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For anyone who has
ever dreamed of
mastering the art of
Italian home cooking,
one name stands
above all others:
Marcella Hazan. Her
magnum opus,
Essentials of Classic

Italian Cooking, is not
just a cookbook—it is a
rite of passage. First
published in 1992 as a
combined and revised
edition of her earlier
works, this volume has
become the definitive
guide to authentic
I[talian cuisine. In a
world filled with flashy
food trends and
shortcut recipes,
Hazan’s philosophy
remains refreshingly
simple: use the finest
ingredients, respect
traditional techniques,
and let the natural
flavors speak. But what
makes this book truly
essential? Let's explore


https://old.setefer.com/

the depth, wisdom, and
practical magic
contained within its
pages.

Who Was
Marcella
Hazan?

To understand the
importance of
Essentials of Classic
Italian Cooking, you
must first know its
author. Marcella Hazan
(1924-2013) was born
in Cesenatico, ltaly,
and later moved to the
United States. She is
widely credited with
introducing Americans
to the genuine flavors
of Italian home
cooking—not the
heavy, red-sauce-and-
meatball version that
had become popular,
but the nuanced,
regional, ingredient-

driven cuisine she grew
up with. Her writing is
direct, opinionated,
and infused with a
deep love for food. She
famously declared that
garlic should be used
with restraint and that
Parmesan cheese
should never be
sprinkled on seafood
pasta. Her authority
came from decades of
teaching cooking
classes and writing
with unmatched clarity.
Essentials of Classic
Italian Cooking is the
culmination of that
life's work.

WHAT MAKES THIS
COOKBOOK AN
ABSOLUTE
ESSENTIAL?

There are countless
Italian cookbooks on
the market, yet few
have achieved the cult
status of Hazan’'s
masterpiece. The book
is not a glossy coffee-
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table tome filled with
stylized
photographs—in fact, it
has very few pictures.
Instead, it is a dense,
text-heavy manual that
prioritizes instruction
over aesthetics. This is
intentional. Hazan
believed that cooking
is a skill learned
through understanding,
not just imitation. Each
recipe is preceded by a
detailed explanation of
technique, ingredient
selection, and the
reasoning behind every
step. The result is a
book that teaches you
how to cook, not just
what to cook.

Structure
and
Organizat

on: A
Roadmap
to Italian
Cooking

The book is divided
into logical sections
that mirror a traditional
Italian meal: antipasti,
soups, pasta, risotto,
fish, meat, vegetables,
and desserts. But
within these chapters,
Hazan offers more than
recipes. She provides
foundational

knowledge on topics
like how to choose the
right olive oil, what
type of pasta shape
works best with which
sauce, and how to
properly season a pan.
The section on tomato
sauces alone is worth
the price of admission.
Her famous “Tomato



Sauce with Onion and
Butter” (recipe number
77, known online as
“Marcella Hazan’s
Tomato Sauce”) is
legendary for its
simplicity: just canned
tomatoes, an onion cut
in half, butter, and salt,
simmered for 45

minutes. It
demonstrates her core
philosophy: few
ingredients, handled
expertly, produce
extraordinary results.
ESSENTIAL
TECHNIQUES
EVERY HOME
COOK SHOULD
MASTER

Essentials of Classic
Italian Cooking is not
just a recipe collection;
it is a masterclass in
technique. Hazan
emphasizes that
proper technique
precedes creativity.
Without mastering the
fundamentals, you

cannot improvise. Here
are some of the key
techniques she covers
in depth:

e Making a
proper
soffritto: The
foundation of
countless Italian
dishes. Hazan
explains the fine
dice, the slow
cooking in olive
oil, and the
patience
required to
develop
sweetness and
depth.

e Cooking pasta
al dente: She
insists on using a
large pot of
rapidly boiling
salted water, and
never rinsing the
pasta after
draining. The
starchy surface
helps sauces
adhere.

* Risotto stirring
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technique: She
demystifies the
process,
explaining why
constant stirring
(but not too
vigorous)
releases starch
and creates that
creamy texture
without heavy
cream.
Deglazing and
building a pan
sauce: After
sautéing meat or
fish, she shows
how to use wine,
broth, or even
water to lift the
browned bits off
the pan for a
quick, flavorful
sauce.

Frying without
greasiness: Her
advice on oil
temperature,
draining on
paper towels,
and serving
immediately

ensures light,
crisp results.

These techniques are
not presented as
isolated tricks but as
interconnected skills
that build confidence.
After spending time
with this book, you will
find yourself
understanding why a
dish might have turned
out poorly before, and
how to fix it.

Ingredien
t

Wisdom:
The Heart
of Italian
Cooking

One of the most
valuable aspects of
Essentials of Classic



ICONIG RECIRB® is
Hazan’s guidance on
ingredients. She has
strong opinions, but
they are always rooted
in flavor and tradition.
She advocates for
imported [talian
Parmesan (Parmigiano-
Reggiano), extra-virgin
olive oil that tastes
fruity and peppery, and
the use of fresh herbs
only when they truly
enhance a dish. She
also warns against
common pitfalls:
buying pre-grated
cheese, using dried
basil, or substituting
cheap balsamic
vinegar that s
artificially sweetened.
By following her
ingredient advice,
home cooks can
elevate even the
simplest spaghetti
aglio e olio to
something sublime.

THAT DEFINE THE
BOOK

While every recipe in
the book has its merit,
a few have achieved
iconic status. Let’s look
at some dishes that
every home cook
should try:

1. Tomato Sauce
with Onion and
Butter: As
mentioned, this
is the recipe that
went viral
decades before
the internet. It
proves that a
sauce with just
four ingredients
can be richer and
more satisfying
than any jarred
alternative.

2. Bolognese
Sauce (Ragu
alla
Bolognese):
Hazan’s version
is the gold
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standard—slow-
cooked with a
mix of ground
beef, veal, and
pork, with milk
and wine, no
garlic, and no
herbs. It takes
hours but
rewards you with
deep, complex
flavor.

. Risotto alla
Milanese: A
classic saffron
risotto that she
teaches with
meticulous
detail, including
the correct rice
(Carnaroli or
Vialone Nano)
and the
importance of a
good homemade
broth.

. Ossobuco in
Bianco: Braised
veal shanks
without
tomatoes,
featuring white

wine, vegetables,
and a gremolata
of lemon zest,
garlic, and
parsley. It is a
master class in
slow cooking and
building layers of
flavor.

5. Tiramisu: Her
version uses raw
eggs, strong
espresso,
mascarpone, and
ladyfingers. She
explains why the
traditional recipe
has no cream, no
gelatin, and no
shortcuts. It is
light, airy, and
intensely
satisfying.

These recipes are not
difficult, but  they
demand attention to
detail. Hazan's clear
instructions guide you
through each step,
ensuring success even
for beginners.



WHY THIS BOOK
REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

In an era of 30-minute
meals, meal kits, and
influencer-driven
recipes, Essentials of
Classic Italian
Cooking might seem
like an anachronism.
But its relevance has
only grown. People are
increasingly seeking
authenticity and a
deeper connection to
what they eat. Hazan's
book offers that
connection. It teaches
patience, respect for
ingredients, and the
joy of cooking from
scratch. Moreover, its
timeless techniques
are the foundation
upon which countless
modern Italian dishes
are built. Whether you
are making a quick
pasta with clams or a
labor-intensive
lasagna, the principles

she outlines apply.

How to
Use the
Book as a
Beginner

If you are new to Italian
cooking, do not be
intimidated by the
book’s size. Start with
the simpler recipes:
the tomato sauce, a
basic vinaigrette, or a
sautéed vegetable
dish. Read the
introductory notes for
each chapter; they are
packed with wisdom
that will help you avoid
mistakes. Do not skip
the sections on tools
and

ingredients—learning
why a heavy-bottomed
pot matters will
improve your cooking
immediately. As you
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gain confidence, move
to more complex
dishes like a stuffed
pasta or a braised
meat. The book is
designed to grow with
you.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

No book is perfect, and
Hazan’s work has its
critics. Some readers
find her tone bossy or
overly prescriptive.
Others object to her
dismissal of certain
regional variations or
modern adaptations.
For instance, she
famously dislikes garlic
in most dishes, which
can feel restrictive to
those who love bold
garlic flavors.
Additionally, the book
lacks a comprehensive
index for dietary
restrictions

(vegetarian, gluten-
free, etc.), and many
recipes rely on

ingredients that may
be hard to find outside
urban areas. However,
these criticisms are
minor when weighed
against the book’s
overall quality. Hazan
herself was
unapologetically

Italian; she wrote for
cooks who wanted to
replicate the flavors of
her homeland, not for
those seeking
shortcuts or
substitutions.

PAIRING THE BOOK
WITH OTHER
RESOURCES

While Essentials of
Classic Italian
Cooking is a stand-
alone treasure, many
home cooks enjoy
supplementing it with
modern resources.
Online cooking shows,
blogs, and food forums
often reference
Hazan’'s techniques.
Some newer Italian



cookbooks by authors
like Lidia Bastianich or
Nancy Harmon Jenkins

offer additional
regional insight.
However, Hazan’s book
remains the

cornerstone. For a well-
rounded Italian cooking
library, pair it with a
good general reference
on lItalian ingredients
(like The Silver Spoon)
and a regional guide
(like Italy: The
Beautiful Cookbook).
But if you can only
have one book, make it
this one.

CONCLUSION

Essentials of Classic
Italian Cooking by
Marcella Hazan is more
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than a cookbook; it is
an education. It strips
away the pretension
and confusion
surrounding Italian
cuisine and reveals the
elegant simplicity that
lies at its heart.
Through clear
instruction, unwavering
standards, and a deep
love for good food,
Hazan teaches us how
to cook with
confidence and
pleasure. Whether you
are making a quick
weekday dinner or a
Sunday feast for family
and friends, the
lessons in this book will
serve you for a
lifetime. It is, without
question, an essential
addition to any kitchen.
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