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Adding fun to fennel, celebrity chef Nigella Lawson has 
single-handedly transformed our drab home dinners into 

indulgent feasts. In the age of clean food, Sonal Ved � nds out 
why the butter-loving British chef remains food royalty

PLEASURE PRINCIPLE
T A S T E

Right on cue, celebrity chef Nigella 
Lawson is showing her teammate how 
to fi nish off leftover avocados from 
breakfast—plonking them on toast. I 
have to remind myself that I’m not 
inside one of her TV shows. We’re at 
the Neptune suite of  the Taj Mahal 
Palace in Mumbai, where Lawson is 
gearing up to feed some of the coun-
try’s fi nest. “For me, food is every-
thing—social history, personal stories, 
a repository of memories with an enor-
mously aesthetic presence in my life. 
Food isn’t just fuel,” she says.

She sounds exactly like her televi-
sion persona, and looks the part. A vi-
sion, even when she’s jetlagged, Law-
son is sprawled on a sofa in ink-black 
sweatpants and a matching tee, with-
out a spot of makeup, yet her cheek-
bones look so chiselled, I’m sure she 
has a serious jade-roller ritual.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
Her fi rst trip to India was in 2017, 
away from the media glare, when she 

spent time sampling street-eats across 
Mumbai. But this September, she 
turned the tables when she hosted two 
lavish dinners in Mumbai and Delhi as 
part of the World Series, an event that 
in 2018 brought chef Daniel Humm of 
Eleven Madison Park to India.

Even at 25,000 per plate, her four-
course dinner, comprising a sweetcorn 
chowder with toasted tortillas, fennel 
chicken, halloumi with warm spiced 
caulifl ower and her signature pavlova, 
was sold out within 24 hours, testimo-
ny to the undying appeal of celebrity 
chefs. Mid-meal, Le15 Patisserie found-
er Pooja Dhingra, who sat next to me, 
affi rmed, “You see someone on TV and 
think they are charming, but then you 
meet them in person and don’t think 
that way anymore. But with Nigella 
you totally do!”

Part of Lawson’s charm is her no-
frills approach to cooking that won her 
the moniker of ‘domestic goddess’. The 
other part could be her evocative style 
of writing. “A delicately perfumed con-

fection…the fruit keeps it so tender 
and damp that it’s as if it’s been 
drenched in light,” she writes in At My 
Table (2017) about a pear, pistachio 
and rose cake. It’s not surprising that 
Lawson considers herself a food writer 
fi rst than a TV chef. Before the Oxford 
graduate came out with her fi rst show, 
Nigella Bites (2000), she had been the 
deputy literary editor for the Sunday 
Times and a food writer and critic for 
British Vogue. Then came her debut 
book, How To Eat (1998). “The chal-
lenge of language made me want to 
write. How do you use language, which 
is abstract, to describe food, which be-
longs in the realm of the senses, prop-
erly?” she asks rhetorically, “I grew to 
understand that metaphor is often the 
best way.” Her television persona fol-
lows her prose with all its seductive 
charm. More domestic rebel than god-
dess, with Lawson you abandon the 
tasting spoon to dip-and-lick and defy a 
sacrosanct recipe as she nudges you to 
break all the rules and improvise. >

“The thing is, if you can’t cope 
with a cracked cake, you’re going 

to fi nd life very diffi cult”


