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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


DIGESTING RECIPES


Digesting Recipes switches beautifully between questions of genre, language, art and meaning. Susannah Worth thinks carefully and fruitfully about feminist arguments relating to art history and domesticity in particular, with sensitivity and great insight. Her sparkling prose is smooth and engaging, with fresh readings of some by-now classic feminist artworks as well as more recent and obscure pieces. Her focus is acute and laser-like, moving with ease between politics, history and aesthetics. The format of the piece – presented as courses of a meal – is ingenious and highly successful, allowing the inclusion of an interview, short critical entries, readings of specific artworks, an excellent cookbook bibliography, and so on.


Nina Power, author of One-Dimensional Woman


This is a wonderful book. As with the most seemingly casual of chefs, such acute intuition comes as the result of a great deal of work and a complete understanding of materials. The range of sources is expansive, and across many disciplines, and they are handled with confidence and an easy familiarity. As with many dishes, the simple things are the most difficult to achieve well, as there is no means of hiding bad ingredients or poor method. Neither is found here; indeed, good ideas, well presented are to be found on every page. This is a work that somehow manages to be both well done and rare.


Jeremy Millar, artist and writer


Food and hunger have long been recurrent themes in my own work. But I am not the only one! We are all hungry for guidance and recipes and instructions which make it easier for us to get out of bed in the morning, easier for us to swallow the media’s news, National Enquirer’s fibs, easier for us to face our aging faces and IT-ed minds. Thankfully, Susannah Worth’s book, Digesting Recipes, helps to get us to the truth of ART+LIFE.


Linda Mary Montano, performance artist and author of Art in Everyday Life, Performance Artists Talking in the Eighties, Letters from Linda M. Montano, Mildred’s Death and You Too Are A Performance Artist


Susannah Worth sifts and pares the familiar genre of the recipe so that we might better appreciate how politically calorific this bearer of cultural codes really is. The manifold approach of Digesting Recipes to an apparently singular subject is invigorating, its visual art and literary leanings enriching. At a time when competitive leisure cooking, not to mention eating, saturates the television, the high street and the more prosaic channels of the brain, the book performs the important job of reestablishing critical and historical perspectives onto a quotidian authoritarian form.


Sally O’Reilly, writer of The Body in Contemporary Art (World of Art)


Digesting Recipes takes an off-beat and highly refreshing postmodern look at cookbooks as markers of cultural identity. Recipes, it makes clear, are far more than cooking directions. After reading this, I have a whole new appreciation for what recipes can tell us about the deeper meanings of modern society.


Marion Nestle, Professor of nutrition, food studies, and public health at New York University and author of What to Eat
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A toast to my grandmothers: wonderful women, terrible cooks




Start first begin take put chop roughly chop finely chop prepare cut ready boil remove float drain singe sear slice trim snip tie cook overcook steam broil soak grill char chargrill fry deep-fry flash-fry pan-fry cover sprinkle splash reduce mix plunge knead stir thicken place preheat steep sieve wash add blanch whip chill put to decorate flavour braise season clean empty pour dry pour over skewer brown skim simmer purée cube dice peel peel off mash strain heat make surround press melt separate beat tip tap reserve set aside roll roll up roll out unroll cover drain bring to a boil shell put aside set aside pound wet moisten smoke singe roast poach bake bone crush grind layer oil grease flatten shake flip beat toast skin flour paint marinate wipe keep break scramble inject pluck stuff blend allow to cool snare salt baste sift form wrap divide drain drain off evaporate spread stick grate refrigerate double run a knife core scoop scrape substitute repeat mould unmould shape plait ice fold brush squeeze shave score whisk cool chill form halve scatter pipe crumble dot pulse pulp return warm dissolve cream rinse bring together work caramelise coat wrap measure sweat process open wait pull scald smear rub throw in pop tap empty whiz sew slash scale gut hang grab snip angle a blade crack start lift lower make sure test taste top dollop uncover draw away tilt transfer butter scramble combine allow to cool drizzle make a well quarter split tear rip pile toss griddle barbecue lay soften turn turn on turn up turn down turn over turn out turn off microwave defrost freeze rest dip break ladle swirl sauté flambé top and tail dry-roast pick invert shake reheat continue fill adjust stew blitz discard top up line bake blind press down pat dry par-boil shred spoon spoon over trickle blacken incorporate knock-up check shuck sizzle sit fillet pickle store thread twist up stone seed load seal liquidize prick glaze deglaze dress heap present plate up arrange stack accompany dust garnish finish serve




Introductions




‘Let’s open a dictionary to the words “Potential Literature”. We find absolutely nothing. Annoying lacuna. What follows is intended, if not to impose a definition, at least to propose a few remarks, simple hors d’oeuvres meant to assuage the impatience of the starving multitudes until the arrival of the main dish.’


—François le Lionnais


La LiPo: Le Premiere Manifeste (1962)


‘I want to be there in the kitchen with you; my words are merely my side of the conversation I imagine we might have.’


—Nigella Lawson


Nigella Bites (2001)





In 2001, Professor David Warburton, head of psychology at Reading University, announced the discovery of a new disorder which he termed Kitchen Performance Anxiety (KPA). Symptoms include mental block, distraction, sensitivity to noise and onlookers, as well as rapid heart rate, difficulty in breathing, nausea and headaches. He attributed the occurrence of Kitchen Performance Anxiety to the high standards set by Jamie Oliver’s effortlessly sun-touched antipasti, Nigella Lawson’s languorous linguine and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s authentic rustic River Cottage rough-puff pastry pies. As these celebrities dance their way through immaculately choreographed renditions of finely rehearsed recipes, they are apparently leaving trails of nauseous mageirocophobes in their wake.


Food has always been of enough importance to warrant a host of associated anxieties: disordered eating, anorexia, bulimia, diet obsession and comfort eating; the display of wealth and good taste, social aspiration and ‘keeping up with the Joneses’; as well as religious and cultural rules, rituals and taboos. In The Raw and the Cooked (1964) Claude Lévi-Strauss related these two conditions of food (raw and cooked, or prepared) to states of nature and culture, and Mary Douglas explored food taboos in her influential book Purity and Danger (1966). Beyond the field of anthropology, scholarly interest in food, cooking and eating has developed within and across a range of disciplines, including history, sociology, philosophy, economics and more, all sharing concerns with the commonplace daily realities and the probing, wide-ranging insights that food studies can provide. In addition, there is a burgeoning strand of interest in the subject from a feminist perspective and in many ways food is always a feminist issue, or at least a gendered one.


Food can bring people together and create unity across cultural boundaries, but it is also a marker of contemporary society’s stark disparities. Even on a news day when bombs have detonated at a marathon race in Boston; a 7.8 magnitude earthquake has struck the Iran-Pakistan border; and Margaret Thatcher’s controversially extravagant funeral is less than 24 hours away, the 5th most viewed item on the Guardian website is about cake, and the 13th is about the relative merits of tinned food.1 Food is in fashion, a middle-class obsession, dominating prime-time television, premium publishing and glossy weekend supplements. So-called ‘post-feminist’ blogs chant ‘I am woman, hear me whisk.’2 Meanwhile, unusual inventories are reported at protests against sexism and rape in Egypt: ‘As the march sets off, the women hold knives high in the air, along with more novel weapons—sticks, wooden spoons, vegetable peelers, meat tenderisers—as if they’d marched en masse out of the kitchens of Cairo ready to tenderise the hell out of this patriarchal police state.’3


Digesting Recipes sits within this broad field of interest, focussing on the recipe as a metaphor, and as a form of writing. Examples come from published cookbooks and from visual art, predominantly with a concern for feminist approaches. The nature of the recipe has been explored elsewhere in the context of magazines and literature, but far less so in art.4 The case studies here are presented chronologically from post-war to now. Culinary and artistic examples are mostly drawn from the UK and USA, intentionally not respecting national boundaries so as to not falsify cultural ones, especially in the fields of art, food and feminism, where shared influences run deep.


The significance of cookbooks within western culture should not be underestimated. Their value as cultural documents and as works of literature has been well stated. Following the Gutenberg Bible in the 1450s, cookbooks were next on the printing block, with the Boke of Kervynge (Book of Carving) printed around 1508. Fast-forward to the 1980s and the persisting value of the cookbook is borne out by the USENET Cookbook. For this early experiment in pre-internet electronic publishing, Brian Reid has explained his rationale in choosing culinary content: ‘I wanted to start a periodical that could be distributed electronically, that would use computers for every aspect of its production and distribution process, that would be on a topic of wide enough interest that I could get subscribers in as many countries as possible, and that was on a topic that I would find sufficiently interesting to be able to maintain interest in it long enough to get substantial experience. The obvious topic was cookery.’5


Abigail Dennis has written succinctly on the history of cookbooks ‘From Apicius to Gastroporn’ (2008), and Anne Willan takes the reader on an illustrated browse through her own personal collection from antiquity to the 19th century in The Cookbook Library: Four Centuries of the Cooks, Writers, and Recipes That Made the Modern Cookbook (2012). The Cookbook Book (2014) by Florian Böhm and Annahita Kamali is a celebration of cookbook design over the last 100 years. Nicola Humble’s Culinary Pleasures: Cookbooks and the Transformation of British Food offers incredibly rich detail on the subject, from Mrs Beeton to ‘Now’ (it was published in 2005), and Janet Theophano has addressed the subject of cookbooks with a North American focus, using cookbooks as primary resources allowing historical insight into the private sphere in Eat My Words: Reading Women’s Lives Through the Cookbooks They Wrote (2002). Her approach is autobiographical, attempting to reconstruct these lives by reading in between the lines of ingredients and recipes. While broader cultural and social implications can be drawn from these readings, it can be limiting to narrow our view of these women’s lives to the domestic sphere. Indeed any study in this area could be criticised for demarcating women’s worlds along the same lines that feminism has fought to trample.


In 1989, Susan J Leonardi published an article in the Modern Language Association journal (PMLA) entitled ‘Recipes for Reading: Summer Pasta, Lobster à la Riseholme, and Key Lime Pie’. In it she provides recipes for these dishes and then examines the act and implications of giving them, particularly in the context of an academic journal. Leonardi argues for a poetics of the recipe, using it as an example of embedded discourse and comparing its literal result to a kind of reproductive (and therefore gendered) function. Towards the end of the essay she confesses her anxiety to the reader: ‘Do I erode my credibility with male academics in cooking, cookbooks and recipes?’6 Presumably the question would also apply to female academics.


With an expanded approach to the recipe form, as viewed through the frame of artworks that can be read as critical and feminist, the subject addressed here is one of great breadth and reach. The recipe genre is an alluring field, not only because women cooks and writers have played an equal part in its production, but also for its lack of an exclusive (and exclusively male) canon of ‘greats.’ Women artists have frequently been attracted to video and performance for similar reasons and it is surely no coincidence that these mediums feature most often in the essays that follow. The kitchen is a stage on which to follow the scripts which dictate men and women’s models of behaviour, and in turn a platform from which to critique them.


The long and productive relationship between food and performance has been traced in ‘Playing to the Senses: Food as a Performance Medium’ (1999) by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, who argues that the two converge at three conceptual junctures: firstly as an action or procedure to be executed; secondly as a behaviour indicative of, say, habit, custom, law or ritual; and thirdly as show or spectacle.7 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett goes on to point out that: ‘While we eat to satisfy hunger and nourish our bodies, some of the most radical effects occur precisely when food is dissociated from eating and eating from nourishment. Such dissociations produce eating disorders, religious experiences, culinary feats, sensory epiphanies, and art.’8 The rejection of food—or at least the rejection of appetising or even edible food—is one strategy of opposition that features in the works discussed here. Often it is the familiarity and comfort associated with these quotidian, domestic subjects that makes their overhaul such a powerful statement.


John Langshaw Austin proposed the term ‘performative’ in a series of lectures given at Oxford (1951–54) and Harvard (1955) which came together in How to Do Things with Words. He presented his idea of performative utterances as ‘speech acts’; in other words that by saying something, we do something. The most straightforward examples are phrases like ‘I promise,’ ‘I nominate,’ ‘I sentence you,’ or ‘I pronounce you.’ Austin’s term was recently dusted down in Dorothea von Hantelmann’s How to Do Things with Art (2010), in which the author attempted to rescue ‘performative’ from its slump towards ‘performance-like,’ and reinstate its value as meaning ‘reality-producing.’ In this sense, the term is of immense value when considering the recipe as a script for action and transformation.


If the recipe is a script or set of instructions to be acted upon or performed, then it necessarily demands an active reader. This is an idea integral to the kind of reception theory which writer and Oulipo member Harry Mathews has proposed: ‘The writer must take care to do no more than supply the reader with the materials and (as we often say nowadays) the space to create an experience. That is all the creating that takes places: of writer and reader, the reader is the only creator. This is how reading can be defined: an act of creation for which the writer provides the means.’9 Whether in mind or matter, the dish will be completed by the reader. Perhaps for this reason, Mathews was drawn to the recipe on more than one occasion. In the verbosely titled ‘Country Cooking from Central France: Roast Boned Rolled Stuffed Shoulder of Lamb (Farce Double)’, first published in literary magazine Antaeus, no.29, circa 1980, he presents a fiction in the guise of a seductively grandiloquent recipe, stretching to over 5,000 words. The recipe includes an insistence upon marinading a whole lamb for five or six days, helpful asides such as that ‘access to a cow is a blessing,’ and seemingly endless specialist ingredients, including ‘chaste, a fish peculiar to the mountain lakes of Auvergne.’10 It was his writerly engagement with the recipe that caught the attention of Georges Perec and the Oulipo group, as Mathews explained in an interview in 2007: ‘I had unwittingly written some purely Oulipian pieces. One of them was excruciatingly hard to do: I took two texts, Keats’s La Belle Dame Sans Merci and a cauliflower recipe from a Julia Child cookbook. I made a list of the vocabularies in each piece and I rewrote the poem using the vocabulary of the recipe and vice versa… When I first visited the Oulipo, I told them about this. And what I had thought had been a shameful, secret habit was, to them, perfectly fine.’11
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