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Felipe Fernández-Armesto: Food: A History: Macmillan , 2001: ISB N  0
333901746: 287pp ., b/w illus., index , h/b, £20.00.

Felipe Fernández-Armesto is an histor ian of cultu re, and accordingly,
produced Food: A History as ‘a sort of spin-off ’ from another work . T his
statement is bound to ir r itate those who suspect that world history is
actually a theme of food history. I t suggests leftovers, re-heating and
crumbs.

So what is offered? Fernández-Armesto states his aims clearly. T hey
include: offering a useful alternative to p revious food history books; a
global perspective; considering food history as a theme of world history;
combin ing broad su rvey with selective detail; t rac ing con nections
between the past and present, and to be brief. T he last is certainly
achieved . H ere is one history of food which can be taken on a ’plane
without paying excess baggage charges; but is brevity desi rable in a
book which aims at to be global?

W ith in these aims, the author t races eight major ‘revolu tions’
relating to cooking, eating, animal breeding, plant management, status,
t rade , ecology and indust r ialization . T he ap p roach p rovides some
interesting views (as opposed to the frameworks of time, p roduct or
place more commonly adopted) but arguments sometimes feel rushed .
T he author ’s aim of being global is reasonably well f u lfi lled , bu t
emphasis is inevitably on E urasia and north America. Afr ica and Japan
get little attention , although it is not clear if th is is because source
material is inaccessible or simply doesn’t exist. D iscussions home in on
subjects as d isparate as snail farming, D utch activities in I ndonesia
during the seventeenth century, and the development of modern strains
o f wheat . T he su m mar ies a re f requen tly e x h i la rat ing bu t c loser
e xamination reveals p roblems with  detai l : e xam ples i n c l u de the
assertion that Fry’s was a York company; an apparent incomprehension
of the logic behind enriching margarine with vitamin A , and , more
seriously, a discussion on cheese-making in which ‘lactose’ has slipped
in place of ‘lactase’.

Sometimes Fernández-Armesto’s own prejudices, such as a dislike
of cooked oysters, inter fere. As a gastronome, he may not see why
anyone should cook oysters, but as a histor ian writing about food he
should point out that they were once a ubiquitous and rather unsafe
poverty food . T here are signs of hur r ied editing, which in places make
nonsense – surely ‘transition’, not ‘tradition’ is intended in a discussion
of plant transfers across the Pacific. And his upbeat conclusion about
revitalization of artisan production is at odds with a statement about
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vigorous food franchising in north America. I t is not clear how some of
the illustrations relate to the te xt, nor is the index as useful as one
might hope.

Anyone who takes the slightest interest in food history discovers
that one is a lways c has i ng more bi ts o f bac kgrou n d on c u ltu re ,
economics or science. N ew perspectives, especially from authors with
backgrounds which are not F rench or Anglocentr ic, should be full of
interest. I t is a shame then , that personal p rejudices have intruded
and synthesis shows signs of having been achieved at the expense of
accuracy, making this book of less use than it should be.
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