becoming difficult to read. Though in truth, my memory had already made that act

obsolete.” (9).

The poetry of culinary prose

M.F.K. Fisher’s prose articulates Ernest Renan’s belief that “what one says about
oneself is always poetry”.’>> Memoirs are akin to lyric poetry, for in their conception the
original event becomes coloured with emotions, often harmonious in construction. The
poetry of recollection becomes the poetics of memoirs, inherent in the process of literary
creation, for reminiscence comes close to the introspective process of poetry writing,
“emotion recollected in tranquility” writes Buss (14). Poetry in food writing allows layers
of meaning to accumulate illustrated by the symbolic image of Reichl’s hybrid and multi-
layered Lemon Pudding Cake: “part cake, part soufflé, part pudding. A perfect snack in
fact for someone in an extreme state of indecision.” (My Kitchen Year, 165).

The poetry in self-writing carries symbolism associated with origins and identity.
The narrative condenses emotional experience into vignettes around recipes and
foodways. Luce Giard, addressing her grandmother explains that culinary gestures
suggest words and that the poetry of words inversely translates gestures.’®® Leslie Li
observes the presence of both the poetry of words and gestures in her family’s culinary
celebrations with decorations and luscious fruit, alterity bridged in translation, symbolic
of the role of food itself: “If my family’s observation of the Moon Festival on Fieldston
Road in New York City was prosaic, celebrating it at Nai-nai’s house on Die Cai Lu in

Guilin was as poetic as the names of her street address and her natal city translated into

196 “Je youdrais que la lente mémoration de vos gestes en cuisine me souffle les mots qui vous
seront fideles, que le poéme des mots traduise celui des gestes, qu'a votre écriture de recettes et
de saveurs corresponde une écriture de paroles et de lettres.” (Certeau et al., 1994, 218).
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English: Folded Brocade Road in the Forest of Osmanthus Trees.” (Daughter of Heaven,
140).

The incongruous adjectives that Diana Abu-Jaber uses with irony and affection
to describe her recipes have the rich conciseness of poetry; in one word she summarizes
the essence of the emotions evoked in the preceding chapter, their force in the list of
ingredients and the preparation steps, including “Poetic Baklava”, “Barbaric Lamb
Kofta”, and “Homecoming Fatteh™*’, the adjectives tying them intimately to the
narrative flow. Shoba Narayan’s prosaically delivered recipes are preceded by a
description of how and when the dish should be eaten, an anecdote about the associated
family tradition, or a community myth surrounding the food. Her recipe for a fragrant
drink, thandai is preceded by both a poetically-drawn romantic moment, and a cultural
detail that explains an aspect of variation in the Holi festival. “Across the crowd, I saw
him, tall, tanned and muscular with eyes the color of blackberries. I was entranced. He
poured a glass of thandai down his throat and slowly made his way towards me. A kiss
and he was gone. Was it me or was it the thandai?” (Monsoon Diary, 78). The recipe that
follows this scene is practical, yet carries the poetic flavour of the preceding anecdote,
“benign but delicious”, with an abundance of seeds and rose water (78). This
juxtaposition of poetry and prose, associating inventive recollection with formal recipe
descriptions heightens the emotional intensity of the narrative. A poetic passage in The
Language of Baklava describes a moment of family tension over her “Mad Genius
Knaeffa”, a rose-scented, sweet cheese filled pastry: “And then the room is holding its
breath. The night expands and the kitchen ceiling lifts and the taste of the knaeffa lingers
in memory like a musical phrase” (119-120); it is followed by the canonical recipe.

Frances Mayes’ poetry-infused food descriptions connect with her with another
writer-traveller, Elizabeth David. She takes one of her recipes and indulges in sensual,
even erotic, imagery: “[David] says ‘rather extravagant but very delicious’, and if
Elizabeth David says that, I believe her [...] I drop the peaches into boiling water for a
moment, watching the rosy colors intensify, then spoon them out and slide the skins off
as easily as taking off a silk slip.” (Under the Tuscan Sun, 73). Frances Mayes’ book is as

much about the restoration of a house as the Tuscan food that seduces her. She openly

7 In addition to those previously quoted.
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admits that the house is a symbol of the self and as she devotedly and inspirationally
restores her new home to a modernized former glory, she is also rehabilitating her
emotional stability after a painful divorce: “The house is a metaphor for the self, of
course, but it also is totally real. And a foreign house exaggerates all the associations
houses carry.” (15). She finds herself again in the poetic and sensual descriptions of the
ingredients for her foreign dishes, themselves becoming an emotional home for her. She
makes abundant food, to match the emotional plenitude she feels in her cradling home:
“After drinks with bruschette and dry olives, we start with cool fennel soup. 've made a
rustic casserole with chicken, white beans, sausage, tomatoes, and onions. There are tiny
green beans, baskets of bread, and a salad of arugula, radicchio and chicory.” (103-104).
Elizabeth David’s poetic descriptions of food capture the essence of place,
imbued with nostalgia for a lost paradise. She repeats a sensual litany of Mediterranean
ingredients, like a refrain, intended to evoke an Eden that, at the time of writing, was no
longer accessible to her. She covers the panoply of foods that represent a typical day in
a Mediterranean country from breakfast through lunch and dinner, in literally random
order, representing a chaotic cornucopia of colours, flavours, perfumes and textures:

[...] bright vegetables, the basil, the lemons, the apricots, the rice
with lamb and currants and pine nuts, the ripe green figs, the white ewes
milk cheeses of Greece, the thick aromatic Turkish coffee, the herb-
scented kebabs, the honey and yoghourt for breakfast, the rose petal jam,
the evening ices eaten on an Athenian café terrace in sight of the
Parthenon [...] (Mediterranean Food, 6).

Elizabeth David explains in an article in The Spectator in 1963 that her vocabulary
was considered ‘dubious’, ‘dirty’ even, but, for her, pronouncing them was to utter
poetry, a balm in post-war England where only meagre and poor-quality rations were
available for purchase. Her use of hyperbole with such words as “furious revolt” and
“terrible cheerless, heartless food” conveys the strength of her emotions, and her use of
the often-repeated binary rhythm—“olive and butter, rice and lemons, oil and
almonds”—that she employs in food descriptions give a relentless force to these
tantalizing food items:

[ [...] sat down and started to work out an agonized craving for the
sun and a furious revolt against that terrible cheerless food by writing
down descriptions of Mediterranean and Middle Eastern cooking. Even to
write words like apricot, olives and butter, rice and lemons, oil and
almonds, produced assuagement. Later I came to realize that in the
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England of 1947, those were dirty words I was putting down. (Omelette
and a Glass of Wine, 21).

While Frances Mayes’ works seem focused on the pleasure principle, many other
authors are not able, or do not choose to gain that distance from a painful heritage or
experience. For all the poetry that can be discerned in their language, recipes also
impose a certain formality, an economical and even reductionist language and a
directive tone. This can be reassuring for narrators, such as Ehrlich and Zonana, who
seek to contain the past through transcribing and naming. Each of Ehrlich’s single-word
chapter names evoking origins and identity, spirituality, or personal commitment serve
this purpose. For Ehrlich, the poetry lies in symbolism, her food fragrant with memories
evoke freedom, fatalism and hopeful self-determination, the ingredients of the peasant

dish are the emotions and values that constitute a person, the essence of a life, in effect:

The taste is not of invention but of a moment lost, a moment
recovered, a moment in time ... my mother spoke of cholent™® as of lost
wealth, a piece of the glistering past [...] The year ebbs and flows [...] Into
the pot went that which she chose to continue. Into the pot went
sentiment, homeland and yearning, the ten commandments and the right
to decide for yourself what you want to do. (Miriam’s Kitchen 8, 26, 150).

The kitchen, the cakes, even their preparation are a microcosm of the cyclic rhythm of
the universe. They represent a poetic continuity with the past captured in the use of
repetition and accumulation: “a moment lost, a moment recovered, a moment in time”,
moving the text inexorably forward while clinging to a continuity with the past, and the
repetition of “into the pot” capturing the patient cooking gestures that are a reiteration
of timeless motions perpetuated from the past.

As such, poetry also incarnates progression and movement. Oscillation between
places is symbolized in the shift between poetic anecdote rich with descriptions and the
prosaic recipes that intersect the chapters.’®® The narrators test and taste, Abu-Jaber
moving between homelands, Ehrlich between the kitchens of her family’s matriarchs.
Distance, whether physical or emotional, measures commitment in the “voyage of

discontinuity and connection” (xii) in which poetry defines a landscape shaped by

198 Cholent is a form of stew created for the Jewish Sabbath that is placed in a warm oven to
simmer slowly over night to be eaten for traditional Sabbath lunch when cooking is forbidden.
9 The majority of the works in our primary corpus include recipes within the narrative at the
end of chapters. Three works include recipes as appendices, and three use a cookbook form.
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words. Abu-Jaber conjectures that without her father’s poetic raptures over Jordan, her
homeland would not exist even within her imagination: “I half wonder if Jordan would
exist if Bud weren’t there” (Language of Baklava, 218). Narrators, as the objects of
displacement, even if of their own volition, perpetuate the incertitude provoked by
movement in their lives, in their poetic language and semantic constructions, where
meaning lies in interpretation.

Miraux writes that poetry, as the means of expression of one’s most inner being,
is ‘at the service’ of autobiography, the channel for finding one’s origins, be they cultural
or spiritual, that determines one’s identity."® Tzvetan Todorov confirms the affinity
between poetic discourse as a form of self-exploration with a fictional dimension: “La
poétique est donc une approche a la littérature a la fois ‘abstraite’ et ‘interne” (Todorov,
19). Poetry is used as a literary artifice, as a way of denoting uncertainty about origins,
marginality, unbelonging, the countercurrent to a traditional culture of which Abu-
Jaber’s sensitive cousin Sami is an example, called a poet because his homosexuality is
antithetical to the archetypal male role model (a stereotype of his Jordanian culture).
Ironically, Abu-Jaber’s father, Bud, is also described as a poet, sharing a similar
sensitivity to Sami—in a realm that is typically dominated by women—in his case, of
culinary tradition, capturing lost language in flavours and smells, a storyteller through
food (156). In “Bud the poet[‘s]” stories “the food always turned out to be about

something much larger: grace, difference, faith love.” (Language of Baklava, Preface).

The language of foodways

Story book and recipe book, the memoir oscillates between the formality and
professionalism associated with cookbooks, and the informality and intimacy in the
autobiographical narrative with recipes, more recently associated with social media.
Linguistic scope ranges from the impeccable mastery of language in David’s cookbook
memoirs, through the gastronomical literary delights and confidentiality of M.F.K.
Fisher’s prose, to the conversational tone of Wizenberg and Weiss. Wizenberg’s

seemingly casual tone engages the reader in a compelling conversation all the while

"0 “La poétique se met au service de I'autobiographie parce que la poétique est I'instrument de
I'expression lyrique du moi, ce que fait advenir a la présence les minutes enfouies, les actes
oubliés et permet d’élucider un parcours en le retragant mot a mot.” (Miraux, 29).
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teaching solid home life skills. Wizenberg often addresses the reader directly using the
second person pronoun: “It’s a lot better, | swear, than it sounds. I'll tell you more about
it later.” (Homemade Life, 42); “[...] there was cake, of course, which T'll tell you about in
a minute [...]” (302); “You want to keep it nice and hot, but not smoking” (40). Luisa
Weiss engages in the same story-pacing discourse. She describes her mother’s
detestation of cooking in disaccord with the Italian food passions in her family: “Over
the years my mother has taken a lot of ribbing for this from her older sister [...] (More
on this in a bit, I promise.)” (Berlin Kitchen, 25). Conversations also imply an ongoing
form of communication. Ruth Reichl writes that recipes are discussions not sets of
hardset instructions or maps with carefully laid out routes: “recipes are conversations,
not lectures; they are a beginning, not an end. I'll hope you’ll add bit more of this, a little
less of that [...] I've tried to write these recipes in a relaxed tone, as if we were standing
in the kitchen, cooking together.” (My Kitchen Year, xix), and she concluded her “Note
on the Recipes” with the proposition: “And if you want to continue the conversation—
just send me a tweet.” (xxi). The written discourse continues beyond the pages of the
book.

Anne Bower has described recipes diversely as decorative, private, trivial, even
seemingly orchestrated by the cultural tendencies imposed by men (5). Despite a
framework of formality, they offer a liberty of expression: a curious dichotomy between
stewardship, the quintessence of each recipe, and the creativity in the hands of each
cook. Luce Giard talks of the simple language of recipes containing traces of archaism,
as a place of conservation and a means via which a relatively stable technical vocabulary
circulates (Certeau et al., 1994, 308). Recipes act as a dynamic collection housing
traditional recipes that reclaim lost forms of expression: a literal and metaphorical
language and associated ritual.

Figuratively, food speaks a language that transcends foreign tongues, embodying
a universality. For Claude Lévi-Strauss, cuisine itself is a language articulating a lost
identity (1964)," which can in the present only be ‘expressed’ through the senses.
However, narrators encounter language barriers: Joyce Zonana writes that nor having

learned the language of her homeland represented “a strange lacuna in [her] identity”

" These ideas are developed in Lévi-Strauss’ Mythologiques 1: Le Cru et le Cuit (1964).
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an unhealable “wound”. For her, the Jewish identity is anchored by growing up eating
gefilte fish and eating kosher, but without the language “the Egyptian part remains
unfulfilled, incomplete” (Dream Homes, 39). Recipes make the language audible,
salvaging fragments from a destitute past. In The Language of Baklava, Abu-]Jaber’s father
is described as a poet of culinary tradition, capturing lost language in flavours and
smells. The baklava that is symbolic of her father’s foodways is “like a poem about the
deeply bred luxuries of Eastern culture.” (Language of Baklava, 191). Baklava is also the
cliché of a foodstuff commonly known outside of the Middle East and can be considered
a stereotypical metaphor for its culture. Abu-Jaber explores the symbolism of foodways
extensively in her novel Crescent, describing voluble gifts of food, a “fairy tale” basket of
shiny and enticing apples from Han delivered by Aziz, the corrupting snake. The apple
core left on the porch next to the basket is a symbol of their adultery (288-290). Han’s
subsequent peace offerings, also tainted with sin, devil-like fruits from “the other side”,
speak of his ambiguity towards Sirine: “gorgeous fruits with spikes and horns, edible
peels and blood-red seeds, baskets of berries from the other side of the word” (298).

The homeland language can also be an obstacle to ethnic integration. Ehrlich’s
polyglot grandmother, who spoke Polish, Russian, Yiddish, Hebrew and English, and
prepared dishes from as many traditions, could not navigate the city she lived in: “The
world outside was the wrong language” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 50). Ehrlich, herself, required
more than linguistic skills, for she too tried to “fathom life in the wrong language” (50),
the word “fathom” suggesting the complex excavatory nature of the task. She must also
learn to interpret the past, in an act of remembering, connecting and selective
disconnecting, and even forgetting. Her language and even the vocabulary are
challenged and undermined.™>

Michel Serres, however, asserts that memories pass via the senses and not via
language (1985, 213). From this perspective, it can be argued that while language can be
an inhibitor, sensorial experience can become a facilitator in memory recall. One must
taste in order to understand (1985, 167). The recipes of culinary traditions indeed give
the diasporic writer unique access to distant memories. Culinary memoirs endorse the

primacy of sensory experience and treat the senses as instruments of discernment and

"2 See Ania Loomba’s Colonialism/Postcolonialism (1998).
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pleasure. Diane Ackerman explains that undiluted by language or rationalization,
memories trigger unedited emotions and images stored in long-term memory (1990, 7).
Ritualized, mechanical physical gestures in food preparation become a form of utterance
for the author and communication with the reader. Some authors’ recipes are stark, with
each action as an item beginning with an imperative form action verb. Other forms of
communication, such as Molly Wizenberg’s conversational style or Judith Jones’
narrational tone, are filled out into descriptive paragraphs in which the actions are
choreographed: “bring a large pot to the boil and quickly dip [...] plop one-sixth [...]
holding the board above the boiling water, cut off a 1/3-inch strip [...] push it” (Tenth
Muse, 244).

For Ehrlich’s mother-in-law, the sensorial approach is also instructive: “Cooking
is by guesswork, heart’s leap, memory” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 59), writes Ehrlich, honouring
that invisible bond with ancestors. Ehrlich, however, must write down the recipes that
she never cared to learn from her mother, to record the traditions for her children.
Recording Miriam’s instructions as she cooks: “I write. ‘Boil 10 to 15 minutes.” It doesn’t
look or sound right. I'm used to cookbooks, and such terms as simmer and sauté” (45).
There is a cultural chasm between oral transmission and the language of food that she
knows for recipes are both read and performed. The authors are not content to describe
and contextualize dishes but also to document the recipe with often elaborate details
for cooking: “This cake is lighter and less spicy than a typical gingerbread with a subtle
kick of warmth from the fresh ginger. Be sure to use a standard unsulfured molasses [...]”
explains Wizenberg (Homemade Life, 75). It is a way of showing that they are able to
translate the language of their ancestors.

If language can be used as an anchor, as a way of traveling back in space and
time—for language can always be geographically and culturally localized"3—this must
be counterweighted by the notion that “toute langue est hors sol, exil” (Cassin, 114). This
paradox is perhaps resolved by the fundamental notion that writing is nomadic and
rhizomatic, as elaborated by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1980, 35). The daily
practice of a native language is often lost for immigrants but they find a way to continue

to speak, by recording foodways, to make themselves heard for their own sakes and for

13 “[...] le langage vient toujours de quelque lieu [...]” (Barthes, 1973, 47).
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that of their communities. Culinary memoirs are about finding connections or ways to
assimilate socially and culturally, while retaining enough cultural integrity to support a
coherent identity. These ways are not necessarily found in a traditional hierarchical
evolution. For example, Ehrlich writes of her mother’s culinary rituals “I wasn’t trying to
keep a flame alive [...] you children had to eat something and I did what I knew how to
do.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 151). There is a desire to connect diverse parts of a personal
history, to create a whole that is understandable without it necessarily being linear or
historically accurate, recipes serving to make connections fluid and the seams invisible
between disconnected parts.

Language as a territory—perhaps even more important than the homeland
itself—makes connections between places. Through the naming of food, and its
transcription in recipes, narrators seeks to re-establish contact with a lost land. English
is often not the mother-tongue at least of the author’s parents, an element which
contributes to existential anxiety, since Barthes claims: “I'écrivain se fait du plaisir et en
quelque sorte ‘joue avec le corps de sa mere” (1973, 60), for the recipes may not be
written in their original language but the ingredients evoke a pleasure tantamount to
that provoked by the maternal intimacy of early childhood. Madhur Jaffrey recalls: “My
grandmother always had an enormous tin of mutthries tucked away in the storeroom
next to our kitchen. We ate them with the sweet, hot and sour ginger-mango chutney...
It was one of our favourite snack foods” (Climbing the Mango Trees, 292). Kate
Christensen recalls her mother’s “blue plate special” cooking: “Her mashed potatoes rich,
lumpy, and buttery [..] haddock filets—firm, white, mild, kid-friendly fish [...] Part of it
might have been the romance of eating the food that had comforted and nourished my
mother when she was very young and very poor [...]” (Blue Plate Special, 42).

Barbara Cassin sets in opposition mother, father, language and land: “Clest la
langue maternelle, et non pas la terre des péres qui constitue sa patrie [...]” (2013, 86).
This leads us to question the hold of the homeland in memoir narratives, and might
explain some of the conflictual emotions that writers like Abu-Jaber experience in
relation to her father’'s homeland, often called the ‘fatherland’. The central role of
women, as female voices, the matriarchal transmission of language and foodways, has
primacy over lost land. Cassin asserts that “[qJuand la terre est perdue il n’en reste que

la langue.” (92-3). The land and even the language may be lost but a form of translated
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utterance is still possible, not into another language so much as into another means of
expression, in this case, food descriptions and recipes, a literal and metaphorical
language and ritual, a form of journey, giving access to a new form of identity, sought
and ‘expressed’ through the senses. Jean-Pierre Carron describes language in memoirs
as giving form and creating a new identity, even if deliberately constructed, like the
language from which it emerges. Language cannot return the narrator to a preexisting
state, but can shape and accompany the transformation of individual and collective
identity (Carron, 135).

In the case of Madhur Jaffrey’s birth ritual where she receives the inscription, not
in ink, but in honey, of “l am” on her tongue, words and food become one in transmitting
identity and a subconscious memory to the new-born. Henry Miller, as though
premeditating this ritual, equates honey with language, as his friend George Katsimbalis
searches for a dream: “The word, whatever it was, led to language and language led to
honey and honey was good for one [...]” (Colossus of Maroussi, 41). In the same spirit,
celebrations, called “sweetening-of-the-mouth”, a symbolic linguistic preparation for
life, like the birth tradition, are auspicious occasions, for enjoying mangoes and ice
cream: “Sweetening the mouth was auspicious and had the hallowed ring of tradition to
it.” (Climbing the Mango Trees, 198-9). The mouth is both the channel and vector for
food and language, the recording of memories, and the locus for what James Beard, the
American culinary guru, described as taste memory, which for Madhur Jaffrey was also
a language when her destiny is written on her tongue, the articulate honey even
becoming audible to her: “I could even hear4 the honey on my tongue” (Climbing the
Mango Trees, xiv).

Culinary memoirs are essentially about seeking to define, in order to recover the
past, in order to recreate it in the present, describing food stuffs, techniques, translating
and identifying, through written language as well as the gestural language of food
preparation and tasting. A chapter in M.F.K. Fisher’s The Gastronomical Me offers a
curious text that sets in tense juxtaposition language and eating. The narrative mirrors
the strange sensual force that the reader is able to sense between a servant in a provincial

restaurant, sensually possessed by a passion for food, and the disconcerted Fisher who

"4 My emphasis.
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finds her autonomy, and the powers she so proudly flaunts in other chapters of the
book,"s disturbingly diminished by this strangely earnest emissary of the chef, ‘Monsieur
Paul’."¢ Initially called "I Was Really Very Hungry," the chapter was subsequently re-
titled when included in The Gastronomical Me as “Define This Word", a curious choice,
as the word to be defined is never specified."” An undertone of sexual tension suggests
she may be talking about desire, but perhaps hunger, in its broad sense, a theme central
to her life ethic. "When I write of hunger, I am really writing about love and the hunger
for it," Fisher wrote (ix). Whatever the definition, the role of food is presented as defining
a word, reminiscent of Miller's comment, which Fisher is unable to articulate, left
speechless by the experience. While Fisher eats copious amounts of rich food cooked to
perfection, the waitress comments each preparation and questions Fisher on her
appreciation, to which Fisher often only offers mild acquiescence or a nod, so
overwhelmed is she by the rich feast and the relentless insistence of the waitress, leaving

one deliberating ‘desire’ or ‘pleasure’ as the gastronomic and linguistic preoccupation.

Conjuring gastronomic nostalgia

Nostalgia speaks a global language, if sometimes in clichés, writes Svetlana Boym
(351, 353), but importantly it looks sideways to find lateral articulations. Within Fisher’s
passage we observe the refined pleasure not only of eating but also of controlling, similar
to that which we sense in the litany of ingredients in cookbooks and the evocation of
dishes whose point of origin is lost. An aesthetics of pleasure has evolved in
remembering and naming of foodways. With the discovery of the Syrian and Lebanese
food shops on Atlantic Avenue in New York, Colette Rossant named the food stuffs that
give her a sense that New York finally felt like home, as though evoking her lost
homeland in a spell: “Here were barrels of dried beans, small green lentils, split peas, ful

medames, all manner of olives, preserved lemons, pickled onions, and torchi (turnips

5]t is worthy of note that eleven of the twenty-six chapters in The Gastronomical Me are entitled
“The Measure of my Powers”, indicating the degree to which Fisher’s gastronomic adventures
were a measure of her independence, but also her strengths.

16 The restaurant and chef’s name are suggestive of the restaurant of Paul Bocuse although the
reference is chronologically implausible.

"7 The story first appeared in the journal, The Atlantic in June 1936, as "l Was Really Very
Hungry", then as "Define This Word -1936" in The Gastronomical Me (1943), and again as "l Was
Really Very Hungry" in As They Were (1982) (737-42).
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pickled in brine and beetroot juice)” (Apricots on the Nile, 165). For Joyce Zonana, it was
the trip to the bakery on the same Atlantic Avenue that created for her family “the aura
of a pilgrimage.” The visit, accents, aromas of freshly baked bread, described in delicious
detail that brought peace: “For a moment I knew who I was.” (Dream Homes, 35). As
though a cultural echo, at least with poetic coincidence, Sasha Martin eats fresh fish
from a tavern on Atlantic Avenue, this time in Boston (Life from Scratch, 72).

Homi Bhabha explains that scattered people come together on the edge of foreign
cultures, in ghettos or ethnic eating places, “in the half-life, half-light of foreign tongues,
gathering the signs of approval and integration [...] gathering the past in a ritual of
revival, gathering the present” (Bhabha, 139-40). In these congregations of scattered
people, we observe the evolution of myths and fantasies that translate loss into the
language of metaphor expressing the meaning of time and belonging across distances
and cultural differences. Abu-Jaber’s baklava, that gives the book its title, is a classic of
Middle Eastern cooking that symbolizes her father’s culture. It also communicates to
her the suffering as well as the sacred power of tradition, conjuring a community and its
foodways:

When [ inhale Auntie Aya’s baklava, I press my hand to my
sternum, as if [ am smelling something too dear for this world. The scent
contains the mysteries of time, loss, and grief, as well of promises and
rebirth. I pick up a piece and taste it. I eat and eat. The baklava is so good,
it gives me a new way of tasting Arabic food. It is like a poem about the
deeply bred luxuries of Eastern cultures. (Language of Baklava, 191).

The food descriptions and recipes in culinary memoirs offer a linguistic space for
drawing together around the vestiges of a language and place of origin. It is a way of
finding pleasure in naming what was once common usage, that for Roland Barthes
represents daily life, and particularly meals and their preparation: “Le plaisir du texte
peut se définir par une pratique [...] lieu et temps de lecture : maison, province, repas,
proche” (1973, 88). Within culinary memoirs, language accumulates layers of nostalgia
for home, land and food. Barbara Cassin, writing on nostalgia, quotes Hannah Arendt:
“La langue est une patrie qui peut se définir par une langue” (2013, 21). It is, in effect, a
vital criterion for defining and locating identity (78). For Lévi-Strauss, cooking composes

“un langage dans lequel chaque société code des messages qui lui permettent de signifier
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au moins une partie de ce qu’elle est”, that is to say, “un langage dans lequel elle traduit
inconsciemment sa structure” (1967, 276).

Talking around food, as well as talking about food are equally important.
Speaking about food through memoirs of foodways and recipes implies that the oral
pleasures are subjected twice over to the laws that govern orality, in food’s consumption
and in its support of a profuse language activity, in the pleasure of talking about food
and in its transcription: “Les plaisirs de la bouche sont deux fois soumis aux loi de
l'oralité, en tant qu’absorption de nourriture, plaisir d’avaler et en tant que support d'une
activité langagiere profuse, plaisir de parler qui décrit.” (Certeau et al., 1994, 262). These
multiple points of access are the rhizomatic propagation, motivated by nostalgia, or—if
one can oppose them—the quest for self-understanding of memories.

The map of ancestral memories is traditionally associated with a space, be it a
country—Egypt for Rossant and Zonana, Jordan for Abu-Jaber, the Mediterranean basin
for Roden—or interiors, such as Miriam’s immigrant’s kitchen or Mayes’ terrace;
Svetlana Boym claims that the nostalgia that these memories generate is related to time:
“At first glance nostalgia is a longing for place, but actually it is a yearning for a different
time - the time of our childhood, the slower rhythms of our dreams.” (Boym, xv). There
is an ambivalence between the search for identity in the past that Gullestad evokes—
"achieved through negotiated and reflexive use of available life-story material”
(Gullestad, 6)—and the desire to find comfort in an imagined persona, the soothing
irrefutable self-image that we have just evoked that may not stand up to close inspection
in terms of veracity.

Memoirs that are not true cookbooks, and cookbooks that are not obviously
memoirs, serve as an intimate space for women to express nonconformist stories,
displaying, for example, the courage of Martin and Weiss, and the inventiveness of
Narayan. However, the dominant message is not invention, but tradition, culinary
memoirs offering not just comfort in home cooking, but also practicing a form of self-
indulgence. Many of the recipes are for comforting cakes or soup, while a number of the
traditional Mediterranean and Middle Eastern dishes will find nostalgic resonance in
contemporary homes of diverse origins.

The undertone of indulgence extends to an undomesticated appetite, or more

specifically an unfeminine appetite. Fisher’s works, a homage to the multiplicity of
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appetites, resist labels: they are neither wholly cookbooks nor wholly travel literature
and yet manage to distil the essence of both, while raising the language of food to that
of an influential and powerful art that nourishes her emotionally in its beauty and its
generosity. Food and its preparation are myth, and myth is word, according to Barthes,
a system of communication and symbolism (1957, 211). It can be interpreted,
appropriated and used, as with Fisher, for the myth is stolen language (Barthes, 1957,
239), the art of the memoirist is that of making a story from a stew and a stew from a
story, the very dish, a ‘stew’, an emblem of nostalgia.

While the cookbook heritage has left an irrefutable trace on the form of food
memoirs, the gastronomic influence can be unmistakably discerned in the language and
ideology of the works, if not always in the quality of the narrational culinary artifice, at
least in the intention and values to be imparted. According to Alice McLean, the writings
of the matriarchs of the culinary self-writing tradition, Fisher, Toklas and David
incorporate the tenets of gastronomic literature that we find in more recent culinary
memoirs: (McLean, 8). These traits, which include a focus on cooking as an art form and
as a social event, associated with the aesthetic pleasure of eating, create an
unconventional literary form and determine the language used in culinary memoirs. It
embraces personal anecdote, historical reference and literary devices, with a
cosmopolitan sensibility, and a concern for elegance of expression in which writing, as
an artistic medium, is nourished by the pleasures of gastronomy and the bitter-

sweetness of nostalgia.

3. Narrative structure

A la table de George Sand prouvait qu'on pourrait recueillir des
recettes, pour autre chose que leur utilisation (Vierne, 153).

Simone Vierne cites the book of recipes from George Sands’ table as a mirror
through which to understand the writer. There is something tautological in the use of
language in culinary memoirs that manipulates food as a language that accesses
memories and converses with the reader. That same circular movement is reflected in

the narrative structure in which, while pursing the specific notions of recipe as both
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artefacts and literary artifice, we are drawn to explore the fragmentary or piecemeal
nature of recipes that could appear to dislocate rather than cohere the text, and yet
point, by their own inherent narrative structure, to the prescriptive nature of the

narrative itself.

Recipes as artefacts and artifice

As both the source and the outcome of stories, the starting point and the
conclusion, homely recipes determine the narrative structure and the way in which food
descriptions are used in the spirit of gastronomic literature, as creative narrative artifice.
The notion of recipes as an embedded discourse to be read, embodies, as Susan Leonardi
describes it, “a recommendation, a context, a point, a reason to be” (340). They stand,
uniquely, as both material and cultural artefacts, vestiges of a community that document
not just the preparation of a dish, but remnants of a previous life, testaments to a way
of eating, living and sharing. Recipes are a necessary commodity, a way of reclaiming
memory fragments, as an explicit connection to the past. They are a form of exchange
for the diaspora due to the rupture with tradition and the influence of other cultures,
that must be interpretable by a broader group to ensure their perpetuation.

Frequent and even insistent, the presence of recipes is a relentless reminder of
where the book is anchored. Traditional recipes are re-appropriated and made pertinent
to the story, serving the emotional needs of the narrator and also perhaps the reader.
Conserving artefacts from the past is, for the diaspora or displaced person, a gesture of
reassurance, a tool for consolidating a fragmented identity, even reconstructing a
disseminated community. Documenting recipes, rituals and traditions is, therefore, also
a curatorial act to preserve personal and community histories. The hybrid form becomes
an integrated and purposed cultural artefact. In Madhur Jaffrey’s richly evocative
childhood story, a collection of recipes is offered as tantalizing tidbits, in which artefact
and artifice are dissimulated, alluded to in the metatext, the subtitle and photographs,
as in a museum, as witnesses to the past, and concrete applications in the present:

I cannot imagine our picnics or train rides in India without this

dish. Sometimes we eat it here with pooris, the deep-fried puffed breads,
as we did so often in India, and sometimes with rice. When cooking for
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the children, I leave out all the chilies [...] My parents did the same for us
where we were growing up. (Climbing the Mango Trees, 240).

As a literary device, recipes are holistic, in the sense that they offer sensorial,
practical, cultural and aesthetic perspectives, pulling together the multi-dimensionality
of the authors’ pursuit for self-understanding. Recipes also have the capacity to connect
the narrator to time as well as place. The paradox of food lies in both its inherent
instantaneity and essential timelessness when traditional dishes or culturally-specific
staples are invoked. Food preparation and eating follows a rhythm which allows the
narrator to connect to an endless historical timeline. Just as Miriam’s cakes mark the
ritual celebrations of the Jewish year (Miriam’s Kitchen, 162), so the abundance of
seasonal produce from the mythical Mediterranean soil in Under the Tuscan Sun imbues
the food with solemn importance (278). The consumption of vital foods is a sacramental
act, a time for blessings and meditation (Verjat, 16). The narrator, in respecting the
cadence and partaking of the meals, becomes part of the cycle of nature, acquiring an
aura of immortality that infuses her family’s identity and inspires such extasies as this
example, which represents the gastronomic recipe for a moment in place and time:

As I unload my cloth sacks, the kitchen fills with the scents of sunny

fruits and vegetables warmed in the car. Everyone coming home from

market must feel compelled to arrange the tomatoes, eggplants [...],

zucchini, and enormous peppers into a still life in the nearest basket. 1

resist arranging the fruit in a bowl [...] because it’s ripe this minute [...] The

signora who lived here a hundred years ago could walk in now and start
to cook. (Under the Tuscan Sun, 112, 113).

Recipes, as artefacts, can also seem frustratingly incomplete appearing in
incoherent disorder as disparate. In A Homemade Life, Wizenberg takes us on a route
from Swiss chard and bean soup, through Mediterranean meatballs and Scottish
shortbread with lemon and ginger to cider-glazed salmon in as many chapters. The
story, in contrast, as an assemblage of memories, can also provide coherence, just as
recipes can provide the thread that string anecdotes together, each element supporting
the other. Personal histories are marked by crossings borders, the movement, an
oscillation that we previously observed in language styles, symbolized in the switching
between narrative and recipes, where “discursive positions and material locations are

imbricated” (Anderson, 2011, 107), traversing literal and metaphysical boundaries.
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On a macrocosmic scale, Judith Jones, the legendary editor of the publisher
Alfred Knopf who discovered and published most of the culinary giants of the twentieth
century,"® draws to herself authors and their recipes as artefacts that form recipes
collections, particularly ethnic, her editorial cause in the name of a national, or one
might say international, heritage. Her memoir gives us insights into the evolution of
food writing in the second half of the twentieth century. Recipes offered vicarious travel
experiences, access to a hedonistic world of pleasure, as well as insights into the lives of
food writers. Reviewing the manuscript for Elizabeth David’s Italian Food" she writes:
“I was immediately captivated by the book, loving the way David managed to weave
history, story and personal experience into a collection of recipes, peppering it all with
opinionated comment.” (Tenth Muse, 58). Such was her enthusiasm that when faced
with the question of her abandoning the publication because David refused the
translation of the Italian recipe titles, she resisted, “the idea of walking away from
Elizabeth David when she had just opened up a whole new world to me in the art of food
writing was an appalling thought. So we went ahead and published it — quietly.” (59).

The recipe presentation in Judith Jones’ memoir is one example of several in
which recipes are presented with their provenance, explaining, in effect, the journey that
they have taken to arrive at that point. Following each recipe is a section in italics which
presents its ‘passport’—its origins and identity—and notes on possible adaptations and
Jones’ own personalisations. The recipe is accorded the multiple facets of a persona.
Commenting on the recipe for Bitki, she writes: “I'm not sure where the recipe came
from or how it got its Russian name, but that added to its appeal [...] Over the years, I've
played with the basic recipe and under the influence of Claudia Roden have made what
I think of as a Middle Eastern version” (209). Food writers and cooks are often cited in
these descriptions using first name terms to heighten the personal nature of the recipe

and the journey it has made to reach her: ‘Julia’, ‘Claudia’, ‘Jim’, Jacques’.’?°

18 Judith Jones, as Senior Editor at Alfred A. Knopf, published many of the major culinary works
of the twentieth century, including those of Claudia Roden, Julia Child, Madhur Jaffrey and
James Beard.

" Elizabeth David’s other cookbooks that perpetuate the discreetly autobiographic, passionately
demanding form of The Mediterranean Book of Food include: French Country Cooking (1951),
Summer Cooking (1955) and French Provincial Cooking (1960).

2 Jones is referring to food writers and cooks Julia Child, Claudia Roden, James Beard, Jacques
Pepin.
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M.F.K. Fisher also uses personification to indicate the way in which food can
reflect its evolving environment. The strange, often unappetizingly presented food on
the small Dutch passenger-freighter that took Fisher and her husband back to Europe,
was a reflection of the ship itself and its journey: “It was dull, good, heavy food, but there
were many vegetables and salads all the way to England” (137), as though the food itself
was impregnated with the solid reliability, as well as the contextual reality of the passage
in 1936, just prior to the war, personified like the boat itself: “like a well-loved animal or
woman, sensitive and intelligently grateful, the realest ship I ever knew” (135). Food can
also be substituted for a metonymy, in which, for example, the table is personified,
representing both the stable institution of food and meals and a potentially exotic place;
writing of France and its food, Gopnik entitles his work The Table Comes First, anchoring
in the instance of food. While eating the magloubeh, Abu-Jaber’s uncle says: “Here it is,
our national identity [...] we're singing to the magloubeh |[...] the table undergoes its
balkanization—women on one side and men on the other” (Language of Baklava, 129),

and a transformation occurs as though they have returned to the homeland, Jordan.

Narrative fragmentation

Recipes open up a new world not just for the reader, but as we have seen for the
writer too. Scattered recipes can be seen as symbolic of modern social dislocation,
offering a unique way of perceiving and articulating moral values, and creating both
symbolic textual cohesion and fragmentation as much on a cultural as on a poetic level.
They represent the combining of diverse ingredients to make a harmonious and
appetizing dish. Although fragments in the narrative flow, they play a catalytic role in
culinary memoirs to preserve, retrieve, anchor and restore. They operate on two levels,
as spiritual crutches, creating linguistic echoes of the past and nostalgic tastes of a lost
homeland through a metaphysical connection to kin and country, and because of this,
physical and emotional healing. The two functions, operating together, construct a new
identity. On a structural level, recipes both disrupt the narrative and offer a refrain and
a common thread that tie together the pieces of the narrator’s identity, and that, despite
the vagaries of the narrative, typically bring the story back to an ethnic core. On a

symbolic level, recipes as textual fragmentation, represent the multiple facets of
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women’s lives and a generalized postmodern dislocation, offered as a way of perceiving
or articulating the world. Shoba Narayan’s quintessentially Indian yoghurt rice dish
recipe takes the reader through the steps of preparing the ethnic ingredients, while
transplanting the dish to America in the final sentence, with an essentially American
dietary recommendation: “Eat on a hot summer day after an afternoon of Frisbee in the
park, for a wholesome, nutritious supper” (Monsoon Diary, 120).

Fragmented food preparations are ultimately the allegorical grains of creativity
that allow the narrator to build something new while retaining symbolic ties with the
past, proposing stories within stories that are both complete and waiting to be enacted.
Shoba Narayan offers her readers the recipe for Okra Curry which is one of the dishes
she prepares to convince her family to send her to America. It has a family history, a
mythical tale of a poor man who eats okra to increase his wits that will enable him to
win the chess game and allow him to marry the princess. It is also an invitation to the
reader to taste each of these elements (Monsoon Diary, 108). Abu-Jaber’s father, a
culinary wordsmith, who struggles to communicate in America, capturing lost language
in flavours and smells, is himself a story within a story, his life, a rich pageant of passions
and contradictions around food.

Homes and homelands are constructed in the imagination to compensate for the
frustrations of reality. Zonana’s memoir is entitled Dream Homes: From Cairo to Katrina,
as though all the places between Cairo and New Orleans were insubstantial and illusory.
The start and end point of her exile’s journey is Cairo, her family’s place of origin and
the stuff of dreams, in which she seeks comfort in tangible evidence, only to discover
not a real but a spiritual family birthplace: “What I found, instead, was the ancient home
of dreams—a resting place, a cure.” (Dream Homes, 181). Like the shards of a mirror,
they make it possible, through the senses, for diasporic or displaced communities to

remember memories distanced by displacement or exile:
[...] it was precisely the partial nature of these memories, their
fragmentation, that made them so evocative for me. The shards of memory
acquired greater status, greater resonance, because they were remains;

fragmentation made trivial things seem like symbols, and the mundane
acquired numinous qualities (Rushdie, 1991, 12).

As Linda Hutcheon explains, “[w]e live immersed in narrative [...] situating

ourselves at the intersection of several stories not yet completed.” (1989, 51-2). Memoirs
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are segments of time, incomplete, selected, structured and constructed, without ends,
offering the possibility “of imposing order on that past, of encoding strategies of
meaning-making through representation”, for she explains that the historian’s job is to
tell plausible stories, “made out of the mess of fragmentary and incomplete facts”
(Hutcheon, 1989, 67). As curators of culinary traditions, memoirists can be considered
historians of a familial and community past. Many of Elizabeth Ehrlich’s recipes are
traditional Jewish fare which she personalizes with comments about how her mother-
in-law would prepare or serve them. Past and present are processed simultaneously in
food narratives, where memories are evoked at the same time as dishes are prepared and
eaten, enabling the narrator, through the perpetuation of emotions associated with
dishes to transcend the chronology of time. Abu-Jaber precedes ‘Forget-Me-Not
Sambusik Cookies’ with “What sort of person am I? Where are my loyalties? And who
will I remember when I grow up?” (Language of Baklava, 51). Shoba Narayan follows an
intimate description of her grandparents and their fusional relationship during her early
years, with a recipe for lentil-based rasam, the vegetarian equivalent of the proverbial
chicken soup of the Jewish American tradition, albeit symbolically offered as “a diluted
version”, and geographically pinpointed (Monsoon Diary, 20). On another occasion,
recalling the taste of a childhood stew, with closed eyes, “trying to etch the stew into
memory” (46), Narayan interrupts the reminiscence with the recipe preceded by an
anecdote of another stew in a different situation (47), juxtaposing together mental and
sensorial memories of a similar vein.

Often compared to the novel, the episodic, anecdotal and non-chronological
nature of women’s memoirs, corresponding, in many ways, to the publishing reality of
isolated chapters, would indicate an affinity with the short story, or travel tales of
displacement. Chapters that read like short stories are strong indicators that they were
previously published in a magazine, the case, for example, of several extracts from
Frances Mayes’ Under the Tuscan Sun, or in academic journals for four of the ten
chapters from Joyce Zonana’s Dream Homes. The material has been tried and tested on
other audiences, but more importantly, this approach accentuates the parcelled,
shredded and reconstructed nature of the memoir. Estelle Jelinek describes the
disjointed nature of women’s autobiographies as a reflection of their multifaceted lives:

“Disjunctive narratives and discontinuous forms are more adequate for mirroring the
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fragmentation and multidimensionality of women’s lives.” (Jelinek, 1986, 188), reflecting
the nature of women’s roles within the home and in the outside world. A diasporic
narrative style emerges that is foremostly fragmented, but also layered and nomadic in
its hybridity, never fully part of a single genre but wandering between several, such as
food or travel magazines, academic journals, or personal blogs,*' not without intention,
but resisting formal categorization within the recognized autobiographical canon.

In terms of narrational organization, the chapters in culinary memoirs tend to be
short, corresponding to a single anecdote and an associated recipe. Narayan’s 223-page
Monsoon Diary contains no less than 18 chapters and 21 recipes, while for Jaffrey’s 231
pages in Climbing the Mango Trees, there are 29 chapters, a prologue and an epilogue,
each with a number of sub-titles indicating the episodes of the chapter, followed by a
63-page recipe section. The table of content of The Language of Baklava, indicates 24
chapters, typically containing two or more recipes, with descriptive, ironic or humorous
names making them stories in themselves. Nigel Slater’s Toast, has no table of contents,
but the text is divided into 118 fragments or stories, for the most part bearing the name
of a food item. Reichl’s 136 recipes move string together an irregular progression towards
healing. Each of the three parts of Elizabeth Gilbert’s 108 segment narrative are preceded
by the mention “36 Tales about the Pursuit of Pleasure” or “Devotion” or “Balance”. Luisa
Weiss’” My Berlin Kitchen is divided into five parts that follow her transcontinental
oscillations, with a total of 41 chapters and a dense 43 recipes. Wizenberg organizes her
300 plus pages into some 46 chapters. Each work offers a non-conformist fragmented
structure that heeds the subjective logic of the author’s culinary narrative intention.

Frances Mayes’ Under the Tuscan Sun, Elizabeth Ehrlich’s Miriam’s Kitchen and
Ruth Reichl My Kitchen Year define a temporal structure, each loosely following the
course of a year. Mayes follows the seasons, focused mostly on the summer, during

which she leaves her home in California to progressively entrench herself in Tuscan

' A marked example of the commercial fragmentation of culinary texts is Kate Christensen’s
Blue Plate Special. Christensen specifies that portions of the memoir were published in works as
diverse as a collection of essays on influential music, a collection of essays on the condition of
women in today’s society, a collection of stories about broken relationships, a worldwide
distribution women’s magazine, a literature and music blog and her own personal blog. A New
York Times article by Abigail Meisel (Meisel, n.pag.) even goes so far as to say that the book was
“culled from her popular blog, Don’t Let It Bring You Down”, indicating the very starting point
of the memoir was piecemeal.
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society and the restoration of a new home. Episodes within the chapters are separated
by ornamental symbols. Ehrlich’s narrative follows the Jewish year month by month,
starting with Rosh Hashanah in September. Each section is divided into a metatextual
journal entry, followed by between three and five subsections. It is one of the most
structurally fragmented of texts and yet her identity quest ultimately binds the parts
into a coherent whole. These memoir structures were possibly influenced by Laura
Esquivel’s novel, published a few years earlier in 1992, Like Water for Chocolate: A Novel
in Monthly Installments with Recipes, Romances, and Home Remedies,*> about female
desire and domesticity. It associates recipes with a temporal progression and the
evolution of the protagonists, while the recipes and home remedies link food with
healing through domestic family cooking traditions.

Many memoir authors offer several locational perspectives within a single work,
often associated with different places, periods in life or turning points. M.F.K. Fisher’s
memoir flows from America to France and Switzerland, Luisa Weiss moves her narrative
between New York, Berlin and Italy, Diana Abu-Jaber’s story describes several moves
between America and Jordan. Culinary memoirs offer a multiplication of viewpoints and
voices through recipes, but also the notion of prismic distortion is perhaps too self-
centred to fully represent a community, or too idealistic to represent reality. Christopher
Middleton writing of D. H. Lawrence says that “the narrator may reflect all things and
persons so prismically that his vision is not single but multiple” (Middleton, 19).
Lawrence Durrell, through itinerant island books, offers a single vision of man and his
place within the universe through the fragmented multi-faceted lens of his
Mediterranean residences and the voices of the people he meets: “Durrell’s intense
awareness of place imposes a kind of unity on his otherwise disparate material [...] and
the landscape and the atmosphere serve as touchstones, as controlling metaphors”
(Friedman, 1987, 61). Durrell creates a holistic vision of the Mediterranean using diverse
viewpoints, landscapes and morsels of hybrid text, as we find in Prospero’s Cell, which
couples personal memoir with guide book indications and conversations. He offers a

personal map with multiple entry points, an image which can also be applied to culinary

22 The novel was originally published in 1989 in Spanish Como agua para chocolate, and in 1992
in English (American).
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memoirs with their contrasting poetic narrative and functional recipe prose. Durrell,
like memoirists that followed him, needed to proceed with a reterritorialization'® of his
individual roots that no longer had a place to bury deep and anchor themselves for,
according to Durrell, there was no soil favourable to their growth. They extend their
reach horizontally, creating shoots, connecting with people, communities and
traditions. Reterritorialization is indicative of a constant state of transformation and
self-seeking that must multiply itself in order to consolidate its core.

Within a rhizomatic dimension, manifold voices emerge, united by a multi-
tasked collective voice which recalls memories, proposes recipes and tells a story. This
is particularly true of the recipe book form of memaoirs, such as those of David, Toklas
and Roden in which the author is accompanied by the scarcely audible voices of the
recipes’ authors, whose contributions are acknowledged as coming from disparate
sources, albeit mostly anonymously. Molly Wizenberg’s cooking is symptomatic of the
solitary self-searching of youth, constantly seeking culinary perfection; she nevertheless
emphasises her family’s contribution, writing, “[w]hat follows is a result of our pooled
memories and my own trial and error” (Homemade Life, 39). Cooking is, in essence, a
collective effort, a spiritual coming together felt strongly in Joyce Zonana’s
acknowledgments, in which she admits that writing, initially conceived as a personal
academic exercise, turned out to be not a solitary enterprise but “an intensely communal
adventure, bringing me into ever-deepening contact with an ever-widening circle of
people” (Dream Homes, 1).

The indexes—an uncommon referential paratext in memoirs—are symbolic of a
rhizomatic structure in their spreading lateral and non-hierarchical references. They are
also telling of the authors’ perceptions of their works, in terms of the degree of fiction,
and whether they are food-focused or essentially autobiographical. Kamman,
Chamberlain, Weiss, Wizenberg offer indexes of food and recipes, while Ehrlich, Judith
Jones and Anna Del Conte provide both food and general indexes, signifying the
conception of the book as a work of culinary reference, but also of general topics,

suggesting that it is conceived as a resource for others of similar diasporic fate or origins.

23 Refer to Deleuze and Guattari, 1980. Mille Plateaux: Capitalisme et schizophrénie, 2.
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In Madeleine Kamman’s uniquely structured text, she tells her early life story
through the reminiscences of eight other lives, that we have referred to earlier as a
polyphonic voice. The story of each of the women who shaped her life with honest
French country cooking, is the embryo of a memoir in its own right. Rhizomatically,
they are connected through Kamman and also to their region and ‘terroir’. These
examples, with other culinary memoirs, embody a timeless, sometimes non genealogical
quality. The narratives draw lines and make connections, but do not always have clear
start or end points, an atemporal quality that we find in the notion of cooking itself, that
combine enduring traditions with instantaneous consumption and marking an
inevitable deterritorialization: “Il n’y a pas de points ou de position dans un rhizome,
comme on en trouve dans une structure, un arbre, une racine. Il n’y a que des lignes.”
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1980, 13). A rhizome has no start or end point and Deleuze and
Guattari insist that questions of origins are inappropriate. Are memoirists then pursuing
an illusion? We might conclude that the desire to trace one’s origins is instinctive,
unconditional and inescapable. A rhizomatic approach is a survival technique for
dealing with the unthinkable, that origins may be untraceable, or inadequate and
disappointing when found. It is conducted in parallel and contributes to the sense of
narrative fragmentation, although it might ultimately be the unique strategy for
achieving a coherent whole. Sasha Martin’s building of a cosmopolitan culinary heritage,
as a sort of horizontal connection with the earth, proceeds even as she seeks to discover
the meagre but significant truth of her father’s intentions and true nature.

Deleuze and Guattari claim that to look for a beginning or foundational starting
point, as culinary memoirs are intent on doing, implies a false notion of travel and
movement.* They seek an initiation and draw a tentative conclusion at what they
believe to be a pertinent end point, but in the great diasporic scheme of things, the
narrators are only themselves oscillating fragments in a larger community or even
territorial picture. They can be seen as part of “un mouvement transversal qui les
emporte l'une et l'autre, ruisseau sans début ni fin” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1980, 37).

Joyce Zonana’s milestone at the Rosh Hashanah meal she hosts, is a moment of pause

24 “[C]hercher un commencement, ou un fondement, impliquant une fausse conception de
voyage et du mouvement” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1980, 36). My translation.
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on her journey, not a conclusion. Her long-thought out menu is “what I want just now

[...]” (Dream Homes, 203).

Narrative as recipe and recipe as narrative

Narayan’s story, likewise, comes to a satisfying conclusion, that makes the
narrative and the recipes a fulfilling experience, in potentially all senses of the term. The
narrative elements that Anne Bower has identified in cookbooks™5 are found in culinary
memoirs, including setting, typically the kitchen and dining room, characters playing
roles of differing importance from those acknowledged in paratexts to protagonists who
play out a drama centred around the pursuit of identity, and plot which unfolds in
synchronization with the readers’ interactions with the text. Peter Brooks refers to plot
as “an activity, a structuring operation elicited in the reader trying to make sense of
those meanings that develop only through textual and temporal succession” (Bower, 37).
The plot, if as such the narrative development can be called, solicits the reader at the
junction where the narrative shifts from introspection to recipe. Recipes themselves
point towards themes of ambition, integration, differentiation and assimilation, be they
ethnic, in the case of Egyptian Zonana endeavouring to feel at home in American society
despite the sentiment of being an outsider, religious, in Ehrlich’s pursuit of a stricter
religious Jewish practice, or geographic, with Abu-Jaber’s equivocal father, Bud, who
oscillates between homeland and host land.

Autobiographical texts are framed by paratextual elements that accompany
publication, reception and circulation. Gérard Genette describes paratext as a
combination of peritext (material found inside the book) and epitext (elements found
outside the book).*® As Genette explains, far from being neutral, paratextual material
establishes a threshold that can dramatically affect the autobiographical interpretation
and reception (1987, 7-8).27 Recipes have a unique status, as an integral part of the

narrative and also as paratexts, whether they mark a pause made by the narrator in the

25 Refer to Bower, 32-35.

126 Refer to Genette, 1987.

27 “Le paratexte est [...] par quoi un texte se fait livre[,] [...] une zone [...] de transactionl[,] [...]
d’une action sur le public au service [...] d'un meilleur accueil du texte et d’'une lecture plus
pertinente [...]” (Genette, 1987, 7-8).
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narrative to provide guidance and cooking instructions, or as an annex to the primary
narrative. The recipes in Miriam’s Kitchen, taken in their globality, provide subtle
cultural context that helps us to understand the main narrative. As individual anecdotes,
they provide meta-commentary of the author’s story as pinpointed vignettes that are
both specific to the author and her family or community. Taken in their entirety, as a
record of Ehrlich’s awakening to her Jewish heritage, her recipes, modest yet numerous,
are a homage to Miriam and her wounded generation, but like the baked apples that her
grandmother makes for her son, are never enough: “A tray of baked apples just wasn’t
enough. Even a bushel, even an orchard. A galaxy of apples, scented with cinnamon,
flavored with lemon, would have been inadequate, too.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 140).

Most culinary memoirs use the explicit paratextual subtitle to set the readers’
expectations about the book. They define the genre, stipulating not only that it is non-
fiction, but also that it is not merely an autobiography either. Where the title mentions
food, the addition of ‘a memoir’ suffices, sometimes introducing ideas of love, growing
up and forgiveness; otherwise they announce a culinary dimension: The Language of
Baklava: A Memoir (Abu-Jaber), Miriam’s Kitchen: A Memoir (Ehrlich), Life from Scratch:
A Memoir of Food, Family, and Forgiveness (Martin), Tender at the Bone: Growing Up at
the Table (Reichl), My Berlin Kitchen: A Love Story (with recipes) (Weiss), A Homemade
Life. Stories and Recipes from my Kitchen Table (Wizenberg). Some set the stage for
recipes as a healing formula. Wizenberg’s opinionated meta-dialogue about herself, her
writing and her food preferences, as well as the metatexts, that include
acknowledgements, introduction, and most significantly, “How to use the recipes in this
book” —which she admits she would usually skip to avoid being told what to do—
strongly influence not only the way we read the narrative and recipes but also how we
perceive Wizenberg herself.

With the transmission of values through complementary stories and recipes, the
narrative itself becomes a form of recipe, a formula for well-being. Interdependently, the
recipes themselves are narratives, stories from family and community members,
transmitting culturally based context and creating a parallel narrative in the text, a

dualism in the voice of the narrator. Colleen Cotter draws on Donald Polkinghorne’s
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reference'® to Roland Barthes’ description of the ‘recipe’ as a narrative, representing a
formal unit: “the narrative may incorporate [...] gestures and the ordered arrangement
of all the ingredients” (Cotter, 58).29 There form and their implementation are
structuring: Cotter describes a sense of psychological completion that accompanies the
conclusion of recipes (63), symbolized by their use in illustrating a story within the
narrative, and their position as conclusion to a chapter, infusing them with the power of
the final word, more emphatically still, at the end of the book, in the case, for example,
of Madhur Jaffrey. They provide a thread that connects disparate narrative elements of
turbulent stories like Elizabeth Ehrlich’s ribbon image that “tethers us to our past”, her
grandmother made those connections: “without my grandmother to hold things
together, Jewish essence also dispersed.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 99). Women practice a form
of intertextuality when they transform cookbooks into a testimony of their own lives,
adapting them to their own experience. Ehrlich admits that before she began her journey
she knew nothing of the traditions of her mother-in-law, her kitchen barren of cultural
roots. Joyce Zonana, likewise, fled the kitchen and her mother’s ardent respect of her
ancestral foodways before finding her path back home.

Recipes enable an examination of the intersection that Cotter describes between
language and social relationships (54), derived from the multiple interpretations, in the
author’s relationship with her family and in the reader’s culinary creativity. The reading
of a recipe becomes not a fulfilment of expectations so much as a potential modification
of them. Luce Giard refers to cooking as basic repetitive practice that is shaped by family
history.3° For the narrator, particularly of diasporic origin, authentic ingredients of
family dishes are often lacking and the recipe must be adapted to new circumstances.
Many recipes are annotated with special notes about substituting ingredients or

modifying the preparation. Abu-Jaber substitutes lamb for goat in her Bedouin Mensaf

28 Donald Polkinghorne. Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences. Albany: State U of New
York P, 1988. 15.

129 “[..] le récit peut étre supporté par le langage articulé, oral ou écrit, par I'image, fixe ou mobile,
par le geste et par le mélange ordonné de toutes ces substances]...]” (Barthes, 1966, 1).

13° “Faire la cuisine est le support d’'une pratique élémentaire, humble, obstinée, répétée dans le
temps et dans l'espace, enracinée dans le tissu des relations aux autres et a soi-méme [...]”
(Certeau et al., 1994, 222)
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Leben recipe and adds a note about where to but Shrak a special thin bread. (Language
of Baklava, 69-70).

Elizabeth McDougall counter argues that the precise measurements and cooking
instructions of recipes are a form of control that she associates with Bakhtin’s notion of
‘monoglossia™' that locks the cooks into a preset formula: “a text that denies plurality
to the reader” (McDougall, 115), as an exclusive language. Stephen Mennell confirms that
the recipe fixes an approach to cooking through the “the fixing of a text in an objective,
written form”, but the presentation of recipes in memoirs as part of a constructed
narrative, confirms that they too are a constructed element and therefore, as we have
suggested, viable to change. Despite the usual intention of recipe writers to avoid
ambiguity, the recipes are not without a plurality of meaning, for beyond the recipes’
anecdotes that conjure flights of imagination, readers potentially bring their own
knowledge and experience of the ingredients and the cultural and culinary context of a
dish.

Apart from Toklas’ unique stream-of-consciousness style of recipe narrative,
recipes are typically presented in culinary memoirs in a classically scripted form, using
an imperative tone of the written recipe, “indeed the word 'recipe’ itself [...] means 'take’,
typically the first command in the instructions for each dish” (Mennell, 67). Within the
structure of the text, recipes, thus, serve as anchors that fix the narrative in both past
and present. Their guiding and imperative tone is reassuring in a cultural and social
context that is often ill-defined or unsure. They create a rhythm in the narrative serving
as a refrain, as markers of origin, of the kind described by Deleuze and Guattari, which
indicate a territory “les ritournelles territoriales [...] cherchent, marquent et agencent un
territoire” (1980, 402). That territory, be it physical or virtual—a tradition or a recipe—
with which one identifies home, is a place through which one must pass, like Narayan
in her rite of passage to access an American education, or Ehrlich, who must learn her
mother-in-law’s recipes in order to connect with her own spiritual identity and raison
d’étre. Paradoxically, recipes are also malleable, open to adaptation and personal

interpretation, yet they are also prone to deterritorialization. Their malleability

' This opposes Bakhtin’s theory of polyglossia, or the hybrid nature of language, in which a text
generates multiple meanings, described in (Bakhtin, 48-254).
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reinforces the idea of a crossover with narratives of other genre themes, notably those
of alterity and travel, in which, for example, Linda Furiya regularly takes her reader to
Japan in her recipes, from her ‘whitebread’ America.

Just as recipes serve as narrative so the narrative offers us a recipe, not simply of
values that we have discussed earlier, but as a creative response to the interplay between
the now of the narrative and the then of the historical past. Gullestad writes that
“Literary theorists locate autobiographies between history and creative imaginative
literature, though closer to creativity than to history.” (Gullestad, 13). The memoir
narrative identifies the shift from biography to autobiography, from a focus on life to a
focus on the construction of self. Recipes can be perceived as biographical stories of
foodways and traditions, shifting attention from the personal story to the family or the
community. The construction of self is often dissimulated behind a mission to recollect
and to curate one’s past.

This creativity often takes the form of a complex focus and narratorial position
in terms of device or artifice. Toklas, like Elizabeth David, wrote a cookbook about her
life with Gertrude Stein that was really about herself. Stein, reciprocally, wrote an
‘autobiography’ of Toklas, in the voice of Toklas, which was really a memoir about
herself.3* Leslie Li writes a memoir focused on writing the biography of her
grandmother, but the book turns into the story of her complex relationship with her
father, as well as her grandmother. Kamman speaks through a sisterhood of women,
Samuel Chamberlain through a fictitious domestic heroine, David through the writings
of a literary entourage of friends and writers she admired. Narrators demonstrate a
cautious quality, continually stepping back from the participant and witness roles to
observe the patchwork being formed. The works constitute a collage of fragments that
makes sense of troubled lives. During the chapter on the Moon Festival celebrated with
perfectly round fruits symbolizing “family unity and harmony”, Leslie Li assets that she

does not want to be happy but to be whole, her father’s letter arriving at that time gave

B> Anna Linzie wrote a critical analysis, The True Story of Alice B. Toklas: A Study of Three
Autobiographies (2006), of the three interwoven cookbook-memoir-autobiographies that Toklas
and Stein wrote of each other and their gastronomic world: The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook by
Toklas (1954), The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas by Stein (1933), and What is Remembered by
Toklas (1963). Worthy of note, the original book design for this latter work, was done by German-
American book designer Ernst Reichl (1900-1980), Ruth Reichl’s father.
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her “ground” under her feet, the “foundation” she needed to build a new life, without
which connection “life would have lacked a dimension, a dynamic, a wholeness”; the
passage concludes with a recipe for Moon Cake, tying these threads together (Daughter
of Heaven, 141-152). Recipes, which are by nature self-contained and concretising,
contribute to a pursuit of wholeness, central to memoirs.

According to Pierre Nora, memory moves from concrete to abstract and
originates not in places but in situations. Culinary memoirs respect that structure to a
point, prominent values represent the abstract, but recipes shift the focus again from
abstract to practical. The oscillating structure of memoirs reflects the vacillating state of
many diasporic writers. In Monsoon Diary, recipes are offered within vignettes, stories
within a story, traditional tales or further anecdotes from the author’s life. This multi-
faceted structure is symbolic of the many faces of American immigrant life, recipes
within narratives, narratives within recipes. Kate Christensen’s narrative shifts from
personal landscape to natural elements and its foods, from earth-rooted farming to
personal journey.

Amongst their many literary virtues, culinary memoirs, foremostly, bring
memories into the contemporary foodways arena, which is frenetic with a newly
emerging consciousness around food as a channel for self-discovery, and charged with
important issues around voice, identity and traditions. Food language expresses the
essence of place and that place, through language, is equated with food. They also allow
women to speak as a common voice while each recounting their singular tale, bringing
a new perspective on the literature of travel and displacement, and writing a new page
of the travel literature genre.

The culinary memoir is evolving with the emergence of a literature of food
writing and the evolution of women’s literary creativity and independence, manifesting
a cultural and literary creativity harbouring manifold and distinctive literary calibre. It
blends diverse strands of identity, paradoxically expressing autonomy in its structure
through a discourse around alterity, as evoked through foodway descriptions and
imaginatively conjured otherness, while emphasizing the relational and communal as
the ongoing grounds of self-performance. The strength of its form is in the elasticity of
the modes that it makes available for fuller repossession of the cultural world in which

we perform our lives.
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C. Reception

[R]ecipes are conversations, not lectures; they are a beginning, not
an end. (My Kitchen Year, xix).

Ruth Reichl’s words remind us that cooking is a dialogue between the cook and
those passing on the recipe. There is an explicit aim of transmission within the narrative
and a tacit transmission between the narrator and the reader. For all of Elizabeth David’s
intransigent rigour and claim of finding comfort in the transposition from memory to
page of her cherished cuisine, she was delighted at the proposition of a paperback
version of Mediterranean Food: “I jumped at the offer. A Penguin would mean a vastly
increased readership, and in all probability a younger one [...] needing to cook for
themselves and give the occasional dinner party.” (11). She saw in the publication
venture, not only an increased readership, but more importantly, one that would
implement her culinary manifesto. We are led to examine the respective roles of the
author and the reader, and the questions raised around their autobiographical pact.
Culinary memoirs are personal journeys of self-discovery, but they are written with a
stated intention to share learnings, as well as recipes and culinary cultures. The reader
is addressed both through the narrative and in the recipes, while the text itself is an

implicit invitation to come to the table.

1. The reader’s performance

We have previously identified the active performance that the reader plays in the
creation and interpretation of culinary memoirs. In this chapter we will explore this
central role, reviewing the reading act, the reader’s subjective approach to the memoir,
including her appraisal of metatexts from the perspective of previous experience. This
role is paramount in the intimate sphere of memoirs, for according to Wolfgang Iser:
“the convergence of text and reader bring[s] the literary work into existence” (Iser, 107).
In an early example of this fusional relationship, Marie Ritz, wife of Cesar Ritz, writing
of Escoffier’s says: “Escoffier’s Culinary Guide is something more to me than a superior

sort of cookbook. I turn the pages of it and it is like turning the pages of my own personal
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history”,33 narrator and reader join forces. In this example Marie Ritz is no doubt a
passive reader, but the invitation to enter the kitchen is explicit.

For the reader, the attraction to autobiography is the fascination with how people
make sense of their lives. The cultural obsession with the personality that adheres to an
ideology of individualism,34 accounts for the popularity of culinary memoirs as personal
story-telling since the 1990s (when publications multiplied).3> Autobiographies embody
the notion of healing through a resourceful and penetrating narrative, an approach at
the heart of the discourse of culinary memoirs, where the narrative is particularly
attentive and inviting to the reader. Memoirs allow the narrator to construct, as well as
reconstruct memories in order to rebuild, often dislocated, or confused identities. But,
what does the reader bring to the reading of a culinary memoir? Sometimes a personal
diasporic story, perhaps a form of trauma or a nostalgic experience of another culture.
There are also literary expectations based on previous reading experiences as well as the
intervention of the metatext that the author or the publisher uses, amplified in culinary
memoirs by the presence of recipes as personal and collective invitations to cook. Hans
Robert Jauss writes of the plurality and diversity of “horizons of expectation” that the
reader brings to the act of reading in a receptive and active relationship with the text:
“toute nouvelle production apparait, soit pour répondre fidelement a 'attente, soit pour
le décevoir ou lui imposer de se transformer.” (Jauss quoted in Lejeune, 1975, 320).
Previous reading experiences define a landscape, the form of which adjusts itself
according to the reader’s appraisal and her moral and literary expectations.

Their sometimes-ambiguous link to reality makes memoirs the perfect space for
the reader to imaginatively explore her own life, and values, guided by a virtual
community of women. Symbolically, the reader also becomes the subject and
substantiates James Olney’s claim that autobiography is the literature that offers the

reader an increased awareness of ourselves through an understanding of another life

33 In Cesar Ritz, Host to the World. Philadelphia: ].B. Lippincott, 1938. (Trubek, 2000, 49).

34 “The contemporary fascination with confession and other modes of personal storytelling
derives in part from the tenacious hold that the ideology of individualism has on Westerners.”
(Smith and Watson, 124)

155 Although fiction is not the focus of this study, we note its relevance to the development of a
literary imagination around gastronomy, while the late 1990s also saw the rise of gastronomic
fiction in both English and other languages.
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(1972, vii). When we seek unity within the stories of others, the acts of writing and
reading work together to create order from chaos (Anderson, 2011, 118). Moving beyond
trauma narratives to contemporary concerns about identity, other people’s narratives
are, for the reader, ambitious guides to self-understanding, self-improvement and self-
healing. Helen Buss states that memoirs express “a wish to regain the harmony and inner
tranquility of a congruent relationship with the realities of human existence” (Buss, 3),
a connection between self and reality. Roland Barthes described literary texts as either
readerly or writerly, (Barthes, 1970). He used the terms “lisible” (“readerly”) and
“scriptible” (“writerly”) to distinguish respectively texts that are straightforward and
demand no special effort to understand and those whose meaning is not immediately
evident and demand some effort on the part of the reader. Culinary memoirs can be said
to fall into the category of readerly texts in which a world of easily identifiable characters
and events is presented, and in which the characters and their actions are
understandable.

Reader and writer meet on common ground in this particular need to make sense
of their respective lives. Both seek to connect to ad hoc communities. As Boris Cyrulnik
writing of trauma narratives said, when a group hears a shared story, each person
(whether reader or writer) feels reassured by the presence of the other. This is why
stories, myths and prayers recited side-by-side are excellent cultural tranquilisers.’3® The
recipes which create a poetic rhythm in the memoirs, offer the comfort of community
prayers through their repetitive linguistic form, a sort of comforting refrain and anchor
point, as repeated stories, myths or even supplications, with their recurrent injunctions
of ‘add’, ‘chop’, ‘mix’, ‘beat’, ‘toss’, ‘heat’, ‘bake’, ‘remove’, to name a few of the commonly
used repeated imperatives. Julie Rak notes that in the memoir genre “the non-identical
repetition of familiar elements” creates a sensation of pleasure as well as a sense of being
involved: “the act of recognition itself creates a measure of participation for the reader.”
(2013, loc. 638). As Rak explains, this is not necessarily solely narcissistic, for many

readers it is “a way of discovering the lives of others, not of rediscovering or obsessing

136 “Quand dans un groupe, on partage un méme récit, chacun est sécurisé par la présence de

l'autre. Raconter la méme histoire, croire aux mémes représentations crée un sentiment de
grande familiarité. “C’est pourquoi les récits partagés, les mythes racontés, les prieres récitées
cote a cote sont d’excellents tranquillisants culturels.” (Cyrulnik, 188).
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about the self’ (2013, loc. 218). Analysing Ben Yagoda’s position she comments that in
the memoir boom there is: “more narcissism overall, less concern for privacy, a strong
interest in victimhood, and a therapeutic culture” (2013, loc. 317). Privacy in memaoirs,
that come from or meld into blogs, is seconded to the cause of sharing and working
through existential and diasporic dilemmas. There is also a propensity to publish victim-
trauma memoirs that relate how turning to cooking was a life-changing act.’s”

Culinary memoirs unite reading, writing, tasting and savouring in a creative
performance that is ultimately shared between author and reader, in which the act of
reading is a trope for eating: the memoir is consumed® - devoured or savoured.3? “Life
writing invokes food that is both memory and metaphor” state Smith and Watson (2010,
149). By reading and, in effect, consuming the book, the reader endorses the value of the
narrator’s written word. Linda Furiya explains that her parents’ Japanese diet enabled
them to maintain their existential integrity. The reader affirms their existence through
her role as reader and consumer, a witness to the testimony of their existence.
Wizenberg writes of her Julia Child-inspired Tarte Tatin recipes, about which she writes
profusely: “I'm very verbose” (Homemade Life, 108), she concludes. Metaphorically, by
eating the cake, ostensibly simple but elaborately explained, the reader will also
consume her words. Her presence allows the writer to step outside her work and view it
through another’s eyes. The reader substantiates this subjective process. While Joyce
Zonana’s reflective style, encouraged by her self-seeking, invites meditative savouring,
Wizenberg’s extravagantly tasty tale, abounding in confidence and enthusiasm, invites
to be devoured. One finds proof of Smith and Watson’s assertion that the subjectivity of
another is in effect “cooked up, reproduced and tasted” (2010, 150).

Barthes describes texts in which the reader plays an active role in constructing a
narrative based on “cues” in the text (Barthes, 1970), such as Wizenberg gives us. The

reader contributes her own expectations based on her life experiences, faced with the

7 Some of the titles of works listed in the bibliography of culinary memoirs in the appendix
clearly indicate this strategy, for example “Stir: My Broken Brain and the Meals That Brought Me
Home” (Jessica Fechtor), or “Cooked: From the Streets to the Stove, from Cocaine to Foie Gras”
(Jeff Henderson).

138 The tropes within culinary memoirs will be developed in part IV in an examination of the
nurturing nature of this literary artifice.

139 Refer to the chapter “Ecrire, Lire, Déguster, Dévorer” (Vierne, 91-93).
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inevitable juxtaposition of fiction and reality, as a poetic and practical function of
language.'#° Judith Jones introduces her recipe section with the injunction: “Every recipe
continues to evolve, and I trust that all who make these dishes will come up with their
own improvements.” (Tenth Muse, 199), both recipes and text are open to interpretation.
Storytelling, and its reception, is a performative act which echoes the self-performance
of the memoir itself, implicating the reader and creating a situation where the reader’s
performance is as important as the playing out of the narrator’s identity. The reader
investigates her own relationship to the past, to contradictory cultural voices and ways
of thinking, and may observe shifting viewpoints and self-assessment. Helen Buss sees
another point of synergy: “The conflation of narrator and writer that the memoir-reading
contract offers, encourages this self-performance by readers.” (Buss, 25-26). Memories
enacted as experiential history through recipes can develop a unique narrative that
displaces the locus of both subject and object. Kate Christensen’s descriptions of
childhood hardship in Blue Plate Special are accompanied by family-bonding recipes.
‘Anadama Bread’ is associated with a poignantly amusing story about separation
followed by a description of how Christensen would eat slices of bread hot from the oven
standing at the oven. At the end of the recipe, Christensen invites the reader to relive
her childhood memory, as though in the same circumstances and place: “Invert loaves
to cool onto a wire tray. Eat piece after piece, slathered in butter and honey, standing at

the counter” (Blue Plate Special, 74).

The role of the writer

We use the term ‘writer’ here deliberately to describe the role of the person who
conceives and directs the narrative, to differentiate between the author whose name
gives the work its autobiographical identity, and the narrator who is the persona
enacting the scenes. The reader stands alongside the narrator as witness, observing and
recording actions from a localized viewpoint, adopting one of memoirs’ tripartite voices
that Buss has identified: “The memoir narrator, through the three functions of witness,
participant and reflective/reflexive consciousness is full of reassessments, rejoinders,

doubts and reassertions.” (35). The writer explores her life through storytelling, pulling

140 Refer to Jauss, 1978.
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the reader along on her enquiry into self-awareness; the participant narrator plays a role
and the author’s reflections give meaning to the story, offering the possibility of
understanding the past for the purpose of changing the present from multiple
viewpoints and facilitating the role of the reader.

The author offers the reader an elaborate reading experience, as we have
previously seen, in the form of an autobiographical story of diasporic trauma or
dislocation that provides a sense of belonging associated with principles of
commensality. Autobiography is a special kind of reading experience that is
intentionally orchestrated. “Writing an autobiography can be regarded as a situated
practice involving the writer and his/her imagined readers” explain Smith and Watson
(2010, 13), for as Lejeune has stated, autobiography is as much a form of reading as of
writing (1975, 45). The emotional intensity of Sasha Martin’s life, abandoned by her
father, and placed in an unwelcoming foster home by her mother where her brother
commits suicide, is in itself, a trauma story that could be exorcised through the cathartic
act of writing. She chooses to accord the reader a place within her narrative by offering
recipes that are part of her frail family heritage. Food was always more than sustenance:”
it's about getting our fill. Not just of food, but of the intangible things we all need:
acceptance, love, understanding” (Life from Scratch, 343). The story exists within a social
context, an environment that includes a reader with the use of ‘we’. Sidonie Smith and
Julia Watson elaborate on the narrative intentions of the interaction between narrator
and reader:

[L]ife-writing requires an audience to both confirm the writer’s
existence in time and mark his or her lived specificity, distinctiveness and
location. Thus, autobiographical truth resides in the intersubjective
exchange between narrator and reader aimed at producing a shared
understanding of the meaning of a life (Smith and Watson, 2010, 16).

In reexamining the past, a multi-focused voice includes a participant who senses
and feels, a witness who observes and records from a localized viewpoint, and a
reflective/reflexive consciousness. Within this schema, the narrator and reader may also
have reciprocal or interchangeable roles. These differing perspectives are illustrated in
Under the Tuscan Sun, wherein Frances Mayes is narrator and reflective persona,
engaged in quiet conversations with her reader who, by implicitly sharing cultural and,

notably, culinary pleasures with her, is both participant and witness. The reader
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becomes her mirror and the roles are reversed as Mayes writes, ‘Teads’, and observes
what the reader has done and discovers herself in the narrative:

My reader, I hope, is like a friend who comes to visit, learns to
mound flour on the thick marble counter and work in the egg, a friend
who wakes to the four calls of the cuckoo in the linden and walks down
the terrace paths singing to the grapes; who picks jars of plums, drives
with me to hill towns of round towers and spilling geraniums, who wants
to see the olives the first day they are olives. (Under the Tuscan Sun, 3).

Other scenarios are less harmonious, and the writer seeks appeasement in the
text from the sense of fluctuation that is generated when an erstwhile and short-lived
boyfriend makes an “instant food connection” with Abu-Jaber’s father, she seeks to win
back his attention, by casting herself in the role of a reader. She associates this difficult
moment of questioned loyalty to her culinary heritage, with the presence of food in
literature, making comparative references to the absence of food in E. M. Forster’s
domestic scenes and to Hemingway’s multiple food and drink scenes'# (Language of
Baklava, 209). Abu-Jaber’s crisis of belonging is generated by her father’s existential
dilemma: “I feel Bud’s presence [...] sleeping away his broken dreams, lost in the thin
gray air of loss and disappointment” (176). Similarly, Jaffrey writes that during the
Second World War “[m]y father’s ambivalences were seeping into all of us” (Climbing
the Mango Trees, 60). The reader acts as a symbolic foil to help the writer find her way
through the dilemmas and disappointments with which her origins confront the
narrator.

Narrators candidly comment on their fears and doubts, exposing their private
thoughts, within what Lejeune defined as a contract of identity sealed with a name (1975,
33). Elizabeth Ehrlich reflects on the significance and context of her endeavour to create
meaning in her life and those of her children, always with reserves and conditional
clauses: “For the moment I will try Sabbath, and stop all our clocks, step out of time”
(Miriam’s Kitchen, 24). Private lives are exposed as the reader enters into the narrator’s
world, her domestic interior, and sits down at table with her. Joyce Zonana shares with
her reader her persistent question of identity that has kept her searching for home for
much of her adult life. However far she moved from her immigrant family she failed to

rid herself of the feeling of marginality in American society: “I had never been able to

“ Coincidental references with regard to this thesis’ corpus of reference.
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shake the sense of being indelibly ‘other’, incurably alien [...] No matter what I did, I
remained to myself an anomaly, a strange amalgam of ancient custom and contemporary
ambition.” (Dream Homes, 144-145). Throughout the narrative, the reader accompanies
Zonana’s awareness of the diasporic nature of rootless nomadic existence: “Was this how
my parents felt when they moved to the United States? Separated from family, friends,
familiar objects and places; scents, sounds, customs and tastes. Alone, with no support
or guidance? Was this a reprise of their dislocation?” (147). Is her question rhetorical or
is she soliciting the reader’s help?

Acts of individual recollection are exhibited in culinary memoirs as a social-
interactional process that emphasizes interpersonal relatedness. In order for the reader
to understand Madhur Jaffrey’s foodway reminiscences and their cultural context, she
supplies historical macro-and microcosmic details that situate the family within space
and time. Her family, for example, upheld the notion of jhoota, or the contamination of
food by another’s contact. However, her Kayashta family who were also known as
sharabi-kebasis lovers, sent out for taboo kebabs and Muslim bread for parties, the driver
bearing cloths and utensils “so that when the food reached us it upheld the family’s
standards of cleanliness, at least outwardly.” (Climbing the Mango Trees, 180). The
prepared food must follow rules of strict purity and represents potential danger if it does
not adhere to strict family culinary codes. The situation is a metaphor for the way that
even the transgression of traditions is ritualized and contained by the community, in
much the same way as Narayan'’s trailblazing path to studies in America is circumscribed
with a test meal. Rituals define non-traditions, reflecting the attempt by the witness-
writer to construct logic and meaning around memories for the sake of the reader.

The act of remembering cannot be divorced from the act of communicating. As
David Rubin explains, autobiographical memories emerge from diverse discourses
(Rubin, 271), such as the culinary memoir. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson claim that
“life-writing requires an audience to both confirm the writer’s existence in time and
mark his or her lived specificity, distinctiveness and location. This autobiographical
truth resides in the intersubjective exchange between narrator and reader aimed at
producing a shared understanding of the meaning of a life” (Smith and Watson, 2010,
vii). Several critics emphasize the importance of the role of the reader for the writer,

notably that “[s]haring our past experiences with others is an important part of creating
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shared histories and interpersonal bonds” (Fivush et al., 356). Indeed, hermeneutical
theory asserts that alone we cannot grasp our own “horizon of expectation™#* or
understanding, as there will always be unstated blind spots (Moi, 43). “Blind spots”
subsist because, on a literary level, the memoir reassembles a piecemeal construction of
the past which, by its nature, sacrifices objective distance to detail, whereas on a
psychological level, the narrator’s memory and pen are also selective, particularly in
recalling memories in which other people’s imaginative constructions interfere with
one’s own. These blind spots can be paradoxical. Molly Wizenberg’'s cooking is
symptomatic of the solitary self-searching of youth, constantly seeking direction,
confirmation, perfection, while at the same time emphasizing her family’s contribution:
“What follows is a result of our pooled memories and my own trial and error.”
(Homemade Life, 39). Although demanding of herself, she confesses to a strong desire to
please, which she considers a weakness; it keeps her revising her recipes, her eyes fixed
on her reader: “I was very eager to please (still my greatest weakness, I'll freely admit)
[...] I made eight different versions before I found the right one.” (98, 71, 87).

As a narrative of personal enterprise and self-affirmation, Molly Wizenberg’s
Bildungs-memoir, A Homemade Life takes the form of an enthusiastic conversation with
her companion-reader. Assertive in her role as narrator, Wizenberg, in effect, elects a
narratee, as defined by Gérard Genette; in Figures 3 Genette describes the reader
designated by the narrator as the narratee, to whom the narrator directs her narration.
This fictive addressee is the construction of the narrator’'s expectations and
presumptions. (Schmidt, paragraph 6).143 Wizenberg’s self-reading and self-writing are
of altruistic intention offering a homemade formula adding another facet to the self-
help culture of contemporary individualism. Her intense home ethic is perhaps the

literary blind spot that the reader can help her to see beyond, by reminding her that

4> The idea of “horizons of expectation” lies at the core of Hans Robert Jauss’ reception theory
(1978), rejecting the notion of an objective literary text in favour of a framework within which
readers comprehend and appraise texts based on their cultural context and experience; Tzvetan
Todorov explored a similar idea in The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (1975)
(Rak, 2013, loc. 589).

3 Genette describes the narratee (narrataire) as a construct in detail in Discours du récit (1976).
The narratorial voice explores the relationship between the utterances of the narrative in terms
of moments of production (narrator) and reception (narratee). See also Penser la narrativité
contemporaine blog (Audet and Xanthos, n.pag.).
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eating is ultimately a larger social act. We bake cakes, she asserts, because “[t]hat’s the
best we can ever hope to do, to win hearts and minds, to love and to be loved”
(Homemade Life, 311). The expectation amongst readers is that authors are not only
instructors, but also partners, kindred spirits, even like-minded friends. Readers also
expect a level of expertise from authors, not because they are professionals, but because
recipes are associated with tradition and terroir, and are considered part of the author’s
culturally assimilated heritage. Narayan makes a promise of culinary instruction in her
Prologue as she describes her exemplary father’s “unquenchable fascination with food”
(Monsoon Diary, xi). In extolling Elizabeth David’s directive but creative attitude to
cooking, compared with the relative inflexibility of Julia Child, Ruth Reichl implies—
given that she has previously invited the reader to chat with her about her recipes—that
she would like to be viewed by her reader in the same light. She guides the reader’s
reception of her text:

Ms David was cut from a different cloth [...] The recipes are as lively
as the woman who wrote them [...] To her, cooking is a dance; she may be
leading, but you need to keep up. She lures you into the kitchen, twirls
you around and them goes waltzing off. To cook with Elizabeth David, I
found, is to keep tasting as you reinvent each meal [...] Spending time with
Elizabeth David is very liberating. (My Kitchen Year, 285, 286).

Reichl would like to emulate David’s creativity and genius without her reserve,
raising the question of the distance between the writer and the reader. Francis Russell
Hart talks of contemporary society as one characterized by the confusion of public and
private (1979, 195). For Nancy K. Miller the term memoir captures a dynamic
postmodernism in its movement between private and public, subject and object, reader
and writer (Smith and Watson, 2010, 4), which is imitated in the flux between the
intimate story and the public display of family recipes. The personal stories are painted
against a backdrop of community history that is the ground rock of all self-questioning.
Narratives open with personal, yet also universal cameos of family life of which there are
several examples: “My grandmother used to sit before her stove on a tall four-legged
stool” (Miriam’s Kitchen, xi); “[w]hen we were little, my mother thought of a uniquely
devious way of getting my sisters and me to eat our dinner” (Daughter of Heaven, xi);
“The first foods I ate were rice and ghee. | know this because my mother told me so.”

(Monsoon Diary, 3). Wizenberg sums up this spirit using the first-person plural pronoun
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to embrace the reader in her affirmation: “When I walk into my kitchen today, [ am not
alone. Whether we know it or not, none of us is. We bring fathers and mothers and
kitchen tables and every meal we have ever eaten.” (Homemade Life, 2). Helen Buss
explains that the narrator’s identity is constructed with reference to a community and
the degree of dependence and assimilation within the community, whether imported or
adopted: “Memoir has required a human subject whose autonomy is compellingly
intertwined with relationships and community, a human subject that does not seek to
disentangle herself from those compelling ties, but build autonomy based on them.”
(Buss, 187). The blog from which her memoir was born, Martin says, was “pulling in the
whole world” (Life from Scratch, 286) for “there can be no peace without community”
(301). Healing, according to Martin, must come through a shared experience, explaining
why she extends her Global Table Adventure to the whole community, in a huge tasting
festival.

Self-reconstruction is, then, a collective literary performance by the writer and
the reader, who accepts that the memoir is more than autobiography and also fiction,
what Shoshana Felman calls “a conflation between text and life” (quoted in Buss, 138),
for the narrative is a construction of life episodes, a collage which creates a picture that
is more or less ‘readable’ depending on the coherence of the elements aligned. Some
authors give clear clues such as Martin’s comment as she sits down to her first global
adventure dish, a special moment to be preserved: “a new feat, a new memory in the
making” (Life from Scratch, 256). M.F.K. Fisher’s portrait is more difficult to discern
because the memories of anxiety and melancholy that she recalls are at times non-linear,
unusual and often destabilizing in their emotional intensity. Her memoir, a hymn to
universal emotional hunger and a shameless recognition of passion, has an undercurrent
of sinister moments worthy of gothic literature, when the reader is caught by surprise,
baffled by the turn of events. As well as the strange episode in the Burgundy
restaurant,'#* Fisher describes her grandmother’s cook, Ora, who magically transformed
plain food into something “exciting and new and delightful” (Gastronomical Me, 1),
giving Fisher “an increasing consciousness of the possibilities of the table” (12). She then

dramatically disappears from Fisher’s life after murdering her mother, before cutting her

44 In the chapter “Define that Word, 1936”.
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own throat with the kitchen knife she was forever sharpening. Evil resurges again in the
chapter “Sea Change, 1935”, when Fisher returned to France aboard the Hansa, “a tidy,
plump little ship [...] and at the same time subtly coarse and vulgar” (128-129). She is
ominously mysterious, leaving the reader wondering about untold truths: “Several
things happened to me aboard her that I have often wanted to write about, but I never
have and perhaps never will because I feel very strongly about prejudicing people.” (129).
Fisher implies that she has secrets never to be told, but also that she wants to preserve

her readers from misinterpreting her opinions and therefore her text.

Reciprocal support

Respect for the reader also implies respect for oneself that is discreetly presented
in the memoirs’ extratextual elements. Self-commentary through para- and metatextual
elements reinforces narratorial voices. According to Philippe Lejeune, autobiography
embodies an implicit contract (1975, 44), tied to its publication and paratext (including
title, author and preface), the author, reader and text operating in a triangle of mutual
intentions. Paratexts, as Vincent Jouve reminds us, are the collection of indications and
signs that reveal the way in which the book should be read, constitute a pact or a reading
contract (7).45 They influence the reader’s horizon of expectation increasing the climate
of intimacy between reader and writer, and orienting interpretations. Janet Varner Gunn
describes two pivotal moments in reading—the first when the autobiographer reads her
life, the second when the reader encounters the text and reads her own life by
association (Smith and Watson, 2010, 207). In effect, author and reader are each engaged
in their own autobiographical pursuit.

Rich with entertaining details, the three pages of acknowledgements at the
beginning of A Homemade Life are an example of paratext as a quasi-integral part of the
narrative in which the author reveals not just intimacies intrinsic to the memoir, but
also the ‘making of her performative autobiographical act (v). On a purely textual level,
her lengthy acknowledgments attest to the ‘homemade’ origins of Wizenberg's

narrative, and convey a sense to the reader of being part of the same crowd of well-

45 “L’ensemble des indications ou signaux qui indiquent selon quelles conventions le livre
demande d’étre lu, constitue le pacte ou le contrat de lecture.” (Jouve, 7). My translation.
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meaning bystanders, perhaps even a literary mentor. Wizenberg recognizes their
constant support, even during moments of creative uncertainty: “Whenever this book
gave me trouble, I worked instead on the acknowledgments. It was the easiest part to
write” (Homemade Life, v). The reader is cast as a necessary accomplice in the unfolding
narrative. Similar to the personal styles of Mayes and Weiss, she chooses a distinctive
narrative voice in tone, rhythm and syntax, often addressing the reader directly using
the second person pronoun: “It’s a lot better, I swear, than it sounds. I'll tell you more
about it later” (42); “there was cake, of course, which I'll tell you about in a minute” (302);
“You want to keep it nice and hot, but not smoking” (40).

In her acknowledgments, Zonana also admits that writing, no doubt initially
conceived as an individual academic exercise, turned out to be not a solitary enterprise
but “an intensely communal adventure, bringing [her] into ever-deepening contact with
an ever-widening circle of people.” (Dream Homes, 1) Such acknowledgements are signs
of the polyphonic voice in culinary memoirs, which emphasize the sense of community
as well as the authenticity of recipes. Zonana writes “Through the act of writing I found
my home in the world.” (1). It is implicitly understood that the reader is part of that
community of resources that helped Zonana to find herself. The acts of writing,
rereading, and also of being read, lead her home.

Recipes generate a further level of confidentiality: “When an autobiography is
enhanced by recipes from author to reader, the trust implied by the recipe-sharing
tradition affects the reception of the autobiographical offering” (Inness, 2001, 266). The
positions of both reader and writer are negotiated, in culinary memoirs, through the
dual role of recipes. They have, at once, an integral and a paratextual role. The narrator
pauses the narrative to guide the reader in cooking, symbolic of the performative act of
autobiographical writing itself, involving food preparation that helps the reader to
understand the narrator, placing the reader in a paradoxical position. Recipes also
represent the ritual of the shared meal, the breaking of bread together, as a gift shared
between author and reader. One or more are placed at the end of each chapter, or
grouped at the end of the book, recipes assume an iconic quality which engages the
reader’s attention. This is most marked in the example of Colette Rossant’s graphic
boxed recipes illustratively positioned within the narrative, or those of Furiya and

Narayan separated from the text with decorative elements.
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Beyond the exotic and unexpected there is also the ritual of reiteration in culinary
practices for which the reader is implicitly designated a curator alongside the narrator.
It is at their reception that the reader invests recipes with an augmented imaginary
dimension. She is active in helping the author to appropriate and preserve memories.
Recipes collections that are detached from specific anecdotes, give readers greater
freedom in this respect. Smith and Watson remind us that the reader-cook is drawn to
recipes by the desire to imagine and prepare a dish: “The food memoir incorporates
food-laced memories that feed readers’ desires to redefine themselves by both imagining
pleasures and cooking them up, as a way of enacting the life chronicled.” (Smith and
Watson, 2010, 149). Of course, not every reader will hear the lyrical resonance or find
satisfaction in reading culinary tales and recipes; the very repetition which accords
recipes a specific literary role in self-writing, is found irritating by some. Using Brillat-
Savarin’s aphorism Margaret Atwood indicates that it depends on the degree of poetry

«r

that the reader will discern in a culinary text: “You are what you eat’ means one thing
to a nutritionist another to a novelist.” (Atwood, 2).

The invitation to participate in food preparation is a subtle way of helping the
reader to understand the writer’s story, the recipe becoming a trope for measuring,
mixing and transforming an identity, the end result bearing the marks of personal
choice, effort and creativity, reflecting the author’s writing drive towards self-
understanding and regeneration, and presenting an exemplary statement to the reader.
Despite the lengthy preparation, the tightly wrapped stuffed vine leaves that Zonana
makes for a party, a poetic symbol of the imbricated memories of the memaoir itself, are
a pact of self-discovery and self-realization. Working too rapidly, the leaves break. It
requires commitment to the task, and symbolically to the tradition itself: “Abruptly,
angry with myself, I bring myself back. Slowing my pace and concentrating, I separate
the next leaf from the stack, laying it gently on the plate, using both hands. I fill a
tablespoon with the rice mixture” (Dream Homes, 23). The delicacies, that she sets down
beside the chips and dips, are a silent statement about herself and her origins, requiring
patience, effort and a certain pride in what they represent, symbolic of the approach she

must adopt towards finding who she really is. The act of food preparation and eating is

an act of repossessing traditions individually and within an extended community.
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The readers of culinary memoirs appropriate the story through recipes
potentially testing culinary claims, adapting instructions and adding comments.
Accepting the invitation to cook involves a dynamic relationship between cook, text and
food. Culinary memoirs thus stage their own reception through the weaving of
autobiographical fragments around recipes, inviting the reader to share the author’s
perception of food preparation and traditions and to participate in creating and
consuming—a two-way metaphor for reading. After describing her teenage club of
friends with whom she shares “the joy of communal dining and creation”, Martin offers
a simple recipe for pasta dough, whose delicate and detailed instructions are a mix of
hers and her mother’s and her grandmother’s experience (Life from Scratch, 127-128).
Kate Christensen describes how her editor came to choose her to write How to Cook a
Moose. It was in listening to Christensen talk about her first memoir Blue Plate Special,
about how had lived and what she had taught herself, that persuaded Genevieve Morgan
that this was the author she needed: “revealing a book so full of delight and wisdom (and
recipes!)” (How to Cook a Moose, xi). With the recipes as a window onto the author’s
world, the reader discovers other—in this case Maine—traditions, or, by following

Christensen’s wisdom and learnings, perhaps her own.

Narratorial intimacy

The reciprocal support that narrator and reader share, creates what Pam Morris
calls ‘literary intimacy’ (Morris, 60), wherein women establish a literary kinship. The
subjectivity of the reader is crucial to the evolution of the narrator. Patrocinio P.
Schweickart mediates between her perspective and that of the writer (Warhol and
Herndl, 540-545). The concurrence of postmodernism with a feminist reevaluation of
non-canonical forms of discourse to which Hutcheon refers (1989, 23), including family
biographies and memoirs, engenders autobiographical compositions that expand the
scope of the self-focused narrative to imaginatively embrace other individuals and
communities. Julie Rak elaborates on the receptivity of the modern memoir: “Memoir-
reading, in its openness to others, can potentially be an act of citizenship.” (2013, loc.
875). Food reading as well as writing defines an implicit pact in which memoirs become

a shared venture, an act of “citizenship” for the individual and the community. The
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reader is warmly invited into the kitchen to engage in what Toril Moi would define as a
non-subordinate intersubjective exchange with the narrator (Moi, 31). The traditionally
subservient female activity of cooking is used for empathetic, creative self-searching.
While struggling with the dilemma of where her true home should be, Berlin or New
York, Luisa Weiss writes, “So I looked for home in kitchen [...] The one place where I felt
I could open up a little about how I was feeling was on my blog¢ [...] I was oblique at
times and a little shy [...] But my readers listened, read between the lines, and held me
up, silently and not so silently”. This is followed by a comforting German cake,
Pflaumenkuchen, and instructions for eating as well as cooking it, to ensure that her
readers procure the same pleasure and comfort as she did (Berlin Kitchen, 94). While
the blog is not the memoir, the latter is an extension of the former, like that of Martin.
The reader’s view is shaped through the degree of trust and comfort generated by the
writer. Certain writers, such as Wizenberg and Weiss, whose styles emanate an
exaggerated intimacy, make an overt connection, addressing the reader directly in the
second person. Other more discreet writers, such as Mayes, and Zonana, name the
reader in the third person. Writer and traveller, Patience Gray, shows a discreet
awareness of the reader’s needs through the narrative structure of her memoir-recipe
book, offering a chapter interlude, like a stimulating mid-narrative digestive shot,
drawing together reflections on art, landscape, history and myth: “A book about food
can be as fatiguing as sitting through a six-course dinner, so I propose to intrude a
digression—offered like a glass of marc or eau de vie to brace the protagonists.” (Honey
from a Weed, 219). She esteems the importance of hospitality “to be able to discern
precisely what your guests are in need of.” (Gray, 49), who we can interpret as the reader.

Contemporary culinary memoirs embrace similar ambitions as those of
community cookbooks in which sharing recipes is an act of trust between women.
Memoirs that describe the dispersed or culturally fragmented family of Sasha Martin,
who knew several father figures and lived in several different cultures, or the
multicultural American-Italian parentage of German-raised Luisa Weiss, speak to a
community of readers. Weiss promises a unique experience to those who drink her

elderflower syrup in the middle of winter: “You'll take gulps of it, as if it held all the

146 Weiss’ describes her blog The Wednesday Chef as her “imaginary fireside circle”.
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promise of rebirth and regeneration” (Berlin Kitchen, 190). Reader and writer are
partners on a food project, implicitly exchanging and sharing intimacies that enable
them to protect and celebrate their identity; they also reinforce their role as good women
in each other’s eyes. Within the home, a microcosm of society, Toril Moi claims that
women control the social mores and the symbolic language of food, determining what
food will say about themselves, their families and the world. (Moi, 49). Using Carole
Counihan’s premise that providing food defines the nature and extent of female power
(1999, 32), sharing recipes and food traditions empowers women, allowing dysfunctional
families, such as those of Weiss or Martin, to perpetuate traditions for reconstruction.
In defining her Buttermilk Panna Cotta, Luisa Weiss explains the delicate balance of
flavours, the tart red berries contrasting with the “smooth vanilla-speckled cream” that
creates an environment of peace:

As we ate, the buttermilk cutting the richness of the cream and the
sugared berries a sharp contrast to the soothing blandness of the panna
cotta, we listened to the neighbor’s children playing in the garden next
door. The table soon fell quiet and as our spoons scraped against the china
and I saw the light draining from the sky, my world suddenly felt so
stunningly complete, so full and rich and just as it should be, that I almost
lost my breath. (Berlin Kitchen, 242).

Contrasting multi-sensorial images work together to create a balanced dish in synergy
with a harmonious moment: sharp and bland, noise and quiet, light and dark, rich and

simple.

Despite initially running away from traditional food preparation, Joyce Zonana’s
first written assignment was for a cookbook from inexpensive ethnic restaurants.
Believing that her chosen academic career would, she writes, “lead her away from home
and food preparation and its ambiguities of identity, [she was] unaware that in the end
it would guide [her] even more inexorably back.” (Dream Homes, 31). Food was the
common language between her and the immigrants she interviews for the book. This
experience led Zonana eventually to learn how to feed herself, both literally and
metaphorically. The humbling relationship she established with the anonymous women,
detainers of the recipes she needed for her cookbook, is symbolic of that which she
shares with the readers with whom she confides her conflictual relationship with food

and family traditions and her reluctant return to the kitchen, and painful first steps in
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cooking. Like her readers, Zonana reveals to them that she also learns culinary wisdom
and life lessons beyond the kitchen, in memoirs for her readers, on the streets for

Zonana.

2. The concern for authenticity

Intimacy implies sincerity and, within that, lies a fundamental concern for
authenticity, in the autobiographical narrative itself and in food traditions. The debate
turns around the question of whether traditions are genuine or staged, which stems from
whether the author is sincere. It may also be suggested that there is a contradiction
between the inherent inertia of traditions and the ephemerality of food consumption.
Memoirists manipulate narratives and even genres to find sincere forms of self-
expression. They exploit the hybridity of food literature, wherein food can be expressed
as both life story and lifestyle, less concerned with “the meticulous authenticity of
David’s generation” (Humble, 2005, 249), and yet paying respects to community and
tradition, creating contexts where authors can use food for personal reconstruction, as
well as pleasure, cultural diversity and travel. Ruth Reichl explains that Julia Child
guided her readers “through a carefully choreographed map of each recipe—with no
deviations allowed” (My Kitchen Year, xix), while Reichl admits, with a humility in
contrast with her knowledge and experience: “cooking is an adventure of combining
ingredients, hoping they’ll play well together” (169). Reichl’s culinary year is illustrated
with poetically-captured, nature-imbued, unsophisticated photographs of homely
recipes in rustic earthenware dishes, the author’s hands in mid-preparation, the natural
landscape, the author’s neutral-toned interior. Memoirs, such as these, are landmarks,
the culmination of the gradual emergence of a sincere and human voice in food

narratives.

Literary sincerity

Reichl’s memoir is an example of Philippe Lejeune’s claim that the author is not
just a writer but also a producer who makes the object and then shapes the book’s

meaning and reception paratextually. Memoirs contain, what Lejeune refers to as the
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autobiographical or ‘referential’ pact, containing implicit or explicit guidelines to the
degree of veracity and frame of reference.'¥” The reader, while absorbing stories to learn
about herself, accepts the pact in which authenticity takes precedence over veracity. It
establishes a contract of sincerity in which the author determines the way the text will
be read. Helen Buss claims that the dominant place of the witness transforms
authenticity so that it is no longer an “essentialist value but rather an effect of selection
and shaping of detail” (Buss, 17), which culinary memoirists attain through the choice of
memories, anecdotes, recipes and rituals. Paradoxically the pact replaces the need for
complete exactitude; it invites the reader to suspend doubts and questions. The memoir
must be a congruent narrative on foodways that is consistent with its implicit intention,
both literal and symbolic, and its inherent values, as well as a credible autobiographical
story of an emerging identity. Elizabeth Ehrlich’s soul-searching reflections reveal her
emotional self-searching and honest discourse which infuse the recipes she learns at
Miriam’s kitchen table with the power of moral and spiritual transformation. Miriam
bakes to assuage the ultimate pain of loss and abomination. The baking is the only
practical comfort she can obtain. The sense of duty is immense, and in proportion to the
tragedy: “The year ebbs and flows. Miriam’s cakes work, form, swell and subside and the
universe is good to us: another cake already on horizon’s rim” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 155).
Her careful investment in daily rituals is her way of honouring the lives that were
annihilated. Miriam reassures herself and her reader with her cake baking, by the
constancy of her commitment, knowing that it imparts deep rooted values as well as
comfort.

The memoir, as a signed piece of self-writing, offers a reality specific to the
narrative to which the recipes and culinary traditions bring verifiable truths. Yet there
is also an anxiety, according to Humble, about the degree of literary license acceptable
and the ease with which culinary traditions can be reworked and hybridized. (Humble,
249). Just as the discursive authority of the autobiographical text is created with, and
through, the reader, so the “intellectual credibility, ideological validity and aesthetic

value” (Bower, 49), claimed by or conferred on the work, are produced interactively with

47 “[U]ne définition du champ du réel visé et un énoncé des modalités et du degré de
ressemblance auxquels le texte prétend.” (Lejeune, 1975, 36). My translation.

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre 163



its readers. Elizabeth David’s literary credibility is created through her elegant
uncompromising language which shows respect to the discerning reader, as well as the
narrative’s aesthetics and structure, and even the books’ commercialization. Extracts
from authors of literary importance enhance the book’s tenability, including Henry
James, Lawrence Durrell, Gertrude Stein, D. H. Lawrence, Compton Mackenzie, Arnold
Bennett, Henry James and Théophile Gautier. She delighted in John Minton’s artistically
authentic cover illustration with “his beautiful Mediterranean bay, his tables spread with
white cloths and bright fruit, bowls of pasta and rice, a lobster, pitchers and jugs and
bottles of wine", and she also enthusiastically embraced Penguin’s feared ‘infra dig’
suggestion to re-publish the work as a cheap paperback, delighting in the idea of “a
vastly increased readership” (Mediterranean Food, 9).

The fictional undercurrent of narrative frameworks is not necessarily an
indication of the degree of authenticity or the significance of the foodways to the author.
Their hybrid nature makes memoirs inherently ambivalent, offering sincerity over
verity, a complex but honest genre, as Simone Vierne has described it. (Mémoires et
autobiographie: Actes du colloque de Fribourg, juin 1990, 113). A text has varying degrees
of authenticity like any poetic creation. “Les mémoires ne sont jamais qu’a demi sincéres,
si grand soit le souci de vérité : tout est toujours plus compliqué qu’'on ne le dit [...] Le
pacte autobiographique est plus un pacte d’authenticité que de vérité.” says Lejeune,
(1988, 79, 33), but the promise of sincerity is the most important. Ehrlich confesses: “I
consider the law, the restrictions, the presumptions of holiness, the doubt [...] That
collage is my religion, and it is what [ am passing on.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, xiii). Martin is
similarly frank: “Happiness is the spice—that fragile speck, beholden to the heat, always
and forever tempered by our environment. This is the story I share with you.” (Life from
Scratch, 14).

The authenticity of traditions is central to memoirists as it serves to validate the
pursuit of origins on an individual and community level. It is closely associated not just
with a food’s geographical and ethnic provenance, but also with its quality and mark of
social responsibility, favouring collective wellbeing rather than personal betterment,
and embracing a way of life and worldview (Le Dantec-Lowry, 116). Amy Trubek explains
that “[t]he use of authenticity when related to food and drink rests on the assumption

about the superiority of traditional practices” (2008, 16). While her comments are more
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recent than the gastronomical works referred to here, the values of authenticity and
purity of ingredients—the latter symbolic of the purity of the pursuit for origins—and,
we may add, of intentions, are equated with the positive values of family, home and
origins presented in the memoirs, superseding other culinary values of artistic
expression and technical complexity. Food origins and sources are but one aspect of the
question of authenticity; taste is another crucial part, at the forefront of memoirs with
recipes. Lifestyle memoirs, such as the work of Frances Mayes, make the assumption
that the reader countenances similar tastes and that those tastes are part of the
aesthetics of the work.

Mayes is one of several authors who assume a complicity of lifestyle with the
reader. She nurtures the authenticity of her narratives by offering readers carefully
painted tableaux of idyllic scenes, each element encoded according to a certain
bourgeois Mediterranean lifestyle of deceptive simplicity: “our dining table with a
candle, jam jar with wildflowers, and a feast of eggplant, tomatoes and basil” (Under the
Tuscan Sun, 61), or a dinner on a warm evening “everyone in pale linens and cottons”
feasting on “cool fennel soup”, a rustic casserole and a salad of exquisite local ingredients
(103). Her readers relate to images that correspond to a lifestyle they desire to emulate
and which correspond to the aesthetics and visuals of similar cookbooks. In creating a
library of culinary and lifestyle reference material, Judith Jones reveals her sensitivity to
the story she narrates. Her intimate history of the rise of American gastronomic
literature is an inspirational tale for the initiated, describing a world of incontestable
veracity. Jones brought from the shadows what, in her own words she called “recipes
that represented recovered memories—Claudia’s Middle Eastern, Madhur’s Indian,
Irene Kuo’s Chinese—and the memories always added a context and a richness to the
home fare being shared with us” (Tenth Muse, 105), including the reader in the ‘us’ as a
world of like-minded food enthusiasts.

An ambivalence however exists in the invitation that the author extends to the
reader to share in their food. Like in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, which
elaborates the concept of acts of incorporation in which history is symbolically and
literally consumed, we approach culinary memoirs as symbols of the food and the
traditions they embody: “To understand me, you'll have to swallow a world” (Rushdie,

1981, 458), is coherent with the narrator’s request that the reader tastes her food, hence
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the reader’s concern that what she is ingesting is honest and beneficial from the
subjective stance of the narrator. Herein lies an essential paradox, for while the narrator
restores her traditional well-worn recipes in inviting the readers to try them, she is also
typically asking the reader herself to try something new and exotic. Madhur Jaffrey, as a
voice of exile, epitomizes the porosity of culinary traditions and the tenuous nature of
culinary authenticity when exposed to situations of exile and displacement that Humble
expresses: “The first thing you learn, as you travel is that nothing is authentic. People
are absorbing recipes from each other” (Humble, 192). Sincerity is all the more important
in the light of this reality that narrators implicitly invite the reader to often take a step,
a journey even, into unknown territory, to learn a new language of food, taste a new
form of alterity and relative exoticism. Jaffrey’s recipe for lamb with spinach comes close
to the “common-man dish” that she ate from the tiffin-carriers of her Muslim friends in
her high school yard. Her years of research finally comes upon that of an Indian chef in
Delhi which join three or four others she already has in her cookbooks: “Here was the
dish that I had been dreaming about for so many decades”, to which she has no qualms

about suggesting variations for her readers. (Climbing the Mango Trees, 244-245).

Questionable intentions

A lack of coherence between the memoir and the autobiography, is ultimately
what makes culinary tourism memoirs—such as those by Salma Abdelnour (2012),
Kathleen Flinn (2007), and Tracey Lawson (2011)—more complex for the reader to
identify with, for a certain narrational incoherence can translate into superficiality
which undermines the authenticity of the genre. Questions raised, for example, are not
of an existential nature. While we have noted that naming food is an important act of
reuttering language and relocating place, it is not necessarily enough, Barthes explains,
to convey the symbolic significance in gastronomic pleasure. A name alone may not
convey the inherent values that give food the numinous qualities in culinary memoirs.'8

There must also be a sense of recurrence, attachment and loyalty. In her chapter entitled

48 “[_] du lait, des tartines, du fromage a la créme de chantilly [...] Est-ce encore un plaisir de
pure représentation (ressenti alors seulement par le lecteur gourmand) [..] En nommant
(notifiant) la nourriture, impose-t-il au lecteur le dernier état de la matiere, ce qui, en elle, ne
peut étre dépassé, reculé [...]” (Barthes, 1973, 73).
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“March”, Tracey Lawson writes in A Year in the Village of Eternity: “Easter smells of
cinnamon here. Of aniseed too. [...] You can mark your calendar by the herbs and spices
whose smells waft from kitchen winds—a kind of olfactory code by which to measure
the months” (Village of Eternity, 65), a recommendation that is not her personal practice.
While Lawson joins the women of Campodimele in the kitchen, she observes and
records in the manner of an ethnographer, documenting vicarious experiences. She
records over one hundred recipes, the particularities of which are local, seasonal and
familial. However, as a journalist she lacks an intimist perspective and a visceral
appreciation of the traditions she writes about, this latter attribute, has shown itself to
be particularly important in culinary memoirs.

Authenticity supposes a long memory and self-effacing line of female forbears
(Roy, 2010, 173), with a source that is either the place of origin, or bears sufficient of its
characteristics, associated with respect and commitment from the author/narrator.
These aspects are typically missing in stories of culinary tourism. Kathleen Flinn’s
motivation for attending the Cordon Bleu Cooking School in Paris was not a
fundamental dilemma, but an attraction for the chic of the French school, boredom with
her journalist job and her blithe parents’ adage that “[l]ife is not a dress rehearsal”. (The
Sharper Your Knife, the Less You Cry, 15). She nonetheless weaves a narrative with a
recipe per chapter, a bibliography of books on writing and eating, presupposing a certain
sincerity, as well as a promise in the title of “laughter and tears in Paris, at the world’s
most famous cooking school”. Such a vast program overbears her personal story.

These memoirs are examples of what has come to be recognized as the
fetishization of authenticity, a leitmotif, as we have seen, in culinary memoirs, and part
of a new order of ethical or at least reflexive consumption, proposing, as Parama Roy
explains, a non-dissimulated, attractively exotic cuisine (174). Authenticity becomes a
commodity that is pursued indiscriminately and is subject to various degrees of
commercialism. Madhur Jaffrey relates her iconic status to the romance of spices,
idiomatic of culinary authenticity. Her culinary memoir was published after a series of
highly-respected and acclaimed cookery books, which means that her personal story is
both anticipated and its authenticity unquestioned.

These works are part of a larger, complex, and more controversial question

around authenticity in modern Western society, a value that has been reinvented into a

I. A Hybrid Literary Genre 167



commodity, of which culinary memoirs are a part. The relationship to authenticity is
found in the anticipation of the reader and the intent of the narrator. While authenticity
measures the degree to which something adheres more or less to cultural norms, its
reception, and therefore to some extent, its representations, are influenced by the
reader’s perspective, experience and expectations. Jennie Germann Molz goes so far as
to describe a “recreational” tourist who will accept a cultural product as authentic for
the sake of the experience, even if sceptical of its origins (377).149 This reflects something
of the suspended questioning that the reader of autobiographies accepts in the pact
between author and reader. The pursuit of identity reflects an existential quest if we
accept that authenticity has become a commodity in modern society. Germann Molz
describes tourists as caught in a paradoxical situation, where they think an experience
is authentic, but it is in reality staged authenticity (2008, 55), which leads us to ask the
question whether culinary memoirs are also a form of staged authenticity. Is food at the
service of literature or literature serving a culinary end?

Culinary memoirs, as a literary form for celebrities as well as anonymous authors,
are a medium for expressing identity needs within a society in mutation, where
questions of personal and social authenticity are exposed and foodways and travel
converge in a wider social discourse. Processes of self-construction occur along a
perceived divide between familiarity and alterity, between the edible and the exotic, the
self and the other. Like autobiography, “[t]ourism is a metaphor for our struggle to make
sense of our self and world within a highly differentiated culture” claims Germann Molz
(66).

The works of celebrity chefs, like those of Jaffrey, are also often received with a
similar indulgence and indiscrimination. Marcus Samuelsson makes little concession to
sentiment in his climb to fame, revealing his claim that his career left him no time to
raise his daughter, yet he includes his mother’s meatball recipe on the menu of his
renowned Harlem restaurant, seeking conciliation with the reader who might be

disappointed by his moral values, using loyalty to culinary traditions as a sign of

149 A parallel may be drawn between the reader and the postmodern tourist. Germann Molz
suggests that not all tourists are motivated by a quest for authenticity; the “post tourist” delights
in the inauthenticity of the normal tourist experience, revelling in culinary and cultural pastiche
that marks contemporary America. (Germann Molz, 70)
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autobiographical legitimacy. Unknown authors, whose culinary memoirs are an isolated
literary achievement, do not inspire the same credibility, rendering their authenticity
less convincing. A form of loyalty to family or community traditions, or at least some
specific foodways, even if not one’s own, has come to be considered a required credential
for memoirists of authentic memoir narratives.

Childhood reminiscences, as we have seen, can be true without being historically
accurate, for there are nuances between historical accuracy, nostalgia and poetic truth,
the latter created through literary device, in which the distance between the past and
the present is more or less conflated. The more openly sentimental a recollection, the
more pronounced is the split between past and present. The more naive a recollection,
the less dynamic it is in terms of time and the more intensity and power it has, explains
Marianne Gullestad (24). The question is not whether one tells the truth, she claims, but
whether the author tells her ‘fable’, her truth. (50). The reader accepts the story as a
narrative construct of the subject as opposed to the identity of the author who signs the
work (Lejeune, 1975, 40).

Sentimental reminiscence, especially of memories distant in time, can be
synonymous with superficiality. In the work of Madeleine Kamman, the eight vignettes
of bastions of tradition somewhat avoid this fate by the author’s representation of
women as a collective voice—if polyphonic, carrying a number of independent
melodies—resisting that which is negative in modernism and preserving the worthiest
elements of traditions, in which the reader ‘my friend’ is included. Each cameo
concludes, however, with words of cloying nostalgia, of “honest home cooking”, “of fun,
of love, of kindness” amongst “forever” friends enjoying perfect desert together:

Those were the days [at Henriette’s table laden with honest home
cooking| my friends, the days of fun, of love, of kindness [...] We still stuff
our faces with bread, Reblochon and Persillé des Aravis and we shall
forever be friends and talk and laugh around a plate of pear pancakes and
glass of the sweet Génepi that she [Mimi] distills clandestinely in the
recesses of her barn! (When French Women Cook, 103, 142).

Her temporal and geographical distance encourages Kamman to over-idealise the past.
Clementine, the perfect cook with the perfect disposition in Clementine in the Kitchen
can be seen as a parodic cameo of a Kamman’s mentors and a further example of the

sentimentalizing of cooking as a refined art and channel for immutable values.
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Jean-Pierre Carron evokes the idea that autobiographical narrative constructs
may transform and distort reality (35) in a way that loses sight of the original
autobiographical intention. In certain memoirs such as Daughter of Heaven, it is hard to
discern the narrator’s own story. Li’s story is perturbed by those of her father and
grandmother; her ancestors play dominant and intrusive roles which make it hard to
understand whose origins are sought in the tale. Salma Abdelnour, in Jasmine and Fire:
A Bittersweet Year in Beirut, fails to tell her own fable as a spectator, nor discovers her
family’s traditions as she plays the role of a tourist in her home town. She writes about
her community’s food from the perspective of a ‘gap’ year in her city of origin. Food is a
vital part of her experience and self-understanding, but her personal investment is
limited to eating out, and her relationship to her culture is tenuous, for she is merely
tasting. Although Tracey Lawson does not claim to write a personal memoir, the reader
is encouraged to interpret it as such as it contains several characteristic traits. It recounts
intimate personal experience over an extended period of time, each chapter part of a
monthly section that spans a year, the travel element transformed into a residence
period. It also communicates emotions around the pleasures of food, and, perhaps most
importantly, values related to culinary traditions and their perpetuation in home
cooking and family feasts, which are observed and reported, though discernibly divorced
from the author’s personal experience.

Even amongst the more prosaic of cookbook writers, where there appears to be
an emotional disconnection, or a vicarious experience, the search for origins can still be
present. Nicola Humble writes that “[t]he food Elizabeth David wrote about in her early
books was essentially peasant food, simple and unrefined, but imbued with centuries of
tradition and the hearty pungent flavours of garlic and anchovies, of olive oil and goose
fat and wine.” At its reception it was nonetheless perceived as exotic and gastronomically
elitist (Humble, 168). While associated with taste and prosperity, it was unavoidably also
about roots and history, which David experienced intimately and adopted for her own.
Her intention in writing Mediterranean Food was both egotistical and elitist. It is in
reviewing her legacy of gastronomic literature and culinary culture that her contribution
is universally acclaimed.

The works discussed in this section remind us that both readers and narrators

step across frontiers, in many cases taking a diasporic stride into unfamiliar territory, of
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both culinary and literary origin. They foreground the notion of displacement, as an
inevitable stage in understanding origins, in the narrator’s relationship towards the
reader, and the author’s relationship towards the disparate community with whom the
narrator interacts. They also raise the question whether the genre fulfils a self-defeating
purpose, in that the translation of food traditions within a hybrid form automatically
diminishes their authenticity. Is Claudia Roden’s scholarly autoethnographic cookbook
more worthy a memoir of her community and her own identity than the often hesitant,
highly personal forays into community culture and traditions proposed by writers such
as Abu-Jaber, Ehrlich or Narayan? The hybrid genre undoubtedly undertakes Ehrlich’s
“voyage of discontinuity and connection” (Miriam’s Kitchen, xii) with the sincere desire
to understand origins and find harmony in personal and perhaps collective identity,
appearing to be both anchored in generic literary origins while creating a degree of

generic rupture.
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II.Exploring Self and Origins

Eclectically piecing together patchworks of images and signs to
produce our identities. (Malpas, 1).

ok

The proliferation of food writing, that we have described in the first part of this
thesis, appears to have generated a hybrid literary genre that is highly effective in
portraying multi-faceted lives that reflect the eclecticism of contemporary society. We
have sought to understand the coherence of this emerging genre and how it reflects
fragmented identities. We have observed the emergence of dominant narrative threads
around food and cooking that are a channel for self-exploration and identity
construction. Culturally vital foodways become a means of communication and
cohesion in certain communities, and diasporic groups, translated into literary devices
by memoirists. We have exposed a number of paradoxes that appear to conclude that
culinary memoirs enact effective literary devices around food and autobiographical life-
writing that also embrace notions of movement and travel.

Part Il considers the preoccupation of culinary memoirists with their own
fragmented identity focusing on the narrator as subject, her self-perception and the need
to find her place within her family and the larger community. It explores how the subject
perceives herself and her position as a fragmented individual within a mutating
community. We will look at the role food-related autobiographies play in the search for
self, within individual stories and in the context of communities which have suffered
displacement or traumas of exile for socio-political or familial reasons evoking problems

of dislocation, uprootedness and existential questioning.

gk
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A.Trauma, Loss, Unbelonging

Les mémoires racontent la cuisine comme ancre humanisant pour
la diaspora qui en perdant tout erre vers un état nature, sauvage, sans
société, humanité, civilisation. (Lévi-Strauss, 1964, 177).

Many food memoirs evoke some kind of trauma whether it be on a macrocosmic
community level, on a microcosmic family level, or else as the consequence of a painful
or unresolved personal dilemma centred around identity that places the individual in a
position of personal doubt and questioning. These trauma stories do not always follow
the form of memoirs that detail extensive childhood emotional, physical and
psychological abuse, but they contain elements of trauma whether collective or
individual, that shape their narrative and their foodway descriptions and choice of
recipes.

Writing before the age of the culinary memoir, Lévi-Strauss gives us a key to
understanding why food writing is a pertinent forum for expressing trauma stories by
explaining how such stories draw the outsider back into society, as a fundamental form
of interaction between human beings. He explains that trauma brings us closer to food
and eating, when all else is gone, and diasporic communities have lost their geographical
or cultural attachment in society; cooking can be the humanizing force that enables
them to resist and survive.

Associating culinary memoirs with trauma literature seems incongruous,
however, a sample from our corpus indicates that indeed, culinary memoirs are life-
writing forums for exploring trauma stories against a backdrop of culinary traditions. In
chapter 1 we will look at how diasporic trauma dramatically affects communities and
families. The trauma is highly visible in the form of migrations and exile, the shattering
of families and social groups. In the second chapter we will pursue less visible, more
discreet trauma that results from personal losses and dysfunction within families, often
exposed with reserve and caution. In the final chapter, we observe an inward-looking
narrator who, facing herself, confronts her often invisible scars resulting from a sense of
uprootedness and unbelonging. At the heart of diasporic consciousness lies the trauma

of loss and alienation that drives the need to find one’s ethnic and cultural integrity. In
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this section, we will not analyse the degree of suffering, but rather seek to understand
how it is interpreted in texts where recipes and food talk can become a literary artifice
to narrate a story that offers hope and perhaps even a means of survival.’>®> We will look
at those specific memoirs where traumas of various origins, including diasporic
conditions, ultimately engenders a sense of unbelonging. We will address the question
of personal identity in section B. In part I we broached the subject of cookbooks as a sort
of homeland; here we will delve further into the debate of how memoir narratives evoke
the needs surrounding the loss of home and homeland, the way in which culinary

memoirs evoke this loss and explore the consequences.

1. Diasporic trauma, migration and exile

[W]hen political circumstances or the economic situation forces
one into exile, what remains the longest as a reference to the culture of
origin concerns food, if not for daily meals, at least for festive times - it is
a way of inscribing in the withdrawal of the self a sense of belonging to a
former land [terroir]. [...] ['[Food thus becomes a veritable discourse of the
past and a nostalgic narrative about the country, the region, the city, or
the village where one was born.” (Certeau et al., 1998, 184).">

Michel de Certeau and Luce Giard highlight the importance of food as a
messenger from one’s past—if not birth-country—an anchor when other cultural and
social frameworks have disintegrated, the humanizing force that Lévi-Strauss describes.
The authors refer specifically to food as a discourse from the past, evoking, once more,
its linguistic force in circumstances of exile. In this chapter we will look at trauma as a
theme in culinary memoirs as it affects communities, typically diasporic, those that have
been uprooted, or whose values, traditions and social fabric have been damaged or
destroyed, resulting in the loss of family and homeland. The works we will discuss

include the holocaust story Miriam’s Kitchen by Elizabeth Ehrlich, and Hemingway’s A

15° Refer also to the section in part I A on self-writing as a form of survival.

' Quand la conjoncture politique ou la situation économique force a l'exil, ce qui subsiste le
plus longtemps comme référence a la culture d’origine concerne la nourriture, sinon pour les
repas quotidiens, du moins pour les temps de féte, maniere d’inscrire dans le retrait de soi
I'appartenance a I'ancien terroir [...] La nourriture devient un véritable discours du passé et le
récit nostalgique du pays, de la région, de la ville ou du village ot I'on est né. (Certeau et al.,

1994, 259).
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Moveable Feast, a book describing the importance of food and the melding of writing
with the café culture of the Lost Generation in the interwar years. The works give voice
to a collective trauma that permeates the narrative, seeking to come to terms with a
social structure that is irrevocably lost and can, at best, only be partially recreated, be it
the holocaust of an ethnic group or the war trauma of an entire generation. Myths are
created around the pervasive presence of trauma in social consciousness. The holocaust
is one of the traumas that most occupies the collective conscience of the late-twentieth
century, such that on a macrocosmic community level, the diasporic experience is
persistently exposed and explored; a number of memoirists are of diasporic origin or
have a strong diasporic consciousness within their family.

Why organize life stories and experiences around food rather than other specific
themes related to trauma such as memory, grief, love, loss, or displacement? What is the
exigency of these texts, and in what ways are these authors representative of the genre
of food memoirs? Lévi-Strauss has given us an important part of the answer to these
questions in the role of food in identity loss, while the subtle, even discreet palette of
trauma scenarios's* that they represent, reveal the social, psychological and literary
influences of food traditions as a means of accessing and understanding ways of making
sense of and moving on from these experiences, when other forms of self-understanding

and connecting with one’s past are inaccessible.

Defining stories of diaspora and trauma

The classical use of the term diaspora was traditionally confined to the archetypal
notion of the geographical dispersion of the Jewish people,’3 and their ensuing
experience. In the 1960s and 1970s, the use was extended to a description of the exile of
Africans, Armenians, Greek and Irish. Their scattering often arose from a cataclysmic
event that traumatized the whole group, thereby creating the historical position of
victimhood at the hands of a cruel oppressor or in tragic circumstances. From the 1980s
onwards the term was deployed as a metaphoric designation for different categories of

people with varying but often traumatic relationships to homeland and host land. The

5> This contrasts sharply with the public nature of the traumas exposed.
33 The Jewish Diaspora, the dispersal of the exiled Jews from a historical homeland and dispersed
throughout many lands., notably outside of Palestine, is written with a capital ‘d’.
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term diaspora has now become part of a set of terms that have partial equivalences, as
Parama Roy explains: “sharing meaning with a larger semantic domain that includes
words like immigrant, expatriate [...] exile community [...] ethnic community” (Roy, 166).
This broader definition of diaspora embraces ethnic communities dispersed throughout
the world from their place of origin, either traumatically or voluntarily.’>* William Safran
defined traits of the diaspora to include the “physical dispersal from an original centre
to two or more peripheral foreign regions as well as the retention of a ‘collective
memory, or myth about the original homeland, which in most cases should result in a
physical return™5 (Safran quoted in Pulitano, 38).15 Physical return is, however, often
impossible, but there is a re-turn, a repeated turning to the concept of the homeland
and diasporic kin through memory and food, to which the narratives of culinary
memoirs can be considered a part. It is considered a valued ancestral home generating
a strong ethnic consciousness, with all its associated traditions. Consequently, Robin
Cohen explains, the group often expressed a troubled relationship with its host society,
problems of assimilation, fear of lack of acceptance, and of another traumatic forced
exodus. (Cohen, 2008, 17)

William Safran identifies several criteria to define the modern conception of
diaspora which are pertinent to apply to the corpus of this research, focusing on the
relationship of expatriated minority communities with a homeland, to which they hope
to return, and with which they maintain a restorative relationship, upholding a
“memory, vision or myth about their original homeland” which stops them from fully
assimilating in their host country; the fragmented communities’ consciousness and
solidarity are ‘importantly defined’ by this continuing relationship with the homeland.”
(Safran, 83-84). In Bento Box in the Heartland,'>” Linda Furiya implicitly evokes her
parents’ homeland whenever she needs to evaluate the normalcy of a belief of cultural

reference: “something that seemed perfectly normal was in fact not normal at all” (Bento

54 Even voluntary dispersion, however, engenders a certain unanticipated trauma related to
separation, loss and problems of assimilation.

55 The question of return to the homeland will be discussed in part III which focuses on
displacement.

156 See Safran’s extended argument (Safran, 83-84).

57 The use of ‘heartland’ (a term specifically designating American states that do not touch the
ocean, and generally, the most central or important part of a country) is ironic in this memoir,
for Furiya’s parents’ hearts will always be attached to their homeland, Japan.
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Box, 21). Ehrlich uses the term “homeland” only once in her memoir, as an ingredient
that goes into her mother’s sabbath stew, an essential element, but no longer any more
permanent than an ephemeral seasoning: “Into the pot went sentiment, homeland and
yearning” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 150).

In summary there is a history of dispersal, myth-fogged memories of the
homeland, alienation in the host land, a desire to return,’>® ongoing support of the
homeland, including cultural and literary manifestations, and a collective identity
importantly defined by this relationship, characterised by the group’s cohesion, despite
their dispersal. In culinary memoirs, we are concerned with individual responses to
trauma, even though as Avtar Brah points out “Diasporas are not a metaphor for
individual exile but rather, diasporas emerge out of migrations of collectivities, whether
or not members of the collectivity travel as individuals, as households or in various other
combinations” (Brah, 193).

The diasporic experience is usually characterized by varying degrees of trauma.
Standard definitions converge to define trauma in its broadest scope as a psychological,
emotional response to an event or an experience that is deeply distressing. On a lesser
scale, this definition can refer to something disturbing, such as an accident, an illness or
injury, loss or bereavement. It can also encompass extreme experiences that are severely
damaging, such as war and its brutality. In culinary memoirs, trauma encompasses
community as well as individual experiences related to war, and associated exile,
personal loss and exclusion, victimization of all sorts, abuse and neglect.

Miriam’s Kitchen is perhaps the most quintessential trauma memoir in the
corpus, although Elizabeth Ehrlich is herself a second-generation non-practicing Jew
with no holocaust family history. The memoir tells the story of her mother-in-law
Miriam, a holocaust survivor whose devotional foodways inspired Ehrlich in her move
towards stricter observance, and motivated her to learn the culinary traditions that can
provide her children with a cultural and spiritual foundation. However, the core of
Miriam’s trauma story occupies a mere eleven pages. What infuses the book with the
weight of tragedy is the omnipresence of the unspoken memories of the protagonists,

notably the author herself. The tragedy occupies Ehrlich both consciously and

158 Fantasizing the possibility of return engenders a myth that we will discuss in part III.
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unconsciously, invading her with a fear of the potential loss of traditions and a cultural
and religious inheritance to pass on to her children. The delicate oscillation in the book
between staying the pain of trauma and building for the future is eminently illustrated
in the pages on the holocaust story, in which the indirect voice of Miriam recounts her
tale while Ehrlich describes the cake-baking session, the story pulling the reader back to
the terrible and unchangeable past, while at the same time in the creative act of baking,
pushing her into the present.

Miriam’s trauma response is initially that of a need for survival in its most
primitive form, physical and then emotional, as well, subsequently, of a need to keep the
memory of the community alive. Ehrlich’s is a different necessity, that of finding
meaning from the roots she has inherited. Miriam did survive, but her quiet, unspoken
duty is to recall her lost world every day in every gesture in her kitchen. With cruel irony,
she lost her sense of taste and smell after a brain haemorrhage: “Life was given, but at
this price. Still she bested it, healed to cook again, to create the world again by memory.
This is what survival is.” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 44). She does it for her children and
grandchildren. Ehrlich writes of holocaust survivors: “They cooked the foods they
remembered. Motherless, they learned to be mothers.” (48).59 “The kitchen fills with the
smell of autumn and rectitude.” (71). Cooking gestures and eating are acts of
redemption, saving traditions and ties to lost generations, for beyond the tragic loss of
life is another trauma, that of losing or abandoning rituals, wisdom and knowledge.

The chapter in which Miriam tells her holocaust story carries the unassuming
title “Cake”. Her story is interwoven with a cake-baking session with her daughter-in-
law.’° The macrocosmic universe of the holocaust is brought into the present
microcosm of the home. She describes the world and her family that was destroyed, her
relatives killed, while the cakes are baking. In an early memory ‘extract’, Miriam recounts
the radio that her father smashed into small pieces and discarded to prevent the Nazis

from taking it: “We knew the Nazis would come back for that radio. So my father took it

%9 The question of transmission of traditions across generations will be discussed in section B of
part IL.

1% The knowledge that Miriam’s own daughter died twenty years previously heightens the pain
and importance of this exchange: “The memory of that [recollection of her daughter’s name for
her cookies] always makes Miriam smile [...] until her heart snags on the rusty hook of her
daughter’s death” (156).
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down in the cellar. He hammered it into tiny little pieces, put them in a sock and the whole
thing into the garbage.” (155-156). Destruction is counterbalanced by creation; her
healing force lies in her confident rhythm and her repeated cooking gestures. Ehrlich
describes the neatly packed cookies that Miriam produces with careful efficiency, and
the soothing rhythm of her repetitious mechanical hand movements: “She makes them
in batches of dozens and dozens, and packs them neatly like brown dominos into a large
square tin [...] At four fingers’ width, she cuts off her segment and gentles it flat on a
baking sheet, lifting her hand in time to catch the next bit. Catch, cut, gentle, fall, lift,
catch, cut, gentle, fall, lift, dozens and dozens. (156). The carefully cut segments contrast
with the smashed radio fragments. Life is affirmed in the kitchen against the killing
machine of war. All that is left to Miriam is her resilience and her ability to cook and
bake. Food, her baking, makes her trauma tale just palatable.

We listen to Miriam’s story without being sure who she is addressing—her
daughter-in-law, the reader, her community, a larger audience? The two threads are
parallel but disconnected and above all antithetical in terms of emotional intensity. The
fabric is neatly woven but the whole is anxiety-provoking because of the chasm that
separates the two worlds, the benevolent present highlighting the atrocities of the past.
Miriam’s story of brutal torture and killings is oppressive, only made bearable by the
constant return to the present—although the brutal switch between the two worlds,
shtetl and kitchen, is disturbing—with Miriam’s sensual cooking gestures as a
confirmation that life continues:

My auntie’s boy, seven years old, he was shot. My Cousin Elke,
nineteen years old, shot. My Cousin Malke was fifteen, too, she got a job
laying track. It was very hard work. She was beaten every day, then they took
her away to Treblinka.

To live, we bargained for food. We sold our jewelry to buy potatoes
and bread, bread and potatoes.

At fifteen, I was no more a child.

Cake is not all Miriam can do, figuring to delight those she loves.
There are other desserts. (Miriam’s Kitchen, 160).

She has a panoply of sweet recipes that are, for Miriam, a barrier against the trauma, of
having no past to go back to, only a future to hope for, the abundance of delicate sweets

of diverse cultural origins contrasting with the privations of the Holocaust:
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In a cupboard under the telephone, Miriam may keep chocolates
for the children, Israeli candied orange peels or lightly frosted wafers, hard
candy, maybe M&Ms, just in case things are not sweet enough. [...]

[ blush now to think of Miriam, waking from nightmares, sleepless
at dawn, with nothing to turn her hands to, and then no sweets to offer
her only grandchildren. [...]

“Someday,” she warned me, “you will know what it is to be a
grandmother.”

We were deported to Chestochowa in June or July 1944. [...] We
were lucky to be going, because whoever escaped got shot. (163).

Following Miriam’s speculation that perhaps a cousin survived, but may be
unaware that she is even Jewish, Ehrlich, seemingly out of respect, draws the narrative
into the Jewish calendar, although a silent invitation: “each holiday brings its own special
offering: apple cake for Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish new year; dark, moist honey cake to
break the Yom Kippur fast.” (162). The trauma cannot be dwelt upon and must be
assuaged by a return to the kitchen, to cooking and eating. The multiple dichotomies,
the juxtaposition of life and death, want and plenitude, hunger and abundance,
destruction and creation, abomination and banality, are relentless, but blended into a
skilful aesthetic of diasporic memoirs, like ingredients into a bitter-sweet cake: emotions
are controlled, discreet, and as such more intense and poignant. The revelation of her
father’s death is followed by an affectionate invitation to eat cake:

Later they took my father away, to Buchenwald. He was very sick
and hungry. He died a day before the American army came.

“Eat a piece of cake, mamele.”
“Nem a cookie, oytser sheyner.”
“What shall I bake for you next week?” (164)."

A final paradox expressed in this and the following quote perhaps brings the most
despair as well as hope to the text: that of negative hopeless absolutes, uttered within a
world of choice and possibility, of nothingness embedded within abundance: “Nothing
is wasted here, not an object, not a motion, not a bit of paper, certainly not a bit of food.
Miriam’s father, ill with typhoid, died of starvation in Buchenwald.” (43).

The text is segmented and disjointed, as a reflexion of their lives, with intense
experiences related to the homeland and ambivalence towards the host land, to pre-and

post-war experiences. Memories are in italics to accentuate their separation from the

' In Yiddish, Mamele and oyster sheyner are terms of endearment, nem means ‘take’.
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main narrative, alternating with a detailed description of the present. It recalls Georges
Perec’s W ou le souvenir d’enfance which weaves a story of a deceptive paradise, in the
spirit of Hemingway’s The Garden of Eden, with an autobiographical account of the
traumatic early loss of the narrator’s parents in the war, also alternating italicised
memories with a story. Perec describes his past as “ni nostalgie, ni terreur, ni paradis
perdu, ni Toison d’or, mais peut étre horizon, point de départ” (Perec, 25). The
simultaneously formed autobiographical and fictional narratives, are like Ehrlich’s text,
a starting point, the first for a long and perilous journey, and the second a voyage into
the past to make sense of the present and future. As though questioning their veracity,
Perec ponders the timing, location and plausibility of his memories, associating, for
example, a cupping session with the culinary gesture of his aunt’s efficiently rhythmic
biscuit cutting (184). Like Perec, the two threads in Ehrlich’s could not exist the one
without the other, Miriam’s memories are a point of departure for Ehrlich’s own
personal journey of spiritual self-discovery.

Reciprocally, Ehrlich provides the framework in which the trauma story can be
told. Her literary artifice, the recipes and cooking descriptions, are a sort of mediation
instrument that create a propitious situation. Pierre Nora explains that “[l]a mémoire
est attachée non pas a un événement mais a une situation” (Nora, 523). Recipes are a
vehicle that holds content and meaning: “form promises meaning and meaning
promises fulfilment” (Moran, 224). They create a space where life is symbolically
regenerated, the gestures practiced and familiar, the whole harmonious and peaceful,
symbolized by a cloth placed under Miriam’s food mixer’s metal stand “to muffle
vibrations and noises”, of her father, also perhaps, smashing the radio. Miriam’s account
is symbolically fragmented and incomplete: “tissée d’oublis, elle se présente comme une
trame de lieux de mémoire” (Nora, 963-4), as one by one previous ‘homes’ are taken
away and reduced to nothing, from house, to hovel, to room, to dormitory, to
nothingness. The kitchen and her cakes are her universe now: “another cake already on
horizon’s rim” (Miriam’s Kitchen, 155). They are not only something to hope for, but they
fill the horizon, such that there is no longer nothingness.

Respecting the traditions for Ehrlich meant maintaining the links with her roots,
“[b]ecause I am not sure I can bear to finally cut the string connecting those lives to

those of my children.” (53). The presence of the loss, pain and sacrifice of their ancestors
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is an ever-present litany in the book. The word ‘finally’ emphasises the tenuous nature
of the ties that will disappear with her parents’ generation if she does not act and honour
their difference. Their memories woven into the preparation of traditional foods are
sacred. “Keeping kosher has this value: I daily reaffirm identity, purpose and rhythm.
Separateness is intrinsic to that, separation from the world outside as well as within the
meal” (54), “rThythm” signifies the necessary repetition to maintain tradition alive, like a
heartbeat. Ehrlich’s memoir, in effect, describes a double diasporic condition, the
second being the exile from her Jewish roots and practices that marked her childhood
and youth, no doubt a further source of pain for her observant mother-in-law. She
represents a generation which carries the pain of their diasporic forefathers and
foremothers, split between two worlds and two, or potentially more, identities, which is
manifest in lifestyle and in the food they eat, confusing, even painful differences told in
short, abrupt, sentences of unexpected contrasts:

In the diaspora of my childhood, I felt myself to be an outsider. We
were renters in a town of owners. We didn’t have a swing in the backyard
or a cottage on the lake. We weren’t synagogue members with a jovial golf-
playing dad and a mom in the sisterhood. We weren’t off to suburbs with
most other Jews. We didn’t celebrate Christmas. I didn’t eat milk with
meat [..] My favourite sandwiches—sardines and onions on
pumpernickel; cream cheese, olives and walnuts; chopped liver on kiml
bread, the crusty caraway corn rye—were the subject of hilarious derision
in the school lunch room. (Miriam’s Kitchen, 29).

Similarly, Linda Furiya parents’ traumatic childhoods infuse her narrative and
become one with her food tales. Her father tells the story of his parents while making
rice: “It appeared that his mind was focused on the making of the rice porridge, but I
knew he was lost in his memories.” (Bento Box, 55). Her father, born in America to
Japanese parents, but sent back to Japan by his widowed father when he was a small boy,
often tells Furiya about the miseries of his childhood as a servant, and his later life back
in the United States, seeking work and sanctuary, after his traumatic experience as a
POW during World War II. His children listened shocked as they eat their porridge. “My
eyes turned down, I stirred and blew on the half-eaten porridge, even though it was
already cooled, for something to do. Then, holding the bowl to my mouth, I scraped
heaps of rice with my chopsticks. These simple, normal motions felt exaggerated and

awkward.” (60). Furiya’s father turns his painful memories into stories that he recounts

I1. Exploring Self and Origins 183



over dinner, when “the rhythm of the stirring” and the taste of the food seems to put
him “in the mood for storytelling” (51). The trauma of her father’s experience
overwhelmed her. “I couldn’t articulate the despair I felt for his experience. [...] My
father’s reality was a child’s worse nightmare. [...] I stockpiled the fears and anxieties
that his experiences stirred in my imagination.” (293). She continues “[m]y entire youth
was filled with Mom and Dad’s stories. I saved them in my mind taking bits and pieces
here and there until I accumulated a big tangled ball of delicate silk thread, enough to
weave a tapestry of their history.” (294). Those “bits and pieces” are like the morsels of
a meal. There was little space for her to untangle and make sense of their painful tales,
as symbolized by the tiny kitchen “the size of a small closet, the small room became alive
during lunchtime, like a living, breathing creature” (4), and, as though symbolic of
resilience and survival, from this space emerges delicious, authentic Japanese food that

embodies their homeland and gives sense, at least to her parent’s exiled existence.

Post-war generations - Mis/displacing the homeland

The space in which Furiya tries to negotiate her identity may be narrow, but in
her parents’ closet kitchen, food gives them the imaginative space to travel back to their
homeland with each meal. Although hard for her to grasp as a child, foodways enable
her to make sense of her origins and move forward. Ehrlich and Furiya, like many other
memoirists, can be considered part of a post-war generation affected by the trauma of
the war, either directly or by affiliation, distanced by time or generation. The trauma
expressed may be either personal or received from previous generations. It embodies the
notion of movement, either metaphorically over time in Ehrlich’s spiritual journey, or
literally in the case of Ernest Hemingway’s self-imposed itinerant exile, in France and
elsewhere.

As well as lived traumas, these authors process ‘inherited’ traumas of pain and
loss. Ehrlich expresses fear of losing the fragile origins and the traditions which are their
vehicle, and having nothing to pass on to her children, coupled with an unconscious

element of ethnic shame or guilt, that is stimulated by an inherited sense of
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destitution.*6?

Diasporic trauma is therefore associated with a complex sense of loss of
home and of traditions that on a community level focuses on a collective identity and
the homeland, and on an individual level, on conflictual assimilation and instability.
Kiran Desai’s novel The Inheritance of Loss offers a pertinent insight into this condition.
A book about displacement born of her own family’s exile and that of her characters, the
title imparts the idea of loss as a trauma that is passed down from generation to
generation, in the manner of an irrepressible tradition. On a macrocosmic scale,
responses to trauma can be seen as collective and generational, while attitudes to food
traditions evolve with age and the social situation. First generation immigrants distance
themselves from the traditions of their parents in order to integrate for survival in their
adopted culture. Second generation immigrants recognize that links to the past are in
fact tenuous and attempt to reconnect with their origins. Desai writes of the unstable
source of her narrative: “Perhaps the centre was not firm at all? [...] Even the past—home
of sorts to all of us—wasn’t fixed.” (Desai, 2009, n.pag.).

Homelands are recreated in a diversity of tangible and discursive ways. In
Miriam’s Kitchen we are reminded of the ethnic identity of the homeland, the detailed
food descriptions and the reconstituted Polish village in the community’s Catskill
Mountains through which Ehrlich’s parents-in-law and friends maintain the memory
flame of their former homeland life by creating a past ‘home’ in the present, finding
temporary solace for their painful memories every summer, as exiled Poles recreating
pre-war village life. However, the loss of cultural roots is more poignant in works such
as A Moveable Feast, in which, for Hemingway, an ethnic foothold is missing. To use his
own term in describing his writing of autumnal Michigan in cold, windy Paris, he and
his compatriots ‘transplanted’ themselves: “it could be as necessary with people as with
other sorts of growing things” (Moveable Feast, 5). He claims “Paris belongs to me” (6)

as though appropriating it, providing him (and others of his generation) with a sort of

2 Erin Suzuki discusses the “inherited loss of origins” in Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s novel Blu’s
Hanging. In a complex dynamic between loss and consumption, the relationship between the
bereaved children is defined by food, as physical gratification or as “fantasies of reincorporation”
(Suzuki, 42).
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mainstay,'®3 ostensibly in his case, to write better. A generation or more later, Paris also
offered security to Sasha Martin following the death of her brother: “The city was both
alive and ancient in a way I'd never seen, never touched, never felt before. [ was small in
her embrace—safe.” (Life from Scratch, 104). Like Hemingway, Sasha Martin consumed
the city: “The baguettes were the amuse-bouche to Paris’s living banquet. I consumed
every morsel of that city” (103). Hemingway believes he can find himselfin the old world,
and its traditions, notably in food and drink. He is representative of a generation of
expatriates who, like him, resided in many countries, fought for political causes that
were not their own, and posed the ultimate question about the location and meaning of
their homeland. The Lost Generation experienced what Caren Kaplan described as a
tension between progress and tradition, searching for change and harbouring a deep
desire for stability (Kaplan, 35), a modernistic post-war anxiety about the relationship
between the past and the present (44).

Did Paris have more to offer than good cheap food and wine with which to forget?
It was Gertrude Stein who had coined the expression ‘generation perdue’ from the
patron of an inept car mechanic who had been psychologically affected by the war, and
she extended it to Hemingway and his generation—many of whom attended her literary
and artistic salon where they congregated while she presided like a high priestess, giving
advice to neophyte writers: “All of you young people who served in the war. You are a
lost generation [...] You have no respect for anything. You drink yourselves to death...”
(Moveable Feast, 29). That Hemingway, after reflection, generalized and then dismissed
her statement is perhaps confirmation that there was truth in her label that touched a
sensitive memory, and awakened ‘wounds of war’: “I thought that all generations were
lost by something and always had been and always would be [...] But the hell with her
lost-generation talk and all the dirty, easy labels” (30-31).

Hemingway’s malaise is the expression of a collective, vicariously lived ordeal.
Life in Paris during the interwar years pivoted around an artistic community, an intimate

circle of expatriates, sharing their daily lives, their creative works, their meals and

'3 Hemingway was perhaps familiar with the 1958 French film bearing a similar title, “Paris
belongs to us” (in French, “Paris nous appartient”), curiously about a group of mostly young
immigrants, suffering a possibly cold-war-related malaise who embark on a theatrical
endeavour. Also, a book by a collection of writers called Paris Was Ours was published in 2011
by Penelope Rowlands, describing the lure of the city that each writer temporarily called home.
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drinking session: “He [the poet, Ernest Walsh] wanted a good steak, rare, and I ordered
two tournedos with sauce Bearnaise. I figured the butter would be good for him.”
(Moveable Feast, 127). He returns to the old world to find comfort from post-war trauma
that the new world could not offer him. Yet the old world is also a world reeling from
the war, a society that was seeking to heal itself too. Earl Rovit and Gerry Brenner write
that the mood that marked the 1920s was one of expatriation and alienation, of massive
disillusionment with traditional values (7), however expatriates came to Europe to find
comfort in the Old World that included its foodways, its wine and bistro meals that were
comfort food to them:

Auteurs, artistes Américains entreprennent un retour a Paris au
vieux monde pour trouver un remede a leur anxiété apres la guerre.
Hemingway les précéde. Comment vivre avec la certitude de sa propre
mort, avec l'incessante répétition des choses, de leur imperfection, du mal
partout visible [...] Ils cherchaient a s’enraciner a nouveau dans le temps
et le lieu, a I'éternel et a 'historique [...] Il tente de se définir et d’ordonner
son univers intérieur. (Astre, 54).

The 1920s French bistro food was a marker of tradition for them, with its oysters
and steaks and large portions to satiate them, at least until the next meal: “I found that
many of the people [ wrote about had very strong appetites and a great taste and a desire
for food, and most of them were looking forward to having a drink.” (Moveable Feast,
101). Hemingway fluctuates between an appetite for life and writing and a sentiment of
mal de siécle, the disillusionment of a generation which had known world war. “In
Hemingway’s most interesting work the private subject struggles to negotiate a changing
or changed socio-historical order. [...] He charts the uncertainty and instability of the
subject’s position in the modern world.” (Messent, 4, 45). The question of his worth as a
writer is central to his work and is embodied in his search for a lost paradise in the Old
World and its foodways, as an embryonic writer, in a state of grace, his writerly
ambitions mentored by Gertrude Stein.

The loss of his manuscripts is a personal trauma that is symbolic of a greater loss,
of personal, social and cultural landmarks and, above all, of his fear of not succeeding as
a writer. In his agitation, forever seeking authenticity—which he expressed in his writing
through his lean direct style—he is always on the move, travelling, eating and drinking
to forget perhaps, but also to find an indeterminate source of security and truth, like

Lawrence Durrell, an itinerant resident. Hemingway expresses the collective insecurity
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and doubts of a whole directionless generation, as well as the experience of someone
who seeks the pleasure of the moment in eating, drinking, skiing, travel. When Hadley
tells him what she has done, he immediately takes the train for Paris: “It was true all
right and I remember what I did when I let myself into the flat and found it was true” (A
Moveable Feast, 74), but, significantly, he does not say what that is. In the next paragraph
he describes the story “Out of Season”, from which he had omitted its intended ending
in which the protagonist hangs himself. He explains: “you could omit anything if you
knew that you omitted and the omitted part would strengthen the story and make
people feel something more than they understood.” (75). Hemingway entertained Stein
with selective tales of his travels, but again, he repeats the notion of deliberate omission,
as some things are left unsaid: “The other things I did not talk of and wrote by myself”
(25). This enigmatic stance is also reflected in Hemingway’s Preface to A Moveable Feast,
in which he indicates that many elements had been left out of the book, “[f]or reasons
sufficient to the writer”, but then goes on to list a certain number of reasons as though
full of tormented regret: “It would be fine if all of these were in this book but we will
have to do without them for now” implying that they might appear at another time, in
another text or edition. He concludes by suggesting that the reader might want to read
the whole as if it were fiction, but that as such it “may throw some light on what has
been written as fact” as though it contains hidden secrets. Conscious omissions, like
literary discretion, are a form of survival faced with the narrative of one’s life and a
possible way of creating a story that is bearable for the author. Culinary memoirists may
select recipes and choose to leave out details of their private lives, but cannot afford to
omit ingredients or instructions, as though recipes can contain an absolute truth.
Literary discretion augments the underlying tension generated by the loss of
homeland and family. This anxiety is transmitted through generations and from
communities to individuals and that manifests itself in the form of self-interrogation for
Ehrlich, a malaise in the case of Hemingway, and a sombre melancholy within Linda
Furiya’s memoir. Like Ehrlich, food preparation or eating is the backdrop for trauma
tales, the banality of the one throwing the horror of the other into relief. In each case
they are a small and contained part of the narrative that does not detract from the feel-
good element of the memoirs, but nonetheless makes its presence felt, reflecting James

Clifford’s claim that: “[d]iasporic consciousness lives loss and hope as a defining
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tension.” (1997, 257). Furiya’s family resides in America but, through their Japanese
eating, finds a precarious connection with their homeland at each meal, and which is
put into jeopardy each time their supplies of Japanese ingredients run low:

During those early years, my parents monitored their Japanese food
supplies carefully [...] the worry of running out nagged at them. Mom
checked and rechecked her stock of dried Japanese foods [...]

Japanese home cooking had become the only daily thread my
parents had to their culture. Even I knew that Japanese food symbolized
something greater than sustenance. It was like a comforting familiarity
that assured them they could make it through the daily challenge of living
in a country not their own. (Bento Box, 91, 95).

Writing by omission is also symptomatic of a malaise, manifesting an
uncertainty, and even despair about the future. This can be said to be true of certain
culinary memoirs which build their impact by understatement and omission, discretion
being the force of many trauma narratives. Recollections are often measured in short
stories adhering to a form that comprises an anecdote followed by a related recipe. The
contained tone tends to imitate or reciprocate the balanced form of the memoir itself, a
marked example being that of Ehrlich’s respectful discretion in telling Miriam’s story.
Diana Abu-Jaber, in The Language of Baklava, tells the immigrant tale of Mr. Basilovich,
the father of a school-friend, a holocaust survivor. His discreet, unassuming presence
and benign uncomplicated smile belie a man tormented by unutterable ghosts from his
concentration camp experience and traumatic escape. Profoundly touched by the taste
of her own father’s stuffed cabbage, his raptures provoke shame from his
misunderstanding daughter who ignores the twofold mundane as well as extraordinary
nature of food: “embarrassed by her father who had gone in one moment from
intellectual and aloof to too sensual and nakedly emotional. ‘Dad, come on, don’t’ talk
about food like that,” she says [...] ‘it’s just food. [...] ‘Yes’, he says, just food.” (164).
Staring vacantly, it is clear that to a man who has known starvation, it is anything but
just’ food. A few days after the preparation of his own treasured stuffed cabbage recipe
he has a breakdown that leads to his final successful suicide attempt. In him, Abu-Jaber
had recognized something of her father, obsessive about food and never fully present,
inhabited by a sense of loss and incompleteness, and an inability to create a new life.

One can read the same ominous undercurrent of despair and disorientation of

Mr. Basilovich’s story in A Moveable Feast that is both personal and also the conscience
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of an entire diasporic generation. While ‘luck’ is a frequent leitmotif in A Moveable Feast,
exemplified by his betting at the races, danger and foreboding are ever-present. Of their
lodgings, Hemingway says “We’re always lucky,’ I said and like a fool I did not knock on
wood. There was wood everywhere in that apartment to knock on too” (38). Of his
attempts to financially support the writing efforts of T.S. Eliot, he writes: “The whole
thing turned out badly for me morally, as so many things have” (112), writing, no doubt,
with hindsight and the tainted perspective of his morose mental state in the months
preceding his own suicide when he completed A Moveable Feast. In his description of
an outing to the races, which is full of reminiscing, this undercurrent is strongly felt:
“We should live in this time now and have every minute of'it” (55), for they are aware of
a hunger that surpasses the physical sensation.

Hemingway expresses a generalized sense of despondency. The city that seemed
to hold the secret to his happiness, suddenly became sinister and offbeat: “Paris was a
very old city and we were young and nothing was simple there, not even poverty, nor
sudden money, nor the moonlight, nor right and wrong nor the breathing of someone
who lay beside you in the moonlight” (58) foreshadowing the failure of his first
marriage.'4 There was also the notion that since the war, they could trust no one: “In
those days we did not trust anyone who had not been in the war, but we did not
completely trust anyone” (82), or again “I would later learn to distrust certain people in
certain situations.” (134). There is a tension belied by the pattern of meals that should
be reassuring but assume a desperate, even sinister tone in the cruel relationship which
emerges between the protagonists in Hemingway’s The Garden of Eden, which he was
no doubt working on at the same time as A Moveable Feast,'s> a book punctuated by food
descriptions and meals as though the meals themselves were a stage for the drama and
a witness to their macabre relationship. As a portent of their downfall, they fail to see
the “picturesque”, the nourishing landscape, the site of sustenance and connection, that
we will explore in part III:

'It’'s a good lee and I like the place. We'll turn our back on all the
picturesque.’ The ate stuffed eggs, roast chicken, pickles, fresh long bread

164 To Hadley Richardson.
15 Begun in 1946, Hemingway wrote over 800 pages of The Garden of Eden over the next fifteen
years, which was finally heavily edited and published posthumously in 1986.
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that they broke in pieces and spread Savora mustard on and they drank
rosé |[...]
‘Can we stop it? [...] Why spoil everything®’

‘Let’s clean up here and go.’
‘Where?
‘Anywhere. The god damn café.’ (Garden of Eden, 87-88).

Can culinary memoirs then be considered a new form of trauma literature, an
attempt to turn loss into plenitude in the form of food, and an abundance of recipes? Is
the culinary memoir one of the “new forms of transmission to reshape Holocaust
memories for the future” as Louise Vasvdri says (Vasvari, n.pag.)? She wrote an
Introduction to “Life Writing and the Trauma of War” (Vasvéri and Wang, n.pag.), in
which she defined a form of literature called Alimentary Life Writing located within a
broader context of alimentary writing and trauma literature, written during periods of
collective trauma, such as the few meagre artefacts in the form of cookbooks that
emerged from certain concentration camps.'®® She uses the word ‘alimentary’ which can
be seen to signify the importance of nourishment or sustenance, rather than culinary
which carries the connotation of cooking and creativity. These poignant vestiges were
used to counteract the dehumanizing starvation that prisoners faced. In the case of the
concentration camp books, there was no possibility to cook and they remained purely
imaginary; Susan E. Cernyak-Spatz, professor at the University of North Carolina and
survivor of Terezin and Auschwitz, described the acts of writing down recipes on
scavenged scraps of paper as “cooking with the mouth” (De Silva, xix). In different
circumstances but a similar spirit, George Orwell wrote menus on the back of envelopes
with a fellow tramp because they were “too hungry even to think of anything except
food” (Down and Out in Paris and London, 53). They also often reflected on war-time

shortages and rationing as though willingly remaining anchored in reality.

166 A sample of research into this form of literary artefact include:

Suzanne Evans. "Culinary Imagination as a Survival Tool Ethel Mulvany and the Changi Jail
Prisoners of War Cookbook, Singapore, 1942-1945." Canadian Military History 22.1 (2013): 5.
Marianne Hirsch, and Leo Spitzer. "Testimonial objects: memory, gender, and transmission."
Poetics Today 27.2 (2006): 353-383.

Louise O. Vasvari. "En-gendering Memory through Holocaust Alimentary Life Writing" CLCWeb
17.3 (Sep. 2015): n.pag. Article 10. Web.
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Although the publication of holocaust memory cookbooks—such as the

«

Ravensbriick Cookbook,'” “a powerful statement about the way memory, food and
survival are woven together in Jewish culture”, or In Memory’s Kitchen: A Legacy from
the Women of Terezin, edited by Carla De Silva—was met with criticism for being
grotesque and inappropriate, others see the works as forms of necessary ‘fantasy’
literature where imagination attempted to triumph over brutal atrocities. Sandra M.
Gilbert called In Memory’s Kitchen “one of the most moving of all virtual cookbooks”
(22).'8 Signed by one woman, but written as a collective effort, this, and contemporary
culinary memoirs, share a common psychological reality: that imagining and writing
about cooking and dishes puts one in contact with memories that help in one form or
other to negotiate the present. There is the notion in these, as in Miriam’s Kitchen that
the scribbled recipes honour the past and claim their right to a present and perhaps even
a scarcely imaginable future. They were imaginary exercises that perhaps help sustain
their authors in some small way, to confront barbary with the ultimate gesture of
commonplace and mundane normalcy, cooking, as an act of resistance and defiance,
born of hunger.’®® As we have discussed in part I, other authors such as Elizabeth David
and Alice B. Toklas also produced a form of culinary fantasy literature, recalling
inaccessible foodways with scarcely more accessible ingredients. For the holocaust
prisoners, however, there was no possibility of telling stories to accompany the recipes,

for there was no normalcy beyond the recipes.

167 Ravensbriick Cookbook, 1945, by Edith Peer, was never published, but is on display at the
Sydney Jewish Museum, Australia.

198 Born of a different and more terrible necessity, one cannot consider them as forerunners of
the modern-day culinary memoir.

199 Examples of articles on holocaust food writing include:
http://leblogdocumentaire.fr/festins-imaginaires-anne-georget-de-simples-recettes-pour-
resister-contre-la-barbarie/
https://www.sbs.com.au/food/article/2018/09/10/resilience-and-recipes-jewish-cookbook-
written-concentration-camp-prisoners
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/mixed-multitudes/in-memorys-kitchen-a-cookbook-
from-a-concentration-camp/
https://www.sbs.com.au/food/article/2018/09/10/resilience-and-recipes-jewish-cookbook-
written-concentration-camp-prisoners
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Moving beyond trauma

Culinary memoirs represent not just an expression of trauma but also the
possibility of enacting a recovery, albeit sometimes imaginatively. Avtar Brah explains
that: “[t]he word diaspora often invokes the imagery of trauma of separation and
dislocation [...] but diasporas are also potentially the sites of hope and new beginnings.”
(Brah, 193). Cooking, as a creative outlet in the host country, which may exhibit
“tolerance for pluralism” (Cohen, 2008, 17) can be a site for “hope and new beginnings".
Diasporas find space to exist as a consequence of the tolerance that emanates from social
mixing. Robin Cohen explains: “Diasporic cultural identity teaches us that cultures are
not preserved by being protected from 'mixing' but probably can only continue to exist
as a product of such mixing. Cultures as well as identities are constantly being remade.”
(2008, 270) Trauma experiences encourage communities to become active in
transmitting “the marks and messages of tradition" in other words of finding creative
ways of sharing as well as adapting their culture (Brah, 271). By adhering to a common
formula, culinary memoirists, as a group of cohorts, collectively invoking gastronomic
foremothers, such as Fisher, David and Child, or cultural forefathers such as Durrell or
Hemingway, generate a collective culinary voice of ethnic reconstruction, perhaps even
tolerance.

Although Rogers Brubaker describes the importance of boundary maintenance
in the three core elements in his definition of diaspora—the others being dispersion
(either traumatically or voluntarily), and homeland orientation (real or imagined)
(Brubaker, 1-19)—some culinary memoirs suggest that while respecting traditions and
roots, it is sometimes necessary and indeed beneficial, to break the boundaries that in a
previous time seemed so sacrosanct. The desire for the homeland becomes transformed
in subsequent generations into a homing instinct or desire, such that, as Avtar Brah
explains, home can be the place of settlement (Brah, 9), or, by nature of a cultural
‘rebirth’, a new place of origin, which is explored in culinary memoirs: home is where
the heart is, a virtual homeland. Sharing culinary traditions could be a response to Robin
Cohen’s belief that shared experiences of popular culture replace the need for a
homeland. If global spaces are opening up to replace the need for homelands, perhaps

one such place can be the literary space offered by culinary memoirs. Shoba Narayan’s
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generation is different from that of her parents in their response to globalization,
compelling her to go to America to study to follow the ineluctable social movement.
America becomes a universal space for her in which she thrives as an immigrant, but
once a mother, realizes that such a melting pot existence also dilutes, not her identity,
but her sense of belonging. The acronym that Indians in America use to designate their
psychological status, ‘ABCDs’, American Born Confused Desi (Return to India, 74),
describes their straddling of a hyphenated identity (86). They are a generation which
has replaced immigrant trauma by a new form of existential anxiety around identity. She
discovered that much as she enjoyed American cuisine: “I couldn’t last four days without
my curd rice. I was Indian after all.” (143).

Although Narayan’s second memoir is about a physical return to her homeland,
this path is not accessible to all immigrants. Culinary memoirs suggest that a re-turn, a
repeated turning to the concept of the homeland and other diasporic elements through
memory, written and visual texts can be therapeutically orchestrated in the texts,
through a reenactment of culinary traditions. While the dynamic nature of diaspora and
the potential optimism that it engenders concerning diasporic plights and related
trauma is pertinent to our question of the positive role of trauma and related texts, the
question of return, physical or psychological, has a mythical status in diaspora; it will be
discussed in part III with regard to the question of displacement.

Steven Vertovec also focuses on three key ideas of ‘diaspora’, firstly as social form
that characterises a group that has suffered traumatic exile at some point in their history.
His second idea considers diaspora as a type of consciousness that emphasises a
common state of mind and a variety of experience that consciously maintains a shared
sense of identity across transnational communities (Vertovec, 3). Vertovec also
recognizes that diaspora has become a sort of cultural production that Stuart Hall
defines as “the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception
of identity which lives with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity” (Hall,
235). Diasporic consciousness thus assumes a hybrid form in the host country, a mixture
of ethnic, national and transnational elements, embracing assimilation as a necessary
and positive drive for survival, inviting transformation in the rewriting of stories. While
writing recipes down opens them up for debate, as discussed in part [, so telling trauma

stories also reveals multiple or even alternate perspectives. Rewriting stories through
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the symbolic appropriation of authentic recipes that themselves can be adapted allow
alternative versions to exist. Destined to tell the story of her grandparents, her eminent
grandfather and imposing grandmother, Li’s narrative is infused with the story of her
relationship with her authoritative father who is the source of much trauma in her life.
Pursuing the complex web of their relationships from multiple angles, she is able to
reconnect with her father in order to find a sense of wholeness in her life. She
orchestrates a meeting around a meal table with her mother and father of questionable
outcome: “If it weren’t for me, she would never have had to see my father again, and her
life would have been uncomplicated, happy free of painful memories? Or, if it weren’t
for me, we would never have seen my father again, and life would have lacked a
dimension, a dynamic, a wholeness” (Daughter of Heaven, 151). After the “punitive fish-
stick-and-buttered-noodles dinner” for which Li deemed her father “responsible for my
present hunger”, a hunger as much emotional as physical, she generously offers, without
further comment, recipes for Breakfast Noodles, Spicy Beef Noodles and Mama’s Bean
Curd, an abundance of food to compensate for the hunger trauma. Painful as the stories
are to tell, Li chooses the path of reconciliation in order to be able to allow new, less
traumatic, outcomes to emerge.

Anna Del Conte also shapes her trauma tale, by subsequent outcomes that focus
on the lifeforce represented by food. Although directly impacted by the war, the memoir
Risotto with Nettles has none of the gravity of Ehrlich’s work, perhaps because the
traumatic experiences seem to have lost their force and at this point in her life are no
longer (if ever), a strong reminder of her origins. The three short chapters that describe
del Conte’s traumatic war experiences in Italy, are embedded in her life story as a
celebrated British food and cookbook writer, distanced by age and time, for she wrote
her “Memoir with Food” at the age of eighty-four, seeming to measure her harrowing
experiences with much hindsight. Her war narrative is written in an understated tone.
The title itself is telling, for the eponymous dish, ‘Risotto with Nettles’, embodies the
notion of a sting, symbolic of the war narrative itself. It is a dish from the war years,
concluding the chapter ‘Machine Guns’ which describes the direct near-miss plane
attack that so terrified Del Conte that the next day when hearing the same machine-gun
fire, she threw herself down, this time face-first into a bed of nettles. Del Conte recalls,

as she writes, the burning sensation as she collects nettles for her risotto. Yet, in the
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same chapter she describes the abundance of food that they enjoyed during the war
years in the region of Emilia Romagna where her family was evacuated. While
undoubtedly a traumatic period, she leaves the region to return to Milan at the liberation
with regrets for the ‘land blessed by the gods” where they had eaten “some of the best
food ever” (Risotto with Nettles, 130). Her mother, for whom “good food was one of the
most important priorities in life” was reassured to be going there initially, sure that they
would not “go hungry in such a fertile area” (89), a blithe reaction in the face of extreme
danger. Anna del Conte’s memoir incites the reader to expect to read the horror of those
war years: “It was the most chilling noise I have ever heard [...] [their life in limbo] kicked
into harsh reality every now and then by horrible events”, or the description of the pig
slaughter in the middle of the ‘Prison’ chapter, the “truly terrifying episodes” that she is
witness to, are mitigated by arguably unconvincing writing, or the fact that the war story
was a embellishment to her narrative rather than a motivational driver in her memoir.

Thus, diaspora does not always entail the fatality of loss, while the bringing
together of people and traditions as demonstrated in the reconciliatory Daughter of
Heaven, and the resilience of Anna Del Conte’s relativism, can be regenerative,
transformational and transnational, which, for Homi Bhabha, is the definition of culture
“as a strategy of survival” (quoted in Delmas and Dodeman, 7). Culture can also be a site
of transmission, a turning towards the future as Jacques Hassoun advocates (1994) or a
place of gathering. Catherine Delmas and André Dodeman write: “For Jacques Hassoun,
transmission is not a mere transmission of the past, but it enables the subject to
undertake a journey, ‘not a circular journey around a petrified enclave, but a journey
which leads to an open space [...]” (Delmas and Dodeman, 7). Paradoxically, the home
and hearth seem to propose a restricted space, but the transmission of recipes to the
reader enables both reader and narrator to undertake a journey that allows for non-static
transitions to occur in a spirit of open-mindedness.

While questions of generational transmission will be discussed in section B of
part I, we encounter here the idea of transition rather than transmission as a dominant
possible outcome for diasporic trauma. In some cases, it evolves from an empty space,
transforming nothing into something, such as Ehrlich’s absence of religious practice
evolving into a new home environment that is enrichened by kosher and spiritual rituals,

or Sasha Martin’s emotional void in which she creates a ‘universal’ home with global
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ethnic recipes. Getting beyond trauma is a journey that embraces resilience and
continuity, illustrated in Ehrlich’s year of patient steps towards understanding. Other
memoirists make physical journeys to reconcile themselves with the ghosts of their
parent’s past, such as Abu-Jaber to Jordan, Li to China, and Zonana to Egypt. Migration
becomes a two-fold journey of displacement and a transition towards overcoming the
trauma of that displacement. Hemingway travelled frequently from Paris, as though it
was the home from which he could leave with the reassurance of an anchor, a pivotal
point to which he always returned, emphasised by the act of leaving bags at the Ritz
Hotel, only collecting them many years after he had moved on. He was always pursuing,
contradictorily it would seem, new distractions and stimulating experiences to calm
existential anxiety, and, at the same time, the absence of stimulation and distraction in
order to write.

In journeying, either physically or metaphorically, one retains a diasporic
identity, to which there are important advantages, the tension between ethnic, national
and transnational identity potentially emerging as creative and enriching. From
diasporic trauma a practical and functional cultural identity can emerge: diasporas
mobilize a collective identity, not only concerning a place of settlement (imagined,
putative or real) but also embracing solidarity with co-ethnic members in other
countries. Robin Cohen explains: “An identification with a diaspora serves to bridge the
gap between the local and the global” (1996, 516). Diasporic populations are
‘deterritorialized’, yet, as they are continually evolving and reforming, they assume a
certain transculturalism that starts often with food, that is both a source of trauma when
it seems that traditions are being dispersed and lost, but also a source of salvation by
allowing communities and individuals to advance creatively, as memoirs themselves

propose, putting trauma behind them.

2. Family trauma and dysfunction

The loss of homeland is felt on a community level, while on an individual level
the trauma is felt within the context of the family. In this chapter we will look at the
trauma and anxiety triggered by the loss of home and that which home represents. That

loss is represented on both a symbolic and a literal level, mostly obviously in that of a
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secure family environment, causing isolation and disconnection from one’s roots. We
will look at how separation and loss require resilience, strength of character and
paradoxically even a break with the past, often enacted through food and cooking, or a
transition as we have observed in diasporic situations. Sasha Martin, Gabrielle Hamilton,
and Nigel Slater each turn to a professional food-related activity after traumatic
childhood experiences to make sense of their lives and find a sort of second family. The
oftentimes rough, demanding and abusive environments in the food industry are
perhaps a perverse self-fulfilling reminder of painful childhood experiences.

As microcosms of a dispersed people, family tales also become collective
memoirs, through tacit bonds of loyalty and identification, representing the voice of a
community, where cultural and historical veracity is nonetheless subservient to the
authenticity of family memories. As a form of diasporic trauma literature, the loss of
home symbolically represents the loss of a homeland, cultural landmarks and points of
reference. Indeed, can the homeland ever be fully distinguished from the home?

The memoir embraces the notion of home and its foodways to such an extent
that the recipe at the end of every chapter becomes a repetitive metaphor and reminder
to return to the hearth. Home is both real and symbolic, represented in the sensual
language of food and ingredients. Writing is a form of homecoming, of finding oneself,
one’s place in the world and one’s home. It is an intimate environment, the essence of
which is captured in the autobiographical narrative, witness to both contingency and
conflict in the case of the diaspora, as well as a strong determinacy in the creative
element that generates new understandings of self and forms links that transform
notions of space and origins and create new possibilities and new pleasures, a process of

removing misunderstandings.

Personal trauma and loss

In narratives such as those of Martin, Hamilton and Slater, the death of a loved
one, separation or abusive behaviour causes the home, as a figurative nurturing space,
to disintegrate. Sasha Martin writes a credible, moving narrative, remarkable in its
coherence in the light of her chaotic and precarious emotional inheritance, in which she

treats the protagonists in her personal drama with measured fairness. She loses her
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brother in adolescence; the heart-breaking suicide of a boy desperate for his mother’s
love. The inability of Martin’s foster family to meet the emotional needs of her or her
brother before or after the death is chilling to read. For a while, she turned to cooking
that was always the activity around which she and her brother were able to achieve a
semblance of home and family with their mother. Later, as a young mother looking for
a sense of identity and direction, Martin undertakes a world tour in her kitchen by once
a week preparing a meal from each country. Receiving fragments of her mother’s
colourful immigrant upbringing was a “a spectacle of heritage” (Life from Scratch, 29)
but, she repeats several times that “peace” is what she needs for her trauma, not
“spectacle”: “I hungered for peace for as long as I could remember [...]” (178); “Food, 1
realize, is family, not just survival. It’s peace.” (258).

Security is linked to food, confirms Nigel Slater, in an emphatic accumulation of
adjectives:

There was something about the way my mother put a cake on the
table that made me feel that all was well. Safe. Secure, Unshakeable. Even
when she got to the point where she carried her Ventolin inhaler in her
left hand all the time. Unshakeable. Even when she and Dad used to go for
long walks, walking ahead of me and talking in hushed tones and he would
come back with tears in his eyes. (Toast, 4).

The tragedy unfolds around food, with Slater’s poignant and desperate outbursts
over his dying mother’s cooking. When she announces to her son that he must eat at
the canteen as she was too sick to have him home for lunch, it was as though she had
killed him (82). He describes her flapjacks as one of his mother’s “rare attempts at
homemaking” (22), which once failed, provoking Slater to tell his father in anger to get
a new wife who didn’t burn everything. The mince pies that Slater’s mother plans to
make in advance so that they have them at Christmas when she is gone, are almost
beyond her physical capacities; when he realizes that she has forgotten the mincemeat
he shouts angrily: ““But Mummy, you PROMISEDY [...] ‘You're HOPELESS, I hope you
DIE!” (99); his mother dies a few days later on Christmas Eve (101), and the reader feels
the force of his loss in his measured, poignant and dispassionate prose. A further drama
is then played out by an ‘evil’ stepmother, who kills his father with her orgy of rich food.

Monocultural memoirs such as those of Slater and Wizenberg and cross-cultural

memoirs such as those of Martin and Reichl follow a similar psychological pattern in
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which emotional deprivation and a dysfunctional family cause the narrators to seek an
affective home in food, offering what Barbara Waxman calls “life lessons in how to
overcome a dysfunctional family life and create a serene life in an alternative family”
(Waxman, 376), where that alternative family can be found in a food context.
“Presenting food as a generational unifier and bond among human beings is a recurring
theme in culinary memoirs.” (Waxman, 378). Memoirs present depictions of food-
assisted self-transformation and the possibility of takings one’s life in hand, while homes
and kitchens offer places for attaching oneself at the stove. Ehrlich “remembered and
unwrapped a bundle of family tales, many located in or near the kitchen. In these [she]
found wisdom and innovation and the fading rituals and habits of an assimilating clan.”
(Miriam’s Kitchen, x)

Luisa Weiss is an isolated wanderer, not part of an assimilating clan; as a young
child between three and ten years she had to acquire the flexibility to segment her life:

[W]hen you have one parent in one country and one in another,
when you are the one who travels back and forth, you learn to split your
life very carefully. You have your German life and your American life, your
Berlin friends and your New York friends. With a few exceptions there was
little overlap. I was the one who bounced between all these factions the
easiest, slipping in and out of languages and their lives. It was a little
lonely, to feel that the people dearest and closest to me didn’t have a
complete picture of me. (Berlin Kitchen, 285).

Food is presented as the ultimate comfort against a sense of loneliness that comes
from self-ignorance and misunderstanding by her family who only see a fragment of the
whole picture, especially “that strange feeling of loneliness I'd felt on the airplanes I took
over the Atlantic as a child. My parents put me on those planes, trusting their obedient,
well-behaved child not only to be responsible enough to travel back and forth, but also
to survive the emotional seesawing. They had no idea how much it tested me.” (Berlin
Kitchen, 102). Her latent anger is suppressed until a moment of intimate cooking with
her father when her emotions reveal themselves. Tension is tangible between them as
they prepare apple pie for Thanksgiving. The ambiance is chilled and the ingredients
resist mixing: “The kitchen felt so small and too quiet [...] As I processed chunks of cold
butter and flour together into a waxy lump of pie dough, I realized how angry I was.”
(254). The gestures focused the resentment she felt at the distance her parents created

between them that required her to be the ocean-leaping yo-yo that retained a semblance
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of family: “I was angry at my father for his jumble of emotions and I was angry at both
of my parents for having created this situation in the first place—the two of them so far
apart that I'd always be forced to leave one behind. How could we still be some kind of
a family when we were separated by an ocean?” (254). Her family is scattered and Weiss
must not only seek comfort from the loss of her family ‘home’ in food, but also untangle

the “jumble of emotions” and the crossed strings of her dispersed identity.

Family dysfunction, separation and misunderstanding

In all cultures, food plays a central role in mediating and expressing people’s place
in the world. To achieve this sense of belonging, infants establish relations with adults
through feeding and receive organized attitudes in response (Counihan, 1999, 133).
When the reaction is inappropriate or misjudged, confusion occurs, such as the slap
Colette Rossant receives as a child for touching the enticing butter (Apricots on the Nile,
5), or the condemnation from her nurse for wanting the semit street food. A food related
incident in a non-food memoir offers a conspicuous example; we read the shocking
encouragement of Jeannette Walls’ mother in The Glass Castle' to her three-year-old
to repeat her attempt at cooking, after she was severely burned the first time. The
destabilising effect of dysfunctional families incite authors to turn to food-making to
generate a protective structure with family-like traits of comfort and nurture. Ruth
Reichl portrays an emotionally erratic mother who, by her obtuse perception of reality
narrowly avoids poisoning her family and friends. Rossant’s mother is emotionally
negligent, moving Rossant from one family home to another throughout her childhood
without consideration for her daughter’s emotional needs. Leslie Li’s father is
emotionally cruel, silence and anger accompanying his resentful dinners, while Luisa
Weiss’ parents are seemingly unaware of the doubts and insecurity to which they subject

their young daughter on her endless ocean-crossings between homes.

'7° The Glass Castle (2005) by Jeannette Walls tells the story of Walls” and her siblings’ turbulent
and ostensibly abusive upbringing at the hands of their unstable and dysfunctional parents.
Although not a culinary memoir, it talks of trauma and neglect that generates primitive hungers,
for emotional as well as physical sustenance, and one that Julie Rak cites in her work on the new
memoir alongside that of Elizabeth Gilbert’s (2013, loc. 252).
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Reichl’s early experiences of food generate mistrust. Food in her home was
dangerous and untrustworthy, made doubly toxic by the fact that it was served by her
supposedly nurturing mother, from whom she has to distance herself, emotionally,
physically and culinarily, in order to take control and acquire power. Given this
situation, she comments with irony: “I began to see the status conferred by caring about
food” (Tender at the Bone, 27). Like Gabrielle Hamilton, she needed to fend for herself
to survive. Her manic-depressive mother says of Reichl “When you were a baby we’'d
come into the bedroom and find you in your crib, sucking lemons. If I had known then

”

that you were going to turn into such a sourpuss I would have left.” (253) It is revealing
-and disturbing—that her mother thought to leave her daughter because of a character
trait revealed by the food she ate. Her mother employs a series of cooks who bring Reichl
culinary comfort throughout her childhood of neglect. When Mrs. Peavey leaves, she
watches her write her letter of resignation with sadness. “Don’t’ leave me,” I wanted to

”

say, But I couldn’t.” (48). She learns at an early age that food is a two-edged sword, both
nourishing and dangerous, uniting and divisive.

The first scene of Colette Rossant’s memoir with her dying mother is shocking in
its brutal remorselessness. It contrasts sharply with the relative evenness of tone and
fluidity of the rest of the narrative structure, which avoids judgment and seems
distanced from much of her childhood suffering. Her mother neglects and abandons her
many times, above all, forcing her to make life-changing journeys from one home and
one country to another. Symbolically, in trying to feed her mother, she is offering her
the nurturing that her mother was never able to offer her. She speaks in ruthless self-
defence: “I had built myself a world of memories and my mother was nowhere to be
found. I want it to stay that way” (Apricots on the Nile, 3). Her mother rejects the food
her daughter offers her (4), only accepting that which her grandson offers. The scene
goes without comment from Rossant. Carol Bardenstein offers this analysis: “Her
memoir is also the ‘writing through’ of the loss of her mother, or of the mother she never
had, and, I argue, a diffusely gendered act of substitution or re-placement, in which both
food and Egypt (as a place that provided some warmth and nurturing) fill the void left
by her mother and correspondingly fill the pages of her memoir as well.” (2002, 375).

Like Reichl, Rossant seeks to fill a void. The original title of Apricots on the Nile, was
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Memories of a Lost Egypt.'”* Like Claudia Roden, she did indeed describe a lost world,
not merely physically and culturally, but emotionally too. Bardenstein questions
however: “How does someone like Rossant, whose ties to both her ‘native world’ and her
‘maternal world” were already so unstable, problematized, or disturbed even before
becoming ‘distanced’ or ‘collapsed,” come to write a food-focused nostalgic memoir of
loss that makes the implicit assertion of ‘having had’ these worlds to lose?” (Bardenstein,
2002, 382). I would suggest that, like Del Conte, time had diminished the trauma of those
losses or voids, or the act of reconciling memories in a memoir serves as an act of
sublimation. Colette Rossant wrote two further, equally short, succinct and evenly-
humoured memoirs,'7> each one sub-titled “A Memoir with Recipes”, confirming her
successful, undeviating formula that she employs to narrate the important phases of her
life, divided essentially into geographical chunks, Egypt and France, France, and
America, without debating the existential dilemmas that cause Abu-Jaber, Furiya and
Narayan'73 to return to the memoir genre.

Cooking can then be a way not just of finding oneself but, as in the examples of
Reichl and Rossant, of eliminating misunderstanding created by food situations,
through the symbolic precision of ingredients and recipe instructions. In cooking,
memoirists are seeking “to superimpose a more recognizable form on [their
environment]” (Collingwood-Whittick, xx), kinder, gentler and more human. Miriam’s
baked apples, or Sasha Martin’s mother’s German Tree Cake (its intricacy symbolizing
the complexity of her relationship with her children) leave no doubt as to the love that
is involved i