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‘Ours is an age of memoir – inevitable, faux memoir: the highly selective and enhanced employment of “real” persons, events, and settings in the creation of a text…

Joyce Carol Oates’

Memoirs of the Artist

The New York Review of Books, Volume LIV, Number 1, January 11 2007 p.19

Chitrita Bannerji’s  book is written from within the genre of the food memoir as her their titles indicate, a genre where food – the flavours, aromas, colours, preparation, rituals etc. – is the conceit for the exploration of self, family, social milieu somewhat more deliberately and  - always allowing for the instability of memory – more factitiously than Proust’s madeleine. It is consciously scholarly, drawing from material published previously in food journals of note (Gastronomica, Petit Propos Culinaires), columns in the Boston Globe, a piece from Granta and a paper presented at the Oxford Symposium. 

The book begins, appropriately for the genre, with what might be called her ‘madeleine moment’. This came during her first winter as a student in America away from her native Bengal. ‘Walking the deserted streets’ of the city, where ‘Christmas, I discovered, like other festivals here, was a very private family event behind closed doors’, she is ‘suddenly filled with a determination to hold on, to capture memory in every shape and form, so that neither time nor distance made a void in my heart’. She begins to write to her mother asking for recipes of the ‘signature festive foods’ whose aromas on that day ‘came and wrapped me in a comforting cocoon’. Immediately, I am reminded of other first generation migrant accounts of the place of food in maintaining identity and community in new lands, as for example in the families studied by Krishnendu Ray in The Migrant’s Table. Meals and Memories in Bengali-American Households (reviewed in Food, Culture and Society Vol 9, No 1, Spring 2006). 
From here, we are treated in the book to elegant and evocative descriptions of the life of her family and her West Bengali birth community, beginning with the place of food in the rituals associated with the gods and goddesses of Hinduism. ‘Food and worship’ she writes, ‘have been interconnected in Hindu thinking from ancient times’ pointing to a passage from one of the Upanishads, sacred texts of Hinduism, where ‘the human soul, freed from mortality, is described as roaming the universe, chanting joyously, “I am food, I am an eater of food’. She also, touchingly, recalls the words of her grandmother – ‘Remember, you are food, because the god who made you is also food. And in order to live, you must love him every day with food.’ Bannerji goes on to tell of how distance first from the home of her grandmother and then through the student milieu of her college years in Calcutta, she ‘entered and remained in a terrain of skepticism utterly alien to the self-forgetful joys of loving Khrishna and making him offerings’. 

That all of this reminiscence happens within the first 28 pages of the book leads to the inevitable sense that in some way the book is a recherche du temps perdu of ‘self-forgetful joys, both a journey back to family and to spirit. Each chapter which follows advances her biography and at the same time explores the links of family, household and community as she moves from childhood to adulthood, with food, its preparation and consumption, at the centre. 

Roland Candappa also begins his book with a madeleine moment, more mundane but as destabilizing as Bannerji’s. It occurs in ‘Aisle seven of the Harringey branch of Sainsbury’s’ at 11.33am on a rainy Wednesday morning as he takes down a ‘500-gram jar of Sainsbury’s own label korma cooking sauce’. The jar promises that with little more than the sauce and boneless chicken he can produce a curry, a ‘prospect that made me feel uneasy’. Candappa is the son of a mother of Portuguese descent born in Burma, and a father Sri Lankan father, but he was born in South London and it is this disjuncture from the country’s of his parent’s pasts that is unsettled by the prepared curry sauce. As he puts it, ‘Identity is always a big issue with second-generation migrants. Do you belong to the world your parents came from? Or are you really a product of the world you were born into? Or is it both?’ 

The book is one long riff on this question played out through recollections of the food and foodways of his parents as they begin their separate lives in their countries of birth, the accommodations they make as first generation migrants to the limitations of post war London, and the ‘dull’ British food of his own childhood and adolescence. Candappa is a humourist, and his recherché is a vernacular as opposed to academic look at the shift and play of identities that the recovery of complex histories produces. In the end his conclusion is that there is no definitive answer to the question of belonging. ‘Maybe even trying to define you identity is a futile task. That’s because identity is, in fact, a fluid conversation between the past, the present and the future.’ Going home from Sainsbury’s he determines to make a curry for his children from the bottom up. He opens a book on Indian cooking only to find a recipe that calls for 18 ingredients of which he has six (‘one of which was water’) and which will take 2 hrs to make.  He tips the jar of prepared korma sauce over his bought chicken. But you get the sense that the conversation is not over.

Both these books ask questions, directly or indirectly, about how identity changes with changing foodways and vice versa. However, and not withstanding some of the contemporary material in Candappa’s, their concerns seem old-fashioned in the context discussions on food, identity and culture as represented in recent special issues on food from two South Asian journals, Seminar and Himal. Perhaps this is an inevitable result of their memoir form; perhaps it is an inevitable condition of being first and second generation migrants looking for reconnection; or perhaps it’s just that we have encountered much of it before in the plethora of post colonial of indigenous and diasporic South Asian fiction writers (Mistress of Spices, anyone?). Still, I was left less stimulated by them than I was by the contributions, albeit patchy, in the journals. A few examples will I hope give an indication of why.
Ashis Nandy, writing in Himal, speaks of ‘a radical shift in food culture underway in Southasia (sic)’; pointing to three movements: a growing split between the Southasian population for whom food remains a question of survival, and those for whom food ‘carries codes of social conduct and status gain, markers of urbanity and cosmopolitanism and implicit statements of arrival’; the diminution in the difference between festival foods and everyday foods, with increasing prosperity among the middle class leading to their greater capacity to consume festive food every day and serve the same to guests as markers of status; and the recognition that no one should/does expect an ‘artificial entity like Southasia to have an identifiable style of food’ and so that ‘it is no longer possible to deploy the curry or the tandoor as markers of Indian food’. 

Zilkia Janer, also in Himal, in a wonderfully robust questioning of culinary orthodoxies, asks why Southasians are complicit in relegating Southasian cuisines to ‘second-rate status in the realm of fine-dining’. As examplar, he points to Indian food writer Vir Sanghvi’s recent book Rude Food which he criticizes as reinforcing the idea ‘that fine dining can only be Western’ with Indian cuisine ‘treated as an attachment that you need to outgrow in order to prove your food-expert credentials’, a perpetuation of the ‘colonisation of Southasian culinary knowledge.’ 

David Housego, in his article in Culinary Crossings, fires another broadside, this one aimed at Madhur Jaffrey and Camellia Panjabi and others who, in his view, are responsible for encouraging ‘restaurants (in the UK) seriously committed to good food’ to allow drop from their menus ‘signature pieces’ of Anglo Indian cooking. There was a time I would have spluttered with laughter at the oxymoron of such a category as good Anglo Indian cooking. But a recent need to look afresh at the domestic cookbook of my grandmother (a Sri Lankan Burgher, that is, and English-speaking descendant of Dutch/Singhala intermarriage) and a reading of Lizzie Collingham’s excellent book Curry, a biography, have led me to toss my culinary snobbishness and, if not embrace Anglo Indian cuisine, at least accord it a place at the table. Housego’s attack is on the trend to purism in the food canon, a ‘returning to the roots of cooking… in line with the new international orthodoxy’ that valorizes food produced from ‘fresh spices and herbs and fresh meat, fish and vegetables’. Among the foods that Housego wants to champion are cold duck curry, mulligatawny soup, and fish kedgeree. I have no experience of the former, but I am happy to put the latter two up against a ‘proper’ vindaloo any day.

However, Bannerji’s book does take the food memoir genre into another realm entirely, one which was for me of greater interest. There is much in the book about her experience of difference as a child and adult, beginning with the divide between the Ghotis and the Bangals, ‘semi-derisive terms’ West and East Bengalis used of each other, then the ‘catastrophic announcement’ to her parents of her intention to marry an East Bengali Muslim she meets while overseas. It’s not difficult to discern here the plea for tolerance in a post 9/11 world. ‘Food, cooking styles and eating habits of rival communities were the most common topics for insults, jocular or vicious. Despite this, for me, in the course of life’s journey, encountering and appreciating differing food habits and practices has led to unexpected enrichment.’ The lesson is delivered as palatably as a gulab jamum.

