St Delia

By Geoff Barton

Whoever said that you can’t imagine Delia Smith breaking wind in her own kitchen missed the point. You can’t imagine her cooking either. 

Of course, all the visual evidence works hard to convince us otherwise. We see freckled hands teasing a handful of cranberries into a bowl or chivvying a pan of reluctant butter. But mostly the images of actual cooking have the soft glow focus of Sainsbury’s commercials or pornography. Ingredients plummet into glass bowls against a dramatic black backdrop. Delia’s voice describes what’s going on. But surely no one quite believes that she’s doing the cooking.

“This is how cooking ought to be,” seems to be the subtext. But, like Heaven, it seems coldly unreal. There’s never any swig of wine, no furtive nibbling at the focaccia. There isn’t a sense of people – of an audience for our labours. Instead we are in a kitchen of steel that is flawlessly stainless, of copper pans and “pretty plates” (“pretty” is one of Delia’s favourite words).

Students of semiology will already have deconstructed the pristine textual surface of her commentaries. But for genre novices, here’s an introductory lesson: “I get a lot of letters” (I’m important) “from people with cakes that have failed” (you, the viewers, fail) “and almost every time it’s the tin” (I’m the expert). 

The slightly scolding tone of a fifth form home economics teacher seeps through.
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