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Abstract: 

This article argues that Australian food writing can be assessed in literary terms. It 
profiles a number of prominent food writers who, alongside being popular and 
producing content of significance, are also admired for their quality of their writing. 
While a number of food writers have won acclaim specifically due to the literary 
quality of their writing, this is a relatively new way of assessing Australian food writing 
and examples of writers in the Australian context are profiled. This provides not only 
another way to read, understand and evaluate these food writing texts, but is also a 
means by which this popular, important and creative form of writing can be more 
closely integrated into the practice, teaching and research of non-fiction writing. 
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Introduction: considering the significance of food writing  

The popularity of food writing is often noted in the press (see, for instance, Hughes 
2010, Broadfield 2011, Orr 2012) and increasingly in scholarship (Bonner 2005, 
Brien 2008, 2010a), with readership and sales figures quoted as evidence. This 
popularity can be evidenced in surprising ways, such as when cookbooks were the 
most borrowed category of non-fiction books from US libraries in 2011 (Andriani 
2011). While cookbooks and magazine recipe columns are components of what can 
be called ‘contemporary food writing’, the significant readership of specialist forms 
such as food memoirs (Waxman 2008, Parkes 2009, Brien 2011, 2013) and food blogs 
(Hector & Das 2013, Lofgren 2013) is also often remarked. Kathryn Hughes notes the 
wide variety of subject areas this writing encompasses: ‘you will find food wherever 
you look on the bookshelf – in memoir, biography, popular science, academic 
anthropology, post-colonial studies and, of course, in travel writing’ (2010).  

Others have also made a case for food writing as a significant form of cultural 
production.1 In 2003, Mark Kurlansky posited that food writing is important because 
it offers insights on the impact food has on, and in, our lives:  

Food is about agriculture, about ecology, about man’s relationship with nature, about 
the climate, about nation-building, cultural struggles, friends and enemies, alliances, 
wars, religion. It is about memory and tradition and, at times, even about sex (2003: 1).  

Food writers have often described their own work in these terms of food’s centrality 
in many realms of human activity. John T Edge, director of the Southern Foodways 
Alliance at the University of Mississippi (UM 2012)2, explains in the journal Creative 
Nonfiction why food is fundamental in much of contemporary thinking and, therefore, 
why writing about this subject is important. This ranges from food’s fundamental role 
as sustenance, to the prominent part it plays in commerce, pleasure and health: 

Food is essential to life. It’s arguably our nation’s biggest industry. Food, not sex, is 
our most frequently indulged pleasure. Food – too much, not enough, the wrong kind, 
the wrong frequency – is one of our society’s greatest causes of disease and death 
(Edge 2011). 

In a much-discussed essay published online in 2012, writer Michael Ruhlman – who 
has been called ‘a food poet’ (Kaplan 2005) for his lyrical creative nonfiction 
reportage on the world of professional cookery (1997, 2001, 2006) as well as his lucid 
and elucidating cookbooks – asked the question directly: ‘Is food writing important?’. 
Ruhlman added, ‘No one questions the need to explore string theory and economic 
policy, or asks for justification for art and literature’, but noted that ‘people do 
question the seriousness of writing about food’ (2012). Although arguing that writing 
about what he identified as such an ‘important’ topic should ‘need no justification’, 
Ruhlman continued by elaborating that food writing conveys vital information about 
‘something that is essential to our humanity and our well-being affects all other 
aspects of our lives and our humanity’. He went even further to suggest that, because 
of this wide ranging scope, such food narratives are ‘necessary for our survival’ 
(2012). In her introduction to the anthology American Food Writing, Molly O’Neill 
agrees that food writing is serious writing: ‘a good piece of food writing is never just 
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about the food; it is, among other things, about place and time, desire and satiety, the 
longing for home and the lure of the wider world’ (2007: xxii). 

While many other authors articulate versions of these arguments – tracking food 
writing’s popularity and investigating its significance – this article considers food 
writing as a textual form with literary value. This provides another way to read, 
understand and evaluate these texts and is also a means by which this popular, 
important and creative form of writing can be more closely integrated into the 
practice, teaching and research of non-fiction writing. 

 

Food writing as literature 

In 2009, Australian national radio broadcaster Romana Koval presented a program 
titled ‘The art of food writing’ in her usually serious – even ‘highbrow’ – program on 
literature, The Book Show. In this segment, food writing was discussed as a form of 
literature, with the conversation ranging over such literary elements as voice, theme, 
description, imagery, metaphor and rhythm as well as the training available for those 
wanting to learn and improve their skills in this specialist type of creative writing. 
Koval summarized the focus on her program by reiterating that the value of these 
texts for readers was at least in part in terms of the quality of the writing they 
contained: ‘Is there anything more delicious and sensual than a good meal, eaten in 
good company? Reading about food can be just as divine, just as sensual, if the 
writing’s good’ (2009). 

The following year, acclaimed biographer Kathryn Hughes (1998, 2005) wrote in the 
UK Guardian how, over the previous decade, food writing had moved ‘from kitchen 
to bookshelf’ (2010), that is, had shifted from being purely a source of practical 
cookery advice to literary text. Arguing that the new century had seen ‘a food writing 
renaissance’, Hughes likens the situation to that of travel writing some three decades 
earlier, when authors such as Bruce Chatwin and Paul Theroux brought quality 
writing to their task and, in the process, ‘reanimated the dusty travelogue with high 
style, strong narrative presence and a box of tricks to match any literary novelist’ 
(2010). Hughes asserts that the contemporary British writers who were, in her 
opinion, similarly re-energising food writing owed much to an earlier generation of 
cookbook authors such as Marguerite Patten, Elizabeth David and Jane Grigson. 
These writers not only introduced innovation – ‘nudged the genre into new and 
slightly different shapes’ – they also wrote well, as Hughes poetically describes it, 
‘like greedy angels’. In her conclusion, Hughes clearly pronounces that food writing 
can be considered a part of that body of writing that we refer to as ‘literature’ rather 
than instructional writing: 

Food writing is a literary activity, built upon words, sentences and paragraphs rather 
than flour, butter and eggs. It may refer to the kitchen and the dining room, but it is 
forged in the library and the study … You can appreciate its delicious qualities without 
feeling the least need to pick up a wooden spoon and have a go yourself (2010). 

Hughes finishes by stating that food writing is ‘writing full stop, and the best of it 
does what good writing always does, which is to create an alternative world to the one 
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you currently inhabit’ (2010).3 

For CS Lewis, literature similarly ‘adds to reality, it does not simply describe it’ (qtd. 
in Holmer 1976: 28). Interestingly, Lewis proposes that literature also offers practical 
guidance in navigating that world: ‘enrich[ing] the necessary competencies that daily 
life requires and provides’ (Lewis qtd. in Holmer 1976: 28), a case that can certainly 
be made for food writing. Although Alberto Manguel specifies that books ‘may not 
change our suffering … protect us from evil … tell us what is good or what is 
beautiful, and … certainly not shield us from the common fate of the grave’ (2008: 
231), he recognises literature’s power to transform and, through that ability, to ‘grant 
us myriad possibilities: the possibility of change, the possibility of illumination’ 
(231). These joint ideas of development and illumination lie at the heart of much food 
writing. Other definitions of literature, and especially literary fiction, similarly focus 
on what readers can learn and gain from those texts in terms of the world and their 
place in it. Maya Angelou, for instance, defines literature as that writing which has a 
‘life-giving power ... If I were a young person today, trying to gain a sense of myself 
in the world, I would do that again by reading, just as I did when I was young’ (qtd. in 
Pakan 2013: 1). F Scott Fitzgerald agrees, writing that part of what he called the 
‘beauty’ of literature is how readers ‘discover that your longings are universal 
longings, that you’re not lonely and isolated from anyone. You belong’ (qtd. in 
Graham 1962: 196). This is a common trope in food writing with, for example, Laurie 
Colwin proposing that even the most practical of food writing provides such a sense 
of community and support to its readers: ‘Even at her most solitary, a cook in the 
kitchen is surrounded by generations of cooks past, the advice and menus of cooks 
present, the wisdom of cookbook writers’ (2000: ix). 

In the US, food writing is often analysed as, and alongside, literary texts and is 
regularly classified as ‘gastronomic literature’, ‘culinary literature’ or ‘food literature’ 
in contrast to the more practically focused ‘food writing’ that is commonly used in 
Australia. The work of American food writer MFK Fisher (1908–1992) is often thus 
categorised.4 In 1963, WH Auden declared Fisher one of America’s best writers, 
stating ‘I do not know of anyone in the United States today who writes better prose’ 
(ctd. in Lazar 1992: 22) and dedicating one of his poems to her, ‘Tonight at Seven-
thirty’ (1968), which describes a perfect dinner party5. Angelou has described Fisher’s 
books and articles as ‘cherished by serious lovers of the written word’ (1983: 63) 
while Betty Fussell judges that even Fisher’s recipes are ‘essentially literary’ and 
compares them to the work of Coleridge and Shelley (2005: 65). Fussell explains that 
Fisher’s essays ‘are full of a scholar’s lore and an artist’s quick eye’ (2005: 65) and all 
her food writing was produced to be read and enjoyed as narrative. Fisher herself 
explained that, being born into a fifth generation of journalists, she always saw herself 
as a writer – ‘writing was as natural as sneezing’ (qtd. in Lazar 1992: 82) – and, when 
she discovered that her food writing could be lucrative, wrote to support her family, 
but did not find this an especial chore as she was driven to write anyway (Lazar 1992: 
169–70). Working in the austere environment of wartime shortages, Fisher 
documented the hunger of those years and how it could be sated relatively cheaply in 
How To Cook a Wolf (1944). Fisher also used hunger metaphorically in her work, as 
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she explains in a much-quoted exegetical passage from The Gastronomical Me (first 
published in 1943): 

It seems to me our three basic needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and 
mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the others. So it 
happens that when I write of hunger, I am really writing about love and the hunger for 
it, and warmth and the love of it and the hunger for it … and then the warmth and 
richness and fine reality of hunger satisfied … and it is all one (1948: 2). 

Meryl Rosofsky describes how, in this way, Fisher’s writing addresses the significant 
themes of ‘shortage and plenty, survival and celebration’ and proposes that such works 
of food writing are ‘humanizing forces, sources of comfort, and even acts of 
resistance’ (2004: 47). Another scholar, Allison Carruth, situates Fisher’s work of this 
period (as well as that of Elizabeth David) as part of the modernist project, considering 
both authors’ food writing as constituting ‘an expressly transcultural form of late 
modernism that turns on a cultural divide between austerity and luxury’ (2009: 767) 
and grouping Fisher’s writing with that of Samuel Beckett and Lorine Niedecker in 
terms of importance.  

 

Journalism or literature: the case of Julian Barnes 

Today, moreover, there is increasingly little sense in differentiating between much of 
what could be termed ‘literary’ and what could be described as more ‘journalistic’ 
food writing, either in terms of where that writing is published or its literary value. As 
the American Journalism Review noted in 2004, Western newspapers and magazines 
have for more than a decade now dedicated serious writers to stories about food 
(Brown 2004). This is occurring as rigid definitional boundaries, and career trajectory 
barriers, between fiction and non-fiction continue to break down (although this is not a 
new concept, and has been suggested by many theorists and writers including Mikhail 
Bakhtin in 1981). A prominent example of this blurring in relation to the subject of 
this discussion can be seen when acclaimed fiction writers also turn to food writing. 
As an example, award-winning6 novelist Julian Barnes penned a food column for The 
Guardian newspaper from March to June 2003. His first column, ‘The virtues of 
precision’, revealed in its tagline that this was to be a series on ‘reading, and using, 
cookery books’ (Barnes 2003a) and this theme of literary comment and analysis – 
treating these cookbooks as monographs of writing readers that read, engage with, and 
relate to in certain ways – continues through the series. 

While Barnes stated his ambition in these columns was culinary – to cook nutritious, 
tasty meals and expand the inventory of recipes that he could cook well – what he 
ultimately achieves is food writing that both charts his progress in these areas, but also 
attempts a lively meta-analysis of the language of the recipes he consults in order to 
attempt these culinary feats and the texts he is using to do so. This analysis, moreover, 
focuses on a literary-inflected discussion covering such matters as the role of historical 
and biographical content in writing, and what he identifies as the inexactitude of the 
language sometimes used in cookbooks. What, for instance, asks Barnes, is exactly 
required when cookbook authors ask for such quantities as a lump, slug, drizzle or 
handful of an ingredient. He also queries what the precise difference is between the 
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actions implied by such directions as to chop and to dice. In relation to discussions of 
language and its use, Barnes asks, ‘Why should a word in a recipe be less important 
than a word in a novel? (2003a). He describes how he approaches food narratives as a 
writer, reading 

a new recipe, however straightforward, with old anxieties: words flash at him like stop 
signs. Is this recipe framed in this imprecise way because there is a happy latitude or 
rather, a scary freedom for interpretation; or because the writer isn’t capable of 
expressing him or herself more accurately? (Barnes 2003b). 

In this process, Barnes not only guides readers through the cookbooks he is using, he 
also chronicles his responses to the writers (both contemporary, and those from the 
recent as well as more distant past) who please and delight, as well as those who annoy 
and frustrate, him as a cook and as a reader. About Jane Grigson, he thus writes 
approvingly of her prose style: 

Her authorial mode is that of a very well-informed friend who has confidence in your 
ability at the stove. She is historical, anecdotal, personal where it is relevant … but 
mainly she subsumes herself into her subject. She is scholarly without being dry, 
generous without being subservient (Barnes 2003c). 

Barnes’ columns were rapidly shifted, moreover, from the ephemerality of newspaper 
publication to more lasting format when they were collected and published as a book 
titled A Pedant in the Kitchen later in 2003 (Barnes 2003d). The book attracted an 
immediate and enduring readership. With a first print run of 15,000 copies in 
hardback, the volume was republished in a paperback edition in 2004 and then 
translated into German in 2004, French in 2005 and Spanish in 2006, before being 
reissued in hardback again almost a decade later in 2012. This is despite the columns 
being archived and available through the Guardian website. The Pedant in the Kitchen 
volume was widely and positively reviewed with, understandably, given its author’s 
literary credentials, as much attention paid to Barnes’ language and expression as the 
text’s culinary content. Matthew Fort thus profiles Barnes’ comical exaggeration and 
comic inversion, as well as describing his writing as executed with ‘limpid lucidity 
and elegance’ (2003: 15), while Helen Greenwood similarly focuses on his wit (2003: 
12). The title of Emily Bearn’s interview with Barnes about the book drew a 
connection between his fiction and food writing, ‘From Flaubert to flambe’ (2003), as 
did Max Davidson’s review in the Sunday Telegraph (London), ‘Flaubert’s carrots’ 
(2003: 15), both referencing his novel Flaubert’s Parrot that was shortlisted for the 
Booker Prize in 1984 and won the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize the following year. 
Lisa Markwell states that A Pedant in the Kitchen, which she calls a ‘cookbook by a 
novelist’, is pitched at both ‘literary’ and ‘foodie’ readers (2012), while Michele 
Hewitson stressed the appeal of Barnes’ writing – describing it as ‘the literary 
equivalent of the perfectly realised lemon soufflé … as light as air, but it does have a 
nicely acid bite’ (2004, my emphasis).  

The collection of Barnes’ newspaper writing into a book length publication also 
reflects another current phenomena that blurs the distinctions between what were once 
ephemeral forms of writing (articles and reviews in newspapers and magazines) and 
more permanent versions. Once short-lived articles are now regularly collected in this 
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way and online food writing in blogs and other websites can also transition to book-
length print publication in the, so-called, ‘blooks’ (Phipps 2011)7. These collections 
can either be as book-length volumes (available in print or online) or in online serial 
archives and web portals which make such writing more accessible to readers than 
when these articles could only be found in archival repositories. Another prominent 
example of this trend is the inclusion of food writing in such general collections as The 
Best American Essay anthologies (published since 1986) and the specialist annual 
(American) Best Food Writing anthologies (published since 2000). In the first sentence 
of the introduction to the first volume of Best Food Writing, editor Holly A Hughes 
defines her readership as those interested in reading foremost, stating that the 
collection is ‘for readers who love to eat, for cooks who love to read, and for diners 
who love to cook and read and shop and think about food’ (2000: xv, my emphases). 
Hughes adds that, while the style, tone and content of the writing varies across the 
volume, its defining characteristic is its literary value: ‘the quality of the writing – it 
has to work as great prose’ (xv). Hughes, who continues to edit the collections, also 
continues to source her work, as she did for the first volume, from a number of 
different types of publications that are not, in themselves, intuitively known for the 
literary quality of their writing. In 2000, for instance she described how she searched 
in ‘countless cookbooks and magazines and newspapers and websites and newsletters’ 
(xv). In 2005, Hughes added weblogs to her list of sources (xii).  

In 2011, in Voracious: Best New Australian Food Writing, editor Paul McNally 
presented an Australian collection of such writing although, as Rosemary Williamson 
notes, the pieces were specially commissioned for the collection (2013) rather than 
collected from existing publications. The literary value of this volume was promoted 
in its launch at the Sydney Writers’ Festival that year and the positive reviews it 
attracted. Although modelled on the US examples cited above and projected to be the 
first of an annual collection, this has been the only volume to appear so far.  

 
Literary food writing periodicals 

Alongside such collections, which regularly include what can be described as ‘literary 
food writing’ from cookbooks, newspapers, magazines, journals and blogs, there are 
also publications that concentrate on this form of writing. A special interest serial 
wholly dedicated to literary food writing, Alimentum: The Literature of Food, has been 
published for almost decade, with 13 print issues produced from 2006 until the journal 
moved online in July 2012. The journal’s website describes its mission as publishing 
fiction and non-fiction literature, ‘stories, essays, and poems’, that are initially inspired 
by food – where authors ‘use food as a kind of muse’ – in order to stimulate ‘memory, 
ideas, humor, joy, melancholy, triumph and reflection’ (2014). The editor-in-chief and 
publisher, Paulette Licitra, is a writer and chef who also teaches both cookery and 
writing. Editorial on the website’s homepage clarifies that the pieces published are 
‘not just about what’s on your plate’ (2014) and the journal includes a wide range of 
food-themed writing which includes fiction, poetry, creative nonfiction and book 
reviews, alongside visual art, music and blog excerpts from both local and 
international contributors. Issues have featured both well known and award winning 
authors such as Oliver Sacks and Mark Kurlansky alongside emerging writers and new 
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voices. This approach and the quality of work it has produced has been positively 
reviewed by a range of critics and commentators including, notably, in Times Literary 
Supplement (‘JC’ 2007) and The Writer magazine (Hart 2010: 46), as well as being 
discussed favourably in the Chicago Tribune (Jenkins 2006) and American Public 
Media (Cooper 2008) and on BBC Radio. Francis Fabricant, writing in the New York 
Times described the journal in terms of its intellectual and artistic features, noting it 
was well suited ‘for mental and aesthetic nourishment breaks’ and noting that its 
writers all ‘have something distinct to say’ (2005). Pieces from Alimentum have also 
been selected for re-publication in the prestigious annual anthologies mentioned 
above.8 

When Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Culture, which has been published by 
the University of California Press since 2001, was awarded the 2012 James Beard 
Foundation Journalism Award for Publication of the Year, the awards committee 
praised the journal as ‘a substantive and intelligent publication that influences us all’ 
(JBF 2012). Although this award is from a gastronomic organization, it explicitly 
recognised Gastronomica for its writing across a wide range of subject areas – what 
was described as its ‘meaningful and serious discussions about culture, history, 
literature, art, and politics’ (Gastronomica 2012) – echoing how, in 2007, the journal 
received the UTNE Independent Press Award in the category of ‘Social/cultural 
coverage’ (UTNE 2007). The James Beard Award also noted the diverse range of 
writers Gastronomica attracted and published – from poets to academics – but stated 
that these all had high quality writing in common.9 A similar hybrid 
literary/academic/cultural space is inhabited by the bilingual Cuizine: The Journal of 
Canadian Food Studies (Le journal des études sur l’alimentation au Canada), which 
seeks interdisciplinary research discussions around Canadian foodways, but also 
provides a venue for creative content inspired by that subject and features food-themed 
written and visual pieces. Here again is a link between serious intent and literary form, 
with the journal declaring that ‘poetry and prose submissions should feed our minds, 
and aesthetic pieces should engage our senses’ (2014). This linkage of food and 
artistic/literary practice was made explicit in 2012 when the Dunedin School of Art in 
New Zealand held a symposium on the subject of ‘Art and Food’, which included a 
number of pieces that could be classified in this way (see, Stupples 2014). In Australia, 
TEXT has included literary food writing in its special issues profiling creative writing 
as research (see, for example, Adams 2012, Brien 2012). 

 

Nigel Slater and Nigella Lawson 

English food writer Nigel Slater describes himself as ‘a cook who writes’, 
pronouncing himself an ‘author, columnist, diarist’ (2013). In Appetite: So What Do 
You Want To Eat Today? (2001), Slater explains why good writing is central to 
effective food writing, making the point that even the most practical writing about 
cookery must provide much more than a series of operational instructions: 

The fact is that food varies, and that is what makes it so interesting. Today’s piece of 
cod may be slightly thicker, has larger or finer flakes or thicker skin, than yesterday’s. 
One brand of butter may be different from another. Olive oil changes with every bottle; 
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that is part of its joy … Each egg, each steak, each potato is different and will behave in 
a different way in the pan. That is what cooking is about, and that is why it is essential 
to understand what you are doing rather than just mindlessly following a recipe (2001: 
34). 

Food writing must, Slater suggests, offer that bridge to understanding. Jen Webb and 
Vanessa Harbour identify that in his food writing, Slater ‘is writing as a writer’ and 
that he ‘conjures up a world and an experience of being in the world’ (2013), whether 
that is in a book of personal essays such as Eating for England (2008) (with each 
essay presenting a personal or microhistorical study of a food, dish or culinary 
custom) or in what could be classed as recipe-based cookbooks. They note that the 
first volume of Tender (2009) – his two-volume masterwork on cooking home grown 
food – begins with 24 pages about gardening but ‘even then he does not neglect story’ 
(Webb and Harbour 2103). On the section on asparagus, Webb and Harbour identify a 
common feature of much contemporary cookbook writing – that there is considerable 
descriptive, personal and informative narrative framing and introducing the recipe:  

six pages of opinion, anecdote, ideas and images about asparagus before reaching the 
first recipe, a pilaf. That recipe is mostly business: lists of ingredients, details of 
process. But still he engages as a writer: before reaching the recipe-proper, Slater 
describes asparagus … The use of adverbs and verbs departs from the generic 
conventions of recipe, and introduces the personal and the sensory (Webb and Harbour 
2013). 

Slater’s use of story alongside recipe serves his purpose – that this richly expressive 
and descriptive writing style will best communicate with, and thereby assist, cooks in 
gaining what could be described as their own voices in the kitchen. 

Slater’s Toast: The Story of a Boy’s Hunger (2003) was assessed and lauded in literary 
terms, winning six major literary awards, including the prestigious British Biography 
of the Year prize in 2004. Following a classic (for memoir) coming-of-age trajectory, 
Slater’s narrative traces how food becomes important in his life and his quest to learn 
to cook alongside his family relationships and developing sexuality. His other texts – 
including those that are classified as cookbooks – share both this autobiographical 
orientation and Slater’s driving concern to build beautifully structured and expressed 
narratives around his culinary activity. The Kitchen Diaries: A Year in the Kitchen 
(2005), a recipe collection ordered, and connected, by his memoir of what he cooked 
and ate in one year, won the British Book Award 2006. (A second volume was 
published in 2012). Like Tender, this contains Slater’s expressive autobiographical 
reflections on diverse subjects including the weather, his kitchen garden and shopping 
habits alongside the recipes and other culinary information. 

In Nigella Lawson’s case, her literary credentials are without question. With a degree 
in medieval and modern languages from Oxford University, Lawson then followed a 
very ‘bookish’ trajectory, taking up a job in publishing as well as writing book reviews 
for The Spectator before being appointed the deputy literary editor of The Sunday 
Times (Smith 2005). She has also, as a freelance journalist, written for a number of 
magazines and newspapers including the Evening Standard, Guardian, Daily 
Telegraph, Observer and the Times Magazine. This route could have culminated in a 
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novel but instead led to food writing, and Lawson’s writing a restaurant column for  
The Spectator and food columns for The New York Times and UK Vogue as well as 
feature articles for the premium American culinary serials, Gourmet and Bon Appétit 
(Smith 2005).  

Her first cookbook, How to Eat (1998), was the culmination of this experience. In the 
preface, Lawson revealed: ‘in cooking, as in writing, you must please yourself to 
please others’ (viii), and this book contains considerable reflection on food’s role in 
women’s lives as well as its culinary attributes. Doyen of British cookbook authors, 
Delia Smith, drew attention to Lawson’s literary ability when she wrote of this book, 
‘I love Nigella Lawson’s writing’, an endorsement which was reproduced on the cover 
of the paperback version (Lawson 1998). This quality appealed to readers, How to Eat 
selling over 300,000 copies in the UK alone. Writing in Canada’s Macleans magazine, 
Jessica Allen relates how she first became interested in food writing after reading How 
to Eat due to the material she found between the recipes, and which she read in bed, 
rather than the recipes for which she purchased it: 

I bought it after seeing her TV show, Nigella Bites, in 2000, thinking it was a cookbook. 
And it is, but the tome ended up on my night table for weeks because amongst the 
recipes are beautifully written anecdotes about all that stuff that happens in between 
mealtimes: you know, life (Allen 2012). 

Lawson’s second book, How to be a Domestic Goddess: Baking and the Art of 
Comfort Cooking (2000) also provided considerable narrative as frame around her 
recipes. This approach won Lawson a number of literary prizes, including Author of 
the Year at the 2001 British Book Awards (Smith 2005, Sunday Times 2006). 

While scholars have explored Lawson’s work in relation to the imaging of women in 
the media, and in particular in terms of feminist discourse (Brunsdon 2005, Hollows 
2003, Lawson 2008, 2011) and class and transformation (Palmer 2004), this analysis 
has focused on her television programs and media persona rather than on the books 
and writing which underpin, extend and exist separately from, these performances. 
Richard Magee’s investigation of Lawson’s writing and books (in comparison to those 
of Martha Stewart) is a rarity, reading Lawson’s writing in terms of such literary 
elements as her word choice, metaphors and tropes (2007). 

Lawson often writes about the importance of reading and learning from the authors she 
does read. In 2003, she was featured in Oprah Winfrey’s O Magazine in its ‘Books 
that made a difference’ column. In this, Lawson stated that reading was central to her 
sense of self: ‘I never feel quite myself when I haven’t got a book … it’s that sense of 
connectedness, that projection of oneself into the writer’s imagination, the intimate 
fusion that makes me feel so intensely alive when reading’ (2003). She also identified 
that she sought meaning over plot: ‘any book that can be summed up by answering the 
question: “What’s it about?” is not the book for me’ (O Magazine 2003). Her choices 
and descriptions in this article paint a picture of a sensitive and knowledgeable reader, 
someone, indeed, with a literature degree who is not backward about revealing this. 
About Jane Austen’s Persuasion, for instance, she writes:  

Everyone has their Austen, and this is mine. Sparer, more savage – and also more 
poignant than Pride and Prejudice, this is a novel that tells us wisely and wittily about 
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the nature of romantic entanglements and the follies of being human. It isn’t riven with 
the deep, muscular ironies of, say, Emma, but there is something about the dry lightness 
of Persuasion that is deceptive. It stays with you long after you’ve read it (O Magazine 
2003). 

In this article, Lawson also lightly reveals her literary erudition – sharing that Freud’s 
favourite novel was Dickens’ David Copperfield – and taste: she has read all Martin 
Amis’ works (her favourite is Money: A Suicide Note) and first read Thomas Mann 
when she was in her teens. The only volume of food writing on the list is Laurie 
Colwin’s food memoir, Home Cooking: A Writer in the Kitchen. Of this, Lawson 
writes that she admires Colwin’s writing, her ‘lightness and an elegant intimacy’, and 
her approach, which focuses on the contexts that frames food writing, ‘reminding us 
that cooking is about life, not recipes’ (Lawson qtd. in O Magazine 2013). 

 

 

Figs. 1. & 2. Images of Lawson in her cookbook libraries. From Nigella.com (2014) 

Discussions of literacy and teaching reading point to the act of collecting books, both 
in the home and at school, and the pleasure taken in books as objects, as markers of a 
lifelong engagement with literature (see, for example, Donelson 1999). Laura Kotch 
and Leslie Zachman propose that building connections to literature begins by forming 
links and bonds with the books themselves (1995), an interesting proposition given the 
growth in digital publishing. Lawson’s extensive libraries (see, Figs. 1 and 2) have 
featured in her television series – although, as the kitchen in these shows have been 
recreated in the production studio, so too have her libraries (Fazey 2012) (Fig. 3). 
Images of her extensive book collections are available on Lawson’s website, 
Nigella.com. This website has also, since November 2011, featured a weekly post 
focusing on a cookbook or other work of food writing from this extensive library (of 
some 5,000 books) as well as a recipe from each book thus featured. To date, this 
project has posted some 85 cookbooks.10 Apart from sharing these recipes with 
readers, these posts continue to reveal Lawson’s literary knowledge and interest as a 
collector, as lesser-known and rare, academic volumes are included alongside more 
popular publications. Some Australian authors have been included in this selection. 
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Fig. 3. Recreated kitchen and library in BBC studios for Nigellissima series, 2012 (Fazey 2012) 

Despite the regular predictions of the death of print books, Chatto & Windus are in the 
process of republishing Lawson’s nine books as a collectable set – the ‘Nigella 
Collection’ – in redesigned editions, with deluxe covers and production values more in 
line with series of classic novels than cookbooks. Slater’s books are also produced and 
marketed as beautiful, desirable, collectable objects, with Slater acting in the role of 
art director, as well as author, for these productions. These and other such luxurious 
monograph presentations – such as Australian Maggie Beer’s Maggie’s Harvest 
(2007), which was sold covered in a rich tapestried cloth – are obviously attempting to 
appeal to readers and book collectors as much as, or more than, cooks looking to use 
these texts practically in the kitchen. 

 

Graham Kerr and Gay Bilson  

As non-fiction gathers more kudos in the context of Australian creative writing overall 
(see, for instance, Brien and Krauth 2000, Carlin and Rendle-Short 2013), Australian 
food writing can also be discussed in literary terms. An early and influential food 
writer in Australasia, television chef and cookbook author Graham Kerr was born in 
London but began his writing career in Australasia in the 1960s (Brien 2006b). With 
hospitality industry experience in England, Kerr relocated to New Zealand as a 
catering consultant to the air force in the late 1950s, making his television debut in 
1960 on the second day of New Zealand television, in uniform, demonstrating how to 
prepare an omelette (Dietrich 2003). This well-received live performance led to a 
number of radio and personal appearances and to his establishment of a business 
promoting New Zealand grown and manufactured foods (Anon 1969). This culinary 
knowledge and media experience was a powerful package when combined with his 
good looks and English charm and led to other television appearances and then his 
first series, Eggs with Kerr, which was swiftly followed by the Entertaining with Kerr 
series, both of which premiered in New Zealand in 1962. It has been noted that Kerr 
not only pioneered food television in New Zealand, but also as introduced humour into 
New Zealand television (Wichtel 2009), and this comedic element has been a key part 
of Kerr’s popularity (O’Neil 1969, Dutch 2012). Frances Bonner notes that such 
programming, organised around the personalities of the presenter, has been screening 
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since the beginning of television (2005: 39), while – as Isabelle de Solier adds – such 
early Australasian cookery programs had a dual focus on education and entertainment 
(2005).  

What is less often remarked is the effectiveness of the writing in Kerr’s books due to 
the humour he employs in these texts. Although Kerr is best known as the ‘galloping 
gourmet’, after the television series of this title produced and taped in Canada (1969–
1971) and cookbooks of the same title, this moniker was first coined in a popular 
culinary travel volume that Kerr co-authored in 1967 with Australian wine expert Len 
Evans. This book recounts the pair’s sojourns in a series of international ‘celebrated 
centres of fine cuisine’ (Kerr and Evans 1967: 8) and the culinary culture they found 
there. Although including a series of recipes obtained from leading restaurants, which 
were rewritten for the Australasian readership, The Galloping Gourmets is much less 
cookbook than erudite and entertaining volume of ‘armchair travel’11. The ‘galloping’ 
in the title came from the pace that reportedly had to be kept up on this brief global 
tour – thirty-five days visiting Hawaii, Los Angeles, San Francisco, New Orleans, 
New York, London, Copenhagen, Cully on the shores of Lake Geneva in Switzerland, 
Vienna, Paris and Rome) – but also reflects the fast paced and witty writing. While 
this volume provides an early example of the kind of culinary travel memoir that is 
popular today, mixing travel and food information with personal insights and recipes, 
this volume is presented with a strong vein of humour that continues in the 
illustrations by Roslyn Locke12, and helped deconstruct the idea of good (gourmet) 
food and wine being stuffy and inaccessible. Michael Symons mentions The Galloping 
Gourmets in an article on food writing in New Zealand in 1963 (2006), but this 
volume, and its use of humour, has otherwise attracted little scholarly attention. This is 
unsurprising, as the study of humour in Australian writing of any kind is an 
underdeveloped area of research, with comedy’s role in food writing receiving even 
lesser notice (for a recent exception, see Harbidge 2013). The publisher’s advertising 
for the volume stressed this combination of information delivered with a light touch, 
describing the book as ‘an immensely witty and intelligent account … Packed with 
anecdotes, travel details, [and] famous recipes’ (AH and AW Reed 1967: 12). 

In 1969, Kerr signed a multi-million dollar contract to produce The Galloping 
Gourmet in Canada and left Australia. Premiering on the CBC Network, the program 
was widely syndicated and soon became the most successful cooking show on North 
American television, earning his wife, Treena Kerr, two Emmy Award nominations as 
daytime programming producer of the year. The earlier travel volume’s central trope 
was utilised in the opening of the series when Kerr ran onto set and hurdled over a 
chair in the dining room area, glass of wine in hand. This vaudevillian inflection 
continued in the shows where practical culinary information was delivered with a 
light touch, undercutting much of the pomposity with which discussions of ‘good 
food’ were often framed. This successful combination was utilised in all his writing 
during this period, during which Kerr also produced a number of ground breaking and 
bestselling cookbooks as well as hundreds of magazine and newspaper articles, all of 
which mobilised humour as a pathway to accessibility. While sales details of The 
Galloping Gourmets are difficult to establish, as significant numbers continue to 
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appear in the second-hand book market, it would seem reasonable to conclude that the 
print run was not inconsiderable. 

A more contemporary Australian example is found in the work of Gay Bilson, who 
had a significant and respected career as a chef and restaurateur before turning to 
writing. Bilson’s first book, Plenty: Digressions on Food (2004), won several literary 
awards including The Age’s Nonfiction Book of the Year and Book of the Year 
Awards and the Kibble Award for Women Writers (AB&P 2005) alongside the 
Australian Food Media Award and the Simon Johnson Award for Excellence in a 
hardcover food-related book.12 Plenty attracted serious literary assessment, with 
commentary by reviewers Deborah Bogel in the Bulletin (2004), Jan Power in the 
Courier Mail (2004), Murray Waldren in the Australian (2005), Malcolm Knox in the 
Sydney Morning Herald (2005) and Penelope Debelle in The Age (2005). Despite the 
complimentary tone of these reviews, most of their titles play on the perceived 
contradiction inherent in food and serious writing. These include: ‘Plenty to taste-
test’ (Power 2004: 6), and ‘Chef’s novel taste of success’ (Waldren 2005). Judges of 
The Age awards, Jeff Sparrow and Clare Wright, however, clearlt judged this book on 
its literary value: 

Bilson’s talent is to invite us into her rarefied world and make us feel at home. 
Effortlessly crossing the borders of memoir, philosophy, gastronomy, art criticism and 
social commentary, it is an expansive, generous and thoughtful book (ctd. in Knox 
2005: 8). 

Bilson has, herself, identified her motivation as literary, describing that she wrote the 
book: ‘because I want to write, and surely the best food writing ... is written by people 
whose main interest is in words’ (qtd. in Koval 2009). It is this interest in writing, for 
its own sake, that Nigella Lawson was referring to when was quoted in an interview as 
stating, ‘The thing I liked about writing about food when I started it was that I felt I 
was writing about food in a different way. Not like a food writer’ (qtd. in Hattenstone 
2002).  

 

Conclusion 

Essayist Jessica Ferri turns around the equation of food influencing writing to relate 
the act of writing to cookery: 

Writing in itself is a sort of cooking, a combining of ingredients: sometimes the finished 
product turns all corners of our tastes, filling us with joy, other times, we’re not so 
lucky. And many writers, Plath included, cooked or baked as a reprieve from the 
arduous hours of writing, returning to their desks refreshed … In writing about food, the 
themes of love and sex abound, and the current of living, the never-ending search for 
security propels us into the writers’ world. Gastronomy functions as biography. For 
meaning in literature and in life, the deepest pleasures often come from our plates 
(2010). 

The writers and publications discussed above, and many others not cited, strongly 
suggests that considering food writing as a form of ‘literary’ narrative provides 
another means to read, understand and evaluate these food writing texts. Adding this 
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additional form of framing and assessment also provides a means by which this 
popular, important and creative form of writing can be more closely integrated into the 
practice, teaching and research of this and other genres of non-fiction writing. 

 

Endnotes 

1. See, for example, Brien 2010b, on food writers as activists. 

2. Edge has authored a number of significant cultural histories of American foodways and 
cookbooks (1999, 2000, 2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2006, 2012, Roahen and Edge 2010), regularly 
writes for many respected periodicals including the New York Times, and has had a number of 
his pieces featured in editions of the annual Best Food Writing anthologies. In 2012, the 
quality of Edge’s contribution was recognized when he was awarded the MFK Fisher 
Distinguished Writing Award from the James Beard Foundation (JBF 2012). 

3. In 2010, I wrote about how the 1960s was a key moment in the development of food writing, 
publication and reading practices in Australia. This article focused on how the Australian 
popular magazine archive of this period contains a buried literature of canonical food and 
wine writing (Brien 2010a). 

4. David Lazar’s collection of profiles and ‘literary interviews’ – Conversations with MFK 
Fisher – was published in the ‘Literary Conversations’ series of the   University Press of 
Mississippi                                             in 1992. 

5. WH Auden’s ‘Tonight at seven-thirty’ appears in section X (‘Thanksgiving for a habitat’) of 
his Selected Poems, 1968. 

6. Barnes’ awards include the Man Booker Prize (2011), David Cohen Prize for Literature 
(2011) – awarded biennially to honour a lifetime’s achievement in literature – and the Sunday 
Times Award for Literary Excellence (2013). 

7. For a discussion of Julie Powell’s Julie and Julia and its journey from food blog to bestselling 
blook/book, see Brien 2008).  

8. The journal has also received a number of awards including the Best Food Magazine in the 
World award (2010) from the International Gourmand Awards.  

9. Among other awards, Gastronomica has also been awarded the Prix d’Or at the Gourmet 
Voice World Media Festival in 2004 and named Best Food Magazine in the World at the 2011 
Gourmand Awards in Paris. 

10. Working through these books and what recipes Lawson selects from these would be a 
revealing research project. 

11. See Steigler (2013) for a recent history of what he terms ‘traveling in place’. 

12. Despite the quality of these images, I have yet been able to find any other production by, or 
information about, Roslyn Locke. 

13. Plenty was also shortlisted for the 2005 Colin Roderick Award, presented annually by the 
Foundation for Australian Literary Studies at James Cook University for ‘the best Australian 
book on an aspect of Australian life published in previous year’ (FALS 2012). 
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