
Discussion Questions for Marcus Samuelsson’s Yes, Chef and Jane 
Kramer’s “The Philosopher Chef from the New Yorker 2012 food issue (Dec 
3, 2012) 

1) I chose to pair this article and book because they cover current celebrity chefs who incorporate flavors 
originating in cuisines not traditionally represented in fine dining, that are a part of each man’s heritage. 
What similarities and differences do you see between Marcus Samulelsson and Yotam Ottolenghi? 
What about their cooking? Please share if you have ever dined at any of their restaurants or cooked 
from their cookbooks.

2) Samuelsson grew up cooking with his Grandmother and talks about how “she had these intuitive 
moves that we teach in chef school” (Samuelsson & Chambers, 22). Throughout the book he credits 
her and other home cooks of the past with laying the foundations upon which fine dining is built. And 
yet there seems to be a palpable difference in the way that home cooks and professional chefs are 
valued. Was this noticeable to you? Why or why not? What do you think causes this divide, if there is 
one?

3) In Chapter 6: Mats, Samuelsson quotes poet Rainer Maria Rilke, realizing even as a child that he 
should “live the questions now. Perhaps [I] will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some 
distant day into the answer” (Samuelsson & Chambers, 39). What questions are these, that he works 
through and is able to answer by the end of the book? Are there other food lit memoirs we have read 
that have similar themes?

4) Throughout the book Samuelsson describes in great detail how the restaurant kitchens he works in 
function. What is the most interesting or surprising thing that he revealed to you?  Are there other 
authors who have attempted to shed light on the same subject?  How did they do in comparison to 
Samuelsson?

5) “Appetizers led sensibly into main courses and side dishes counterpointed or complemented entrées, 
but nothing about them seemed exciting or surprising or fresh,” Samuelsson complains about his 
cooking school and later experiences working at well recognized restaurants (Samuelsson & 
Chambers, 54). Can you think of any memorable meals you have eaten that exhibited exciting, 
surprising or fresh flavors? What were they and how did they effect you? Are there any around here I 
should visit?

6) Both Ottolenghi and Samuelsson have been very successful celebrating lesser known cultures through 
their cooking. In Yes, Chef, Samuelsson mentions that in addition to a great chef, staff and financial 
backers, the customers must be ready to enjoy the food in order for a restaurant to succeed. What do 
you think it is that has primed people in various locations to be able to expand beyond classical French 
cuisine and other beloved local dishes and embrace the flavors of foreign lands and people?

7) Many experiences and several jobs led Samuelsson to his current home of Harlem and status of 
celebrity chef. What do you feel were important turning points along the way?

8)  “I was twenty-four years old and I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about. I didn’t know how 
American rating systems worked, I didn’t know the difference between Gourmet and Bon Appetit,” 
Samuelsson says after applying to work at Aquavit, following his internship there (Samuelsson & 
Chambers, 173). What does he mean by that?

9)  Yes, Chef lists two authors, Marcus Samuelsson and Veronica Chambers. Have you read any of 
Chambers’ other writing?  What role do you suppose she took in shaping and writing this book?
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