
68 

odds and ends 

Food 

Gastronomy as 

a Cultural 

Tradition 

Do hot peppers and tortillas, 
both native stapl es, constitute 
the basis of Mexican's food
intake? 

"No, definitely not," says Guil
lermo Tovar y de Teresa, the 
Official Historian of Mexico 
City. "These are merely com
plements." And he adds, 
"What's more, 1 believe that in 
terms of ·variety and tastiness, 
Mexican food is comparable to 
the most important cuisines in 
the world, such as the Chinese 
and Japanese, the ltalian and 
the French." 

Tovar explains that each of the 
pre-hispanic peoples had their 
own culture, among them the 
Quichés, Tzetzals, Mix es, 
Za potecas, Tarahumaras, 

Hu ichos, Azt ecs, Mayas, 
Zap a t ees, T o l t e c s  a n d 
Totonacas. Consequently, each 
had their own culture of 
nourishment. 

"lt was the same type of situa
tion as when you travel from 
one country to another, where 
you find a great variety of 
foods," says Tovar y de Teresa. 

The wealth and variety of the 
nation's culinary art led another 
Mexico City Historian, Salva9or 
Novo, to write a 350-page 
l;>ook, Mexican Cookery, ar

Gastronomic History of Mexico. 

In his introduction, Novo -who 
was also a member of the Mex
ican Language Academy, and 
received the National Award far 
Journalism in 1976- provides 
valuable insights on the tapie: 

"The verb cua, used by one of 
the main pre-hispanic cultural 
groups, the Nahuas, means to 
eat. The adjective cualli means 
both the beautiful and the 
good, which is to say, that 
which is edible, that which is 
digestible, that which is pleas
ing to our sight and to our 
hearts, to the spirit and to the 
flesh." 

A verb or an adjective-noun, 
-cua ar cual/i-, define or
qualify the subject that receives 
them, and allow far the com
position of words and phrases 
with which this admirable,
many-hued tangue expresses 
its people: 

Cla-cua-ni, he who eats things; 

.,,. 

Mexican kitchen in the 19th century as painted by A. Serrano (Nat. Museum of History). 
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The combination of tomatoes, 
quelites and peppers produced 
the mole, vitamin-rich juices 
pressed out on the stone
grinder called molcáxítl. Today 
t h i s  M e x i c a n  di s h  i s  
characteristic of the states of 
Oaxaca and Puebla. 

According to Novo, both ig
norance and an .abscence of 
fats and cooking oils, excluded 
fried foods from Mexican 
cooking. Their techniques were 
limited to boiling and roasting 
food, as well as pickling raw 
fruits and vegetables. Absent in 
the frugal diet of these lndians 
were the fried foods that make 
digestion a difficult and heroic 
process; the fats that ac
cumulate into adipose tissue 
and raise cholesterol levels in 
the arteries of the gl uttons of 
the Western world, causing 
heart attacks and trombosis. 

"The highland gave forth basic 
seeds, plants and wild game; 
the lagoon contribute proteins. 
Trade, called Pochtecayotl, 

provided the tropical-climate 
foods which wouldn't grow in 
the highland climate." 

A city as large as Tenochtitlan 
needed a daily market in which 
everything was available. This 
was the Tlatelolco market that 
dazzled the conqueror Cortés, 
who descr'ibed it to the King of 
Spain as being "as large as 
twice the size of the square in 
the city of Salamanca, sur
rounded by archways on ali 
sides, and where daíly there are 
more than sixty thousand souls 
buying and selling; where there 
ali the kinds of goods found in 
different la nds,  both f or 
maintenance and victuals." 

" ... There is a street alcing which 
ali sorts of fowl are sold, such 
as hens, partridge, quail, wild 
ducks, flycatchers, tu rtledoves, 
pigeons and many other small 
birds. They sell rabbits, hares, 
deer and small castrated dogs 
raised especially for eating ... 
T h e r e  a r e  a l i  s o r t s  o f  
vegetables, especially onions, 
scallion, common cress, bor
rego, thistle and cardillo." 

"There are many fruits resembl
ing those found in Spain, such 
as plums and cherries. They sell 
bee honey and wax, and a syrup 
from sugar cane which is as 
honeyed and sweet as that 
made from sugar." 

'They sell corn ... , fish cakes and 
pies fill ed with birds 'meat... a 
lot of fish is sold salted and 
fresh. raw or cooked ... there are 

eggs from-hens and geese ... " 

Finally, Cortés adds: "that in 
t h e s e  m a r k e t s  t h e y  s e l l  
everything found on earth, 
which besides what I have 
already mentioned, are so many 
and of so many qualities, that 
because they are so prolific and 
will not come to my memory, 
and even because I have no 
name for them, 1 cannot ex
press them ali." 

"Ours is a fun country because 
of its diversity, especially con
cerning food," says Guillermo 
Tovar y de Teresa.* 

Jesús Yáñez Orozco 
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