
BOOKS THAT COOK: THE LITERATURES OF FOOD

DISH HISTORY

To write about what you ate (or drank), past tense, is to dream the past alive.

—Mark Winegardner, “Introduction,” We Are What We Ate

The dish history assignment makes odd bedfellows of etymology, cultural context, and personal experience. 
Through these three lenses, it is my hope that you will find rich, fascinating layers of meaning from this dish that 
you will cook, share, eat, and consider as image, symbol, and metaphor. 

The very first thing you should do is choose a dish from your book. Check with the other person who’s up for a dish 
history that week—and make sure that you cook something other than what s/he is cooking.

1. Then, you should get on-line and look up your word in the Oxford English Dictionary (I know you have access to 
the on-line OED at the library). Click on “etymology” and think a bit about where the root or roots of this word 
come from. Here’s an example. A popular feminine candy shape during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century was a “bonbon”; here’s the etymology of that word from the OED:

The French word for ‘good’ is bon; adopted in ME. from OF., in the form bon, bone, boon. q.v.; also used 
in certain French phrases. Fr. bonbon = good-good; a name originating in the nursery; cf. goody.

This etymology tells me, then, that the word is French, from the Old French word “bon” meaning “good.” It also 
tells me that the word is infantile, a googly word originally used to teach children what a “goody” or a “sweet” 
was generally. (Note that there is an Abbreviation List as part of the on-line OED.)

2. Next, to begin thinking about cultural context, look at the actual definitions of the word beyond the etymology, 
especially the contextual examples that are given to you as well as obscure uses of the term. Look for 
applications that surprise, or confound, you. 

3. Then do a little homework about the dish’s historical/cultural history. “Homework” can be limited to web 
browsing, but make sure your websites are worthy: those that end in .edu and .gov are going to be the most 
reliable, corporate and news organizational websites (NBC, the New York Times, etc.) the next best. Personal 
websites usually have little value. There are, however, cloth-and-paper books in the library as well; so check out 
what we’ve got there, too. 

4. Finally, consider your own experience of preparing, cooking, sharing, and eating this dish. I’m particularly 
interested in both the personal experience (through the senses, through metaphor) as well as the larger 
implications (through symbol, allusion, theme, and the like) as they connect to the idea of what “sustains” you, 
bodies, this class, your community, our nation, and/or the globe.

Write up your ideas and insights about this dish, utilizing what you’ve gleaned from “history” (etymology, cultural 
context, historical background) as well as from “experience” (preparing, cooking, sharing). 
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The dish you’re cooking is due promptly at the beginning of class on the day you’re “up.” Please note that you 
may need to provide paper plates, napkins, and plastic silverware as appropriate. You might coordinate “serving” 
with the other person who is also cooking that week. I’d like to have one page on the day that you bring the dish that 
includes what you’ve found from the OED and, perhaps, what you’ve found from your “homework.” I do not expect 
that this page will be in a pretty or finished format; a rich, meaty list will do (like a stew). When you turn in the final 
Dish History the following weekend, it should be double-spaced, spell-checked, and at least three pages.


