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The Hungry Ear is a collection of poems about food and drink edited by poet Kevin Young. Poetry and food or 

rather food in poetry is not something new. The poet as a gourmand exists in  Homer’s Odyssey, Virgil’s The Salad, 

Lord Byron's Don Juan, Baudelaire’s The Soul of The Wine and in the famous Pablo Neruda’s Odes. Poems are also 

found in the 1948 Culinary Arts Institute Encyclopedic Cookbook with rhymes as mnemonics for the inexperienced 

housewife. In other words, food and poems have happily coexisted for a very long time. 

Kevin Young in his introduction says:  

I have put together this anthology to honor food’s unique yet multifaceted pleasures. Nothing is as necessary yet as 

taken for granted these days as food –except maybe poetry. Both are bread and honey, water and wine, mother’s 

milk and manna; and if ignored or never used, both wither. Poetry keeps body and soul together and remarks upon 

what makes the human animal both one with and apart from the world. 

I discovered food poetry by accident in a local Seattle cookbook store while looking for other food related books. 

The poetic collection Tasted grabbed my interest. I bought the book and then new books came on my way including 

the Hungry Ear. What fascinates me, is this uncommon but perfect pairing of something so necessary and mundane 

like food and poetry, the most distinguished form of writing. But if food sustains the body and poetry the soul, food 

poetry manages to do both in a sweet and tasty way. Read a food poem, get inspired, create a recipe and cook it from 

the heart.   

For the purpose of this paper, I had to identify the female presence in the entire anthology and to answer some 

questions. Are there women in all those poems? What do they do? How do they show up in poems? In the following 

pages, I will illustrate with examples from poems’ excerpts who are those women and what they do in the poem. 

The Hungry Ear features 158 culinary poems of various poets and nearly one third of those include a feminine 

presence.  

The feminine presence is described as: 

Mother or Mama 

Grandmother or Grandma 

Daughter 

Girl 

She/her, often unknown 

Godmother 

Random female names 

Mythical or famous female names 

http://www.ecrater.com/p/14197705/culinary-arts-institute-encyclopedic-cookbook?gps=1
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Often these women play an active and determining role in the poem by either cooking, shopping or influencing the 

entire food process. Other times are just there, as memories, images or gentle presences who relate to food, hunger 

and cooking but do not take action. For the purpose of this short paper, I will approach the most “interesting” poems 

of the anthology independently rather comparatively as this is not a scientific research. It is rather a simple way to 

familiarize readers with culinary poetry. So, follow the lines of those tasty and inspiring poems and use all five 

senses to fully immerse into them.  

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

Pokeberries by Ruth Stone 

Grandma - Aunt - mama 

In this poem, three generations of women including the poet herself are involved with food, all in different ways 

 

I started out in the Virginia mountains 

With my grandma’s pansy bed 

and my Aunt Maud’s dandelion wine. 

We lived on greens and back-fat and biscuits. 

 

My whole life has been stained with pokeberries. 

 

No amount of knowledge can shake my grandma out of me; 

Or my Aunt Maud; or my mama who didn’t just bit an apple 

with her big white teeth. She split it in two. 

 

 

Invocation by Natasha Trethewey   

Grandmother - girl 

The grandmother is described as the woman who makes the food for the entire family but also seen as a girl through 

the eyes of the poet 

 

How they tied the lines,  

walked back and forth to find each cluster, 

 

each glorious net of crabs. Across sand, roads 
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hot beneath their feet, then door to back door 

they went, my grandmother and her siblings 

knocking, offering their catch, cleaned first 

 

on the back steps, gutted-a display of yellow 

bright as sunshine raining down on the grass. 

When my grandmother prepared crabs for me 

I could see the girl she was, her nimble hands, 

 

food on the table, in all those alien houses 

along the beach. On our table: gumbo manna, 

rice steaming in a bowl; the communion 

between us and them – the white folks 

 

across the tracks –sure as the crab lines she set, 

the work of her hands, threat which sustain us. 

 

A Short History of the Apple by Dorianne Laux  

Women – Eve – Snow White 

This poem, as its title reveals, features Eve, the first woman on earth who ate the apple. Later on, Snow White 

makes also her appearance 

 

Eve’s knees ground in the dirt 

of paradise. Newton watching  

gravity happen. 

 

Fire blight. Scab and powdery mildew. 

Cedar apple rust. The apple endures. 

Born on the wild rose, of crab ancestors. 

The first pip raised in Kazakhstan. 

 

Snow White with poison on her lips 
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Ode to Butter by Linton Hopkins  

Julia 

It is obvious that the line refers to Julia Child, known for her love of butter 

 

Julia became Julia when met with your aroma 

commingling in a pan with shallots 

many people don’t know that you actually lighten a dish 

small knobs stirred into reduced stock 

mouthfeel, richness 

the dish which is missing something 

is quickly set right 

 

 

Four Sonnets About Food by Adrienne Su  

Woman 

This is a clear description of the woman who is in charge of making food and the man who eats it 

 

Who feeds 

Another is like bones 

To him who eats 

(I say “him” only 

Because it is a man 

In my house 

 

who eats and a woman 

who goes about 

the matter of sustenance), 

food being always  

a matter of life 
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Butter – Elizabeth Alexander 

My Mother – she 

A clear image of the poet’s mother who loves butter, presented in a humorous way 

 

My mother loves butter more than I do, 

More than anyone. She pulls chunks off 

The stick and eats it plain, explaining 

cream spun around into butter! Growing up 

we ate turkey cutlets sautéed in lemon 

and butter melting in small pools in the hearts 

of Yorkshire puddings, butter better 

than gravy staining white rice yellow 

 

Applesauce by Ted Kooser  

She - her  

A lovely description of the poet’s mother making applesauce. The mother as a food maker 

 

She was too busy 

to put in her two cents’ worth 

talking to apples. Squeezing 

her dentures with wrinkly lips, 

she had to jingle and stack 

the bright brass coins of the lids 

 

And with every third or fourth jar 

she wiped steam from her glasses, 

using the hem of her apron 

printed with tiny red sailors 
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The Preserving by Kevin Young  

Mama 

Hungry Ear’s editor, Kevin Young uses the word Mama only once; it is unclear why but to him, mentioning Mama 

once is enough to have a role in this poem 

 

Eating something boiled each meal, 

my hair in coils by June first, Mama 

could barely reel me in from the red 

clay long enough to wrap my hair 

with string. So tight 

I couldn’t think. 

 

To a Poor Old Woman by William Carlos Williams  

Her 

The feminine presence is all over the poem where juicy plums, taste and her, come all together in a colorful poem 

 

munching a plum on 

the street of paper bag 

of them in her hand 

They taste good to her 

They taste good  

to her. They taste 

good to her 

You can see it by  

the way she gives herself 

to the one half 

sucked out in her hand 

 

Comforted 

a solace of ripe plums 

seeming to fill the air 

They taste good to her 
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Economics at Gemco by John Olivares Espinoza 

My mother – Mom - She - her 

A boy’s description of his mother in front of the supermarket where rather a weird incident occurs 

 

My mother pushes a grocery cart 

I tug at her blue pleated skirt. 

 

She puts her change into my hands, 

For the old soul slumped against the wall, 

His gray mouth covered by a beard of wind and dirt. 

I place the coins into his cupped hands 

And he stacks two neat columns of cents 

Next to his seat on the curb. 

He nods his chin half-solemnly. 

I turn back to Mother, 

Suddenly a cop – he came out of nowhere- 

Tells me, Take the money back. 

I brush the coins 

Back into my palms like table crumbs. 

As the old man, 

Silent at those pennies, 

Gets cuffed and hauled  off to jail. 

I ask Mom why – 

We only tried to help. 

 

I ask Mom why- 

 

My mother pushes the grocery cart without a word, 

Knowing that as newlyweds she begged outside markets for change 
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Beans: An Apologia for Not Loving to Cook by Judith Ortiz Cofer   

Grandmother - women - mothers - daughter 

Three generations of women cook beans in different ways, including the poet herself who does not like them 

 

For me memory turns on the cloying smell of boiling beans 

in a house of women waiting, waiting for wars, affairs, periods 

of grieving the rains, el mal tiempo, to end, the phrase 

 

My grandmother would put a pot on the slow fire 

at dawn, and all day long, the stones she had dropped in, hard 

and dry as a betrayed woman’s eyes, slowly softened, scenting 

the house with the essence of waiting. Beans. 

I grew to hate them. 

 

The women waited in turns by the stove 

rapt by the alchemy of unmaking. The mothers turned hard 

at the stove, resisting our calls with the ultimate threat 

of burned beans 

 

Now it is my daughter who keeps a voluntary vigil by the stove. 

She loves the idea of cooking as chemistry, and the Tao 

of making food. Her waiting for the beans to boil is a meditation 

on the transformative properties of matter; a gift of memory food 

from my island 

 

Bread by Sharon Olds  

Daughter - her 

In this rather moving and honest poem, the poet observes her daughter making bread 

 

When my daughter makes bread, a cloud of flour 

hangs in the air like pollen. She sifts and 

sifts again, the salt and sugar 
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close as the grain of her skin.  

Her broad palms 

bend the paste toward her and the heel of her hand 

presses it away, until the dough 

begins to snap, glossy and elastic as the 

torso bending over it, 

this ten-year-old girl, random specks of 

yeast in her flesh beginning to heat, 

her volume doubling every month now, but still 

raw and hard. 

 

Wintering by Sylvia Plath  

Woman – women - maids - royal lady 

Sylvia Plath’s parallel images of women wintering and bees as women create a rather confusing picture 

 

The bees are all women, 

Maids and the long royal lady. 

They have got rid of the men, 

The blunt, clumsy stumblers, the boors. 

Winter is for women- 

The woman, still at her knitting, 

 

Ode to the Onion by Pablo Neruda  

Godmother 

The Nobel award-winning poet, in his Ode to the Onion only mentions godmother once. Is the Onion a fairy 

godmother or she is someone else? 

 

Star of the poor, 

fairy godmother 

wrapped 

inn delicate 

paper, you rise from the ground 
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eternal, whole, pure 

 

Green Chile by Jimmy Santiago Baca  

Grandmother - her - she 

A beautiful scene of a grandmother loving green chiles 

 

But grandmother loves green chile. 

When I visit her, 

she holds the green chile pepper 

in her wrinkled hands. 

 

Night Waitress by Lynda Hull  

Mother – She - her 

The poet, a woman herself, make references to her mother who is a waitress. Black Madonna is a second reference 

of a feminine presence in the poem 

 

It’s my mother’s Slavic face. 

She washed the floor on hands and knees 

below the Black Madonna, praying 

to her god of sorrows and visions 

who’s not here tonight when I lay out the plates, 

small planets, the cups and moons of saucers. 

 

 

Blackberries for Amelia by Richard Wilbur  

The poem does not make any reference to any woman. The only one is simply in the title - Amelia 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 
 

Conclusion 

Academics have criticized culinary poetry as not intellectual enough or even uneducated. I disagree. To me, culinary 

poetry is grounding and provides a unique way to introduce readers unrelated to poetry to this fascinating world. 

Furthermore, to explore complex relations between people, cooking, the kitchen, society and the seasons. The poet, 

as the observer, gets involved in the process or carries memories from the past. As women do exist in the poems 

from grandmothers to girls and daughters, to mythical figures and mothers, royal ladies and more, let’s remember 

that poetry is the language within the language. And food makes it simpler, easier to follow and a fun read.  

 


