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Poppy Cannon’s The Bride’s Cookbook is kept in locked storage at Washington State University. The glossy, covered book lives now in the gloomy underworld of un-trafficked compact shelving, making it easy to forget that at one time it maintained a prized place on some woman’s kitchen counter.  Bernice A. Gilman, who signed her name in the front cover in 1954, the year of the book’s publication, liked the Salmon Baked in Sour Cream on page 143.  She noted so in the back of the book so as not to forget.  Curiously, across from the recipe note, she had also taped a small newspaper cutout.  “Writer Dies,” it says.  “Poppy Cannon White, 69, an authority on food and widow of Walter White, longtime secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, died Tuesday in a plunge from her 23rd-floor apartment.”  The clipping is dated April 6th, 1975. 


Gilman’s posting of the obituary in the back of her cookbook intrigues me.  Why would this woman who had received her cookbook almost twenty years beforehand return to it with her two-inch newspaper clipping and scotch tape to memorialize the event of the author’s tragic death?  Often in the old cookbooks I’ve purchased or checked out from the library, I find notes about the recipes that women have cooked or I find tattered manuscript or magazine recipes shoved between the pages.  My 1950 Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook was once victim to use, a glass of water or a full kitchen sink, its pages warped and some of the ink handwriting now smeared.  Poppy Cannon’s is the first obituary I’ve come across.  Cannon’s life did catch the attention of many just as did her cookbook agenda.  The South African born woman, who became famous for celebrating her can-opener and prompting American women to do the same, married Walter White the light-skinned African American leader of the NAACP in 1949, a man with whom she had had a long letter-writing love affair. Their interracial relationship was contested by many, and unfortunately, it was short-lived. White died of a heart attack the year after The Bride’s Cook Book was published.  Cannon struggled with mental illness later in her life and failed a first attempt at suicide.  The second time she was successful.  Perhaps for Gilman, Cannon’s life was just as interesting as the food literature she was writing—who knew the iconic kitchen figure pictured on the back of her cookbook with a large bowl of fruit and a toothy smile would end up as she did, the epitome of all that American women were not supposed to become?  Cannon’s quick-and-easy food offered Gilman something, but the story of the culinary icon offered her something more.


For me, the found obituary illustrates the importance of studying cookbook literature and its writers’ careers for the responses they offer to the social, cultural, and political state of American life during the twentieth century.  Poppy Cannon’s book was more than just a simple cooking manual, and Cannon herself was not a forgotten writer. Instead, she claimed a space in Gilman’s memory, and although she often remains unnamed historically, her work both in and outside of the kitchen has shaped the way the American public and the American domestic industry consider cooks and cooking today.  Cannon’s work, as well as the work of many other cookbook writers, is instrumental in the building of American national consciousness surrounding the kitchen.  Cookbook writers write about how, when, why, and what to cook, and in doing so, they also write about America—they transcribe the “becoming” of American cultural traditions.  Although their study remains marginal, cookbooks serves as important cultural texts through which to explore the interpretation of and interactions between different members of the American community.  In their constant suggestions and advice, their directions and culinary concessions, they situate the kitchen as Pratt’s contact zone where, through foodstuffs, individuals are able to experience what is “other” to them.  The contact that takes place in the kitchen is as ideologically dangerous as that of the front-lines, if not more so, for we will always need to eat. 



Cookbook literature in its instruction and its range of recipes, signals what Americans were eating, concoctions that we as bizarre or as mainstream as the time period would allow.  The language of the texts suggests a range of preconceptions that its writers (or more likely, its publishers) held about its readers; and as the readers follow those recipes, they are in turn constructed—shaped into the cook the recipe intends.  For me, it is not possible to examine cookbooks without examining the cultural moment of their production.  What is happening in the world in terms of women’s rights, civil rights, war, and popular culture translates into culinary contexts, and thus recipes in their dual creation of food goods and intended cooks serve up tasty responses to national dilemmas.  Reading concerned with historical context necessarily seats the food writers themselves and the roles that they serve in the American community on a level equal with the literature they are producing.  I consider the writers I have chosen to look for the ways they use the kitchen as a place for shenanigans, tricks, and rhetorical games.  Their acts call into question traditional kitchen conduct that defines not only gender roles, but also economic, sexual, and racial signifiers typically associated with Americanness.  


As I have been working with food literature, one of the common tendencies I see is that the American kitchen is created as a white space.  Whiteness in the kitchen is something not only associated with skin color; rather, it is also a trait associated with middle-class, heteronormative behaviors.  Each of the writers I’ve chosen to look at challenge kitchen whiteness (even if it might seem at the outset that they confirm its persistence).  Poppy Cannon, Freda De Knight, Vertamae Smart Grosvenor, and Onoto Watanna do so in terms of discussion about race, ethnicity, and American food.  Alice B. Toklas brings lesbianism, artfulness, and drugs into the kitchen, while Betty Crocker and Ann Pillsbury demonstrate the big bucks to be had in the sale of home cookin’.  Julia Child and M.F.K. Fisher eat well for women, and Mina Pachter shows the persistence of cultural memory in recipe form.  I have chosen to leave the cookbook literature of male writers like James Beard and August Escoffier out of my primary texts.  While they do shape the literary and culinary atmosphere, the shenanigan work that women writers are capable of does, I think, have everything to do with the fact that they are women. 


The primary texts I have chosen exemplify a cross-section of cookbook literature in the 20th century. While the books range from a variety of dates, I see 1954 as a pivotal year in terms of kitchen happenings.  This was the year that the TV dinner was invented and the year that Ray Kroc first gets the wild hair to invest in a small hamburger joint called McDonald’s.  1954 is the year that Toklas’s cookbook was censored for its “Hasisch Fudge” recipe, and it was the year that Fisher’s Art of Eating came out.  Watanna, the trickster figure who publishes one of the first Chinese cookbooks in 1914 dies in 1954, the year Dorothy Koteen won the celebrated Pillsbury Bake-Off grand prize with the first recipe using a packaged pie mix.  There was also a whole lot going on in the world outside of the kitchen.  1954 witnessed Brown vs. the Board of Education, the height of McCarthyism, and Elvis Presley’s first broadcast on the Memphis airwaves.  Watanna’s Chinese Japanese Cookbook (1914), De Knight’s A Date with a Dish (1948), and Crocker’s Picture Cook Book (1950) are two texts that cultivate the atmosphere in which Cannon’s The Bride’s Cook Book (1954), Toklas’s Cook Book (1954), and Fisher’s Art of Eating (1954) cause the stir that they do.  Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking  (1960), Grosvenor’s Vibration Cooking (1970) and De Silva’s Cooking in Memory’s Kitchen (1996) take advantage of the possibilities available after 1954. 


I have also included a range of secondary criticism.  It seems that food study picked up the pace in the mid-1990s, surging at the turn of the century.  The works vary in terms of their criticality as food writing has most often taken the form of popular non-fiction.  The work of Laura Shapiro, Mary McFeely, Barbara Haber, Leslie Brenner, and Susan Marks appeals to a non-scholarly audience yet the writers’ conclusions are well-supported.  The work of Carole Counihan, Sherrie Inness, Lucy Long, Hasia Diner, and Harvey Levenstein, among others, takes up the critical and theoretical discussion that remains surface in the other works.  The criticism I’ve chosen represents treatment of gender, ethnicity, and nationalism.  While there is much material available on international foodways, agricultural production, nutrition, body, and hunger, for the sake of maintaining a reasonable focus, I have chosen not to examine those materials even as they are important to larger discussions of food and foodways.  


My special area criticism is supported by criticism I have chosen for my other two historical periods.  Many of the books I have included on those lists provide historical and cultural context integral to my understanding of both ‘conventional’ literature and food literature.   Critical race and whiteness studies factor in heavily to the work I do; books by Dyer, Frankenberg, Gates, Omi and Winant support this study.  I also read texts concerned with history and historiography.  The work of Hutcheon, O’Meally and Fabre, Peterson, and Des Jardins will support this approach.  None of the lists I have put together represents an exhaustive outpouring of the materials that shape my understanding of these areas.  Because I do not follow the approach of a specific cultural theorist (i.e. Foucault, Gramsci, Marx, etc.), I have left their complete works off of my lists; I will draw from their criticism as necessary, however.  Also, many of the works of criticism I have chosen for all of my bibliographies are edited collections.  Rather than singling out essays from these collections, I will draw articles from them as I see fit.


Extending the critical work of food study is possible and necessary when examining fiction and poetry.  While I have listed cookbook literature as primary texts in my special area bibliography, I have included books in my area bibliographies that appeal to gastronomic readings.  Ruth Ozeki, Gloria Naylor, Monique Truong, Shirley Jackson, and Gertrude Stein are some of the writers whose works deal intimately with production, exchange, and consumption of food.  There is certainly eating going on in most literature, however.  Also, in choosing literature for my two historical periods, I have paid particular attention to marginalized writers who I see operating against or in the face of whiteness in the same way that cookbook writers are doing yet in a much broader context.  While my bibliographies span a variety of texts and criticism, there is continuity among the lists that will allow me to make connections and hear conversations going on between a wide variety of writers, a chattering of voices that will influence my work on my dissertation and my work in the classroom. 

