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	Pity the poor oyster. Untimely ripped from the ocean bed and tortured with lemon juice or fiery Tabasco™. Then, the final indignity, to be scraped from its briny lair with a questing tongue and eaten alive. This rather unnerving retelling of the mollusk’s final moments as a gourmet treat sets the stage for a fascinating study of food and society. Fernandez-Armesto, author of Civilizations and Truth: A History And A Guide For The Perplexed, has written a delicious treatise on the roles that food has played in shaping history.
In Food: A History, he starts with the invention of cooking and proceeds to discuss consumption as magic and ritual. The herding revolution and experiments with agriculture led to the use that food played in asserting power and its subsequent status as a commodity. He ends with the burgeoning environmental/organic movement and the effects that industrialization has had on food. Along the way he muses on various items of interest, such as the fact that the snail was the first animal cultivated for human consumption, and horrific accounts of everyday cannibalism taken for granted by the cultures that practiced it. There are anecdotes on baronial feasts—both fascinating and repellant—and a diatribe against the microwave oven as a destructive force in communal living. 

In the hands of a less-skilled historian this could be hard going. But Fernandez-Armesto is so clearly enthralled by his subject that instead it becomes not only a definitive work on what we eat and why, but also explains why humans, unlike all other living creatures on earth, do not eat to live, but rather live to eat. ~Paula Byerly Croxon, Waterstone’s Online~
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