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“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’”

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now

“Object Lessons describes themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I’ll say, amen. . . . If you read enough Object Lessons books, you’ll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though . . . they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we’ve taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, The Chicago Tribune

“Besides being beautiful little hand-sized objects themselves, showcasing exceptional writing, the wonder of these books is that they exist at all . . . Uniformly excellent, engaging, thought-provoking, and informative.”

Jennifer Bort Yacovissi, Washington Independent Review of Books

“. . . edifying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star

“For my money, Object Lessons is the most consistently interesting nonfiction book series in America.”

Megan Volpert, PopMatters

“[W]itty, thought-provoking, and poetic . . . These little books are a page-flipper’s dream.”

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman

“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste . . . in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. . . . The object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books

“The Object Lessons series has a beautifully simple premise. Each book or essay centers on a specific object. This can be mundane or unexpected, humorous or politically timely. Whatever the subject, these descriptions reveal the rich worlds hidden under the surface of things.”

Christine Ro, Book Riot

“. . . a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past
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This book is for people for whom food is a consuming passion—those who love to eat, those who love to cook, and those who love to read about food, even if they can’t boil water.
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Introduction

The Secret Life of Recipes



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.

—M.F.K. Fisher




The public life of recipes

Food is hot right now, a trendy as well as life-sustaining topic. Recipes are conduits of that heat. We’ll return to this, but first we have to make dinner. What to cook is always on the back burner of a multitasking life, simmering away like a stockpot. It’s a given that the main dish—for weekday cooking anyway—has to be easy, quick, filling, delicious, something that everyone in the household will like. Tonight, spaghetti carbonara surfaces.

Naturally, we Google the recipe, over 35 million hits. With no time to waste—even the dog is getting anxious—we look at the first couple that pop up and settle on a trusted source, the New York Times version of spaghetti carbonara, even though it contains an ingredient that we never heard of and can’t pronounce, slab guanciale. Chef Google identifies this as seasoned baconesque meat from a pig’s jowl, pricey—$30 per pound or more, special order. Pancetta or bacon, both from the belly, are alternatives. We’ve got bacon, eggs, and pecorino Romano in the fridge, and spaghetti on hand, so we’re good to go. There are five precise steps characteristic of every classic spaghetti carbonara recipe, identified here by Cook’s Illustrated—whose “New Best Recipe” team, incidentally, can provide an extended rationale for every decision made concerning ingredients, preparation, and variations in every recipe discussed in Recipe and gazillions more. 1) Make a raw sauce with eggs and cheese; 2) Render the bacon; 3) Cook the pasta; 4) Add the hot pasta to the sauce and bacon; 5) Toss until the ideal mixture emerges, hot pasta of velveteen creaminess spiked with shards of bacon. Served immediately with a green salad, dinner is a delight.

The recipe’s straightforward directions function as a GPS, providing a clear efficient route from cluttered kitchen to dining table. A recipe determines the ingredients and their compatibility. It explains a process: yes, here’s how you can prepare the dish, with ease and enjoyment. It makes a promise: the result will be delicious, and life will be better! This is the recipe’s public life, and that’s what we usually mean when we talk about recipes. Commentaries by professional chefs in cookbooks, television shows, podcasts, and in the hyperactive blogosphere are balanced by the intrinsic democracy of recipe exchanges among families and friends, neighbors, colleagues, Facebook pals. Anyone and everyone around the world, cooks and kibitzers, foodies, health enthusiasts, food scientists and food purveyors, can and does join in the conversation, in person, in print, or online, where blogs and food selfies have replaced the index cards of yesteryear. No recipe is an island.


The secret life of recipes. Where did the recipe come from? What ingredients are in it? Are there alternative ways to prepare the dish? Who gets to make it? Who eats it, and under what circumstances? What is its significance to the eaters? And to those for whom it’s taboo, or who simply don’t find it to their taste? What connections does it have with other recipes? With other cooks and chefs?

The answers to these questions address the secret lives of recipes, some in plain sight if you look for them, others not. All recipes have lives that extend well beyond their ingredient lists and codified directions—off the GPS—to encompass not only communities of chefs, home cooks, and diners, but society as a whole. As a literary genre and social construct, multi-faceted and complex, a recipe in its human context offers lessons in life and living—Fisher’s inextricable combination of “food and security and love.” Any recipe worth its salt will stimulate the mind and the imagination as well as the appetite, sending an abundance of signals about nutrition and health, values and culture, history, economy, geography, politics, taste (of course), and more.

For example, all of the above considerations apply to mac & cheese, the American, Canadian, and British comfort food for all ages, seasons, and occasions. Popularized by Thomas Jefferson—who imported a Neapolitan pasta machine and copied the 13th century recipe in his own hand—it was served at the White House. A society dish before the Civil War, after Emancipation the formerly enslaved cooks made it the centerpiece of Black celebrations. Today these super premium versions co-exist in lush contrast
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