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Situated in the northeast of Spain, Barcelona has recently become one of the top European
destinations. Thousands of tourists visit the capital of Catalonia each year, attracted by its great
beaches, its modernist architecture, and above all, its vibrant food culture. Home to twenty-two
Michelin-starred restaurants, Barcelona remains at the forefront of international cutting-edge
cuisine, while preserving its traditional recipes and original flavors. Many changes have taken
place since the American food writer Colman Andrews (1988) described Catalan cookery as
“Europe’s Last Great Culinary Secret” in the late eighties. How has Barcelona gained its strong
culinary reputation and become one of the favorite worldwide destinations for food enthusiasts
and chefs in the last two decades?

A Taste of Barcelona: The History of Catalan Cooking and Eating successfully answers
this question by offering a general overview of the history of the city and its unique food culture.
This book is part of the “Big City Food Biographies” series edited by Ken Albala, which
examines the culinary landscape of destinations such as New York City, Paris, Rio de Janeiro,
and Naples. Unlike most city guidebooks dedicated to food, these volumes do not limit
themselves to simply listing singular recipes and famous eateries. Instead, these “urban food
biographies” accurately describe the history, people, and natural resources along with the urban
infrastructure that “make each city unique” (p.ix). Interestingly, the authors of this volume, H.
Rosi Song, professor of Spanish at Bryn Mawr, and Anna Riera, a Catalan food writer and
lecturer of food studies in Barcelona, seek to give the project “a good balance between ‘insider’

and ‘outsider’ views of the city” (p.5).



Barcelona is the second-largest city in Spain and the capital of Catalonia, an autonomous
community with its own language, culture, history, and, naturally, its own cuisine. Although this
volume focuses exclusively on Barcelona, it mentions some recipes and ingredients from other
Catalan regions as being an integral part of the current gastronomic landscape of the capital.
Throughout the book, Song and Riera achieve a harmonious balance between an accounting of
major historical events and the story of Catalan food and cookery, thus providing a deeper
understanding of Barcelona’s unique food culture and “its current culinary boom” (p.2). Their
focus lies on the success of the renowned chef Ferran Adria and the “molecular gastronomy”
culinary movement, whereby chefs radically transform the texture and shapes of ingredients
while still preserving their unmistakable and natural flavors. Song and Riera recognize the
emergence of this cutting-edge phenomenon as a result of the political and culinary movement in
which modern Catalan chefs sought to recover the “roots” of Catalan cuisine while applying new
methods from French nouvelle cuisine during the first years of the Spanish democracy in the late
1970s.

The authors illustrate the extent to which the originality of Barcelona’s food culture lies
in its sustained capacity to have integrated and “adapted new practices while preserving others”
(p.5), as the city has been a crossroads for different cultures and people, such as the Greeks, the
Romans, the Arabs, the French, and the Italians, all of whom have left their mark on local
cooking and eating practices over the centuries. Their historical account begins in the fourteenth
century, a flourishing period when the earliest Catalan cookbooks appeared and some of the
traditional Catalan dishes and cooking techniques originated. While the introduction of New
World foods such as tomato, cacao, and potato are briefly sketched, the book focuses primarily
on the nineteenth century, a time of economic growth and urban development but also of fierce
social tension and political conflicts that inevitably shaped the character of Barcelona and its

residents. It was also a period when the new French-style cafés as well as the first restaurants



(fondes) spread, and the food market halls, such as the Boqueria and Santa Caterina markets,
developed as main sites of food provisioning and social networks.Connecting the past and
present, Song and Riera note how increasing gentrification and over-tourism of the city threaten
the survival of these food hubs and their important function in community building.

This volume also contains an accurate collection of traditional Catalan recipes, ranging
from basic sauces such as allioli (garlic—olive oil sauce) and sofregit (onion and tomato sauce) to
the quintessential Pa amb tomaquet (Catalan Tomato Bread). A careful selection and writing of
these recipes allow us to grasp “the basis for understanding the ‘language’ of Catalan cooking”
(p.5) as well as to put into practice some of these classic recipes usually served both at home and
in the best restaurants of the city.

Overall, the authors have fashioned an informative and engaging story of the cooking and
eating of Barcelona, drawing on Catalan historical cookbooks alongside an extensive collection
of writings by Catalan journalists and food writers of the twentieth century, although they might
have considered benefiting from recent scholarly works as well. Nonetheless, Song and Riera’s
work accomplishes their main goal and provides good evidence of the significant role of food in
determining the cultural identity of Barcelona as a city at the crossroads of innovation and
tradition. A Taste of Barcelona will be of interest to both general and scholarly audiences who
are unfamiliar with the political and culinary context of the city. Moreover, it can inspire
scholars and graduate students working on the construction of national cuisines and culinary
identities in big metropolises and foster comparative case studies in the field of food studies.

—Marta Manzanares Mileo, University of Cambridge
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