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introduCtion

This study initially arose from my general interest in food, perceived to 
be a deeply-rooted culture-bound aspect of society and hence a potential 
‘culture bump’ in cross-cultural communication and translation practices 
(Leppihalme 1997, Chiaro 2008). Driven by stark economic and social 
changes that have occurred in Western society from the 1950s onwards, 
the role of food and food-related practices gradually freed themselves from 
their function of mere sustenance, and took on new dimensions. Modern 
society is undergoing dramatic changes in the field of nutrition and culinary 
discourse, as mirrored in the extensive media coverage of food topics. 
This is even more strikingly so in a country like Britain, where the average 
citizen used to have little interest in food and healthy eating, but is now 
apparently a nation of food experts (Chiaro 2008; 2012). Food consumption 
has acquired the dimension of a cultural movement and a fashion trend. 
Chefs have achieved the popularity and status of superstars, as perhaps only 
pop music singers and actors had in the past. This can be easily explained 
if we accept that in new millennium Britain, food has become a lifestyle 
as both journalists and commentators have observed: “Londoners used 
to define themselves by which designers they wore or which music they 
listened to; today, it’s which restaurant they frequent, whose recipes they’re 
trying” (Dolce, 2001). Two decades later, Britain is still one of the largest 
exporters of television celebrity chefs.

Very early on in media history, television proved to have a strong 
international vocation. American and British TV products and formats were 
rarely produced to be consumed solely in their home markets. Exported 
to Europe, or the rest of Europe (in the case of the Britain), they would be 
either dubbed, voiced-over or subtitled to entertain non-English speaking 
audiences. Cookery television initially resisted this internationalization 
practice and its discourse remained linked to the construction of a national 
identity discourse until the launch of The Food Network in 1993 in the 
US and the subsequent flourishing of thematic food channels changed the 
paradigm and the universe of food television worldwide.

In spite of the general growth of sociological research around food 
studies and the flourishing of vast literature around the topic of food and/
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in the media, little attention has been paid so far to cross-cultural aspects of 
food television. With the exception of an insightful, cross-cultural overview 
of early television cookery in Europe provided by Tominc (2022), to my 
knowledge, diachronic studies on cross-cultural discursive and multimodal 
aspects of televised cookery are virtually absent, and this study sets out to 
rectify this.

By addressing the diachronic evolution of mainly British and Italian 
cookery programmes, from the early days of television to the so-called 
‘noughties’ (the 2000s) and up to present day, using a content analysis and 
multimodal discourse analysis, I shall seek to demonstrate that it is not by 
chance that Britain has long been the strongest exporter of food television 
discourse and that Italy has absorbed and integrated into its television 
system many of the programmes and formats of the anglophone cookery 
culture and tradition. Although Italy has made great strides in the field 
of global food television since the advent of thematic channels, it is still 
lagging behind in terms of exporting TV cooking shows, despite the fact of 
being a major exporter of real food.

My study aims to identify trends in modern TV cookery discourse 
that have crossed the borders of national television production to become 
globally accessible to international audiences, and hence become global 
phenomena. It takes into consideration the different modes and genres of 
food TV series while reflecting upon the possibility that changing social 
values attached to food may have been mirrored in and driven by television 
cookery over the past seventy years. In fact, the phenomenon of celebrity 
chefs in Britain (and in North America) started several decades ago and 
this study illustrates how TV cookery both in the UK and the US not only 
belongs to a strong tradition of gastronomic television broadcasting, but 
that it refers back to an even stronger tradition of food writing and radio 
broadcasting.

Moreover, my study would like to highlight how the discursive evolution 
of TV cookery programmes has been largely influenced by the technological 
innovations of the medium itself. The gradual expansion of cable and satellite 
TV during the 1990s, the further proliferation of factual channels after the 
digital switchover in the first and second decade of the new millennium and 
finally the advent of on-demand video streaming platforms since 2010s have 
progressively undermined the natural, traditional bond between national 
television and broadcasting territory (Chalaby 2002). These specifics in turn 
have accelerated and intensified an ongoing internationalization process of 
TV institutions, their audiences and television discourse.
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If it is true that British culinary tradition has both welcomed and resisted 
the influences of continental cuisine (Jones/Taylor 2001) and foreign 
gastronomic traditions, and that British television cookery dominated the 
global television market especially when food thematic channels were first 
introduced, then, twenty years later, more peripheral cookery television 
cultures have started to emerge on the international landscape. This study 
argues that while national television was tied up with the modernist objective 
of building the discourse of national identity, the advent of transnational 
TV channels brought about the opportunity for more peripheral national 
television and culinary cultures to become more globally accessible. This 
ongoing phenomenon that continues to influence food television discourse 
both at global and local level needs further investigation, as I shall argue, 
first and foremost, because it is challenging the very notions of food related 
cultural identity and food authenticity.

Chalaby (2002: 459) points out that transnational television networks 
have a very different relationship in space and time from their traditional 
counterparts. Back in 2002, pan-European channels such as Euronews, 
Eurosport and Fox Kids reached between 30 and 56 countries, covering 
more than 15 different languages. Transnational broadcasters such as MTV, 
CNN and Discovery Channel that had more global coverage reached around 
150 countries (2002: 461). Transnational television is also less time specific 
than terrestrial TV. Daytime and primetime schedule differentiation loses 
importance in a global broadcasting landscape. Trans-border television 
programming is basically operational around the clock in order to adapt 
to the needs and lifestyles of people living in different time zones on 
both sides of the globe. These features require channel schedules to be 
filled up with diverse television contents thus enhancing the production 
and exchange of television content internationally. A study by Herman 
and McChesney highlighted the economic aspects of the initial phases 
of media globalization and its effects on society (1997). Identifying both 
benefits and drawbacks of the phenomenon, the first observable effects of 
media globalization were larger flows of cross-border outputs, the growth 
of transnational corporations, a general trend towards a centralization of 
media control and the intensification of commercialization of media. 
Among the positive effects of media globalization there was the widening of 
options on offer to the audiences, and the challenging of national television 
monopolies. Among the advantages of media globalization, the authors 
included the aspect of the rapid dissemination of popular culture, exported 
from the dominant commercial and cultural centres to the far corners of 
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the earth, allegedly responding to a larger demand of this type of contents. 
Conversely, countries beyond Anglophone cultural sphere would thus 
engage in a dialogue with the dominant cultural values and some sort of 
global culture would emerge igniting cross-cultural mutual understanding 
processes. Starting from McChesney’s assumption, I hypothesize that the 
rapid dissemination of British culinary culture in the first decade of the new 
millennium to the far corners of the earth and to Italy in particular, probably 
responded to the large demand for this type of television content in some 
specific television landscapes. Italy displays a large and very active food 
and catering industry, but its tradition of televised cookery is virtually non-
existent. Food-themed channels offered the food industry the opportunity 
to advertise to specialized niche audiences, but needed to be filled up with 
appealing television contents which were not readily available in the home 
country hence huge amounts of cookery shows had to be imported. The 
tradition of TV cookery is much younger in Italy (1974) than in Britain 
(1937) where cookery television is as old as television itself. Moreover, 
Italy does not have a strong tradition of celebrity chefs, as Stefano Bonilli 
pointed out in the national newspaper La Repubblica (Granello, 2009). 
Bonilli is the former director of the magazine Gambero Rosso and founder 
of RaiSat Gambero Rosso channel in 1999, the first Italian food devoted 
channel before it was acquired by Sky Italia in 2003. According to him, 
between Ave Ninchi and Luigi Veronelli (1974-1976, Italy, Rai1) and until 
the launch of La Prova del Cuoco (2000, Italy, Rai1) hosted by journalist 
Antonella Clerici, there was no television cookery personality on Italian TV 
comparable either to the American Julia Child, the British Fanny Cradock or 
the many other BBC television chefs.

In other words, this void created the space for a dynamic process within 
the Italian broadcasting “polysystem” (Even-Zohar 1990: 45-46) in the field 
of food related TV series. The empty space in the Italian culinary television 
described by the former director of RaiSat’s food-themed channel might be 
partly responsible for the overwhelming success of cookery programmes 
involving British superstar chefs on Italian television. This phenomenon 
in turn might also have enhanced the market for translated cookery books 
accompanying the TV series in Italy, despite the fact that Italian cuisine is 
lauded world-wide.

According to polysystemic approach, translated foreign texts integrate 
into the target culture in a peripheral role, with respect to autochthonous 
texts. This occurs in two circumstances: when there is an occasional void in 
the target culture, or when the target culture is developing its own literature 



IntroductIon

15

but has no models to be inspired by in its own tradition. Both scenarios 
would motivate the target culture to seek inspirational stimuli outside their 
borders. This is possibly what happened in the programming of the Gambero 
Rosso Channel at the turn of the millennium, where young Italian chefs 
such as Simone Rugiati and Laura Ravaioli, undoubtedly took inspiration 
from British superstar chefs TV cookery programmes. As for cookery in 
print, Italian cookery books were traditionally more related to seasonal or 
regional cooking rather than to specific chefs until the phenomenon of La 
prova del Cuoco, presented by journalist Antonella Clerici. The successful 
daytime programme was again based on the British format of Ready Steady 
Cook, started in Italy in the year 2000, six years after the British version 
was produced.

Based on a study that involved more than 40 interviews with executives 
from the television industry over a period of two years in the initial phases of 
television globalization, Chalaby (2002) argued that cross-border coverage 
of transnational television networks and their international production 
operations tore apart the relationship between local territories and television, 
thus not only adapting to globalization processes but actually shaping a new 
global order (2002: 457). The concept of the ‘deterritorialization’ (Chalaby 
2005: 8) of television that Chalaby introduced could provide some helpful 
insights in these matters and describe the puzzling complex relationship 
between transnational TV and local space. The most commonly used 
definition of the notion is that of Néstor García Canclini, who explains 
deterritorialization as ‘the loss of the “natural” relation of culture to 
geographical and social territories’ (Chalaby 2005: 8). According to this 
point of view, culture and cultural aspects would be gradually disembodied 
from their original territory and lose their connection to a specific place and 
thus acquire new meanings. Transnational channels’ target audiences are 
multinational and multilingual.

By exploring the connections between food, language and culture and 
between food and social practices, the first chapter of this volume explores 
the concept of “deterritorialization” both in terms of food discourse and in 
terms of food television. After identifying some milestones in the evolution 
of television technology and observing how these changes in the TV 
medium affected the content and discourse of cookery shows, the chapter 
will also deal with the issue of circulation and translation of televised food 
products over time. The chapter will conclude with some methodological 
and terminological specifications.

The second chapter will offer a cross-cultural and diachronic overview of 
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the evolution of British and Italian cookery television respectively, starting 
from the black and white cookery demonstrations broadcast on national 
public service television, up to present day globally distributed reality and 
competition culinary shows that are so popular on international lifestyle 
TV channels and on-demand platforms. Generic and thematic issues that 
are deemed relevant for the present discussion will be explored through the 
use of keywords like: leisure and labour, performance and reality, authentic 
and exotic.

The third chapter of the book is based on a case study which follows the 
diachronic evolution of eight UK Television series covering a time span of 
around fifty years, from the 1960s until the 2010s. It focuses on the crucial 
years around the dawn of the new millennium, when the first factual channel 
ever launched in Italy RaiSat Gambero Rosso Channel was acquired by 
Sky, becoming Gambero Rosso Channel. This pay-TV satellite broadcaster 
gave British celebrity chefs like Jamie Oliver and Nigella Lawson access to 
Italian audiences. In turn, Italian audiences discovered a plethora of foreign 
cookery television shows, formats and chefs who gradually became familiar 
TV personalities, together with the birth of similar Italian television shows 
that were more and more influenced by British and international archetypes, 
but that would be another story and another book.


