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            ‘Revolutionary… this is a book that wakes up the reader’s senses’

            Times Literary Supplement

            ‘Hypnotically riveting and exhilaratingly thought-provoking… this book will forever change your experience of cooking’

            Lara Williams, author of The Odyssey

            ‘Truly unique, truly unusual… It had me rethinking what a recipe is, what cooking is’

            Katherine Angel, author of Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again

            ‘A truly special, boundary breaking book about desire, friendship, food and freedom’

            Rebecca Tamás, author of Strangers

            ‘A smart, creative and thoughtful book… confounds our expectations of what food writing can be’

            Ruby Tandoh

            ‘Spellbinding and completely unique… made me think about my place in the kitchen in ways I never have before’

            Annie Lord, author of Notes on Heartbreak

            ‘Johnson seeks to restore cooking to its rightful place as a form of knowledge—one through which pleasure, desire, and resistance can be expressed’

            The New Republic

            ‘A welcoming, challenging, original meditation on recipes and their use… bears comparison in style and sometimes philosophy to books by Maggie Nelson, Deborah Levy, Eula Biss, and Claudia Rankine, but is trained on a subject for which we expect the prose of M. F. K. Fisher’

            L. A. Review of Books
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            The village is always on fire.

Men stay away from the kitchens,

take up in outhouses with concrete floors,

while the women – soot in their hair –

initiate the flames into their small routines.

            ‘Untitled’, Sophie Collins

            Poor fool! His food and drink are not of earth.

            ‘Prologue in Heaven’, Faust,

Goethe, trans. Anna Swanwick

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue in the Kitchen

         

         I tried to write about cooking, but I wrote a hot red epic.

         Not sea spray on my skin, but sauce spattering from a pan. The heat of small fires. Tying and untying my apron strings. A recipe that is both the ship that carries me and the hot red sea. In this book, I tell the complicated story of cooking for ten or more years in ten or more kitchens. I tell of the people I encounter, whose desires and refusals rewrite the recipe a thousand times. I tell of what I have learnt.

         The contents of this book might have vanished unrecorded – cooked and eaten and washed up, leaving no trace. Documenting what I do in the kitchen can feel like the task of recording almost nothing. But it is the nothing that I am doing, and do almost every day, and have been doing every day for over a decade. It is the nothing that has been part of almost every social interaction of my life as an adult and through which I have come to know almost all the people I love. It is the nothing through which I have been sustained and transformed.

         Ten years or more learning to think and to cook unfold in separate spaces, officially at least. I am taught that the work of critical thinking takes place outside of the kitchen, and that cooking in domestic space is not connected to the endeavour of serious thought. It is an exclusion that has limited the shape of our ideas: an imaginative drought, a half-light. If food and thinking coincide, it is in an image of men who have been served dinner, talking face-to-face over the table.

         Slowly I realize that when I cook, I am also researching the relationship between the body and language, between self and other; I am learning how to think against a rationalist and patriarchal history of knowledge. This book is a document of that realization: a text that allows cooking into the frame of critical enquiry and in which critical enquiry is shaped by cooking. This does not mean exchanging the kitchen for the library; my clothes must become spattered with oil.

         In this book I think about how I wear an apron, use a knife and apply heat with the same attention I apply to the world outside the kitchen. I think about cooking without glossing over its complexity such as I have experienced it. This is an epic of desire, of dancing, of experiments in embodiment and transformative encounters with other people. I want to blow up the kitchen and rebuild it to cook again, critically alert, seeking pleasure and revelation.

         Recipe for beginning an epic:

         Begin the epic by summoning a body. It will take some effort, so a pumpkin or similar may help. Then decide how to clothe yourself for what lies ahead, and how to dismantle the traps you will encounter on your journey.

      

   


   
      
         
            Apron Strings

         

         I begin on the sofa unable to find a reason to get up; I am rescued by a pumpkin and by apron strings.

         AUGUST 2018

         9.15 a.m.

         On the sofa and I can’t get up. I call you to tell you that I cannot write, and you tell me how I’ve got up off the sofa before and spoon my sentences back to me, reheated. And there’s the pumpkin over there, curing on the sunny windowsill. The grazes on its skin from the rough paving outside have hardened and scarred over, a protective dressing: auto-amour.

         9.27 a.m.

         In the kitchen I look at my knives. I take the heaviest in my hand and let its weight drop onto the green exterior of the pumpkin that I’ve placed on the wooden chopping board. It is very hard, difficult to cut. I grip the handle firmly and push down, flexing my biceps. The blade slices through the flesh suddenly, shockingly. Each piece rocks back on the board, bright orange.

         7.18 p.m.

         I put on an apron and stand one leg on the grey-veneer IKEA coffee table. The table is in front of a large mirror that hangs behind the sofa and I look at myself. I feel like I am planting a flag on a mountain, big dick energy; I take a photograph. Underneath the apron, which I am wearing tied tight and close to my body so it resists my expanding chest as I breathe, are baggy trousers and a men’s short-sleeved shirt. After looking at the photo on the phone screen I return to the kitchen and melt a sliver of blue cheese into double cream and check on the pumpkin.

         7.59 p.m.

         Back on the sofa. Soft now, the orange pumpkin slices fan out on the white plate. Blue cream partly covers them like sheets sliding off a bed.

         
            *

         

         Do you have positive feelings about aprons?

         
            Yes and no.

            Strings!

         

         The erotics of tying my apron strings, tightly. I prefer aprons made from pliable cotton cloth. After experimentation I find I need fabric soft enough to wrap round my body and then bind it, an embrace for which stiffer fabrics won’t do. I fold up a little of the lower half of the apron to make a corset and pull the strings taut, cinching in. As I cook, the dig of strings into my skin reminds me to keep thinking with my body. Strings under tension bring me back here again here again here again, now again, now.

         Long ago, tying an apron felt like tying myself up (and not in a way I would have chosen). Aprons are still threaded through with the image of ‘natural’ feminine destiny, the kind that makes me uncomfortable, that makes me feel like running away.

         
            Cut your apron strings!

         

         I find pleasure in the movement between masculine and feminine. A perpetual undoing. Clothes underneath constrained by the apron ties on top. I need to occupy more than one position at the same time, to construct a superposition of both and neither and then something else too, an opening elsewhere. I find myself in the unresolved movement between different gendered styles. An outfit that is always undoing itself is the best one for me and for my enquiries in the kitchen.

         My apron strings return me to my body in the ways I want them to – a binding I have chosen to play with – they maintain the possibility of both, and, and…

         here I am!

         I’ve been here in the kitchen for ten years or more –

         
            
               tying and untying the strings

               wearing an apron and making it disappear

               at the same time,

               trying to weave a different kind of apron

            

         

         The illusion of essentialized gender shatters for me before I am familiar with the language that dismantles the concept; I feel it. The impulse to break up a sentence in which I cannot see myself and which cannot accommodate the ways I want to move my shoulders. Then philosopher Judith Butler gives me the words to describe my untying, of gender as ‘an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts… bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds’. (Judith Butler) And it feels even better and my joy intensifies and I dance dance dance in the kitchen reciting these words.

         Gender is an embodied style, for me at least. Again and again, I untie the strings, and retie them, differently. It takes some practice, some years, but I develop a method for tying that is also an untying, for wearing my apron so that I am not dressing for my own erasure –

         
            THE VOICE OF THE APRON IS OURS,

            (after Patricia Klindienst Joplin)

            sweats and works and thinks and wants,

            has a body

            apron is an apron is an apron is an apron

            (after Gertrude Stein)

         

         When I cut through the pumpkin my body comes alive. Muscles flex my knife in my hand I feel macho, displaying machismo like the arm-wrestling sailors in Jean Paul Gaultier perfume adverts. I think about the gleaming camp of oil-slicked biceps, their tight t-shirts straining over their muscles and the tight apron strings straining over my chest, the cut halves of pumpkin on the wooden board a sign I have won this match. The pleasure and the difficulty of this physicality, of this work.

         
            What I am doing in this apron is not what you think I am doing

            in this apron.

            I have been trying to say something about Being in the kitchen,

            it isn’t easy:

         

         Over ten years or more I return to the apron, to the pan, to the kitchen, again and again in many different kitchens, but it is not repetition, it is insistence. (Gertrude Stein)

         
            Holding a critical position and tasting the sauce, now that’s quantum physics!

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Semiotics of the Kitchen

         

         In the kitchen

         In the rough waters between Scylla and Charybdis between a rock and a hard place

         
            between holding a critical position and tasting the sauce,

            there are a lot of questions.

         

         In the kitchen I am standing in between Martha Rosler and Nigella Lawson. Criticism and pleasure enter together, holding hands.

         On one side, Martha Rosler –

         The artist Martha Rosler makes the argument that a woman might simply become an extension of a whisk, and demonstrates this in the film Semiotics of the Kitchen.

         On the other side, Nigella Lawson –

         The writer and TV-food-celebrity/icon Nigella Lawson makes the argument that women (and everyone else) should pleasure themselves with what they can produce with a whisk and demonstrates this on television.

         
            *

         

         I tell someone that I am thinking about the kitchen, and she tells me about the artist Martha Rosler and her video, Semiotics of the Kitchen. I find it on YouTube and watch: the video begins with a shot of Martha Rosler holding up a sign on a chalkboard that says ‘Semiotics of the Kitchen’. Then, slowly, the camera zooms out to show her standing in front of a refrigerator and an oven. It’s a modern, electrified kitchen. It is 1975. Rosler puts down the sign and I see that she’s wearing a black polo neck. Her hair is worn loose. She picks up an apron and puts it over her clothes. She takes her time fastening it with a button behind her neck and then with a string around her waist and then she says:

         
            ‘Apron’

         

         Rosler does not make any gestures of welcome, which I find interesting and unusual. Her voice is firm, and it is negative. There is no charm, no musicality in her tone. She is not welcoming me, and she is not hosting me in this kitchen. ‘Bowl’ comes next, and she picks up a metal mixing bowl and mimes a stirring action. Rosler works her way through the alphabet in this way, picking up an object, making a gesture, saying its name. Her semiotics of the kitchen begins with putting on an apron: dressing appropriately. It is a garment to wear when using kitchen implements, which give specified movements to the apron-wearer. The implements Rosler picks up make shapes out of her body: they implement her to their purpose in the kitchen. She becomes secondary, the engine that drives the tools. A is first in the alphabet, and also A is for Apron, an article of clothing to be worn in the kitchen at the beginning of a day’s work.

         
            ‘They say it is love’ (Silvia Federici)

         

         In Wages Against Housework, published in 1975, the femin ist Marxist theorist Silvia Federici argues that housework is not seen as work because it is considered an expression of love. Federici articulates beautifully how domestic work like cooking is a double bind of work that cannot be consented to or refused as work, because of its status as non-work.

         
            When I read this I feel wild,

                                                    that, through its definition as a gendered expression of love, cooking (among other forms of domestic labour performed both inside and outside the home) is often not properly viewed as work, as labour. I think of how people, and women in particular, are often encouraged to prepare food joyfully and ‘instinctively’, without breaking sweat or showing signs of fatigue or complaint.

         

         The status of cooking as ‘non-work’ makes it difficult for those doing it to be seen as workers who might refuse to cook at all, who might do it without a reassuring performance of joy, who might gather and strike, or demand an end to zero-hours contracts and low pay, or demand a universal basic income that recognizes the labour of social reproduction… Who might also disentangle cooking from their very Being so that they can occupy a critical, or enquiring position towards it. Who might at some point cook for their own reasons, or for love of their own body – rather than exclusively to serve the appetites of others, or for someone else’s accumulation of capital to the detriment of their own lives.

         The continued status of domestic work as barely-work or unskilled work is reflected in the fact that cooking and cleaning and caring are among the most poorly paid and precarious forms of labour in capitalist societies. Low-paid and unpaid domestic work makes it possible to keep wages down in other jobs.

         
            To successfully exploit gendered labour, try using love!

         

         After reading Federici, I realize that what shocks me about Martha Rosler’s video is that she drains the kitchen scenario of love, or rather, the performance of love as part of her labour. By refusing to perform ‘happiness’, Rosler shows the viewer that this is ordinarily also part of the job. ‘More smiles? More money.’ (Federici) Smiling is the work that conceals the work: without it, we realize that it is all work. The movements of Rosler’s body in Semiotics of the Kitchen are jerky and mechanical, as if she is an automaton. There is none of the gladness of 1970s American cookery shows. The happy housewife has become a knife, a fork, a juicer, a tenderizer…

         
            ‘We are shelves, we are / Tables’ (Sylvia Plath)

         

         Her body speaks with the grammar of a food-making assembly-line except that, eerily, there is no food. Rosler’s knife doesn’t slice a carrot, she makes a stabbing motion like the shadow in the shower scene of Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. The blunting effect of domestication is reversed in that moment, and I am reminded that kitchen utensils contain within them the potential to become weapons. Rosler’s performance becomes a demonstration of how to use them. Kitchen workers are always-already-fully-armed with knives and fire and the skills to poison…

         
            ‘So many of us!’ (Plath)

         

         Rosler isn’t making dinner, she’s summoning viewers to smash patriarchy and capitalism with a wooden meat tenderizer!

         At the end of the alphabet Rosler uses her knife to slash the letter Z through the air like Zorro the masked liberator. Then she folds her arms and stands still. She has completed the Semiotics of the Kitchen. But there is something more, something after Z. Rosler’s knife cut the fabric of the kitchen, letting in some light: she shrugs.

         Rosler’s shrug comes from elsewhere, from beyond the frame of the semiotics of the kitchen. It’s not the gesture of a woman whose movements are determined by kitchen implements. Rosler’s shrug might be the de-alienation of her body, a display of her self-expression, disinterest, ambivalence. The shrug does not display a love of service; it is a useless, almost playful movement. It is unproductive and a refusal of progress-towards-dinner. In another light, Rosler’s shrug is as useful as a stick of dynamite. The possibility of something more than unconsented-to work cloaked in the performance of love.

         Labours of love that cannot be refused will eventually taste of pain and fury (even if they are exquisite and delicious).

         
            The secret ingredient is solidarity!

         

         
            *

         

         In her memoir The Gastronomical Me, published in 1943, American food writer M.F.K. Fisher describes Ora, the woman employed to cook for her family. Ora makes food ‘exciting and new and delightful’ for Fisher and her sister when they are children. Fisher exclaims, ‘There are little stars, all made of pie crust! They have seeds on them! Oh, how beautiful! How good!’ Ora is even frugal and her exceptional food costs no more than that made by blander cooks. However, the dreamy, poetic voice of Ora’s cooking – her pie crust looks up at the stars – is a transgression of her class position in the eyes of Fisher’s grandmother, who takes pleasure in expressing her hatred freely. In response to her children’s delight, Fisher’s mother repeats learned cruelty and tells them not to speak of Ora’s food, ‘especially when the cook could hear them’. Fisher’s mother and grandmother try to keep Ora from knowing her own power, which so explicitly undermines the class hierarchy that divides them. Loyalty to their own class trumps a sense of solidarity with other women. They try to silence the children’s uninhibited enthusiasm for Ora’s cooking.

         But Fisher covertly observes Ora’s exquisite knife skills which transform meat, vegetables and herbs into forms that change their flavour. Ora does everything with her beloved knife, ‘as if it were part of her hand’. She is in command of her knife (if little else). Fisher’s Grandmother recognizes its power; she says it is a ‘wicked affectation to have a “French” knife and take it everywhere as if it were alive, and spend all the spare time polishing and sharpening it’. Ora commits suicide with her perfectly sharp French knife.

         
            Oppression sours the milk!

            Open a tin of tuna and make yourself a sandwich. Maybe the cook would rather be running down a hill, or driving very fast, or lying very still.

         

         Who cares if a cook makes the most delicious food if the conditions in which they work are exploitative? Who does that serve?

         
            *

         

         Contestants on TV chef competitions often cite dishes cooked by their mother or grandmother as inspiration. They are encouraged to do so by producers in themed episodes. The food cooked by these women is often described as being ‘made with love’, though this adulation is often accompanied by a comment about its simplicity. The cooks, their emotions and the food are reduced to caricature – there is an image of loving hands preparing the dish, of emotion flowing through the body into a mixing bowl or frying pan. In this narrative, which seems to blight every reference to mother/grandmother cooking in popular British culture, the cook is pure of heart and uncomplaining. Such dream images are deployed by advertisements for gravy granules, pre-made sauces and frozen roast potatoes in which the cook producing the food radiates uncomplicated love. The phrase ‘cooking with love’ is used to avoid thinking about the cook and the specificity of her life.

         
            What is a cook’s life?

         

         When the cook works in conditions so bad that they must go on strike, then people are discouraged from thinking about how a cook’s feelings are translated into food. Or if a cook in a domestic setting is cooking when they really do not want to but feel they have no choice, then her emotions are not considered a desirable seasoning. Then there is the fallacy of a cook without a history, without feeling, or body, or voice.

         Unromancing and complicating the kitchen is clarifying and helpful. I am grateful to Martha Rosler, to Silvia Federici, to Ora the cook.

         
            *

         

         But I do not have answers to all of my questions. For example, there is no food in Semiotics of the Kitchen. Perhaps this absence is necessary. Rosler refuses viewers the visual pleasure of food and the image of the happy housewife in the kitchen and this is what allows us to see work in the kitchen as work. As Sara Ahmed notes, ‘Happiness can work to cover over unhappiness, in part by covering over its causes.’ The figure of the loving cook feeding us gladly is part of what Rosler and Federici dismantle. No single cook, theorist, writer, or artwork can answer every question in the kitchen, there is always room for another –

         Now…

         
            I am hungry!

         

         Nigella smiles to the camera in a pristine kitchen. She wears a pink, twinset-style button-up cardigan. She strokes and pats gleaming implements with the tips of her fingers. She walks downstairs in a satin dressing gown and spoons dessert into her mouth in a dimly lit kitchen. When I am young, I think that Nigella on TV binds the act of cooking to a nostalgic image of the ‘Woman in the Kitchen’.

         
            Get the hell out of the kitchen!

         

         (‘Get the hell out of the kitchen’ is what Harriet Lerner, the prominent American clinical psychologist, feminist psychoanalytic theorist and writer said she thought women needed to do to become liberated from men – before she realized that structural oppression was the real problem when she encountered it.)

         In the early 2000s when I am at school there is Ally McBeal and Sex and the City and Buffy the Vampire Slayer on the TV. The message in popular culture is that domestic tasks are antithetical to women’s liberation. It is a time of ‘aspiration’ and New Labour Blairite politics. I attend a large local comprehensive school in a rural area and grow up in a white middle-class family. Cookery class at school is called ‘Food Technology’ and we do more paperwork than cooking. In the prevailing discourse of success and failure, failure to leave the kitchen is framed as failure for women.

         
            Make everything professional!

         

         Our school gets some shiny new buildings funded by government schemes. Up, up, and away! The message is: go to university, get a ‘high-powered’ office job in a city and be a success. It is a weird political moment where everyone is supposed to ‘strive’ and become a lawyer or an entrepreneur and then somehow poverty will no longer exist.

         The literature we study at my high school is full of white bourgeois women in domestic nightmares, their lives shaped by theories about their mental fragility or ‘natural’ suitability to forms of labour that exclude them from intellectual life. So, when I see the cover of Nigella’s book How to Be a Domestic Goddess in 2000, just as I am encountering feminist literature for the first time at school, the title resonates with words we are learning like ‘pedestal’ and ‘repression’, ‘binary’ and ‘traditional roles’. I am wary of an invitation to relish domesticity.

         Nigella’s use of possessive pronouns unsettles me, too. My chocolate cake, my quick pasta, my upmarket mushy peas. They are all declared delicious. To my young eyes these bold declarations about one’s own cookery are uncomfortable. The possessive pronouns come across as boastful, greedy, even immodest. But eventually it dawns on me that I flinch from Nigella’s on-screen display of both her own joy in her creations, and her culinary knowledge, because of internalized misogyny (when I learn what this means). And later on, I find a more radical potential in Nigella’s language and food.

         
            
               
	My 
            
                        
                        	a claim to authorship, an insistence on naming





         

         A public refusal to allow her labour in the kitchen to be exploited and plundered like some kind of natural resource, for free, and unacknowledged. She claims her own labour. Nigella often credits her sources or inspirations, but she is not afraid to name and describe her own authorial intervention into the development of a recipe that she shares with her audience. The unnamed quickly becomes forgotten and unarchived.

         
            
               
	My 
            
                        
                        	finger dipped in whipped cream





         

         Nigella prioritizes her own pleasure; this shocks me. She tells her audience that she is cooking for her own reasons. It takes me a long time to understand that a significant aspect of my fear of Nigella has to do with her overt claim to pleasure both in her writing and on TV. She will not trivialize pleasure or pretend it’s not foremost in her mind. She is telling me and you that we are worthy of pleasure and should prioritize it, too. She wants us to cook so that we can find the way to our own hearts through our stomachs. Nigella encourages readers and viewers to refuse the abjection of their bodies. Pleasure is the baseline. These are hard messages to hear if you have been taught to unhear them.

         When I watch Nigella on TV now, I see her differently than I did at high school. A journal entry from 1st December 2020 documents my attempt to describe all that is going on as Nigella serves herself a dish from her book Cook, Eat, Repeat:

         
            Watching Nigella last night as she serves herself lemon and elderflower pudding, it occurs to me that she gives the viewer permission to have a body. After describing the pudding she has taken out of the oven – ‘crisp and golden’, ‘springy’, ‘squidgy’ – and drizzling it lavishly with elderflower cordial and lemon juice, she says, ‘I’m going to give myself a bit of the corner,’ as she looks down at it. Then there’s a pause as she looks back at the viewer, fully facing the camera and says, ‘a bit of everything actually.’ Then she scoops three large wobbling spoons of pudding into her bowl. Not only one more spoon than the corner, but two. The repetition of serving herself more, not once, but twice, makes it a helping that is three times the size of the corner she begins with. The three servings give the performance the quality of ritual, of a spell. Each spoon of pudding strengthens the spell. It is as if Nigella banishes the cursed apparition of a disapproving look. With each spoon she rids herself of a layer of inhibition and comes closer to expressing her true appetite, her true power. Then, as if to seal the effect of her spell, Nigella pours enough double cream over the pudding to half-fill the bowl, takes it away and eats it, alone. I am reminded of Susan Sontag’s ‘be bold be bold be bold!’, said not once, but three times in an address to young women graduates. Three times to make it stick. The bad thing is not going to happen if you give yourself three helpings of pudding, if you let yourself exist.

         

         Nigella encourages contemporary audiences to desire, to cook, to eat; to demand more than mere subsistence.
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