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Dedication

To Gloria, with me, forever.
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A Life of Learning with a Friend

by Tom Hopkins

I MET JACQUES PÉPIN almost forty years ago. At that time, I had a commercial photography studio in my hometown of Madison, Connecticut, where Jacques and his family had moved. I had been working in product and lifestyle photography and photographing a large amount of artwork for color separators for lithographs and reproduction.

Jacques’s publisher asked him for photographs for his new book, Everyday Cooking with Jacques Pépin, and his assistant called me to see if I was interested in the job. Jacques wanted someone close to his house so we could work more easily. My brother, Dan, a contractor who was working on Jacques’s house, mentioned my name and the rest is history.

So, I set about shooting the photos for his book. Everything went well and Jacques asked me back for The Art of Cooking, which turned into a three-year project. Jacques believed the photographs should be close-ups of the recipe process and his hands so readers could learn technique from the photos. Most food photographs in those days were shot in a studio and had very little to do with the process of cooking, just finished pretty dishes. But Jacques has always been a teacher, and he felt the photos were as much a part of that process as were his recipes and notes. I found myself kneeling on his kitchen counter or straddling a ladder to get the right angle.

I learned a lot working with Jacques on that book and on many subsequent titles. I started shooting videos for many of Jacques’s projects. Over the years I have shot probably ten thousand photographs and two hundred cooking videos. I learned what made a good food photograph, and I learned what made a good teaching photograph. And I learned a lot about food and especially about teaching people about cooking and food.

I also learned a great deal about friendship and loyalty. Soon after the second book, I began playing pétanque with Jacques and his friends (it’s a French game akin to Italian bocce), and our families became good friends. We worked seamlessly together with few words spoken. We traveled extensively, sharing many meals and wine over lively conversation.

Jacques is well known for his talents in the kitchen—not just for cooking but for teaching as well. His other passion, which some people may not know, is painting. For five decades, he has been producing beautiful acrylics and oils of food, landscapes, still lifes, and abstracts. He has illustrated over forty-five years of menus from meals celebrated at his house. (Many of these are collected in his book Menus.) Years ago, I suggested we produce limited editions of some of these paintings to sell online and to use for fundraising. The Artistry of Jacques Pépin website (at JacquesPepinArt.com) has been met with overwhelming appreciation.

One of Jacques’s favorite subjects to draw is chickens. All kinds of chickens. Colorful chickens, fantastical chickens, hens and their chicks, chickens with vegetables. Perhaps it’s because he hails from Bresse, a region that is famed for their plump, delicious chickens. Or perhaps it’s because the chicken is such a universal staple in world cuisine. Or simply because he finds them amusing and their antics fascinating. If it clucks and scratches, it’s likely Jacques has painted it!

Jacques’s stories about chickens seem to mimic his paintings of them—quirky, eclectic, and mesmerizing in their character and substance. I have experienced the talent, love, and teaching in Jacques’s cooking, as have so many of his followers. This book gives everyone the chance to appreciate Jacques’s wonderful stories and the art of his chickens.

Tom Hopkins

TOM HOPKINS has been Jacques Pépin’s friend and photographer for nearly forty years. He also curates, organizes, and photographs Jacques’s artwork and is the managing member of JacquesPepinArt.com. Tom’s photography work has taken him from sports and fashion to lifestyle and food, and he continues to travel the world in search of new subjects and challenges. Tom lives with his wife, Christine, and their dogs and horses in Connecticut.
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Introduction
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THE TITLE TELLS you that this book is about art and chicken. What that really means is that this book is about my two passions: cooking and painting. The French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss famously told us that “the process of cooking is the process by which nature is transformed into culture.” This process involves the most basic human need: eating. The common, daily, most ordinary event of everyone’s day is eating. Rich, poor, no matter your station in life, you must nourish yourself several times a day to survive. However, to elevate that daily celebration to a ritual where a family shares food around the table is to ennoble that basic need. To advance it through elegance, refinement, and beauty to a formal “meal” with several courses, wines complementing each dish, a decorated table, and elegantly dressed guests may just be the pinnacle of what civilization is. To cook for someone is the purest expression of love, and to share food with friends or strangers is a great equalizer. Around the table, social ranks fade. Rivals and opponents share the intimacy of the table, sometimes merging into friendly guests.

Painting is also a clear, pure expression of human enlightenment and civilization. Cooking and painting complete me; both are the expression of who I am, and they connect in my life. But there are differences and similarities. Food is evanescent. You make a dish, you eat it, and it’s gone. It is a short moment in time. What is left are food memories. Yet, these food memories are very powerful and will nourish you through the years. A painting is concrete, solid, and it remains forever as a testament to your creativity. It also continues to feed your soul and your spirit through time.

I haven’t been painting as long as I have been cooking, yet it is over half a century ago that I picked up a brush instead of a knife and began finding creative fulfillment through another outlet. About fifty years ago, I began a tradition of writing down and saving the menus of the dinner parties we had at home. I illustrated my menus with whimsical depictions of animals, flowers, fruit, vegetables, vines, landscapes. Only after I had acquired a thick stack of these mementos did I realize that an unusually high percentage of my drawings depicted chickens, often in comical, mischievous poses. I reimagined the birds parading as leeks, cabbages, pineapples, artichokes—wherever my paintbrush led me. Time and time again I ended up painting chickens, and they have been a never-ending source of inspiration for me.

Looking over my feathered oeuvre, which soon extended beyond my menus to the easel that stands in my office (often supporting a chicken portrait in progress), I recall American folk artist Grandma Moses’s observation: “If I didn’t start painting, I would have raised chickens.” Like her, I prefer painting chickens to raising them, although I have tended small flocks over the course of my life, a practice that ended when keeping them became impractical because of my travel schedule and the predations of the clever racoons that patrol the woods behind my home in Connecticut.

 * * *

My chicken paintings in this book express different moments in time, different moods, different emotions, a feeling, or an attitude. I usually start a new painting with an idea, which may have been prompted by looking at flowers or walking in the woods or seeing chickens. I never try to depict exactly what I see. I try to catch an emotion, a feeling. After working on the canvas for a while, the painting takes a life of its own and sometimes completely moves away from the original idea. I react by adding shapes, color, and lines in an impulsive, spontaneous way, just because it “feels good” or it “looks right,” regardless of the accuracy of the subject matter. It is an exciting, pleasurable process that lets me express insight, emotion, and originality.

In the same manner, specific recipes express certain moments in time, certain occasions. Some recipes are fun and demand to be eaten with your fingers; some are elaborately garnished with detail; some follow the seasons; some are spur-of-the-moment or defined by an ingredient that I happened to have on hand. As a professional cook, I always start a new recipe with an idea of how to combine one ingredient with another. This idea may have been triggered by what I see in my garden or at the market, or what I ate at a restaurant or with a friend, or by reading about food. As I start cooking, adding one component and another, after a while the dish starts taking on a life of its own. At this point I react to it, tasting, adding, tasting again, increasing or decreasing the heat, correcting the seasoning with another addition until the dish transforms itself into its final form. Cooking for me is a very instinctive, intuitive, almost automatic reaction to what is happening in the pot in front of me.

Whether my chickens are defined by an expression, a demeanor, a color, or a shape, they all are meant to please and make you smile and be happy. I am aiming at contenting the palate with my recipes and the eyes with my paintings.
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Discovering new food helps you understand people, learn more about yourself, and appreciate other cultures. I have traveled the world over, enjoying chicken recipes from America to Russia, from Italy to Africa. During my voyages, I have always been amazed by the power of food to bring strangers together. I remember a small town in the former Yugoslavia where people looked at these “foreigners” with suspicion until we sat down at an outside table at the town café and ordered the local wine and food. After a few minutes, people smiled at us and we eventually shared wine and food in the spirit of conviviality. The miracle of food brought us together, and we were no longer perceived as threatening.

These recipes are meant to talk to your imagination, to the poet inside yourself. Ingredients go from the most mundane egg to the most refined and esoteric: chicken cockscomb, pig’s bladder, or black truffle. Recipes are the perfect conduit to memory and imagination. Childhood food memories are powerful, visceral, and remain with us forever. This book aims to make you dream of succulent food, of happy memories, and of the generosity of sharing your table with your family, friends, or any visitor who happens to stop by—and my chicken paintings to make you smile.

In that spirit, I talk through the recipes as I do when exchanging ideas on how to prepare various dishes with friends and fellow cooks. Rather than writing them out in a traditional, rigid format with titles, headnotes, ingredient lists, and detailed methods, I describe the preparations in a narrative fashion, relating stories as I would while chatting with a buddy, revealing the little secrets and nuances that make each dish special. It’s a more poetic way of presenting a recipe and complements the tone of my paintings. Some of these descriptions are here as culinary history and stories. They aren’t meant for you to reproduce. But many others are perfect for household kitchens. The narrative style will, I hope, encourage you to let your imagination fly and add your own touches to the dish. Cooking should be fun and relaxing, and to aid in this process, please cook with a glass of wine.

Happy cooking. Happy painting.
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