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Tom Mueller: Extra virginity: The Sublime and Scandalous World of Olive Oil:
Atlantic Books, 2012, 288pp., hardback, £18.99.

At the very beginning of his book about olive oil, Tom Mueller takes us to an
archaeological site in Cyprus where, about 4,000 years prior, a disaster had
struck. The catastrophe — likely an earthquake — an ancient manufacturing
complex, a sort of early high-tech incubator with operations in ore smelting,
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textile production, and perfume creation, all circled around mills and
huge containers for processing olives into olive oil. Mueller describes how
archaeologists gradually realized the olive oil fueled the other manufactures:
it provided the raw material for the perfume, the industrial lubricant for
the looms, and the fuel for the smelting.

Mueller’s wide-ranging account of both the ancient history and the
current politics surrounding the olive oil industry is one of the very few
recent books on the subject. In it Mueller functions like the olive oil in
the ancient Cypriot industrial centre, linking disparate disciplines in his
book, half eulogy, half exposé. The author is a journalist and a long-time
resident of Italy, excellently placed to write this account for the intelligent
reader who may or may not be a neophyte to the world of Olea europea’s
golden juice.

Mueller moves deftly back and forth between olive oil’s importance
(both in economic and religious terms) to classical civilizations, the
fruit’s biochemistry, and the politics of oil production and certification.
Particularly shocking — and this is the book’s exposé side — is the ease
with which inferior grades of olive oil are passed off as extra-virgin, the
consequences of which are not only that consumers are swindled but also
that a distorted market (read: artificially low prices) for quality olive oil
hurts honest producers. Mueller’s thorough investigation reveals how
despite the best efforts of American olive oil makers — a result of their
dedication to quality, their Yankee ingenuity, and business acumen — the
US Food and Drug Administration (the American governmental regulatory
body) does little to interfere with olive oil fraud. Olive oil tampering is
illegal, but it is not an immediate health risk in most cases, hence already-
scarce enforcement resources cannot be dedicated to its prevention.

It was a pleasure too to have Mueller not fall into the trap of ‘good
fat, bad fat’ during his lengthy (yet very readable) discussion of the health
benefits of olive oil. The section on the discovery of olive oil’s non-steroidal
anti-inflammatory compounds, a sort of natural ibuprofen, was particularly
fascinating. The cultured reader will appreciate the poems, quotations, and
anecdotes with which the author spices the text. The journalist in Mueller
gives the book a narrative flow, making the more intricate or technical
parts of the book go down without any bitterness (though bitterness is a
positive quality for olive oil, Mueller would remind us).

‘While I truly enjoyed the book, it is this narrative style which creates
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book’s only downside. Although mentioning the much mythologized
‘Mediterranean diet’ only in passing, Mueller implies several times that
olive oil was ‘an essential food’ (7) and a daily staple in the Mediterranean
past. In fact, olive oil was often the fat of choice for the rich: the poor
produced it, but it was the rich owners who consumed it. Lard, which
Mueller wants to confine above an imaginary line in the north of Italy, was
in fact the fat not of choice but of necessity for many Italians, Greeks and
Spaniards until recently.

Another problem perhaps created by the narration is the fairytale-like
quality of Mueller’s cast of characters. Numbers of oil enthusiasts (including
one 2 year-old) are moved to tears when tasting good extra-virgin olive
oil; this emotional response, which seemed excessive to this reader, was a
theatrical device which was used too frequently, becoming irritating and
ultimately ineffective. How many of us cry when we taste an excellent
wine, or a delicious artisanal cheese? The book’s dramatis personae were
also often one-dimensional, almost stock characters. On one side the big
corporations with smokestacks as stage decorations and grinning-yet-
dishonest managers: the Bad Guys. For the Good Guys, a few wrinkled-yet-
virtuous old farmers and a slew of the rich and famous: a Tuscan marchesa,
a daughter of a Tuscan painter and a Neapolitan baroness, various ‘scions’
of rich families, university professors-turned-millionaire entrepreneurs,
members of families of diplomats, titled nobles with castles, a newspaper
heiress, a Phillips-Andover/Harvard graduate, and several Horatio Alger
stories (including one who actually won the Horatio Alger Award).

One has to wonder if these are not simply the lucky descendents
of the latifundisti of the past who appropriated all the peasants’ oil. All
are seemingly genuinely passionate about olive oil, but their privileged
upbringing makes their determination to ‘educate the consumer’ sound
self-interested at best, condescending at worst. Avoiding olive oil’s past as a
locus of class division and inadvertently underlining the role of the rich in
its present does not help Mueller with his appeal for a more democratized
consumption.

Mueller’s glossary was very useful, as well as his section on choosing
good olive oil. After eight pages of acknowledgements and another six blank
pages before I reached the back cover, I was disappointed to find neither
a selected bibliography nor an index. Both would be important to a book
that is not simply a collection of recipes and anecdotes about olive oil. I
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admit that this is likely an academic conceit, comparable to complaining
about the lack of a page dedicated to a note about the font — many readers
are unlikely to care —but it would have rounded out well what is otherwise a
commendable and important book. The book’s website, www.extravirginity.
com, is a great additional research tool which extends and complements
the book. Highly recommended.

ZACHARY NOWAK
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