chicago style origins

The Art and Evolution of Chicago Style Pizza Origins

chicago style origins are deeply rooted in the city's culinary landscape, a
story of innovation, immigrant ingenuity, and a hearty appetite for something
truly unique. While often simplified to just "deep-dish," the true Chicago
style is a complex tapestry woven from necessity, resourcefulness, and a dash
of entrepreneurial spirit. This article will delve into the fascinating
history of how this iconic pizza came to be, exploring its foundational
elements, key figures, and the enduring legacy that continues to shape its
identity. We will trace the early days of its creation, examine the
ingredients that define its distinctive character, and understand how it
evolved from a humble beginning into a global culinary phenomenon.
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The Genesis of Deep-Dish: A Culinary Revolution

The very concept of Chicago style pizza, particularly its most famous
iteration, deep-dish, was a departure from the flat, thin crust pizzas that
dominated the American scene in the mid-20th century. Its creation wasn't a
sudden invention but rather a gradual response to a desire for a more
substantial, satisfying meal. The thick, buttery crust, the generous layers
of toppings, and the ample sauce all contributed to a pizza that was as much
a casserole as it was a traditional pie. This revolutionary approach aimed to
satisfy hungry patrons with a dish that was hearty, flavorful, and built to
last.

The context of post-war America, with its growing urban populations and a
burgeoning interest in diverse cuisines, provided fertile ground for such an
innovation. Chicago, a city known for its immigrant communities and a strong
culinary tradition, was the perfect incubator for a pizza style that
emphasized abundance and bold flavors. The early iterations of Chicago style
were born out of a need to create a filling and affordable meal, a
characteristic that would come to define its enduring appeal. The thick crust
offered a sturdy base for a generous amount of cheese and other ingredients,
making it a complete meal in every slice.



Early Pioneers and the Birth of an Icon

While the exact origins are debated, the most widely credited story of
Chicago style pizza's inception points to Pizzeria Uno, opened in 1943 by Ike
Sewell and Ric Riccardo. They envisioned a pizza that was unlike anything
else available, something more robust and satisfying. Legend has it that Rudy
Malnati Sr., a foreman at Sewell's family-owned brewery, helped develop the
recipe that would become the blueprint for deep-dish pizza. The goal was to
create a pizza that could be eaten with a knife and fork, a testament to its
substantial nature.

This innovation wasn't born in a vacuum; it built upon existing pizza-making
traditions but adapted them for a distinct Chicagoan palate. The concept of a
layered pizza, with cheese at the bottom and sauce on top, was a significant
deviation from the norm. This order of operations was crucial for preventing
the cheese from burning during the longer baking time required for such a
thick crust. The success of Pizzeria Uno quickly led to the opening of
Pizzeria Due, further solidifying its place in Chicago's culinary history.
Other early pizzerias, inspired by this success, began to develop their own
interpretations, contributing to the rich tapestry of Chicago style pizza.

The Malnati Family's Enduring Influence

The Malnati family, through Lou Malnati's Pizzeria, has played a pivotal role
in popularizing and refining Chicago style pizza. Lou Malnati, son of Rudy
Malnati Sr., carried on the legacy, opening his own pizzeria in 1971. He is
often credited with perfecting the butter crust, a signature element of his
family's pies. This specific crust, known for its flaky, rich texture, became
synonymous with the Malnati experience and a benchmark for other Chicago
style establishments.

The Malnati family's commitment to quality ingredients and traditional
methods has ensured that their Chicago style pizza remains a beloved classic.
They emphasize fresh, high-quality ingredients, including vine-ripened
tomatoes for their sauce and premium mozzarella cheese. This dedication to
excellence has allowed them to maintain a loyal following and to become an
essential part of the Chicago culinary scene, further cementing the Malnati
name in the annals of Chicago style origins.

The Role of Immigrant Communities

While Pizzeria Uno often gets the spotlight, it's important to acknowledge
the broader context of Chicago's vibrant immigrant communities. Many of these
communities brought their own culinary traditions, including various forms of
flatbreads and savory pies. It is plausible that these existing culinary



practices, combined with the entrepreneurial spirit of the era, contributed
to the development of a more substantial pizza. The desire to create familiar
yet novel dishes often stems from blending established techniques with local
ingredients and preferences.

The concept of a hearty, layered dish was not entirely foreign to many
European culinary traditions. The resourceful nature of immigrants often led
to adaptations of existing recipes to suit local tastes and the availability
of ingredients. This fusion of influences likely played a subtle but
significant role in the development of Chicago style pizza, ensuring it had a
flavor profile that resonated with a wide range of Chicagoans. The city's
melting pot nature was undeniably a factor in the creation of such a
distinctive dish.

Key Ingredients Defining Chicago Style

Several core ingredients are fundamental to the unmistakable character of
Chicago style pizza. The crust is paramount, typically a thick, often deep-
dish, dough that is buttery and slightly crisp on the outside, yet soft and
chewy within. This sturdy foundation is essential for supporting the
substantial layers that follow. The specific preparation of the dough, often
involving high-gluten flour and a generous amount of butter or oil,
contributes to its unique texture and flavor profile.

Following the crust, a thick layer of mozzarella cheese is generously
applied. This isn't just a sprinkle; it's a blanket of creamy, melty goodness
that forms the base for other toppings. The cheese acts as a binder, holding
everything together. Finally, a chunky, crushed-tomato sauce is spooned over
the cheese. This sauce is typically seasoned simply, allowing the natural
sweetness and acidity of the tomatoes to shine through. The order of these
layers — crust, cheese, toppings, sauce — is a defining characteristic that
differentiates Chicago style from its thin-crust counterparts.

The Crust: A Foundation of Flavor

The crust of a Chicago style pizza is often its most distinguishing feature.
Unlike the airy, chewy Neapolitan crust or the cracker-thin New York style
crust, Chicago's deep-dish boasts a substantial, dense dough. This dough is
typically made with a high percentage of fat, often butter or o0il, which
results in a rich, flaky, and slightly fried texture when baked in a deep
pan. Some variations include cornmeal or semolina in the dough for added
texture and a subtle nutty flavor.

The baking process itself is critical. The pizza is baked in a well-oiled,
deep-dish pan, often cast iron, which helps to create a crispy, golden-brown



exterior on the crust. This pan-frying effect is a key element that
contributes to the overall flavor and texture. The thick crust provides a
robust base that can hold up to the considerable weight of the toppings and
sauce, making it a truly satisfying meal.

The Toppings: Abundance and Quality

Chicago style pizza is known for its generous application of toppings. While
classic options like pepperoni, sausage, mushrooms, and onions are popular,
the sheer quantity is what sets it apart. Italian sausage, often crumbled and
spread evenly across the cheese, is a particularly beloved topping in many
Chicago establishments. The quality of these ingredients is crucial; fresh,
flavorful components elevate the overall pizza experience.

The layering technique is also significant. Typically, the cheese goes down
first, followed by the toppings, and then the chunky tomato sauce is spread
over the top. This order ensures that the cheese melts thoroughly and the
toppings are enveloped in the rich sauce. The substantial nature of the pizza
means that each bite offers a complex interplay of flavors and textures, from
the savory sausage and gooey cheese to the tangy tomato sauce and buttery
crust.

The Evolution Beyond Deep-Dish

While deep-dish is the most internationally recognized form of Chicago style
pizza, the city's pizza scene is more diverse than many realize. Over time,
other styles have emerged and gained popularity within Chicago, often
influenced by the original deep-dish but with their own unique
characteristics. These variations demonstrate the ongoing innovation and
adaptation within Chicago's culinary landscape.

One notable evolution is the development of "stuffed pizza." Similar to deep-
dish in its thick crust and generous fillings, stuffed pizza features an
additional layer of dough placed on top of the fillings, creating a sealed
pie. This creates an even more intense concentration of flavors and textures
within. Another important development is the rise of tavern-style thin crust
pizza, which is actually more prevalent in Chicago homes and local taverns
than the deep-dish. This style features a thin, crispy crust, often cut into
squares (party cut), and is topped with a lighter layer of cheese and sauce.

Stuffed Pizza: A Layered Masterpiece

Stuffed pizza represents a logical, albeit more extreme, progression from the



deep-dish concept. Pioneered by restaurants like Nancy's and Giordano's,
stuffed pizza takes the idea of abundance to a new level. It features a base
crust, a thick layer of cheese and toppings, and then a second, thinner crust
placed on top. The entire creation is then covered with a rich tomato sauce.

The result is a pizza that is incredibly dense and filling, often requiring a
knife and fork to consume. The "stuffing" within the layers allows for an
intense fusion of flavors. The double crust provides a satisfying chew and
crispness, while the ample filling ensures every bite is packed with taste.
This style, while a departure from the traditional deep-dish, shares its
spirit of hearty indulgence and remains a beloved staple of Chicago's pizza
offerings.

Tavern-Style Thin Crust: The Local Favorite

While deep-dish often garners national attention, the everyday pizza of
choice for many Chicagoans is the tavern-style thin crust. This style is
characterized by its thin, crispy crust that is typically cut into squares,
often referred to as "party cut" or "tavern cut." It's a more accessible and
less labor-intensive pizza to produce and consume, making it ideal for casual
gatherings and everyday dining.

The toppings on tavern-style pizza are usually applied more sparingly than on
deep-dish. The sauce is often a bit sweeter, and the cheese is melted to a
golden brown. The crispy crust provides a delightful crunch with every bite,
and the square cut makes it easy to share. This style highlights the simple
pleasure of a well-made pizza without the overwhelming richness of deep-dish,
representing a significant, yet often overlooked, aspect of Chicago style
pizza origins and its continuing evolution.

Chicago Style's Enduring Legacy

The legacy of Chicago style pizza is undeniable. It has transcended its
regional origins to become a globally recognized culinary icon. Its
distinctive characteristics — the thick crust, the generous toppings, and the
unique layering — have inspired countless imitators and variations worldwide.
Chicago style pizza represents a significant contribution to American
cuisine, a testament to the power of culinary innovation and adaptation.

Beyond its global reach, Chicago style pizza remains a source of local pride
and a culinary touchstone for residents. Whether it's a classic deep-dish
from Pizzeria Uno or a perfectly executed tavern-style pie, these pizzas are
deeply woven into the fabric of the city's identity. The ongoing evolution of
these styles, from classic deep-dish to stuffed pizzas and beyond, ensures
that Chicago style will continue to captivate palates and tell its delicious



story for generations to come. It is a testament to the enduring appeal of a
dish born out of resourcefulness and a passion for satisfying food.

FAQ: Chicago Style Origins

Q: Who is credited with inventing Chicago style
pizza?

A: Ike Sewell and Ric Riccardo are widely credited with inventing Chicago
style pizza, opening Pizzeria Uno in 1943, which popularized the deep-dish
variety.

Q: What was the inspiration behind Chicago style
pizza?

A: The inspiration is believed to have come from a desire to create a more
substantial and hearty pizza, possibly influenced by immigrant culinary
traditions and a need for a filling meal.

Q: What makes Chicago style pizza unique compared to
other pizza styles?

A: Its uniqueness lies in its thick, buttery crust, generous layers of cheese
and toppings, and the characteristic order of ingredients: crust, cheese,
toppings, and then sauce on top.

Q: Is deep-dish the only type of Chicago style
pizza?

A: No, while deep-dish is the most famous, Chicago also has a strong
tradition of tavern-style thin crust pizza, characterized by its crispy crust
cut into squares.

Q: What is stuffed pizza and how does it relate to
Chicago style origins?

A: Stuffed pizza is a variation that features an extra layer of dough
creating a sealed pie, with even more fillings. It evolved from the deep-dish
concept, amplifying its hearty nature.



Q: When did Chicago style pizza first gain
widespread recognition?

A: Chicago style pizza began gaining significant recognition in the mid-20th
century, particularly after the opening of Pizzeria Uno and its subsequent
success.

Q: Are there specific ingredients that define
authentic Chicago style pizza?

A: Key ingredients include a high-gluten flour dough, ample mozzarella
cheese, chunky tomato sauce, and often Italian sausage. The quality and
quantity of these ingredients are crucial.

Q: How has Chicago style pizza evolved over time?

A: It has evolved from the original deep-dish to include variations like
stuffed pizza and the popular tavern-style thin crust, showcasing ongoing
innovation within the city.
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