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        “What is a sauce chef? Nothing less than a visionary alchemist, a creative genius, and the cornerstone of the whole edifice of superb cuisine. Without sauce, there is no salvation – there is no cuisine. Where would we be if men of the highest genius hadn’t discovered the great sauces, the minor sauces, and the special ones that have characterised the French school of cooking? No one man could have created them all in a lifetime.”

        (Marquis de Cussy, in Dictionnaire de la conversation et de la lecture, [A Dictionary of Conversation and Reading] vol. 18, 1835)

        “Sauces represent one of the most important components of cookery. It is they that have inspired and sustained the universal predominance of French cuisine; it is therefore impossible to devote too much care and attention to their preparation.”

        (Auguste Escoffier, Le Guide culinaire, 4th edition, 1921, translated in 1979.)

      

    

    
       

    

  





  
    Preface

    
       

        Today, if a sauce is present in a dish at all, it is reduced to a few artistic-looking splashes or spots, maybe flanked by little flowers, here and there on the plate. These scattered drops do not allow the sauce to fulfil its function of linking the different elements that make up a dish, where its mission is to confer unity and heighten flavour. The sauce boat, like the sauce ladle, has become a museum piece. For some of these landscape-painter chefs it would be sacrilege to allow customers to wreck the perfect order of their impeccably-arranged compositions by drowning them in sauce – even if it is served on the side.

        Now, the superiority of French cooking lies in its quest for perfection of flavour, which takes priority over a dish’s appearance. France’s culinary repertoire is exceptionally rich in sauces, and constitutes a priceless heritage of flavours. It is these sauces that made the glory of French haute cuisine; if they disappear, that cuisine risks becoming banal. And our plates, stricken by drought, face desertification.

        Some observers of the gastronomic scene may object, pointing out what I wrote in 1975, in the French weekly news magazine L’Express (December 22-28 issue). Having noted that “great cuisine was dying, stifled by its own prestige, trapped by its dogma as by its sauces”, I took loud delight in observing that “the ‘[Paul] Bocuse gang’ has declared war on heavy sauces, fonds, and various other mainstays. It has deconsecrated the ritual trappings, which also acted as camouflage, to exalt and lay bare the only thing that counts: what is on the plate”.

        So, is it consistent to praise to the skies the enemies of sauces, only to mourn, a few decades later, their victims’ disappearance? Well, the goalposts haven’t moved on this issue. I am still a supporter of the anti-heavy sauce crusade, but I also feel a great sense of loss, and a faint nostalgia, at the mention of the elegant sauces of the French repertoire, which have been unjustly expelled from contemporary cuisine.

        Certain fatty, floury, and sometimes bland sauces indeed no longer have a rightful place on our tables. We can only rejoice that we don’t have to endure the ubiquitous, brownish Espagnole sauce, that’s been bubbling away on the corner of the stove since the dawn of time. These sauces, overloaded with animal gelatine, would sometimes congeal before they had even reached the table, covering the plate with wrinkles so that it looked like a forbidding old lady.

        On the other hand, the classic repertoire features some endangered masterpieces – sumptuous sauces whose disappearance leaves a bitter taste. I’m thinking of such great concoctions as mayonnaise (home-made, whatever crusaders against the risk of food poisoning may say), Béarnaise sauce, and Hollandaise sauce, the sole mention of which, like the wonderful beurre nantais, makes my cardiologist’s blood pressure shoot up. Then there’s Béchamel sauce. In its original guise, this has little in common with the whitish, chalky mud with which part of the food industry (whose name should be mud) stuffs certain beef ready meals. And the beef has sometimes turned out to be horsemeat …

        These little wonders of flavour and attention to detail, carefully perfected by admirable chefs in centuries gone by, have been unfairly banished from our cuisine along with their less glorious cousins. Worse, by relegating sauces to mere museum pieces, modern chefs have given up on making  them a showcase for their creativity. The old-style sauces are no longer served – the baby has been thrown out with the bathwater – and new ones aren’t being invented. When you make a break with the past, there are always some innocent victims to mourn.

        I had reached this point in my gloomy reflections on the greatness and the decadence of our sauce gastronomy when, quite by chance, I noticed that a great chef of the new generation shared my opinions and observations. Yannick Alléno explained to me that he wanted to put sauces back at the heart of his cooking. Not content merely to offer variations on the classic repertoire, he hoped to undertake a veritable creative project on the subject of sauce.

        Had he sensed that, with the notable exception of contemporary chefs, the common ground that all great French chefs shared was their work on sauces? Very possibly. So we had the idea of producing a book devoted to sauces, which would have two aims:

        1. To pay tribute to the great sauces – those that deserve to return to our plates – by delving into their history, which is inseparable from that of French haute cuisine;

        2. To open a window on to the new sauces, which combine the use of new professional cooking technologies with total respect for the end result, so as to adopt a radically modern approach to sauces – that of a modern style of cuisine.

        If this book can help rehabilitate the great sauces, and make the new generation of chefs realise that they are the beneficiaries of an immense heritage – and that it rests with them to make it bear fruit – I will have the satisfaction of having contributed to something that made a difference.

        For, in truth, only by going to the sources of sauce can we source the best sauces. 
 

        Claude LEBEY

      

    

    
       

    

  





  
    Introduction

    
      
        Why write a book about sauces?

        A few years ago, if I had decided to make an inventory of the sauces in my kitchen, the exercise would have been as pointless as it would have been short. Like many people, I had neglected working on sauces to the point that I no longer prepared those handed down to us by our predecessors, and – just as bad – I’d stopped inventing new ones.

        I belong to the first generation of cooks trained by chefs who had received a classical training but were also imbued with the experience of Nouvelle Cuisine. The recipients of the prestigious title Meilleurs Ouvriers de France or “Best Craftsmen of France” – from whom I had the privilege of learning my trade (Gabriel Biscaye, Roland Durand, Martial Enguehard, Jacky Fréon, Louis Grondard, and Manuel Martinez) taught me the centuries-old foundations of our high gastronomic tradition. They also passed on to me their love of creativity.

        Tradition and innovation constitute the culinary heritage of the 20th century, during which our cuisine underwent an extraordinary transformation. French haute cuisine made enormous progress in the choice of ingredients, cooking foods to the right degree, producing lighter dishes, and artistic plating . Almost every element of our gastronomy benefited from these developments.

      

    

    
      Sauces, however, benefited very little from this collective effort of the intelligence. They were put aside, because they had suffered from the demonisation they had been subjected to for the past 50 years. They were seen as too fatty, heavy, salty, unattractive, and so forth.

      And yet …

      If we look at the history of food flavours, we can see that sauces form an essential part of our cuisine. They lie at its very heart. Ever since the Middle Ages, every landmark in the development of our culinary art has been accompanied by progress in the matter of sauces. That is no coincidence; for sauce gives a dish its cohesion. Only sauce can bring together harmoniously two ingredients as different as a fillet steak and a bunch of asparagus tips to produce a coherent dish. Without sauce, the different elements in a dish do not communicate completely with each other; they are merely juxtaposed. The disappearance of sauces led to the rise of “single-element” dishes, which did not require any link between different ingredients. Now, a dish is, first and foremost, a collection of ingredients chosen to go together with, often, a common base: the sauce.

      I felt the need to reclaim sauces, to reintroduce them to my cooking. For this to happen, they had to pass the test of modernity, to be brought into the 21st century like the other constituent elements of our haute cuisine. That meant devising sauces that combined distinctive flavours with healthy qualities, to meet modern needs.

      Reconciling these aims involved completely rethinking the basic principles that traditionally governed the preparation of sauces. It took several years’ work to achieve this, without the need to resort to chemical substitutes to overcome the difficulties we encountered on the way.

      So… why write a book about sauces?

      Because the sauces of the past tell the glorious story of our culinary history, and because many of them do not deserve the opprobrium that is heaped on them. I decided, therefore, in the following pages, to give the recipes of traditional sauces drawn directly from the standard works of the  time – first and foremost Le Guide culinaire, by Auguste Escoffier.

      Because the sauces of tomorrow are now at the start of their history, and the work I have done so far has given me a glimpse of an impressive amount of creativity out there.

      For this reason I thought it would be interesting to present, in a single volume, the history of French sauces and the promises for the future that result from my thoughts on the subject.

       

      I invite you, therefore, to join me on a journey to the heart of French cuisine’s DNA.

    

  





  
    
      
        “Cooking is the most ancient of arts, for Adam must have been born hungry. .”

        Brillat-Savarin La Physiologie du goût [“The Physiology of Taste”]






  
    
  

  
    
      Prehistoric Times: The Dawn of Cooking

      The history of sauces began at the same time as that of cuisine – unless it was the other way round – once the first step had been taken: that of cooking food.

       

      Palaeontologists have had difficulty establishing what could have led humans to put some of their food at risk by putting it in the fire, but the results were more than worthwhile. As well as making it easier to ingest, digest, and assimilate certain foods, cooking opened up vast new horizons of flavour to humans. And it irreversibly set them apart from the rest of the animal kingdom, which is ferociously attached to raw food.

      On the one hand, certain foodstuffs, initially unfit for consumption, could now be added to the human menu. On the other, cooking vastly enhanced the sensory appeal of many dishes that were unappetising when raw. Joseph Delteil (author, among other things, of La cuisine paléolithique [“Palaeolithic Cooking”], published by Les Éditions de Paris Max Chaleil) mischievously describes a simple and infallible – if environmentally unfriendly – recipe for a magnificent dish of “Palaeolithic Rabbit”. All you need to do is take one forest, and put a rabbit in it. Then burn down the forest with the rabbit inside, and you can enjoy the hapless animal straight from the still-warm ashes. The temperature setting and cooking time are too vague to be worth repeating here. But it’s easy to see that cooking helps to make eating rabbit an enjoyable experience.

      In his book Gourmandissimo (Albin Michel, 1978) the French food writer Robert Courtine observes that “in becoming the only animal that knows how to cook its food, humans ennobled their appetite”. However, at that stage they were just groping their way towards cuisine.

      They only truly got there at the end of the prehistoric period, when the hunter-gatherer mode of subsistence gave way to agriculture and the raising of livestock. Food then became sufficiently plentiful that it no longer had to be viewed purely as nourishment. The preparation of meagre sustenance could then evolve gradually to include the development of more complex dishes. Humans were no longer content to eat just to live, and began to eat for the pleasure of it. The love of food was born, and gastronomy would not be far behind. Some lovers of food became gourmets – but not all. Even today the two groups remain clearly separate.

   
      This transformation took the form of combining different foods to produce a dish. And then – a great innovation that promised future refinements – elements were added to improve the flavour rather than increase a dish’s nutritional value.

    

    
    
      : The Use of Salt in Antiquity

      First and foremost among these new, not strictly nutritious, ingredients was salt – in Latin, sal. The etymology of the word “sauce” – salsus, or salty in Latin – is rooted in a reference to salt, which was not only used to preserve foodstuffs but to enhance their flavour.

      Well may the ancient Greek writer Athenaeus mock Homer, that primitive who “when he sacrificed oxen, made no sauce”. For sauce – literally, the “salty thing” – would not be long in making its appearance.

      The definition Alexandre Dumas gives of sauce in his Grand Dictionnaire de la cuisine [“Dictionary of Cuisine”] (1873 and oft translated into English) emphasises the role salt originally played, and that played later, in antiquity and in the Middle Ages, by spices. For him, “this is the name given to a liquid seasoning to which salt and fine spices are added, in order to heighten the flavour of certain dishes”.

      Primitive cooking died out, giving way to the more elaborate cuisine of antiquity, which soon developed the first sauces – a sign of the true evolution of the culinary art.
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