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Chapter 6

Olive oil in gastronomy and food science

Maria Lisa Clodoveo
Interdisciplinary Department of Medicine, University of Bari, Bari, Italy

6.1 The prince of the Mediterranean diet

The Mediterranean diet is UNESCO’s “Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.” More than being a diet, it is a real
lifestyle. But what are its basic foods? Cereals, vegetables, fruit, milk and dairy products, nuts and seeds, legumes, fish,
white meats, and eggs; and unfailingly extra-virgin olive oil (EVOO).

The Mediterranean diet was “discovered” by the American Ancel Keys, who studied its effects on health. Born in
1904 in Colorado Spring, he was a biologist, physiologist, and nutritionist. He took part in the first world conference on
food that was held in Rome in the 1950s. Here Keys, fascinated by the low incidence of cardiovascular diseases and
gastrointestinal disorders, concluded that the diet based on cereals, fruits, vegetables, EVOO, legumes, fish, and reduced
consumption of meat was responsible for these positive effects. Ancel called this type of diet the “Mediterranean diet,”
as a nutritional system typical of the Mediterranean basin populations.

The Mediterranean diet is a balanced, healthy, and sustainable food model based primarily on the consumption of
foods of plant origin. Numerous scientific studies have shown that this type of diet helps one to prevent the main
chronic diseases (cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and obesity), above all thanks to the daily consumption of EVOO
and vegetables.

The Mediterranean food pyramid indicates the frequency of consumption of the foods of the Mediterranean diet.
According to this pyramid,

vegetable fats (mainly EVOO) and cereals must be taken at every meal;

fruits and vegetables should be consumed in quantities of two or three portions daily;

healthy diets always include the daily integration of some small portion of legumes and even dried fruit;

eggs, white meats, and fish, as well as cheeses with a high calcium content, must be taken three times a week; and
refined grains, butter, potatoes, and red meat must be consumed occasionally and moderately.

Today, there is an increase in the consumption of fats, above all saturated and polyunsaturated at the expense of
monounsaturated fats (present in large quantities in olive oil). EVOO is the main fatty food of the Mediterranean diet:
elected as the only condiment, if taken in the right dose (two tablespoons a day), it is protective on the stomach, liver,
arteries, promotes the growth of the child, and improves the aging, guaranteeing the pleasure of eating, not only for its
high monounsaturated fatty acid content but also for the presence of health-promoting microconstituents, namely, poly-
phenols, terpenoids, squalene, and tocopherols (Boskou and Visioli, 2003).

6.2 Much more than a condiment

The production of olive oil has centuries of history behind it and has been part of the cultural heritage of the
Mediterranean populations since they began to devote themselves to olive growing. In the past, however, olive oil, as
well as a condiment, was also widely used for lighting and, to a lesser extent, as a compound for the preparation of cos-
metic products or emollient ointments.

In the Mediterranean diet, however, food, in addition to being an identifying element, also represents a means by
which to communicate with other cultures, not only through the sale of food products but also through a reciprocal and
constant exchange of recipes culinary, food preparation and preservation methods, nutrition and nutritional knowledge
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