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PROLOGUE:  CUIS INE  AS

ARCHITECTURAL INVENTION

P H Y L L I S  P R AY  B O B E R

o consider cookery through an architectural lens summons up a host of 

images at the same time culinary and art historical. First to come to some

minds will be the romantic creations by the founder of modern French

grande cuisine, Antonin Carême, following his dictum: “Most noble of all the arts is

architecture, and its greatest manifestation is the art of the pastry chef.” Others, more

resolutely postmodern, will admire or decry current obsession on the part of certain

chefs with “plated” constructions that owe more to inspirations from Frank Gehry’s

imaginative craft of novel materials and visual delights than to gustatory pleasure.

My own thoughts, since I am currently working on a Renaissance/baroque sequel

to my Art, Culture, and Cuisine: Ancient and Medieval Gastronomy (1999), turn to

those wondrous apparati and intermezzi that punctuated the courses of formal 

banquets and other feste of these inventive epochs when famous artists, like

Leonardo at the Milanese court, did not shrink from turning their gifts to festive din-

ing display. Ephemeral by their very nature, castles and other edifices created with

T



their landscapes as table trionfi by the confectioner’s art, as well as full-scale structures

composed of edibles, their descriptions awaken a wistful sense of loss and wonder.

Who would not yearn to imitate Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee at King Arthur’s

court and be transported back to early-sixteenth-century Florence to share in com-

munal dinners put on by Giovanfrancesco Rustici and his sodality “of the Cauldron,”

artists and craftsmen all, each bidden to use his ingenuity in contributing a dish? A

splendid architectural one was presented by Andrea del Sarto on one occasion of

which Vasari tells, “an octagonal church like San Giovanni [the Baptistery], but resting

on columns”:

The pavement was made of gelatin, seemingly compartments of variously col-

ored mosaic; the columns, which looked like porphyry, were large sausages; their

base and capitals were parmesan cheese; the cornices were formed of sugar

paste, and the tribune of marzipan. In the center was a choir-stall made of cold

veal, with a book shaped of pasta [ lasagne], its letters and notes formed in pep-

percorns. The singers were roasted thrushes with open beaks, wearing surplices

of thin, cooked pig’s caul, and behind these were two large pigeons for the coun-

terbass, and six ortolans for the soprano part.

Giovanfrancesco and Andrea belonged to another, larger “Company of the

Trowel” that also drew Vasari’s attention in his biography of the former. A different

theme for its feasts was set by each month’s “president,” while the participants be-

came actors in some ingenious fantasy. I have written of one fertile invention, sug-

gesting its classical model and tracing its later imitations.1 On the occasion in

question, guests endured a fearsome banquet in Hell as witnesses to the torments of

the damned and imitations of hideous foods before more congenial regalement. But

for edible architecture, one feast organized by Rustici and Giuliano Bugiardini truly

matches the name of the company.

All the members came dressed as master builders and laborers, bearing their

trowels and hods, to find the plan of a building provided by the hosts.

The laborers began to bring in the materials for laying the foundations, that is,

vessels full of cooked pasta and ricotta for mortar; sand made of cheese, spices

and pepper, and for gravel, coarse confetti and crumbs of cake. The bricks and

2 P H Y L L I S  P R AY  B O B E R
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0.1

Arch of vigilance, celebrating 

the rule of the Duke of Alba,

Naples, June 23, 1629. From

Francesco Orilia, Il Zodiaco, idea

di perfettione di prencipi . . .

(Naples, 1630); courtesy of the

Warburg Institute.



tiles brought in baskets on wheel-barrows were of bread and buns. A plinth was

brought in and judged unsatisfactory by the masons; it was decided to break it

up, and they found the interior full of tarts, livers, and the like. . . . They brought

in a great column wound round with calf’s tripe; pulling this to pieces, they ate

poached veal, capons, and other things of which it was composed. They next at-

tacked its base of parmesan cheese and its marvelous capital of roast capon and

slices of veal with moldings of tongue [a pun on tongue-and-dart molding?]. . . .

A very ingenious architrave next entered on a cart, with frieze and cornice, com-

posed of too many viands to relate [alas!]. When it was time to leave, there came

up mimic rain and thunder, and all left work and fled back home.

The three-dimensional equivalent of paintings by Arcimboldo, Andrea’s baptistery

was merely a model, while the Company of the Trowel seems to have devoted its en-

ergies more to eating the materials than to construction. But just as postprandial the-

ater spectacles of the period anticipate the grandiose effects of opera staging in the

seventeenth century, these early-sixteenth-century fantasies presage the full-scale,

edible architecture of the baroque. As one particularly fetching example, more ambi-

tious than the usual pyramids, I reproduce a woodcut rendering of a triumphal arch

erected of cheeses, hams, sausages, and whole roast piglets for a Neapolitan festa on

St. John the Baptist’s Day, 1629. No problem in cleaning up after such a parade!

Townsfolk were simply invited to carry off what they could of the ephemeral bounty.

NOTE

1. In Oxford Symposium on Food and Cookery, 1990: Feasting and Fasting: Proceedings (London:

Prospect Books, 1991), 55–57.

4 P H Y L L I S  P R AY  B O B E R



rom the fanciful art of shifting scales to the logic of measurement promised

by a teaspoon or an inch arises the secret architecture of food, or perhaps

the secret food of architecture. This quiet apposition of form and sub-

stance, found in a plate of tomatoes more Pompeian red than any wall fragment,

enunciates the central questions of this collection. What can be learned by examining

the intersections of the preparation of meals and the production of space? What can

be made from the conflation of aesthetic and sensory tastes in architectural design

and what is disclosed by their dissociation? Such questions guide this work toward an

architecture found in the gestures, artifacts, and recipes that belie any distinction be-

tween art and life. Rather than elaborating solely on the more facile comparison of

“like an architect, so too the chef,” we propose that the rituals of dining, the design

of meals, and the process of cookery form and inform a distinctly expressive architec-

ture. Drawn from the meal, sited on the table, and constructed from both appetite and

conversation, Eating Architecture collects together in one volume a series of essays

1

INTRODUCTION

PA U L E T T E  S I N G L E Y  A N D  J A M I E  H O R W I T Z
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and images that interrogate the boundary between the culinary and design arts and

linger over the sensational and inspirational properties of cookery.

This book insinuates itself into an architecture redolent with the aroma of dessert,

say a lemon cake, followed by an unexpected line of poetry: “I have measured out my

life with coffee spoons,” writes T. S. Eliot in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

(1917). The rhythms that govern our daily cadences suggest the dreamy metamor-

phoses of cooking utensils into drafting equipment. How do we translate these mo-

ments into words about architecture? Luce Giard, in The Practice of Everyday Life, asks:

How can one choose words that are true, natural, and vibrant enough to make felt

the weight of the body, the joyfulness or weariness, the tenderness or irritation

that takes hold of you in the face of this continually repeated task where the bet-

ter the result (a stuffed chicken, a pear tart), the faster it is devoured, so that 

before a meal is completely over, one already has to think about the next.1

This state of imaginative distraction that accompanies cooking or cleaning up after a

meal may provoke bursts of intensive creativity—a sort of “euphoric idleness” that

Flaubert once called “marinating.”2 If sometimes we find our best ideas when wash-

ing dishes or chopping onions, then the trajectory of a habitual reach for that slightly

burned slotted spoon, the rapid-fire choreography of stops and starts involved in the

final preparations of a holiday meal, or the plastic modeling of dough into a basket

crust also inspires design.

CULINARY FORMALISM

Someone seeking further evidence of culinary architecture might instead turn to the

cookbook, an essential manual of home economics, subject to the rifling of stained fin-

gers or the filing of family secrets. Filled with diagrams explaining the cuts of beef or

how to arrange a proper place setting, the cookbook offers a quick insight as to what

we hope our book will deliver. In Eating Architecture the improvisational hand that

turns the pages of the cookbook or pours a cup of tea also traces the dimensions of

architecture into a space that is part ritual, part circumstance, part theory, part lunch.

Consider the projects of Italian designer Aldo Rossi (1931–1997), who draws his

architecture, at least in part, from a uniquely culinary dimension of analogous form. 

Inspired by what he terms apparecchiare la tavola—meaning “to set the table, to pre-

6 PA U L E T T E  S I N G L E Y  A N D  J A M I E  H O R W I T Z



pare it, to arrange it”—his numerous drawings of concurrent scales and spaces blur

the distinction between table settings and cities.3 In the “Coffee and Tea Piazza” that

Rossi designed for Alessi he enclosed a coffeepot and teapot in a glass pavilion, as if

these utilitarian objects conceal inhabitable rooms within a larger enclosure. The title

of the project suggests that a serving tray may function as a small piazza, a comparison

that Robert Venturi makes visible, in still another Alessi design, with his “Campidoglio

Platter.” These shifts in position and scale transform cups and saucers into Lilliputian

buildings that we move about on tabletop cities or render more abstractly onto

nearby napkins.

Rossi’s description of entering the colossal statue of San Carlo at Arona inversely

parallels the scale-shifting he experiences through the visual and physical consump-

tion of objects on a table:

This first impression of the interior-exterior aspect has become clear more 

recently, at least as a problem: if I relate it to the coffeepots, it is also bound up

with food and with the objects in which food is cooked; the true meaning of the

manufacture of utensils and pots, which often, annoyingly, is obscured when they

are accumulated and displayed in museums, is something that is continually 

present to us.4

Projecting ourselves inside the space of the statue or the coffeepot rather than simply

gazing at these objects from behind a glass case opens up the tabletop or the kitchen

counter into a delirious landscape of possibility.

Consider another urban moment defined by Frank O. Gehry’s signature fish, a

built reference to the live carp that his grandmother stored in her bathtub before 

she prepared gefilte fish. The giant form rising next to the Vila Olímpica (1992) in 

Barcelona, Spain, or the Fishdance restaurant in Kobe, Japan (1986), serves as a hi-

eroglyph for unlocking the raw or uncooked materiality of Gehry’s undulating curves.

The titanium or stainless steel skins covering the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao,

Spain, or the Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles, California, display the complex

geometry of nonuniform, rational B-spline curves. While these forms may rely on the

aeronautical computer application CATIA, they also evoke the preparatory motion of

folding and creaming necessary to produce the sectional meringue of their curvature.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 7
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1.1

Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van

Bruggen, drawings for a collabora-

tive performance with Frank Gehry

titled Il corso del coltello (The

Course of the Knife).



Greg Lynn quite specifically develops these culinary techniques in his own prac-

tice of computer-generated form. He describes architectural folding as “the ability to

integrate unrelated elements within a new continuous mixture.” According to Lynn,

Culinary theory has developed both a practical and precise definition for at least

three types of mixtures. The first involves the manipulation of homogeneous 

elements; beating, whisking and whipping change the volume but not the nature

of a liquid through agitation. The second method of incorporation mixes two or

more disparate elements: chopping, dicing, grinding, grating, slicing, shredding,

and mincing eviscerate elements into fragments. The first method agitates a

single uniform ingredient, the second eviscerates disparate ingredients. Folding,

creaming and blending mix smoothly multiple ingredients “through repeated

gentle overturning without stirring or beating” in such a way that their individual

characteristics are maintained. For instance, an egg and chocolate are folded 

together so that each is a distinct layer within a continuous mixture. Folding 

employs neither agitation nor evisceration but a supple layering.5

Lynn, Gehry, and Rossi remind us that a small perceptual shift—in scale, position, or

process—can locate design strategies in uncanny proximity to the kitchen. In partic-

ular, Gehry’s fish and Lynn’s curvilinear forms disturb distinctions between animate and

inanimate objects. These sculptural architectures appear frozen in parabolic jumps

and liquid sine curves that simultaneously underscore their exanimate reality.

Gehry’s fish, then, serves as edible architecture, formal hieroglyph, memory

trace, and performative medium. The trajectory of this culinary formalism extends to

his 1985 collaboration with Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen, titled Il corso

del coltello (The Course of the Knife; figure 1.1). Artists and architect staged a perfor-

mance on Venice’s Grand Canal that culminated in a public meal set in the Piazza San

Marco—a scenography that evokes the opening scenes of Peter Greenaway’s 1987

film The Belly of an Architect, which took place in Rome’s Piazza del Panteon. Provid-

ing a direct precedent for Il corso del coltello, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s aesthetics

of tactility and cannibalism of form likewise lead to an understanding that food might

stand in for architecture and that architecture might be edible. Thus P. A. Saladin’s 

Cubist Vegetable Patch—“little cubes of celery from Verona fried and sprinkled with

paprika” and “little cubes of fried carrot sprinkled with grated horseradish”—also

I N T R O D U C T I O N 9



performs as the building blocks of miniature culinary structures, even imaginary cities

(figure 1.2).6 In Gehry’s Venice, full-scale objects of cookery—knife, radish, escarole—

float past confectionery facades while a publication about this event includes recipes

for dishes such as “lettere di pollo” and “calzone con pattini.” Gehry’s work displays

a deep awareness of and affinity with the conventions of formal analysis derived from

studying nature morte, Cézanne, and cubism, while his Venice performance adds a

twist of dada to the mélange.

As the artifacts and advocates of modern architecture report, still life painting and

collage served as generative processes in the exploration of space. The former, also

known as nature morte, allows artists and architects to study the oppositional play of

overlapping geometry in an open field that draws from the table’s order or composed

disarray. The latter relies on the collection, distribution, and eventual reconstitution of

the remainders of the day—newspaper clippings, chair caning, box labels, and so

on—into an articulate spatial composition that might approximate the orchestrated

disorder of a table after the meal has ended.

Where modern architects would look to painting as a means to interrogate

composition and generate form, more recently postmodernists have looked to the

text as a way to problematize this naïve teleology leading from the tabletop to the

paraline drawing. Such a paradigm shift from object to text, one that questions

the taste (aesthetics/connoisseurship), the hunger (body/libidinal systems), the ingre-

dients (materiality/tectonics), and the recipes (history/theory) that go into the making

of building, space, or landscape, nonetheless left us hungry. While critiques of the for-

mally compelling but theoretically empty container of modern architecture gave way

to methods of inquiry that sought to extract content at the expense of form, the theo-

retically compelling but formally empty site of contemporary theory has accomplished

the opposite. Given such choices, the subject of cookery offers the possibility of com-

prehensive and intelligent study. An understanding of the form and space of cookery

provides a site to rethink and reorder the material and metaphysical, empty and full,

high and low, or dirty and clean into mutually inclusive investigative categories.

CULINARY PERFORMANCE

The intersection of food and architecture also finds expression in the performative

spaces that the preparation and consumption of a meal imply. This is a process, from

10 PA U L E T T E  S I N G L E Y  A N D  J A M I E  H O R W I T Z



set table to abandoned disorder, that Sarah Wigglesworth quite literally drew into 9

Stock Orchard Street, a London terrace house based on the clinical mapping of a din-

ner party (figure 1.3).7 A chef’s pyrotechnic juggling of knives at Benihana’s chain of

Japanese restaurants, cable television’s food network, and numerous films about

cooking and eating offer ample evidence to support Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s

argument for “food as a performance medium.” She writes that “to perform is to do,

to execute, to carry out to completion . . . all that governs the production, presenta-

tion, and disposal of food and their staging.” According to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett,

performance encompasses social practices—whether customs or laws, ritual or eti-

quette—and thus composes what Pierre Bourdieu calls the habitus of everyday life.

When doing and behaving are displayed, when participants are invited to exercise

discernment and appreciation, “food events move towards the theatrical,” a conver-

gence of taste as a sensory experience and taste as an aesthetic faculty.8 Like the table

itself, food stages events, congregating and segregating people, and food becomes

an architecture that inhabits the body.

Among the several vocations that Marcus Vitruvius Pollio recommends for the

training of an architect in De architectura, cooking is not included and setting the

table never enters the discussion. And yet, his discussion of the origins of architecture

around fire certainly implicates the culinary arts in the production of space. On the

I N T R O D U C T I O N 11

1.2

Cubist Vegetable Patch by

Paulette Singley, after P. A.

Saladin’s description in Filippo

Tommaso Marinetti’s The Futurist

Cookbook. (1) Little cubes of

celery from Verona fried and

sprinkled with paprika; (2) little

cubes of fried carrot sprinkled

with grated horseradish; (3) boiled

peas; (4) little pickled onions from

Ivrea sprinkled with chopped

parsley; (5) little bars of Fontina

cheese. N.B.: The cubes must

not be larger than one cubic

centimeter.

1

2

3 4

5
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1.3

Sarah Wigglesworth Architects, 

9 Stock Orchard Street, London.

T H E  L AY  O F  T H E  TA B L E

An architectural ordering of place, status, and 

function. A frozen moment of perfection. This 

is how architects see.



I N T R O D U C T I O N 13

T H E  M E A L

Use begins to undermine the 

apparent stability of the 

(architectural) order. Traces 

of occupation in time. The 

recognition of life’s disorder.

T H E  T R A C E

The dirty tablecloth, witness of

disorder. A palimpsest. This is the

reality of domestic life.

T H E  L AY  O F  T H E  P L A N

The trace transformed into the plan

of our house. Clutter filling the

plan(e). Domestic difficulties 

interrupting the order of the grid.



other hand, where Titus Petronius Arbiter will describe in The Satyricon a spectacular

Roman banquet—featuring a sow stuffed with live quail—he does not consider the

architecture of this space. If not precisely De architectura or The Satyricon, Marco

Frascari’s essay “Semiotica ab Edendo, Taste in Architecture” (reprinted in this vol-

ume) stands as a foundational text in the history of architecture and food. Frascari

turns to other sources, to “the etymological visions of Isidore of Seville,” in writing this

history: “the ancients used the word aedes (i.e., dwelling), in reference to any edifice.

Some think that this word was derived from a form of the term for ‘eating,’ edendo,

citing by way of example a line from Plautus: ‘If I had invited you home (in aedum) for

lunch.’ Hence we also have the word ‘edifice’ because originally a building was made

for eating (ad edendum factum).”9

Even though Frascari cautions us that “Isidore’s interpretation is probably incor-

rect,” that “edibles and edifices are not the same, etymologically speaking,” the false

etymologies nonetheless tempt us like dessert.10 In seeking out culinary architecture’s

foundational moments, we also might turn to George Hersey’s troping of the origins

of classical architecture in ritual practices. Hersey argues that the ancients saw “their

temples as assemblages of materials, including food, used in sacrifice.”11 Dalí had ear-

lier offered a more intuitive observation about surrealism’s “cannibalism of objects,”

famously writing that “beauty will either be edible or not at all.”12

In the years since Frascari’s 1986 publication of his essay in the Journal of Archi-

tectural Education, a substantial amount of interdisciplinary research has been de-

voted to the culinary arts. Indeed, a number of recent publications and exhibitions

within the disciplines of art and culture interrogate the aesthetics, form, and content

of cuisine, which is increasingly seen as a legitimate site for the discussion of aesthet-

ics. The periodicals Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Culture and Slow: The

Magazine of the Slow Food Movement, like Copia, the American Center for Wine,

Food and the Arts in Napa, California, are examples of mounting interest—and a sim-

ilarly rising level of sophistication among a broad reading and cooking public—in ar-

tisanal agriculture, culinary history, and regional cuisine, which has helped blur the

distinctions between culinary arts and other forms of art and architecture.

Food has become not only a powerful cultural obsession but also an alternative

art form, scholarly domain, and literary industry. Likewise, the growth of the food

movement within the United States and beyond has confirmed cookery as a signifi-
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cant subject for interdisciplinary research into the many dimensions of material culture

that can be teased out of diverse architectures—both metaphorical and actual—

through a panoply of theoretical positions and methodological approaches. Rather

than dogmatically adhering to one theory or method, this collection of essays pre-

sents a mélange of approaches and scholarly positions. Studies of quotidian culture,

for example, may merge with environmental psychology, landscape architecture with

postcolonial politics, poststructuralism with conventional iconography, culinary arts

with the history of science, or formalism with feminism, producing in this mix a cohe-

sive set of diverse perspectives that adhere to each other through a singular and

highly probative focus on architecture’s culinary dimensions.

CULINARY TOPOGRAPHY

Translating culinary practices into the design arts—as the aforementioned examples

of architecture imply—might suggest that they be removed from their kitchen origins

and repositioned in nondomestic contexts. But they could just as plausibly return to

or remain in the domestic sphere. The exchange and transformation of generative

practices in food and architecture may provide an insight into domestic space and, in

turn, reflect social change that further validates this typically female domain. If the

study of food implicates and questions the domestic sphere, then it also contaminates

this ground even as it builds upon it.

As the architectural historian Elizabeth Cromley notes, at any given time, the con-

ventions that constitute the relationships between cooking, storing, serving, eating,

and disposing operate as a food axis in the social production of space.13 Eating

Architecture elaborates on the inherent spatiality of all that goes into the preparation

and consumption of meals while it simultaneously discusses the desiring mechanism

of architecture within the realm of appetite. Within these two areas of investigation,

we identify social and historical transformations as well as the formal and aesthetic

implications of conflating food and architecture. These two emphases, which quite

naturally betray our editorial biases and strengths, form the compass points that aid

in navigating the topographical field we have constructed in our section divisions,

leading from the sites of production to the space of consumption. We have thus 

organized this collection around a food axis similar to that which Cromley proffers, 

dividing the essays into a loose arrangement of four spaces that lead from the land-
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scape to the kitchen, to the table, and finally to the mouth. The four topoi parallel our

section divisions: “Place Settings,” “Philosophy in the Kitchen,” “Table Rules,” and

“Embodied Taste.”

We begin with “Place Settings,” a group of essays that question the fundamen-

tal relationship between food and locale as it emerges both inside and outside the

theoretical context of modernity. Each story problematizes the relation between culi-

nary regionalism, colonialism, and the global economy of tourism. Next we turn to the

site of thinking and making. “Philosophy in the Kitchen” is where the cleansing, cut-

ting, and cooking of food form a routine that also doubles as a site for aesthetic

experimentation. By drawing gastronomy out of the kitchen, the essays that follow

shift the discussion toward the performative space of eating—a site that is inherently

unstable, mutable, mobile, and memorable. “Table Rules” locates the intersections

between food and architecture in the slow transformations of cultural practice and in

the apparent speed with which artists and designers represent and fabricate these

changes in their own highly personal formal language. Finally, the smelling, the tast-

ing, the sighting, and ultimately the ingestion of food offer a rare opportunity to liter-

ally consume a work of art. Such “Embodied Taste” marshals all of the senses in an

apprehension and absorption of the beautiful as well as the disgusting.

In addition to these essays, we are publishing a set of projects solicited in direct

response to the question of the architectural recipe. This “Gallery of Recipes” derives

from the irresistible temptation to propose an evolutionary sequence of design pro-

duction—replete with all the positivist baggage that taints such an analysis—from Le

Corbusier’s Table Objects, Still Life to Bernhard Hoesli’s diagram of this painting and

then finally to a plan oblique drawing of the Villa Stein (figure 1.4). Such formalism pro-

poses that Le Corbusier derived the shapes and figures of his architecture from his

paintings of wine bottles, guitars, plates, and sundry objects placed on a tabletop. In-

deed, one might hazard the assertion that for modern architecture and urbanism, the

production of architecture moved from the tabletop—loaded with its scattered debris
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Photomontage of Le Corbusier’s

culinary axis, composed by

Paulette Singley. Commercial

glassware and crockery from The

Decorative Art of Today; Still Life,

Flask and Glasses (1922); Table

Objects, Still Life (1920); Bernhard

Hoesli’s diagram showing layers 

in painting (1968); axonometric

drawings of Villa Stein from 

Kenneth Frampton’s Modern 

Architecture; Le Corbusier’s 

drawing of Villa Stein; kitchen of

Villa Stein with fish.



of crockery and foodstuffs—to the canvas without ever having looked at the site.

While this claim is something of a hyperbole, it serves well to describe the still life

painting as an essential and generative interlocutor with the modern architect in the

production of his or her spatial alchemy.

We thus have gathered together a series of essays and images that adapt the

generative exercise of cooking and performative spaces of the food axis to the im-

peratives of contemporary architecture and its potential to engage the issues of iden-

tity, ideology, taste, conviviality, memory, and loss that cookery evokes. Based upon

this architecture à la carte, we offer the parallels between the preparation of meals and

the production of space.
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PLACE SETTINGS
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Wine is truly a universal that knows how to make itself singular, but only if it finds

a philosopher who knows how to drink.

GASTON BACHELARD

e may imagine—as in dreams and nightmares, fairy tales and halluci-

nations, and especially in those marvelous Christmas window displays

on the great Fifth Avenue department stores in New York—a forest

where all mushrooms have faces, differing one from another as do caricatures by

Daumier or Hogarth and showing the arrogant bourgeois repletion of Boletus edulis,

the nearly obscene, priapic pride of the poisonous Amanita phalloides, the dubious

bewitchment of Boletus satanas; where trees are humanized skeletons grasping at us

with their gnarled hands; where birds sing the songs of Messiaen, and a mixed chorus

of crickets, cicadas, frogs, and rain chants a stochastic dirge by Xenakis; where snails

dance with slowness imperceptible to our all-too-quick vision; where houses are edi-

ble and rainbows drinkable—all in a scene lighted by the diaphanous luminescence

2
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of fireflies. Fairy tales reveal the lineaments of our desires; the enchantment of the ed-

ible world not only sets a mood but also offers the sort of poetic personification that

reminds us that foodstuffs indeed lead their own lives before ever attaining their culi-

nary apotheosis. Culinary style begins as natural form.

In The Interpretation of Dreams Freud describes an unreachable, uninter-

pretable, originary nexus of significations in the dreamwork. The ungraspable profun-

dity of the symbolic is a function of the pure contingency of our bodies, of local,

historicized situatedness. This nexus is precisely the point where the symbolic enters

into history, where the particularization and the communalization of the individual are

accomplished as contemporaneous events. Though there is always a signifier at this

unattainable point, that signifier can be anything whatsoever. But it remains unknown:

not because repressed, but because ineluctably real. Might we not discover here the

formal efficacy of the symbolism of the earth, in all its polyvalent splendor and terror?

As Nietzsche teaches, the soul is something of the body, and the body is something

of the earth. This is the point where the organizational pivot of the symbolic is no

longer a floating signifier but rather a lost signifier that is, however, fully localized.

Both for dream interpretation and culinary judgment, this site—unstable, ungrasp-

able, ephemeral—which determines the radical individuality of personal taste, must

be placed within the limits of an empirical and symbolic nexus. Subjectivity is charted

on the map of the objective, where the soul is silently rooted while the body is subli-

mated into its desires. One begins to understand that all true gastronomy, like all

metaphysics after Nietzsche, can be written only in the first-person singular.

Such enchanting, oneiric moods still grace certain secluded country inns, arche-

typal locales for dishes that both induce reverie and remain close to their earth. For

example, the chef Régis Marcon’s L’Auberge des Cimes, at the town with the unlikely

and suggestive name of Saint-Bonnet-le-Froid in the depths of the Haute-Loire, offers

such produce culled from the surrounding woods: tuile de noisette aux grenouilles et

aux mousserons, crème d’orties (hazelnut wafer with baby frogs’ legs and fairy-ring

mushrooms, with a cream of nettle sauce) harmonizes local forest flavors with great del-

icacy, ideally set to the counterpoint of a simple, spicy wine such as syrah de l’Ardèche.

How this fantasy harmonizes with our dreams and expectations is another matter . . .

First impressions used to be filtered through mythology or history; now they are

inflected by advertisements and guidebooks. Yet it is often initially through cuisine
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that we know the nature of a given part of the earth, as gastronomic culture is inextri-

cably mixed with travel. Traveling by train from Lyon, I arrived for the first time in the

Bourbonnais at noon, the perfect hour, under that particular sky characterized by le

bleu d’Allen—a sky neither mystical and transcendental, like the celestial vaults of 

Renaissance Tuscan and Umbrian painting, nor manifesting the pure pictorial surface

of modernism as in Matisse’s niçois oceanic cobalt blues modulating turquoise and his

mirage-filled aquamarines, but an active sky, windswept, with well-formed cottony

clouds; a sky proffering the all-too-earthly qualities of the region, from the dark vol-

canic masses delimiting the southern horizon to the lush, rich, vegetal green every-

where else apparent. And the sky was a blue made all the bluer by contrast with the

seemingly endless fields of sunflowers covering the landscape—not a sign of torment

and harsh faith, as in van Gogh, but the incarnation of summer and life, marked by an

aestival solar exuberance. It was as if the sun had escaped from the clouds to spill

down from the celestial orb and descend upon the earth—a sun transformed into the

very flowers strewn upon the land to celebrate the arrival of some long-lost god. The

omens were propitious.

What I did not know is that in the reality, as well as in the imagination, of the 

Bourbonnais, this sight would evoke not a terrestrial simulacrum of the sun but rather

oil in its floral form. My immediate, extreme, and unqualified delight at this sublime

vision (underwritten, it must be said, by expectations of tastes I would soon be expe-

riencing) was quickly rebuked by my host, Jean-Claude Bonnet, who is, among other

things, a specialist on nineteenth-century gastronomic texts. He explained that in fact

sunflowers are not part of the traditional agriculture of the Bourbonnais, and that their

sudden appearance that year was due to market pressures from the European 

Economic Community. As increasing health consciousness caused more demand for

low-cholesterol oils, farmers uprooted traditional crops, hoping for greater profit.

Needless to say, this lack of coherent agricultural politics can result only in the degra-

dation of regional crops, with the consequent danger to regional cuisines (not to men-

tion the risk to what little remains of small farmers and the peasantry, ever more

subject to the unstable, irrational, and countergastronomic economics of interna-

tional markets).

The traditional geographic-culinary butter/oil frontier that sets Provence, with its

myriad styles of olive oil, apart from the rest of France is menaced by a choice of nearly
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tasteless, internationally standardized oils, available in any supermarket, that threaten

previously unimaginable uniformization. This extreme example is but a sign of the

standardization that is further and further besetting the cultivation and distribution of

foodstuffs. What used to constitute the natural, regional basis of French cuisine is

slowly disappearing; what used to be “natural” is now available as “deluxe.” One may

hope that a combination of culinary regionalism and the ever-increasing profitability

of deluxe products will save the earthly basis of French gastronomy in a sort of “trickle-

down” culinary economy; yet a certain pessimism must reign if the economic pres-

sures are such that cuisine must be saved from the top down rather than from the very

roots that traditionally fed and informed taste.

The cautionary tale is not meant to support what may appear to be a traditionally

French culinary xenophobia. For developments in twentieth-century French cuisine

were intricately linked to the continual influx of exotic foods and cultures, spurred by

a series of cultural events: the Universal Exposition of 1900, the Colonial Exposition of

1931, the great disruptions of World War II and the nascent “Americanization” of 

Europe by the Marshall Plan, the Indochinese war and Vietnamese emigration, the 

Algerian conflict and the North African exodus, and the weakening of traditional cul-

tural and social relations in 1968 that ironically paved the way for the influx of inter-

national capital, hastening the decentralization and internationalization of world

culture. Commentators reacted to these events as signs of loss, motivating a false nos-

talgia for a culinary purity that never really existed. Yet they were in fact signs of in-

creasing complexity, openness, and richness.

Establishments like Hédiard, as well as chefs such as those who invented the nou-

velle cuisine, took advantage of these opportunities and added to the complexity of

French cuisine. The dialectic between the indigenous and the exotic is a key factor in

both modernist and postmodernist art, cuisine included. Consider one of the cre-

ations of Alain Senderens, who was instrumental in helping to establish the nouvelle

cuisine, by integrating foreign techniques and recipes into French cuisine, and by re-

discovering long-lost recipes from ancient, medieval, and Renaissance sources. At his

former Parisian restaurant, L’Archestrate, one of his masterpieces was a particularly

luscious salade composée: salade de homard aux mangues et basilic (lobster and

mango salad with basil). The question of whether this dish was inspired by, or merely

homologous to, the traditional Vietnamese papaya and shrimp salad with lemonweed

24 A L L E N  S .  W E I S S



is beside the point. Senderens’s salad is rendered deluxe by substituting lobster for

shrimp; it is Gallicized (via Provence) by substituting basil and vinaigrette for lemon-

weed and the fermented fish sauce nuac mam. Crucial is the manner in which such 

salads transform the nature and stretch the limits of what constitutes a “salad” in

France, as well as the inspiration that such an influx of exotic flavors offers for other

creations, such as Senderens’s fabulous homard à la vanille (vanilla lobster).

In contradistinction to the domestication of the exotic, we may also consider the

issue of typicality in terms of the renovation of the indigenous. Dominique Le Stanc,

formerly head chef at the Chantecler of the Hôtel Negresco in Nice, foreshadowed his

brilliant transformations of regional cuisine—such as the risotto aux artichauts, 

parmesan et truffes noires (risotto with artichokes, Parmesan, and black truffles), or the

fricassée de St-Jacques et langoustines au basilic (fricassee of sea scallops and scampi

with basil)—with the offering of an appetizer: a Lilliputian pan bagnat, small as the tip

of one’s thumb, with all the authentic flavors of this niçois sandwich (tuna, vegetables,

olives, oil) condensed into one bite. It was all the more amusing because once a year,

on the beach opposite the hotel, one of the popular, if grotesque and carnivalesque,

attractions of this city is the creation of a gargantuan pan bagnat one kilometer long!

Modernist art and modern cuisine have a central trope in common: invention.

Indeed, even simplification is a mode of invention. If there were to be a theory of cui-

sine, it would constitute a theory of exceptions, nuances, refinements. Culinary taste

would transform aesthetics by redefining the limits of art within the human sensorium,

and in doing so transform all previous relationships between the arts—and between

aestheticizations of the senses. The gastronomic must no longer serve as mere

metaphor for the arts, but must take its place among the muses.

The modernist conditions of cuisine may be placed in a historical context insofar

as they reveal a startling coincidence between the nouvelle cuisine and the discourse

of postmodernism in the arts, both of which share several central tenets: self-conscious

reflexivity (experimentation to reveal the primary qualities of the component materials

of a work), questioning of origins (the realization that all inventions are but variations,

transmutations, or inspirations based on previous works), regionalism (the decentral-

ization and relativization of techniques, materials, and styles), and exoticism (the

juxtaposition and incorporation of foreign elements on an equal footing with native

material). Indeed, if we consider postmodernism to have emerged after the 1970s
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movements of minimalism and conceptualism, then we may date the nouvelle cuisine,

originating in the late 1960s, as a true aesthetic avant-garde that (along with dance)

preceded the postmodern discourse by a decade. We must remain attuned to such

stylistic innovations and conceptual complications, to these coincidences and inter-

sections, if we are to enhance our appreciation of contemporary cuisine.

In The Unanswered Question, a study of music that may serve as an allegory for

an aesthetics of cuisine, the composer-conductor Leonard Bernstein wrote: “I believe

that from Earth emerges musical poetry, which is by the nature of its sources tonal. . . .

And by that metaphorical operation there can be devised particular musical lan-

guages that have surface structures noticeably remote from their basic origins, but

which can be strikingly expressive as long as they retain their roots in earth.”1 In that

“musical poetry” which is cuisine, such “tonality” may be understood as the principal

flavor of a dish; the metaphorical operations would consist of the various modes of

cooking; the musical languages are constituted by different regional cuisines; and ex-

pressivity would be the style of each chef.

Cuisine is a function of the genius loci, the spirit of the place. And one who says

“place” also says “season,” one who says “earth” also says “heaven.” The goût de

terroir (the taste of the earth, meant in the literal and not the pejorative sense) that

typifies so many wines and foodstuffs is only the most immediate manifestation of this

gastronomic specificity. On the metaphorical level, it inspires infinite possibilities of

transformation and sublimation. This is why it is commonly claimed that regional

cuisines don’t travel; this is why there is no such thing as “French cooking” but only a

mosaic, palimpsest, or collage of regional cuisines and specialties, many of which in-

spire and are consequently abstracted into urban, national, and international cuisines.

For example, we can imagine many variants on chicken in honey sauce harking back

to medieval recipes; yet the chicken in lavender honey with herbes de Provence of

the restaurant Les Santons at Moustiers-Sainte-Marie—eaten after passing through

Grasse, the perfume center of France; after traveling through the Var amid the laven-

der fields and mountain wildflowers that are garlands to the savage gash of the

Gorges du Verdun—is an inimitable taste, intimately linked to the region. Sitting on

the terrace of the restaurant under the ex-voto star suspended on a chain stretched

between two peaks dominating the village, and feeling the very same mistral that

dried the herbs—an always varying and mysterious combination of basil, chervil,
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tarragon, parsley, thyme, sage, savory, rosemary, bay leaf, wild thyme, marjoram,

oregano—feeling that wind blow across the land, I find it impossible to abstract the

dish from its environment. The odor of lavender in the air and the taste of lavender in

the honey are part of one meta-bouquet, inextricably, harmoniously, and seductively

mixed with the lemon-scented perfume from Menton worn by my companion. . . .

These very specificities and differences, these contingencies and essences, re-

veal the traditional French social tensions between Paris and the provinces, central-

ization and regionalism, nouvelle and ancienne, popular and savante, academicism

and avant-garde, unconscious and conscious, collective and individual, closed and

open. The fact is that both sides of these polarities exist in constant exchange and 

renewal. To valorize the earth is not to denigrate the techniques and complexities of

haute cuisine. We need not espouse, à la lettre, the iconoclasm of a Jean Dubuffet—

creator of diverse series of paintings, such as the Pâtes battues, Texturologies, Géo-

graphies, Topographies, and Eléments botaniques, and inheritor of the family wine

business—who once wrote to his friend, Jacques Berne: “I was enchanted by the cray-

fish, which pleased me greatly, and I thank you. It is a very rich food. Almost too rich.

Too rich! I often tell Lili that her cooking is too rich—cream, butter, etc. I much prefer

grass, or earth, which seems to me to be much more sumptuous. To eat earth, now

there’s a rich dish!”2 Such is a joyous twist on the theme of the meals of stones suffered

by Don Juan, however unlikely its attraction, however sardonic its metaphor!

Nor need we reduce cuisine to its simplest and most archaic elements and tech-

niques, valorizing the mythical and millennial simplicities of peasant cooking, as

Joseph Delteil does in La cuisine paléolithique. Following the motto “Live simply,” he

espouses—in a sort of culinary ecologism, written at a time when the truly “natural”

was already in the process of becoming a gastronomic luxury—the myth of a naturel,

instinctive cuisine, a sort of cuisine brut: “It is necessary to resist, to rediscover the

earth, to become wild again, virgin in sense and spirit as on the first day.” He cele-

brates the single dish, and proposes only fourteen recipes, just enough for one week,

“but all the weeks in the world are similar, and here is the breviary for the rest of your

life.” He knows of only three dishes (soup, fricassee, roast) and he revels especially in

the regional specificity of patois “because it is closest to origins, richest in sperm, and

the most sacred.”3 Might we suggest that this romantic extreme, rich in its simplicity,

need not become a norm in order to be appreciated? What if we were to read Delteil
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against the letter, and suppose that this purity must be the symbolic, or at least imag-

inary, precondition of all gastronomic appreciation? What if each and every bite and

thought of food must be filtered through this sort of basic specificity and simplicity be-

fore entering into a “higher” level of culinary consciousness, a higher state of cuisine?

The genius loci establishes the essence of cuisine. Consider the restaurant Michel

Bras, situated near the remote town of Laguiole in the Aubrac region of France’s 

Massif Central. One of Michel Bras’s signature dishes is the gargouillou, whose ingre-

dients grace the cover of his book Le livre de Michel Bras.4 The term evokes the verb

gargouiller, the bubbling or gurgling sound of a liquid—an onomatopoeia for both

the cooking process and the streams that run through the Aubrac. But gargouillou also

refers to one of the principal regional dishes, an elementary ragout of potatoes in

bouillon. Yet rather than strive for a nostalgic and restrictive regionalist “authenticity,”

Bras raises the simplest of dishes to the summits of the culinary art. His vision consists

of an everchanging combination, culled from the daily market choices, of as many as

three dozen vegetables and grains chosen from nearly a hundred possibilities that

constitute this “virtual” recipe; each ingredient necessitates a separate preparation,

and all are mixed and moistened in a light butter sauce emulsified with vegetable

broth flavored with ham essence, then decorated with herbs, crystallized leaves, ed-

ible wildflowers, wild mushrooms, and pearls of parsley oil.

This dish, offered as the overture to his tasting menu, effectively articulates

many of the major dichotomies informing contemporary French cuisine—peasant/

haute, simple/refined, traditional/nouvelle, regional/international, raw/cooked, wild/

cultivated—all the while stressing the primacy of the seasons, revealing the gustatory

specificity of the region, and ambiguously straddling the butter/oil line that had long

separated “French” cooking from its Provençal other. The synthesis of contradictions

in Bras’s gargouillou partakes of a gastronomic symbolic system typifying Jean-

François Revel’s claim that “the summits of the art are attained precisely in those 

periods when the refinement of recipes associates a complexity of conception with a

lightness of results.”5 Complexity of conception provides the range of variations on a

theme that permits continual inventiveness; the lightness of realization ensures the

presentation of the essential, primal qualities of foodstuffs, harking back to a nostal-

gia for simple flavors raised to their quintessential powers, as stressed by the nouvelle

cuisine. Essence dominates appearance.
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Bras, an erudite autodidact, is concerned not only with the history of cuisine

(French and foreign) but also with ancient and modern botany. One of his major con-

tributions to contemporary French cuisine is precisely the rediscovery and creative use

of many long-forgotten vegetables, wildflowers, and aromatic and medicinal herbs.

Among those used in the gargouillou (besides numerous more common varieties) are

giant amaranth, orach, basella, ironwort, white and blue borage, comfrey, vetch, hops,

pimpernel, rape, purslane, and rue. The cuisine of such chefs as Michel Bras, Régis 

Marcon, Marc Veyrat (of the Auberge de l’Eridan in Annecy, Haute Savoie), and Jean-

Paul Jeunet (in Arbois, Jura) is often mentioned in an ecological context, owing both

to its intimate and erudite relation to the environment and to its restitution to French

cuisine of many lost or unknown plants. Although this sensibility often gives rise to a

tendentious, stereotyping, and mythicizing discourse of authenticity and nostalgia

for the earth6—at its worst resulting in culinary reincarnations of ancient and me-

dieval dishes better destined for the museum than the table—it has at its best provided

a crucial source for the regeneration of French cuisine. The tendencies of this so-called

cuisine verte help articulate the often antithetical styles of the nouvelle cuisine and the

sundry cuisines de terroir. On the spiritual level, this culinary transformation is ex-

pressed by Bras’s claim that “The great interest of this approach is that through this

cuisine I live body and soul with my region [pays]”; yet there is a strict corollary on the

practical level, as Marcon states: “I try to support organic agriculture, so as to encour-

age those artisans who maintain quality.”7 The symbolic articulation of cuisine neces-

sitates a hybrid discourse of body and soul, food and style, pleasure and technique.

These issues are usually limited in the gastronomic press to a description of

the dishes in question. Yet their broader symbolic significance can be ascertained only

by considering the total context which gives rise to the recipes, and within which

the dishes are presented. In the case of Michel Bras, at first glance his subtle region-

alism is apparently belied by the architecture of his restaurant-hotel, set high on the

west side of a hill located approximately 6 kilometers outside Laguiole. The Aubrac is

one of the most remote and least populated regions of France, with vast, rolling,

boulder-strewn vistas of some austerity, and huge open skies that often resemble

Turner watercolors.

In contrast to the landscape, the hotel, designed by the Bordeaux architect Eric

Raffy, is built of basalt, steel, and glass, a high modernist structure materialized as if
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accidentally in the natural setting. The lounge area offers glass walls that open upon

the splendid vistas; but the long, rectangular, glass-walled restaurant offers what is at

first a rather frustrating surprise. The westward view, often approaching the sublime,

is cut off at the horizon by the roofline of one of the hotel buildings, letting only the

sky appear. Between the windows of the restaurant and the initially exasperating wall

is a narrow rectangular garden that runs the length of the restaurant, open at the

northern end to visually flow into the countryside. As one looks obliquely northward,

the unmarked extremity of the garden flows into and is indistinguishable from the

landscape beyond; looking directly westward, the garden is framed by the windows

and delimited by the wall. This garden is stylistically equivocal, not unlike many of

Bras’s dishes. With several rugged stones placed as if randomly on its low grass field,

highlighted by wild grasses and wildflowers, it simulates the very Aubrac landscape

that is hidden by the facing wall; yet it also refers stylistically to the green Japanese

Zen garden. Microcosm replaces macrocosm; international syncretism enriches sym-

bolic regionalism.

But this simple setting offers a complex theatricality. For upon the appearance of

the first dish—the gargouillou, in the case of the “Découverte & Nature” menu—the

relation between the garden and what appears on the plate (the most condensed 

microcosm in this scenario) is apparent. One is occasionally even served the same

sorts of flowers growing in the garden before one’s gaze. As for the outer Aubrac

scenery, of which only the skyscape is visible, the summer sun initially prohibits much

appreciation, as the light is particularly brash, necessitating protective shades on the

glass walls to soften its effect. But as the sun reaches the horizon, the waiters, in 

choreographed synchronicity, raise the shades, revealing the Turneresque sky with the

added surprise of double sunsets (in ancient times a portentous cosmic sign), created

by the double plate glass of the windows. The symbolic, indeed metaphysical role of

the sun has played a major part in the constitution of French landscape architecture

ever since Versailles, where the garden’s central axis marks the solar trajectory, culmi-

nating at the vanishing point where the sun sets at infinity, all in homage to the Sun

King.8 This tradition is continued at Michel Bras, where the artificial horizon of the

rooftop doubles and dissimulates the natural horizon, articulating outer sky with inner

garden landscape, all framed by the glass walls that also enclose the sun in a 

“captured view.”
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As the sun sets, artificial lighting replaces natural light, with highlights created by

spotlights; the disappearance of the sky into night condenses the world into the space

of the garden and the restaurant, progressively narrowing the field of visibility and

concentration. The only activity in the garden is the “performance” of the light—first

natural, then artificial—establishing a theatricality whose gastronomic function is to

condense the scene inward, toward the pictorial and performative space of the table.

In another context, this effect is explained, mutatis mutandis, in Looking at the Over-

looked; there Norman Bryson writes of the “anti-Albertian,” that is, antiperspectival,

genre of still life:

Instead of plunging vistas, arcades, horizons and the sovereign prospect of the

eye, it proposes a much closer space, centered on the body. Hence one of the

technical curiosities of the genre, its disinclination to portray the world beyond

the far edge of the table. Instead of a zone beyond one finds a blank, vertical wall,

sometimes coinciding with a real wall, but no less persuasively it is virtual wall. . . .

That further zone beyond the table’s edge must be suppressed if still life is to cre-

ate its principal spatial value: nearness. What builds this proximal space is ges-

ture: the gestures of eating, of laying the table.9

In a site that provides a profoundly symbolic dining experience, one fully orchestrated

in relation to the surrounding environment and its culinary riches, the restaurant

Michel Bras meets the aesthetic conditions of this anti-Albertian genre. In doing so, it

provides a paradigm for the culinary arts, one that should also help renew our medi-

tations on landscape and the art of gardens.10
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he Latin idiom genius loci is a common stock for theories of landscape gar-

dens and debates concerning regionalism. It is also a trope for local dishes

and ingredients. Regional cuisine, gardens, and landscapes knead natural

history with material history as their constituent features are manipulated by the culti-

vation of taste. To many a connoisseur, the agreeableness of this blending relies on

both a deep understanding of the raw ingredients of a locale and a cook’s or gar-

dener’s ability to transform these materials into an aestheticized experience for the

eye, the mind, and the tongue.

The chefs Alice Waters (Berkeley), Lydia Shire (Boston), and Daniel Boulud (New

York) refer to the genius loci in their culinary endeavors, noting that their menus 

inspire “a sense of place” and an evolving “gastronomic heritage” that “works with a

region’s bounty.”1 Boulud proffers a meal that mimics the chain of predators in a re-

gion. He suggests that you should conclude a main course of wild game with “fruits

of the forest, like chestnuts, food consumed by the hunter, or serve grapes with game,

since birds love to eat grapes. Then whatever the birds eat becomes the relation.”2

3
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Julia Child reminds gastronomes that those succulent duck livers for sautéed scallops

of fresh duck foie gras must be of European stock, and for less eloquent dishes like

Rhode Island johnny cakes, Child insists that to produce the “authentic” cakes, “you

must have Rhode Island stone-ground white cornmeal.”3 Even CuisineNet claims that

“the chef knows not only from which region come the finest petits pois (small, young

green peas), but from which town,” continuing with a toponomy of ingredients that

include “Pessac for strawberries, the peas of Saint-Germaine, Macau artichokes, the

Charolais steer, butter of Isigny.”4

This detailed knowledge of diverse landscapes and their associated foods and

cuisine is confusing to the average postmodern. Fortunately, books like Canadian

Food Words provide an etymological lexicon of the gastronomic isoglosses for ex-

pansive countries like Canada. Equipped with this book, you can readily discern a

range of culinary delicacies such as herbes sâlées, a preserved seasoning of vegetable

herbs and brine from Quebec; madouèce rôti, a roasted porcupine dish from New

Brunswick; or ciselette, a pork and molasses dessert sauce from Acadia.5 These dishes

say as much about gastronomy in Canada as they do about the invention of landscape

as a narrative system that situates the hybrid histories of cuisine and garden design

with connoisseurship. Looking beyond the explanation of the genius loci, Allen Weiss

contends that the culinary arts provide rich counterparts to the paradoxes found in

landscapes.6 My essay traces the spatiotemporal gastrography of gardens, land-

scapes, and cuisine from their mediatory and mimetic value to their use by the gar-

dener Elsie Reford as a leitmotiv that heightens their inherent contradictions.

The spatial and pictorial vivacity common to the culinary arts, gardens, and land-

scapes has a long yet uncharted history that dates to Horace and Pliny. The vine-

covered triclinia in the peristyle gardens and oporthecas (outdoor fruit houses) of villas

are sites where the necessity of food and the art of life intersect amid the fecund sen-

sualities of the Roman Campagna. Pliny’s descriptions of the unswept floors in both

indoor and outdoor dining areas and their representation in mosaic floors, the stat-

uettes of pastry vendors and fruit bearers that adorn peristyle gardens, and the topi-

ary that would eventually move from the garden proper to the outdoor table for

decorative effect reveal an al fresco composition where exigency and luxury exude

compatibility. The oporthecas accommodate fruit production while simultaneously

providing aesthetic retreats for dining guests, who, according to Sarah Petersen, use
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the “ingenious pomology to enhance the scene by constructing still lifes of fresh

fruits.”7 The trompe l’oeil of the frescoed walls allude to a garden, while still lifes, as

complements to dinner tables and represented on garden walls, illuminate the exqui-

site details of the external landscape, freshly plucked and brought to the inward-

looking eye of Roman pictorial consciousness.8

When this eye is opened during the Renaissance, cuisine, gardens, and land-

scapes make a synecdochic cassoulet that heightens the ambiguities of the spiritual

and material world. The Medici, ardent patrons of Renaissance gardens where heroic

sculptures are placed in a symmetrical humanist narrative, extend this aesthetic to a

culinary pageantry across the Mediterranean landscape. In 1589, during the two-

month-long wedding celebration of Grand Duke Ferdinando I de’ Medici to Christine

de Lorraine (whose grandmother Catherine introduces her Italian pastry chefs and the

fork to France), a sequence of spectacular meals are orchestrated during Christine’s

ceremonial passage through several Tuscan cities and her triumphal entry into Flor-

ence. As one art historian notes, these meals are characterized by “the amount of 

labor expended to exploit basic bodily needs as a pretext for decorative artifice.”9

Such extravagant displays of courtly spectacle might entail thirty-two courses for 280

guests; and at one such meal, the sideboards are enshrined by four-foot-high mytho-

logical sculptures made of melted sugar. Giovanni da Bologna, who sculpted the fig-

ures of Ferdinando I and Cosimo I and two fountains in the Boboli gardens in Florence,

created confectionery follies for dynastic weddings in 1600 and 1608.10

While the final disposition of these figures is not known, the relegation of the

sweet sculptures to the margins of the banquet table adheres to the Renaissance con-

viction that refined sugars ruin the appetite. Pastries and other sugar-laden food are

not consumed until the end of the meal, “where it was provided in an abundance to

check the appetite that had been so artfully stimulated.”11 The use of sugar as a 

material for sculptural ornaments, sometimes adorned with moss, participates in the

topos of the Italian Renaissance that ushers in modern myths counterpoising the state

of nature with that of culture. The mimetic devices of the Italian Renaissance gardens

present ephemeral, organic material such as plants as artifice (topiary), while orna-

ments made of inert material (concrete and stone) mimic organic forms. Honey,

produced by the natural inclinations of the bee, is the relished sweetener of the an-

cients. Refined sugar, introduced by Arabic cookery, and a substance that both allures
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and raises the suspicion of Petrarch,12 is a highly processed ingredient requiring the

sophistication of Renaissance technology and trade to produce and distribute. When

refined sugar, the artifice of raw food, is fabricated as a rosette of Rosa canina, a

double inversion is invoked. This play on the ambiguity of the realms of nature and

culture plagues even modern myths in which science is employed to decipher their

discursive classifications.

For example, gardens and the culinary arts provide sustenance to positivist 

explorations of mythic thought that seeks to distinguish culture from nature. The ori-

gins of cultivating plants and cooking food are the subject of Lévi-Strauss’s writings on

the structural role of myths, and further evoke an intimate relationship between cook-

ing and gardening. In The Raw and the Cooked, the transformative operations of food

preparation manifest the problematic dialectic of distinguishing natural processes

from cultural products through the degree of human effort, an exertion directly pro-

portional to the amount of natural materials expunged.13 Edible plant parts plucked

fresh from the wilds of Brazil are raw nature, while the cooking of these plants is a cul-

tural process. Lévi-Strauss hypothesizes that a key myth

belongs to a set of myths that explain the origins of the cooking of food (although

this theme is, to all intents and purposes, absent from it); that cooking is con-

ceived of in native thought as a form of mediation; and finally, that this particular

aspect remains concealed in Bororo myth, because the latter is in fact an inver-

sion, or a reversal, of myths in neighboring communities which view culinary op-

erations as mediatory activities between heaven and earth, life and death, nature

and society.14

In this structural relationship, any attempt to garden or cook will entertain its

rhetorical opposite; the exotic or domesticated, hunted or cultivated, synthesized or

naturalized, included or excluded. The raw is raw because it is not cooked, the cooked

is cooked because it is not raw. The pattern of interpermeable oppositions in Bororo

and other tropical South American cultures underlies the gastronomy of numerous culi-

nary endeavors, including sweet and sour pork, surf and turf, chaud-froid sauce, soup-

and-salad lunches, or “for here or to go?” Weiss notes that the particular contradictions

of “peasant/haute, simple/refined, traditional/nouvelle, regional/international, raw/

cooked, wild/cultivated” are central to contemporary French cuisine.15
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Many of the great garden traditions can be structured through a juxtaposition

and synthesis of opposites. Gardens and landscapes mediate, and by reconstituting

what they are, they refer to what they are not. Simply by adding water, Islamic gardens

prepare a raw, desiccated landscape as a succulent oasis cultivated in a series of rec-

tilinear fourfold gardens. At the sixteenth-century Safavid Isfahan, irrigation tunnels

below grade saturate the sands of the Persian desert. The garden recontextualizes the

pragmatic irrigation system on the symbolic plane of the ground surface, where a

geometry of tranquil pools and vegetative bosques align with Mecca. This salubrious

and orderly garden reproduced from sand is also contrary to its surrounding city,

which offers what theorists of the garden call an “exploratory pilgrimage, twisting 

between close walls, amidst the noise of artisans and merchants, the aroma of spices,

and the dust and jostle of crowds.”16

Knife skills, a fundamental component of French haute cuisine, inform the ba-

roque gardens by Le Nôtre. Carved from their dense medieval woodlands, the infinite

avenues of Versailles, which display the elegant slicing techniques described by Julia

Child as employing the full length of the knife,17 contradict the fragmented and 

domestic intimations of the remnant woodlands. An acute knowledge of scales and

proportions is crucial to the practice of slicing geometric figures into the surface of

land and thereby composing the experience of these landscapes. Likewise, the ex-

actness and congruency of cutting julienne or macédoine ensure a uniform cooking

process and appearance, and also a consistency in the experience of its taste. In the

julienne avenues and macédoine parterres, fêtes, divertissements, and other colla-

tions in the French baroque garden are codified in playacting and feasting. The gar-

den and cuisine are condiments to these spectacles of pervasive authority; Chandra

Mukerji describes how they “move from the extraordinary to the ordinary, [from] alle-

gorical dramas to carefully choreographed rituals of everyday life, from realms of the

fictive to political regimen, from mythology to history, where the enactment of power

could be rawly presented.”18 These “rituals of submission” and seduction suspend life

in the animation of their play and in the excessiveness of the food that is demolished

by guests.19

For the English Enlightenment gardens, these dichotomies of the culinary land-

scape become deliciously dissimulated. A compatible mixture of rough and smooth

textures is key to the picturesque gardens of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
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and it is of cardinal importance to menu planning as identified by Antonin Carême

(1784–1833). Carême revolutionizes pièces montées, extravagant wedding-cake-like

table decorations. Prior to Carême’s creations, the landscape critic Horace Walpole

condemns pièces montées as culinary anathemas of vulgar taste that might include

“wax figures that moved by clockwork” and “castles made of pies filled with live frogs

and birds.”20 By giving his edible fortifications a visual sensibility that embraces the

elite’s fascination with antiquity and classical ruins, and by accurately translating clas-

sical designs to the scale and proportion of the table, Carême relocates confectionery

to the level of connoisseurship shared by landscape architecture and the fine arts.21

Edmund Burke’s 1757 psychological treatise, A Philosophical Enquiry into the

Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful, presents coarseness as epito-

mizing the state of the sublime and smoothness as the most salient source of beauty.22

While Burke’s insights foreshadow debates on whether to preserve the mixture of

smoothness and roughness in landscape aesthetics (arguments that conflate politics

with garden design), picturesque landscapes, like Uvedale Price’s Foxley estate in

Herefordshire, mask the synthetic act of artistry. Dissolving the difference between 

designed landscapes and lands free from human intervention, the picturesque in-

dulges in the aesthetics of galantine presentation. Galantine calls for the chef to

debone and restuff poultry, fish, or fowl. It is a reassembly of the animal so that it can

be displayed as its cultured sign.23 Consider Julia Child’s reformed lettuce heads, for

which “washed and dried salad greens are loosely arranged in the bowl to look again

like a large head of Boston lettuce.”24 Likewise, the raw conditions of the site are re-

assembled in the picturesque landscape (figure 3.1). Streams are dammed, earth is

moved, and trees are added or subtracted to re-present the landscape as the cultured

sign of nature. Charles Bridgeman went as far as to invent the first ha-ha at Stowe in

Buckinghamshire, where the manicured lawns of the estate and coarse pastureland

meld into one unified field of vision from the house.

Burke’s Sublime and the Beautiful also whets “the growing taste for ruins and

melancholy terror, for graveyard poetry, for wild and desolate scenery.”25 Lévi-Strauss

further expands this structure of myth by noting that “the raw/cooked axis is charac-

teristic of culture; the fresh/decayed one of nature, since cooking brings about the

cultural transformation of the raw, just as putrefaction is its natural transformation.”26

While his anthropological postulate concerns nature and culture, the more tantalizing
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question for any cook or gardener is to cook or not to cook, to garden or not to gar-

den. This question is more central to gardens, landscapes, and cuisine than to any of

the design arts. To not garden or cook is a cultural act; yet the oozing cucumber for-

gotten in the refrigerator or the overgrown garden inundated with weeds blurs these

cultural states of nature and culture, as it occupies the territory of the rotten.

An aesthetic of ruins is cultivated as early as 1499 in Francesco Colonna’s

Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, and climaxes in the emotional excesses and imaginative

embellishments of Gothic literature. From Roussea’s advice to study botany instead of

minerals and animals that will surely involve “stinking corpses, livid running flesh,

blood, repellent intestines” to Mary Shelley’s protagonist, whose academic proclivi-

ties compel him to investigate “how the worm inherited the wonders of the eye and

the brain,”27 decay is the synecdoche for the processes of nature. Embedded in the

garden, the associative effects of ruins or actual tombs such as Rousseau’s at 

Ermenonville invoke the ethereal, fleeting, and fragmentary meiosis of the living, a

prerequisite for Romantic thinking (figure 3.2). Indeed, the fabrication of ruins in the

picturesque landscape does for gardening what mold does for blue cheese; and by

the early nineteenth century this penchant for decay is reified in bourgeois instruction

manuals on the picturesque, featuring “ragged peasants, shaggy livestock of all kinds,

ruins, and decaying cottages” as essential accompaniments to the garden scene.28

An appreciation of decay is further fortified by an exposure to Eastern sensibili-

ties encouraged by British imperialism. Japanese aesthetics probe the depths of the

fresh/rotten axis with a diet of raw fish and an intense feeling for the wabi sabi of dead

trees and edifices strewn with mosses that speed their decay (figure 3.3). The preva-

lence of tea from China and India at English garden parties and London coffeehouses

is only one example of British consumption of the East.29 In his 1757 Designs of 

Chinese Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines, and Utensils, William Chambers in-

troduces a Chinese garden and its ability to evoke the “appellation of the horrid.” His

descriptions of the garden portray it as a consequence of nature as much as artistry:

In their scenes of horror, they introduce impending rocks, dark caverns, and 

impetuous cataracts rushing down the mountains from all sides; the trees are 

ill-formed, and seemingly torn to pieces by the violence of tempest; some are

thrown down, and intercept the course of torrents, appearing as if they had been
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Lichen consumes the Pantheon 

at Stourhead. Photo by author.

3.3

The wabi-sabi of a moss-coated

garden at Saihoji. Photo by Lisa

McNiven.



brought down by fury of the waters; others look as if shattered and blasted by the

force of lighting; the buildings are some in ruins, others half-consumed by fire,

and some miserable huts dispersed in the mountains serve at once to indicate the

existence and wretchedness of the inhabitants.30

Later that year Chambers begins his design for Kew Gardens, foreshadowing

another import from China—exotic plants. As one of the most zealous of entities col-

lecting exotic specimens, Kew finances an ambitious series of plant-hunting expedi-

tions into the remote mountain ranges of Tibet, Burma, and China. Venturing into the

wild terrains of the snow leopard, hostile weather conditions, yak butter, buckwheat,

and tsamba balls,31 plant hunters from both England and France radicalized the fonds

de cuisine of plants cultivated in Europe and North America. Rhododendrons, azaleas,

primula, gentians, asters, chrysanthemums, and the elusive blue poppy are the jewels

of the garden, and they even make their way onto the table as decorations of an or-

nate meal.32 It is no surprise that these exotic delicacies intrigue Joris-Karl Huysmans’s

protagonist in Against the Grain (A Rebours). In his search for natural flowers imitating

the false, Des Esseintes ponders the exotic flowers at the hothouses of the Avenue de

Châtillon and the valley Aunay, noting their “blossoms dazzling and cruel in their bril-

liance” and observing that “Nature is by herself incapable of producing species so

morbid and perverse; she supplies the raw material, the germ and the soil, the pro-

creative womb and the elements of the plant, which mankind rears, models, paints,

carves afterwards to suit his caprice.”33

Exotic flowering plants combine with native plantings to provide a heady mixture

of tastes in the ornamental gardening dear to suburban homeowners in the nine-

teenth century. By the 1850s dining is à la Russe in Europe and North America. Each

dish is presented at separate times, the sequence of meals is predicated on the

middle-class work schedule, and the size of the servings is directly proportional to the

smallness of the newly emerging suburban lots. Gardening authors, such as Jane and

John Claudius Loudon, translate the codes and conventions of estate landscape 

designs and ornamental farming to small suburban gardens. Producing an exhaustive

and comprehensive collection of gardening books and periodicals in a vein of aca-

demic eclecticism, they believe, as David Stuart explains, that in the garden “every-

thing should be included, from soursop to calbash, cocoa to cashaw (the latter then
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with medicines, as well as culinary use), pawpaw (both for fruit and for the papain even

then used for tenderizing meat), cinnamon, vanilla, and the rest.”34 Among their 

accomplishments, John authors the bible of Victorian gardening, Encyclopedia of

Gardening (1822), and Jane spearheads The Ladies’ Companion (1849), one of the

earliest periodicals to spread domestic wisdom from the garden to the kitchen.

In both the landscape and culinary worlds, cookbooks, gardening manuals, and

magazines reinforce the dominance of bourgeois tastes. The acceptance of women

studying Linnaean nomenclature coupled with the novels of Jane Austen gives rise to

a sex newly educated in the social morality of landscape gardening. Likewise, the col-

lapse of spatiotemporal gastrographies because of the increased use of trains con-

nects cuisine with the site where, in the words of one nineteenth-century observer,

“fresh kills may be obtained,”35 thereby disordering the relationship of landscape with

cuisine. This cocktail of social and technological transformations heightens the inter-

penetration of popular and high culture, giving an ideological edge to the culinary

and garden arts that seek vainly to justify and sustain their differences. As the privi-

leged apparatus of symbolic capital, cuisine, garden, and landscape not only articu-

late the facile distinctions between social identities but also, by combining nature with

class, elaborate elite culture as a natural act. Genetics aside, pedigree is naturalized

through the acquisition of taste, a cultural practice that becomes widespread in the

twentieth century.

The powers of allusion embedded in the act of naturalization give Roland Barthes

much to complain about when it comes to cooking. Among his many explications con-

cerning food is the 1955 essay “Ornamental Cookery,” in which Barthes describes

how valorized images of prepared dishes in Elle magazine are “unbridled beautifi-

cation” ornamented with “chiselled mushrooms, punctuation of cherries, motifs of

carved lemon.”36 Barthes is reacting to the barrage of media images that manipulate

something as foundational as food; according to Jill Forbes and Michael Kelly, he finds

that “food ceases to be the staff of life and becomes a prop of life-style, ‘une cuisine

du revêtement et de l’alibi’ (cookery which is about covering up, which is a pretext),

an elaborate metonymy.”37 This ornamental cookery “is based on coatings and 

alibis, and is for ever trying to extenuate and even to disguise the primary nature of

foodstuffs, the brutality of meat or the abruptness of sea-food. A country dish is 
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admitted only as an exception (the good family boiled beef), as the rustic whim of

jaded city-dwellers.”38

The gap between Barthes’s raw food and the “unbridled beautification” of food

promoted by Elle journalists indicates instability in this signifier. There is no literal

meaning in food, and Elle’s “foodstuffs” could relate only to something other than

“primary nature”—hence a postmodern desire for chicken fingers and lettuce heads.

Yet Barthes closely aligns the food fashioned by Elle, which he never tastes, and the

moral character of Elle’s producers and consumers. While Barthes criticizes ornamen-

tal cookery as “fleeing from nature,” he finds much comfort in the “real cookery” of

the middle class, exemplified in the readers of L’Express, who enjoy “a comfortable

purchasing power.”39 The desire to seek a correspondence between a group’s so-

cioeconomic standing and the material artifacts produced for and consumed by that

group can be found in numerous critiques aimed at designs ranging from cities to

teacups. But such a critique is complex when applied to materials that are constructed

by culture as raw or immutable.

Barthes detects depravity in the slippery layers between the power of allusion

and the economic power situated in a second-order nature. Both cooking and gar-

dening have the ability to collapse the differences between nature and the culture that

captures, contains, and displays nature. Whether it takes the form of ornamental gar-

dening or ornamental cooking, bedding-out or baking, cutting or beheading, the 

manipulation of these materials engages a second order of power. Dean MacCannell

argues, “It transcends any individual expression and appears not as power, but as nat-

ural order. It is operative only to the extent that all believe that their place within its

hierarchies, however grand or humble, is proper”; and if it violates this order it is

identified as immoral.40

It is this second order of power that MacCannell finds pervasive in landscapes and

gardens: “Gardens and landscaping are situated with sex and cuisine precisely in the

gap between nature and culture, idea and event, cause and effect.”41 They are par-

ticularly potent because they are produced and consumed through both the meta-

phoric language and the hegemonic discourse of evolutionary science. The extensive

presence in literature of women who have created and described gardens is also

significant to MacCannell’s theories. Rousseau’s heroines, in Julie, ou La Nouvelle

Héloïse and elsewhere, suggest that the garden is the territory where issues concern-
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ing gender, race, and politics are played out. Julie’s description of her garden as a

place where “nature has done everything, but under my direction, and there is noth-

ing here that I have not ordered”42 underscores that the garden serves as a living

tableau where power relations are reconstructed to reappear as natural.

Consider the extensive gardens that the Canadian debutante Elsie Reford (1872–

1967; figure 3.4) designs and builds in the remote wilds of Quebec. During the first

quarter of the twentieth century, she transforms the raw conditions of her wilderness

lodge, Estevan,43 into a garden retreat replete with the civility and conviviality of her

Montreal home. Reford invokes the unfolding of a number of mythic dichotomies

at Estevan. She dresses in delicate Parisian frocks to navigate the rugged waters of

the St. Lawrence; they fish at twilight, not dawn; the raw fish and game are prepared

as lavish spectacle that guests eat with civility to heighten the taste of the wild; 

Reford ships to England many of the salmon who faithfully returned to Estevan; and

she brings tender plant specimens to a decadent forest that, although it has climaxed,

is sterile.44
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In 1918 Reford inherits the 1,000-acre Estevan property, containing a thirty-seven-

bedroom camping lodge, two working farms, and large tracts of boreal forests.45

Canada’s forest is vast, five times the size of western Europe, and a favorite destina-

tion for those wishing to wrest subsistence from the raw wild, a prerequisite for 

ascending into elite society. As Emile, another of Rousseau’s characters, is told as a

young man, “If I wanted to taste a dish from the ends of the earth, I would, like 

Apicus, go and seek it out rather than have it brought to me. For the most exquisite

dishes always lack a seasoning that does not travel with them and no cook can give

them the air of the climate which produced them.”46 Reford is fanatical about catch-

ing salmon, sometimes catching a hundred a day, and she often outcompetes her

male guests. Fresh salmon is a highly prized food in Reford’s time, and she regularly

ices and boxes her catch for shipment to England as gifts. According to a London pa-

per in the late nineteenth century, “to the epicure, a fresh salmon caught in the gulf

of the St. Lawrence, especially early in the season, will always afford a rich treat.”47 The

desire to catch, present, and consume salmon arises not only because of its undeni-

ably wild taste but also because of the distinct nature of Salmo salar itself. Though it

roams great distances, the Atlantic salmon migrates from salt water to spawn every

year in the same fresh waters as its ancestors. This loyalty to a specific geographic 

location, passed down genetically in salmon despite their wanderings, is emblematic

for many British Canadians, who are far away from home yet still loyal to Britain.

Estevan is situated at the confluence of the St. Lawrence River and the Grand

Métis River, and its ownership includes the seigneurial fishing rights to those waters.

The right to fish salmon in this aquatic zone, where fresh waterways intersect with salt

water, is a valuable privilege. Reford continues Estevan’s international reputation as a

retreat for rising industrialists and politicians from Montreal, New York, and London

who partake of its wealth of fish and fowl and enjoy the camaraderie of its salubrious

waters and forests. Yet she not only makes the raw materials of Estevan into an instru-

ment of elite cultural allegiance but also furthers that enterprise by transforming these

materials into the defining episode of a day’s consumption, dinner. Each morning 

Reford meets with her chef to establish the day’s meals and orchestrate lavish din-

ners—haute cuisine made with local ingredients—for select guests.

Salmon features abundantly in the exhibitions, cooking schools, and cookbooks

of Reford’s day. For example, to prepare a freshly caught male as saumon à la 

46 S U S A N  H E R R I N G T O N



Humbert Ier,48 the fish must be disemboweled, filled with mousse, and then poached

in a mixture that calls for four bottles of white wine from Capri. Once cooked and

cooled for three hours, it is coated with several glazes and cooked crayfish are inserted

into its back, giving this perceptibly two-dimensional vertebrate a third dimension. A

miniature crown with jewels adorns its head. The Concours Culinaire in Paris recom-

mends making the eyes “look natural with mayonnaise”; more specifically, “the cen-

ter of the eye can be made with a cooked egg white. In the mouth of the fish put a

camellia made out of a beet.”49 The double metonymy of dead fresh fish reified as

the cultured sign of fish referring to the late Italian ruler and of the placement of the

vegetable as flower in its mouth, a practice common in primitive funerary ceremonies,

dissolves the proximity of the raw within the elaborate decorum of the meal. This aes-

theticized presentation of cultural syncretism in a menu of raw delectation foreshad-

ows the creation of yet another recipe, that for Reford’s gardens at Estevan.

In 1926 Reford is advised by her doctor to engage in gardening as an alternative

to her aggressive salmon fishing. Canada is an absurd place to garden. The majority

of the country lies above the 50th parallel, in the frigid zone. The average growing

season runs two months, and in Quebec frozen snow covers the ground well into June.

The Oxford Companion to Gardens notes that “Canada cannot be said to have de-

veloped a great gardening tradition” and that any artistic development “belongs to

those islands of human culture where nature had been brought under control.”50 Yet

over the following thirty years, Reford creates 40 acres of gardens at Estevan, culti-

vating 50,000 ornamental plants, many grown from seed. An aficionada of exotic

plants and a member of the Royal Botanical Society, she avidly collects hundreds of

rare species hunted on expeditions for Kew Gardens or directly from sources in Asia

and Europe. Reford’s most prized feat is her successful domestication of Meconopsis

betonicifolia, the blue poppy.51 Discovered in 1926 by the British plant hunter F. 

Kingdon Ward in Tibet, the blue poppy is the crème de la crème of the horticulture

world. Meconopsis betonicifolia is desired for its “unnatural” azure color, a hue that is

difficult to reproduce in food as well as flowers, and a sight that would surely have

stimulated the ruminations of Des Esseintes.

Reford’s success in transplanting and cultivating these exotics in Canada ensures

her participation in the wider production of gardens as an art form. In her garden 

designs at Estevan, Reford mixes hardy plants and exotics whose fecundity contra-
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dicts their backdrop, the decadent forest. A typical composition includes English

primrose and ferns alongside Primula sieboldii from Japan and veronica from Arme-

nia. Garden treatises such as The Wild Garden (1870) by the Irish gardener William

Robinson strengthened this cultural endeavor by promoting the use of hardy exotics

in irregularly shaped planting beds. The Wild Garden would appeal to Reford, a British

descendant living in the newly emerging nation of Canada. By the 1920s the Victorian

era, during which Britain had unified its subjects in many disparate lands, is ending,

and gardening and cooking are ideal endeavors to display England’s superior ability

to domesticate the wild and cultivate the exotic.

Reford’s Estevan gardens include a 300-foot “Long Walk” (the only straight line

in the estate gardens) flanked by dense perennial borders, a series of swaled glade

gardens, an upper terrace garden and lawn, and linear woodland gardens that pene-

trate the forest. The formal qualities of these gardens do not conform to the geomet-

ric patterns promoted for ornamental plants or to the whimsical, kidney-shaped

planting beds used for natives. Rather her strategy is strikingly modern, as she uses

the microclimatic needs of plants as a guide to their location. The gardens are free of

any eye-catchers or follies; the abstract workings of climate provide a template for her

design. The shapes of the planting areas follow the lines of the topography with the

exotic plants in the lower swales, where they are protected from the wind, and the

hardier local plants at the crest. Her functionalist design is predicated on the bio-

physical processes of the site, predating Ian Hamilton Finlay’s dictum that “weather is

the chief content of a garden.”52

As she extracts raw elements and cultivates them as culinary riches and horticul-

tural gems, Reford deems the lands and waterways of her estate “magical.”53 Estevan

is Reford’s cultural enterprise from the order of wilderness, landscape, garden, to

table—a project where she procures wild salmon from unruly waters to enhance the

civility of her table, and where she cultivates species from exotic landscapes within the

confines of her garden. Genius loci is only one of many tropes. The reciprocal influ-

ences between cuisine, landscape, and garden offer a provocative avenue for study-

ing episodes of aesthetic contradiction, mediation, and simulation. Where the

irreducible ingredients of symbolic order and cultural fact classify nature and artifice,

pleasure and power arbitrate taste. Sweet, sour, salt, and spice may have reservations

on the tongue, but their flavors are savored in the garden.
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The Negro restaurant opens, with its terraces and basements. Squadrons of

blacks clothed in white—Bambaras, Toucouleurs—maneuver among the tables

under the guidance of French maîtres d’hôtel. Their singing voices emit raucous

accents and they laugh with all their white teeth. We enter and choose our menu.

Today, it is Guinea’s day, and Senegal’s tomorrow. I notice the hors-d’œuvres in

Conakry fashion, mutton with Mamou rice and, oh marvel! next to the fruits of

Guinea and the Senegalese rice, the name of a dish that leaves me dreaming:

Saint-Louis calf brains with a Faidherbe sauce. Through the minor arts, introduc-

ing us to regional dishes, we have discovered culinary France. Is the Colonial 

Exposition going to reveal to us a worldwide gastronomy? We hope, neverthe-

less, that there will be no restaurant reserved for cannibals[.]1

he 1931 Colonial Exposition in Paris was a cornucopia of strange sights,

tastes, smells, drink, and food.2 A “bouquet of local color” flavored by

vanilla, rum, saffron, and coffee, the Exposition proffered olfactory and gas-

tronomic delights amid a visual efflorescence of exotic architecture. The Exposition

promised an easily digested taste of the colonies, a processed and domesticated sen-

sory experience that swallowed up the visitor in a temporary wonderment that was

4

CONSUMING THE COLONIES
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easily sloughed off outside the fairgrounds. Food and architecture at the Exposition

reinforced the differences between the colonizing French and their subject peoples

and demonstrated the alien quality of other cultures. For the commentators of the

time, the very taste of a rum cocktail or a couscous evoked the foreign nature of in-

digenous civilization.

Paul-Emile Cadilhac’s account of the Exposition’s food might seem to foreshadow

today’s fusion cuisines—food fashions melded by the global, multicultural migrations

of the recent past—but in 1931, there was little endorsement of mixing ingredients or

cultures into new hybrids. Whatever blending occurred was usually considered bene-

ficial only to the colonized people, taking the form of “civilization” and economic de-

velopment, or was ignored. The colonies were meant to be assimilated and absorbed

into France and the other colonial empires under the colonizers’ dominance. Spicy

flavors and native huts were equally incompatible with the great cuisines and edifices

of Western civilization. Official events such as the Colonial Exposition disregarded the

reciprocal relationship and mutual influence of France and her colonies. My essay will

look at this gap and provide some reasons for it.

The guest at the Colonial Exposition could safely sample exotic delicacies and

stroll through faraway places without fear of compromised taste. Food and drink

aided the visitor’s immersion in a colonial environment fabricated out of monumen-

talized native buildings. According to Maurice Tranchant, the railroad circumnavigat-

ing the Exposition traversed “a great setting featuring elephants or tigers. . . . Negro

waiters in the cafés, and exotic restaurants where one savors the food of all colonies”

(figure 4.1). The novelist Paul Morand described the Guadeloupe pavilion as set

“among guavas, parallel to gems set with crystallized sugar, among the odors of

vanilla in braids, cola powder, balls of snowy cotton, sacks of Basse-Terre coffee, jars

of liquor, [where] a rum shop retails small glasses of tafia rum.” In the view of Paul-

Emile Cadilhac, the Grand Avenue of the Colonies, the Exposition’s main axis, was a

panoply of sensual stimuli: “One strolls along the Grand Avenue of the French Colo-

nies . . . [when] constructions spring up to the right and the left, topped by a radiant

dome while the muffled roll of the tambourines, backing up the piercing Arab flutes,

mixes the nostalgia of the old Orient with the stamping of the crowd, the guttural cries

of the merchants, the odors of cooking drenched with oil.”3
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As the “Tour of the World in One Day,” the Colonial Exposition inventoried the

cultures and peoples of the world without the inconvenience and danger of global

travel. In his description of a “promenade across the five continents,” Cadilhac coun-

seled travel-weary visitors to try the Exposition: “I advise those travelers who dread

voyages around the world to pass by the Exposition. There, neither rolling nor pitch-

ing; sea sickness is unknown. . . . Distances are abolished, the oceans suppressed,

and this is not the least of the miracles realized by Marshal Lyautey.”4 The Exposition

also reproduced touristic sites and attractions, such as the Tunisian section, where one

could find “Moorish cafés, sellers of fritters and rahat-lokoum, a reconstitution of the

souks of the Madiva, a fort from the time of Charles-Quint, a minaret, an Arab house,

and a marabou under an olive tree”5 (figure 4.2). Separated from Paris and the sub-

versive influences and politics found there, the Colonial Exposition was a hermetic

world constructed within its own synchronous time. Contemporary realities in the col-

onies, such as the anticolonial riots and famine in Indochina, were ignored in favor of

a “timeless,” deracinated picture of indigenous cultures and peoples, carefully iso-

lated within the Exposition precinct.

The colonial sections offered flavors, smells, and sights unavailable in Paris

proper. The visitor could experience a relocation of ordinary taste toward the forbid-

den and the excluded (figure 4.3). For example, contemporary accounts emphasized

the tropical drinks and exotic dances found in the Caribbean pavilions, which accen-

tuated the torrid atmosphere that the French associated with Creole culture: “Tired,

we sit down in front of the Martinique pavilion. They mix there cold punches of a taste

infinitely superior to the brutal cocktails of Anglo-Saxon America. Mulattos, qua-

droons of a slightly copper tint dance and sing delicious dances and songs.”6 The

theme of rum-induced intoxication, seductive music, and sensuous dance appeared

repeatedly in articles about the Exposition, echoing popular myth and the Exposi-

tion’s own press releases. Odors and sounds were particularly potent means for stim-

ulating sensual responses from French observers: “A strong odor of vanilla! Under

walls of violent stains of red, green, yellow, blue. We are in the Martinique pavilion, so

gay, so spruce. . . . Sounds of its snuffling fifes and accordions attract visitors to a bar

where the rum and coffee of the Antilles run in profusion, while on the floor of a neigh-

boring room move black dancers well known in the bals nègres of rue Blomet.”7
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One observer asserted, however, that the Colonial Exposition’s North African

food would only make visitors fonder of French cuisine. “Visitors will have . . . cous-

cous, méchouis (sausage), tajine (tadjiu) with olives, which will complete their impres-

sion of the Magreb and perhaps even make them, on their return, appreciate the

cuisine of France better.”8 Paul-Emile Cadilhac’s narrative of the Colonial Exposition

rehearsed this preference for familiar, bourgeois cuisine:

Dead beat, exhausted, dazzled, I can no longer distinguish where I am: China,

Tonkin, Africa? My eyes burn, my head wobbles. Only smell still remains and it

works well. An aroma of garlicky sausages titillates me and makes me sneeze. I

open an eye. Where am I? In a clearing, some people sit on the grass—a whole

family of petit bourgeois or workers—eating with an appetite that gives me plea-

sure. Cooked meats circulate, liters [of wine] travel, a flowering of papers blooms

among the trees. This familiar spectacle reassures me: it is Paris, it is Vincennes,

and classic in such a place.9

The food, drink, and entertainment offered at the Colonial Exposition were nec-

essary supplements to its sober, didactic pavilions and exhibits, constructed to give

an inspiring lesson of French colonialism’s benefits. Previous expositions had included

pavilions devoted to colonial or foreign food and drink, such as the tea hut at the 1867

Universal Exposition in Paris. But unlike its predecessor expositions and colonial sec-

tions, which were largely carnivalesque entertainments of exotic titillation, the Colo-

nial Exposition purported to convey information to the French public in a serious

manner. As the Exposition’s organizers stated, “This is why the pavilions of the French

and foreign colonies are, in their principal aspects, authentic reproductions of monu-

ments of a characteristic exoticism, stylizations of an excellent taste, capable of offer-

ing vibrant syntheses to the gaze and the mind.”10 The Exposition’s architecture was

to demonstrate the “facts” of French colonization and of the racial hierarchies and cul-

tural divisions between the colonizing nations and their native subjects.

The premise that architecture can explain the past and future evolution of a soci-

ety was central to the discipline of human geography, which influenced the Exposi-

tion’s architectural program. Paul Vidal de la Blache, the principal theoretician of

French human geography, believed that architecture and food could be read as evi-

dence of a society’s genre de vie (mode of life), its level of evolution, the physical 
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resources available to it, and its social “character” and structure. In his view, every-

thing from religion to the intelligence of a people is visible in its genre de vie.

According to Vidal’s theory, each society (or civilization, in his terms), developed

through the interaction of the racial characteristics of its people and their response to

their milieu (environment). For example, “The equipment that the Kirghiz devised to

meet the requirements of his unsettled life—the shape of his tent and the cut of his

clothes—is a perfectly integrated whole, in which everything has its place, the mate-

rialization of a mode of life.”11 The most fruitful milieu provided its occupants frequent

contact with other peoples, life in a temperate climate, and the natural resources with

which to develop high-level technology and agriculture.

Vidal maintained that non-European societies’ intellectual and cultural develop-

ment were retarded or arrested by the limitations inherent in their race, their physical

isolation from other societies, or by a lack of natural resources or a beneficial climate

in their milieu: “The African village whose site may be changed by a mere accident,

and the European village whose history is traceable for thousands of years, are widely

different as the city of antiquity and the immense metropolis of today. The distance is

that between a rudimentary and an advanced stage of civilisation.”12 The relative hier-

archy of races and their evolutionary capacities could not change, in this view—a

conception represented at the Colonial Exposition. Geographers assumed that the

physical and social conditions producing genres de vie were static, although they ac-

knowledged historic, distant contacts.13 Human geography, and therefore the Colo-

nial Exposition, failed to account for the mutual influences sponsored by centuries of

European exploration and colonization.

The proliferation of exotic food at the Colonial Exposition was, in fact, evidence

of the extensive culinary and cultural exchange effected by imperialism. Hybrid cui-

sines (curry, chutney, chop suey, gumbo, “French” fries) resulted from global coloniza-

tion and diasporic movement, along with other forms of cultural mixture. Couscous is

cooked with tomatoes and potatoes brought from the New World; corn appears in

Italian polenta; and American manioc, peanuts, and peppers are staples of African cui-

sine. Consuming the exotic—their ingredients, spices, and condiments—has been a

favored method for assimilating other cultures. Bland Western taste has been im-

proved by addition of savage flavors from distant sources, an imperial attitude that

survives in “multicultural” appreciation for exotic cuisine. The international taste for
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sugar, for example, transformed modern trade; produced diasporas of Africans, cen-

tral Asians, and Europeans; and created new types of wealth and poverty. The anthro-

pologist Sidney Mintz asserts that the plantation products of coffee, rum, tobacco, and

especially sugar formed part of “a complex of ‘proletarian hunger-killers,’ and played

a crucial role in the linked contributions that Caribbean slaves, Indian peasants, and

European urban proletarians were able to make to the growth of western civilization.”14

Colonization encouraged the dissemination of foods from colonized areas to 

Europe and to other colonies—tomatoes, corn, potatoes, and chocolate originated

in the Americas, for example—and, simultaneously, stimulated colonizers to import

food and goods from their home countries in an effort to distinguish their eating

habits from those of the natives (figure 4.4). This reciprocal exchange of foodstuffs and

methods did not generate an “international cuisine” during the age of conquest; in-

stead, it accentuated European awareness of national identities and created new culi-

nary hierarchies. One food historian notes, “Formerly, the patterns of eating had been

divided horizontally. The food of the rich in Europe, like that of the poor, had a great

deal in common, regardless of country. But a vertical division now also emerged, and

the cuisines of individual countries began to take on consciously individual character-

istics.”15 The rise of nation-states and the emergence of separate national identities

increased the importance of what had been regional culinary traditions and their dis-

tinction from other food cultures.

The refinement of both classic French food and architecture mirrored such de-

velopments and was a buttress against the insidious effects of foreign influences. The

French were concerned to preserve the “Frenchness” of their products against infe-

rior races and degenerate cultures. By the nineteenth century, a reaction against the

adoption of exotic ingredients caused chefs and architects alike to eradicate “non-

French” aspects from their work. From the Enlightenment until World War II, classi-

cism dominated French architectural training and practice, codified at the official

school of architecture, the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, and patronized in state commis-

sions.16 Exotic architectural vocabularies, borrowed from Asian, North African, and

Middle Eastern sources, appeared in French civic and commercial structures only if

they had a “colonial” association, such as the Ecole Coloniale, or were entertainment

buildings, such as theaters, cinemas, zoos, casinos, or park kiosks.17
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In French food practices, spices fell out of favor as too “foreign,” a symbol of cul-

tural difference, and a vestige of the medieval aristocratic taste for excessively spiced

dishes. François Pierre de La Varenne, author in 1651 of the first modern French trea-

tise on food, frowned on the use of spices, and the famous gastronomic critic Jean

Anthelme Brillat-Savarin (1755–1826) did not even mention the use of spices in his

treatise.18 After World War I, local French food was recorded and preserved as a valu-

able part of France’s distinctive character, as opposed to the dangerously cosmopol-

itan cuisines influenced by foreign cultures. This French character was enshrined in

regional folklores, which were recorded in the interwar period in an effort to preserve

and celebrate local, oral customs outside the national culture.19

The French obsession with food and its nationalist connotations forms a critical

example of what Roland Barthes called a “commemorative impulse”:

Food permits a person (and I am here speaking of French themes) to partake

each day of the national past. In this case, this historical quality is obviously linked

to food techniques (preparation and cooking). . . . They are, we are told, the

repository of a whole experience, of the accumulated wisdom of our ances-

tors. . . . [T]hrough his food the Frenchman experiences a certain national conti-

nuity. By way of a thousand detours, food permits him to insert himself daily into

his own past and to believe in a certain culinary “being” of France.20

Barthes held that food encapsulates national character and allows access to the 

essential “French character” guarded in contemporary food as well as in folkloric stud-

ies. In his view, French food was a constitutive ingredient in French civilization as

the result of historical experience. Like Proust’s famous madeleine, which evoked a

whole world and the past simultaneously, Barthes’s construction of French food in

general could summon the collective memory of the French nation. The nation did not

encompass the colonies, in this case, but was confined to l’Hexagone, the historic

French provinces.

In French culture, a simple taste in food and a gluttonous appetite were obvious

signs of a lack of civilization. Gluttony, excessive consumption, and an unrefined

palate revealed an absence of civilized training and were anachronistic vestiges of ear-

lier practices and the aristocratic privilege of excess. The “civilizing of appetite,” 

according to the food historian Stephen Mennell, was related to better food supplies,
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colonial conquest, and such civilizing processes as the transformation of table man-

ners: “The increased security of food supplies was made possible by the extension of

trade, the progressive division of labour in a growing commercial economy, and also

by the process of state-formation and internal pacification.”21 Through the civilizing of

appetite, delicacy, discrimination, and self-restraint became bourgeois values in the

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

In its description of the Colonial Exposition, the daily Le Matin gave an account

of life at the Exposition among the West African natives that featured food and its

appreciation.

In the corner of a cabin, a Toucouleur woman, the headband of her coiffure in the

form of a diadem, prepares the evening meal. Her name is Dalanda Diallo.

A great devil of a gendarme from the Sudan, with the barred dolmen of the

military medal and many other decorations, serves us as interpreter. Miss Dalanda

Diallo is very shy with whites. She made the amusing faces of a schoolgirl.

—“Yes, yes. Very happy to have come to France. But is there no sun here? It

would be so amusing if it didn’t rain!”

—“Good food! Better meat than back home . . . More abundant . . . good

fish also . . . But no manioc flour . . . Instead, rice, potatoes, split peas, tomatoes

. . . And the peppers! . . . And the oil! . . .”

And Miss Dalanda Diallo, who must be a gourmande in her own way, passed

a very red tongue over her lips in thinking of the peppers and the oil.

—“In the morning, sweet coffee!” the gendarme explained to me while

clicking his heels.

And he laughed to himself the good laugh of the infant gourmand in dream-

ing of the sweet coffee of tomorrow morning.22

This description of Ms. Diallo’s uncultivated palate demonstrated her naïveté, even

gullibility, regarding food and her budding taste for “better” (French) flavors. The de-

scription of her “schoolgirl” charm and the gendarme’s infant gourmandisme reiter-

ated the French conception that natives, especially Africans, were childlike, unfit to

govern themselves. Food and taste, therefore, were indicators of civilization predi-

cated on race, education, and level of evolution.
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The use of gourmand(e) when describing Ms. Diallo’s and the soldier’s tastes

pertained to the association of gourmandise with gluttony.23 Brillat-Savarin defined

gourmandise as “a passionate, rational and habitual preference for all that flatters the

palate.”24 The gourmand is, however, an amateur, not an expert practitioner of the

culinary arts, as is the gastronome. Brillat-Savarin claimed he could detect the true

gastronome by means of “les éprouvettes gastronomiques,” little gastronomic tests:

“We mean by this expression food renowned for their flavor and of such indisputable

excellence that their mere appearance must evoke, in a man of well-ordered charac-

ter, all the powers of the palate.” Those in whom these dishes provoked no “spark of

desire” or “ecstatic radiance” could be marked as unworthy of the occasion and its

pleasures. The little test is “a power-gauge which must be differently calibrated for dif-

ferent levels of society.” It could identify what Brillat-Savarin labeled the “false 

gastronome,” who is “almost always a gross eater, fat and proud of it, who is almost

totally ignorant in matters of cookery.”25 Dalanda Diallo and the Sudanese gendarme

could be gourmands but never gastronomes, since they lacked the refinement of

palate and discernment required and they were not trained in the delicate eating

habits of French culture and cuisine.

Other descriptions of the Exposition echoed the dominant French view that

native culinary practices and culture revealed a crude appreciation of food and a fun-

damentally lower evolutionary development among the natives. Their excessive con-

sumption of food and drink, along with unrestrained bodily movement and a general

lack of corporeal control, indicated a lower degree of civilization. For example, 

Tranchant wrote: “The noise of tambourines troubles the peace of the Negro village.

Around a statue of a divinity, the fanatics dance until falling with exhaustion. The sor-

cerers, disappearing under their bizarre ornaments, shake their fetishes. The chief of

the tribe assists these choreographic and sacred revels with his watching; and the cer-

emony ends with a sumptuous feast and copious libations.”26 The Colonial Exposition

displayed such spectacles as part of its entertainment programs, complements to the

primitive architecture of the colonial pavilions (figure 4.5). Housed in hybridized re-

productions of native architecture, natives exhibited their essential degeneracy and

distance from French civilization.

At the Exposition, however, native architecture could not achieve quite the same

level of uncivilized unrestraint as food, since it was the inauthentic fruit of French 

62 PAT R I C I A  M O R T O N



C O N S U M I N G  T H E  C O L O N I E S 63

4.5

Dance performance, French West

African section, 1931 International

Colonial Exposition, Paris. From M.

Cloche, 60 aspects de l’Exposition

Coloniale (Paris: Studio Deberny

Peignot, 1931), n.p.



architects’ imagination. The Exposition pavilions were designed by French, Beaux-

Arts-trained architects, many of whom had no experience with or direct knowledge of

native architecture in the colonies. Their training militated against the pure reproduc-

tion of native degeneracy, since French architecture was founded on Enlightenment

disinterest and a metaphysical mission. The highest level of architecture was more

than the mere provision of shelter or physical comfort, according to Pierre Lavedan,

architectural historian at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts: “All architecture worthy of the

name therefore consists of more than answering a physical need; it is a spiritual as

much as a material work.”27 Architecture was part of the taste institutions that had

maintained French greatness, the classical systems of distinction established during

the Sun King’s reign.

During the nineteenth century and early twentieth century, the discourse of 

restraint and civilization developed such that distinctions between races and cultures

were gauged by eating habits, tastes, and table manners. In Princess Tam-Tam (1935),

for example, Josephine Baker enacted the French fear of gluttony or excess as a

marker of degeneracy and savagery. As Alwina, the primitive Algerian girl, Baker ini-

tially exhibited the unrestrained appetite characteristic of the uncivilized. In an early

scene, Alwina eats couscous without control, showing her “natural” appetite and 

absence of manners—excesses that are tamed by her gradual adherence to a civilized

schedule of meals and her superficial adoption of proper manners. Alwina’s transfor-

mation is one of gustatory regulation; as the cultural historian Elizabeth Ezra notes,

“The shepherdess Alwina’s first lesson in civilization sets the stage for all those to

come: after marveling that the French are able to discipline their appetites to corre-

spond with mealtimes, she is told, ‘A stomach can be civilized.’”28 Alwina’s white, male

sponsors transform her into a princess from mythical “Parador” with the manners and

appetites appropriate to royalty. She is accepted into Parisian society until her origins

betray her when she cannot keep from dancing wildly to the tam-tam drums played at

a Parisian party, a debacle anticipated in the title of the film. Her abandon of bodily

control signals her redescent into an atavistic state of primitivism that her recent civi-

lizing could not resist.

Such manifestations of cultural degeneracy justified colonialism’s “civilizing mis-

sion”: the eventual transformation of the colonies into extensions of French civiliza-

tion. French food, especially bread, was introduced in colonies like Algeria as part of
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this colonization process.29 While the colonies needed French civilization and tech-

nology to advance beyond their rudimentary level of evolution, according to the doc-

trine of the time, the French believed that their culture and food could learn little from

the colonies. Neither French cuisine nor French architecture could accommodate the

infiltration of outside flavors, which might adulterate the fragile integrity of French

taste. The inability to tolerate foreign cooking echoes in every French discussion of

their attitudes toward foreigners, argues the historian Theodore Zeldin: “Food iso-

lates the French almost as much as their language.”30

Some critics echoed this xenophobia in a hostile attitude toward “colonial” art

and architecture that combined French traditions with native forms. There were those

who asserted the quintessential incompatibility of indigenous and French cultures.

Raymond Cogniat’s critique of the Colonial Exposition’s architecture, for instance,

equated native styles with an intoxicating and indigestible cocktail:

There is in the art of Asia something that escapes our sensibility, a refinement that

we understand but that does not suit our temperament. In African art, there is a

spontaneous force, an instinct that we will never assimilate. Both remain

strangers to us: their refinement is perceptible to us, but we do not accept it with

serenity. It is like a too strong drink whose merits we appreciate but that leaves

us stupefied.31

Others more sympathetic to indigenous culture viewed Europe’s dominion as inher-

ently corrupting. The Orientalist writer and amateur of the exotic Pierre Mille likened

the results of Western influence on native architecture to rotten produce that would

sicken both its native and French progenitors: “Indigenous architecture disappears or

only gives mediocre, unhealthy fruits. We cannot profit by it. But our architecture 

arrives, still full of energy. It makes a graft with this indigenous architecture, or it 

hybridizes with it.”32 While some palatable fruit had been produced in Morocco, Mille

believed, most such hybrids were not fertile. He maintained that indigenous and 

European styles became mixed when the native woman grew fascinated by depart-

ment store fashions. She repudiated the simple, chaste traditions of Arab architecture

in favor of unsavory, inappropriate rooms and interior decoration.33

Although these critics were cool to the idea of a hybrid architecture based on

French absorption of indigenous art and architecture, other thinkers, like former
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Minister of the Colonies Albert Sarraut, advocated a rejuvenating draught from the

colonies as a cure for a decadent, enervated Europe. Sarraut rejected explicitly 

“Orientalizing” or “Africanizing” the art of the Occident—or the reverse operation on

indigenous art—but perceived possible beneficial effects from the vitality of the col-

onies. Like a reviving potion, the colonies could provide Europe the means for its 

rebirth: “Our antique and illustrious Europe, having burned with too many ardors in

matters of art and the spirit, has need of an influx of young vigor in its desiccated 

arteries.” The originality, inspiration, observation of nature, and sumptuous technique

of the arts of these “minor brothers” could result in “a splendid renaissance” for 

European culture.34

The Colonial Exposition repeated this consumption of other cultures: France, as

host nation, used her colonies as a foil for her political, cultural, and culinary ascen-

dancy. By displaying the cultures of subject peoples—which turned out to be overfla-

vored, tasteless, or repugnant to the “civilized” observer—the colonizing states

absorbed them into their empires and created renewed chains of being.35 Alphonso

Lingis observes, “But in traveling from country to country, being served like the 

emperor by every alien culture in restaurants where any substance, any living plant or

animal, is laid out for our consumption, each of us situates ourselves in the food chain

at the top, making self the uneaten one, the unexchangeable value, the cosmic dig-

nity.”36 As a substitute for travel, the Exposition provided the average visitor with the

elite’s experience of colonial difference, a precursor of Club Med and Disneyland.

Packaged to place the visitor in the sahib’s shoes, the Exposition enabled the 

ontological reorientation of the viewer without responsibility or discomfort (figure

4.6). This consumption was a kind of cannibalism, since the colonies were ostensibly

absorbed into the body of La Plus Grande France (Greater France). Sarraut’s image of

a roguish Europe ingesting her younger brothers is just one example of the con-

sumption of the colonies. Europe assimilated her possessions with an ambivalence ex-

pressed in metaphors of excess, revulsion, and regret, clearly unable to digest the

colonies whole and unable to subsist without them.
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uch of the built environment is designed around food: producing, stor-

ing, transporting and selling, serving, and eating it. Recently, plans to

regenerate sectors of the urban economy have also been organized

around the production and consumption of food. In many cities, the socioeconomic

base of old neighborhoods has been revamped in large measure around the opening

of new cafés, restaurants, and specialty food shops.1 Combining architecture with

food has indeed become a favorite development strategy of many city planners, de-

velopers, and architects around the world. My interest in the crossover between food

and architecture especially concerns the issue of economic identity of places and, in

particular, how food traditions, local food products, and architecture can be deliber-

ately combined and recombined to foster economic development in rural areas.

As the case of the wine-producing regions of France and Italy amply shows, 

anchoring local food products and food tradition to culture and place generates 

locational advantages that reverberate positively throughout the regional economy

(e.g., Champagne, Valle del Chianti). Indeed, European policy makers explicitly 
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recognize that the promotion of food products having specific characteristics may be

the “trumpcard” for the rural world.2 To this end, the European Union has instituted

designations guaranteeing the origins and typicality of food products: Protected 

Designation of Origin (PDO), Protected Geographical Indication (PGI), and Traditional

Speciality Guaranteed (TSG). Such labels identify products whose qualities are due 

essentially or exclusively to the geographical environment of production, including

natural and human factors.3 The certification of origins does not create local traditions

from scratch, even though the use of these labels could help in recovering lost tradi-

tions and products. Instead, these labels invest local culture and know-how with a

market value that can be exploited for development purposes.

Tuscany provides a classic example of how to create a successful regional iden-

tity with a formidable market appeal by conjoining local culture, architecture, food

products, and simple food traditions. A careful restoration of the built environment

(churches, historical centers, towers, villas), a well-orchestrated series of actions to

protect the natural and agricultural landscapes, and worldwide promotion have trans-

formed what were essentially isolated rural backwaters into destination spots for art

and food lovers from around the world.4 Tuscany is not the only region that has com-

bined local food products with architecture to promote local development. Apart

from the much-heralded wine and cheese regions of France, one could mention the

success of the Napa Valley in northern California and of Stellenbosch in South Africa’s

Western Cape. In both instances, the blend of local resources and know-how, such as

wine production, and architecture—modern in the Napa Valley, seventeenth-century

Dutch colonial in South Africa—has created an economically viable regional identity

with an international appeal.

Indeed, not every rural area is endowed in the same way and not all regions have

proactive local institutions and entrepreneurs such as Tuscany has had since the

1960s. It is therefore very difficult to create marketable local identities by simply imi-

tating successful cases from other regions; as a result, the process of identity creation

through architecture and food can be fairly slow and inefficient. Such has been the

case for many rural areas in southern Italy. Today, thanks to the EU policies of product

certification as well as to a new entrepreneurial mentality among many local produc-

ers, these same areas are witnessing a period of economic renaissance. In the Sele

River Plain south of Salerno—a region famous for its production of buffalo mozzarella,
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its natural beauty, and its archaeological sites—identity building has proceeded

through at times conflicting dimensions. The creation of a territorial identity in this 

region pivots around the idea of the rural world not only as a space of production but

also as a space for consumption; it starts with the promotion of local food traditions,

products, and methods of production and ends with the reevaluation of rural ways of

life more generally.5 Central to such a process is the transformation of the working

farm—azienda agricola—from a utilitarian into a polyvalent site of production as well

as of intensive cultural life.

The architectural historian Kurt Forster hints at local traditions when he examines

the origins of the Renaissance villa in northern and central Italy during the quattro-

cento.6 In his analysis, Forster looks at the transformation of the farmhouse—fattoria,

casa colonica—into a villa and criticizes the argument that such an innovation was

based solely on “painstaking reconstruction of late antique models.” In fact, he high-

lights the central role played by vernacular typologies and territorial building prac-

tices as frames of reference for architects and patrons alike. In particular, he points out

that the achievements of fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century architects should be

seen as a “realization of vernacular building configurations in terms of neo-antique 

vocabulary.”7 Forster does not consider if and how the new building type reflected

changes in the organization of production or in the perception of the countryside dur-

ing the quattrocento. His perspective is that of the architectural historian interested in

the evolution of building types and planning configurations isolated from the wider

productive context. Thus he, like other architectural historians such as James Acker-

man,8 is disinclined to analyze the economic, cultural, and territorial connections 

between transformations at the level of single building types within the regional agri-

cultural system. In other words, the analysis remains focused on the form and aes-

thetics of rural buildings and not on their function in the wider agricultural landscape.

As the agricultural historian Emilio Sereni notes, the Renaissance-style villa “was

visibly tied to the need born from the evolution of new techniques and new agricultural

relationships” and emerged in close relationship with the birth of the “bel-paesaggio”

whereby Tuscan farmers and artisans begin to imprint more consciously elaborated

forms on the agricultural landscape—rows of vines, avenues of cypresses.9 When we

consider rural architectures not by themselves but as part of a larger productive con-

text, it is possible to understand change and continuity in building practices and 
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typologies from a more complex perspective. Bringing the farmhouse back into such

a productive context demonstrates the role that local typologies and building tradi-

tions can play today in shaping the economic and cultural identity of rural areas.

Rural architecture in the Sele River Plain, unlike that in north-central Italy, shows

hardly any innovation at all. Yet the economic function of this seemingly homoge-

neous and monotonous architecture has produced innovation. The azienda agricola

has become the distinctive feature in an emerging artistic and cultural landscape. The

two cases presented here—a site of agrotourism, consisting of a buffalo farm and a

cooking school, and an organic cheese farm with a museum and a cultural center—

will help shed light on how territorial identities can be built and will highlight the spe-

cific role of local food and vernacular architecture in this process.

SHAPING THE ECONOMIC  IDENTITY  OF  PLACES

Of the two major districts in Campania where it is produced, the Sele River Plain is

where the production of buffalo mozzarella has maintained a closer association with

traditional methods. From a production standpoint, such an association is possible to-

day—that is, traditional methods are efficient and economically feasible—primarily

because good-quality milk is available. Several factors are responsible for the milk’s

quality; not least is the capacity of buffalo breeders to contain contagious diseases

such as brucellosis, a virus borne by air and water that moves from herd to herd and

makes the milk unsuitable for human consumption unless pasteurized. Susceptibility

to the devastating virus—infected herds have to be eliminated—is increased by in-

tensive breeding. Everywhere in Campania intensive breeding has become the norm,

but in the Sele Plain there is an important difference. While elsewhere the number of

buffalo in production is increasing exponentially and farm sizes are shrinking, in the

Sele Plain the number of buffalo is increasing at a lower rate and the average farm size

remains the largest in the region. This translates into larger paddocks, with more

space available for buffalo to roam, and therefore better sanitary conditions. The abil-

ity to produce milk unaffected by brucellosis is critical to keeping artisanal methods of

production, because traditional buffalo mozzarella calls for the use of raw milk. It is

thus no accident that a higher percentage of cheese makers who produce buffalo

mozzarella with unpasteurized milk are located in the Sele Plain.
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Also contributing to the maintenance of traditional methods in the Sele Plain are

lower rates of urbanization and industrialization, which in other areas of the region

have eroded the land available for breeding livestock. The determining factor, how-

ever, has been the approach taken to implementing the 1960s land reform. Unlike the

rest of the region, in the Sele Plain land reform did not fragment the old baronial

properties into small pieces of privately owned parcels. Though the reform allowed

many farmers to buy land, the average size of these plots was not sufficient to sustain

independent farming; therefore many of them were immediately resold to the previ-

ous owners, who were able to reconstitute their properties. As a direct consequence,

many of the original buildings that were part of the old properties—farmhouses, 

baronial palaces, stables, and cheese houses—have not been lost. Rather, they have

been maintained by the heirs and in many cases restored. This distinctiveness, miss-

ing from other areas of buffalo mozzarella production, has helped preserve sections

of the agricultural landscape from land speculation.

Preservation of the agricultural landscape and its built environment is one proven

method for developing a healthy tourist industry. In the Sele Plain, tourism is the sec-

ond most important source of income after agriculture. During the summer, the pop-

ulation of the Sele Plain increases many times. An uncontaminated coastline attracts

tourists from all over Europe, while the magnificent Greek temples of Paestum—the

largest and best-preserved examples of Greek architecture outside the Valley of the

Temples in Agrigento, Sicily—make the area a destination for art lovers from around

the world. Likewise, the natural beauty of the mountainous Cilento region and the

closeness to the famous Amalfi coast add luster to a tourist industry with a well-

developed infrastructure—hotels, campsites, B&Bs, agrotourism. The tourist industry,

even if only seasonal, is an incentive for local buffalo mozzarella producers to main-

tain or, more precisely, to believe in the economic viability of local traditions. Tourists,

in fact, strengthen the market for local, especially fresh, food products. During the

summer, hotels, restaurants, roadside kiosks, supermarkets, and grocery stores in-

crease the demand for buffalo mozzarella to the point that some cheese houses are

hard-pressed to satisfy it. It is not uncommon, in fact, for those visiting a cheese house

at midday from June to September to find that the daily production has already sold

out. Being able to sell on the spot mitigates the need of cheese makers to produce
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for distant markets; and a strong local market exists all year round, as mozzarella is

considered a staple among locals.

When it comes to shaping the economic identity of rural areas, the target mar-

ket—whether local or distant—makes all the difference in the world. Cheese makers

who operate for export markets by necessity have to distance themselves from local

conventions such as using raw milk, to ensure that their product will still be safe to eat

when it reaches their intended customers. Export producers have to work within 

industrial parameters, processing larger batches of pasteurized milk by mechanized

means. Furthermore, they have to address the problem of time and distance, which is

usually resolved by putting the cheese in a sealed package filled with a stabilizing

liquid. The end result is a standardized product removed as far as one can imagine

from the “original,” which not only is made for immediate consumption but also tastes

different from cheese house to cheese house. In the case of buffalo mozzarella, tar-

geting local rather than distant markets is the sine qua non for maintaining or, con-

versely, discarding local traditions of production.

Environmental, historical, and technological factors alone are not enough to

guarantee a successful territorial identity, however. The local populations, in this case

the network of food producers, must be able to take advantage of their resources—

and to sense institutional opportunities—to create a coherent development project

with market appeal. What follows are two cases of buffalo milk and mozzarella pro-

ducers, chosen because they illustrate different strategies that such an agroproducer

might adopt to deliberately pursue a territorial identity. The first case is that of Seliano,

a family-run farm, agrotourism center, and culinary school; the second is Vannulo, a

family-operated cheese house and buffalo farm that has become world famous by

producing organic buffalo mozzarella in a perfectly restored rural setting.10

S T R AT E G Y  # 1 :  D I V E R S I F I C AT I O N  I N T O  A G R O T O U R I S M  A N D

F O O D M A K I N G

The Seliano-Eliseo estate is located south of the Sele River between Capaccio Scalo

and the temples of Paestum. The property is divided into two separate entities:

Seliano proper, where the Bellelli family operates an agrotourism center, and Eliseo,

where they have a farm with more than 600 buffalo. Although this is not the only agro-

tourism in the province of Salerno, and the Bellelli are not the only buffalo milk pro-
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ducers that are hoteliers as well, Seliano is indeed unique in having developed directly

from a buffalo farm. Other agrotourism centers in the province of Salerno, particularly

those located within the natural park of Cilento, have appeared as a direct conse-

quence of the new EU agricultural policies, but the families who operate them are not

necessarily farmers or buffalo breeders.11

Cecilia and her two sons, Ettore and Ernesto Massimino, manage Seliano and

Eliseo using modern techniques profoundly rooted in local conventions. A functional

division of labor allows the family to take advantage of the individual strengths of each

of its members. Ettore is the most involved with the farm and is responsible for con-

tacts with suppliers and with the cheese houses, while Massimino works mostly at

Seliano as manager as well as evening cook. Cecilia also participates actively in the

agrotourist business. She meets and greets her guests, coordinates the work in the

kitchen, and at times prepares elaborate dishes such as timballo di maccaroni. Ettore

and Massimino have been particularly shrewd in promoting Seliano as a place not only

for taking summer vacations but also for celebrating weddings, baptisms, confirma-

tions, graduations, and family reunions. Tapping into the “ceremonial” circuit and cul-

tural habits of southern Italian families complements the activity of receiving tourists

from all over the world. First, these particular ceremonies and events, unlike the tourist

business, usually do not involve overnight stays. Second, they occur all year long,

keeping Seliano open during the low season.

Cecilia does not fit the stereotype of the classic southern Italian mother. As she

points out, “I am not at all tutta casa e chiesa (all house and church).” Indeed, she is

not. Independent, eclectic, and well-educated (she speaks English and French), Cecilia

has transformed her personal interests into a sustainable activity and in so doing has

been able to strengthen the economic foundations of her family. She came up with the

idea of transforming the underutilized rural compound at Seliano into an innovative

project centered on promoting the history and tradition of local cuisine. With the help

of a local architect, they adapted the old stables into a first-class restaurant and the

nineteenth-century circular cheese house into a store displaying local food products.

With the help of a Belgian tourist guide who decided to stay in Seliano more than 

fifteen years ago after his work brought him there, Seliano offers its visitors the option

of visiting Naples, Capri, the Amalfi coast, and the ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum.

Local guides are hired for those wishing to visit the nearby Greek temples. Today,
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Seliano’s agrotourism is well known both within the circuit of food lovers in Italy and

internationally, and the number of tourists who spend a few days there during the

summer increases annually.

The estate produces its own extra virgin olive oil, liquors such as limoncello and

nocino made with locally grown lemons and walnuts, and a wealth of jams and fruit

preserves from their orchard. These products are served to guests for breakfast and

also sold, according to availability. A staff of three local women, employed full-time,

rigorously prepare homemade food. Seliano is also an enterprise of the extended

family. Cecilia’s sister, signora Anna, excels in desserts inspired by local traditions. She

and her two daughters, who occasionally wait tables together with Ettore, prepare

most of the elaborate cakes and sweets served. Working side by side with their em-

ployees until late at night, though their own origins are noble, is a laudable charac-

teristic of this family and definitely one of the secrets of their growing success. As of

2002, about nine years after opening, Seliano agrotourism generates almost 40 per-

cent of the family’s gross income; the remaining 60 percent is derived from the sale of

buffalo milk. As Ettore points out: “Now we are doing OK, but in the beginning it was

very hard for all of us. Mamma knew how to produce buffalo milk in theory and we had

to learn everything from scratch.”

Indeed, the beginnings were not easy. Cecilia lost her husband when Ettore and

Massimino were small; she was left alone to manage the family business, which until

then had been largely the responsibility of her husband’s partner. As she explains, “I

had little familiarity with buffalo” and hands-on management of the estate was a new

experience for her. By her own admission, Cecilia learned “the dangers of coopera-

tion.” As Ettore points out, “many people external to the family came forward to 

assume control of the farm and leave Mamma on the margin. This was a thing that she

could not allow to happen, for herself and for us.” They had a vast network of relatives

employed in the business of agriculture and milk production, but—as is true in all

famililes—such connections do not always lead to mutual help, especially in times of

need. Massimino and Ettore recall, “Some relatives, rather than help us, stood there

waiting for Mamma to fail, hoping that eventually she would give up so that they could

assume the control of the property.” Eventually Cecilia found help from Umberto, her

late husband’s foreman, whose loyalty and sense of responsibility toward the Bellelli

family enabled Cecilia to maintain the business.
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Umberto, who is now 81 years old, began working at Seliano when he was a small

boy. As he explains: “The first day I was sent by the old baron to the mountain with

the others to get the bastoni (wooden sticks with a ‘hook,’ or spur, used to guide 

buffalo).” Since then, Umberto has never left the estate and has never taken a day off. 

A few years ago Ettore gave him a piece of prime property along the statale from 

Battipaglia to Agropoli large enough for Umberto to build a new house for his family.

Ettore told me, “I could have used the land to open my own cheese house but I do

not care, he deserves it.”12

The commercial success of Eliseo is grounded in Umberto’s knowledge and 

experience. More than seventy years spent raising buffalo have given him a wealth of

practical knowledge. He is able to judge when an animal is worth keeping not only by

measuring the quantity of milk produced but also by looking at how it walks, eats,

sleeps, and behaves with the other buffalo in the herd. Each heifer and bull has its own

name (a practice that is being phased out, replaced by the use of an impersonal num-

ber); and even if it is difficult for him to remember them all, once he recognizes the 

animal he still can recite his or her genealogy by heart. Umberto’s knowledge of the

business of producing buffalo milk made it possible for the family to concentrate their

efforts on the business of tourism and cooking. In the past two years Cecilia has ren-

ovated the old compound at the Eliseo farm and has transformed it into a second

agrotourism facility that she is managing personally. The new structure contains only

five rooms (Seliano has about twelve rooms now) and functions also as a cooking

school, with Cecilia personally teaching courses on regional cuisine.

The new enterprise will promote food products made on the farm and those

made by small producers in the region who are riding on the success of buffalo moz-

zarella to revamp the food traditions of the plain. Cecilia embarks in long and 

exhausting field trips by car and on foot to the most remote corners of the region,

searching for what she calls “old flavors.” These can be goat and sheep cheeses made

by herders on a secluded mountain top, or caciocavallo, a semifresh cheese made

from the milk of the long-forgotten podolica, a local breed of cow that is enjoying

a renaissance thanks to people like Cecilia. She is not interested only in cheese. On

request, she takes the most adventurous guests in search of hams and sausages made

from swine fed with a type of acorns that grow only in small oak groves two hours from

the closest road. Also, she targets bread makers and fruit growers as well as restau-

F O O D ,  A R C H I T E C T U R E ,  A N D  T E R R I T O R I A L  I D E N T I T Y 79



rants located in offroad villages that serve homemade pasta prepared with local herbs

and forgotten spices. These newly established networks not only enable Cecilia to

increase her agrotourism and her international fame as food connoisseur but also

permit small producers, at times very small, to find a direct market for their prod-

ucts without the hassle, and costs, of marketing. Cecilia is a paradigmatic example of

someone refashioning a territorial identity built on a mix of food traditions, material

culture, and aesthetic sensibility, which helps not only the individual entrepreneur but

also, by virtue of culinary networking, a host of local producers and, indirectly, the 

territory at large.

S T R AT E G Y  # 2 :  H I G H - Q U A L I T Y  P R O D U C T S  A N D  L O C A L  M A R K E T S

The azienda agricola Vannulo is located along the main road between Battipaglia and

Agropoli. Paddocks containing buffalo are visible on the left side of the road, while

the view on the right reveals fields planted with alfalfa and, in the far background, the

mountains of Salerno. The cheese shop is an extension of the cheese house that is one

of the buildings on the property. A barn close to the cheese house recently has been

rebuilt to accommodate a small laboratory for producing yogurt and ice cream made

with buffalo milk. Behind the barn, the old cheese house has been transformed into a

small museum dedicated to the history and culture of peasant labor in the Sele Plain;

it contains tools and memorabilia used in lowland agriculture before mechanization.

Olive trees outline the parking lot, while the owner’s residence, an eighteenth-century

baronial house separated from the areas dedicated to visitors, provides the stately

background.

Antonio Palmieri, the grandfather of today’s proprietor, his namesake, estab-

lished Vannulo in 1907 with only eight buffalo. Today the farm consists of about 350

heifers that deliver enough milk to produce about 400 kilos of mozzarella daily. Be-

sides mozzarella, Vannulo also produces a small quantity of ricotta and, as milk is avail-

able, semifresh varieties of cheese such as provola. These quantities place Vannulo at

the border between being a very small producer and a small producer. At Vannulo

there are thirteen full-time employees, including a cheese master and two young

women who work at the cheese shop. The remaining workers rotate between the

cheese house, the stables, and the fields. Unlike most employers, Antonio the grand-

son does not discriminate between an experienced and inexperienced workforce. In
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fact, he prefers to employ inexperienced workers because, he says, “Not all cheese

houses operate in the same way. Workers pick up bad habits that I do not want trans-

ferred here. I like to train my workers personally and I want them to learn my way.”

All the workers are local people known to the owners even before they apply for

jobs; often they are the sons and daughters of workers previously employed in the

azienda. It goes without saying that individual reputation is all that counts in the world

of buffalo breeding and cheese making. Personal character, skills, and manner of con-

ducting oneself in the workplace and in the community at large are qualities that are

most appreciated.

A former bank director, Antonio Palmieri is the reincarnation of Kurt Forster’s

stereotypical gentleman farmer, a pragmatic competitor yet open to change and 

renewal; this model of enlightened bourgeoisie is quite common in the Sele Plain

among buffalo breeders. In keeping with the market-oriented tradition of the region,

Antonio was among the first in Italy to experiment with new breeding techniques and

to adapt production to the contemporary market. As he points out:

I do not like to follow what other people are doing around me. I prefer to go

my own way and, rather than a follower, I like being a model for others to follow.

I was the first in this area to change the shape of the manger from chipped on the

edge to square and to build couchettes with stones for my buffalo. They thought

I was crazy to spend money on these particulars. Now everybody is doing the

same thing.

Indeed, Vannulo is a model of creative and efficient entrepreneurship, and Antonio is

seen as the prototype of the local innovator. Highly respected among his peers both

as an individual and as an entrepreneur, known throughout the region and even Italy

among buffalo breeders, he provides an ideal exemplar, especially to young entre-

preneurs who only now are entering the market. As he observes, his philosophy of

production is “simplicity and recovery of the techniques of the past.” Consistent with

this motto, the method of cheese production is manual and the milk is not pasteur-

ized. The use of raw milk and the hand process are characteristic of the production of

mozzarella in the Sele Plain in general, particularly of the left bank of the river in the

triangle formed by the towns of Capaccio, Paestum, and Altavilla Silentina. From this

point of view Vannulo is not different from La Contadina, Barlotti, Torricelle, La Perla,
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Salati, Rivabianca, equally successful cheese houses within the district that have

adopted similar techniques of production. What separates Antonio from the rest of

the competition is not simply a revamping of local traditions; rather, it is the extent to

which new technologies have been incorporated while re-creating a context of pro-

duction as close as possible to traditional knowledge and practices. In this respect,

Vannulo is unique.

Since 1996, the farm has converted from conventional methods of production to

new methods of organic agriculture. This is a revolutionary approach: as of 2002, 

Vannulo and L’Albero della Vita, a cooperative of lay monks near Rome, are the only

organic producers of buffalo mozzarella in Italy. Antonio, however, downplays the sig-

nificance of his choice, which he describes as “nothing more than an attempt to rein-

troduce some of the characteristics of cheese making as it was before the 1960s.” Yet

his decision was a difficult one to make, because the conversion from conventional to

organic methods influences the practices of breeding (feeding, reproduction, etc.),

the quantity of milk produced, and the cheese making itself. As the only organic pro-

ducer in the area, Antonio cannot use milk from other farms where buffalo consume

feed treated with chemicals. Understandably, making decisions that will limit produc-

tion is difficult at any time; the difficulty is heightened for buffalo breeders, whose

profit margins are narrow and subject to change throughout the year. Even more chal-

lenging is deciding to produce less when the demand for buffalo mozzarella seems 

inexhaustible. Shifting from conventional practices to more environmentally sensitive

(i.e., traditional) ones goes against not only the immediate interests of milk producers

but also market forces, as organic feed is twice as expensive. This fact alone auto-

matically doubles the costs of milk production.

At Vannulo, the shift away from conventional methods has been possible in part

because the owner works within certain parameters of scale and quality. The question

of capital is not an issue; Antonio declares, “I have enough land that if I wanted to 

increase the number of my buffalo I could still produce sufficient organic fodder for all

my animals.” In fact, what makes the conversion from conventional to alternative

methods and practices economically feasible, allowing the recovery of traditional

methods and practices, is a particular scope of production. The purpose of producing

mozzarella in the first place eventually shapes the economic strategy of entrepreneurs

such as Antonio Palmieri.
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During the course of several interviews I had with him, his wife, and his children,

it became clear that family, and his responsibility toward the familial core, was central

to Antonio’s worldview. He told me that for him, the point of making mozzarella was

to give a future to his children. Most cheese producers have a sophisticated under-

standing of family well-being, an understanding rarely expressed solely in materialis-

tic terms but couched in terms of total quality of life. Clearly, the social and economic

background of each entrepreneur influences how such quality is judged and the 

decisions about how such a state of well-being should be achieved. Nonetheless, it is

safe to say that the majority saw making mozzarella not as an end in and of itself but

as a means toward higher goals. For Antonio, those goals are to provide for his wife

and children and, most important, to be a good husband and a good father. He 

explains, “I try to spend as much time with my family as possible. I like to be able to

accompany my children to school, to go with them to the movies, and to eat together

with the family in the evening. Expanding production would increase my worries and

subtract time that I prefer to spend with my family.” Small-scale production dedicated

to local markets (Antonio’s mozzarella can be purchased only at his farm) can indeed

be a conscious economic strategy. In this particular case, limiting production is con-

sistent with the entrepreneur’s view of how life in general and his life in particular

ought to be spent. Clearly, Antonio also is an ambitious individual constantly search-

ing for new economic opportunities that will increase his profits. How does he do it?

What are the sources of his inspiration? How does he understand the market?

The farm’s commercial motto is “quality, cleanliness, and courtesy.” A good part

of Antonio’s activity, in fact, is devoted to talking to his clients. By establishing an 

interpersonal relation with clients, the entrepreneur can achieve two important eco-

nomic objectives: maintaining a loyal clientele and refining his or her “feeling” for

the market. The first objective is particularly important here because customers can

choose among different cheese houses; one client lost means one gained for the com-

petition. Because he listens to what customers have to say, Antonio is constantly

informed about their level of satisfaction with his products and about how they are

performing in the market. Moreover, it allows him to save on advertising. As he points

out, “I do not advertise my product; I have never done so. I let my product speak for

itself. My clients do the advertising for me. I believe in the passaparola (word of
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mouth).” This emphasis on the interpersonal helps Antonio understand that produc-

ing more is not the only way to increase his profits—producing high-quality products

can also do the trick. He is happy with the results: “When I decided to produce organic

mozzarella, I knew that I had to increase the price and I was not sure how the market

would react. Now I sell my mozzarella at a higher price than the others but by noon I

have sold it all out, even in winter.”

Diversifying production into activities not necessarily connected directly with

mozzarella also produces an economic return. Recently, Antonio Palmieri has started

to produce a small amount of buffalo yogurt and ice cream in addition to his moz-

zarella business. Production is completely automatic, thanks to a custom-made ma-

chine designed by an artisanal firm from Parma that specializes in dairy technologies.

The yogurt is packaged in small glass containers shaped like little amphoras with a

twist cap on top. A worker then ties an attractive label with information about the

product and the company to the container with a string, and the product is ready to

sell. Production has been located in the old barn close to the cheese house, which has

been renovated to accommodate the expansion. As he likes to emphasize, the work

was all done legally—that is, with the approval and necessary licenses from the local

commune and under the technical supervision of an architect. “The idea was to cre-

ate a yogurteria,” he explains, “a new kind of cheese house where customers can sit

in a comfortable environment and have breakfast if they want.” The production room

is protected by transparent glass, rendered effectively invisible from the outside by a

preexisting partitioning wall made of solid bricks. The remaining area is furnished with

small tables and chairs on one side, a few stools along the wall, and a functional bar

at the opposite side serving ice cream, yogurt, and, of course, coffee. Antonio jokes,

“Do you want to know why I bought the espresso machine? I was tired of going out to

get my coffee or of asking my wife to make coffee at home for my clients.” In fact, in

the same way that he considers his workers to be collaborators, he treats his clients as

guests. The possibility of offering them coffee, yogurt, or ice cream on the spot makes

things friendlier; at the same time, it highlights products other than cheese.

Wooden stairs lead to the second floor of the barn. Originally, this was the place

where farmers stacked hay. After the reconstruction it has been transformed into a

vast room used for cultural events such as book presentations and conferences that
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the owner and his wife had previously held in the old stable adapted for the purpose

that was located under the villa. The whole environment is rendered even more com-

fortable by the quality of the restoration process, which uncovered and exposed the

original texture and materials of the barn wall and roof.

Vannulo is a multifunctional dairy farm where it is possible to purchase a high-

quality mozzarella produced by methods as close to the traditional ideal as possible—

and also something more. On request, visitors can tour the dairy farm, the paddocks,

and the cheese house to see for themselves how the products are made and to view

the conditions in which buffalo are kept. It is important to note that most breeders and

cheese makers are proud of their activities and have no problem showing their buffalo

and methods of production to those interested. In fact, it is common to meet local

schoolchildren (mostly sixth to ninth graders) visiting farms and cheese houses, where

they are introduced to the “secrets” of buffalo breeding and mozzarella making. The

difference at Vannulo is that such visits are formally organized and led by personnel

specially trained for the purpose. Antonio is among the first entrepreneurs to have 

incorporated public relations into the everyday activities of the farm. Aside from vis-

iting the sites of production, customers seeking deeper knowledge can tour a small

museum, located in a former cheese house, that is dedicated to the technology of

farming; there they can get a sense of how things were done not so long ago in the

Sele Plain.

Antonio Palmieri is also conscious of Paestum’s resources for tourism, both na-

tional and international. The dairy farm is close to the ruins of Poseidonia, the

Greek name of a city dedicated to Poseidon, god of the sea, that was founded about

the middle of the seventh century B.C.E. and “rediscovered” in the 1700s by scholars

in search of the roots of European art, European architecture, and the classical sense

of aesthetics. The archaeological and ecological significance of the territory was

recognized at the international level when UNESCO declared the area a World 

Heritage site in 1997. Inserting the activity of making mozzarella into such a lucrative

circuit was simply natural for Antonio. Vannulo has now become a destination point;

often there are buses in the parking lot filled with baffled Japanese tourists intrigued

by seeing buffalo for the first time in their life and by viewing the dexterity of the

cheese master.
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GLOBAL VALUES ,  LOCAL  PRACTICES

As the local food historian Howard Marshall notes, “Like dialect and architecture, food

traditions are a main component in the intricate and impulsive system that joins cul-

ture and geography into regional character.”13 In this sense, food and architecture are

processes “located” in the core of the individual as well as at the center of communal

culture. As such they incorporate as well as reflect an intrinsic territorial identity or

character that is not fixed but can change over time. Technology, business culture, 

demography, consumers’ tastes, class differences, political ideology, and globaliza-

tion are just a few of the factors that, together with countless other circumstances, 

influence the direction and meaning of such change and hence the economic identity

of a specific territory or region. We can appreciate how the practices of constructing

identity in the Sele Plain, as implemented by local food producers in their everyday

economic activities, lead to a reevaluation of the role and function of vernacular 

architecture: an architecture that is rooted in the material culture of the place but also

open to the global spectrum of commerce. This is also a sustainable architecture that

responds to new economic imperatives using existing resources such as local materi-

als and building traditions without alterations in scale, materials, or general appear-

ance, a “regional” architecture in which the built environment is viewed as part of a

larger landscape that is regional, cultural, and physical as well as economic and, as we

have seen, gastronomic.

Most of all, the ways in which local food producers in the Sele Plain have carved

out a new economic identity for themselves and for their territory suggest the limita-

tions in how the notion of identity has been discussed and analyzed within the social

sciences in the past.14 Anthropologists, psychologists, and sociologists have argued

that people build their personal identities out of the culture they live in and that cul-

tural practices and rituals are used by local societies to maintain, or struggle to main-

tain, their identity amid change.15 Erik Erikson, for example, underlines the notion of

identity as stability and continuity when he defines patients suffering from an “iden-

tity crisis” as those who “had lost a sense of personal sameness and historical conti-

nuity.”16 Mary Douglas is even more explicit about the regressive role played by ritual

practices of identity, observing that these rituals should be seen “as an attempt to cre-

ate and maintain a particular culture, a particular set of assumptions by which experi-

ence is controlled.”17 But the economic strategies of buffalo mozzarella producers in
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the Sele Plain instead show that personal and territorial identities have an intrinsic

market value—not only symbolic value—and thus can be changed and reorganized

to suit a historical moment and ideology.

The ways in which food and architecture come together to shape the economic

identity of places is a culture-producing process that enables the appropriation of

global meanings and values in the local context (e.g., the countryside as a place for

consumption). Such a process is possible when a culture breaks, rather than reinforces,

the territorial links between contextual knowledge and local context. At the base of

the new territorial identity of the Sele Plain is the success of buffalo mozzarella in the

world market; but such success was possible only because local producers were able

to avoid the trap of particularism. They have done so by infusing elements of a cos-

mopolitan identity into an original, local food tradition and architectural practice,

thereby making such traditions accessible to a wider audience. The transformation of

the working farm from a place of production closed to the public into a multifunctional

structure open to a variety of uses and customers is an example of this process. Terri-

torial identity thus does not exist apart from and outside such practices; hence it per-

tains more to the blending and mixing of local and global cultural boundaries than to

unproblematic geographical and cultural origin (location).18
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Treading blindly for what seemed aeons in oppressive darkness on an unstable

mush of fermenting sugar cane stalks, nearly overcome by the sickly sweet smell,

you approached a faint ray of hope: the dim glow of a TV hanging overhead. On

it was a video collage of Castro’s life. And as you turned back, all senses on total

alert, you faintly perceived the presence of bare living bodies, endlessly rubbing

their mouths or slapping their thighs. Some viewers saw a man and a woman, oth-

ers insisted there were four males. Like Cuba itself, it was a total sensory experi-

ence—contradictory, illusive, and hard to fathom. It summed up the invisibility,

the toxic presence, the history of exploitation, and the heart of darkness.1

t’s like Cuba,” the artist Tania Bruguera said to the Artforum International critic

Nico Israel of her installation in a tunnel at La Fortaleza de San Carlos de la 

Cabana during the VII Bienal de la Habana.2 “It’s sweet. It can be dangerous.

It’s intoxicating.” According to Israel, the work presented “a philosophy of (national)

history in which people journey through a collective experience that can only be com-

prehended once they’ve reached its end, whereupon ‘the past’ reveals itself as hav-

ing consisted of repeated rituals and empty gestures.”3

6

TOO MUCH SUGAR
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Bruguera’s attempt to overwhelm her audience with the odor of decay and the

neurotic gestures of caged animals can obviously be read as an obituary for the Cuban

revolution. Unlike many contemporary Cuban artists, she did not joke about it. Her

piece lamented the death of what many Cubans call the “dream with no name.” On

the streets of Havana, decay is unavoidable. Buildings have dissolved, like wedding

cakes in rain. Havana, so it appears, was made of sugar (figure 6.2).

At the end of the twentieth century, as the Soviet Union unraveled, Cuba’s econ-

omy collapsed; extreme material shortages endangered everyday life. In Havana,

where food shortages were especially severe, individuals joined in finding practical

responses to the disaster, efforts to sustain the dream with no name—most notably

urban farming, the mercado mixto, and the paladar. These particular urban improvi-

sations created environments where food and architecture fraternized in a distinctly

Cuban way; and, when examined collectively, they prefigure the resolution of Cuba’s

current struggle with globalization.

It is important to remember that Cuba’s recent crisis is inextricable from its history

as a producer of agricultural products with negligible nutritional value. The luxury

commodities of Europe’s aristocracy, later the staple ingredients of a middle-class

lifestyle—sugar, coffee, tobacco, and rum—were first made market-ready by ill-fed

slaves. In 1898, when Spain surrendered its port of entry into the Americas, U.S. cor-

porations “modernized” the island’s plantations. Rank-and-file Cubans cut cane,

harvested coffee, and rolled cigars for the emerging international marketplace while

a series of puppet governments threw elaborate parties for furloughed tycoons,

celebrities, gangsters, and pimps. The hotels and casinos built by the Mafia boss

Meyer Lansky during the 1950s served imported food along with domestic cigars,

rum, and prostitutes. Working-class Cubans ate what could be gleaned from a land-

scape devoted to growing crops that were not life sustaining. The comida tipica of

Cuba, its “cuisine,” owes much to the survival tactics devised in colonial and imperial

times. It is the diet we tend to associate with manual laborers and the poor: heavy on

carbohydrates, meat, fat, and simple sugars. Traditional Cuban coffee is served ex-

ceptionally sweet.

In 1959 widespread poverty and human rights abuse fueled a revolution against

the Batista government. Speaking on behalf of Cuba’s indigent and illiterate, Fidel

Castro, Che Guevara, and their comrades set out to remake Cuba from the ground up.
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They destroyed the casinos, prostitution rings, and tourism industry, but they did not

burn the sugar fields and mills. The revolutionary government commandeered this

perceived source of the country’s economic freedom. Che himself set an example for

the entire world when he went to work cutting the people’s cane. A notoriously ineffi-

cient and unprofitable industry, sugar cane production was not an adequate economic

base. It failed to cure the island’s poverty, despite the free labor of thousands of well-

wishers from around the world who traveled to Cuba to work at Guevara’s side.

In 1961 Castro declared, opportunistically, the revolution a “socialist project” and

struck a Faustian deal with the Soviet Union. In this bargain, Cuba gained access to

the means of improving its educational and health-care systems but was subjected to

planning theories that promoted a brutal industrialization of the rural landscape and

produced “solutions” to housing, school, and hospital shortages that only a mediocre

graduate of Hannes Meyer’s Bauhaus could defend.

In 1989, when the Soviet Union collapsed, Cuba’s heavy dependence on im-

ported oil, fertilizers, and pesticides mirrored its dependence on its own sugar cane
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production. Having spent decades trading sugar well above global market values,

Cuba was stranded. Cubans called the situation “The Special Period in Peacetime.” It

is a curious euphemism, given that the United States has continued to wage economic

and political war against the Castro government. Cubans continue building bomb

shelters throughout the countryside.4 Invasions are still widely anticipated, and many

Cubans stand ready to resist.

In the 1990s, however, defending the revolution often meant simply finding

something to eat. During the Special Period, Cubans resurrected recipes from colo-

nial times, such as the infamous sopa de gallo (rooster soup), which consists of agua

con azucar preita (water with brown sugar).5 They invented new variations on a similar

theme, such as pollo al bloqueo (blockade chicken):

Day 1: Take a chicken, skin it, boil it, make soup from the stock . . . adding vian-

das: potatoes, tomatoes, carrots, yuca, boniato, tamale, maybe some pasta, corn

or rice. Day 2: golden brown the actual pieces and parts of the chicken and serve

it in a salsa criolla ade of tomato, red pepper, onion, aji. Day 3: take the chicken

skin and sautee it until it’s crackly hard—chicharrón de pollo, serve with white

rice. Day 4: crack the chicken bones and suck out the marrow.6

Like Castro, most Cubans have an extraordinary ability to improvise, to make do

in the face of adversity. Christina Garcia, a U.S. writer whose first novel was Dreaming

in Cuban (1992), describes this fundamental aspect of the Cuban character in “Simple

Life,” an essay about visiting her relatives in Cuba:

Cubans are masters at making the best out of any difficult situation. “Resolver,” to

resolve, is probably the most commonly used verb in the language on the island.

“Resolver” can mean resuscitating a twenty-year-old Russian Lada for a ride to the

beach or tracking down a single out-of-season sweet potato for a dessert offering

to Yemaya, goddess of the seas. . . . In Cuba “resolver” means to survive, to over-

come all obstacles with inventiveness, spontaneity, and most important, humor.7

The lack of humor in Tania Bruguera’s installation may indicate how severely the

Special Period tested Cuba’s resolve. Faced with no easy answers, Cuba became more

open to global capitalism and, consequently, less egalitarian. By sending invitations to

the largest industry in the global market, tourism, and by legalizing the currency of its
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enemy—the U.S. dollar—in 1992, the state opened a door to economic privilege and

social advantage.8 Tips from tourists, “remittances” from relatives abroad,9 and other

sources of dollar-based income now constitute a significant part of many households’

economy. But many Cuban professionals do not work in the tourist sector or have 

family living in exile. In the emerging dollar economy, the government’s peso-based

salary for teachers, doctors, architects, and so on is no longer a living wage.

Many Cubans still can find comedy in this tragedy. Such recent films as Guan-

tanamera, The Waiting List, and Honey for Oshun are good examples of how scarcity

can be laughed at. Many contemporary Cuban artists have exploited the lack of mate-

rials by recycling refuse into art. And there are the ubiquitous jokes on the street; one

features a Cuban “girl who dumps her boyfriend. ‘He swore he’d struck it rich at the

Hotel Nacional,’ she gripes, ‘claimed he’d actually landed the job of doorman.’ But

she dropped him when she learned the bitter truth, that he was just another Cuban

neurosurgeon—a state job, that is, with no ties to the dollar economy.”10

Tania Bruguera throws her “food” on the floor in protest. She also literally strips

her neighbors (the “actors” in the piece) and makes them dumb. Their neurotic ges-

tures are emblematic of the enormous waste of human capital that defiles Cuba’s

public space. Bruguera’s lament is a wake-up call to those responsible for turning well-

educated Cubans into cooks, waiters, and chambermaids. International tourism, the

government’s sugar-substitute, is the island’s pharmakon.11

The mood in much of Cuba’s professional community is also more somber. Mario

Coyula, an architect in Havana and a member of an urban planning think tank, the

Group for the Integral Development of the Capital, expressed his misgivings about

the effect of the dollar economy on the city’s neighborhoods in his 1996 essay 

“Havana Forever, Forever Havana”:

A recent variant associated to a relatively higher income level of a pathetic nou-

veau riche projects into the streetscape with a Peerless type of chain-link fence

two meters high that separates a passer-by from the salivating fangs of a well-fed

Doberman pinscher, plus a front garden turned into a car porch covered with un-

dulating green Fiberglas, where the owner’s 1950’s well-kept Chevrolet stands

side by side with a 1990’s Nissan rented by a foreign paid guest. The ubiquitous

fencing sadly reflects the rising increase of thefts, which ten years ago were few.12
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He is optimistic, however, that his group’s promotion of new planning methods

that are “flexible, decentralized, cautious and regenerative” will help Havana recoup

its losses: “This path could lead to the construction of a new paradigm, that of a sus-

tainable socialism, if able to achieve and maintain the difficult equilibrium between

the built, natural and social environment and a supportive economy; that is, a creative

socialism, viable and deeply participatory.”13 In Havana, where blackouts are part of

everyday life, hitching a ride is an art form, and banana peels are used as a meat sub-

stitute, the word sustainability merely means survival, one day at a time. The country

is deeply scarred by scarcity, particularly in Havana, where the crisis hit hardest. While

there is now more food on the table and there are buildings under construction or

restoration, the city remains a cold-war zone. Neglected buildings collapse daily. The

tabula rasa appears, here and there, overnight.

Coyula’s “sustainable socialism” derives its theoretical armature from subaltern

survival practices and betrays his faith in Cuba’s improvisational skills. Shifting respon-

sibility from the state to the individual, his sustainable socialism calls for a “integral

transformation of the neighborhood” into a “workshop.” The means of production

are decentralized:

In such a place, dwellings will stop being a mere refuge and become microwork-

shops, the basis of a neighborhood economy which could be organized much like

the recently established rural co-operatives. Perhaps in this way, the old Marxist

dream of erasing the difference between the city and countryside would follow a

different path, away from the simplistic approach of building five-story apartment

blocks in the middle of the countryside and small, squalid detached houses in the

inner city.14

After more than four decades of a “proletariat dictatorship,” it appears as if the state

may be withering and the people challenged to fend for themselves.

It is in this context, then, that urban farming, the mercado mixto, and the paladar

appeared. In the examination of these three provisional constructions that follows, I

have arranged them in order, from benign to toxic, so that the pharmakon might be

deconstructed. In the end I hope it is clear that, like Tania Bruguera’s installation, this

essay is a lamentation. I acknowledge Gayatri Spivak’s declaration that “There is no

state on the globe today that is not part of the capitalist economic system or can want
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to eschew it fully.”15 Cuba’s entry into the global market place is inevitable. Like

Bruguera, however, I cannot forgive global capitalism for (or joke about) its proclivity

to waste human and natural resources.

A P IG  IN  EVERY BATHTUB

As is the case in many cities, farm animals are “unauthorized” in Havana. During the

worst of the Special Period, a severe shortage of gasoline and diesel fuel cut supply

lines from farms to markets. The city health inspectors looked the other way as rules

were broken. Pigs inhabited the bathtubs of many apartments and were taken out to

the sidewalks on leashes. Around the city you can still hear squealing from open win-

dows and balconies. Laundry shrouds the slaughterhouses. Animal husbandry be-

came unofficially sanctioned when the state rationed chicks to each family and every

tenement incubated its future suppers16 (figure 6.3).

A similar situation arose when fruits and vegetables failed to arrive in the city.

Farms appeared in vacant lots. Cubans piled compost over the rubble in their neigh-

borhoods and planted seeds. There were no pesticides or fertilizers so these gardens

went “green” out of necessity. A spontaneous and unauthorized activity at first, the

organic urban farm has now become a Havana fixture, with well-educated specialists

tending the rows with scientific precision and efficiency. Early in the process the state
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sent professionals to the various neighborhoods to train novices, some of whom are

now experts themselves and conduct on-site research.

The current system of organoponicos, as they have been dubbed, is now inte-

grated with Havana’s Institute of Physical Planning, the governmental organization in

charge of urban land management. The institute “lends” available space to one of

several agricultural organizations that grow food in the city. The distribution is planned

with future construction in mind and takes into account neighborhood accessibility.

Some organoponicos are linked to particular schools or factories, providing food for

the students, teachers, and workers. Areas of underutilized land such as the airport

have been converted to edible landscapes.17 Vegetables are sold on location, with

some produce redistributed or traded with other gardens. The neighborhood pro-

duce stands have become new community centers, similar in function to the more his-

toric bodegas, or corner grocery stores, that were eliminated by state planners:

An ambitious program for building an extensive supermarket network promoted

in the eighties intended to ease food distribution for the sake of the state agency

in charge of that task, reducing the number of distribution points. This program

aimed to eliminate the small corner groceries, combining several under one

single roof of a new building. Actually, the concept of a supermarket—meant to

compel people into buying goods that they do not really need—did not fit with

the purpose of a socialist country where the state’s concern was to ensure a fair

supply of basic food to everybody. These ersatz supermarkets concentrated the

negative impacts of storage and mass assembly of consumers, forcing people to

walk longer distances with often heavy loads; and squandered valuable corner

lots while leaving several previously well-shaped city corners adrift.18

The organoponicos that have sprouted in the urban decay have the potential to

change traditional Cuban cuisine. While what we think of as traditional Cuban foods

are global in their origins (all of the world’s cuisines now reflect some history of global

trade), there has been a curious predictability and invariability in the typical Cuban

meal. But now vegetales raros, such as broccoli and bok choy, are grown and sold in

the neighborhood stands. Recipes are posted for exotic vegetables; neighbors swap

tales of what they did with the daikon radish bought yesterday. Many of these so-

98 C L A R E  C A R D I N A L - P E T T



called weird vegetables are available because seeds have been donated by humani-

tarian organizations from abroad or come cheaply from China.19 Havana’s numerous

organoponicos add color to a city short of paint. They provide affordable access to im-

ported food, defying the U.S. trade embargo. They are a source of diversion and in-

formation about other countries.

Successful farming in Havana—raising city pigs, chickens, and produce—could

not be reproduced in the United States. To be sure, vegetable gardens do exist in

many U.S. cities and are a particularly vital element of many poor and immigrant

neighborhoods. Supporting urban farming in the United States at the scale and effi-

ciency of those in Havana, however, would take cooperation among all socioeco-

nomic classes and would demand knowledgeable participation of the educated elite.

Although Cuba now maintains a 75 percent urban population—as does most of North

America—the revolution has made a point of educating its urban dwellers in rural val-

ues and knowledge. A long-standing and significant element of the Cuban educa-

tional system is an exchange of students and teachers between rural and urban

schools. Students in city schools spend part of the year at schools in the countryside,

where they learn agricultural and construction skills through service-learning-type ac-

tivities. Students from rural areas are taken to the city on a periodic basis for cultural

exposure. Even the most urbane habanero knows how to ride a horse, slaughter a

chicken, harvest bananas, and cut sugar cane, and most can probably fix a tractor.20

Unlike most North American city dwellers, all Cubans know where their food comes

from. It is no surprise that urban farming in Havana has been so productive.

While much has been reported about Cuba’s new “green revolution,” there is

little sign that the country’s rural agricultural practices are radically shifting away from

the industrialized and mechanized methods of production invented in the United

States and embraced with a vengeance by the Soviet Union.21 Sugar cane is especially

difficult to cultivate organically. There are small institutes working on the problems of

large-scale organic farming, but many people involved in this work fear that as the

country gets back on its feet, support for green approaches will fall out of favor and

that much of Havana’s urban farming will be replaced with new construction.22 When

you can no longer hear roosters crow in Old Havana, you will know that tourists have

completely occupied and consumed the neighborhood.
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One especially clear sign that the subaltern survival practices that created 

Havana’s current agri-urban pattern will not survive is the lack of edible landscaping in

the city’s new housing development plans.23 Cuba’s more cosmopolitan design pro-

fessionals apparently see the same dissonance that many visitors from the United

States do when they encounter rural elements within the urban core. One member of

the Institute for Physical Planning told me that since a few of the urban farms have

been granted permanency, planners are discussing ways they might “design” the ed-

ible landscapes as if they were urban parks.24 While this might be read as evidence of

acceptance, it betrays the conventional urban designer’s impulse to make natural pro-

cesses “picturesque.” Yet Havana’s planners would accomplish an achievement of

global significance if they produced a new model of urban design from the provisional

farming now taking place in Cuba’s capital city. Such a model would exemplify the sort

of thinking Kenneth Frampton proposed in his keynote address at the 2002 Associa-

tion of Collegiate Schools of Architecture (ACSA) International Conference in Havana,

“Globalization and Its Discontents: Can Eco-Philosophy Serve as a Ground for Con-

temporary Environmental Design?” (figure 6.4).

MERCADO MIXTO

In Havana the distinction between city and countryside has been temporarily erased

by the necessity to eat. The boundary also dissolves at the numerous farmers’ markets

and agricultural supply shops that have opened up throughout Havana’s neighbor-

hoods during the Special Period. Shops selling agricultural supplies—seeds, tools,

and organic fertilizers and pesticides—are state-run enterprises. Supply stores also

dispense advice to residents wanting to make their city yards and rooftops more

edible. The proliferation and widespread distribution of agricultural supply stores

and farmers’ markets in the city brings rural Cuba deep into the heart of Havana

(figure 6.5).

The farmers’ market is a thriving microcosm of Cuba’s newly mixed economy. For

example, the market at the corner of Nineteenth and B in Vedado, a neighborhood

bordering the city center that was built in the first half of the twentieth century, com-

prises—under one rambling roof—a ration distribution center, a state-subsidized meat

and produce counter, and areas for “auto-suppliers” (private entrepreneurs selling

their own pork and produce). This particular market is one of several around the city.
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The market is a busy neighborhood gathering spot, a place to buy dinner and a

cheap place to eat lunch. The building is a rambling shed fashioned out of concrete

blocks and corrugated metal. In Vedado, where the architecture ranges from neo-

classical stucco to early modernist glass and steel, the market does not fit in. Though

it is made from prefabricated parts, its functionalism is not self-conscious. The struc-

ture seems appropriate to the food, raw and straightforward. Tourists do turn up at

Havana’s markets, but they are not of the travel-and-leisure class. The food is simply

too raw and the flies too numerous.

Selling food as a private enterprise in Havana is lucrative. The auto-suppliers at

the market in Vedado charge a higher markup on their goods than does the state.

They can get away with it because the state’s supplies of subsidized meat and produce

are limited and often of a poorer quality. The prices on the state’s rationed goods are

even less than on its subsidized goods, but the shelves in that area of the market are

empty more often than they are full and shipments rarely arrive on schedule. All prices

in the three areas of the market are unbelievably low by U.S. standards. (My box lunch

of squash and “salad” with beer on tap was the equivalent of 25 cents.) Minute dif-

ferences, however, segregate Cuban shoppers. Under one deceptively simple roof, a

once classless society buys its groceries at separate counters—each according to 

income in a multilayered economy. Foreigners do not see the true architecture of the

Vedado market because everything in the rambling shed is bought and sold with

Cuban currency. While the official exchange rate between the peso and the U.S. dol-

lar is one to one, it actually takes 21 pesos to buy a dollar. Most Cuban salaries are the

equivalent of about $15 a month. The shoppers buying dinner from auto-suppliers

have simply arrived with more pesos in their pockets, having exchanged their dollars

elsewhere (figure 6.6).

ROOM SERVICE

In Havana, as is the case all over the island, a Cuban national is not allowed into the

rooms of foreigners at hotels that cater to tourists unless he or she is an employee.

Barring Cubans from going to a tourist’s hotel room is the government’s attempt to

prevent prostitution—the means justifying the ends. The rule reflects the country’s

paranoia about the corrupting effect of its rapidly expanding tourist population.
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My box lunch in Vedado, 

May 2001. Photo by author.

6.7

Dinner in a private house, 

Central Havana, May 2001. 

Photo by author.



(Cuba’s invitation to visit its unspoiled beaches was a dramatic and desperate move

given the exploitative reality of tourism prior to 1959.) This law is broken frequently,

however. When I took a Cuban friend with physical disabilities up to my hotel room to

use the phone, he shrugged and joked, “Well, I guess I don’t look like a hooker.” Af-

ter that icebreaker, I simply got in the elevator with locals and went upstairs—none of

the lobby staff ever paid any attention.

Another form of human degradation can be found all over Havana, and the state

is trying its best to address it. During the mid-1990s, many Cubans were allowed to

turn their homes into means of economic production. Guest houses and small restau-

rants called paladares proliferated around Havana. Everyone in Havana knows some-

one who supplements his or her government salary with this form of second job. Some

have abandoned their careers to become full-time hosts to tourists. While the gov-

ernment is now trying to curb this type of entrepreneurship through fines and taxes,

it persists. Havana had nearly 1,000 paladares in the mid-1990s, but government reg-

ulations have whittled the official number down to around 120.25 Many continue to op-

erate clandestinely. Cuban law restricts private restaurants to twelve tables, a limit that

makes them less profitable. Some paladar owners hide extra tables in their houses,

giving over their bedrooms to more lucrative activities26 (figure 6.7).

The occupation of the colonial and imperial city by the revolution has produced

an urban landscape that is hard for visitors from consumer societies to comprehend.

It is, to borrow Dana Cuff’s description of Los Angeles, the ultimate “provisional

city.”27 There are dwellings built on rooftops of bodegas, bodegas transformed into

houses, houses occupied by day-care centers, and villas subdivided into a myriad of

unrelated functions. In Old Havana, some palaces are now moneymaking museums;

and because there is not enough money to support the construction and rehabilita-

tion of neighborhood schools, classrooms occupy rooms in the museums. A lack of

signage, advertisements, and other capitalist iconographies of architectural function

distinguishes Havana’s provisionality from that of Los Angeles. Beyond the new hotels

and the tourist district of Old Havana, there are few familiar cues to guide those flu-

ent in the language of most twenty-first-century cities. In this dense and misleading

urban fabric, the typical tourist has a difficult time finding a paladar or guest house

without a savvy cabdriver.
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Outside Cuba, however, the travel press aggressively promotes the paladar. For

example, Marian Burros begins a recent New York Times article titled “Havana’s Not

for Eating, but Eating Can Be Fun,”

“PSSST! Want to go to my mother’s restaurant?”

Havana is the only city I have ever visited where going out to dinner some-

times takes on the cloak and dagger trappings of meeting with dissidents in

Myanmar.

Tourists are often approached on the streets around mealtime by local touts

asking, sotto voce, if they would like to try the marvelous food at certain restau-

rants. These restaurants pay the touts a fee for every customer they bring to

the door.28

And a writer in the June 2001 issue of Cigar Aficionado similarly observes:

[Paladares] are completely different from the large restaurants designed for

tourists that are run by the government or hotels, which are usually overpriced and

offer dull food. A good paladar can be anything from a handful of tables in the din-

ing room patio of a family’s 1950s-era Miami Deco house in the quiet neighbor-

hood of Nuevo Vedado, to a cluster of round wrought-iron tables in the garden of

a manor house in the posh area of Miramar. They not only please your taste buds

but also satisfy your general well-being with their distinctly Cuban atmosphere.29

Both authors are quick to judge the food in government-run tourist facilities sub-

standard: “In other countries choosing a restaurant based on information from a

stranger on the street doesn’t seem like a smart idea. In Cuba your chances of getting

a decent meal at one of these often illegal private restaurants are better than what you

will find in most state-run establishments, where the service tends to be indifferent

and the food often barely edible.”30 Cuba is bereft of culinary sophistication, accord-

ing to one European “who worked as a chef for a few months in a number of well-

known Havana restaurants,” because

the Cubans he worked with just didn’t care, or simply couldn’t understand, what

good food was about—from the dishwashers to the head of the restaurant group.

“I once asked my second what his favorite dish was and he said, ‘Scrambled
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eggs with avocado and ketchup.’. . . I knew that someone like that would have

problems appreciating the subtleties of cooking for educated people from

around the world.”31

In 1993, during the worst of the economic crisis, the average daily caloric intake

for Cubans went from over 3,000 to just over 1,000. The whole country lost weight.

The food shortage was more severe in Havana than other parts of the country because

it was nearly impossible to transport supplies into the city from the countryside. Food

trickled in, usually in large batches of one particular variety—a truckload of grapefruit

on Wednesday, another of bananas on Saturday. Nitza Villapol, Cuba’s Julia Child, be-

gan to broadcast alternative recipes on her weekly television show.32 She offered

Cubans ideas for adding variety to a diet of, say, nothing but grapefruit. As the pri-

mary ingredient of an especially stubborn cuisine, meat substitutes were invented

from whatever was at hand. During the mid-1990s Cubans sliced the inner rinds of

grapefruit, boiled out the bitterness, then breaded and fried it. They boiled banana

peels and ground them like hamburger.

The so-called “educated people from around the world,” people with habits of

overconsumption, simply don’t get it. The neighborhood paladares or guest houses,

particularly those run by former professionals and those desperate illegal businesses

that supply a growing demand, are a waste of human capital. Young people are drop-

ping out of medical school and leaving their teaching jobs to help their parents run

the family bed-and-breakfast. Christina Garcia recalls, “One Saturday afternoon in 

Havana, I casually mentioned to my uncle Tio Jorge that I was yearning for a piece of

cake. About four hours later a prim man appeared at our door carrying an enormous

coconut layer cake topped with fluffy pink meringue. It turned out that the delivery-

man was, in fact, a heart surgeon who bakes cakes on weekends for extra cash.”33

Havana’s neighborhood “workshops” create wealth but undermine the education

and health-care systems; they put food on the dining room table but erase the bed-

room. In a country with a severe housing shortage, giving up one’s precious domestic

space to gain a tourist’s dollar is a serious sacrifice of dignity. Cubans may be eating

more, but they are still crowded in a crumbling infrastructure with their families and

friends. The oldest parts of the city suffered extreme abuse and neglect under both

Batista and Castro. The area had been rapidly deteriorating since the suburbanization
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of the city in the early twentieth century. Weathered roofing tiles from Old Havana’s

Spanish colonial buildings were removed and shipped to Miami in the 1920s to add

authenticity to the Coral Gables subdivision.34 By the time Batista came to power, the

leaking buildings had already begun to disintegrate. After 1959, the revolutionary

government, in an effort to rebalance wealth and social services, shifted its attention

to the countryside, developing agricultural and industrial production facilities, worker

housing, schools, and hospitals. The current efforts to restore Old Havana are possible

only because it is a tourist attraction. In other areas of the city, the proprietors of 

paladares have been able to repair their crumbling properties with their profits. In the

new tourism-based economy, some areas of the city are unlikely to be a restoration

priority: no foreigner on vacation would want to eat lunch in a Soviet-inspired apart-

ment building (figure 6.8).

Mario Coyula acknowledges the toxic properties of tourism and believes that the

“neighborhood workshops” must somehow “rescue from degradation and cynicism

a human capital amassed with endeavors, successes, mistakes, hardships and illu-
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sions.” The rescue is “related to the necessity of empowering the economy of the

city, neighborhood and family, with more productive activities than the elaboration

of home-made sweets; thus avoiding to recreate step by step the long and tedious

path from the earliest street vendors in the seedy environs of the port at the start of

the 17th century.”35

EPILOGUE

The Special Period’s scarcity of food may have been a temporary phenomenon, but it

has had a transformative effect on the Cuban political economy and Havana’s urban

fabric. Though the comida tipica is back on the daily menu, a taste of the global mar-

ketplace is available in every neighborhood.

Cuba’s pharmakon, tourism, will probably cure the island of its dependence on

sugar cane production, but the side effects will be lamentable. Perhaps the ancient

locomotives that still haul the harvest will be assigned a more lucrative task, hauling

nostalgic visitors through Cuba’s history of exploitation. Perhaps there will be “living

history” museums installed in the fields and mills with former engineers and teachers

cutting and grinding and boiling—giving the tourists what they had in mind before

they bought their tickets. Perhaps, as Tania Bruguera suggests, history will repeat 

itself (figure 6.9).
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PHILOSOPHY

IN THE KITCHEN
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Beware of too much good staying in your hand.

—EMERSON, “Compensation”

he incomparable gourmand and architect Michael Brill liked to tell a story

about the owner and chef of a famous Chinese restaurant in Fort Erie, On-

tario, reputed to be among the best kitchens on the Niagara Frontier. After

years of success, the venerable chef decided that it was time to find an apprentice. He

would dine anonymously at Chinese restaurants in nearby Toronto until he encoun-

tered a dish to his liking. If the author of the dish proved willing and of appropriate

age, he would invite the cook back to Fort Erie for an interview. The interview con-

sisted of two tests. First, the older chef would give the younger cook an unfeathered

duck, pointing to a small incision under the wing: “Remove all the bones through this

hole.” Next, the venerable chef would hand the candidate a raw carrot: “Prepare as

though for a feast.”

7

CUIS INE  AND THE COMPASS  OF

ORNAMENT:  A  NOTE ON THE

ARCHITECTURE OF  BABETTE ’S  FEAST

D A N I E L  S .  F R I E D M A N
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Through these two tests the senior chef seeks to observe the candidate’s under-

standing of structure and decoration.1 Each test exercises the question of good form:

the first test, which requires knowledge of anatomy, enables the master chef to mea-

sure technical understanding and imagination; the second, which requires knowledge

of custom, enables him to evaluate ethical disposition. Whether the carrot blossoms

into a flower or evanesces into a cloud of weightless orange straw, its transformation

embodies a pair of analogical proportions—carrot to not-carrot, and not-carrot to

the occasion it elevates. The older chef needs someone who can do more than trans-

form food from a fact into a poem. This latter test therefore demonstrates not so

much artistic skill as suitability to context. He knows that however imaginative or 

unwieldy the ratio of carrot to festivity, culinary art always elaborates the immutable

criterion, “fit to be eaten.” The question this essay asks is, what part of “fitness” be-

longs to ornament?

Babette’s Feast offers another good story that may help illuminate some of these

distinctions. The film, which Gabriel Axel adapted from a short story by Isak Dinesen,

tells the tale of a French dinner that disrupts life in a small Scandinavian fishing vil-

lage.2 The circumstances surrounding the culinary production at the heart of Dinesen’s

narrative bear some resemblance to the aforementioned dialectic between necessity

and surplus. The story revolves around two middle-aged sisters, Martine and Philippa,

who spend their days tending to the remnants of their father’s austere religious com-

munity, delivering meals and ministering to his aging congregation. In the film, only

two village residents operate outside the sphere of the pastor’s influence: the grocer,

who occasionally wears the hat of the mailman, and a French servant, a mature woman

of grace and pleasant disposition named Babette.

In giving an account of how this cosmopolitan Frenchwoman came to live in such

an unlikely place, both film and story flash back to the early adulthood of the sisters,

who as younger women possessed uncommon beauty and talent. Inevitably, Martine

and Philippa attract the attention of two sophisticated suitors—“lovers,” to use Dine-

sen’s exact appellation. The first suitor is a dashing but improvident cavalry officer

named Lorens Loewenhielm. Lorens has a bad gambling problem, and so is sent by

his unhappy father to his aunt’s nearby country villa “to meditate and better his ways”

(25). Out riding one day, he encounters Martine and falls deeply in love. In pursuit, he

joins her father’s prayer meeting, which both intensifies his desire and worsens his
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frustration. He soon leaves the village petulant and disillusioned, vowing to devote

himself single-mindedly to his career.

The second suitor is a renowned French tenor named Achille Papin, who chances

across a service at the village church while sightseeing on the Jutland coast. Philippa’s

angelic singing entrances Papin, who persuades her father to allow him to tutor her.

Convinced that her talents promise to reinvigorate his own flagging career, he pleads

with Philippa to return with him to Paris. Later, a romantic duet from Mozart’s Don

Giovanni ends with a stolen kiss, whereupon Philippa quits her lessons and asks her

father to dismiss Papin, who departs for France empty-handed.

Babette makes her appearance fifteen years later, in the spring of 1871, long 

after the pastor has died. One rainy night she arrives at the sisters’ door, drenched and

distraught, carrying a letter of introduction from Papin. The letter explains that 

Babette has fled Paris after the execution of her husband and son in the Communard

uprising of 1871. She has escaped arrest as a pétroleuse (a woman who sets fire to

houses with petroleum), she is desperately seeking refuge, and she can cook. Al-

though the sisters cannot afford to employ her, Babette convinces them to let her work

without wages. Unknown to the sisters is Babette’s former occupation: she is a re-

nowned master chef, “a person known all over Paris as the greatest culinary genius of

the age” (58), the proprietress of a famous Parisian restaurant called the Café Anglais.

After fourteen years, Babette has fully acclimated to life in the village. She cooks

and cleans for Martine and Philippa; she charms the grocer and the fishmonger; she

“miraculously” reduces household costs; she adds what native herbs she can to the

sisters’ parsimonious diet of ale-and-bread soup and split cod, much to the delight of

the congregants. One day Babette learns that she has won ten thousand francs in a

French lottery, her last thread of contact with Paris. This windfall promises to fund her

return to France, and the sisters brace themselves for her departure. As a gesture of

gratitude, Babette persuades Martine and Philippa to allow her to prepare a true

French dinner on the occasion of the 100th birthday of their father.

Babette travels to Paris to arrange the shipment of ingredients and accou-

trements for a magnificent dinner. She imports exotic foods (live quail, truffles, a sea

turtle), exquisite wines, fine china, flatware, crystal, linens, and utensils—even ice. As

the sisters and villagers watch this parade of unfamiliar culinary material, they grow

anxious. In her nightmares Martine dreams that Babette poisons the villagers. As
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though to gird themselves against the witchcraft of Babette’s cooking, the congre-

gants vow not to talk at all about food during the meal. Meanwhile, Babette employs

a young helper and sets to work in the sisters’ small kitchen. The film settles into Ba-

bette’s skilled preparation of each course, which she will send into the dining room 

accompanied by appropriate selections of wine.

The twelve guests arrive and take their seats, including the sisters and Lorens,

now a distinguished general and member of the royal court, who has been invited as

the escort of his octogenarian aunt, also a follower of the pastor. This is the dinner 

Babette has prepared for them:

Potage à la Tortue

Turtle Soup

Amontillado Sherry

Blini Demidoff au Caviar

Buckwheat cakes with caviar

Veuve Clicquot Champagne 1860

Caille en Sarcophage avec Sauce Perigourdine

Quail in Puff Pastry Shell with Foie Gras and Truffle Sauce

Clos de Vougeot 1846

La Salade

Water

Les Fromages

Cheese and Fruit Selection

Port

Baba au Rhum avec les Figues

Rum Infused Yeast Cake with Dried Figs

Coffee3

As he begins to recognize the artistic depth of the meal, Lorens issues eager 

authentications of each dish and vintage, searching in vain for some eye at the table

with whom he might share this unexpected pleasure. When the plat principal arrives,
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he pauses in astonishment. This could only be Caille en sarcophage, he declares! With

earnest passion he tells the story of the Café Anglais and its renowned chef, a woman,

celebrated for her artistry throughout Paris. Lorens had been taken to this restaurant

as the guest of a French colleague, Colonel Galliffet, who declared of its gifted pro-

prietress, “For no woman in all Paris . . . would I more willingly shed my blood!” Caille

en sarcophage, he explains, was her signature dish. Galliffet claimed, Lorens contin-

ued, that she had the ability to transform a dinner into “a kind of love affair” (58).

As the meal progresses, smiles proliferate. Babette’s cooking seems to alter the

physiognomy of each guest, enabling contact, awakening long-forgotten and long-

repressed affections. Old animosities and mistrust dissolve. Lorens, loosened by the

world’s noblest wine, rises to address his companions; and when he opens his mouth,

he finds himself speaking “in a manner so new to himself and so strangely moving that

after his first sentence he had to make a pause” (60).

One by one, transformed, the guests issue openhearted gestures of reconcilia-

tion and friendship. They retire to the parlor for coffee, awash in the emotional and

physical glow of the evening: “[T]he rooms had been filled with a heavenly light, as if

a number of small halos had blended into one glorious radiance. Taciturn old people

received the gift of tongues; ears that for years had been almost deaf were opened to

it. Time itself had merged into eternity. Long after midnight the windows of the house

shone like gold, and golden song flowed out into the winter air” (61).

As Lorens prepares to leave, he confesses to Martine his lifelong love, admitting,

“in this world anything is possible” (62). In Dinesen’s text, the rest of the guests soon

follow, spilling out of the house into freshly fallen snow. Dinesen animates this trans-

formation of elderly bodies with bacchanalian verbs: they “wavered on their feet,

staggered, sat down abruptly or fell forward on their knees and hands and were cov-

ered with snow . . . in [a] kind of celestial second childhood. . . . They stumbled and

got up, walked on or stood still, bodily as well as spiritually hand in hand, at moments

performing the great chain of a beatified lanciers” (63). In the film, holding hands, the

guests dance in a ring around the village well.

Against this tender ending, we might contrast the opening scenes of the film,

which adumbrate what Michael Shapiro identifies as the “antieconomy” of the vil-

lage.4 Under the title credits, Axel shows us a stark Jutland coastline set against the
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horizon of the sea. In a long 40-second take, the lens slowly retracts until the widened

frame includes a small, gray village in the foreground. The film cuts to a close-up of

flat fish, scored and salted, suspended by their tailfins on a simple birch-pole rack.

Through this wooden frame, the camera pans vertically from a smoking chimney down

a steep, thatched gable to the sparse village courtyard. Enter Martine and Philippa,

busy on their morning rounds. As they deliver a breakfast of soup to their elderly

wards, we learn from the female voice-over that the sisters “spend all their time and

almost all their small income on good works.” Next the film cuts to the villagers seated

at the table in the sisters’ house, joined in prayer and hymn. Here also for the first time

we meet Babette.

This sequence sets the stage for a key moment in the flashback, when the sisters

instruct Babette in the routine culinary practices of their household. Philippa pulls a

fish off the rack and proceeds to show Babette how to fix it—“let it soak,” she says,

unceremoniously; next she breaks some bread into a bowl: let the bread soak, too.

“They had distrusted Monsieur Papin’s assertion that Babette could cook,” Dinesen’s

narrator explains. “In France, they knew, people ate frogs. They showed Babette how

to prepare a split-cod and an ale-and-bread soup; during the demonstration, the

Frenchwoman’s face became absolutely expressionless” (36).

The idea of French luxury and extravagance . . . had alarmed and dismayed the

[pastor’s] daughters. The first day after Babette had entered their service they

took her before them and explained to her that they were poor and that to them

luxurious fare was sinful. Their own food must be as plain as possible; it was soup-

pails and baskets for their poor that signified. Babette nodded her head; as a girl,

she informed her ladies, she had been cook to an old priest who was a saint. Upon

this the sisters resolved to surpass the French priest in asceticism. (36)

These two opposing systems of signs resemble the cultural polarity outlined by

Adolf Loos in “Ornament and Crime” (1908):

Ornament does not heighten my joy in life or the joy in the life of any cultivated

person. If I want to eat of piece of gingerbread I choose one that is quite smooth

and not a piece representing a heart or a baby or a rider, which is covered all over

with ornaments. The man of the fifteenth century won’t understand me. But all

120 D A N I E L  S .  F R I E D M A N



modern people will. The advocate of ornament believes that my urge for sim-

plicity is in the nature of mortification. No, respected professor at the school of

applied art, I am not mortifying myself! The show dishes of past centuries, which

display all kinds of ornaments to make the peacocks, pheasants and lobsters look

more tasty, have exactly the opposite effect on me. I am horrified when I go

through a cookery exhibition and think that I am meant to eat these stuffed 

carcasses. I eat roast beef.5

The proponents of plain beef and split cod disdain culinary superfluities. They prefer

moral garnish. Luxury “can never shed its ties to its medieval past,” Norman Bryson

argues, or to “the battle of the soul against the deadly sins, luxuria, superbia, vana-

gloria, voluptas, cupiditas.”6 Bryson notes that prior to industrialization it was impos-

sible to separate the idea of luxury from ideas of prodigality and waste, a root

sensibility not lost on Loos.

Loos’s prohibition against ornament expands this moral code into a program for

twentieth-century living, which rejects ornament on the same grounds that it rejects

tattoos: both equally retard the evolution of modern culture. However, in Loos’s uni-

verse, the crime of ornament registers most egregiously in its indifference to rational

economics: “The twentieth century man can satisfy his needs with a far lower capital

outlay and hence save money,” he argues. “The vegetable he enjoys is simply boiled

in water and has a little butter on it. The [eighteenth-century] man likes it equally well

only when honey and nuts have been added to it and someone has spent hours cook-

ing it. Ornamented plates are very expensive, whereas the white crockery from which

the modern man likes to eat is cheap. The one accumulates savings, the other debts.”7

Loos inveighs against wasted labor, devaluation, lost time, ruined material, and

the exploitation of the artisan. “The ornamentor has to work twenty hours to achieve

the income earned by a modern worker in eight,” he argues. “Ornament generally in-

creases the cost of an article; nevertheless it happens that an ornamented object

whose raw material costs the same and which demonstrably took three times as long

to make is offered at half the price of a smooth object.” Loos renounces waste, not

pleasure. “I tolerate ornaments on my own body when they constitute the joy of fel-

low men.”8 For Loos, the manifest joy of modern civilization, as Joseph Rykwert notes,

is the pleasure of reason, which delights in useful objects unencumbered by wasteful
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decoration, pretense, or fuss.9 “We have grown finer, more subtle,” Loos states.

“Freedom from ornament is a sign of spiritual strength.”10

Loos’s position turns on his interpretation of modern necessity and surplus, and

on evolving customs that change the modern understanding of useful and wasteful

expenditure. “Surplus” means first of all “what remains over and above what has been

taken or used”—“an amount remaining in excess . . . a superfluity, [or] superabun-

dance.”11 The broad spectrum of possibilities that fills the gap between necessity and

surplus is filled with ideological claims. As Bryson has observed, industrialization only

complicated the difference. Modern aesthetic culture, he argues, “takes up the slack

from ethical culture [and] resolves the problem of [industrial] overproduction by indi-

cating general models for managing the superabundance of goods.” He explains how

Victorian and modern reformist designers adapted to the problem of overabundance

in their reinvention of domestic space—in the former case, through “rooms crammed

with objects . . . , a general horror vacui which copes with the problem of overpro-

duction by absorbing it into the household”; in the latter, “by carving out from the

general profusion a secluded emptiness that marks an escape from the teeming and

seething pool of commodities.”12

Babette’s feast arises in the context of a conflict between cultural superabun-

dance and moral parsimony. In the opening scenes of the film, within the first few min-

utes, the director Axel takes care to show us the staple protein of the village midway

along its path from sea to table. The table establishes the center of community life,

the site of common daily prayer, and the scene of frugal if not utterly bland repast.

“Important also in this or any dining situation, although largely latent and acknowl-

edged unreflectively,” David Leatherbarrow writes, in contemplation of typical forms

of domestic order,

is the room in which the table sits; and together with this, the room’s relationship

to the other rooms in the house; the house to the front street and rear yard; both

to the town . . . and, finally, to one’s taken-for-granted sense of the coherence of

the whole world. . . . This set of relationships constitutes a field or horizon within

which discrete situations have their place and receive their orientation with re-

spect to one another and to those outside the building.13
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In the film, food serves as a moral vector that traverses the middle ground be-

tween two opposing ontological “horizons.” The first horizon we encounter is the

ocean, a symbol of the “vast, undifferentiated region” of the exterior world,14 myste-

rious and infinite—the source of sustenance, to be sure, but also the orientation of the

“Other,” especially outsiders such as Papin and Babette, who arrive by sea. Against

this limitless expanse Axel contrasts a second horizon, the table—local, familiar, inte-

rior. Dinesen articulates the polarity between these two horizons in her description of

the sisters’ house, just before the arrival of the guests. “This low room with its bare

floors and scanty furnishings was dear to the Dean’s disciples. Outside its windows lay

the great world . . . [in] its winter-whiteness. . . . And in summer, when the windows

were open, the great world had a softly moving frame of white curtains to it” (49).

According to Gottfried Semper, all walls began as curtains. In Semper’s recon-

struction of the primitive hut, suspended textile partitions condition and delimit the

original domestic interior. They were used “as a means to make the ‘home,’” argues

Semper, to separate the inner life from the outer life.15 In Semper’s principle of 

Bekleidung, which influenced Loos, Le Corbusier, and later moderns, the essence 

of architecture is atectonic. It resides in the “covering layer,” as Mark Wigley notes, a

“clothing of space” that arises out of the ancient patterns of woven fabric, which in its

primitive role as divider connects the ornamented surface with the “production of 

social space itself.” Structure is subordinate to what we hang from it; the structural wall

is “merely a supporting player, playing the role of support, supporting precisely 

because it does not play.”16

When Babette unfurls the tablecloth and proceeds to press out its creases, table-

as-structure recedes into a secondary status. The bare dining table is “contingent

scaffolding” that operates within the horizontal plane of domestic activity, no less a

carrier of intentions than its vertical correlate.17 The tablecloth masks but does not

misrepresent the table, hides it but does not disguise it, to use Wigley’s criterion—it

“dissimulates in the name of truth.”18 Extending this logic, it is the tablecloth and not

the table that defines the virtual space of Babette’s feast, within which she assiduously

arranges china, silverware, crystal, and candelabra, which in turn delimit the complex

visual and gustatory space of high cuisine.

In the film, Axel moves back and forth between the dining room and the kitchen,

where Babette labors over the preparation and delivery of the dinner, assisted by her
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red-haired helper and by Loewenhielm’s carriage driver. Intermittently, Axel shows

her helpers enjoying their dinner, too, but the effect of Babette’s cooking is not

quite the same. In the next room, the obvious savor of identical dishes in their proper

order and setting has significantly greater consequence. In the kitchen, food is served

catch-as-catch-can; and under these informal and even indecorous circumstances,

the effect is necessarily limited and incomplete. In the dining room, however, the

setting and decoration of the table equips the table for proper feasting, just as the

embroidered vestment equips the dean to lead his congregation in prayer; just as

the postal cap transforms the grocer into the mailman, so he can deliver Babette’s

letter; just as Lorens’s uniform with its decorations and golden epaulets equips him

for leadership.19 The absence of these accessories lessens the effectiveness of reli-

gious intercession, postal delivery, and military command. “Ornamentum,” notes

A. K. Coomaraswamy, “is primarily ‘apparatus, accoutrement, equipment, trappings’

and secondarily ‘embellishment.’”20

In Axel’s rendition of the story, when Babette’s table setting registers in the in-

credulous eyes of the guests as they first enter the candlelit dining room, the mise-en-

scène bears out Wigley’s observation, after Semper, that “the truth of architecture is

always located in its visible outside.”21 The table setting frames the meal.22 “White-

wash is inserted into the gap between the bodies of structure and decoration in order

to construct a space for architecture which is neither simply bodily or theoretical,”

Wigley argues.23 Babette too inserts pressed linen into the gap between the structure

of the table and its decoration in order to construct a proper space for cuisine—shift-

ing now to Dinesen’s text—“in which one no longer distinguishes between bodily and

spiritual appetite or satiety” (58). The mediative significance of the tablecloth finds ex-

pression in half a dozen Renaissance paintings of the Last Supper, to which both the

numerological and the thematic composition of Babette’s feast refer—not least in the

power of the occasion to engender the resurrection of the senses, in particular those

associated with the human heart.24

“Babette’s Feast” carves out empty and secluded visual space against which 

Dinesen and in turn Axel contrast three eruptions of “modern” superabundance that

arrive from “the great world”: first Lorens, early on as an impetuously romantic career

officer with a gambling problem, later as a highly decorated general who “strutted

and shone like an ornamental bird . . . in this sedate party of crows and jackdaws” (51);
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second, the red-mouthed Papin, full of histrionic passion and professional vainglory,

whom “nobody could long withstand . . . when he really set his heart on a matter” (30);

and finally, Babette, with her ten-thousand-franc lottery prize, through which Dinesen

apotheosizes abundance, and her subsequent “destruction” of all that wealth in the

production of a “real French dinner.” All three protagonists represent the outsider, the

“Other.” All three in their own way and time transgress the boundaries of local deco-

rum, and yet the product of their encounter with village life yields a middle possibil-

ity, expressed variously in Papin’s letter, which envisions hope in the sisters’ piety; in

the emotional and spiritual dividends that flow from Babette’s decision not to return

to Paris; and in Lorens’s recognition, near the end of his career, that real love is inex-

tinguishable, and that “in this world anything is possible.” By her culinary production,

Babette introduces an intermediate ethos midway between indulgence and self-

denial, through what can only be called the decorum of ornament, which frames and

sustains new feelings and insights about love, loss, memory, and forgiveness.

In the denouement of the film, after the last guests have departed, Martine and

Philippa return to thank Babette, who sits slumped in the steaming kitchen sur-

rounded by pots and pans. She confirms that she was indeed the head chef at the Café

Anglais, and further, that she has spent all her winnings on the dinner. In Dinesen’s

text, Martine suddenly recalls a tale she heard from a friend of her father’s about a mis-

sionary in Africa: “He had saved the life of an old chief’s favorite wife, and to show his

gratitude the chief treated him to a rich meal. Only long afterwards the missionary

learned . . . that what he had partaken in was a small fat grandchild of the chief’s,

cooked in honor of the great Christian medicine man. She shuddered” (66).

The sisters are stunned; you will be poor, they worry. “A great artist is never poor,”

Babette replies. She tells them that there is no one left in Paris to whom she can re-

turn: “What will I do in Paris?” she asks. “They have all gone. I have lost them all, Mes-

dames” (65). Babette understates the magnitude of this void: among her elite Parisian

patrons the man perhaps most capable of acknowledging her artistic talent, Colonel

Galliffet, is the same man (we know from Papin’s letter) whose hands are stained with

the blood of her husband and son. Thus Babette’s “killing of wealth”—her “potlatch”

(which in its verb form means both to nourish and consume)—binds her art into the

matrix of ambiguity that surrounds all gift exchange: spontaneous generosity versus
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insidious obligation; life-giving self-sacrifice versus wasteful expenditure; symbolic

reciprocity versus unconditional, uncountered, and anonymous donation.25

Philippa puts her arms around Babette. In Dinesen’s text, which is significantly

darker around the edges than the film version, this embrace contains a foreboding

sensation: “She felt the cook’s body like a marble monument against her own, but she

herself shook and trembled from head to foot” (68). Lacking a vocabulary to express

her own upwelling emotion,26 Philippa seizes on the words she read in Papin’s letter:

“‘Yet this is not the end! . . . In paradise you will be the great artist that God meant you

to be! Ah!’ she added, the tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘Ah, how you will enchant

the angels’” (68).27 Notwithstanding this consolation, the inextinguishable kernel of

Babette’s gift is a shadow surrounding the irremediable loneliness of loss and violence

that tinges her history and culture, essentially tied to its arts, its economy, and its “pro-

liferation of signs.”28

The ring dance at the end of the film is the real conclusion to Babette’s feast, its

enduring ornamental remainder. The dance suggests Semper’s primordial knot and its

varied progeny: daisy chain, funereal wreath, woven carpet, “the legislative and play-

ful instincts” that animate the principle of cladding and the great (and continuous)

dressing of walls that proceeds from it.29 This ring dance offers a useful corollary to the

ethical compass of ornament inherent in Babette’s feast. The dance embellishes the

moment of departure, both in the social and ontological sense. Like a garland on the

gravestone, it ornaments Babette’s memorial meal,30 which she prepares in com-

memoration not just of the founding pastor but also of her own lost life—husband,

son, city, country, clientele.

Babette’s feast brings the villagers to their senses. It surmounts the restricted

linguistic economy of the village, and in the course of the meal it gives the village

the “gift of tongues” (61).31 Yet true to their vow, the villagers don’t talk about the

food; they don’t see food in a new way, they see each other in a new way. “The nature

of decoration,” Gadamer writes, “consists in performing that two-sided mediation;

namely to draw the attention of the viewer to itself, to satisfy his taste, and then to

redirect it away from itself to the greater whole of the context of life which it accom-

panies.”32 Likewise, the ring dance signifies newly strengthened seams, renewed re-

lationships, even new possibilities, as Lorens has indicated to Martine in his soulful

farewell speech, notwithstanding the dwindling days of the villagers and the proxim-
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ity of death. More important, like all ornament proper to its context, the dance medi-

ates between the ritual singularity of the monumental meal and the quotidian rhythms

of daily life. As Lewis Hyde reminds us, “gift property serves an upward force.”33

Babette’s gift begins its circulation here, on the middle horizon, around the village

well, in “the playing body, externalizing its harmonies into acts.”34
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lthough architecturally humble by comparison, gingerbread houses share

many qualities with their upper-class counterparts. Like the ornate edible

structures that in past centuries graced the tables of kings and affluent

bourgeois, these candy-laced, often single-story constructions have enchanted and

bewitched their admirers. But unlike their majestic relatives, the bewitching qualities

of gingerbread structures always had less to do with the baker’s architectural skills—

though in more lavish renditions they admittedly play a role—than with the folklore

associated with gingerbread itself.

During the Middle Ages, gingerbread was a carnival delicacy and many European

festivals were known as “gingerbread fairs.”1 At some celebrations, fairgoers brought

gingerbread gifts to give to family and friends. The various shapes of these gifts often

symbolized the seasonal timing of the fair: buttons and flowers were available at

Easter, and animals and birds were found at late summer festivities. At other fairs, rev-

elers bought the favor because, within the local folklore, it had the power to bring its

consumer’s desires to life. At more than one village celebration, unmarried women
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nibbled away at gingerbread “husbands,” consuming the cookies to increase their

chances of meeting a spouse.2 Likewise, fantasies of oral gratification resurface in the

story of the gingerbread boy; a cookie or pancake comes to life and runs away from

its maker while a series of animals and people try to catch and eat the animated 

edible. Unsurprisingly, the enchanted qualities of gingerbread also appear in the well-

known children’s fairy tale “Hansel and Gretel,” a story that unites edible architecture,

oral gratification, and the cannibalistic undertones of fairground folklore and stories

of runaway food.

The bewitching qualities of gingerbread have never really gone away.3 They

merely resurface in a number of stories and contexts, at times crossing over into real-

life architecture. For example, in the nineteenth century the sugar-lace construction

inspired an actual style. Many Victorians decorated their eaves, verandas, and porches

with gingerbread-like ornamentation. Although these houses demonstrate a desire to

become entranced within in a gingerbread fantasy, the tale of “Hansel and Gretel”

provides a more appropriate metaphor for the postwar American housing boom and

consumer culture. In a Hansel-and-Gretel-like fashion, working-class families bought

single-story cookie-cutter bungalows and stuffed them with newly designed appli-

ances and grocery-store-bought food. As in “Hansel and Gretel,” the promise of a life

of leisure and plentitude seduced families into suburbia. And, as in the fairy tale—or,

as the brothers Grimm called them, household tales, thereby emphasizing their 

domestic origins—the kitchen played a dominant role, for it became the site of a plot

reversal. In “Hansel and Gretel,” as Allen Weiss astutely points out, oral gratification

turns into an “eating disorder” and the fear of being eaten.4 The very home and

kitchen that was to provide freedom for working-class families and to furnish a life of

luxury for the postwar bride—at least in the fantasies promoted in the media of the

day—had by the end of the 1950s undergone a dramatic reversal and an “eating dis-

order” threatened the integrity of the domestic sphere.

In the opening of “Hansel and Gretel,” a famine has beset the countryside in

which a woodcutter and his family live. Fearing that they all will starve, Hansel and

Gretel’s father and stepmother decide to save themselves by abandoning their chil-

dren deep in the woods. After three days of wandering, the children, now ravenously

hungry, stumble upon a “miraculous gingerbread house in the middle of the forest,

ornamented with cakes and tarts and windows formed of barleysugar.”5 Amazed at
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their good fortune, Hansel and Gretel tear off pieces of the house. Just as they begin

to bite into their architectural treats, they hear an old woman cry: “Nibble, nibble, I

hear a mouse . . . Who’s that nibbling at my house?”6 The children, lost in gastronomic

bliss, ignore her shrill voice and continue to feast on the house. Instead of scolding

the young pair, the old woman invites them into her kitchen. Overwhelmed, they read-

ily accept her invitation, and once inside are even more bewitched. The old woman

treats them to a meal of “milk and pancakes with sugar and apples and nuts.”7 Now

that they are fully within her trap, the old woman begins to force-feed the children.

Once they are fattened up, she plans to roast them in her oversized oven and after-

ward enjoy a hearty meal of tender young prey.

In “Hansel and Gretel,” oral gratification drives the plot as it shifts from aban-

donment to rescue. But oral gratification is an unstable concept that easily reverses

into oral sadism. As they enter the kitchen, the very device that produced the ginger-

bread house—the oversized oven—foretells their destiny. The oven signifies “an ever

greater and more primal fear” than that of starvation: the fear of being devoured.8

The story line in “Hansel and Gretel” uncannily resembles the events that ani-

mated 1950s postwar consumer culture. Like the fairy tale, the desire to live a life of

leisure and plentitude drove the housing market in the 1950s when a large segment

of the population, mostly white working-class families, bought low-cost, modest,

ranch or bungalow-style structures.9 Admittedly, these structures did not exhibit a

clearly defined architectural gingerbread style, beyond their being mostly single-story

homes with walls, windows, and kitchen cabinets often decorated by their owners with

gingerbread-like trim. But the hunger for them was real: the unveiling of a new home

in either the Long Island or Pennsylvania Levittowns could produce, as Thomas Hine

points out, “mile-long lines of would-be buyers, snaking through the muddy remains

of farmer’s fields.”10 As many waited to walk through the cordoned-off newspaper-

lined aisles that threaded through the interior of the model home, they experienced

a sense of salivary anticipation and gastronomic excitement. Manufactured houses

were more than just protection from the elements. They were a means to satisfy a

decade-long feeling of deprivation.

After having endured the hardships of the Depression and World War II, many

working-class families began to catch up. The postwar era was, as Hine states, “one of

history’s great shopping sprees” during which the American public went on “baroque
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benders” to fill their freshly acquired mass-produced houses with newly designed fur-

niture and appliances.11 Working-class bungalows, complete with appliances, were

symbols of desire, reflections of identity, and showcases of consumer fantasy.12 As

such, they drew homeowners further into the woods.

As extolled in the media of the day, the architectural centerpiece of these fantas-

tic homes was the kitchen or, more precisely, the “Kitchen of Tomorrow.”13 And while

the kitchen of tomorrow was a dominant fantasy that appeared in a number of adver-

tisements and in several women’s magazine editorials, its most vivid incarnation 

appeared in the often-cited short film “Design for Dreaming”—a precursor of today’s

infomercial. In the 1956 M.P.O. production, a brisk wind magically carries an invitation

through the night air. Landing on a bed, it awakens a “sleeping beauty” who discov-

ers that she is invited to a Motorama. As the young woman excitedly twirls around the

room, her pink pajamas melt into a satin evening grown. Now appropriately dressed,

she glides through the air and lands inside New York’s Waldorf Hotel. Suddenly, in the

midst of the festivities, she sprouts a black-and-white striped apron. Aghast, she

swoons into the arms of a masked man. He whisks her away, only to abandon her in a

kitchen. Alone and forlorn, she sings: “Just like a man, you give him a break and you

wind up in the kitchen baking a cake.” No sooner are the words out of her mouth than

the homemaker realizes that this kitchen is like no other that she has seen. “There’s no

need for the bride to feel tragic,” she gleefully bellows, “the rest is push-button

magic . . . You don’t have to be chained to the stove all day. Just set the timer and

you’re on your way.” With the push of a button, the oven bakes a cake—taking care

of every step, from batter to candles—and she is free “to have fun around the clock.”

In the 1950s, many advertisements depicted “model brides”—dressed in eve-

ning gowns, at times wearing gloves and tiaras—manipulating controlled appliances

with multibutton controls. Advertisers used push-button gadgets to signify the fantasy

of a carefree and leisure-filled life. This fantasy was meant to entice women to leave

their wartime jobs and return to the kitchen.14 Once inside, it was not the oven that

became the homemaker’s destiny, but “push-button magic.” Inside the kitchen of to-

morrow, a retrofitted site worthy of Dr. Strangelove, the push-button foretold her fate.

During the war, companies such as Raytheon, General Electric, Westinghouse,

Goodyear, Motorola, and Chrysler were major contractors of defense weapons for the

U.S. military. Afterward, these companies returned to the domestic appliance market.15
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Many scrambled to meet consumer demands, expanding home versions of their com-

mercial product lines. In addition, contractors used their wartime expertise to retrofit

household appliances. To entice homemakers into replacing their old-fashioned 

appliances, companies added push-buttons to washers and stoves, and designed

streamlined toasters and vacuum cleaners.16 In this way, American domestic consumer

culture incorporated the nation’s wartime technology and economic policies. And the

process of bringing the arms race into the domestic sphere transformed the consumer

market into the strongest the world had yet known, breaking down the distinctions 

between domestic consumer culture and external cold war policies, between washing

machines and rockets.

The most widely quoted moment in which the extent of this collapse becomes

crystal clear was the “Kitchen Debate”—an informal conversation between two world

leaders attending an international exhibition. In 1959, then Vice President Richard

Nixon attended the American Exhibition in Moscow. The exhibition was part of a cul-

tural exchange program between the Soviet Union and the United States. Earlier that

year, the Russians had mounted a display in New York, exhibiting Sputniks, space cap-

sules, furs, dishes, and refrigerators. While the technology was well received, critics

poked fun at what they saw as outdated women’s fashions and outmoded household

appliance designs. Later that year, the United States responded with a similar display

in Moscow. In his opening speech, Nixon capitalized on the perceived weakness of

Russian domestic culture, promising its host a glimpse of “an extraordinary high stan-

dard of living” enjoyed by Americans. After his speech, the vice president and Premier

Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev toured the U.S. exhibition together, briefly stopping at

the kitchen display. Standing beside Khrushchev, Nixon exclaimed: “We hope to show

our diversity and our right to choose. . . . Would it not be better to compete in the

merits of washing machines than the relative strengths of rockets?”17

Nixon’s comments are not simply glib. They demonstrate the degree to which the

strength of consumer culture had become the new measure of national superiority. As

Elaine Tyler May points out, American consumer culture “had tremendous propa-

ganda value, for it was those affluent homes, complete with breadwinner and home-

maker, that provided evidence of the superiority of the American way of life. Since

much of the cold war was waged in propaganda battles, this vision of domesticity was

a powerful weapon.”18 Within cold war propaganda battles, the image of American

A R T,  F O O D ,  A N D  P O S T W A R  D O M E S T I C  S PA C E 135



affluence was undeniably a powerful weapon that gave the United States an edge

over the Soviet Union. However, this use of American domestic prosperity in interna-

tional policies had profound ramifications at home.

In the late 1950s, the threat of nuclear disaster crossed the minds of most con-

sumers. In a 1959 Gallup poll, as Hine notes, the majority of people believed that life

would continue to improve year by year, but they also believed that nuclear war was

likely.19 In this context, “push-button magic” could mean turning on a wash cycle or

dropping a bomb; it could mean living the good life or not living at all. The collapse

between the kitchen and battlefield fostered an additional architectural alteration. In

the late 1950s, the kitchen of tomorrow was itself an object of retrofitting. The kitchen

became a veneer that hid—if not in reality, at least in the media fantasies then circu-

lating—an underground bunker.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, many began to discuss the necessity of under-

ground bunkers. Some advertisers began to exploit this debate and again targeted

the “honeymoon couple.” One of the most whimsical instances is captured in a 1959

Life magazine article. Here, a two-page pictorial article depicts a newlywed couple

who spent their honeymoon in a bomb shelter. The accompanying photographs show

the newlyweds surrounded by canned foods, plastic plates, and portable furniture.20

Even though the romantic sojourn turned out to be a builder’s publicity stunt, bomb

shelters were serious business. In 1961 President Kennedy addressed the American

public with a letter published in the September issue of Life magazine, warning that

nuclear weapons and “the possibility of nuclear war are facts of life we cannot ignore

today.”21 Kennedy urged readers to study carefully the accompanying article that

showed how to construct and stock a bomb shelter.

Although most families did not build a bomb shelter, American families inter-

nalized, at least on a fantasy level, a bunker or stockpiling aesthetic. As Karal Ann

Marling points out, corporations, propaganda agencies, and news magazines alike

promoted a bunkerlike hoarding mentality and encouraged families to overstock their

kitchen shelves and to accumulate appliances. Consumers

delighted in pictures showing American families surrounded by all the groceries

they would consume in an average year. Like the endless shots taken in well-

stocked supermarkets, such photos celebrated abundance, insisted on its reality,
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and served to ward off whatever threatened America’s kitchens of tomorrow,

crammed with instant mashed potatoes and ready-to-heat-’n-eat, homestyle,

frozen Salisbury steaks.22

Egged on by these images, housewives became, as May puts it, “unwitting soldiers”

who marched off to “the nation’s shopping centers to equip their new homes,” stock-

piling food in kitchens, basement pantries, freezers, and refrigerators. In this way,

housewives joined “the ranks of American cold warriors” and patriotically helped build

a strong postwar economy.23 In the process, however, they lowered their expectations.

Rather than holding out for a computerized kitchen—where machines cooked

cakes from scratch while housewives played tennis—American homemakers bought

dehydrated cake ingredients, packaged in smartly designed boxes decorated with

enticing graphic illustrations.24 By the late fifties, the fairy-tale home that had initially

spurred fantastic shopping sprees—in which consumers expressed their desires

and identities—became “America’s symbolic first line of defense against the bombs

[feared to be] concealed in Russian satellites.”25 Postwar policies effectively trans-

formed pleasure in consumption into oral sadism and the fear of destruction into a

marketing ploy.

Advertisers were not the only segment of the culture to capitalize on this rever-

sal: the logic of consumer culture was not lost on pop artists. Many used images of

food in their work to address the marketing ploy that had redesigned the very fabric

of postwar consumer culture.

In I Love You with My Ford (1961; figure 8.1), James Rosenquist constructs a type

of triple-decker sandwich. On the top layer, he depicts the front grill section of a 1950s

Ford. Beneath the Ford, he portrays a black-and-white truncated image that, on closer

examination, turns out to be the ear and the lips of a couple caught in an embrace.

Beneath the lovers, the artist depicts the grotesquely enlarged contents of a can of

Chef Boyardee spaghetti. In stacking the different layers, Rosenquist seems to sug-

gest that the Ford, a popular make-out site for teenagers in the 1960s, was ultimately

a type of meat grinder that transformed its occupants into “soupy” pasta. To “love”

with one’s Ford, Rosenquist suggests, is to become its casualty.

In works such as F-111 (1965), the artist expands his critique of American con-

sumer culture. In this piece, Rosenquist paints a life-size image of a U.S. bomber, an
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F-111. He then uses a string of images, gleaned from magazines and newspapers, to

camouflage sections of the plane. As in I Love You with My Ford, pasta plays a domi-

nant metaphoric role. It is the backdrop that Rosenquist paints behind the nose cone.

The enlarged red and yellow mass of noodles plays off the mushroom cloud of a det-

onated atomic bomb and the air bubbles of an underwater diver. In F-111, Rosenquist

uses Chef Boyardee spaghetti to signify neither freedom nor, as Nixon had it, “our

right to choose” from a variety of postwar products. Instead, he employs it to suggest

that consumer choice oscillates between oral pleasure and self or mass destruction.

The reversible logic of consumer culture is also evident in Andy Warhol’s work,

from his early series of hand-painted ads to his later photo-silkscreens. In pieces such

as Icebox (1960) and Peach Halves (1960; figure 8.2), Warhol replicates images from

kitchen appliance and food ads. Rather than exactly copying these items, which he un-

doubtedly had the skill to do (he had been a successful commercial artist), the artist

allows single drops of paint to drip down the canvas. While these drips playfully evoke

abstract expressionism, they also hint at some type of internal breakdown or brewing

catastrophe. The idea of an internal deterioration is expressed even more overtly in

works such as Tunafish Disaster (1963; figure 8.3). Here, Warhol lifts the story of two

housewives directly from newspapers: Mrs. Brown and Mrs. McCarthy shared a sand-

wich made from tainted store-bought tuna and died of food poisoning. Their death

made headlines across the country. The A&P tin of tuna that, along with countless

other industrially manufactured foods, was to liberate homemakers had suddenly

turned into its opposite, linked to the fear of destruction.

Even though pop artists visualized the reversible logic of consumer culture, they

rarely depicted the figure most central to the domestic space, the homemaker—save

for some of Tom Wesselmann’s domestic interiors and of course his “Great American

Nude” series. The artist who most often visualizes the postwar homemaker, showing

how the architecture of postwar culture transformed that figure’s role in the domestic

sphere, is Laurie Simmons. In “The Lady Vanishes: A Conversation between Laurie

Simmons and Cindy Sherman,” Simmons states that in her work she tries to show how

the postwar homemaker disappeared into the domestic space and exists “only as

some kind of stereotype.”26

In works such as New Kitchen/New View (1978), Simmons returns to her memo-

ries of growing up in the postwar era and designs a miniature scene that mimics 
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1950s kitchen advertisements. Like the creators of the ads, Simmons poses a fig-

urine—seduced into buying appliances and lured into shopping for partially prepared

food—next to an overstocked tabletop. But unlike the women pictured in the ads,

Simmons’s homemaker is unable to strike a stylish pose and show off her new appli-

ances. The forlorn, shell-shocked miniature stands with her arms firmly pinned to her

sides. Unable to display her push-button know-how and powerless to demonstrate

her finely tuned stockpiling skills, she fades into her environment.27

In this series, Simmons suggests that the reversible logic of consumer culture

turns on a fantasy of destruction that is most strongly associated with oral incorpora-

tion. As Margaret Morse argues, oral incorporation deviates from dominant identifi-

catory fantasies, which are based on similarity: typically, we identify with those whom

we resemble or aspire to become. In contrast, identification in oral incorporation is

based on closeness and proximity. Here, according to Morse, an “oral-sadistic” or

“cannibalistic” fantasy occurs in which “the introjected object . . . is occluded and 

destroyed, only in order to be assimilated and to transform its host.” Distinctions 

between subjects and objects thus become unclear. The “fusion of oral incorporation

is a more-than-closeness: it involves introjecting or surrounding the other (or being 

introjected or surrounded) and ultimately, the mixing of two ‘bodies’ in a dialectic of

inside and outside that can involve a massive difference in scale.”28

In her domestic interiors, Simmons rejects any nostalgic return to a “kinder,”

more domesticated prewar figure. Instead, she speaks to a postwar fantasy that by the

end of the 1950s had gobbled up and incorporated the homemaker into the domes-

tic interior. That result is far from being a fantasy dreamed up by the artist; Simmons

merely exaggerates the furniture designs and domestic product ads of the era.

Designers of the 1950s refashioned objects from Coke bottles to kitchen chairs

so that they took on a feminine or hourglass-shaped form. Even cars with rocket-

inspired tail fins had breast-shaped bullets attached to their bumpers. They were, as

Marling puts it, “a chorus girl coming, a fighter plane going.”29 The product ads of the

day only furthered the synecdochic relationship between the female body and con-

sumer culture. For instance, in a 1946 Proctor Silex advertisement, a shiny new toaster

sits in the lower left portion of the image. The toaster partially obscures a bride

dressed in a stylish off-the-shoulder satin gown. Like a genie in a bottle, she magically

pops out of the toaster and dutifully takes on her role as housewife. Similarly, in a
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1950s “Softasilk” Betty Crocker cake mix ad, a pink-frosted cake topped with fresh

strawberries partially obscures a miniature image of Betty herself. Because her red top

matches the berries, the figurehead seems to grow out of the icing. In many of these

postwar ads, the female figure becomes an object among the consumables, and the

authority of the product—either the appliance or the product name—usurps the im-

portance of the female figure’s role in the domestic sphere. She is consumed by the

very fast food that the ads had promised would bring her a life of domestic freedom.

Likewise, in New Kitchen/New View, Simmons illustrates a synecdochic relation-

ship between the female figure and her surroundings. In the piece, the female fig-

urine’s plastic dress picks up the red hues repeated in the decorative items on the

kitchen counters and the fabric on the chair seats. In addition, the size of her torso 

almost matches the jar of “pure milk” that sits on the table. The plastic homemaker

becomes an object among the objects.

Oral incorporation is a theme that pervades Simmons’s work. In “Color Coordi-

nated Interiors” (her next series of photographs), Simmons’s homemakers fade more

thoroughly into their environments. In her “Walking Object” series, she takes her anal-

ogy one step further: works such as Walking Birthday Cake (1989) suggest that the

homemaker becomes a walking gastronomic favor herself.

The reversible oral logic of consumer culture also resurfaces in a host of second-

and third-generation artists’ work. Unlike their predecessors of the 1960s, who traded

on the fear of destruction, many contemporary artists often use it to explore the limi-

tations of postwar domestic propaganda and gender stereotypes. Some return to the

kitchen to make their point; others use consumer items to highlight cannibalistic fan-

tasies and interpersonal relationships.

For example, in Grind, Sift, and Serve (1998; figure 8.4), the multimedia artist

Carol Prusa draws on her homemaking skills. In the piece, she transforms a simple act

of consumption and collection into an artistic activity: for six years, she saved the

eggshells from her family’s daily meals. She then ground the shells into fine pieces

with a mortar and pestle, poured them into a flour sifter, and carefully dispersed them

onto unfired clay plates. Unlike the witch of “Hansel and Gretel,” Prusa shoved plates

instead of children into the hot oven. During the firing, the eggshells, like tiny seeds,

adhered to the surface of the plates. In the public installation of this work, Prusa uses

the fired mixed-bodied ceramic plates as building pieces. Rather than constructing a
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gingerbread house reminiscent of those depicted on holiday magazine covers in the

1950s, the artist arranges them on top of a bed of broken eggshells. Although the

shells point to the emptiness of the domestic sphere and the evacuation of the 

domestic act, the plates serve as new surfaces capable of sustaining new life. In her

accompanying performances, Prusa paints individual images—ranging from yolk 

patterns to religious icons—onto the surface of each plate. Prusa develops the Virgin

Mary as an alter ego, signifying a good and bad mother who both devours and 

regurgitates art forms.

Like Prusa, Janine Antoni also uses domestic materials, such as soap, lard, choco-

late, and hair dye, and converts the most basic forms of personal activities—eating,

bathing, mopping, and primping—into art. Through the use of these media, Antoni

transforms such artistic practices as sculpture and drawing into intimate processes.

“I imitate,” states Antoni, “basic fine art rituals such as chiseling (with my teeth),

painting (with my hair and eyelashes), modeling and molding (with my own body).”

She describes biting as an evocative practice, “both intimate and destructive; it sort

of sums up my relationship to art history. I feel attached to my artistic heritage and 

I want to destroy it: it defines me as an artist and it excludes me as a woman, all at 

the same time.”30

In her best-known works, Chocolate Gnaw (1992) and Lard Gnaw (1992), Antoni

fabricated two large cubes. While their shapes evoke Donald Judd’s early minimalist

sculptures, her choice of building materials takes the work in a different direction. 

Instead of masonry and steel that need to be formed in a factory, Antoni worked with

more malleable substances—chocolate and lard. Antoni hauled these materials not

to a factory but into her kitchen, where she carefully melted the chocolate and the lard

into a viscous and motile matter. Layer by layer, she poured the hot liquids into sepa-

rate molds. Chocolate Gnaw and Lard Gnaw are each 600-pound, 2-foot by 2-foot

cubes, the building blocks of a would-be gingerbread house that both attracts and 

repels its viewer.

Antoni claims to have selected these materials because while they are both high

in fat they elicit contrary responses: chocolate usually summons up oral pleasure, at

times to the point of an erotic response, whereas lard often evokes oral revulsion. Dur-

ing the final fabrication of the pieces, Antoni played with ideas of seduction and 

repulsion. Over the course of several weeks, Antoni bit into each material. Rather than
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swallowing, she spit out the chewed chocolate and lard, collecting the spew in re-

ceptacles. The collected expectorations became raw material, used in the secondary

stage of her production.

Antoni took the chocolate slurry and molded it into heart-shaped brown “plas-

tic” trays. And she combined the lard spew with pigment and beeswax and trans-

formed it into colorful red lipstick. In doing so, she destabilizes the boundaries

between inside and outside. What was once inside now holds items meant to be 

ingested, and what once evoked oral repulsion is now worn as an outer adornment on

the very orifice whence it came. In both cases, the connection to spit-out food adds a

psychological dimension.

While Antoni was aware that many would associate her act of gnawing and spit-

ting with bulimia, she was surprised that the piece, in her words, “would become a

kind of illustration of the whole idea of eating disorders!” Antoni counters with the 

observation that bulimia is more than an individual eating disorder; it can also be seen

as a “metaphor for a society that ferociously gobbles everything up, and rather than

digesting it, they spit it up.”31 Additionally, she argues that it is not the psychological

eating disorder that informs her work, but the notion that oral incorporation can 

become an intersubjective cultural exchange.

Biting and spitting in her work are concerned less with a specific gender rela-

tionship to food than with a desire for closeness. Antoni states that her act of biting in

her artwork “has to do with the question of knowing an object or experiencing it.” It

has to do with being able to be close to her audience: “Have you ever,” she asks, “had

the experience of being on the subway and sitting on a seat that is still warm from the

person who sat there before? I want to give the viewer that experience. That is my way

of accounting for the viewer. I want to get a little too close.”32 Through embracing 

a strategy of oral incorporation, Antoni mixes two bodies in a way that involves not a

massive difference in scale but a tremendous collapse of distance between the artist

and the viewer.

Felix Gonzalez-Torres similarly alludes to a desire to be close to his audience. In

the early 1990s, he did a series of candy spills that featured large quantities of color-

ful wrapped candies. In the installation, the artist either heaped the spills into piles in

corners of galleries or spread them out into rectangular shapes in centers of museum

floors. In a piece called Untitled (Placebo) (1991) Gonzalez-Torres constructed a shiny
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gold carpet of candy that covered a 6-foot-by-12-foot section of the gallery floor. In

each installation of the piece, hundreds of foil wrapped candies would seduce gallery-

goers into walking up and sampling some of the display. In the process, the samplers

became involved in a highly charged activity that oscillates between the political and

the private.

The parenthetical word in the title, placebo, refers to the controversial blind tests

of AZT. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, in programs to determine the effectiveness

of the drug in fighting AIDS, hospitals gave some patients AZT and others sugar pills.

There was no shortage of voluntary participants, for many HIV-positive men had no

health insurance and nowhere else to go. The total weight of the candies in the spill

represents the combined weight of the artist and his lover, Ross, who in 1991 died of

an AIDS-related illness.33 In taking a candy, gallery-goers simultaneously entered into

a desperate social contract and participated in the sense of personal loss acutely 

experienced by the artist. Gonzalez-Torres states that the idea to produce pieces in

which gallery-goers helped themselves to an endless supply of candy was “an attempt

on my part to rehearse my fears of having Ross disappear day by day in front of my

eyes.”34 The candy spill series opened up a space in which gallery-goers, as the art

critic Robert Storr notes, can comfortably (or uncomfortably) enter “into a conversa-

tion about art, and death, and public policy.”35 Ultimately, though the spills are about

being generous, “giving back to the viewer, to the public,” the simple act of giving

away candy brings the artist closer to his audience.36

The metaphor of the “Hansel and Gretel” fairy tale elucidates the shifts within the

postwar domestic space. Through the promise of oral pleasure, the homemaker and

her wage-earning partner, like Hansel and Gretel, fell prey to a blurring of boundaries

between inside and out, satiation and destruction. In 1950s consumer culture, push-

button magic was applied simultaneously to household items and military defense

systems. Moreover, oral incorporation was far from remaining underground; as artists

from Rosenquist to Antoni demonstrate, it informed and continues to inform many

artists’ individual critical practices. Rather than merely repeating the threat, as did pop

artists, more recent artists use the idea of oral incorporation to comment on cultural

stereotypes, explore public policy, and demonstrate a desire for closeness. As we look

back at some of the actions of visitors to the 1959 American Exhibition in Moscow,

perhaps Nixon and Khrushchev had it wrong. On entering the grocery store section,
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fairgoers mistook the display for samples and, like viewers of Gonzalez-Torres’s candy

spills, readily helped themselves to consumable items on the shelves. Rather than 

emphasizing strength through washing machines and rockets, perhaps new lines of

communication could have been established, leading to new policies of closeness.
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Secrets of Torture of Volunteers Students, Seeking Funds for College Expenses

. . . Patients Are Strapped in Air-Tight Coffins, Mouths Sealed and Tubes Inserted

in Nostrils . . . Students are fed strange diets to see what their stomachs will stand

and what it will refuse . . . Human Subjects Work Like Mad Men on Empty Stom-

achs . . . Man Worked to Breaking Point on Machine Quits Job; One Athlete Col-

lapsed . . . Weird Ordeals.1

ne might well be forgiven for not discerning in these macabre 1912 news-

paper headlines the popular representation of an emerging “modernist”

science of calorimetry able to evaluate food economy, metabolic fitness,

experimental control, or even the overall vitality of urban-industrial civilization. De-

spite the gulf between serious scientific discourse and sensational lay idioms, each

conveyed a sense that comprehending how foods, bodies, and spaces were related

was critical for the proper design of urban-industrial workplaces. How is it that we cur-

rently discern so little connection?

9

SCIENCE DESIGNED AND DIGESTED:

BETWEEN VICTORIAN AND

MODERNIST FOOD REGIMES

M A R K  H A M I N

O



For late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century investigators, such associations

were not merely an intellectual convenience or contrivance but also indicated signifi-

cant institutional and instrumental conjunctures. Many fin de siècle scientists focused

practically as well as figuratively on the nexus between ingested foodstuffs, internal

organic functions, interior laboratory facilities, and exterior urban-industrial factors.

While models that view the human body as an engineered construction (architectural

form, built environment, or system of utilities), and vice versa, have a long intellectual

pedigree, they were arguably far more commonplace by the late nineteenth century

than they had been previously. How, then, might one characterize these fin de siècle

transitions in conceptual preference?2

My essay examines the displacement of “Victorian” by “modernist” views of

food science, focusing especially on the models informing scientists’ theories and

practices. From the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, the conceptual

emphasis of chemists and physiologists shifted from architectural “elements” to 

infrastructural “environments” in articulating models of food composition, body con-

stitution, laboratory configuration, and urban-industrial construction. Architectural

principles complemented the analyses of discrete elemental combinations, propor-

tions, and stages characteristic of Victorian chemistry and physiology.3 Much as with

Victorian design styles (e.g., replicating organic texture or ornament in steel struc-

tures, electrogilding, synthetic substitutes), Victorian scientific methods comprised an

eclectic repertory of materials, media, and modes, more typically rehabilitating than

rejecting traditional forms through technical innovation.4

By contrast, infrastructural principles complemented fluid-dynamic formulation

of alimentary forces and systems in “modernist” fields—for example, calorimetry or

biochemistry.5 Modernist principles of engineering and design, which called for tech-

nological “revolution” and systematization, served modernist research ideals of pu-

rity and efficiency.6 Calorimetry in particular relied on a wide variety of mechanical

devices and practices, among them bomb (combustion) calorimeters for physical-

chemical study of heat properties and fuel economies; direct (chamber) calorimeters

for physiological study of metabolic intake and output; indirect (respiration) calorime-

ters, with open or closed circuitry, for biochemical study of gaseous exchange; and

partitional (modular) calorimeters for hygienic study of metabolism in various envi-

ronments. Calorimetricians formulated uniform standards to calibrate the appara-
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tuses and to correlate the data produced by them, in the service of a comprehensive

paradigm of energy efficiency.

During this reorientation from Victorian “elements” (i.e., individual chemical, 

organic, or spatial structures) to modernist “environments” (i.e., integrated metabolic

or technical systems), experimental physiologists played a pivotal role; they articu-

lated how new food composition models made possible reformulated standards of

proper diet to promote fitness in body constitution, studied by means of standardized

laboratory configuration to simulate and thus to assess novel urban-industrial con-

struction. While typically dramatic and fundamental in principle (or in proclamation),

such transitions were more equivocal, uneven, and incomplete in practice.7 In what

ways and to what extent do these Victorian and modernist views still inhabit cur-

rent foodways? By way of conclusion, I will hazard a brief, rough sketch of twenty-

first-century public ambivalence about new “designer” foods and spaces: that is,

postmodernity in specialized market research, segmented mass consumption, and

“neotraditional” modes of habitation.

FOOD COMPOSIT ION

Victorian chemists and physiologists tended to pursue basic analyses of chemical

composition and proportion: that is, they examined proteins, carbohydrates, fats,

and minerals as “building blocks” of diet. Some extended the vernacular of elemen-

tary structure further, invoking metaphors from architecture and literature to illustrate

the value of nutrient analysis for public audiences. As the physiological chemist 

Russell H. Chittenden (Victorian by training, modernist in his later career) argued in a

popular address:

In the construction of a house the builder must know not only the materials to be

employed, but also the due proportions of them. . . . [Likewise, one] should know

not merely that protein, fat, carbohydrate, water, etc., are absolutely required,

but that they are demanded in certain definite proportions. The nails and bolts

that are put into a house, beyond what is needed for binding the structure to-

gether, are not merely a waste of material in themselves, but may become a detri-

ment to the building. Similarly, the want of proper proportion among elements of

food . . . [is] both a waste and damage.8
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In this instance, the critical role of nutrients, their material and formal properties,

was oddly likened to joining hardware rather than to basic structural materials and

forms (e.g., wood, metal, stone). Analysis of protein composition in terms of con-

stituent amino acids, though, revived models of elemental building blocks. In another

essay, Chittenden cited a colleague’s protein analyses, affirming their architectural

and literary metaphors:

We see that . . . out of these amino acids or building stones the body cells can 

select the appropriate groups to build up their own particular units of the union

of which larger structures may be planned according to a determined plan or 

architectural idea. We have learned that . . . the multiplicity of the proteins is 

determined through differences in the nature of the constituent building stones

or amino-acids and through differences in the manner of their arrangement.9

By the early 1900s, however, a greater emphasis on energy functions and dy-

namic factors in food, such as vitamins, had shifted focus from discrete architectural

elements to general infrastructural flows or forces. The nineteenth-century studies of

Benjamin Thompson, Count Rumford, on design criteria for fuel-efficient devices in-

fluenced Victorian views on the optimal uses of energy.10 From Rumford’s eclectic

work on heat production, stove construction, facility planning, and dietary hygiene to

early-twentieth-century interdisciplinary programs of home economists, advocates of

rational domestic management increasingly accustomed their audiences to criteria 

focused on energy efficiency, extending them to caloric value, culinary technique, and

consumer habit in formulating a “modernizing” synthesis.11

The modernist calorimetrician Francis Gano Benedict fully rationalized such en-

ergy models. Even as he likened food to fuel, Benedict acknowledged that people 

ordinarily entertained more complex views: “When we say that the chief use of food

for the adult body is for fuel, this sounds like a distinctly commercial and mechanical

statement. . . . We are more accustomed to think of these things as a source of plea-

sure, and of satisfaction to the body as a whole.”12

Such models derived from modernist views of energy as resource and commod-

ity, which took its physical, chemical, and biological forms to be wholly commensurate

and interconvertible. These models promoted integration in facilities for generating

power and for producing food, but ironically raised expectations and anxieties con-
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cerning the optimum use of food’s energy potential. Similar shifts in focus took place

with models of the consuming body.

BODY CONSTITUTION

For his 1929 Dunham Lectures at Harvard University, later published as Features in the

Architecture of Physiological Function, Joseph Barcroft of Cambridge University

struck an ambivalent note in his retrospective survey of early-twentieth-century ex-

perimental physiology, which followed the Victorian assumptions of the nineteenth-

century physiologist Claude Bernard. Barcroft’s review included a candid admission

that “at the outset [ca. 1900] I had regarded the body as a noble building on the prin-

ciples which it exhibits as unconnected features of its architecture. It became clear

[later, however,] that the features were far from being independent.” Describing

Bernard’s notion of the milieu intérieur, Barcroft noted that “the principle . . . , if

dressed up in modern language, seems to me just a little grotesque.” He thus called

for modernist physiologists to reform their field’s Victorian eclecticism and to reduce

consideration of variable external factors (habitation, technology, geography) in rela-

tion to the regulatory “internal environment.”13

Victorian physiological studies represented digestion in terms of separate organs

and specific functions (e.g., production of chyme in the stomach or of chyle in the small

intestine). In modernist accounts of alimentation as a continuous process, by contrast,

liquefaction of food through mechanical reduction and chemical solution resulted in

a uniform slurry in the alimentary canal. Along with this transition from a discrete-stage

material conversion model to a continuous-process force mechanics model, physio-

logical study shifted from reliance on the “Institutes of Medicine,” which codified the

foundational elements of physiological structure or function, to reliance on instru-

mental measurement of general physiological processes.14 A collection of medical

school dissertations at the University of Pennsylvania from ca.1850 to 1890 illustrates

a pedagogic shift from Victorian Institutes of Medicine to modernist instrumentation.15

In earlier dissertations, there was remarkable uniformity in the definition of diges-

tive stages: prehension (ingestion), mastication/ensalivation (chewing), deglutition

(swallowing), gastric action, small and large intestinal action, and excretion. Concern-

ing the beginning or end of this elementary sequence, however, earlier medical grad-

uates offered divergent views, more natural-historical than experimental. Some noted
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that temperature, topography, and technique were factors as important as those of in-

ternal constitution. P. G. Skillern included climate and season; migration, inhabitation,

work, and leisure; and modes of food production and preparation under his broad

rubric of prehension.16 In these early, taxonomic Victorian essays, alimentation repre-

sented a translation or transaction between exterior and interior spaces; in later 

essays, anticipating modernist experimental methods, alimentation represented a

completely internal dynamic of motility and integration.

Moreover, earlier essays explicitly invoked architectural metaphors, likening the

body’s internal anatomy to a building’s domestic interior; for example, they described

the “office” of each organ as a “chamber” housing a discrete stage of digestion, with

monitored corridors or secured doors communicating between compartments. Austin

Armitage, for instance, (somewhat delicately) portrayed the ileo-cloacal valve to the

intestinal tract as a set of folding doors separating two rooms of a dwelling.17 By the

1880s, though, “systematic” infrastructural models had become more common than

“elemental” architectural models. Students increasingly compared the body’s organ

systems to topographic areas traversed by canals, ducts, valves, and vessels. The con-

figuration of organic tissue assumed greater significance, with later essays invoking

funnels and tubes (i.e., designs for the efficient transmission of fluids or forces).

By the early twentieth century, along with using the metaphor of food as fuel,

popularizers of modernist physiology compared metabolism to engineering or man-

ufacturing operations. In a 1915 lecture, Benedict discussed the body’s maintenance

surplus of energy:

For example, in a factory, fuel must be used not only to keep the building warm,

but for the warming up of the boilers, engines, and steam pipes so that they will

be ready for instant use. Even on Sundays, holidays, and the modern so-called

“heatless” days, a large amount of fuel must be burned or property will suffer

much damage and nothing will be in readiness for the next work-day.18

One newspaper account underscored this comparison of metabolic bodies with

factories, noting that “Benedict is making experiments on men similar to the experi-

ments made by mechanical engineers on . . . power plants, to determine their physi-

cal properties and efficiencies.”19 As Chittenden likewise noted:
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[W]hile man is ever ready to take advantage of the teaching of applied science

in industry, ever ready to follow up any suggestion that promises increased

efficiency or greater economy in the running of his industrial plant, that will

prolong the life of his machinery, he is slow to give heed to . . . [the] teachings of

science that bear directly on the welfare of his own bodily machinery and that of

his children.20

In these instances, the conception of the body’s “internal environment” coin-

cided with changes in the “internal environment” of the physiological laboratory

and the urban-industrial workplace: that is, systematic instrumentation and standard-

ized infrastructure.

LABORATORY CONFIGURATION

For much of the nineteenth century, Victorian chemists and physiologists worked

within spaces and with apparatus that often limited their research capabilities. In a ret-

rospective tribute to Chittenden’s Yale colleague Lafayette B. Mendel, the calorime-

trician Graham Lusk called the (ca. 1880s) Sheffield Scientific School under Chittenden

and Mendel a “miserable building utterly devoid of the trappings found in our stately

modern laboratories.” He found their instruments similarly lacking, averring that the

“mechanical toys which are our present day [1920s] delight were not the meat on

which this our Caesar [Mendel] fed.”21

Late-Victorian scientists often relied on project-specific, temporary research sites

rather than building anew or moving. They typically aimed to simulate “normal” liv-

ing and feeding conditions, albeit with some modernist standards regarding space

and equipment. The Johns Hopkins organic chemist Ira Remsen described to Chit-

tenden “experimental table” facilities for a long-term feeding trial:

Place of Serving Meals. A well equipped club house can be used[;] . . . room[s]

should be modern in all respects, including a thoroughly well equipped, spacious

kitchen, a neat, well furnished, and well arranged dining room, a convenient,

large, well furnished club and reading room, a specially planned and commodi-

ous toilet room, and pleasant, neat rooms for . . . [subjects] to use as much as 

desired for study, rest, etc.22
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Criteria for efficient design received even stricter consideration in modernist

calorimetry. Benedict’s lifelong interest in architecture influenced his design criteria

for experimental facilities. In the mid-1930s, he recounted architectural highlights of

his international travels (ca. 1910–1920s) to the architect Benjamin Hubbell, pointing

out that he had “always been interested in architecture.”23 Two years later, he wrote

to William Shimer, editor of The American Scholar: “As one who has been thrilled by

the succession of modern efforts, I can safely claim sympathy with modernism. . . .

[The] needs of the present day for housing, commerce and industry . . . [preclude] ad-

herence to the old schools.”24

His taste in laboratory design, like that in public sites, showed a modernist sen-

sibility. Benedict favored modernist design principles because he regarded them as

essential to the proper construction of a fully controlled artificial laboratory environ-

ment. In listing critical specifications for his proposed facility, he commented that

“much would depend on the location and time of year of building, the style of ar-

chitecture, and the size of building,” which he wanted to be “built of the simplest,

plainest style of architecture.” Further underscoring this point, he insisted that “no ex-

pense be put upon the exterior of the building but all available funds used in the

equipment.”25

Benedict’s various facility plans and designs indicated the degree to which he 

regarded instrumental, architectural, and environmental criteria as interconnected 

aspects of experimental design. Indeed, Benedict drafted a number of requests for

support of his facility needs, which included accessible, affordable space for housing

equipment and staff, as well as dependable utilities for improved experimental con-

trol and efficiency over long intervals. Although chamber calorimeters often remained

custom-built, much like their Victorian antecedents, laboratory infrastructure had be-

come increasingly “modernized.”26

But there were limits to this ideal of experimental standardization. Against calls

for efficiency in expanding research output within routinized, “industrial” laboratory

spaces, Chittenden (despite calls for “industrial efficiency” in diet) stressed that pa-

trons “must recognize the fact that the business of research cannot be run as an ordi-

nary manufacturing concern, where output is calculated on the basis of the number of

machines in operation and where any falling off in production calls for immediate

scrutiny . . . [and] research workers must not be judged or their efficiency estimated
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on the basis of their daily production.”27 Graham Lusk’s colleague E. F. Du Bois

agreed; training Russell Sage Institute of Pathology (RSIP) “associate[s] to master the

technique of the calorimeter and metabolism ward,” he insisted that “it is more im-

portant to train one good research worker than grind out papers on metabolism at a

uniform rate of six per year.”28

Even the arch-modernist Benedict accepted limits. Primarily oriented to achiev-

ing optimal experimental conditions, he also realized that accommodating the phys-

iological and psychological needs of subjects was critical to the success of his studies,

even if it conflicted with total experimental control. Benedict described a calorimeter

design that balanced subject confinement and comfort. A “hermetically sealed win-

dow admits ample light for reading and writing and a telephone gives communication

with the world outside. . . . Receptacles for food, drink and other objects are removed

or introduced through an aperture provided for the purpose.”29 In key respects, cham-

ber calorimetry incorporated elements of late-Victorian domestic space within mod-

ernist laboratory infrastructure.

Despite such concessions, state-of-the-art utilities remained a major considera-

tion in planning calorimetric facilities. Benedict took great interest in nearly every

design and construction decision for his laboratory. He queried officials at Harvard’s

Medical School: “Is steam heat on night and day so nutrition laboratory could be

heated during the night experiments? . . . Is refrigerating plant run continuously . . . ?

[Regarding the high] contract price per year for furnishing heat for a building of mod-

ern construction, [it is] . . . proposed to have some [additional heating and] cooling

pipes installed.”30 All such remarks indicate the importance of electrical and heating,

ventilation, and air-conditioning (HVAC) systems in refinement of experimental facili-

ties, as well as the urban-industrial environmental transformations that precipitated

physiological studies of artificially conditioned interiors.

URBAN- INDUSTRIAL  CONSTRUCTION

Victorian concerns regarding the conservation of energy—that is, anxieties over its

dissipation, waste, or unproductive expenditure—often became conflated with con-

cerns about preservation of national vitality. Which cultural circumstances encouraged

the use of scientific knowledge in some cases to supplant, in others to support, tradi-

tional forms of social order (e.g., religion, rank, race)? Cultural historians have traced
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the significant intersections between Victorian urban-industrial development, techno-

logical innovation, social reform, and public discourse relative to nineteenth-century

concepts of energy.31

The environmental consequences of urban demographic and technological

growth concerned some Victorian engineers and hygienists, but not until the turn of

the century did industrial and institutional conditions raise widespread concerns

among modernist researchers calling for improvements in interior environmental qual-

ity. These concerns initially had to do with industrial output as much as if not more than

with health, comfort, and efficiency.32 The concentration of workers, capital equip-

ment, and prime movers had by then reached levels sufficient to introduce serious 

indoor environmental effects, such as hygroscopic and thermoscopic instability (i.e.,

tolerance effects of moisture and heat). At first, one historian notes, the “big push . . .

was into industries where the immediate concern was products and processes, not

personnel”: for example, the increased costs from spoilage, “sweating,” or irregular

tensile properties of materials in food-processing and -service operations.33

Nevertheless, physiological modernists had already begun to study environmen-

tal conditions relative to human metabolism, formulating metrical and technical stan-

dards of HVAC. Mechanical engineers designed and installed high-comfort HVAC

systems using such “rational” standards.34 Between calorimetricians assessing meta-

bolic performance and engineers assessing environmental performance, an interme-

diate cohort of hygienists emerged to assess the effects of interior air quality on

fitness, efficiency, and comfort.35

Benedict recognized air-conditioning implications in his instrumental design, 

remarking in one lecture that his chamber calorimeter

is thus, you see, of refrigerator construction. . . . In the winter time, we heat our

houses with hot water passing through pipes, and I hope before long it will be

customary for us to cool our houses in the summer time by passing cold water

through pipes. We have . . . cooled this little house or little chamber by means of

a current of cold water passing through a series of pipes which are not unlike the

hot water radiator in a house.36

A 1909 newspaper story on the Nutrition Laboratory also noted the resemblance,

adding that Benedict’s apparatus would record “valuable data for the discussion of
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the problems of ventilation and hygene [sic].”37 Benedict confirmed HVAC as a key 

focus: “The ease with which the ventilation of the chamber of the respiration calorime-

ter can be regulated . . . make[s] it especially advantageous for studies in this field.”38

Hygienic considerations also became more central to the calorimetric studies of

the Lusk–Du Bois group. The RSIP, Lusk wrote to the Russell Sage Foundation officer

John Glenn, “already conducted important experiments and studies in the fields of

housing and industrial conditions and has issued publications dealing with sanitation,

fatigue, and efficiency,” though rational diet remained its most important focus.39 The

balance had shifted considerably when the institute relocated in 1932; by then it had

planned “to transfer the chief emphasis to a study of heat radiation, surface temper-

ature of the body and a fundamental study . . . on the problems of ventilation, heat-

ing and clothing.”40

Many physiological modernists addressed problems of environmental quality 

in order to improve human “fitness,” articulated in terms of physical performance, 

labor productivity, military preparation, or national (racial) progress.41 From perceived

crises in manufacturing and service workforces to anxieties regarding urban stresses

and strains, the professional middle classes in late-nineteenth-century America

evinced an acute concern with the social risks and costs of fatigue and waste. Indus-

trial hygienists advocated rational reorganization of work as a solution to industrial

problems.

By the start of the twentieth century, cultural perspectives regarding rational

control of power sources began significantly to influence public opinion, official pol-

icy, and reform advocacy. Industrial hygienists aimed to reorganize work, not only to

make labor power more efficient but also to make the power of organized labor less

effective. Benedict, for example, wrote of what he deemed the actual (i.e., scientific)

rather than overstated (i.e., customary) value of a laborer’s work pace, breaks, and

vacations. He thus gave a physiological rationale for Taylorist principles. Indeed,

Benedict expressed admiration for advocates of scientific management, to whose

time-and-motion studies he considered his metabolism studies an underappreciated

complement. He lamented that “while undue emphasis may not be laid upon the 

Taylor system and the Gilbreth studies, . . . [a] correlation between the motion stud-

ies and metabolism, the efficiency of the organism as a machine, has thus far been 

[almost] entirely neglected” by urban-industrial designers.42
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In one essay, Benedict noted a Middletown, Connecticut, construction site where

the contractor used a large number of laborers to carry bricks and mortar up lad-

ders in this building. At that time it was a new thing to have a strike, and these

men were apparently dissatisfied with their conditions and decided to strike. The

contractor was a man of considerable resource [and determination:] . . . instead

of putting the fuel into the bodies of 25 or 30 Italian laborers, [he] put the fuel 

under the boiler of a steam engine connected to an elevator.43

Such public attempts to balance scientific purity and laboratory autonomy

against wider urban-industrial applications risked compromising both the profes-

sional reputation and the practical relevance of metabolic models in modernist chem-

istry and physiology. The designers of modern experimental laboratories might be

charged with ivory-tower detachment and esoteric insulation from real-world contro-

versies—as a newspaper report on the Nutrition Laboratory’s calorimeter illustrates.

The “[m]ain purpose of the machine,” the reporter wrote, “is to get exact tabulation

upon those organs and members of the body that, because of their interior loca-

tion, . . . shroud themselves with mystery.” More crisply, however, he noted a similar

mystery in his own investigation of the Nutrition Laboratory, especially in his thwarted

“efforts to pass from the main hall into the laboratory interior.”44 Such popular im-

pressions of shrouded mystery or expert elitism, whether connected to the internal

workings of foods and bodies, to instruments used to study their workings, or to fa-

cilities designed to house instruments and bodies, vexed physiological modernists.

CONCLUSION:  POSTMODERN (NEO-VICTORIAN?)  REFLUX

What relevance might the foregoing historical discussion have for understanding cur-

rent (postmodern?) perspectives on architectural or infrastructural metaphors in food

investigation? While certainly more complex, flexible, and microscaled than Victorian

and modernist regimes, twenty-first-century approaches to food composition, body

constitution, laboratory configuration, and urban-industrial construction remain in ba-

sic respects much like those a century ago. Specifically, the continued dominance of

infrastructural, fluid-dynamic perspectives on food science and technology echoes

modernist models, but now with partial, ambivalent “remodeling” based on tradi-

tional artisanal and architectural elements. Some scholars, for example, have charted
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recent relations between dietary subcultures or countercultures and the dominant

regimes from which they diverge, often in the name of cultural renewal or revival.45

Likewise, cultural theorists of mass consumer practices and commercial enterprises 

often point to the spread of places oriented to popular leisure and consumption as a

major watershed in late-twentieth-century American society.46

With regard to food composition, the “elemental” repertoire (e.g., proteins, fats,

carbohydrates, vitamins, minerals), however great the expansion and differentiation

of its membership, has long been encoded into food products and dietary supple-

ments. What is perhaps novel (or retrograde?) is a retreat from the general dynamics

of energy and growth to the specific virtues of nutrients for individuals according to

sex, age, race, and lifestyle. Another change is more iconic: basic guides of food

group “equivalences” (e.g., a circular pie chart or four-square grid plan) have been 

replaced with the current food guide pyramid, also schematic, though with an archi-

tecture of inverted hierarchy (healthy foods at the base or foundation, junk foods at

the apex) and idealized proportion among its elements.47

As for body constitution, models of infrastructural systems and flows still tend to

dominate popular and intellectual conceptions of issues such as risk, contamination,

and immunity. However, the countercultural revival of traditional health habits has 

rehabilitated the image of the body as a spiritual temple or a natural place, not simply

a factory or a laboratory. In this area, as in food composition, recent market diversifi-

cation has encouraged a greater interest in custom design and self-fashioning of fit-

ness regimens, in response to (perceived) mass-produced standardization and social

homogenization. Over the past decade, historians, sociologists, and cultural theorists

have produced a vast literature on body constitution, examining the meanings as-

cribed to particular aspects of bodies (e.g., gender, race, age, disability).48 In some

instances, art criticism or theory has eclipsed other approaches; nevertheless, inter-

disciplinary accounts have pointed to important areas of dissonance or resistance

when expert and lay perspectives on the “nature” of bodies collide.49

In terms of laboratory configuration, “post-Fordist” scientific workplaces derive

many features from early-twentieth-century antecedents, though new forms of infra-

structure (e.g., electronic and informatic) allow for both greater dispersal of and also

access to work, and for more multifaceted projects. This greater instrumental stan-

dardization and modularity has potentially amplified research opportunities with
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more portable, flexible equipment.50 Technical diffusion has integrated networks for

exchanging, correlating, and reproducing instrumental capabilities. Techniques are

modified to specific workplace conditions, but uniformity and replicability neverthe-

less remain key aims, if only as ideals.51

Finally, the urban-industrial construction of present-day food economies, still

dominated by large, functionally integrated corporations and food-service chains, has

in recent years involved adaptation and diversification into new markets: designer

products (e.g., analog food, “nutriceuticals”), traditional principles (e.g., ethnic, reli-

gious, holistic), and “environmental” practices. Elsewhere, local or community-based

associations have emerged to serve such smaller-scale constituencies.52 Recent analy-

ses of biotechnology, for example, have assessed its implications for the global polit-

ical economy and for ecological and cultural diversity.53 All these areas of uncertainty

mirror the cultural contradictions of spaces primarily designed to accommodate mass-

consumer tastes and means, but also increasingly retooled in an effort to exploit new

(and old) “frontiers” in consumption.54

So to return to our opening question: How is it that we currently discern so few

connections between the “architecture/infrastructure” of foods, bodies, laboratories,

and urban-industrial spaces? My conjecture is that growing disciplinary hyperspecial-

ization, organizational and technological complexity, and interest in subcultures of tra-

ditional or alternative “lifestyle” have undermined modernist ambitions to formulate

comprehensive metabolic syntheses. Still, some recent authors have begun to stake

out areas for further research, or to identify possible linkages between physiographic

sprawl (autoburbs) and physiological sprawl (obesity). Like Victorians, we cannot con-

coct a systematic structural theory connecting what we eat and where we live or work,

though, like modernists, we find that those “elements” still tend to intermingle and

congeal, albeit where we might least expect them.55

NOTES

1. “Scientific Starving in Roxbury ‘House of Mystery’ Revealed,” Boston American, May 19, 1912; in

Francis Gano Benedict Papers, Countway Library and Archives, Harvard Medical School, Collection

MC62 (hereafter FGB), box 4, Clippings.

2. Focusing on cultural mentalities, interdisciplinary studies of environmental worldviews have traced

changing perspectives on cultural spaces. They have characterized spatial identification discursively

164 M A R K  H A M I N



or used material-cultural and architectural evidence to examine distinctions between natural and

social environments; see Michael Bennett and David W. Teague, eds., The Nature of Cities: Ecocrit-

icism and Urban Environments (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1999); Richard Sennett, Flesh and

Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization (New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), chap. 10. Liter-

ary and cultural scholars have identified avenues by which “modernist” standards of efficient design

achieved wider popular currency; see Martha Banta, Taylored Lives: Narrative Productions in the

Age of Taylor, Veblen, and Ford (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993); Cecelia Tichi, Shifting

Gears: Technology, Literature, and Culture in Modernist America (Chapel Hill: University of North

Carolina Press, 1987). Some intellectual and cultural historians have noted the significance of engi-

neering imagery in public views of science and technology, especially the displacements of “every-

day life” within expert-rationalized environments; see Tim Armstrong, Modernism, Technology, and

the Body: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Terry Smith, Making the

Modern: Industry, Art, and Design in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993).

3. See Frank M. Turner, Contesting Cultural Authority: Essays in Victorian Intellectual Life (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1993). For primary sources, see George Basalla et al., eds., Victorian

Science: A Self-Portrait from the Presidential Addresses of the BAAS (New York: Doubleday, 1970).

4. See Tom F. Peters, Building the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996); Julie

Wosk, Breaking Frame: Technology and the Visual Arts in the Nineteenth Century (New Brunswick,

N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1992).

5. See Ronald G. Walters, ed., Scientific Authority and Twentieth-Century America (Baltimore: Johns

Hopkins University Press, 1997); Dorothy Ross, ed., Modernist Impulses in the Human Sciences,

1870–1930 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995).

6. See Gail Cooper, Air-conditioning America: Engineers and the Controlled Environment, 1900–1960

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998); Mikulás Teich and Roy Porter, eds., Fin de Siècle

and Its Legacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

7. At the risk of schematic periodization, my account will assume that Victorian modes were hege-

monic (ca. 1850–1890), followed first by a late-Victorian, early modernist transition (ca. 1890–1910),

and then by a modernist dominance between the world wars.

8. Russell H. Chittenden Papers, Sterling Memorial Library Archives, Yale University, Collection 611

(hereafter RHC), box 3, folder 51, Chittenden, “Family Diet,” n.d., 2.

9. RHC, box 2, folder 31, Chittenden, “Research in Chemistry,” ca. 1922, 11–11a.

10. Sanborn Connor Brown, Benjamin Thompson, Count Rumford (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1979).

See also Edward Livingston Youmans, The Handbook of Household Science: A Popular Account of

Heat, Light, Air, Aliment, and Cleansing . . . (New York: D. Appleton, 1872).

11. See Mark H. Rose, Cities of Light and Heat: Domesticating Gas and Electricity in Urban America

(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995); Dolores Hayden, The Grand Domestic

Revolution: A History of Feminist Designs for Homes, Neighborhoods, and Cities (Cambridge,

Mass.: MIT Press, 1981).

12. FGB, box 1, MSS 1906– , Benedict, “Food as Fuel [?],” 2.

13. Joseph Barcroft, Features in the Architecture of Physiological Function (Cambridge: University

Press, 1938), ix, 1–2. See also F. L. Holmes, “Joseph Barcroft and the Fixity of the Internal Environ-

ment,” Journal of the History of Biology 21, no. 1 (1988): 89–122.

S C I E N C E  D E S I G N E D  A N D  D I G E S T E D 165



14. See A. Lockhart Gillespie, The Natural History of Digestion (New York: Scribner’s, 1898), and George

E. Day, Chemistry in Its Relations to Physiology and Medicine (London: Balliere, 1860), for late-

Victorian formulation of the Institutes of Medicine regarding digestion.

15. In the Rare Book Collection, Van Pelt Library, University of Pennsylvania (hereafter VP Rare), Collec-

tion 378.748 POM. Specifically, there are 36 dissertations on digestion; 36 on dyspepsia; 10 on indi-

gestion; 10 on alimentation; 10 on food and disease; 8 on nutrition; and smaller numbers on animal

heat, diet, absorption, and alimentary function—more than over 130 altogether.

16. P. G. Skillern, “The Process of Digestion,” (VP Rare 1877.7), 1877; see also Alexander Crawford, “Di-

gestion” (VP Rare 1871.4 Pt. 2), 1871, 1–3, 15–16.

17. Austin W. Armitage, “Digestion” (VP Rare 1869.5), 1869, 2 (uvula as “barrier” and epiglottis as “sen-

tinel”); William. J. Ashenfelter, “Digestion” (VP Rare 1870.2), 1870, 7 (mouth as “ante-chamber”).

18. FGB, box 1, MSS 1906– , Benedict, “Food for Muscular Work,” 2–3.

19. FGB, box 4, Clippings, “Machine-Made Health,” Baltimore American, January 11, 1908.

20. RHC, box 2, folder 31, Chittenden, “Research in Chemistry,” ca. 1922, 12.

21. Graham Lusk Papers, Cornell Medical College and New York Hospital Archives, Collection 99E

(hereafter GL), box 1, folder 2, American Institute of Chemists Meeting, May 11, 1927.

22. RHC, box 1, folder 3, Ira Remsen to Chittenden, December 1, 1913.

23. FGB, box 1, Art and Architecture, Benedict to Benj. S. Hubbell, February 21, 1935.

24. FGB, box 1, Art and Architecture, Benedict to William Shimer, December 25, 1937.

25. FGB, box 1, Carnegie Nutrition Laboratory, “Memorandum to accompany estimates of costs.”

26. See Francis G. Benedict and Thorne M. Carpenter, Respiration Calorimeters for Study of the Respi-

ratory Exchange and Energy Transformations of Man, Publication no. 123 (Washington, D.C.:

Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1910).

27. RHC, box 2, folder 31, Chittenden, “Research in Chemistry,” ca. 1922, 15. Contrast with Chittenden’s

remarks in the same essay, quoted above (see p. 157 and note 20).

28. Department of Medicine, New York Hospital, Collection 76B (hereafter DM), box 1, folder 5, E. F. Du

Bois, “The First Metabolism Ward of the RSIP,” 3.

29. FGB, box 4, Clippings, “Apparatus That Reveals Dieting Fallacies,” Boston Sunday Herald, January

31, 1909.

30. FGB, GA7 B2, CNL: Correspondence with Walter B. Cannon 1905–7, “Points to be raised . . . ,”

January 23, 1906.

31. See Bruce Clarke, “Allegories of Victorian Thermodynamics.” Configurations 1 (1996): 67–90; Greg

Myers, “Nineteenth-Century Popularizations of Thermodynamics and the Rhetoric of Social

Prophecy,” in Energy and Entropy: Science and Culture in Victorian Britain, ed. Patrick Brantlinger

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 307–338. See Edward Livingston Youmans, ed., Cor-

relation and Conservation of Forces . . . (New York: D. Appleton, 1868), for primary sources.

32. For a late-Victorian treatise antedating modernist metabolic studies, see J. S. Billings, The Prin-

ciples of Ventilation and Heating and Their Practical Application, 2nd ed. (New York: Engineering

and Building Record, 1889).

33. Margaret Ingels, Willis Haviland Carrier: Father of Air Conditioning (Garden City, N.Y.: Country Life

Press, 1952), 14–15, 40. See also Cooper, Air-conditioning America.

34. Barry Donaldson and Bernard Nagengast, Heat and Cold: Mastering the Great Indoors (Atlanta:

ASHRAE, 1994), chaps. 7, 9, 10, 11.

166 M A R K  H A M I N



35. Lindy Biggs, The Rational Factory: Architecture, Technology, and Work in America’s Age of Mass

Production (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), chap 3. See, e.g., C.-E. A. Winslow,

“Health and Efficiency in Industry,” in Linking Science and Industry, ed. Henry C. Metcalf (Baltimore:

Williams and Wilkins, 1925), 103–110.

36. FGB, box 1, MSS 1906– , “Food as Fuel [?],” 14.

37. FGB, box 4, Clippings, “Apparatus That Reveals Dieting Fallacies,” Boston Sunday Herald, January

31, 1909.

38. FGB, box 1, Carnegie Nutrition Laboratory: Memos and Reports 1903–1910, “Questions for Study

by Use of the Respiration Calorimeter,” 5.

39. DM, box 1, folder 5, Graham Lusk to John M. Glenn, June 8, 1926.

40. DM, box 1, folder 5, “History of the RSIP,” 3.

41. See Michael Anton Budd, The Sculpture Machine: Physical Culture and Body Politics in the Age of

Empire (New York: New York University Press, 1997); Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: Energy,

Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity (New York: Basic Books, 1990).

42. FGB, box 1, MSS 1906– , “Basic Research Plan,” April 14, 1924, 14.

43. FGB, box 1, MSS 1906– , “Food as Fuel [?],” 10–12.

44. FGB, box 4, Clippings, “Machine-Made Health,” Baltimore American, January 11, 1908.

45. See Alison James, “Eating Green(s): Discourses of Organic Foods,” in Environmentalism: The

View from Anthropology, ed. Kay Milton (New York: Routledge, 1993), 205–218; Warren Belasco, 

Appetite for Change: How the Counterculture Took on the Food Industry, 1966–1988 (New York:

Pantheon, 1989).

46. See Ron Scapp and Brian Seitz, eds., Eating Culture (Albany: State University of New York Press,

1998); Michelle Stacey, Consumed: Why Americans Love, Hate, and Fear Food (New York: Simon

and Schuster, 1994).

47. Susan Welsh, Carole Davis, and Anne Shaw, “A Brief History of Food Guides in the United

States” and “The Development of the Food Guide Pyramid,” Nutrition Today 27, no. 6 (November–

December): 6–11, 12–23.

48. See e.g., Sarah Nettleton and Jonathan Watson, eds., The Body in Everyday Life (New York: Rout-

ledge, 1998); Simon J. Williams and Gillian Bendelow, The Lived Body: Sociological Themes, 

Embodied Issues (New York: Routledge, 1998); Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women:

The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991).

49. Barry Smart, “Digesting the Modern Diet: Gastro-porn, Fast Food, and Panic Eating,” in The

Flâneur, ed. Keith Tester (London: Routledge, 1994), 158–180; Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter,

eds., Incorporations, Zone 6 (New York: Zone, 1992).

50. See Peter Galison and Emily Thompson, eds., The Architecture of Science (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT

Press, 1999); David J. Hess, Science and Technology in a Multicultural World: The Cultural Politics of

Facts and Artifacts (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), chap. 4.

51. See Adele E. Clarke and Joan H. Fujimora, eds., The Right Tools for the Job: At Work in Twentieth-

Century Life Sciences (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); Everett Mendelsohn, “The Social

Locus of Scientific Instruments,” in Invisible Connections: Instruments, Institutions, and Science, ed.

Robert Bud and Susan Cozzens (Bellingham, Wash.: SPIE Optical Engineering Press, 1992), 5–22.

52. See Andrew Ross, “The Lonely Hour of Scarcity,” in Real Love: In Pursuit of Cultural Justice (New

York: New York University Press, 1998), 163–188; David Goodman and Michael Redclift, Refashion-

ing Nature: Food, Ecology and Culture (New York: Routledge, 1991), conclusion.

S C I E N C E  D E S I G N E D  A N D  D I G E S T E D 167



53. See Bill Lambrecht, Dinner at the New Gene Café: How Genetic Engineering Is Changing What We

Eat, How We Live, and the Global Politics of Food (New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 2001); Lawrence

Busch et al., Making Nature, Shaping Culture: Plant Biodiversity in Global Context (Lincoln: Univer-

sity of Nebraska Press, 1995).

54. For “postmodern” design more generally, see Akira Asada and Arata Isozaki, “From Molar Metab-

olism to Molecular Metabolism,” in Anyhow, ed. Cynthia Davidson (New York: Anyone Corporation,

1998); 65–73; Susan Yelavich, ed., The Edge of the Millennium: An International Critique of Archi-

tecture, Urban Planning, Product and Communication Design (New York: Whitney Library of 

Design, 1993).

55. For a comprehensive review, see Josef Konvitz, “Gastronomy and Urbanization,” South Atlantic

Quarterly 86 (winter 1986): 44–56. More recent accounts include Eric Schlosser, Fast Food Nation:

The Dark Side of the All-American Meal (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2001).

168 M A R K  H A M I N



“There was a time,” says a myth of the Chilouk people, “when no one yet knew

fire. People used to heat their food in the sun, and the men ate the upper part of

the food, cooked in this way, while the women ate the underneath which was still

uncooked.” The myth is not male chauvinism, but a kind of allegory of the sexual

symbolism of fire.

—MAGUELONNE TOUSSAINT-SAMAT, A History of Food

oth cuisine and architecture wrap tightly around the details of our day-to-

day life. As soon as we look at one, we find the other, but the connections

linking the two have not always been simple or obvious. It is not enough to

describe the spaces where dining takes place, the conditions of modern cities that

gives rise to habits of consumption, or the crisscrosses between food and style. We

have to go to the heart and essence of the matter—how the bounding of space and

nourishment are related.

10

THE MISS ING GUEST:  THE TWISTED

TOPOLOGY OF  HOSPITALITY

D O N A L D  K U N Z E
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Architecture’s relation to cuisine is nowhere more evident than in the evolution of

hospitality. Hospitality involves specialized spaces as well as elaborate food customs.

Its sophisticated attitude toward strangers is a comparatively late development of cul-

ture. The earliest stages of human life have been called “cyclopean” because of their

resemblance to the race of unfriendly one-eyed giants described by Homer in the

Odyssey. Early societies, like the Cyclopes, regarded strangers as a threat. Trade had

to take place “silently,” without face-to-face contact. Each group governed itself

through the laws of family and clan. Military alliances, city-states, and the consolida-

tion of nations took place only after cyclopean cultures could be united around com-

mon needs, customs, and religions. Hospitality developed in parallel with these new

political institutions, requiring the social customs and physical supports of cities.

Was the evolution of hospitality a matter of isolated cyclopean cultures losing out

to trade-oriented ones? Were “hospitable” peoples such as the Phoenicians or

Greeks simply more successful in dominating other cultures? Darwinian explanations

are true in part, but they’re not the whole picture. Is it also possible that there might

exist, within human culture at its most basic, some constant cyclopeanism-hospitality

ratio, a kind of atom or fractal capable of supporting adjustments in either direction

as occasion demands?

That atom would be evident in the parallels between the evolution of domestic

space and that of civic space. We would see it in attitudes toward the dead, toward

the visuality of living spaces, toward the new role accorded to the stranger. Houses,

cities, and fields would reveal a topography that exemplified the French saying of

plus ça change. Pursuing this cyclopeanism-hospitality fractal calls for a hopscotch

methodology that allows jumping between cultures, periods of history, and types of

evidence. Because food and architecture are superficially very different but really

closely connected, the method that explores connections has to cover a broad and

discontinuous ground.

We begin with relations of the living and the dead that were materialized around

the domestic hearth, formalized by tombs and monuments, and eventually collec-

tivized by the city’s public spaces. The dead require nourishment, and their “places”

have specific rules of location and visibility. This is the beginning of a theory of the 

architecture of cuisine.
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WHO IS  MISS ING FROM THE TABLE?

Shall we start with the dinner table? Someone’s missing—that’s the key. The guest

who couldn’t make it, the departed loved one, the companion away in some foreign

land. Through toasts, prayers, feasts for the dead, empty place settings, we refer to

their absence. No matter who’s there, someone is always missing. The hearth is the

reference point of this absence.

In the city, the table becomes a tableau, a scene made to be seen. Someone’s

missing, a collective someone. We see things acting as placeholders for the missing:

the statues, remindful obelisks, plaques, and flags. No matter who’s there, someone

is always missing, fallen, and recast as a hero who establishes our ownership of the

place. These dead shall not have died in vain. . . . The civic altar and, later, monuments

mark the spot of this absence, the place where in ancient times sacrifices were re-

quired, sacrifices of someone strange, a stranger.

In fields are tombs, where again someone is missing, a bunch of no-bodies who

were somebodies, as we can read on the stone that marks the spot of their absence.

Despite their lack of corporality, none have relinquished their appetite. All need to be

fed honey, oil, and wine, and their hunger correlates to precise relationships imposed

on the spaces of the household, city, and field by the conditions of absence. House,

city, tomb—from the history of their images we might deduce an inside-out logic that

starts with two terms, a topology that flips on behalf of our desire to enclose ourselves

but identifies itself through an absence based on that desire, d.1 We dedicate and de-

lay that desire with the invention of a substitute, a double, a representative; a ghost,

a guest, a cipher; a stranger, a nobody, who can come and go, appear and disappear,

created from and sustained by imagination, f.2

“Location! Location! Location!”—the real estate agent’s mantra—has a deep

meaning for us. This inside-out fractal, based on a very simple principle of a reflexive

self-transformation (“recursion”), manages to produce complex, often surprising out-

comes. While one branch necessarily involves imagining what is not immediately pres-

ent to the senses, the other branch has to do with location of this missing part. The

absent one, this nobody, always has a place, and that place is, by direction of desire’s

small d, connected to the empty existential center, an inside from which absence will

erupt to reframe the house from the inside out (figure 10.1). In many if not most cul-

tures, this inside is materialized as the hearth’s relationship to the ancestral dead. The
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The missing guest/ghost/Geist

who returns through the 

“inside frame” of the hearth.

Drawing by author.
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Marriage and the hearth fire. 

Detail from Vincenzo Scamozzi,

L’idea della architettura universale
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Pennsylvania State University.



hearth is thus a primordial center, a center no matter where it is geometrically posed.

Like the templum whose location was determined through the intersection of cardo

and decumanus, the hearth is an intersection, a crossing, a point of transaction.

Not only were the dead originally remembered in detail as permanent family

members; they counted for more than their living descendants. They were, in fact,

demigods.3 Ancient Greeks and Romans believed that the fire, a collective spirit of the

family genius, retained its procreative powers. The fire that reduced the corpse to

bone transformed the soul, the psuchē, into a god. The cult of Hestia, goddess of the

hearth, made the family’s wife and daughters into the priestesses of the cult of the

family, the manes, in Hades (“the invisible”). In a sense, the woman who tended the

fire was married to the flame (figure 10.2). When the fire collectivized the spiritual genii

of a whole city, it was essential that its caretakers, like the Vestals at Rome, be virginal

and kept from public contact. Fustel de Coulanges reports that the family hearth, like

the civic Vestals, was shielded from the view of visitors.4 The belief that a look could

contaminate is ancient and widespread. In some cultures, it was forbidden to look

directly at the king, holy objects, or certain ceremonies. Even in contemporary soci-

eties, wealth, beauty, and pride attract the “evil eye,” the leveler of uneven distribu-

tions of fortune.5

How was the sexuality of the fire of the manes connected to the need to protect

the hearth from the view of strangers? The relationship is complex. It is impossible to

decide whether such practices were intended to block the view of strangers or the

view of the hearth. In the case of marriage, in fact, it seems that the manes had to be

blinded to the marriage rite that transferred a daughter from her father’s hearth to her

husband’s.6 The bride was to avoid any signs of cooperating. In some cultures, the

bride’s family stages a mock fight to prevent the husband from taking his bride. The

custom of carrying the bride over the threshold of the husband’s house survives in

popular culture. The forgotten meaning of this portage is that it originally indicated

the bride’s unwillingness or inability. The household hearth was, to borrow from film

criticism, an element of suture7—a means of connecting outside to an inmost interior.

Anything that affected it had perforce to employ the same inside-out logic: blindness

for invisibility, hostility for hospitality, resistance for cooperation. Thus was the issue of

location annealed to that of . . . what? Something both visual and antivisual; hence,

something phallic, f; something involving disguise.
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If we draw the simplest form of the inside-out machine, it is a box with an arrow

going out and coming back in at the center, in a recursive motion (figure 10.3). We use

the word topology to describe the situation if only because this device resembles the

Möbius band, the toy known by every child that has “really” only one side and only

one edge but, in our projective vision, appears to have a twist for its trick. If we try to

create a projective map or picture of the Möbius band, we see a twist because a fixed

eye is not allowed to follow the single surface without interruption. In topographical

terms, the twist does not exist. Topology permits only techniques of touch that dupli-

cate the structure by following it. It may sound unlikely, but this tricky twist is all we

need to generate the complex situations surrounding cuisine, celebrations, festivals

that punctuate calendars, songs to the dead and the voices of the dead given in re-

turn, houses that are homes, and houses with some- and no-bodies in them. Because

the ways of getting in and out of a house or a city belong to a nearly universal lan-

guage of doors, which is borrowed from the idea of the horizon, entries (where hos-

pitality is intensified) and hearths (where it is prohibited) are co-conditioning. Their

“logic” borrows from the language of the labyrinth, the imagined portal between the

Olympian sky and the chthonian underworld.8

Let’s keep things straight the Egyptian way, by using hieroglyphs. The “starter 

relationship,” the missing guest, can be the hole in a square (figure 10.4). We can des-

ignate that guest/ghost, the surplus or lack of cuisine, with the Greek letter d, and

show the extra/missing part below it, in some “elsewhere” region inaccessible

through established symbolic networks. “The unsymbolizable” has always figured

prominently in the life of cultures, as an Elsewhere that, like a blank check, can be 

materialized in a variety of forms: Hades, the future, the unknown. This is the stuff

about which Parmenides advised us not to speak and about which Sartre did speak

with such unforgettable wit that Pierre, who did not show up for his café date, will for-

ever be inscribed in our photo-album with four empty adhesive corners and a slight

shadow on the page.9 The thing to remember about this non-place defined by the thin

distance d is the rule of conflation: those things about which we know little or nothing

are almost always presumed to have common cause and common rule. Thus, just 

because dreams and death were equally inaccessible, many cultures have regarded

dreams as death-in-miniature, a glimpse forward or backward, exempt from the rule

of normal time.
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This escape from time’s one-thing-after-another is not an escape from time; it’s

more an escape into time. Our starter-fractal is thus primarily temporal. It’s an “again,”

a “return”; the wieder and zurück that structure Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte.10 It’s the

doubles, rebirths, reborn souls, hierophanies, déjà-vus, and other devices of religion

and comedy that, through disguises and mirrors, bring us back to the beginning. To

wit: one of the first uses of the starter-fractal, the table with someone missing, has

been divination: the science of augury. That’s not a table, that’s an altar! But, of course,

there is the fire, there is the water (the substances of boundary). Later, the wine and

bread, the substances of sacrifice, return. “As it was in the beginning, it now and ever

shall be, world without end”—one of the verbal approximations of the fractal.

Back to the theme of Location Trismegistus: Out of this little table with its extra/

missing guest/ghost d, we need a space for the socioreligious effects of divination (fig-

ure 10.5). It’s best to write this in a space other than that required by d, so that we can

see the difference between the unsymbolizable desire d and the symbolizable realm

of the everyday (A →← $). In symbolizable space, the barred subject, the Lacanian “$,”

finds itself constrained by orders of various kinds (“Other,” symbolized by “A” for

Autre), beginning with the advice of divination—the authorities, laws, and customs

that shape the subject into an outward-facing superego. From the hearth-table-altar

comes the voice that becomes the law that binds the subject.11 The fixed location of

this voice is what caused the first humans to stop wandering, to stay near the first 

altars set up in clearings in the forest to gauge the signs of the sky (according to Vico),

to regard soil as the place of residence of those-who-are-missing from the family

tables and civic tableaux, to invent the ruse of carrying soil from the old city to the new

one, so that the manes would not detect this abandonment of place.
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Location! location! location! and divination thus come in on the human scene at

the same time. Authority’s fixed locations would be sole centers of the subject’s life

were it not for an imaginary double through which the subject $ finds (with help from

fantasy, f) an ally, a hero, a representative, f, who has access to the unsymbolizable

space of desire, d. In Euripides’ Alcestis, this is Admetus’s guest Heracles, the hero

who, as such, can visit and return alive from the Underworld. The prize he brings back

with him is a veiled bride, d, really Admetus’s self-sacrificed wife, Alcestis ($), who re-

turns to the center of Admetus’s household.12 The structural resemblance of Alcestis

to David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive is not accidental. The double Betty/Diane retrieves

her own sacrificed bride, Camilla Rhodes (Rita), in a remarkable ascent from the mur-

der scene to a banquet at a house on the hill above. Instead of nice Apollo, a seamy

collection of mystery men (a dwarf, “the Cowboy,” the Castiglione brothers) occupies

the celestial/infernal control box.

This fractal, this little box with its flip side showing, this again-machine, has, rather

than two faces, a “two-in-one face.” Hence, it finds an early form in the god Janus,

Ianus, or Dianus—the son of Cardea, goddess of hinges. It is interesting to find that

during solar holidays marking seasonal change—celebrated with banquets, special

foods, and symbolic sacrifices—the role of a “fool” was as central as the motif of

twisted space. Again, the “time out” of such events calls for an inside-out device.

Janusian masters of the boundary (May fools, boy bishops, fake kings-for-a-day) show

how this is done. In popular culture we see displaced remainders of this fractal: plots

with infants switched at birth, twins, doubles, mistaken identities—in other words,

dramatic elaborations of the theme of anamorphosis (“anamorphy,” or w for short).

There is one tradition that holds that anamorphy is a mostly visual phenome-

non.13 This seems to be too limited, if only because we use “seeing” as a synonym for

“knowing.” The way we can “see double” in anamorphy presumes a cognitive corre-

lation that can be played out in a variety of ways. For example, a pun is an acoustic

anamorph planting two meanings within the same sound; and twins are dramatic

anamorphs, planting two people within the same appearance. A joke is a structure

built around the idea of quickly shifting the point of view to see something that was

“in front of one’s eyes” but formerly missed. A nickname, usually a substitution of an

attribute for an individual (antinomasia: “Shorty”), can be reversed. A quality can be

defined by the person who ideally exemplified it (reversed antinomasia: “You’re no
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Bobby Kennedy!”). In Alfred Hitchcock’s The 39 Steps, “Mr. Memory,” the music hall

performer who opens the show, turns out to be the key to the mystery and, at the end,

ties up all the loose ends, exemplifying the universalizing form of nicknaming.14 When

the hero returns to the music hall, we know that a cycle has been completed but not

closed off; the anamorph w has been “capitalized” (W) as an almost-closed circle that

allows entry into the interior, the inside frame.

Anamorphy, w, occupies the space of symbolic relations, but it creates a stain,

hole, or blot that acts as a gateway to the nonsymbolizable, the realm of elsewhere

out of which strangers appear and prophecies are uttered. Because the gateway ap-

pears within some otherwise ordinary image or sound, the meaning creates a “criss-

cross” situation. Such is literally the case with what is perhaps the most famous case

of visual anamorphy, Hans Holbein’s portrait The Ambassadors (1533). John North

notes that a line drawn from the small crucifix in the upper left-hand corner intersects

the horizon at 27 degrees, the same angle required to view the anamorphic skull, a

part of the assembly of “Golgotha,” appropriate to the date of 1533 (3 × 500 + 33,

Christ’s age at the time of crucifixion), widely thought to be the time of the Apocalypse

(figure 10.6).15 This was also the angle of the sun at 4 P.M. at London on Good Friday,
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1533. This crisscross creates an open-ended interpretation, an “undecidability” fac-

tor, a real Golgotha—the anticipated end of the world—rather than a representation

of Golgotha.16

John North demonstrates, if anything, the degree to which the fractal logic of

anamorphy can, through overdetermination, support not only the layering of signifi-

cance but different modes of encountering this significance. The barely visible cruci-

fix becomes the basis for a Golgotha experience directly rather than symbolically. It is

topography rather than projection that brings this about. The w leads to W, an entry

into the “gallery of pictures” Hegel described at the end of The Phenomenology of

Spirit. Anamorphy demonstrates the rather Freudian principle that the unconscious

(for us, the “unsymbolizable”) has but one way to make its mark on the network of

stable symbolic relationships that determine the social and visible world—that is, in the

negative. The stain, blur, surplus, or lack becomes not just a marker but an entryway.

This somewhat surprisingly sheds light on the “problem” of the symbolism of

cities, how the center can also be a “gateway.” A possible answer begins by noting

that anamorphic images and their counterparts in other media lie at the “heart” of the

medium they interrupt. Yet anamorphy demands a displaced viewer, occupying a

viewpoint at some oblique angle that brings the pied image into corrected focus. Is

the viewer blind or invisible? The interchangeability of the two suggests that the

popular use of disguises at festivals integrates anamorphy into the heart of civic ritual.

The stranger is both invisible (we don’t recognize him) and blind (he can’t look at the

city or household hearths). The rule that w leads to W, blindness/recognition to pas-

sage, also ties Hermes, the god of boundaries and commerce (which originally took

place at the edges of settlements), to Hestia, the goddess directing the collective wor-

ship of the ancestors amalgamated from the manes of separate families. As commerce

was integrated into civic life, the agora moved from periphery to town center. The cen-

ter could be radicalized because the hearth was already a place of crossing, a gate-

way to the liminal space of Hades. So it is that we continue to mark the centers of our

towns with monuments to the dead, those whose identities establish a history of the

place. This structural necessity of anamorphy makes the town a place for strangers

and commerce.

Again, we find a central connection between space and cuisine. The “manic” in-

sulation of the wall and tomb preserved the integrity of the manes; but, to secure the
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prophecies of the manes, it was necessary to feed them. Tombs provided stone bowls

with drains that carried wine, oil, and honey underground. Families celebrated holi-

days at the family tomb, arranging picnics that metaphorically included the ancestors.

Mexico’s famous Day of the Dead does as much at the usual family dinner table. The

city collectivized this family practice with official festivals. Defending the city as well as

the private space of the family required not just inviolable boundaries but also ritual-

ized meals and special dishes.17 Many modern civic celebrations contain remnants of

this connection. Parades enact a virtual defensive labyrinth, “blessing” each crucial

point and refurrowing the imaginary lines between them. Civic and private ban-

quets—with foods and recipes special to the occasion—broker the ancient connec-

tions between cuisine, the spaces of hospitality, and the dead.

CYCLOPEAN MEALS

The negative function of anamorphy permits us to return to the central object of our

concern: the evolution of hospitality. “From what to what?” might be the question in

the minds of most readers. For the present, the question will have to be answered

schematically: from the “cyclopean” (which can indicate a historical period or even

any contemporary condition in which authority dominates desire and imagination) to

the duplicitous and folded “spaces” of hospitality. The reason for focusing on this re-

lationship is clear. Without hospitality, food is simply nourishment, a satisfaction of a

bodily hunger. With hospitality, even on a microscale, preparing and eating food be-

comes the most intensive and direct of any significative medium. As Claude Lévi-

Strauss stressed in The Raw and the Cooked, food is good not because it is good to

eat but because it is “good to think.”

Part of the transition from cyclopean privacy to hospitality involves the role of the

stranger. Historical cyclopean societies forbade contact with strangers. The institution

of silent trade—exchanges of goods at crossroads between parties that never meet—

was established around this prohibition, and its widespread popularity and historic

endurance is a testimony to the cyclopean sentiments behind it.18 Strangers were at

once volatile and attractive. This ambiguity was reflected in the seemingly opposite

terms surrounding relations with strangers: hostes, meaning both host and enemy;

ghostis, with roots in words suggesting both enemy and guest.19 As the customs of

hospitality spread with trade and exploration in the preclassical Mediterranean world,
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political alliances were extended by the exchange of gifts and intermarriage. But hos-

pitality was ever in conflict with the cyclopean norm. Such was the subject of the Ho-

meric tale of Odysseus’s visit to the cave of the Cyclops, one of a race of giants famous

for their lack of hospitality. This story is layered with cultural meanings. The Cyclopes

mirrored the custom of family worship, where each extended family-clan maintained

independent, severe laws based on the religion of the family gods, the manes. Aus-

pices taken from the hearth were absolute; strangers were not tolerated. The legend

of the Cyclops’s “single eye” likely referred to the designation of clearings made in

forests for the purposes of taking auspices as “eyes.” To say the Cyclops had a single

eye was to say that he worshiped family gods from a single and permanent altar.20

Homer’s Cyclops, the giant Polyphemus, was made to fit the fabular tradition of

traveler tales. The cave where Polyphemus lived alone with his flock of sheep in sev-

eral senses followed the paradigm of the meander popularly scratched on walls and

stones throughout the Mediterranean—the “Thesean labyrinth.” This was a set of two

identical structures connected by a twist. The pattern, used in games, dances, and rit-

uals, was itself two parts connected by a twist—a sequence of counterclockwise, then

clockwise, then counterclockwise circular motions. The connection is likely because

the story itself involves two parts connected by a twist repeated at various scales. The

labyrinth in this case extends the idea of anamorphy by formalizing the elements of

the double image as fractal, such as that of Holbein’s Ambassadors, as elements of the

story. It thus is a model as well as an example of the transition from cyclopean to hos-

pitable society.

The story is well known. Odysseus knows of the Cyclopes’ infamous treatment of

strangers, but he wants to test their custom, to see if he, a golden-tongued Greek, can

charm Polyphemus into giving him the gifts traditionally accorded to strangers in

much of the Mediterranean world. The optative mood in the verb translated as he

“would give” supports the idea that we are witnessing an experiment.21 The experi-

ment turns out wrong. Polyphemus reveals that he is a practitioner of another cyclo-

pean custom, cannibalism. The imprisoned Greeks slow the pace of anthropophagy

by blinding the giant while he dozes in a drunken stupor, but they are still imprisoned

within the labyrinthine cave. Their escape comes only when Odysseus devises a two-

staged trick. He tells Polyphemus that his name is “Nohbdy” (Oudeis). At first, the au-

dience is unaware of this device or its function. Odysseus is thinking ahead to the run

180 D O N A L D  K U N Z E



from the cave to the boats. Without a means of diverting the neighboring Cyclopes,

the Greeks are done for. When the crew manages to slip out beneath the sheep (an-

other case of anamorphy), Polyphemus tries to alert his neighbors, but they hear the

name “Nohbdy” as a pronoun, not a name. “Nohbdy has blinded me” comes across

as inane as the Abbott-and-Costello prattle “Hu’s on first.” It’s not the name itself but

the “idiotic symmetry” created by the double function of the name both as a name

(reversed antinomasia) and a descriptive term (straight antinomasia).

The value of this story to the history of hospitality lies in its multiple use of the

single “fractal” embodied in the labyrinth (figure 10.7). The story itself is divided into

two parts: one that takes place before Polyphemus is blinded, a second that comes

afterward. The “twist” here is the heroic act of sharpening an olive post to blind the

giant. The second part of the story, another out-in-out sequence, also uses a twist, this

time Odysseus’s prudent invention of the double-edged fake name. Like the use of

“Mr. Memory” in Hitchcock’s The 39 Steps, the name comes in as a nickname and

goes out as a universal. Odysseus really is a nobody who manages, by virtue of that

negative existence, to escape the enfilade of giants.
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We can follow the progress of the story using the “topographical” fractal with its

Möbius-band logic—two sides connected by a twist (figure 10.8). The Cyclopean cave

demonstrates the fractal qualities of the story and resembles, in plan, the digestive

tract. Location! Location! Location! Inside the cave, A →← $, subjects are bound to the

authority of the Cyclops, truly “barred” in the strict Lacanian sense. The key to half of

the escape is found in the hearth. Tempering the olive stake to an adamantine hard-

ness enables the weapon to strike at the heart of the eye: d→ A. Odysseus, f, the hero

of the moment, is able to execute this phallic act because he lulls the giant into a

drunken sleep with his banter. Blind, like the manes at the wedding ceremony, the 

Cyclops will not see the Greeks escape his cave; but the logic of the story now moves

from sight to touch, from metaphor to metonymy. This is the other “stem” of the for-

mula that began with the absolute localization of the labyrinth (the mandate of cyclo-

pean society). Metonymy is what gets the bride away from the father’s hearth; it is

Odysseus’s guarantee of success. Knowing he will touch only one side of the sheep,

the Greeks cling beneath. Knowing that Polyphemus will hear only the particular “side”
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of the name, Nohbdy, Odysseus clings beneath, to the reversed part of antinomasia,

the name as universal nobody. “If you think I’m Nohbdy, I am!”—the Missing Guest,

that is.22 The two parts of the story, the two parts of the sheep, and the two parts of

the name use the labyrinth’s logic: two parts connected by a twist. This fractalization

of the Möbius-band structure is chiastic. It convenes through a “catastrophe” made

inevitable by the symmetry/opposition of its internal mirror-structure. It is self-

reference in the uncanny guise of the heroic epic.

ORIGIN  OR CENTER?

Odysseus seems to have intended his encounter with the Cyclops as an experiment

to test the relationship between cyclopean devotion to manes, the fathers, and the

new principles of hospitality. The same provocative margin testing can be found in 

Euripides’ play Alcestis, where King Admetus is blind to the trick played by his guest,

Heracles. Could this be simply a historical conflict, present from the point at which

the increasing cultural reliance on exogamy required the family to fool the manes

into thinking that the daughter was not abandoning the hearth voluntarily? The his-

torical appearance of the city-state supported by commerce suggests that hospitality

was one of the traditions that contributed to the growth of democracy and the civic

importance of the agora. Alcestis shows that there was at least enough social aware-

ness of the conflict by the fifth century B.C.E. to provide plenty of comic material for

the sophisticated audiences. It was no longer possible to be as cavalier as was 

Admetus about the wife’s “ambiguous” position in the household without drawing

public contempt.

On the other hand, there is a real possibility that the conflict between cyclopean

devotion to the hearth and practices of hospitality was not just an event of remote his-

tory but an internal horizon present from the beginning in cooking and eating, with

the same proportional divisions in every age. The captions vary, but the ratio remains

the same. What for the ancients was played out in the domestic space of the house

and the civic space of the agora is today played out in the decision whether to satisfy

hunger in a “functionalist” manner or to make use of food’s layered significations in

some cultural or personal way, as in fasting and feasting. With hospitality comes es-

cape, mobility, polity among strangers, the real life of cities—then and now. Hermetic

boundary crossing and the role of the stranger open up cuisine to sophistication, the-
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atricality, a relation to an audience. The fractal relationships that guided this historical

development continue as a latent, renewable potential, fleshed out in new form

whenever political and cultural conditions allow.

This continuity is suggested by the early use of the hearth for the worship of an-

cestors and the control of auspices. From the beginning, the hearth was protected

from the gaze of strangers, the virulent “evil eye.” The exchange of invisibility for

blindness in the case of marriage customs makes use of the topographical peculiarity

that “twists” cyclopean visuality into the hyperspace of hospitality, just as Odysseus

twisted together the two parts of his escape plan following the labyrinth’s fractal de-

sign. The vulnerability of the hearth shows precisely where hospitality must fit, and

also shows hospitality/cuisine in perennial contention with a “cyclopean” point of

view. It is not an issue we can resolve ideologically or intellectually, but rather a monad

that couples two opposites in permanent contention. Thus, the stable topography

that structured the ancient Greek and Roman household and cities is not just an

artifact of bygone days but a pan-cultural and perennial quality of human life. The

cyclopean/hospitable distinction is located precisely in the middle of contemporary

situations. Why? How?

The answer lies in the “chiastic” nature of human thought, the coupling of “ideal”

and “material” elements in every symbolic expression. This ancient rhetorical figure

of chiasmus, crossing (c), included verbal formulae for praising the departed at a 

funeral with an encomium that preserved the boundary between the dead and the 

living through double-edged praise. But it’s clear that chiasmus is the figure proper to

the w of anamorphy. From cyclopean order (an inside) to the open invitation of hospi-

tality, chiasmus is the crossed building (tomb, temple, labyrinth), the crossed inside-

out space of the agora, and the focal space of the hearth, where the manes issue forth

ambiguous prophecies.

What sustains these magic and effective spaces? The symbolic networks that

bind the subject to the Other in various ways (→←) are ironic, bipolar and self-sustaining.

They are sustained by a circularity that creates an irrefutable interior logic. As Pascal

pointed out, the king’s power is sustained by the belief of the subjects that he is a king.

Without this belief the king is powerless, so in effect the king is ruled by those he rules.

A literary example of this idiotic symmetry occurs in Goethe’s Elective Affinities. A

husband and wife making love each imagine their partner to be their illicit lover. The
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husband imagines Ottilie, the wife Hauptmann. Through the pairing of the two acts of

imaginary adultery, the couple can remain faithful—but the child conceived turns out

to have the face and hair of Ottilie and the eyes of Hauptmann. Combining reality with

the Real of the imagination in a crisscross (both c and w) means that there were four

people involved: a couple bound legitimately and the “fantasmic” couple Ottilie and

Hauptmann, two “Nohbdies.”

SIMONIDES

A story that ties together the themes of cuisine, encomia, architecture, ancestral reli-

gion, and chiasmus is, curiously, the anecdote cited by nearly every Latin author as the

origin of the “method of memory places.”23 The reader can by now pick out the clues

and relate them to the curiously parallel story of the Cyclops. Simonides, poet and

hence parasite,24 or marginal person, was hired by a nobleman of Ceos, Scopas, to

celebrate his recent victory in the wrestling ring. At the banquet, Simonides sang a

poem divided into two parts to save his host from potential retribution from the evil

eye; this part was devoted, in turn, to the twin gods, the Dioscuri. Scopas was not

pleased with this piety and paid the poet only half his fee, telling him to “go to the

gods” (i.e., to Hell) to collect the rest. Before Simonides could finish his dinner, a ser-

vant informed him that two strangers were waiting outside to speak with him; but

when he got outside, there was no one to be seen. Just as he started to go back 

inside the banquet hall, the building collapsed, crushing all of the guests. Those who

came to claim their relatives’ bodies were alarmed to find that none were identifiable;

but Simonides, who had practiced the art of memory places (attaching the guest’s

name to his place at the table to remember it more easily), could recall the name of

each victim because of the crushed body’s location, location, location. The relatives,

relieved to be able to bury their kinsmen and thus avoid haunting by unsettled souls,

generously rewarded Simonides with more than his missing half-fee.

The story grounds a memory method that is chiastic (place + name) but is also

itself chiastic. The banquet hall stands and collapses; the guests are living, then

dead. The poem is divided in two, with half of it about twins, the other half about a

wrestler, one of a pair. Scopas’s curse is exchanged for a “placement” that permits his

proper burial. The c assures us that the story’s parts, like butterfly wings, will fold to-

gether perfectly.
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The place at the table thus implies both cuisine and location within a precise

geometry of Elsewhere, mediated by food. The place in the city presumes festivals

and markers, a silent language of civic form. The place in the tomb is a point of nour-

ishment, at least in ancient times when tubes would be used to pour oil, wine, and

honey directly into the ground; but in ancient times at least, we know that the termini

that defined this location were protected on pain of death.25 So, cuisine is and always

has been a matter of who’s missing. Who is missing? Nohbdy.
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ontemporary architecture is almost entirely tasteless. Architectural taste has

been ruled out by the moral standards of the modern movement. This has,

I think, resulted in a meaningless architecture. As a reaction to the buildings

presented under the functional ethics of the International Style architectural expres-

sion, the postmodern condition presents an approach grounded in the generation of

a new “morality” for architecture. This “morality” stresses the visual components of

signification. This tendency results, paradoxically, from the nefarious puritan ideology

of the modern movement, which evolved into the visually dominated manipulation of

meanings proposed by the postmodern condition of architecture. Both the style and

the condition strip away from architecture any pleasure to be had in either its use or

conception. Such architectural products are rich in voluptuous processes of significa-

tion, but are completely bereft of tactile pleasures (the tactile means of signification),

that is, “taste.” And taste and tactility, as will be shown below, are closely related.

Characteristic of any theoretical work is the confrontation with the use and abuse

of terms, i.e., language games. The results of such play of terms can lead to pleasant

11
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discoveries. Phenomenological language games do not necessarily reflect linguistic

or geographical boundaries, but rather enrich the taste for knowledge. The key terms

under scrutiny in the specific game joined here are “taste” and its related intellectual

“pleasure.” The latter begins in the tactile origin of taste and culminates in the inter-

woven ramifications of the architectural and culinary realms of knowledge.1 The rigor-

ous design morality imposed by the form-function polarity of the modern movement

has reduced architecture to its untouchable structural and functional bones. For ex-

ample, a completely different sensation is evoked when one rubs the naked hand

across a marble column as opposed to rubbing it across a Miesian I beam. The ethical

stance of both the modern and the postmodern theories aims to produce buildings

that “look good” over a predetermined life span. In this sense, their built products are

similar to another set of products generated under the spell of modern times: the ed-

ibles produced by fast-food chains. These look like the real thing, but they have been

designed to be gulped down. They are a feast for the eyes but there is no possibility,

no reason, to take the time and pleasure to taste them. In other words, the limited

temporality of contemporary architectural production, a visual architecture produced

sub specie utilitatis, has obviated the search for tactile pleasure in architecture,

thereby halting the production of a tangible architecture sub specie aeternitatis.

Like every other subject or object of interpretation, architecture may be studied

from two different points of view. One may describe it either by comparing the means

of sign production and classification used in an ideologically dominant discipline with-

out any reference to the origin of both, or one may regard it from an analogical point

of view by tracing the causes of the origin of the analogy, thereby creating a new pro-

ductive understanding. This is an important part of the language game as it is

“played” below.

In the tradition of Western culture, sight and hearing have been given predomi-

nant consideration. Taste is considered the lowest of the senses in the cognitive

process, a sense without moral value, an inferior sense. In the Nicomachean Ethics

Aristotle points out that taste is the lowest among the human senses, the one which

relates us back to animals. In his lectures on aesthetics Hegel opposes taste, a practi-

cal and consumptive approach to objects, to the visual and acoustic senses which rule

our conception of the theoretical frameworks. However, in Greek and Latin, “taste”

(gustus, sapor) is a term related etymologically and semantically with the act of gen-
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erating knowledge. The highest form of knowledge, sapienza, i.e., wisdom, is related

to taste (sapor) as is clearly shown in an etymology written by Isidore of Seville:

The word sapiens (a wise man) is said to be derived from the word sapor (taste)

for just as the sense of taste is able to discern the flavors of different foods, so too

is the wise man able to discern objects and their causes since he recognizes each

one as distinct and is able to judge them with an instinct for truth.2

Tommaso Campanella recognized the importance of the tactile dimension of taste

in a passage in his Theologia of 1613–1624, where he compares tactus and gustus.

In this passage, the taste metaphor is used to indicate a peculiar form of immedi-

ate knowledge.

It is not by deliberation that man judges whether a spirit is a devil or an angel. . . .

It is rather by sensitivity and an intuitive understanding that he is persuaded . . .

just as we immediately recognize the taste of bread and wine with our tongue.3

In the preface to his Metaphisica of 1638, Campanella contrasted knowledge based

on reasoning with a form of knowledge based on immediate perception. The former

works like “an arrow which strikes a faraway target without getting a real ‘taste’ of it

(absque gustu),” whereas the latter is a form of knowledge “per tactum intrinsecum in

magna suavitate” (through its inner touch in great gentleness).

In discussing the “visual versus the tactile” approach in architecture, Kenneth

Frampton points to the large number of processes of interpretation involved in the

appreciation of the built environment. Those processes are based on signs registered

by “the labile body.” They are

the intensity of light, darkness, heat and cold, the feeling of humidity, the aroma

of material; the almost palpable presence of masonry as the body senses its own

confinement; the momentum of an induced gait, and the relative inertia of the

body as it traverses the floor; the echoing resonance of our own footfall.4

In one of his Fragments (1797), Novalis states: “a body is to space as the visible is to

light.” The tactile “measure,” the body’s understanding of the signs in space, is the

basis for taste and is the dimension which enables us to see whether there is a taste-

ful correspondence of general relations of signification among the “architectural
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facts” producing a nontrivial architecture. Furthermore, taste implies creative infer-

ences—a productive approach. This inferential act is an interpretive process which

singles out the appropriate solution from the existing architectural facts. The pro-

cesses of interpretation, the result of architectural expression, are the summation of

the acts of dwelling. Architecture as totality is the representation of the expression of

dwelling. Resorting again to the etymological visions of Isidore of Seville, one can

clearly articulate the tasteful and tactile origin of architecture:

The ancients used the word aedes (i.e., dwelling) in reference to any edifice.

Some think that this word was derived from a form of the term for “eating,”

edendo, citing by way of example a line from Plautus: “If I had invited you home

(in aedum) for lunch.” Hence we also have the word “edifice” because originally

a building was made for eating (ad edendum factum).5

Isidore’s interpretation is probably incorrect—edibles and edifices are not the same,

etymologically speaking—but its value is in the identification of a dominant ideology,

to which the gastronomical analogy adds the understanding of the acts of significa-

tion involved in the architectural construing.

Focusing on the concept of taste, one is able, through this theoretical analogy, to

indicate a new direction for architectural production. Taste, a tactile procedure of sign

production and interpretation, is the common factor existing between architecture

and gastronomy in generating a well-established—but usually regarded as fanciful—

analogy. The arrival on the architectural scene of the first moderns in the seventeenth

century (see Joseph Rykwert’s The First Moderns for a discussion of the emergence of

modernism in this era)6 began the alienation of “taste” from its tactile dimension, giv-

ing it a negative connotation. Ever since then, “taste” has been invalidated as a pos-

sible rule for architectural production. Understanding the denotative and connotative

dimensions of taste in architectural design, however, can lead to a reevaluation of its

role within the design process. The analogy between gastronomy and architecture is

not only Isidore’s fanciful etymological interpretation, but has been used many times.

Ben Jonson, an English playwright who disliked architects, used the framework of the

analogy in one of his masques to criticize subtly Inigo Jones and Jones’s belief in the

cultural predominance of the architect. Jonson’s masque portrays the master builder

as a preposterous master cook.
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In discussing the evolution from the deductive procedure of judgment to the in-

ferential procedure of taste, Robert Klein7 traces the changes in the understanding of

the idea of taste and singles out the seventeenth-century Venetian notion of produc-

tive judgment—productive taste—an inductive procedure based on pleasure. Pro-

ductive taste is a form of knowledge which results form the chiasmatic relationship

between knowledge which takes pleasure and pleasure which knows.

In the eighteenth century, discussions of taste attempted to define the relation-

ship between the perceiver and the work of art, thus generating a theoretical frame-

work for the production of artistic texts in a contextual situation. Francesco Milizia, an

architectural theoretician with “first modern” rigorist attitudes,8 shows the process of

removing taste from the tactile realm in one of his definitions:

Taste . . . this name is given to that understanding which feels and judges of

natural and artificial works. In the beginning, taste was for judging the goodness of

food, then for judging the goodness of books, statues, paintings, buildings, fur-

niture, garments, carriages, and also all the unnecessary things, the bizarre

caprices devised by luxury and fashion and quite often by the corrupted taste.9

To understand the problem posed by this theoretical framework, one might use-

fully list some of the definitions given to “taste” and single out the different questions

raised within each era. During the Enlightenment, “taste” was defined as “a judgment

based on strict rules,” or as “a feeling completely relative to the person who expresses

it. It is not standard,” or as “a faculty of the understanding in judging works of art. It

is based on a standard.” Sometimes “taste” was defined as “an extemporaneous

judgment without attending to rules or reason,” and again as “an impulsive tendency

of the souls toward the true good.” Taste is a faculty which presents “sensibility, but

not reason” or “quick intellectual discernment plus delicacy of feelings.”10 Removed

from its tactile roots, taste becomes a confusing, unnecessary, and meaningless tool.

Taste complicated the solution of design problems. The only sphere of influence left

to taste was the realm of gastronomical artifacts, where a negation of the tactile 

dimension of aesthetic enjoyment was quite impossible. Limiting taste to the process

and the place of eating renewed its position in architecture; again, the dining room

becomes the phenomenological origin of architecture.
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The wonders of cuisine and its physical expressions in the dining room were the

tasteful remains of Marie-Antoine  (or Antonin) Carême, the first and in many ways the

most important of all French chefs. Carême has been labeled the architect of French

cuisine. This label is not only a metaphorical usage pointing out Carême’s predominant

role in the rise of French gastronomy, but indicates also his search for the relationship

existing between the two disciplines. Carême, the sixth child of an impoverished

stonemason, was abandoned in the street at the age of eleven. He found his way to

the back door of a public eating house, where he began his career to become one of

the most important chefs de cuisine. In this position he could afford to turn down a

permanent job offer from Czar Alexander of Russia, for whom he had catered a series

of feasts. Carême, however, did prepare a book of designs for landmarks he thought

necessary for improving the architectural environment of St. Petersburg (figures 11.1,

11.2, and 11.3). Architecture was one of Carême’s main interests. He carefully studied

the architectural monuments of the past and designed elaborate table decorations

called pièces montées (mounted pieces) as an outlet for his architectural passion.

Those pieces were rotundas, temples, columns, and arches, constructed with sugar,
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11. 1

Cake tins resembling buildings.

From M.-A. Carême, Le patissier

royal parisien, ou Traité 

élémentaire et pratique de la

pâtisserie ancienne et moderne,

3d ed. (London: W. Jetts, 1841),

vol. 1, plate 9. Courtesy Parks 

Library Special Collections, Iowa

State University.
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11.2

M.-A. Carême, architectural 

confections: grosse meringue 

à la parisienne, croquante enpâté

d’amandes à l’ancienne, gateau

mille-feuilles à la moderne.

From Carême, Le patissier royal

parisien, vol. 1, plate 10. Courtesy

Parks Library Special Collections,

Iowa State University.
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11.3

M.-A. Carême, pastry in the form

of specific architectural types: 

Chinese hermitage, Gothic tower,

Indian pavilion. From Carême, 

Le patissier royal parisien, vol. 2,

plate 21. Courtesy Parks Library

Special Collections, Iowa State

University.



icing, and pastry dough. Each of these pieces was carefully designed with an archi-

tect’s eye, for Carême considered confectionery to be “architecture’s main branch.”

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, in his fifteenth aphorism of the twenty

written as preamble to his discussion of The Physiology of Taste, Jean Anthelme Brillat-

Savarin states: “On devient cuisinier, mais on naît rôtisseur” (One can learn to become

a cook, but one must be born knowing how to roast). A century later Auguste Perret

rephrased this sentence and used it as his own first aphorism in Contribution à une

théorie de l’architecture, stating: “On devient ingénieur, mais on naît architecte” (One

can learn to become an engineer, but one must be born an architect). The concept

embodied in both aphorisms singles out the conjectural nature of architecture and

gastronomy. The cook and the engineer can learn their formulas and procedures,

whereas the architect and the rôtisseur rely on symptoms, clues, and surprising facts

to perform their own tasks using interpretive procedures. They deal with processes of

design which cannot be methodologically explained; that is, they cannot be reduced

to quantifiable recipes or formulas.

Architecture and gastronomy employ similar procedures of production. As James

Fergusson pointed out, the process by which a hut built to house a holy image is 

refined into a temple, or a covered market transformed into a basilica, is the same as

that by which a boiled neck of mutton is refined into cotelettes à l’impériale or a grilled

fowl made into poulet à la Marengo.11 In both disciplines taste, an interpretive pro-

cedure, is at the base of sign production. In their doing and making, both disciplines

face ill-defined problems and solve them using conjectural procedures. Judging by

the signs, both disciplines apply the “rule” of taste to solve their ill-defined problems

in a nontrivial manner. Taste is defined by Jacques-François Blondel, an eighteenth-

century French architectural theoretician, as the “fruit of reasoning,” a sequence of

appreciation and fast judgment by which one achieves a nontrivial result. It is the same

procedure by which a gourmet, a person of taste, goes about food preparation. Taste

is thus a reasoning which suggests what something may be: it is a knowledge which

does not know, as opposed to a knowledge which knows.

The surrealists were not particularly interested in architectural expression, but

Salvador Dalí is one of the rare exceptions. Inspired by the architecture of the art nou-

veau, Dalí pointed out the importance of edible edifices for creating a new poetic di-

mension of architecture. Dalí relates the origin of pleasure in architecture to childhood
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narcissism. This is a stage in human development when objects are interpreted only

from the viewpoint of oral satisfaction. The tactile dimension of taste expresses a 

desire to learn through a cannibalism; that is, to incorporate the outside world into

oneself. This productive inference is based on instinct, just as the incessant oral tast-

ing of childhood is an instinctive part of cognitive appropriation. In surrealistic 

architecture, Dalí points out that

Art Nouveau . . . incarnates the most tangible and delirious aspiration of hyper-

materialism. An illustration of the apparent paradox is to be found in the com-

parison made between an Art-Nouveau house assimilated into a cake and a

pastry-cook’s ornamental tart. . . . A noneuphemistic allusion is achieved to the

nutritious, edible character of these houses which are nothing less than the first

edible houses and the first and only heterogenetic buildings whose existence

verifies the most urgent and necessary “function” which is so important to the

amorous imagination; namely, the ability, in as real a way as possible, to eat the

object of one’s desire.12

The surrealistic approach implies a creative inference, a productive approach based

on surprise and wonder, in an attempt to generate new ideas. Wonder is at the basis

of any childhood edible discovery.

Generating a new concept of image, this idea of wonder and surprising facts was

a permanent concern of the surrealists. Pierre Reverdy, Apollinaire’s friend, wrote in

Nord-Sud (1918):

The image is pure creation of spirit. It cannot be born of a comparison but of the

bringing together of two realities which are more or less remote. The more 

distant and just the relationship of these conjoined realities, the stronger the 

image—the more emotive power and poetic reality it will have.13

In working out his semiotic doctrine Charles S. Peirce, the American pragmatist

philosopher, deals with the inferential and iconic creation of images, an act which

brings together realities which are more or less remote. Peirce’s classification of infer-

ential reasoning differs from most taxonomies of modes of reasoning. He adds a novel

type of inference, “abduction,” to the traditional typology of induction and deduc-

tion. Abduction is concerned with the reasoning necessary for adopting hypotheses
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or new ideas. It refers to “all the operations by which theories and concepts are en-

gendered.”14 The structure of this process of reasoning is

The surprising fact “C” is observed. But if “A” were true, “C” would be a matter

of course.

Hence there is reason to suspect that “A” is true.15

Deductive reasoning is based on the application of a general rule (B is C) to a partic-

ular case (A is B) to obtain a result (A is C). Inductive reasoning is the inference of a

general rule (B is A) from the specific cases (A’s are B’s) and results (A’s are B’s). 

Abductive reasoning is the inference of a case (An is Bn) from a rule and a result (A is

C). From this point of view, abduction is a highly productive procedure. New under-

standings are continually generated. A rôtisseur understands when a piece of meat is

perfectly cooked (a case) by inference from rule and results. That is practice.

Peirce describes abduction as “the spontaneous conjecture of instinctive rea-

son.”16 Reviving a Renaissance terminology, Peirce named this capacity the lume na-

turale (natural light).17 He selected this name to indicate that humanity has the

possibility of looking into the laws of nature without going through the painstaking

procedures of the traditional inference. Abduction “tries what il lume naturale can

do.”18 It is a power concerned with the reality of external objects and not with the ideal

picture. This power operates on the similarities with respect to form, figure, location,

and function. Abduction is a productive inference and an instinctive activity. Peirce

recognizes obtaining food as a productive and instinctive activity. He sees two kinds

of instinct ruling human life: One is selfish, the other social. The social leads to the de-

velopment of reason, whereas the selfish leads to the development of useful arts such

as gastronomy and architecture.19 Abduction is based on the selfish instinct and is a

cognitive process of a known activity.20

The relationship between the premises and the hypothetical conclusion is iconic

in nature, since the facts observed in the beginning are in the final artifact. The chief

contribution of the lume naturale is economic in nature; its task is to formulate hy-

potheses based on the tangible dimension of facts, things which can also be the 

basis for the semiotic shaping of them into artifacts. In a process of “transformation”

the tactile icon of the fact is embodied in the artifact, such as the enjoyment of eating

a successful gourmet dish, or dwelling in a successful building. The task of abduction
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is to initiate this process of transformation. Deductive and inductive inferences—that

is, visual inferences—do not help if they are not guided by abduction, a tactically gen-

erated inference. Deduction and induction aid in theorization. Abduction helps to

produce within practice, since it is an inference based on the sign interpreted by the

“labile body” in search of taste (sapor), or pleasure in discerning, that is sapienza. A

poetic statement on architectural practice by Louis Kahn (the italics are mine) encap-

sulates this relationship between touch and the tangible dimensions of architecture

and the wonder of abductive inference.

Form comes from Wonder. Wonder stems from our “in touchness” with how

we were made. One senses that nature records the process of how it was made.

“In touch” with this record we are in Wonder. This wonder gives rise to knowl-

edge. But knowledge is related to her knowledge and this relation gives a sense

of order, a sense of how they inter-relate in a harmony that makes all things exist.

From knowledge to sense of order we then wink to Wonder and say “How am I

doing, Wonder?”21

NOTES
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orning, and Melancholia” pictures dirty dishes and messy countertops,

abandoned arrangements, stranded tidbits and crumbs: unexpectedly

alluring tableaux of things and spaces that we touch, alter, devour, and

discard. The pictures are still lifes, yet they don’t aim for the traditional allure of boun-

tiful meals that either await or attest to an unseen viewer’s consumption. What I look

for is all that remains “after the fact,” what lingers and persists, as well as by inference

what is already gone. Photographing these various scenes of remains, I discover for-

mal relationships between ripeness and decay, delicacy and awkwardness, control

and chaos, waste and plentitude, pleasure and sustenance. My still lifes reveal and

revel in what Norman Bryson calls “creaturality”: “No one can escape the conditions

of creaturality, of eating and drinking and domestic life with which still-life is con-

cerned. . . . Whether to see it as trivial, base and unworthy of serious attention, or to

see it otherwise, is very much a matter of history and ideology.”1

This project is part of my ongoing photographic exploration of domestic inti-

macy—both its homeliness and its beauty. The still lifes began as an attempt to make
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sense of my space, in particular the emotional aspirations and appetites that I invest

in buying, preparing, serving, and eating food. In each of the photographs, a complex

pictorial space confronts the viewer for a split second with the inability to recognize

“one’s place,” and thus awakens a more reflective need to find one’s balance—phys-

ically and psychologically. But the pictures’ formal awkwardness is combined with 

discrete moments of prettiness, evoking that mixture of friction and affection that con-

stitutes domestic everydayness. This pictorial composition allows seemingly random

details of one’s particular palate, personal habits, and preferred household imple-

ments momentarily to appear as evidence, indeed as inanimate witnesses to their own

post-utopian possibility.

Modern painting, especially in works by artists such as Cézanne and Morandi, has

made us familiar with what is called pictorial plasticity: the way space itself is molded

and shaped on the picture’s surface. Yet in photography the expectation of a more

straightforward realistic space still predominates, despite our understanding that the

photograph isn’t real. My photographs, though, resist realistic space, insisting instead

on their provisional status as spatial constructions. I want to force the viewer to take

notice of the space in the photograph as not entirely natural, as being as much a 

hybrid as the rest of the spaces we inhabit.

The photographic moment is specifically a moment after; it always arrives, if you

will, the morning after. Photographs, by their nature, are acts of holding on to some-

thing that exists elsewhere and at another time, or no longer exists—or maybe never

existed at all except in the picture. My title alludes to an essay, “Mourning and Melan-

cholia,” in which Freud investigates two different reactions to traumatic loss: mourn-

ing, a process of working through and letting go after the loss of a beloved person or

object; and melancholy, actually another means of holding on to the lost object in

which one internalizes one’s loss as a personal deficit or failure. In my title I substitute

the word morning, not just a reference to the breakfast dishes found in some of the

earliest pictures in the series but also a suggestion of the “morning after”—after the

story is over, when a different less desiring mood intervenes. While this postnarrative

implies a retrospective sense of an end or a loss, it is also just as much a chance simply

for a kind of aesthetic attention that aspires to momentary dumbness. Indeed, I want

my pictures to be dumb—not in the sense of ignorant or dull, but rather blithely for-
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getful of the way spaces and objects, actions and their meanings adhere. My pictures

try to look at, and hold on to, this sensation.

My photographs strive to enact a spatial-psychological tension, standing in for

the objects that were in front of the lens while at the same time holding on to the

objects it pictures. The 4 × 5 inch negative literally holds on to more information, 

enabling one’s attention to linger on the moment. The photographs refuse to let go

of what has been. “I . . . decompose, I enlarge, and so to speak, I retard in order to

have time to know at last,” writes Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida.2 In my pictures I

wish to make manifest the play between the photograph as a kind of letting go and

as a kind of obsessive holding on. The objects I photograph are food remains and

accoutrements whose appearance wavers between precious and “icky.” By intensify-

ing both their repulsive and attractive aspects I mean to reaffirm the still life as a

genre and an activity, devoted to what is still left over in the act of looking—by look-

ing at leftovers.

NOTES

See the color plates following page 204. Special thanks to Jamie Horwitz, who sees what I am trying to

show in these images, and to Eric and Clyde for their help in fomenting these photographs.

1. Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four Essays on Still Life Painting (Cambridge, Mass.:

Harvard University Press, 1990), 13.

2. Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill

and Wang, 1981), 99.
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magine returning to a restaurant in which you had just finished a meal—perhaps

you went back for your keys. Before leaving a second time, take a minute to 

notice the way the table looks after everyone has gone.

Inscribed onto the table’s surfaces are traces of what just occurred, in all its par-

ticularity. Like the clothes of a laborer at the end of the day, this cloth, china, and cut-

lery fully attest to the ways they were used. Service is a term we sometimes use to

name tableware. It denotes two things: the physical premises of a meal and their

readiness to assist whoever wants to eat. Surface stains result from the table’s volun-

tary subjection because the contents of each receptacle—hardly ever dry—leave tell-

tale marks. But to notice only these traces is to neglect a different way the elements

that make up the table perform and present themselves.

Before the meal occurred, the table and its more permanent preparations dis-

played themselves as just the sort of setting we were looking for, as if by some miracle

of foresight they had known this all the time. “Presaturated” with indications of pos-

sibilities, the setting proposed a possible meal because it had been prescribed for
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typical practices. Though the tabletop is particular once we have finished, it was gen-

eral (generally OK) before we began. To describe a table—or for that matter a room,

sidewalk, or garden—as a trace or chronicle is to recognize that it also served once as

a prescription. Thus, a symmetry: inscription after the meal, prescription before it; the

reply the table gave to our “orders” was written on the back of its invitation.

But that is not all the setting had to say, or to imply. The enjoyment of a meal

hardly requires steady attention to the chairs, glasses, and napkins that allow it to take

place. The “service” they perform involves not only subjection and anticipation but a

particular kind of recession, a retreat or withdrawal from perceptual prominence. That

they allow themselves to be overlooked during the meal is not a fault of their “form”;

actually it demonstrates the reverse, its relative perfection. During a meal, the serving

not the setting sustains one’s interest. Good service tends to be quiet, good tables

tacit. At the center of meal experience is thus a blind spot with respect to its instru-

ments, as is true for furnishings and equipment of all sorts. Elements in service forgo

conspicuousness once they commit themselves to sustaining events. Although quiet,

they are not inarticulate.

Before, after, and during the meal, then, the table gives itself in different ways: as

a trace once eating is over, as a type before one sits down, and tacitly while the meal

is occurring. Though architects often concern themselves with the first two of these

modes of articulation, trace and type, the third, the tacit voice, is equally important in

what I would like to describe as “table talk.”1

Familiar in experience but often neglected in architectural study, the everyday

meal is a particularly instructive example of how spatial settings make sense in differ-

ent ways. The meal’s diversity of articulation probably results from each being one

among many that, over time and through memory, accrue a history endowed with

richly stratified meanings. Prosaic habits are not rituals, for they lack the latter’s myth-

ical substrate; but when meals are the practice under consideration the first may tran-

scend their origins and become the second. Each serving spreads itself out over

memories of anteceding practices whose historical accumulation saturates the situa-

tion with content that can be called symbolic, for its foundation or presumed origin is

believed to be “right.” Christianity has a sacramental history because a particular

Passover meal was preceded by an emphatically prospective injunction: “do this in

remembrance of me,” demanding of each follower a performative mimesis. Compa-
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rable commands exist in other traditions, often involving sharing and sacrifice. But 

often the meal is understood prosaically. Shorter than sleep and longer than a shower,

most servings are similarly matter-of-fact. Whether seen as a reenactment or repeti-

tion, each lunch or supper both recalls and prompts others. The meal’s extended tem-

porality complements its levels of disclosure, from tacit to outspoken.

We tend to think of architectural settings as essentially spatial configurations, but

in what follows I would like to use the meal to consider the temporal character of

architectural settings in order to describe the ways in which spaces not only accom-

modate the patterns of our lives but also provoke reflection on their implications. My

argument unfolds in three stages. The first, “Time Tables,” describes the ways that

settings—meals—enable one to remember and anticipate similar performances.

Next, “Tables and Terraces” shows that these settings adhere to and crystallize latent

characteristics of their surroundings, making the meal situation topographical. Finally,

under the heading “Table Talk,” I consider the levels of articulation in the setting, from

those that are understated to those that give rise to thought.

TIME TABLES

As a site the dining table provides the many positionings and repositionings that 

occur across its surface with relative stability. From meals eaten on the run to lunch on

a park bench, hors d’oeuvres at a party, or a full-course meal at a wedding banquet,

there is generally some horizontal surface on which its stages succeed one another.

Such a surface may be as immediate as the palm of your hand, as expedient as a

molded plastic tray, or as refined as bone china on black lacquer. The stages that fol-

low one another on these surfaces are not necessarily the meal’s courses, ranging from

soup to sweets. A meal’s steps also can result from practical requirements, each with

its own priority and timing. First comes the clearing and cleaning, then the “setting”

of the surface. After this follows the sharing of the several courses, which are variously

interwoven with periods of rest and talk for those around the table, giving rhythm and

amplitude to the meal’s social dimension. Finally comes a second round of clearing

and cleaning. Not only the table’s surface but its outer edge and interior space center

and organize these stages and their configuration. Anthropological studies such

as Mary Douglas’s “Deciphering a Meal” map this geometry, describing the moral

and religious injunctions that govern it. Manuals of domestic protocol—such as Mrs.
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Beeton’s Book of Household Management or the Better Homes and Gardens New

Cookbook—provide rule and pattern for this layout and its sequences (figure 13.1).2

In no two cultures are these positions and protocols precisely the same, but in each

certain routines are taken to be correct and are taught to children at an early age.

Through the meal’s several courses, some things or objects—such as the center-

piece—hold their position, as if permanent; others—such as the basket of bread,

bottle of wine, salt and pepper—migrate. The elements of a “place setting” may not

be anchored to a specific spot, but the relationships between them are relatively

stable. This is true no matter what instruments are used; each item has its proper dis-

tance from others. But permanence of place is not permanence in time, for some

things appear at different stages and then remain throughout; others disappear; while

still others, such as the tablecloth, remain ever present, whether it has been spread

out on a small table in the kitchen or on the ground during a picnic. These comings

and goings are governed by relationships between the several elements of the situa-

tion. Some elements belong to “sets,” others remain singularly present. Furthermore,

some are shared, others not, for the dining table also configures public and private

spaces. The steps that pace the meal’s schedule exemplify a kind of change in which

elements assumed to be long-standing play against those that are not.

Yet the stability of the situation is not guaranteed by objects alone, for the most

durable aspects of the layout are the (implied) positions of things that answer to the

reach and habits of the bodies around the table, as they variously but systematically

follow and diverge from traditional protocols. These positions include plan locations

with objects located at the right and left, center and margin; they also relate to sec-

tional strata. Some items may occupy the horizon of the tabletop, which is stratified

according to surfaces that are variously clean and polished. Some may occupy the

horizon of conversation (normally eye-level), organizing glances, pictures on the walls,

mirrors, and so on. And still other items occupy even higher or lower levels in the

room: horizons below integrate the darkest and most recessive elements of the set-

ting, those above gather together the lightest and most encompassing of elements.

Objects (food, people, utensils) may occupy these positions in section and in plan but

not one of them is more enduring than the horizon itself, for it antecedes and follows

the arrival of each object, serving as the (ideal) place in which objects will have been

positioned—an a priori of dining. If one can say that such a framework for positioning
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Four table settings from Better

Homes and Gardens, 1975.
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Nicole La Rossa, Three @ Kisso, 2001.

13.3.

Ariane Sphikas, Meal Time, 2001.



is “there,” it is so as a result of the meal’s typicality, “sedimented” in embodiments

that range from stains on the table to the habits of the body to memories. Somewhat

paradoxically, this means that the meal’s uniqueness is conditioned on the frequency

with which others like it pass. Put categorically: the particularity of an instance pre-

supposes a history of repetitive performances.

A pair of drawings that explore this delicate choreography of a meal in time can

be used to illustrate these observations.3 In the first (figure 13.2), Nicole La Rossa 

superimposes a number of perimeter frames, recalling the table’s ambient conditions,

through which people find their bearings. A horizontal band runs through the draw-

ing and the meal, guiding and tracing the arrival and departure of items to and from

the surface. The waiter begins and ends this series of movements. As the meal unfolds

(from right to left in this drawing), objects come into sharper focus, while ambient con-

ditions recede. They come back into view when the plates are cleared—thus the ver-

tical break in the drawing and the reorientation (reconnection) to the perimeter. The

lateral drift of elements continues beyond this line or break, departing from the table

at the left. This edge at the “end” of the lateral transit, like that at the “beginning,” is

black, which is to say capable of absorbing into its darkness all objectlike definition.

But this absorption and disappearance of objects is temporary or provisional, for the

blacks and whites at the edges are also the means by which the meal finds its place

and attains its definition. The singularity of the event repeats others that have been

occasioned by these premises, just as it anticipates those that will follow.

Time marked by transits across a surface is also what appears in a second meal

drawing, by Ariane Sphikas (figure 13.3). The argument here, however, is that once the

setting—the table setting—is taken up for specific purposes, the notion one has of its

permanence or fixity is replaced by a more accurate idea of change or shifting posi-

tions. On the lower part of the drawing a filmlike band charts the progressive disap-

pearance of the elements that make up the meal, steadily dissolving the integrity of

the “set.” The elements and objects one handles in the meal are scheduled by this

band (contained within the drawing’s verticals), variously apparent on the table, but

not offering themselves to one’s attention for very long. This movement into promi-

nence and retreat begins when the food arrives—shown in this drawing by the strong

vertical that edges the drawing’s left quarter, which distinguishes the table set before

the meal (in dark tones) from the table appropriated for use (lighter tones and 
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disconnected figures). With this sequence of movements, this chronology of positions

in mind, it would seem possible to call the surface of the table a clock; but the com-

parison is inexact because the intervals derived from the lateral drift of objects are also

the means by which they lose their definition—into a set at the meal’s beginning and

into the background at its end. The time of the meal is no more regular than its ambi-

ent context is uniformly apparent, which is almost never the case, given the shifting

interests that characterize this (and any other) situation. 

TABLES  AND TERRACES

When I sit down to order a meal—in the bar restaurant of a hotel, for example—the

chalkboard menu on the wall interests me greatly, my table just a little, and the wall

behind the menu or the light above it barely at all. I am not alone in this regard; every-

one in the restaurant who wants to eat looks at the menu as I do, for a while, assum-

ing the quiet suitability of the furniture and the room. But prominence, in each of its

degrees, is never permanent; the freedom internal to perception allows for reversals

in the figure-background structure. A shadow on the wall, next to the menu, may 

divert my attention, as may someone passing on the street. This suggests that “with-

drawal” is as possible for an element as prominence. When I pick up a book its text

immediately stands out; yet as soon as I begin to read through its lines, paragraphs,

and pages, they begin to efface themselves so that the sense of the text can fully

occupy my attention. Once I’m engrossed in or absorbed into the book, the print

and pages are not not there, but their manner of being there has changed. Maurice

Merleau-Ponty has observed in his essay on the experience of expression that the per-

fection of language lies in its capacity to pass unnoticed: “one of the effects of lan-

guage is to efface itself to the extent that its expression comes across.”4 What is true

for the experience of facial and textual expression is also true for a kind of articulation

that occurs in architecture: its forms and figures efface themselves as they accomplish

their practical purposes, their service.

The reversal of figures and grounds assumes a field or horizon structure of ele-

ments within a setting. Before any figure emerges as the object of thematic attention,

it is pregiven as part of a wide context of interdependent elements, each materially

and practically relevant to the others. With the table come not only the chairs but also

the bar, the menu on the wall, the window sill, the garden terrace, and much more,
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each potentially conspicuous but all “tending toward” the others, somewhat horizon-

tal because “horizonal.” When I am eating (not thinking of architecture), the “near”

and “far” elements of the setting release themselves from the places they had been

assigned in perspective space and commingle with one another in a way that is “im-

possibly” congruent. Their “service” is to wait in that milieu until targeted by practi-

cal interests and their associated perceptual structures. Traditional discourse, and the

design techniques it sustains, has nothing to say about this thicker space; in fact, it

conceals it. The light and shadows on the dining table are as much a part (a property)

of the linen cloth as they are of the window onto the café at the front and the trees in

the garden at the rear, for without the cloth, the glass, and the leaves the play of shad-

ows would never appear. Considering food, the meal’s dependence on the remote

landscape is recalled by flowers at the table’s center, testifying to the interdepen-

dence of sun and soil, grasses, grain, and grazing. The table—much like a building

site or even a city—concentrates (incorporates) the field in relationships that bear on

the person having the meal: once I saw someone take a little bite out of a flower taken

from his lover’s place setting, as though appetite were desire. Downcast eyes and a

blush answered the advance. Now, what is true of flower and friend, terrace and

table—anterior continuity and implied consubstantiality—holds for all of the setting’s

elements and platforms; each reciprocates the others until some local interest (yours

or mine) rewrites the agreements they had established among themselves. All to-

gether and latent they constitute something like an atmosphere, a disposition, or

mood that is not easy to describe but is never unclear. This “character” is often what

is memorable about settings.

Let me try to elaborate this atmosphere in view of a specific setting. A man and

a woman face one another over a table at the edge of a restaurant interior painted by

Edward Hopper in 1930 (figure 13.4). Neither the pair in conversation nor any of the

others in the interior is distinctly prominent in the painting. In part, the painting’s di-

agonal composition causes this effect, with the line of lemons on display accelerating

to the right and the run of tabletops drifting to the left. In this weave, no figure pro-

poses itself as primary; the wine at the center of the table talk—if wine is what the

carafe holds—is no more important than the instruments of its supply and cost, the

women in white and black, the kitchen and the cash register.
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Edward Hopper, Table for Ladies,

1930. Courtesy The Metropolitan

Museum of Art, New York.



Although unobtrusive, each of these figures is distinct. The woman in the fore-

ground has the features of a Veronese contessa, but adopts the posture of a Tintoretto

saint. As an emblem she indicates abundance, much like the meal suggested by the

produce spread before her. But she also expresses hygiene—hence her unblemished

apron, white like a tablecloth; the tidy row of produce she organizes; and so on. Her

attention has two vectors, however; with her hands toward the window display, her

gaze beyond it, it joins kitchen and street, as if the dining room were not there. The

waitress at the register is similarly specific. Her body trails behind her eyes like the tail

of a comet. Flat black from the shoulders down, half hidden, she is entirely absorbed

in counting. Although focused, she is not alone in her work; her stance and glance

align three kinds of reckoning (counting, pricing, and timing) and their instruments

(her gaze, the register, and the clock). This stance is also the most fixed point in the 

interior; the containers she oversees hold the cash and trinkets on display. While the

first figure is an emblem of supply, the second embodies definition or restraint: white

and black, giving and taking, substance and measure. The two of them, and their

“performances,” stand between the street and the table talk that is sheltered in the

depth of the room.

If all of this seems beyond the border of the meal, that is because we tend to think

of eating as a tabletop occurrence only. This painting shows us something different,

that the simplest of meals depends on highly differentiated, even discordant, ambi-

ent conditions, on topography.5 By this term I mean terrain that is endowed with 

implications of practice that extend beyond the edges of discrete objects and events.

Such a structure integrates a vicinity, in this case an urban location. Lloyd Goodrich

writes of Hopper’s urban images: “In many of his urban subjects, individual men and

women do appear, but as parts of the whole scene rather than in leading roles. The

woman undressing for bed, the diners in a restaurant, the bored couple seen through

their apartment window, the solitary passerby in the street at night, are integral ele-

ments in his version of the city; but their environment is as important as they are.”6 The

compression of a figure (back) into its field proposes a unity that is not only pictorial

or optical but also practical; thus it takes in the positions of the figures and items at

the room’s center or perimeter, their role in support of the event, and so on. Although

the “serviceable” elements that structure such a field are recessive, the topography is

expressive, for it traces practices we know but normally neglect.
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TABLE TALK

Writing in L’Esprit Nouveau, Le Corbusier once compared architectural settings to ser-

vants: both are best when unnoticed in the performance of their several tasks. He

seems to have preferred interiors and arrangements of “equipment” that are discreet

and self-effacing. Thus settings and servants are best when taken for granted, much

like the human body at work in the world, because all—bodies, servants, settings—

are “limb objects.” Operation, what something does, is important here, but even

more important is recessiveness. Commenting on an exhibition of interiors and their

furnishings, he criticized “chairs that are charming, intelligent, but perhaps too talka-

tive. . . . If chairs and armchairs extinguish Picasso, Léger, Derain, Utrillo, Lipchitz,

then chairs and armchairs are insolent . . . are extremely loud. One thinks: To live here

one must be damned distinguished—and without respite. Good manners are com-

mendable and they embellish life—but only when one is least aware of them.”7 Hence

his statement of principle in Precisions: “The human-limb object [the chair or table] is

a docile servant. A good servant is discreet and self-effacing, in order to leave his mas-

ter free.”8 Does this silence the table’s voice, or is there a kind of articulation that com-

municates implicitly? And what is the relationship between (self-effacing) furniture and

(self-expressive) walls and windows, particularly when the former are conceived as

“part of” the latter, built-in or not?

Le Corbusier was not the only twentieth-century architect to make this point

about limb objects effacing themselves. Louis I. Kahn elaborated a similar concept of

“servant” spaces. Before that, when Le Corbusier was still developing his arguments,

Eileen Gray offered a comparable observation, without the analogy to servitude:

“One must build for the human being, that he might rediscover in the architectural

construction the joys of self-fulfillment in a whole that extends and completes him.

Even the furnishings should lose their individuality by blending in with the architec-

tural ensemble.”9 I take it that this loss of individuality allows the individual item to 

recede from one’s awareness insofar as absorption into an ensemble means retreat

into a context that “serves” as a background for “the joys of self-fulfillment.”

Unobtrusiveness was also an aim of the architecture of Adolf Loos. His complaint

against artistic furnishings in “Poor Little Rich Man” argues for this quality. So does his

call for “discreet” architecture: “The house should be discreet on the outside; its en-

tire richness should be disclosed on the inside.” He made this point more fully a bit
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later in the same essay: “In a few day’s time, one of the last of the old Hietzing houses

will be demolished. . . . What culture was in these houses, what refinement! How 

Viennese, how Austrian, how human! . . . It is well known that such houses do not have

a facade, and this is not liked [by the planning council]. It is preferred that one does

the same as the other newcomers, the one is to outshout the other.”10 The contrary

stance, the one that Loos himself adopted, holds that the building, like its furnishings,

should not proclaim prominence but should express its standing and history noise-

lessly, like a silent witness, not commanding attention but—here is the difficulty—

rewarding it when it is given.

One of Loos’s students, Rudolph Schindler, also was concerned with architec-

ture’s inconspicuous standing, as his somewhat unusual application of the term trans-

parency demonstrates. This use/practice/method invoked the customary sense of the

word, the quality of some materials being penetrable by light or air, allowing one to

partially or completely “see through” it; but transparency also characterizes things

that are habitually used. Transparent figures were those that were unseen because

unobtrusively present in a setting. One is reminded of Loos’s quip about the best-

dressed man being the one least noticed in public. Schindler’s interpretation, how-

ever, was developed as he considered metal furniture: “The few places [in a house]

which are necessarily moveable (chairs, etc.), become so in an accentuated degree.

Moving, they are unfit to define the space conception and must therefore be elimi-

nated architecturally for the sake of clarity. They are either folded up and stored away

or made transparent to become inconspicuous. This is the real meaning of the metal

chair. Its essence is its transparency[.]”11 This quality distinguished all deployable

items from those that were built-in or immovable, the permanent furniture used

to “define” the “space conception.” One of the most celebrated aspects of the

Schindler-Chace house is its use of exterior fireplaces as sites for the preparation of

meals. The house’s floor slabs constitute one level of a beautifully elaborated site sec-

tion (figure 13.5). The use of the slabs inside the house is obvious, but they are not

confined to its limits, to the thermal barrier. As if to serve as the basic premises of an

“encampment,” the slabs extend into the garden court and serve as the surface on

which open-air fires could be ignited. Otherwise, cooking, Schindler said, was to be

done “right on the table, making it more a social ‘campfire’ affair, than the disagree-

able burden to one member of the family.”12 In fact, there was a central kitchen or
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Hollywood, 1921–1922, plan.
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R. M. Schindler, Schindler-Chace

House, view from inside to 

outdoor fires. Photo by Grant
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“utility” room. Meals prepared in the kitchen seem to have been served on trays. In

the absence of a dining room or of functionally specific rooms of just about any sort,

the stratification of platforms remained dominant, whether concrete or grass, canvas

or timber. Seating for meals seems to have migrated across these surfaces; sometimes

“interior” furniture was brought to surround an outdoor fire.

Viewed in plan, the topography can be read as a mosaic of dwelling platforms,

each providing no more than a pretext or premise for some practical purpose and pre-

ferred posture. Frequently they are not in typical locations. This is to say not that out-

door dining was atypical but that meals were “set up” in different locations, thereby

instituting a peripatetic practice of dining, as if the Schindler and Chace families 

envisaged eating as a sort of grazing, or cooking as a nomadic practice that resulted

from hunting and gathering (figure 13.6). The accent here is on the primitive, which in

California at that time might well have been described as the natural or authentic. One

need not subscribe to this anthropology, nor to this version of the modern world, to

recognize the expressive, even symbolic, aspirations of such outdoor dining. Obvi-

ously, this shift in domestic dining decorum has practical and material “premises,” but

it is also indicative of more than that, for it reveals what Schindler took to be new ways

of living in a house and, more broadly, saw as modern existence. In this instance, the

setup or topographical instruments of a specific situation give rise to thought about

their wider implications: that modern life would usher in a new primitivism, that free-

dom from precedent would lead to a freedom for creativity, or that the traditional dis-

cord between art and life could in this way be overcome.

Just as tables talk in different ways, so settings articulate their sense variously.

They can remain tacit while endowing experience with its instruments, its “limb ob-

jects,” and they can give it characteristic expression, narrating its history or symboliz-

ing its foundation. The topography of the meal invites us to consider how settings

have different ways of voicing their contents, sometimes by speaking and sometimes

by keeping quiet.

NOTES

1. Table Talk is one way to translate the title given by Leon Battista Alberti to his Intercenales, a col-

lection of moral tales or parables that were typical of Renaissance dinner conversation; see Leon
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Battista Alberti, Dinner Pieces, trans. David Marsh (Binghamton, N.Y.: Medieval and Renaissance
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Alberti’s stories are rhetorical, not philosophical; many take the form of dialogue. “Table Talks” is
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ories (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989), 20ff. While a few of the stories refer to architecture, the

dining table itself does not come into focus. In this sense, Alberti’s “table talk” exemplifies the ar-

chitectural “oversight” I want to describe.

2. Mary Douglas, “Deciphering a Meal,” in Implicit Meanings (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,

1975), 249–275. The section in the Better Homes and Gardens New Cookbook (New York: Meredith
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are the instructions listed under “More Table Talk—type of service and seating guests” (369). The

Book of Household Management, by Isabella Beeton, was first published in 1861.

3. These drawings were completed by Nicole La Rossa and Ariane Sphikas, students in my first-year

design studio in the masters of architecture program at the University of Pennsylvania, in spring

2000. They were part of the preliminary work in the studio. I asked students to share a meal together

and during its course “survey” its “premises” (material, metric, and spatial), paying particular at-

tention to its development over time. The approach in the studio was analogical; the meal survey

was followed by the development of an architectural plan that was similarly sensitive to spatial and

temporal conditions.

4. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Science and the Experience of Expression,” in The Prose of the World, ed.

Claude Lefort, trans. John O’Neill (London: Heinemann, 1974), 9.
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(Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 2000).
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FROM PICNIC  TO  DRIVE- IN

Among the mobile cognoscenti, it was acknowledged that eating in your car with

the top down was the preferable way to dine.

—MICHAEL KARL WITZEL, Drive-In Deluxe

ince the earliest times the picnic has depended on a triad of mobile bodies,

food, and utensils. Beginning in the late 1600s, any outdoor feast called for

a nécessaire du voyage, the equipment required for the transport and con-

sumption of the food. Most important for the ubiquitous picnic basket, these artistic

tool sets would include a set of knives, forks, and spoons; a spice box for salt and pep-

per; a corkscrew; a toothpick; and an apple corer. This culinary toolbox foreshadows

the increasing dependence of the picnic on external equipment and service. While in

times before automobiles pedestrians would invade the landscape, “limited only by

roads and their own energy, . . . swarm[ing] into the country [on bicycles] and pic-

nick[ing] where they wanted on what they wanted,”1 more recent picnic patterns ex-

hibit a shift toward a fully mechanized dining behavior (figure 14.1). Contemporary
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vehicle interiors now come factory equipped with an abundance of cup holders for the

temporary storage of beverages and snacks, and some SUV interiors offer even re-

frigerators and built-in tables.

The idea of packing a lunch has existed as long as workers have toiled in the fields

and worked in cities, depending on meals sold by hawkers in the streets. C. Anne 

Wilson traces early records of outdoor eating back to the second century B.C.E., when

Posidonius described Celts eating meat with their fingers—while seated on straw

mats spread on the ground—“in a cleanly but leonine fashion, raising up whole limbs

in both hands and biting off the meat,” and cites a court record from 1710 that

mentions people “with wheelbarrows wherein they carry oysters, oranges, decayed

cheese, apples, nuts, gingerbread and other wares to sell.”2 And yet eating out as a

planned event was almost unheard-of until the eighteenth century. Venues such as

alehouses, inns, and taverns offered food to travelers, but few patrons would think of

taking a meal in these unhomely places. The outdoors, however, provided a powerful

lure. In seventeenth-century France, a cadeau was the term used for a private outdoor

feast arranged by a “young nobleman wishing to curry favor with some beautiful

lady.”3 The sensual intersection of bodies and food converge in the prototype of the

picnic, the hunting breakfast, a subject frequently depicted by seventeenth-century

European painters.4 However, fundamental changes of food consumption occurred at

the intersection of architecture and motorized vehicles in the early part of the twenti-

eth century with the invention of the drive-up drugstore, the development of the

drive-in, and finally the appearance of the drive-through in the late 1940s. Today,

bracketed between the two conventional modes of eating, dining in and dining out,

a third mode of culinary consumption—dining on the go—has established itself firmly

in contemporary culture. Eating while driving is the norm, with the attendant devel-

opment of a new, mobile domesticity, which has transformed vehicles virtually into

rolling residences that offer the creature comforts of home without taking on the form

of a traditional house (figure 14.2). The picnic as the essential food-to-go may serve

as a device for reading these transformations in eating habits and spaces.

Helen Stevens Fisher describes a picnic as a “party which takes itself outdoors,”

and Nancy Fair McIntyre writes that “a good picnic is a respite from the ordinary, an

escape from routine, a time for adventurous feasting.”5 If the picnic is thus a staged

event, an outdoor celebration that invokes an alternative to the everyday, perhaps
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Claude Monet’s impressionist painting of a picnic, Déjeuner sur l’herbe (1865–1866),

approaches in its representational technique this alternate state created by an out-

door feast. And yet, in the painting the difference between the projection of the event

and its execution is palpable in the apparent discomfort of the picnickers in their stiff

but fashionable dresses. This discrepancy between projection and perceived reality

may be explored in the theoretical underpinnings of picnics, which shuttle between

occupying an ideal space of pastoral bliss and the exigencies of consuming food in 

often antagonistic surroundings. Unlike conventional meals, picnics rely on a funda-

mental temporal and spatial separation of food preparation and consumption. This

distance between the everyday and the special event closely parallels a temporary

utopia, a fleeting moment of a perfect world, an idyll that can exist only in the realm

of the ephemeral.6 One significant difference between utopia and idyll dwells in the

temporal presence of loss attached to the latter that serves as a permanent condition

of nostalgia, a looking backward rather than constructing anew. When placed in this

context of utopian visions and Epicurean dreams, the picnic offers a site where it is

possible to sensually ingest the exterior surroundings, thereby creating a corporeal 

interior world, a bodily universe where the space of an ideal landscape dwells within

rather than without.

The borders of a tablecloth or blanket spread out in a forest clearing or a meadow

create a temporary, rational, and minimalist territory for outdoor dining, a domestic
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space differentiated from the wilderness—or perhaps the idea of paradise—that sur-

rounds it. If the picnic tablecloth functions as a memory of the conventional dining

table inscribed in the landscape, in the 1940s this tablecloth grew to the size of a park-

ing lot surrounding the now ubiquitous drive-ins. As a lure away from the highway,

their flashy architecture invites both driver and passengers to rest from their motion,

to replenish the body without leaving the protective cocoon of the car for too long.

The motorized picnic has thus transferred al fresco dining from a bucolic outdoor set-

ting in the clearing of a forest into a sheltered metal bubble that sits in the clearing of

a parking lot, where diners participate in a form of urban and suburban voyeurism that

is much more attuned to their contemporary sensibilities than to watching birds in a

forest. These diners, nibbling on burgers and fries while sitting in their cars next to

fast-food joints and watching the traffic roll by on the adjacent road, have become a

common sight along America’s business strips—recalling in their isolation perhaps

Georges Seurat’s Un dimanche après-midi à l’île de la Grande Jatte (1884–1886),

which brings into relief the isolation of the human body through geometric depiction.

T. J. Clark argues that Seurat “wished to show the nature of class distinction in a place

given over to pleasure, but also the various things that made distinctions hard to

grasp. It was important that his people looked alike, and yet were sharply discrimi-

nated from each other in detail.”7

The origins of diners sitting transfixed in their automobiles can be traced back to

the early part of the twentieth century, when driving was still an arduous task. Early

drive-ins were drive-ups, carriers of both convenience and embarrassment. Not pam-

pered by cushy suspension systems or fully enclosed vehicles, drivers and their dusty,

grease-stained companions resisted in these early times of motorized mobility having

to enter a conventional establishment for a quick repast. As a remedy, budding en-

trepreneurs sent out “runners” to the drivers and passengers to take food orders and

then return with the prepared fare to the car waiting curbside. The convenience of 

being served while remaining seated in the vehicle quickly developed into a new culi-

nary model that linked food production and consumption in a temporal loop of drug-

store and automobile. Tray tables clipped onto the car door quickly began to bridge

the edge between interior and exterior, connecting the tentative space between

proper and automotive architecture.
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MIES ’S  PARADISE

Tradition, which has heretofore influenced styles, is a lateral movement. . . . Mod-

ernism, on the other hand, is better understood as a vertical movement, and to

see what comprises it, you cut it down as you do a layer cake.

—RICHARDSON WRIGHT, “House and Garden Designs Its Own 

Modernist House” (1930)

The lure of eating in the car was so pervasive that even the Apollo of modern archi-

tecture, Mies van der Rohe, fell under its spell in 1946, when he designed a sleek glass

box topped by an exoskeleton supporting a hovering roof slab. I am not referring to

Mies’s modernist classic of that year, the Farnsworth House, but rather to his singular

contribution to culinary mobility: the Cantor drive-in for Indianapolis (figure 14.3).8

The unrealized building represents a formal and structural twin to the mother ship of

Mies’s midwestern designs, Crown Hall, which houses the Illinois Institute of Technol-

ogy’s (IIT) School of Architecture in Chicago. The similarity is no accident. Modernism’s

propensity for visual consumption, idealized in IIT’s Crown Hall, finds its earthy coun-

terpoint in the Cantor drive-in.

David Spaeth describes the Cantor as the first of Mies’s “large-scale universal

spaces,”9 which consist of large, uninterrupted glass-enclosed volumes. Because of

this shared characteristic, Spaeth suggests that the Cantor, the Farnsworth House,

and Crown Hall belong to a typology of clear-span buildings. I would argue that the

clear-span type is to architecture what the long-distance drive is to mobility. It is an 

uninterrupted event located between two points. Spaeth has argued that the Cantor

borrows from industrial architecture, and here specifically from railroad and highway

bridge designs.10 In other words, the Cantor drive-in represents the archetype of the

intersection between the industrialization of food-to-go and the industrialization of

the infrastructure that facilitates culinary mobility.

What might surprise architectural purists is that the Cantor functions not only as

a literal bridge between food and cars but also as a conceptual bridge between the

Farnsworth House (1946) and Crown Hall (1950–1956). In all three designs, Mies sus-

pends the roof from long, deep trusses or beams that rest on slender steel columns.

In each case, suspending the roof from an external structural frame enabled Mies to

create a floating overhead surface that hovers like a lid on the spaces below. But only
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in the Cantor does Mies reduce the enclosing “walls” to an absolute minimum with a

continuous glass surface uninterrupted by supports.11 It is remarkable how he devel-

oped this apparently simple edge condition into an intertwining space between car

and food. A photograph that shows a model of the Cantor viewed from the street ar-

ticulates how the cars can enter this arcadelike space between glass wall and roof

edge to park and wait for food delivery (figure 14.4).12 As a hybrid form, this column-

less arcade creates an overlapping room of indoor and outdoor space that reflects its

temporal occupation by cars and passengers. The intertwining arcade space links

food, architecture, and mobility in a dynamic relationship, recalling perhaps the ide-

alized region of Arcadia in ancient Greece where outdoor feasts were still celebrated

without the assistance of machines; and recalling perhaps that universal space of the

original picnic that is most convincing when it remains a utopia, just as the Cantor

drive-in remains an unrealized project.

If, as Peter Carter argues, Mies believed that “architecture at its most valuable

can be nothing more than a reflection of the driving and sustaining forces of an

epoch”—Mies himself said, “I have tried to make an architecture for a technological

society”13—then the drive-in project of the Cantor perhaps represents the intersec-

tion of technology, industrialization, and domesticity more clearly than any other

building designed by Mies.

PICNIC  IN  THE CAR

“The sun is mirrored even in a coffee spoon,” wrote the architectural scholar Sigfried

Giedion in Mechanization Takes Command,14 where he explored how mechanization

has influenced the most intimate areas of human existence that were previously linked

to nature. In the first part of the twentieth century, mechanization captured and

controlled not only machine motion but also the human body.15 Giedion observed,

“Taylorism demands of the mass of workers not initiative but automation. Human

movements become levers in the machine”16—tightly controlled, repeated, and

therefore predictable motions of the human body in relation to and dependence on

the machine.

Underlying the machine-assisted practice of eating-on-the-go is a theory of effi-

ciency, a kind of culinary Taylorism; and it is none other than Henry Ford who raised

Taylorism to a new level when he realized that mass production, in the words of David
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Harvey, “meant mass consumption, a new system of the reproduction of labor power,

a new politics of labor control and management, a new aesthetics and psychology, in

short, a new kind of rationalized, modernist, and populist democratic society.”17 And

yet Ford’s assembly line simultaneously imprisoned the worker as it democratized the

general population by bringing automobiles and mobility to the masses. In an ironic

twist, the company’s creation of means of widespread mobility depends for its pro-

duction directly on the inverse of the mobile, as partial products are fed to stationary

workers via the assembly line.

The eating machine in Charlie Chaplin’s 1936 (mostly) silent movie Modern Times

puts into relief the workers’ static position by intersecting the relentless movement of

the assembly line with a forced distribution of food (figure 14.5). The machine holds

the worker in a fixed position during the feeding cycle, and the protagonist becomes

quite literally a part of the machine when, in a form of technological cannibalism, the

malfunctioning machine attempts to force-feed him its own mechanical parts.18 How-

ever, the unstoppable advance of mass production and mass consumption would foil

any attempts to return to a premachine state. Cafeterias, the culinary equivalent of the

industrial assembly line, would soon dominate the eating environment in large insti-

tutions and factories. And contemporary cafeterias are nothing but a more sophis-

ticated version of Chaplin’s eating machine: the diner supplies the motive power to

the assembly line, which consists of trays to be pushed along a stainless steel coun-

tertop, as he or she picks preassembled salads, dishes, and desserts out of racks of

shelves, and thereby constructs a customized body-food hybrid.

This interdependence between body and machine extends also into the domestic

realm of the kitchen. In 1955 the American industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss—

responsible for projects ranging from vacuum cleaners to the interior of the advanced

Super-G Constellation airplane—realized that the transformation of the modern

kitchen was initiated by two things that had “nothing to do with cooking a meal . . . the

automobile and the airplane.”19 However, it was the German designer Margarete

Schütte-Lihotzky who had recognized thirty years earlier that she could transform the

kitchen into a new space of production by applying industrial control processes.

Schütte-Lihotzky’s interest was in the streamlining of food production to make the

Hausfrau into the kitchen/machine operator. When she designed the Frankfurt kitchen

in the mid-1920s, she called it the “realization of the kitchen as machine,”20 and her
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idealized space of food production represented a domestic version of Taylorism 

imported from the factory floor.

What Henry Ford had achieved in 1913 with the industrialization of motor vehicle

production,21 Richard and Maurice McDonald applied to fast food in 1940. In their

quest to streamline the production and distribution process of food-to-go, the 

McDonalds eliminated car hop service and required their customers to step out of

their vehicles and order burger-only meals at walk-up windows. By limiting the choices

to one meal option only—the culinary equivalent to Ford’s Model T, with its “choice”

of one color—the McDonald brothers eliminated single-handedly the “surplus” of

regional and local food differences. When Ray Kroc took the idea nationwide by open-

ing the first McDonald’s franchise in Des Plaines, Illinois, he applied Ford’s insight that

mass production requires mass consumption by couching culinary mechanization in

convenience, which became the hallmark of the McDonald’s product line.

This culinary convenience transferred well into the mechanical design of the early

1950s automobiles when Detroit introduced a new vehicle as a mobile accompani-

ment to the static drive-ins. Until that time, cars had been a spatial extension to the
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round form of the drive-in, which consisted of not more than a central kitchen space

(production) surrounded by a perforated wall (transfer) and a vast parking lot (con-

sumption). With the introduction of the station wagon into the American streetscape,

the mobilized picnic found its most appropriate expression. By extending the upper

body of the car to the rear bumper, automotive designers created a tailgate that be-

came the perfect table for the choreography of a machine-assisted picnic.22 The sta-

tion wagon became the suburban vehicle of choice, and its increased cargo capacity

for the long drive to stores gave new emphasis to automotive mobility; it combined

the transgressiveness of a picnic with the comforts of home, liberating its passengers

from the vicissitudes of nature. The tailgate registered the intersection of indoor com-

fort and outdoor mobility by rotating out into the landscape, transforming a wall into

a platform for cooking and dining.23 Rather than gather around the table in a dwelling

or lay out the feast on a blanket spread on the ground, driver and passengers found

in the station wagon’s tailgate a new gathering place as well, an improvised yet im-

proved mobile hearth.

In some automobiles the tailgate migrated forward in the car, tracing a shift from

the outdoors to the indoors. Barthes wrote in 1957 about the futuristic Citroën DS that

its “dashboard looks more like the working surface of a modern kitchen than the

control-room of a factory.”24 And the mid-1980s dashboard of a Cadillac Eldorado

morphed into a large, tablelike slab that can easily accommodate the dinner settings

for two people (figure 14.6). These more recent developments demonstrate how the

automobile has replaced the kitchen/hearth at the center of the house with a new mo-

bile domesticity. In 1939 the architectural firm Adams and Prentice designed a demon-

stration house for the New York World’s Fair and called it the Motor Home for the Town

of Tomorrow (figure 14.7). This radical design consisted of a rectangular box with a

large two-car garage. Spatially the garage pushes into the core of the house, and the

only pedestrian access to the house is through a conventional entry door framed by

the two garage doors. The owner/visitor has to pass through the garage to reach the

living room, dining room, and kitchen. The garage’s small mullioned windows and

shutters belie the radical idea of the design, as they dissimulate the importance of the

automobile, now an integral part of the future American household, behind a pastiche

of old-world domesticity. The interior of this prototype represents a functionalist’s 

realized utopia, where the centrally located, domestically incorporated automobile
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has taken over the formerly central space of the kitchen; according to Ivan Margolius,

it is “idolized and worshipped rather than regarded simply as an instrument for work

or leisure.”25 Adams and Prentice’s motor home represents the stable precedent to

the mobile copies that Winnebago would begin to build ten years later.

Even earlier the car had begun to take on the domestic qualities of home. In

1909, fifteen years before Walter Gropius designed reclining seats for his Adler con-

vertible, an automobile manufacturer from Los Angeles, William J. Burt, modified a

standard touring car so that the front seat back could be detached and laid flat to form

a table, allowing the passengers to dine while seated in the rear seat. A small gas

stove for onboard cooking complemented the formal comforts of home: Roger White

itemizes “a set of dishes, table linen, silverware, glasses, bottles, aluminum cookware,

and other utensils.”26 The same adaptive sensibility exhibited in these hybrid con-

structions can be discerned in the development of the automobile itself. In the early

parts of the previous century, cars were mostly used for pleasure trips and adventur-

ous cross-country travel. Increasingly, though, cars became the prime mode of trans-

portation to and from the workplace. By now the number of vehicles on the nation’s

highways has grown proportionately to the expansion of cities into the surrounding

land, and the automobile has become a hybrid space of domesticity to the point that

current commuters and travelers have re-created a technologically advanced mirror

image of early hunter-and-gatherer societies. The hunting instinct is expressed in road

rage, the gatherer instinct in the trip to the supermarket or, for more immediate satis-

faction, the drive-through window.

The early adaptation of grafting a house body onto a truck or bus chassis contin-

ues unabated, and today’s motor homes represent nothing less than ranch houses on

wheels. They come equipped, White notes, with “aluminum siding and picture win-

dows, . . . contemporary furniture, modern kitchens with built-in appliances, and

forced-air furnaces.”27 With the invention of these houses on wheels, the outdoors

picnic has been completely usurped by the domestic comfort of the interior. In 1953

Arthur Drexler declared that the “interiors of American cars are often designed to du-

plicate in domestic comfort the living room of the driver’s home,”28 and today’s sepa-

ration of food preparation from food consumption signifies a transfer of the domestic

into the mobile where neither cooking nor eating is any longer strictly associated with

being at home.
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By the mid-1960s many drive-ins had been transformed to drive-throughs or

drive-bys,29 suggesting a transition from a stable picnic in a parked car to mobile eat-

ing while driving, or to a takeout, the contemporary version of a picnic. The fast-food

restaurant had changed from a terminal destination to no more than a tangential node

along a driving route. The space between kitchen and car increased over time, too. In

the few drive-ins remaining today, most offer amplified two-way communication sys-

tems for ordering a meal. Names such as Ordaphone, Fon-A-Chef, Serv-us-Fone,

Teletray, Dine-A-Mike, Auto-Dine, and Electro-Hop are applied to these disembodied

servants in the form of an audio speaker and microphone. While the space of cooking

has been relegated in these establishments to the ever more distant kitchen, the

space of informal dining has migrated into the increasingly domesticated automo-

biles, which one architect points out as “a perfect little exercise in interior design, [pro-

vide] a controlled environment more perfect than most homes.”30

TEMPORAL DWELLING

In Bauen, Wohnen, Denken, Martin Heidegger asks what it means to inhabit, to dwell:

“Was ist das Wohnen?” And to what degree is building a part of inhabitation: “In-

wieweit gehört das Bauen in das Wohnen?” Through the German etymologies of

bauen (build) and wohnen (to inhabit, to dwell), Heidegger concludes that both build-

ing and inhabiting/dwelling mean “to stay” or “to remain”; and he argues that our

contemporary society has lost the original meaning of building as inhabiting. Fur-

thermore, bauen (to build) and its related words buan, bhu, and beo give us the word

to be (sein). “I am” means for Heidegger “I inhabit,” “I dwell.”31

This dyad of temporal being and inhabitation converges in the architecture of the

drive-in, which marks the midpoint transition of the picnic from the outdoors to the 

indoors, from the garden into the machine. Mobile picnicking, then, represents a

temporal form of dwelling, a lingering in motion. In a 1984 essay, J. B. Jackson artic-

ulates this temporal quality in relation to mobile homes. He argues that the verb to

dwell originally meant to hesitate, to linger, to delay, implying that “we will eventually

move on,” and that this “usage suggests a certain detachment from the dwelling.”

Without solidity or permanence, the mobile home’s inexpensive convenience charms

us with a “kind of freedom we often undervalue: the freedom from burdensome emo-

tional ties with the environment, freedom from communal responsibilities, freedom
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from the tyranny of the traditional home and its possessions; the freedom from 

belonging to a tight-knit social order; and above all, the freedom to move on to some-

where else.”32

However, that freedom, when transferred to automobiles and their domestic

function as places to eat, comes at a cost. In his analysis of the multipurpose modes

of vehicular inhabitation, the sociologist John Urry lists “speed, home, safety, sexual

desire, career success, freedom, family” as the sign-values that correspond with the

car. As Urry points out, these values operate through “the car’s technical and social

inter-linkages with other industries, including car parts and accessories; petrol refin-

ing and distribution; road-building and maintenance; hotels, roadside service areas

and motels; car sales and repair workshops; suburban house building; new retailing

and leisure complexes; advertising and marketing.”33

While the domestic attributes of cars are manifest across the history of their de-

sign, Urry frames the pros and cons of an automotive architecture in arguing that the

automobile is both “immensely flexible and wholly coercive,” offering the freedom to

drive almost everywhere while simultaneously dividing workplaces from homes, 

entrapping their occupants in long, congested commutes, and encapsulating people

in a “privatized, cocooned, moving environment.” As a result, contemporary drivers,

“strapped into a comfortable armchair and surrounded by micro-electronic informa-

tional sources, controls, and sources of pleasure,” experience both the isolation and

comfort of a domestic dwelling—including the consumption and sometimes even the

cooking of food—while parked or moving at high rates of speed34 (figure 14.8).

Our cars have become second living rooms. And yet this convenience has a price.

As Eric Schlosser argues in Fast Food Nation, “The United States now has the highest

obesity rate of any industrialized nation in the world. More than half of all Ameri-

can adults and about one-quarter of all American children are now obese or over-

weight[, and obesity] is now second only to smoking as a cause of mortality in the

United States.”35 There are other risk factors as well. The car insurance company

Hagerty Classic has published a list of dangerous foods that, if eaten while driving, are

likely to increase accidents because of driver distraction. In a news release the com-

pany refers to a recent analysis of more than 30,000 drivers nationwide, in which the

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration concluded that “eating was a bigger

distraction than using a hand-held cell phone.”36
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The new benchmarks for mobile food are that it can be eaten with one hand and

that it fits in a cup holder. Campbell introduced a new soup in September 2002 that

consumers can sip on the run. It is called Soup at Hand and consists of a container with

a wide lid that can double as a bowl. And in the summer of 2002, Nabisco started to

sell plastic cups called Go-Paks that contain mini Oreos, Ritz Bits, and other cookies

and crackers.37 Marketers call this new phenomenon dashboard dining.38 Hagerty

Classic Insurance used the following criteria for evaluating mobile food: the degree of

distraction (which depends on the messiness of the food), the degree of difficulty in

eating with only one hand on the wheel, and the food’s popularity. The list of the top

ten most dangerous foods to eat while driving, from bad to worse, is chocolate, soft

drinks, jelly and cream-filled donuts, any barbecued food, juicy hamburgers, chili,

tacos, hot soups, and finally coffee.39

There are, however, also signs of a countermovement. Acknowledging the per-

vasiveness of vehicular dining, the online journal InteliHealth published a list of dos

and don’ts for eating in the car: avoid fast food, pack your own breakfast, keep healthy

nonperishables in the car, don’t eat toaster pastries or donuts, and bring along a small

cooler lunch bag for healthy perishables.40 There exist alternatives to factory food

even on the fast-food circuit. In-N-Out fast-food restaurants, for example, beat the

trend by offering high-quality, low-cost food, paying the highest wages of any fast-

food chain, providing medical benefit packages, and cooking their food fresh without

the use of microwaves, freezers, or heat lamps.41 On the other end of the spectrum is

the slow food movement, which originated in Rome as a result of McDonald’s open-

ing a restaurant at the foot of the Spanish Steps; Schlosser praises it for “stand[ing] in

direct opposition to everything that a fast-food meal represents: blandness, unifor-

mity, conformity, the blind worship of science and technology.”42 And yet, slow food

and mobile picnics do not exclude each other. While its members call for the food to

be prepared in the company of family and friends, it may still be taken on the road and

consumed in the car. Perhaps slow food and eating in your car represent just the two

end points of a line that connects the preindustrialized picnic, the house car, and the

drive-through.
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he encompassing pleasure of a good meal depends on its setting.

This statement seems at first to warrant little comment. Chefs, restau-

rant critics, and no doubt many restaurant-goers often regard it as dogma.

Nevertheless, one could counter it by citing the pleasure of eating just about 

anywhere on an empty stomach, or the delights of take-out food, which can hardly

boast an “appropriate” setting. Of course, food can provide pleasure—to a hungry

person—in virtually any context. The enjoyment associated with assuaged hunger is

an unavoidable fact of our physiology, and it lies behind much of the satisfaction that

dining provides. Epicurus regarded it as the basis for human artistry, contending that

“the beginning and the root of all good is the pleasure of the stomach.”1

However, the pleasure of eating differs greatly from the pleasure of dining. Early

in the nineteenth century, Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin constructed the “science” of

gastronomy on this presumption, declaring that “the pleasure of eating is one we

share with animals. . . . The pleasures of the table are known only to the human race.”2
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The act of dining aspires to satisfy far more than the feral cravings of the belly. And it

requires more than hunger. Perhaps Brillat-Savarin said it well enough: “The truth is

that at the end of a well-savored meal both soul and body enjoy an especial well-

being.” This complex, obscure, and often elusive sensation results from the propitious

combination of many factors. Brillat-Savarin explained that it depends “on careful

preparations for the serving of the meal, on the choice of place, and on the thought-

ful assembling of the guests.”3 Contemporary chef-restaurateurs pay very close 

attention to these elements.4 And the designers of places for dining must work, using

similar presumptions, to complement the production of their chefs. For the diner’s

part, the well-being made possible by a good and well-situated meal demands 

attentive ingestion of the food—and its setting—which requires a good appetite.

This essay demonstrates the extent to which the setting for a meal is involved in

bringing about the sense of well-being that accompanies the act of dining. Through

a series of increasingly complex examples drawn from literary sources, it shows that

the pleasure of dining radiates outward from the alimentary tract to encompass 

impressions of the food, table, room, and the larger context. These examples, drawn

from fiction, show with particular intensity and clarity that cuisine and place conspire

to intensify sensual experience, to consolidate and to elicit memories, to satisfy

curiosity. Working on presumptions extracted from these sources, I argue that gastro-

nomic knowledge should contribute more fully to historical and theoretical discus-

sions of architecture. I seek, in brief, to support a stronger alliance of disciplines whose

products so pleasurably intertwine in everyday practice.

SITUATED EATING

One of the twentieth century’s great eaters, the New Yorker’s long-time food writer

A. J. Liebling, once said, “A good appetite gives an eater room to turn around in.”5

Although he was speaking figuratively—indicating that a person who cheerfully main-

tains a substantial capacity to eat avails him- or herself of all the pleasure that food and

a given situation might offer—the spatial image his assertion conveys is fitting. A

good appetite expands to fill out not just the body but the place surrounding it. The

very human experience of dining incorporates the meal and its context. When a meal

and its setting fit particularly well, when they resonate and thereby stir the senses and

sentiments, the results can be especially memorable. Often, however, this pleasure,
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built on the serendipitous combination of many factors, remains elusive or fleeting.

Liebling therefore calls for “good appetite” as a kind of safeguard. A good appetite

improves the chances of capturing and extending moments of gustatorial pleasure.

It not only gives hearty eaters room to turn around in; it also situates them well for

good eating.

Sometimes the food and its setting correlate so well that the diner need do little

more than participate in the spectacle presented, following where the designers of

the meal lead. The Argentine storytellers Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Bioy Casares

describe just such a trajectory in their fictional tale “An Abstract Art.” In this story they

recount the invented evolution of “culinary cooking” and fabricate its obscure archi-

tectural counterpart, the tenebrarium.

The aim of culinary cooking, as they describe it, is to develop “a cuisine owing

nothing to the plastic arts or to the object of nourishment.”6 It seeks to satisfy only the

sensation of taste. Its presumptive origins lie with the scientific discovery, in 1891, of

the five fundamental tastes: sour, salty, bitter, sweet, and (their addition) insipid. Act-

ing on this discovery, the astute Parisian chef of Les Cinq Saveurs treats gastronomic

cognoscenti to “taste” in its most pristine state: “identical pyramids, each an inch high

and each affording the palate one of the now celebrated five tastes” (71). They de-

scribe later and more sophisticated iterations of this cuisine that allow for the revival

of “the age-old ancestral tastes,” but only after all visual and tactile characteristics

have been removed from the dishes that incorporate them. “Vivid colors, elegant

serving platters, and what common prejudice calls a well-presented dish—all these

were banned” (73).

But it is not until an audacious moment in 1932, when an ingenious chef also 

excludes the very dining room from view, that their fanciful history comes to its fitting

conclusion: “[In] a restaurant like all others, serving dishes in no way different from

those of the past[,] . . . [he] carried out the simple act destined to place him forever at

the top-most point of the pinnacle in the entire annals of cookery. He snapped out the

lights. There, in that instant, the first tenebrarium was launched” (73).

Although the meal and its setting in this story are not concerned with a sense of

well-being so much as with the satisfaction of an isolated sense of taste, Borges and

Bioy Casares demonstrate powerfully that the pleasures of dining, whatever they

might be, do not result solely from the isolated act of eating. The diner needs the
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place as much as the food to experience a meal properly. In this case, the absurdly 

reductive—or refined—“culinary cooking” and the darkened room in which one ex-

periences it complement and require each other. Only in their fastidiously coordinated

association does the anticipated pleasure unfold for the diner.

Sometimes, by contrast, a diner might discover an expansive, unexpected plea-

sure that unfurls itself with slight provocation from unremarkable food taken in just the

right setting. Through a strange alchemy unleashed by their combination, a sense of

well-being expands in the imagination, even as the specific flavors and atmosphere

that precipitated it fade.

Marcel Proust recounts such an event, in a well-known passage of Remembrance

of Things Past, when on a cheerless afternoon in Combray his mother offers him tea

and a petite madeleine:

And soon, mechanically, dispirited after a dreary day with the prospect of a

depressing morrow, I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had

soaked a morsel of the cake. No sooner had the warm liquid mixed with the

crumbs touched my palate than a shudder ran through me and I stopped, intent

upon the extraordinary thing that was happening to me. An exquisite pleasure

had invaded my senses, something isolated, detached, with no suggestion of

its origin.7

Seeking to prolong this pleasure and to find its source, Proust takes a second and a

third mouthful, but begins to lose the sensation. To force it back to consciousness, he

says, “I shut out every obstacle, every extraneous idea, I stop my ears and inhibit all

attention against the sounds from the next room. . . . I clear an empty space in front

of it.” And at last winning back the sensation of pleasure again, Proust finds that far

from existing in an empty space, it has attached itself to a place that takes shape and

grows in his consciousness: “And as soon as I had recognised the taste of the piece of

madeleine soaked in her decoction of lime-blossom which my aunt used to give

me . . . the old grey house upon the street, where her room was, rose up like a stage

set . . . and with the house the town, . . . the streets along which I used to run errands,

the country roads we took when it was fine.”8 It is not the immediate sensation of taste

or of satiated hunger that interests Proust in these experiences, but the rich, pleasur-
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able evocation that the aroma and flavor of tea and the madeleine bring about. From

them he raises up the room, the house, and the village with all of their characteristic

odors, colors, textures.

Liebling lamented that “in the light of what Proust wrote with so mild a stimulus,

it is the world’s loss that he did not have a heartier appetite.”9 What he might have

conjured one can hardly imagine. Nevertheless, the frugality of the event serves to

demonstrate how manifold and expansive the relationship between food and its set-

ting can become.

A good appetite helps one capture and make sense of far more complex experi-

ences, but it also has limits. Gourmands, even those with the most impressive capac-

ities, have deplored the constraints of appetite since before the fabled days of Roman

vomitoria—ever since, according to Brillat-Savarin, “poets long ago began to com-

plain that the throat, being too short, limited the length of the pleasure of tasting.”10

To advance beyond the narrowly circumscribed pleasure of taste, beyond the confines

of the alimentary passages, and into the dining room, gastronomy enlisted the help

of other arts. For the most sumptuous meals the ancients contributed music and 

entertainments of all sorts. They filled the air with perfumes and placed ornaments on

anything that could support them. The French maîtres d’hôtel of the generations pre-

ceding Brillat-Savarin far surpassed these efforts. These masters of fantastic baroque

feasts, with which the courts of Louis XIV and XV indulged themselves, added elab-

orate artificial dinner “sets” arranged in monumentally reconfigured gardens and

surmounted by profusions of fountains and pompous displays of fireworks.11 Such

“artificial embellishments,” as Brillat-Savarin called them, aim to arouse every sense.12

The attention of ears, nose, hands, and eyes is drawn outward toward these, even as

the mouth and stomach ingest a great succession of lavish dishes.

Just as satisfaction of the alimentary system does not fully characterize gastro-

nomic pleasure, however, neither does the more comprehensive physical pleasure

augmented by architectural embellishments. Gastronomic pleasure also involves the

intellect. A good meal piques the imagination, conjures memories, conveys ideas. 

Often, it does so through surprising combinations, placing flavors in resonance with

each other and with their settings to provoke the complacent and astonish the alert

diner. To discover this kind of pleasure demands not only appetite but also attention.
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Adventurous diners often seek such pleasure in the variety that a change of venue

provides—by going to many different restaurants, for example, or by traveling to

“exotic” places. Italo Calvino vividly demonstrates the benefits of the latter in “Under

the Jaguar Sun,” a fictional essay on taste.13 Its Italian protagonists, a married couple

approaching middle age, undertake a gustatorial journey in Mexico, far from home.

Through a series of shared encounters with the artifacts of the culture, intensified by

its characteristic and idiosyncratic cuisine, they discover fascinating shades of a Mexico

that would otherwise have remained obscure to them. They take exquisite, mutual

pleasure in the food; however, a dawning awareness of the places that surround them

outshines this pleasure. A deeply satisfying comprehension of their surroundings—

and its sometimes sordid past—suffuses and dominates their gustatory experiences.

In one instance, as they savor piquant dishes under the orange trees of an old

convent, they sense the latent passions of aristocratic nuns subdued long ago in the

dark rooms that surround them. In their quiet confinement, these nuns had created a

“bold cuisine bent on making the flavors’ highest notes vibrate, juxtaposing them in

modulations, in chords, and especially in dissonances that would assert themselves as

an incomparable experience—a point of no return, an absolute possession exercised

on the receptivity of all the senses” (5). These nuns, the protagonists discover, did not

create dishes merely to exercise their considerable culinary abilities, nor solely “to

satisfy the venial whims of gluttony.” Their recipes also expressed the ardor of more

consequential fantasies, carnal fantasies: “the fantasies, after all, of sophisticated

women . . . whose reading told of ecstasies and transfigurations, martyrs and tortures”

(6). As they taste these exquisite dishes, the protagonists recognize the same clan-

destine passions they had earlier discovered enfolded into the ornate baroque

churches of Oaxaca:

Architecture . . . the background to the lives of those religious; it, too, was 

impelled by the same drive toward the extreme that led to the exacerbation of

flavors amplified by the blaze of the most spicy chiles. Just as colonial baroque

set no limits on the profusion of ornament and display, in which God’s presence

was identified in a closely calculated delirium of brimming, excessive sensations,

so the curing of the hundred or more native varieties of hot peppers carefully 

selected for each dish opened vistas of flaming ecstasy. (6–7)
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Thus, the apparently unremarkable scene that Calvino places before the reader—of a

tourist couple enjoying a meal together in a cloister garden—becomes a passionate

exploration of an unfamiliar place. Its subtleties reveal themselves only as flavors 

resonate with the intricacies of its buildings and landscapes—the somber, cracked

plaster walls, the incomprehensible scrollwork and gilded ceilings, the shimmering

sunlight, the aroma of orange blossoms.

Later, the protagonists chance upon a banquet in the chapel of the convent (con-

verted some time ago into the lobby of a hotel). They are now attuned to the startling

associations possible in the place, which they probe, alert both to their heightened

imaginations and to a deepening curiosity about what such an event might tell them

about Mexico:

We were struck by a sound like a cascade of water flowing and splashing and 

gurgling in a thousand rivulets and eddies and jets. . . . From the doorway (the

room was a few steps lower than the corridor), we saw an expanse of little spring

hats on the heads of ladies seated around tea tables. . . . Under the broad, empty

vaulted ceiling, three hundred Mexican ladies were conversing all at once; the

spectacular acoustical event that had immediately subdued us was produced by

their voices mingled with the tinkling of cups and spoons and of knives cutting

slices of cake. (16–17)

Although seemingly innocuous, this gathering of the society women of Oaxaca invites

strangely sinister associations. The event intertwines itself in their imaginations with

the ancient religious feasts of Monte Albán, where earlier in the day the tourists had

examined the settings for details of Mexican history far more sordid than the carnal

fantasies of cloistered nuns. At Monte Albán the priests had devoured the flesh of 

sacrificial victims.

That, at least, is the presumption of their friend Salustiano, a guest of honor at the

tea party and an “impassioned connoisseur” of Mexican history. In conspiratorial

tones, partly obscured by the discord of the banquet, he recounts the horrifying de-

tails: “Sangre . . . obsidiana . . . divinidad solar” (Blood . . . obsidian . . . solar divina-

tion; 18, Calvino’s ellipses). He speculates on the mysterious preparation of the

sacrificial flesh and its flavor—“A strange flavor, they say.” He holds forth on the sa-

cred and atavistic origins of this esoteric cuisine, explaining that it celebrated “the
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harmony of the elements achieved through sacrifice—a terrible harmony, flaming, 

incandescent” (20). And thus he leaves the protagonists with the curious thought that

in such feasts, flavor (of cake or flesh) bears an almost insignificant relationship to the

spectacular events and the almost overwhelming architectural settings in which they

take place. Although they might be characterized as the “backdrop” to tea and cake,

the bare, resonant vault, the high plastered walls, and the hard expanse of floor in the

convent chapel—like the endless stone stairs, exposed platforms, and vehement 

relief sculptures of Monte Albán—capture the imagination so thoroughly that the

roles of hunger and taste are almost inconsequential.

In both of these examples Calvino reveals another important aspect of the plea-

sure derived from the settings for cuisine: it often reaches well beyond the dining room

and into its regional context. Terrain, habits, and legend often manifest themselves in

the cuisine of a place. They appear in the recipes that incorporate local ingredients,

in the special tools and methods used for their preparation, and in the environments

most suitable for their consumption. Accordingly, the cuisine of Oaxaca that Calvino

describes developed characteristic “embellishments.” Through them it accommo-

dates and discloses available ingredients and sustains historical narratives that exem-

plify indigenous values. Similarly, the cuisines of the Dordogne in France, of Hunan in

China, of northern California in the United States, and so on distinguish themselves

largely through the unique appurtenances—architecture, furniture, tools, ingredi-

ents—with which they developed over time. A “foreign” visitor to such a place may

even sense that the central idea behind a culinary event there is its regional identity.14

Attentive diners can uncover much about their territorial surroundings in the

richly layered sensations provided by a well-prepared and situated meal. Calvino 

argues that to experience such an event out of its proper context, therefore, is to 

experience a shadow of its significance. Transplanted into another environment—into

an “exotic” restaurant somewhere in an American city, or into a take-out box—the

characteristic embellishments of a particular cuisine fall out of place.15 In many cases,

regional context is as essential to the experience of a good meal as the dining room,

table, or plates set before the diner.

The examples drawn from “Under the Jaguar Sun” also hint at the role that

architectural settings and their broader physical contexts play in framing shared ex-
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periences with food. Even when their meals differ, the setting for their shared 

experience is the subject that remains equally available to the heightened awareness

of each participant.

GASTRONOMY AND ARCHITECTURE

This essay has so far shown that the compass of pleasurable experience in dining

moves outward from the alimentary passages to include food, setting, and context.

As the body takes in the meal, it also incorporates the table service, furniture, dining

room, and their various embellishments. Extending still further, the pleasure of a good

meal contains thematic resonance between the food and its contexts, contexts that

include not just the diners’ immediate surroundings but also the broader regional and

cultural environments. While by no means refuting the assertion that eating can pro-

vide some pleasure in virtually any context, the examples above, drawn from great

works of fiction, provide particularly vivid accounts of the complex relationships that

develop between food and setting.

Given the ubiquity of these relationships in everyday life, and the value that

people evidently ascribe to them, it is remarkable that architectural theory has so sel-

dom engaged the subject of cuisine. Marco Frascari was the first to treat the relation-

ship between taste and architecture, in a 1986 essay on the subject that still stands

almost alone.16 Likewise, public dining spaces play a surprisingly minor role in histo-

ries of architecture. For example, in the nearly 350 pages of his critical history of

modern architecture, Kenneth Frampton mentions only five public dining spaces:

the Willow Tea Rooms by Charles Rennie Mackintosh, the Café Museum and American

Bar by Adolf Loos, the Midway Gardens by Frank Lloyd Wright, and the Café

L’Aubette by Theo van Doesburg, Jean Arp, and Sophie Taeuber-Arp. Of these, only

the last two are illustrated—out of 362 figures in the book.17

The relatively recent development of dedicated spaces for dining may account

for some of this. After all, public dining spaces comparable to contemporary restau-

rants did not exist in Europe until the second half of the eighteenth century.18 And

rooms dedicated solely to dining did not appear in modern houses until the begin-

ning of the nineteenth century.19 Moreover, the strict division of disciplines that char-

acterized academic endeavors after the Enlightenment may have helped to maintain
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strong distinctions between the culinary and visual arts.20 But a more significant hin-

drance to examining the correlation between cuisine and architecture is the long-

standing, although recently weakening, distrust in architectural theory for any appeal

to sensuality or to intuitive judgment, both of which are highly characteristic of gas-

tronomic knowledge.21

Frascari has argued, however, that the practitioners of gastronomy and architec-

ture justify their creative endeavors in analogous ways, similarly employing the faculty

of “taste” in judging their work. He maintains that chefs and architects both use “the

‘rule’ of taste to solve their ill-defined problems in a nontrivial manner.” They “rely on

symptoms, clues, and surprising facts to perform their own tasks using interpretive

procedures. They deal with processes of design which cannot be methodologically

explained.”22 Chefs depend heavily on this faculty not only in preparing particular

dishes, whose parameters for “quality” they can only roughly define but also in

assembling menus, setting out tables, and outfitting spaces for dining. Architects,

confronting myriad issues related to user demands, site, context, material availability,

and so on, must also rely on intuitive judgments to make buildings and rooms that

seem “right.”

In everyday life, as in literature, practitioners of these disciplines often cooperate

to provide experiences that arouse the mind and satisfy the body. Their mutual effort

brings about an encompassing pleasure that is complex, expansive, enigmatic, and

peculiar to the act of dining. More comprehensive investigation of their joint endeav-

ors, and the motivations that underlie them, promises even more room in which devo-

tees of well-situated meals can turn around and exercise their good appetites.
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he table, Luce Giard tells us, is “social machinery” as complicated as it is 

effective.1 By definition, a table is a piece of furniture, with a flat horizontal

surface supported by legs. It is also the objects laid out for a meal set upon

this surface, the food and drink served, and the company of people assembled around

the furniture. Despite this thick etymological congruence, contemporary eating space

is not defined exclusively by the table, the social life, or the settings that occur there.

This essay examines instances in the life of the table selected from the domestic,

or private, realm; from the commercial and public space of transportation; and from

the extreme environment of the International Space Station. In each case the spaces

of eating shift from the sociality of a shared table into something more isolated, con-

tained, and encapsulated. These transformations in eating space are read through an

understanding theorized by Henri Lefebvre as encompassing the fabric and settings

of everyday life as well as the activities “which connect and join together systems

which might appear to be distinct.”2 The historian of the built environment Dell Upton

has argued that since the English translation of Lefebvre’s The Production of Space in
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1991, “theories of everyday life have begun to infiltrate Architecture with a capital A—

the realm of high design and theory,” as an alternative to “a quarter century of the

post-modern elevation of representation and language over space and materiality.”3

Reading the narrower realm of design practice through a study of the more 

inclusive realm of material culture, Elizabeth Collins Cromley offers specific analytic

insights to the study of food and Architecture through her investigation of nineteenth-

and twentieth-century American domestic architecture.4 Tracing the “historically 

unstable” position of cooking and dining from early-twentieth-century houses, in

which the kitchen was segregated from other social spaces, to the midcentury “open-

plan” houses in which food-related activities are integral to the “flow” of household

activity, Cromley shows how such designs are not products of architectural thought.

Rather, changes in food-related activity space are better understood as shifts in “a food

axis,” which Cromley defines as the “acceptable relationships between cooking, 

storing, serving, eating, disposing,” and the tools and furnishings that make them 

possible.5 Instances of table redesign can be located along the food axis as conse-

quences of the everyday—where macroeconomic and political structures (such as

mass consumer appliances and workforce participation) intersect with what the an-

thropologist Pierre Bourdieu refers to as habitus: the “habitual and improvisatory, the

rote and novel.”6

During the second half of the twentieth century, as the variability in the conven-

tions of food preparation and consumption widened, manufactured products such as

the frozen TV dinner might be read as a stark compression of the food axis. Light, thin,

and easily stacked or stored for transport, or unbundled and converted—like a Murphy

bed—into a plate of hot food, the TV dinner reorders the chaotic field of kitchen and

table into a meal and entertainment grid. The TV dinner on its tray table set before a

couch transposes the visual variety of the television into a checkered field of food 

offerings. With its pressed aluminum ridges between rectangles of yellow, brown, and

red—a quilt for sampling without any prescribed sequence or pace—the TV dinner

suggests a perimeter around the body. This meal is singular and precooked, pre-

dictable, and without hierarchy.

If the table is a field where the tension or order of a meal is inscribed by setting,

and the arrangement of seating mirrors social power, then the TV dinner and the as-

sociated tray tables permit a departure from the accepted social and spatial conven-
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tions of the food axis. In this sense, the TV dinner functions as a liminal space, offer-

ing—as do the clearly bounded periods of carnival or festival—a temporary aban-

donment of social hierarchy, temporal order, and conventions of everyday life.7 Of

course, none of these interpretations were constructed “by design.”

In 1954 Gerry Thomas, vice president of marketing for Swanson, conceived of the

TV dinner product as a solution to a post-Thanksgiving inventory problem: a shortage

of warehouse space that led to 520,000 pounds of unsold turkey being hauled coast

to coast in refrigerated railroad boxcars. During a routine sales call to a distributor,

Thomas noted the single-compartment metal trays that were being tested by an air-

line as a way to serve heated meals on international flights. Thomas recalls thinking

that this was an interesting packaging idea; he introduced the concept at Swanson,

where it was well received. That same year, the company pioneered the turkey dinner

on an aluminum tray with four compartments for buttered peas, sweet potatoes, and

cranberries. The individual frozen turkey dinner was highly attractive for Swanson,

which could enjoy all the economies of scale from mass purchasing and manufactur-

ing, and at the same time turn a higher profit by selling individual portions to retail

consumers. The single-portion frozen meal that could be reheated by nearly anyone

at any time was not a product of market research, though Thomas explains that the

name “TV dinner” derives from the cultural context: “research suggested that this

product was likely consumed by mom and the kids when dad wasn’t home, and often

in front of the television.” Even though only 20 percent of U.S. households had tele-

vision sets in the mid-1950s, Swanson wanted to associate the product with television

because “the word TV meant you were cool and modern.”8

Since the 1950s, as television has become an ever-present feature within U.S.

households and outside them, the association of watching screens while eating a meal

has grown nearly as common. In her study of the presence of television outside

dwellings, Anna McCarthy finds a setting type she calls “television while you eat.”9

These TV-and-food combinations are usually accompanied by waiting in such places

as transit stations, airports, and hospitals. The presence of television accompanies

meals in sports bars and some theme restaurants, where video screens may be in

ubiquitous public display or tucked inside booths to “help create miniature ‘homes’

that make the space seem like an oasis of privacy, an escape and retreat from the pace

and crowd of city life.”10 In other words, in these commercial eating establishments

E AT I N G  S PA C E 261



262 J A M I E  H O R W I T Z

16.1

Encapsulated dining. 

Photograph by Bruce Davidson,

1965. © Magnum Photos.



the TV reintroduces the world (as broadcast and transmitted by mainstream media)

beyond one’s self, albeit in a highly controlled and distanced visual frame.

The sociospatial logic of perimeter containment and convertibility, such as that found

in the TV dinner’s tray, appears in fully spatialized translation in the freestanding chair

with attached tray table. One of the earliest examples of the conversion of singular

dwelling and eating can be found in the Circle Restaurant, designed by Skidmore,

Owings & Merrill for the Charles A. Stevens Co. store in Chicago. Opened just after

World War II, it was intended to appeal to the pent-up consumer demand of the

middle-class shopper who spends her day in department stores and seeks an alterna-

tive to the lunch counters typically located on the first floor or in the basement of

stores.11 By providing “table service” without the table, the chair-tray-table combina-

tion gave shape to a new capsulated form of dining12 (figure 16.2). Set equidistant,

hinged together, and fixed in place—leading to an experience similar to eating on an

airplane—the chair-tray-table offers an alternative to the lunch counter and the formal

dining room by creating a space that encapsulates the customer who is lunching

alone, together.

Table service without the table appears to have been an oddity in the history of

restaurants. However, the chair-tray-table has become a fixture in commercial airlines

and passenger trains that serve commuters, such as those on the east coast in the

United States. While all passenger trains were once lavishly equipped with white

tablecloths, galley kitchens, and freshly prepared foods, only those U.S. passenger

trains that cater to long-distance and vacation travel have not replaced their dining

cars with snack bars. Snack bars on the trains require less labor, less space, less food

storage, and almost no food preparation. Along with the static table, snack bars also

eliminate the whiff of romance lingering from memories of Alfred Hitchcock’s 1959

film North by Northwest in which the spy, played by Eva Marie Saint, masquerades as

an industrial designer who tips the waiter so that he will seat the man she is shadow-

ing, played by Cary Grant, at her table in the dining car.

Profitability as well as convenience (for those passengers and commuters who

wish to spend their travel time sleeping or working) may have led to the drop-down

tray tables on trains and airplanes, but they are simply one design solution along a

shifting food axis. In 1948, as Marshall Field and Company was trying to anticipate
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how the expanded mobility could shape postwar “consumer perception,” it reposi-

tioned shopping within an eating space at the transit intersection of work and home.

Three years earlier, when the Chicago Airport (renamed Midway in 1949) was 

reported to be the busiest in the world, city officials and Houston McBain, the presi-

dent of Marshall Field, began to negotiate the development of the company’s first 

retail base in an airport. McBain told the press that he had always regarded airport

restaurants as civic enterprises, and Marshall Field paid the city a percentage of its

restaurant’s gross profits in exchange for exclusive rights to all food service in the air-

port for a period of ten years.13

Although Marshall Field was well known for prepared foods, its tea room for

ladies, and its Grill Room for men, McBain did not think he was extending the store’s

retail base into the hospitality industry by opening the Cloud Room (figure 16.3). The

airport restaurant venture instead was perceived as part of “the store’s long commit-

ment to tourism, to attracting tourists.”14 This tradition dates back to the nineteenth

century, when the company would dispatch horse and carriages to the train depots to

bring passengers to and from the store. The first Marshall Field, the founder of the

store, sat on the boards of numerous railroad companies. When a transcontinental

train stopped in Chicago to refresh crews, Marshall Field made sure that its schedule

allowed plenty of time to shop.15

Opening the only restaurant at the Chicago Airport situated Marshall Field and

Co., once again, as the first and last thing that travelers saw when they came to

Chicago. Cloud Room menus provided prime advertising space:

Are you a traveler with a time-shortage? Take a shopping shortcut. Call or visit our

Tip to Toe Shop, the Shop that shops for you. Whether you are a man who’d like

to send a lovely dress home to your wife. Or a woman with a craving for a new,

complete costume—just give us a clue to your wants and whims and, without any

further ado, our efficient staff of trained fashion counselors will take over. You may

either inspect them at your convenience or use our mailing service, which ex-

tends to the far-flung corners of the globe.16

The first department store to have foreign buying offices, Marshall Field operated

within an early global market economy that it portrayed as bringing the world home

to Chicagoans.
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16.2

Table service without the table.

The Circle Restaurant, Charles A.

Stevens Co., Chicago. Skidmore,

Owings and Merrill, architect.

16.3

The Cloud Room interior, Chicago

Airport. Courtesy of the Marshall

Field and Co. Archive.



Perched on the second floor of the U-shaped terminal, the Cloud Room sported

75 feet of bay windows, clad in aluminum venetian blinds overlooking the airfield, and

an interior of Chinese red leather upholstery offset by pale gray walls. The staircase

was surrounded by boxwood hedges that provided a screen between diners and

those standing in line to be seated or waiting for the preparation of box lunches to be

taken on board the plane. Directly above the entrance stairway hung Chicago’s first

Alexander Calder sculpture, a mobile that Calder named Brass in the Sky, which had

been commissioned by Alfred Shaw, the Cloud Room’s architect.17

Modernist design and sculpture at the edge of airspace and the city made the

Cloud Room a popular eating space for Chicagoans as well as visitors arriving at

or departing from the airport. This extension of Marshall Field was never intended

for an elite clientele traveling to Chicago for unhurried excursions of shopping and

entertainment. Instead, Field’s director of display, John Moss, engineered a space that

would later be viewed as providing virtual shopping in the Cloud Room restaurant:

he included “plugged-in telephone service at each of the 75 tables.”18 Moreover,

the Cloud Room kitchen was designed to be in continuous operation. Just below the

restaurant, on the runway level, was a coffee shop serving a modified menu to the

thousands of passengers and airline personnel who passed through this airport all

night and day. Delivering a telecommunications-based retail interface along with fine

dining in 1948, the Cloud Room gave a foretaste of the premium on both luxury and

convenience in contemporary consumer culture.

The French philosopher Michel Serres has written that in the emerging global 

information networks, the airport can be seen as a descendant of the medieval cathe-

dral. Visitors to an airport, like those at a cathedral, see only that aspect that is on the

ground. But the building is merely the visible foundation of a vast virtual architecture.

In this case, it is an architecture of radio signals, electronic relays, and encoded infor-

mation enveloping the thousands of passengers and crew who are aloft at any one

moment: frescoed angels in the invisible cathedral’s vaulted spire.19 The Chicago

Airport’s Cloud Room operated for fourteen years until shortly after O’Hare Interna-

tional Airport opened 30 miles from the city, even further from the former restaurant’s

urban intensity and aesthetic where diners sat and ate together at the edge of a net-

work society.
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The coincidence of individuated meals and tableless dining—within a global en-

vironment of increased electronic and physical connectivity—problematizes the

relationship between food and architecture. Both the connectivity and the compart-

mentalization create an increasingly common and comfortable eating space in the

second half of the twentieth century in the United States. The reticulated form of com-

munications networks, with its promise of nearly magical social connectivity, is the

dominant representation of the interactions and transactions organizing the world.20

Communications networks are, however, not the only means by which individuals

know themselves and one another as part of society.

Precisely because railroads’ dining car tables, originally fixed, were shared public

spaces that brought strangers into intimate spatial contact—even more than did the

spaces of lunch counters—those tables were instrumental in the struggle for social

equity and civil rights in the United States. One strand of this broad history began in

1942 when Elmer Henderson, an African American field representative for Franklin D.

Roosevelt’s Commission on Fair Employment Practices, traveled south from Washing-

ton on business. As the Southern Railway passed through Virginia, he went to the din-

ing car where two tables at the end were normally reserved for blacks, unless the

“whites only” tables were full. On this day white patrons were occupying the black 

patrons’ tables, filling every seat but one. When Henderson tried to take the empty

seat, he was denied service; he later complained about this denial to the Interstate

Commerce Commission (ICC), which decided that he had been mistreated. The

Southern Railway issued new rules reserving two tables exclusively for blacks and sep-

arating them from other tables by a curtain. These rules satisfied the ICC and the fed-

eral courts but not Henderson, who appealed to the Supreme Court.21

The ICC’s position had been defended by the Justice Department in the first trial;

however, when the case headed for the Supreme Court, it was reviewed by the Solici-

tor General’s Office, which handles government business before the tribunal. Philip 

Elman, a lawyer in that office, urged the solicitor general, Philip Perlman, to argue that

the dining car segregation was indefensible. Perlman agreed and Elman wrote a brief

attacking the separate-but-equal doctrine that then prevailed under the Supreme

Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson ruling of 1896. In 1950 the Supreme Court unanimously

found that segregated dining cars violated the Interstate Commerce Act, though they

did not rule on the constitutionality of the separate-but-equal doctrine for four more
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years—that is, not until the case of Brown v. Board of Education came before the Court

in 1954 and Elman, who was again the principal author of the government briefs, 

argued that the racial segregation of public schools is unconstitutional. He used the

language that he had developed in the case against segregated dining cars in what is

considered to be the most important civil rights legislation of the twentieth century.22

Part macroeconomic structure and part serendipity, eating space does not es-

cape the interests of the state, or fall outside the constitutional rights guaranteed by

this democracy. By investigating the contexts in which eating space is configured and

reconfigured, this essay traces the dynamic of everyday life, the habitus that Bourdieu

defines as part habit and part improvisation, part continuity and part invention. It is a

space where, Dell Upton reminds us, we can see a reuniting of “the ordinary and ex-

traordinary” as “inseparable aspects of experience.”23

Drawing spatial perimeters around the body creates a psychological distance; it pro-

tects individual consumers from the obligation of and the opportunity for both social

and antisocial customs or inclinations. Eating from trays while facing screens or a seat

back (such as is common in all classes of commercial airline service) eliminates much

of the unpredictability of social encounter as well as much of the delight. There are

other motivations, of course, for the increased singularity (and decreasing sociality) of

contemporary eating space—from drop-down tray tables stored in seat pockets to

the proliferation of single-serving meals that are easy to eat while working, walking,

or orbiting, to “nonstop” menus and service—such as the practice of constantly work-

ing and the associated appeal of multitasking.24 It needs to be noted as well that the

notion of devoting eating space and time to social exchange does not appear to be

deeply embedded in the habitus of American life. The following illustration of the re-

definitions of eating space occurs in the rarified conditions of microgravity, thousands

of miles from Earth and home.

In anticipation of designing a space station intended to be a laboratory for 

investigating daily living experiences over an extended period of time, NASA admin-

istrator Dr. George Mueller decided that a study was needed to reconsider the psy-

chophysiological, safety, and efficiency issues of the capsule interior; in 1967 he hired

Raymond Loewy of the industrial and interior design firm Loewy/Snaith (New York) to

undertake this investigation.25 Loewy was born in France and unschooled in design
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when he began working his way up after arriving in the United States as a young man.

Loewy and his team immersed themselves in “extensive indoctrination of space mat-

ters” as the habitability consultants; they submitted numerous drawings and full-scale

mock-ups of a variety of functional elements, which were also based, he said, “upon

logic and educated intuition.”26 Loewy argued for three requirements of extraterres-

trial habitation: a space to sleep that could double as a place to withdraw from oth-

ers, a means of eating meals face-to-face, and a porthole to the outside. Of all of

Loewy’s designs, the face-to-face tray table was most closely replicated and also the

shortest lived (figure 16.4).

To accommodate flights of long duration, NASA had redesigned the space food

system as well as the interior. Engineers and nutritionists developed preselected

menus of dehydrated, frozen, and thermostabilized bacon squares and strawberry

cubes to be stored in onboard freezers, then set into individual magnetized warming

trays. These were, in turn, plugged into the center table where the food would be in-

jected with water and eaten with conventional cutlery at morning, noon, and evening.

A version of Loewy’s centripetal design proved to be a convergence of food storage,

preparation, serving, and eating—nearly an entire food axis within close proximity—

yet hardly a model of stable formality associated with face-to-face dining.

Despite the layering of wet and dry elements, the interlocking of components,

and the Velcro-hinging of astronauts into correct positions, a science writer who stud-

ied flight recordings and interviewed astronauts describes eating in Skylab as

“Rabelaisian from the point of view of squalor, if not abundance.”27 Henry Cooper, Jr.,

also reports that the breakfast food cans were smaller than the holes provided and

when astronauts opened the tray lids the food floated off. They had no more success

in rehydrating the solid food, as the process often caused the food to explode from

its plastic-covered aluminum case and blast food particles all over the wardroom,

splattering walls and windows, the grid flooring and ceilings. Water injected into the

food contained air bubbles that in weightlessness could never float to the surface;

they remained mixed in the water, giving astronauts gas and rupturing their food

packs. What didn’t explode was difficult to deliver to the mouth, astronauts reported

to Cooper. One described spooning a bit of rehydrated egg and then stopping his

hand to ask someone to pass the salt while the egg continued on its trajectory toward

his face. At first, astronauts had to bring their mouths down very close to the food,
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16.4

Eating in Skylab, the first 

international space station, at a

tray table designed by Raymond

Loewy. Courtesy of NASA.

16.5

Russian and U.S. crew gather at

the ward table in the International

Space Station, 2000. Courtesy of

NASA.



hoping to shovel it in before the food flew off; with practice they learned to keep the

spoon in continuous motion.

They developed a smooth, arc-like motion tipping the spoon slowly as it went so

that it would always be directly in back of whatever was on it. And they had to

keep their mouths open and perfectly aligned with the spoon arc because there

would be no way to stop the spoonful once it was on its way.28

The design of the next generations of Skylab food storage, preparation, and eat-

ing did not require astronauts to gather face-to-face at mealtimes and the foods no

longer require hydration. Now that a standard wardroom table has replaced Loewy’s

tray tables designed for togetherness, meals appear to have become more improvisa-

tional. Astronauts are seen popping little carrots in their mouths while working at com-

puters or staring out the window; only on special occasions, such as when docking with

the space shuttle that rotates crew, delivers supplies, and removes waste, do the astro-

nauts gather for a celebratory meal and commemorative photograph. On the occa-

sion of docking with a supply ship, the Alpha crew log from December 9, 2000, reads:

We take about 45 minutes out for dinner with the Endeavour crew. We have the

first IMAX shot ready in the wardroom—trying to get a group shot with everyone

around the table. . . . After chow, everyone back to their “post” and we continue

to work the schedule.29

The NASA photo file shows Russian and US crew loosely gathered, more widely

spaced, and differently seated than they would have been at Loewy’s tray table 

design (figure 16.5). One person eats out of a can with a fork. The figures might be

mistaken for hikers pausing to eat from their backpacks, if it were not for the fresh fruit

tethered with Velcro straps to prevent it from floating away.

The cultural context of dining in space gains complexity with post-glasnost 

orbiting as Russian and U.S. crews bring provisions from their own country. The United

States provides foods and snacks for dining alone or together. “Some American crew

members are content to eat ‘on the run’ and by themselves,” NASA nutritionists write,

“whereas many European crew members prefer eating a complete meal as a group.”30

However, both “U.S. and Russian work schedules are structured to encourage com-

mon meals as much as possible,” explains Marilyn Dudley-Rowe, a specialist in design
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for multinational crews in extreme-environment research stations. She adds: “Now,

the big questions are: will there be common food stocks aboard ISS? Will there be

common meals among all occupants?”31

Around lunchtime, we missed another Earth Orbs site, and we figure it could be

for several reasons—Yuri’s laptop is gaining a couple of minutes each day. . . . 

After lunch, Shep worked on the IMS database and bar code readers.32

While the absence of food-related comments with regard to “lunch” points to the

larger, well-documented subject of a disinterest in food during space travel, meals

themselves still mark the sequence of a day’s work and astronauts maintain the con-

vention of suspending work at mid-day.33

Parallels to this tendency toward encapsulated eating (as displayed in the many pre-

vious examples) can be found at a very different scale in writings of urban theorists

who have adopted the term “capsules and networks” as a trope for the dominant spa-

tial structures emerging during the later half of the twentieth century. For example,

Manuel Castells theorizes that in the organization of information capitalism there is a

space of flow that is increasingly disconnected from a space of place. Thus, airports,

shopping malls, big box stores, and fast-food franchises are disconnected from their

immediate surroundings and simultaneously fed by, and dependent on, the expansive

network of electronic, interurban, and intermodal connectivity. By hyperfocusing on

the space of flow, Dutch urbanists suggest, it is difficult to see that we live not in net-

works, but in capsules and in a “capsular logic.”34

Such apparent cellular or encapsulated realities, whether at the scale of suburban

big box stores or the “TV while you eat” booth, operate in a less visible, yet equally

dynamic, network of connections. Tables are evocative objects in this realm, prompting

and positing, cueing and construing what is focal and peripheral. An intriguingly flex-

ible table mediating the extremes of solely individuated and collective experience is

given shape in a set of designs for use in microgravity by Ted Krueger and Jeff Shannon,

professor and dean of architecture respectively at the University of Arkansas; their stu-

dents developed a series of individual yet interlocking tables that allow astronauts to

use a wearable table top alone or in groups.35 In this case a table represents simulta-

neously a space of individuality and the shared space of collectivity.
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16.6, 16.7

“Wearable” tables serve individual

needs and are designed so that

they can be grouped. Design 

team: Gustavaus Ferguson, Nick

Kozlowski, Brent Ruple, and Grant

Smith. Faculty: Ted Krueger and

Jerry Wall. NASA contact: David

Fitts. Courtesy of the School of 

Architecture, University of

Arkansas, and the designers.
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Slaughterhouses, along with the Museum, make up a system in which the

ambivalence defining the sacred nucleus is at work: the slaughterhouses are

the negative pole, the generator of repulsion, the centrifuge. . . . Museums, the

pole of attraction, are centripetal. But within the heart of one the other is hidden. At

the heart of beauty lies a murder, a sacrifice, a killing (no beauty without blood).

—DENIS HOLLIER, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges Bataille

lesh,” both alive and dead, forms a significant presence within Manhattan’s

meatpacking district. Caught like a relic within the net of the metropolis, the

area has long associations with the marketplace and, until recently, 

almost exclusively with the meat industry and transvestite prostitution. However, more

upmarket trades have infiltrated the district with the conversion of abandoned pro-

cessing plants into fashion houses, nightclubs, restaurants, and art galleries. Although

the common explanation for this phenomenon is economic, “lower rents for larger

spaces,” there are also more profound and complicated reasons, which emerge

through an investigation of the visible and invisible in the everyday life of the area.
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In “Ghosts in the City,” Michel de Certeau and Luce Giard see the urban envi-

ronment as “a fascinating theatre” transformed, by unusual and fragmentary pasts,

into “an immense memory where many poetics proliferate.” Awakening the stories

that sleep in the streets reveals “An Uncanniness of the ‘Already There’” and creates

a city to be imagined, dreamed, and lived in.1 What follows is an attempt to stir the

phantoms of the meatpacking district, through an investigation of both the existing

area and butchery itself that reveals a fresher, fleshier way of approaching art gallery

space and the city.

Rather than drawing on the discourse surrounding contemporary art and archi-

tecture, I approach the gallery via the slaughterhouse. Within five main sections a se-

ries of dualities is highlighted, particular to the district under investigation; the human

body is doubled with the animal body, the temple with slaughterhouse and museum,

the craft of butchery with carnage, and the cleansing of space with its contamination.

The first section, “Flesh,” establishes the materiality of the subject by setting the

scene of the contemporary meatpacking district in Manhattan. From this thick de-

scription the uncanny manifests itself as the absent “Sacrifice,” a discussion of which

forms the second part of the essay. The third section, “Slaughter,” establishes the his-

tory of meatpacking in New York and demonstrates its link to further doublings inher-

ent in the horror of killing and mechanization. The taint of killing in the slaughterhouse

leads to a desire for “Purification” in the art gallery with its clean white walls, investi-

gated in the fourth section. However, the reuse of existing buildings also suggests an

inherent corruption. The final main section therefore proposes the principle of “Putri-

fication” as a potential strategy for the presentation of art and future development

within the area.

FLESH (THE S ITE)

In New York City the meat trade is currently focused in Hunts Point in the Bronx, with

a smaller (and shrinking) market on the fringes of the West Village of Manhattan. The

latter provides the site for this investigation, which, like flesh itself, is both visceral and

vulnerable. Physical corruption, violence, and mortality haunt this highly sensory en-

vironment, which is currently undergoing a considerable transformation.

The district forms a curious triangle on the western side of Manhattan, where the

named streets of Greenwich Village tangle with the numbered streets of Chelsea, and
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is uniquely defined by a sensory onslaught that begins in the air as the odors of raw

meat carry beyond its delineated boundaries. The distinctive stench of dismembered

animals is unfamiliar in the contemporary city, constituting an estrangement for the

city dwellers who tend to purchase their meat preportioned and plastic-wrapped from

supermarkets and boutique butcher shops. Evidence of the raw also manifests itself

underfoot, through the slippery substance of fat—constantly sluiced away with water,

puddling in the gutters, and trickling between the cobblestones. Men in white rubber

boots and blood-stained aprons chase the debris from chilly plasticated interiors with

high-pressure hoses, saturating the sidewalks with a constant dampness. The cobble-

stone streets, patched with bitumen, testify to an area (until recently) considered un-

worthy of upkeep by the metropolitan authorities. They present an antique charm, the

result of neglect rather than any nostalgia for the past.

The area, with its particular odor, materiality, and historical associations in the city,

constitutes what de Certeau and Giard would call a “legendary object,” an urban per-

sona conjuring up other worlds:

These wild objects, stemming from indecipherable pasts, are for us the equiv-

alent of what the gods of antiquity were, the “spirits” of the place. Like their 

divine ancestors, these objects play the role of actors in the city, not because of

what they do or say but because their strangeness is silent, as well as their exis-

tence concealed from actuality. Their withdrawal makes people speak—it gener-

ates narratives—and it allows action; through its ambiguity, it “authorizes”

spaces of operations.2

A close look at the area reveals the characteristics of this wild object.

Decay signifies itself everywhere. Paint peels, steel rusts, mortar dissolves,

cladding lifts, and pavements crack. Old fire escapes and balconies cling like burnt

lace to the sides of buildings with bricked-up windows. They are redundant and dan-

gerous as they flake, corrode, and threaten to fall in pieces to the sidewalk below. This

is mirrored in microcosm by a shifting organic detritus on sidewalks, soiled cardboard

boxes and plastic bags leaking indefinable matter. Organic waste oozes and stains at

the boundary between the public zone and the private interiors of the processing

plants. Puddles clogged with flotsam and jetsam lie still and fetid in the shadows.
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These details serve to signal the area as one where death is prevalent and where 

matter, both built and biological, is prone to perish.

For almost twenty-four hours a day, there is dynamic activity behind the steel

doors and plastic-strip screens of the meatpacking houses. Trucks deliver huge car-

casses of flesh, which are hooked and hoisted into the cool interiors on rattling over-

head rails. These are then transformed into smaller vacuum-sealed plastic portions,

leaving the various establishments in cardboard boxes before dawn. Health and safety

are a constant issue in these places presided over by the local office of the USDA

(United States Department of Agriculture). This also forms a reminder that infection

and disease are an imminent danger. Butchers work the meat with their sharp knives

or stand at machines, which grind, slice, and seal the flesh. It is then parceled into

orders for the various restaurants and collected by trucks for delivery. The color and

texture of animal flesh seem rich and vibrant under the bright lights of these white 

interiors with their concrete floors, washable laminate walls, and stainless steel clad-

ding. The floors, often awash with blood and fat, are constantly doused with water in

this daily cycle of reduction and morcellation.

The meatpacking industry continues to serve Manhattan’s restaurant industry: por-

tioning, packing, and delivering orders for the city’s chefs. But the district no longer

deals exclusively in the raw material. A range of restaurants, diners, bars, and cafés,

as well as specialist catering businesses, have opened up in the area. Clubs, design

stores, and fashion boutiques are tucking themselves into the domain of refrigerator

trucks and processing-plant cool rooms, characterized by low-lying nineteenth-century

warehouses, with steel awnings, roller doors, and metal runners adorned with hooks.

The local transvestites are now upstaged by models and actors who, surrounded by

film crews and photographers, utilize the well-worn walls of industrial buildings as

backdrops for the new mediatized “grunge” aesthetic of popular culture. Commodi-

fication of flesh is stepping up in the area, with its transformation well under way.

Amid this multilayered spectacle of flesh, art galleries are also opening up in the

area, extending the Chelsea art market into the meat market. Within hushed white 

interiors, fine art is exhibited by new and established dealers who have converted

abandoned meat coolers and warehouses into exhibition spaces. The industrial char-

acter of the area is being utilized within the built fabric of these renovated spaces,

which continue to maintain the established white cube aesthetic associated with con-
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temporary art galleries. Yet these spaces, as reinhabited processing plants, belie the

classic modern chic of the traditional white cube galleries. As with the clubs, restau-

rants, and design stores, they are superimposing their specific spatial characteristics

on a powerful typology: that of butchery, which has profound associations with death

and sacrifice. This secret intrusion of terror disturbs the aesthetic dimension of such

boutique venues, causing a spatial estrangement.

In the new millennium, New York’s meatpacking district maintains its tenuous au-

tonomy as the professions and industries within it shift and realign themselves. Bind-

ing them all, however, is this uncanny doubling of flesh, alive and dead. The dead flesh

of the beast is dismembered and reduced to parceled portions, its residue filtering out

onto the street. Within the same precinct it is also prepared, cooked, and devoured.

Simultaneously, live human flesh is displayed, served, and surveyed in nightclubs,

manufactured and controlled in the fashion industry, and negotiated over in the dark

alleys. The body of the inhabitant doubles with the body of the beast. Flesh is doubled

and redoubled. It is both visible and invisible. This is significant and unique for an area

debating issues of change and the future. It also has implications for exhibiting, con-

suming, and trading art.

The original role of the meatpacking district was the wholesale business of buy-

ing and slaughtering live animals and then distributing their carcasses and portions

thereof to retailers. Although the slaughtering is carried out off-site and the meat

shipped in, at the core of the business remains the death of the beast; and at the ori-

gin of the slaying is a sacrifice. As a “legendary object,” this area conjures up the 

ancient sacrifice of the beast and all that it implies. The doubling therefore is most 

evident in relation to the sacred and profane. De Certeau writes: “What interests the

historian of everyday life is the invisible.”3 In the meatpacking district, the phantom of

the sacrifice haunts the slaughterhouse without slaughter, and therefore the boutique

refurbishments within.

SACRIFICE  (THE ACT)

Sacrificial slaying is an act performed to establish or sustain a proper relationship with

the divine, through an offering consecrated by its own destruction. This offering/vic-

tim acts as an intermediary between the sacred and the profane. Its existence allows

for the two worlds to be present and interpenetrable while remaining distinct. As
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Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss point out in Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function, sacral-

ization and desacralization are interdependent elements of the sacrifice.4 The duality

embedded in the act of sacrifice is pursued by Sigfried Giedion, who, examining “the 

animal and the sacred impulse,” establishes the double meaning of the word sacred,

which includes both the “holy” and the “unclean”: “This ambivalence is merely an-

other form of interlocking visible and invisible. . . . Animals are simultaneously objects

of adoration, life giving food and humble quarry.”5 According to Giedion the double

significance of the animal, as an object of worship and as a source of nourishment, is

linked to the concept of sanctity. Such ambivalence and doubling allowed the animal

to be considered simultaneously as an object of veneration and food, and therefore

to be truly sacred.

Standing before the Polytechnic Association of the American Institute in June

1865, the New York butcher Thomas De Voe introduced his topic—abattoirs—as “un-

interesting and unsuitable to ‘ears polite.’” However, he soon stressed that although

the slaughterhouse was a place for “converting animals into food,” its origins lay in

the sacrifice and that it was the office of priests to slay their victims as offerings for the

gods and for food. “Thus we also learn that the first butchers were those that held the

highest and most holy office, but at what period the killing became a separate trade

or profession it may be difficult, if not impossible to determine.”6

In Judeo-Christian traditions the slaying of the beast was associated with the altar,

which only the purified could approach and upon, by, or beneath which the blood was

poured. Sacrifice, linked to a cleansing through the shedding of blood, establishes the

altar as the site for both slaughter and purification. This doubling between killing and

worship concerned Georges Bataille, who saw the spectacle of sacrifice as creating a

rupture in everyday life because it represented “the troubled feeling where a vertigi-

nous horror and drunkenness come together, where the reality of death itself, of the

sudden coming of death, holds a meaning heavier than life, heavier—and more 

glacial.”7 The confrontation of mortality is an inherent part of the sacrifice, which 

demands some form of surrender.

Sacrifice could be described as a creation by means of loss and destruction,

which is inextricably linked to violence and death. René Girard, in Violence and the 

Sacred, claims that all violence can be described in terms of sacrifice.8 He considers

sacrifice and murder as reciprocal, with the former preventing the latter through the
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act of collective substitution. Sacrifice therefore becomes a civilizing act, as it absorbs

pent-up tensions within society. This conflation of sacrifice and murder presents a fur-

ther uncanny doubling. The following investigation of butchery, and its complex con-

notations, reveals violence and destruction as ever-present in the act of slaughter.

SLAUGHTER (THE ART  OF  BUTCHERY)

Although the large-scale conversion of live animals into food, within Christian soci-

eties, loses a direct link with the sacrifice (a connection that persists in Jewish and 

Muslim cultures), a transformation still takes place. This transformation is reliant on the

art of the butcher, no longer the high priest of sacred slaughter but still a skilled and

specialized artisan. For Giedion, who documents the industrialization of the meat 

industry in Mechanization Takes Command, the nineteenth-century reduction of

butcher’s work to component operations changed the orientation of slaughter “from

the miraculous to the utilitarian.”9 Yet the horrors of death and destruction cling to this

profession through both act and association. The trajectory of the butcher and his art

took him from sanctified priest to skilled artisan and finally industrial workman, linking

him inextricably to the spectacle of death.

From the time New York was colonized, independent butchers purchased animals

from drovers and brought them to slaughter in the city within buildings known as

“shambles.” Often located near residential neighborhoods, these poorly ventilated

timber buildings became controversial and contaminated sites of waste, from which

blood flowed onto the streets and unpleasant smells of live and dead animals hung in

the air. The public could also hear the sounds of animals dying.10 By 1656 the regula-

tion of both the slaughterhouses and the profession of butchery was under way.

“Slaughter farmers” were designated to oversee and control the killing of animals in

the city, a change that gave rise to the erection of public abattoirs. But as the city grew

and the value of residential land rose, the presence of these sites of carnage and

killing became untenable. In 1720 the public petitioned for their removal “in oreder

[sic] that more convenient and ornamental buildings may be erected there, and in that

neighborhood, which is now retarded by occasion of said slaughterhouses.”11 The act

of slaughter was no longer acceptable in areas undergoing social transformation.

Public protest and issues of health and hygiene are bound up within the history

of meatpacking in New York. Slaughterhouses in the city were clearly unwanted and
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increasingly associated with disease. As the city became more cosmopolitan and res-

idential areas were upgraded, the conspicuous presence of killing and death was con-

sidered repellent. This resulted in the constant relocation of the abattoirs, pushed to

the margins of an ever-expanding metropolis.

Negative attitudes toward the industry are inherent within the English language

itself. The words slaughter and butchery contain double meanings that collapse vio-

lence into a time-honored act and skill, conflating a trade with a crime. Slaughter is

defined as the killing of animals for food as well as the brutal slaying of people and

is associated with the savage, the carnal, and the excessive. A butcher is one who

kills and deals in animal flesh, as well as an indiscriminate and brutal killer of people—

“a man of blood.”12 Butchery is not only the business of a butcher and the place

where animals are butchered but also a barbarous and cruel act of killing. It is “a place

where blood is shed.”13 The blood of the beast becomes conflated with the blood

of man. A slaughterhouse is the place where animals are butchered as well as a scene

of massacre and carnage. This association was used to effect by Sergei Eisenstein in

his 1924 film Strike. The scene titled “Carnage,” which depicted the killing of 1,800

striking workers, was interspersed with the images of a bull being slain by a butcher.

Eisenstein intended “to extract the maximum effect of bloody horror” through “a

demonstration of the real horrors of the slaughterhouse where cattle are slaughtered

and skinned.”14

Girard would contend that such excessive violence manifests itself when there is

a lack of sacrificial outlet. He maintains that sacrifice continues to have a real function

in society because it protects the community from its own violence, restores harmony,

reinforces the social fabric, and establishes order. Violence is a form of contagion to

be kept in check. Lying at the “heart and secret soul of the sacred,” violence is double

in nature. This dual aspect enables it to occur both legitimately and illegitimately. As

Girard writes, “Blood serves to illustrate the point that the same substance can stain

or cleanse, contaminate or purify, drive men to fury and murder or appease their anger

and restore them to life.”15 Butchery therefore presents itself as a spectacle of horror

and a necessary violence as well as an established and skilled profession.

Although the artisanal craft of the butcher has evolved into a production-line 

activity, the hand of the butcher cannot be replaced by automation. This was noted by

Giedion; in Mechanization Takes Command, he maintains that full mechanization in
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slaughterhouses was never possible because “the material to be handled . . . largely

refuses to submit to the machine.”16 The animal’s body still requires the particular

qualities of the human body to supplement the process; “only the organic can adapt

to the organic.” The human body remains implicated and involved in the death and

dismemberment of animals for food because the hand must still guide the instrument

that performs the transition from life to death efficiently and humanely. The butcher is

a required character in this danse macabre, which involves “the eternal terror of death.

The horror resides in the sudden, incalculable destruction of an organic creature.”17

Giedion was struck by the complete “neutrality” of the act of slaughter, which car-

ried out this transition from life to death. Writing in 1947, he asks whether this neu-

trality toward mass killing has had a further effect on us, claiming it may be lodged

deep in the roots of our time; “It did not bare itself on a large scale until the War, when

whole populations, as defenseless as animals hooked head downwards on the travel-

ing chain, were obliterated with trained neutrality.”18 Here is where the everyday life

and anonymous history collide with epic history. The death of the beast confronts us

not only with our own mortality but also with our own cruelty—an indifference in the

face of death en masse.

The meatpacking industry in Manhattan may no longer be directly involved with

the physical killing of animals, but the specter of mass death clings to the carcasses,

viewed by the public, as they are transferred from trucks into interiors that are out of

bounds to the general public. Though part of everyday life, they are also shrouded

from the gaze. As with human death, we are removed from the spectacle of the animal

corpse in everyday life. The work of the butcher, like that of the undertaker, becomes

veiled and taboo.

Through the act-of-sacrifice and the art-of-slaughter, historic and cultural associ-

ations establish both the district and the meatpacking houses themselves as leg-

endary objects. Links to the sacred and the profane, as well as to mass carnage,

trigger complex reactions from the human bodies that brush up against them. We

therefore emerge from the internal labyrinth of the slaughterhouse to purify ourselves

in the art gallery/museum. However, because art galleries in the meatpacking district

reinhabit processing plants, the purification takes place within the very buildings

where the beast was dismembered. The washable white interiors of butchery are

skinned, gutted, and relined with smooth white walls for the display of art. The spaces
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are transformed into places where, as Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel suggest,

“bareness and lack of ornamentation encourage the aesthetic which leads to the

beatific vision.”19

PURIFICATION (THE ART  OF  ARCHITECTURE)

For Georges Bataille, the sacred horror represented in the slaughter and dismember-

ment of the beast also confronted the “unseemliness” of the human condition, which

in turn triggered a “pathological need for cleanliness.”20 Because the abattoir had lost

its links with the sacrifice, and therefore the sacred, it became associated primarily

with the profane. The public considered it an unclean place and consequently one to

be avoided: “They exile themselves, by way of an antidote, in an amorphous world,

where there is no longer anything terrible.”21 The museum consequently presented a

location for the public to escape the unsightliness of butchery. Visiting the museum

was seen by Bataille as a purification whereby the architecture filtered the crowds,

who left the building “purified and fresh.” Yet the museum remains a temple without

a sacrifice because it lacks violence and loss.

The physical environment of the gallery serves to consecrate the artwork by iso-

lating and concentrating it within an abstract atmosphere. This consecration bestows

a power on the material object to transport the spectator to immaterial matters. 

Bourdieu and Darbel argue in The Love of Art that the gallery’s white and silent envi-

ronment “opposes itself to the world of everyday life, just as the sacred does to the

profane.”22 Bataille would refer to it as a “sacred instant,” as the work no longer exists

in the reality of past or present but constitutes “its own reality.”23 Cultural works, pro-

duced within a field of restricted production, are therefore elevated and isolated as

“pure,” “abstract,” and “esoteric.”

Bourdieu and Bataille consider the pristine modern gallery an elaborate mise-en-

scène constructing the idea of sacred space. This space increases the value of the

artwork by removing it from the body of the artist and preserving it in a rarified envi-

ronment, thereby suggesting longevity if not immortality. However, the persistence of

slaughter, specific to the meatpacking plant, confounds this theory as the past archi-

tecture remains an inescapable palimpsest. The placement of art within a space where

once butchers dissected meat collapses the work of the artisan/butcher on that of the

artist/creator. It sets up an oscillation in which the work, hung like a carcass, is haunted
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by sacrifice and violence and the consecration of the work is linked to a certain 

economy of death.

Bataille’s opposition of abattoir and museum, as one repels and the other attracts,

creates a useful tension in which one cannot exist without the other. Denis Hollier

points out that although the two institutions remain distinct, “museums have a strange

way of following in the footsteps of the slaughterhouses.”24 He illustrates this obser-

vation by examining the abattoir of La Villette, established on the outskirts of Paris by

Baron Haussmann in the mid-nineteenth century to replace the more central slaugh-

terhouses he demolished as part of the logic of modernizing urban space. The smaller

neighborhood butcheries were recycled into urban parks just as, a century later, La 

Villette itself was recycled into a park of science and industry. “Thanks to this conver-

sion a nice, clean expenditure takes the place of a dirty one and the visitor takes over

for the worker.”25 The contaminated site of slaughter is purified by the park or the mu-

seum. With Haussmann’s Paris and Mitterrand’s La Villette, the slaughterhouses were

eradicated and replaced by more seemly public programs. This strategy of returning

to a tabula rasa cannot help but leave traces, but the traces are faint and become prin-

cipally inscribed into archives. In New York’s meatpacking district, the white cube

gallery is deliberately inserted into the existing built environment of the meat market.

Within the galleries that reoccupy disused meat-processing plants, the walls of

modernity exhibit the quest for cleanliness through the simple gesture of the color

white: white that blinds the eye and veils the surface, white as a freezer where the cold

kills the microbes, the white of cleanliness where dirt cannot be concealed, the white

of purity to sanctify. Butcher’s white. Disused meatpacking plants hover between a lin-

gering putrification of past use and what Bourdieu calls the art market’s desire for “the

purified sublimated pleasures demanded by the pure aesthetic.”26 As bare and skele-

tal structures they recall the stripped carcass of the butcher’s beast. They are white

cubes with a difference. But the persistence of white, coating the surface of these

bleached spaces, proves to be the thinnest of membranes.

In White Walls, Designer Dresses, Mark Wigley examines white walls as a phe-

nomenon of modern architecture, which sought to clean up the mess and fuss of

nineteenth-century clutter, clearing excess away in favor of a sleek, smooth, clean

surface. He asks: “What violence necessarily accompanies, and even constructs, the

seemingly innocent look? What are its guilty secrets?”27 In eliminating decoration, 
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removing all distraction, and eradicating the superfluous, this new form of architec-

ture posited a civilization in transition from the sensual to the intellectual, from the tac-

tile to the visual. This “strategic blindness” appealed to the look of hygiene rather

than to its reality. Whitewash, purifying the eye rather than the architecture, is like tal-

cum powder or a clean white shirt on the unwashed body, or bandages concealing

diseased flesh. “The white surfaces that traditionally mark cleanliness do just that,

they mark rather than effect it.”28 In butchery “shrouding” or “clothing” gives a

smooth, dense appearance to the fat. Cotton shrouds, veiling the flesh, absorb the

blood and some of the bruise discoloration on the carcass. Analysts of the industry 

observe, “The main purpose of the shroud is to improve the appearance of the car-

cass for the potential buyer.”29

We find ourselves implicated once more in flesh. The modern body may have 

attempted to represent itself as clean, smooth, and sleek through its hermetically

sealed white interiors, but the postmodern body is proving more problematic. As Kim

Levin writes: “This uneasy contemporary body is all too aware of its visceral innards,

its mortality, its evanescence, its decrepitude.”30 The modernist notion of purification

has become contaminated. The white space, which cannot stay forever fresh, is show-

ing signs of wear and tear—leaks and discoloration, cracks and stains.

Unlike the ubiquitous white cube, the gallery space in the meatpacking district

can never be a tabula rasa. Neither the preceding architecture nor its history can ever

be completely wiped away to create a hermetically sealed white cube. It is haunted

by dismembered flesh. The 1996 work of the English artist Damien Hirst, Some

Comfort Gained from the Acceptance in the Inherent Lies in Everything, could serve

as a visual representation of this phenomenon. The dissected bodies of cows, isolated

in a number of vitrines filled with formaldehyde, create a spectral amalgam that draws

our attention to the fragmentation of the beast and the space it now occupies. Hirst,

who aims to “corrupt” the environment,31 creates a tension between the glass cases,

the space they occupy, and the suspended contents they hold at bay. These tanks 

reflect and disturb the calm control of the white cube. They represent the containers

of natural history museums and their desire to arrest decay. The large glass vessels

that maintain us at a scientific distance conserve flesh, which has lost its richness, color,

and texture. We are confronted with a horror without blood or decay.
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Whilst Hirst’s Cows reflects a preserved, bleached, and sanitized gallery, Jana

Sterbak’s 1987 Flesh Dress exposes it as a more visceral and perishable space. Vani-

tas: Flesh Dress for an Albino Anorectic is sewn from 50 pounds of salted flank steak.

This garment of beef is suspended fresh in the art gallery and then allowed to age and

perish. At first it stretches under its own weight and drips blood. Then it shrinks, dis-

colors, desiccates, and darkens.32 This memento mori reminds us of the fallibility and

mortality of our bodies and is more akin to the doubling of sacrifice and slaughter than

the cool taxidermy of Hirst. The Flesh Dress recalls Elaine Scarry’s claim that the act of

creating can be represented as “the turning of the body inside out.”33 This notion of

reversing the body linings is an attempt to disrupt the binary oppositions between the

interior and exterior and project the “awareness of aliveness” out onto the object

world.34 Sterbak’s Flesh Dress allows a transformation to occur. As it deteriorates it

also corrupts space.

Flesh, either alive or dead, is destined to eventually perish. Meat, whether

vacuum-packed, plastic-wrapped, freeze-dried, frozen, or cured, can never remain

fresh. All art, like the body, is in a constant state of decay, unless science intervenes to

arrest this decomposition. The museum with its conservators, vitrines, and controlled

environments provides the science to convince the public that art and culture endures.

This system, which purifies the public, also cryogenically suspends the art.

Whereas purification implodes the body, the museum, and the work of art, “pu-

trification,” as an organic phenomenon, provides a dynamic system of expansion.

Spoilage, infestation, and decay allow for dead flesh to be acted on and therefore be-

come re-active. The notion of art that rots calls into question the economy in which

the value of an artwork, and its surrounding architecture, is dependent on their own

stability, immutability, and longevity.

PUTRIFICATION (AGAINST  MUSEUMIFICATION)

Putrification is associated with the meatpacking district, through the general decay in

the built environment, evidence of organic waste, and its relationship to slaughter. As

a “legendary object” it acknowledges the complex urban debris, surviving as a ruin

within an unknown, strange city. It represents the remains of a waning past, surprising

us and creating exotic effects, as well as bumps in the smoothness of the imagined 
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homogeneity of the metropolis. Its persistence and its psychic charge suggest a 

resistance to gentrification.

“Gentrification” could be viewed as a form of purification, exorcising the phan-

tasmagoria. Linked to ideas of “urban renewal,” according to which areas threatened

with decay are “cleaned up,” it proposes rejuvenation and a making new. Debates

over the future of the meatpacking industry in Manhattan, and whether the area

should achieve landmark status, speculate on the directions that future development

will take. The presence of fine art, haute couture, and haute cuisine has already signi-

fied a radical shift. Local meatpackers are aware that their days within this zone may

be numbered, and many are relocating to Hunts Point in the Bronx. The perceived

sense of evolution in the area portends dissolution for the meatpacking business.

Although the history of slaughterhouses in New York is a history of banishment in

the name of purification and gentrification, a sea change has occurred. At the begin-

ning of the twenty-first century, the area is suspended in a moment in which limousines

negotiate meat trucks, transvestite prostitutes exhibit themselves next to fashion

models, fashionistas share pavements with butchers, lean cuisine is served near frozen

carcasses, and expensive perfumes compete with more pungent odors. The area’s

inherent grittiness has attracted consumer aristocrats to the area, pursuing the raw

contrast. Ironically, those seeking the area because of its contamination may end up

purifying and destroying it.

Tours of the meatpacking district, advertised in the New York Times, proclaim

“The New Meat Market: Butchers, Bakers and Art Scene Makers.”35 The area is de-

veloping swiftly with the constant appearance of new galleries, restaurants, and clubs,

slotting into growing numbers of abandoned buildings and raising the rents and prop-

erty values. Investment companies are buying buildings in the area, hoping to cash in

on its “emerging chic.” The current drawbacks to large-scale developments in the

area are lack of proximity to public transport and the absence of a local population

base. This isolation and unhomeliness, characteristics of the legendary object, have

attracted the recent inhabitants, visitors, and media attention. The area is now under-

going fundamental change.

De Certeau and Giard insist that “legendary objects” should not be pacified by

renovation, but rather “returned to their existence wild, delinquent.” They write of the

danger of “museumifying the city” by removing objects from everyday use, preserv-
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ing them as artifacts, and offering them up as curiosities. The restored object becomes

a museum piece and the “question no longer involves the renovated objects, but the

beneficiaries of the renovation.”36 This museumification is a form of purification, under

the guise of the science of conservation. It is also a form of “subtraction.” Without the

existence of the processing plants in the meatpacking district, those businesses rein-

habiting the abandoned spaces lose their potency. It is the juxtaposition between art

and slaughter that throws both into sharp relief and confronts us with the uncanny. The

doubling of flesh in the meatpacking district creates the imagined, dreamed, and

lived-in city of de Certeau and Giard.

PU(T)RIF ICATION

Autonomous upmarket businesses are actively inhabiting sites associated with

slaughter in New York’s meatpacking district. As they voraciously seek the uncanny

qualities of the area, they are undoing these qualities and erasing the object. Gentri-

fication, with its charge of the new economy, is capitalizing on the qualities of the

meatpacking businesses tied to the old economy. Such a juxtaposition presents an 

interesting moment in time that lacks stability and a clear trajectory, though radical

shifts toward hyperconsumerism in the area are already well under way.

This essay has attempted to recall the ghost of butchery, which haunts the every-

day life of Manhattan and troubles the boundaries between the sacred and the pro-

fane, art and mortality, life and death, pleasure and pain, interior and exterior. Unlike

Bataille’s museum-seeking public, who exiled themselves from the abattoir, New York-

ers are in search of sites of slaughter within which to trade in fine art, music, food, and

fashion. They are seeking a more visceral and haunted environment to inhabit, and in

doing so are chasing the ghosts away.

In the meatpacking district, ever-present flesh is both implicated and denied. The

presence of meat, with its dual associations with contamination and sacrificial cleans-

ing, proposes an alternative to the white cube gallery as hermetically sealed environ-

ment, which bears little relationship to the life of the city, the body of the inhabitant,

or the work (i.e., labor) of the artist. Death and decay in the area suggest that art 

itself has its limits and challenge the assumption that it should be scientifically pre-

served. This question of museumification extends to the city itself and confronts

notions of gentrification.
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The art galleries in the meatpacking district cannot escape the stench of mortal-

ity, which not only permeates from the outside but also phantasmatically remains

within the built fabric. They have the potential to turn the body inside out to reveal its

fleshiness, acknowledging the complexity of the area where men in blood-stained

aprons smoke on corners as the haute-coutured sidestep puddles of fat on their way

to brunch.
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Si j’ai du goût ce n’est guère

Que pour la terre et les pierres.

—ARTHUR RIMBAUD, “Fête de la faim”

OPTIC  TASTE /HAPTIC  DESIRE

he first discussion at the Académie Royale de l’Architecture was launched

in 1672 with the question “What is good taste?” For the next century, ar-

chitectural theorists sought practical and theoretical answers to this prob-

lem. The Romantic movement eventually relegated the issue to the periphery of art,

while it focused on invention and expression in the act of artistic creativity. The pre-

occupation with taste coincided initially with the pursuit of equilibrium and justesse in

a culture of honnêteté and bienséances and was bound to become incompatible with

the “great passions” of the Romantic era. In the eighteenth century, however, the

emancipation of taste from a doctrinal classicism and its reorientation toward an aes-
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thetic of subjectivity allowed for Dionysian modes of engagement with beauty and the

sublime and encouraged the meeting of the aesthetic and the erotic.

Architectural criticism in the seventeenth century tended to confine the sphere of

taste to an aesthetic of “rules” based on the objectivity of a potentially quantifiable

and analyzable language. As a faculty of critical discernment, taste tended to merge

with judgment and came to designate the apprehension of rules as much as their 

application.1 In the eighteenth century, the mechanisms of taste were recast in psy-

chological terms. Under the dominant influence of an English empiricist epistemol-

ogy, the sensuous categories of knowledge were rehabilitated: the apprehension of

art became strictly aesthetic—that is, sensuous—and its psychological mode was

grounded in the “natural harmony” of the world.

Taste was not only identified with a natural faculty and, more or less literally, with

a sensory organ for the apprehension of the beautiful—“le sens interne du beau”: “It

is this sixth sense within us, whose organs we cannot see.”2 The purpose of aesthetic

apprehension was also assigned to taste, “which is nothing other than to discover

quickly and keenly the degree of pleasure that each thing should afford us,” and was

realigned with pleasure.3

In Traité du beau essentiel dans les arts (1752), Charles-Etienne Briseux accord-

ingly theorizes the analogy of human and natural organizations to account for the

psychological mechanisms of aesthetic pleasure: “Since this universal mother [Na-

ture] acts always with a single wisdom and in a uniform manner, we could rightfully

conclude that the pleasures of seeing and hearing consist in the perception of har-

monic relations as analagous to our constitution. This principle applies not only to mu-

sic but to all the arts since the same cause could not have two different effects.” The

pleasure derived from the experience of the beautiful is thus due to a sympathetic rap-

port with the object of beauty. Furthermore, the intensity of the pleasure is calibrated

to the resonance or intimacy of this sympathetic rapport: “If proportions in music

make a greater impression on the soul than do those in other objects of sensation, it

is because music is more in sympathy with it, being more alive, as it were. So pro-

nounced is this sympathy that we are more touched by a human voice than by the

sound of instruments”4

When the object of beauty comes to life in the intimacy of aesthetic rapports, the

pleasures of taste can equal the pleasures of love and the theory of taste coincides
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with the theory of love. The equation is most often noted in the case of gustatory sen-

sation. Gastronomy and eroticism have overlapped ever since the tasting of the for-

bidden fruit, but the oral proclivities of eros were particularly pronounced in the

eighteenth century, when the libertine was typically known to match sexual excess

with gastronomic indulgence.

Despite its undeniable occularcentrism, the aesthetic discourse of the Enlighten-

ment repeatedly appealed to the mouth in order to demonstrate the immediacy and

perspicacity of aesthetic apprehension: “We taste the stew, and even without know-

ing the rules governing its composition, we can tell whether it is good. The same holds

true for painting and other products of the intellect that are intended to please us by

touching us.”5 Voltaire’s article “Goût” in the Encyclopédie also hinges on a rhetori-

cal (even aphoristic) comparison of “the ability to distinguish the tastes of our foods”

and “a feeling for beauties and defects in all the arts.” He thus writes that taste “is like

that of the tongue and the palate: a ready and unreflective discernment, sensitive and

sensual in appreciating the good, violent in rejecting the bad, often lost and uncer-

tain, not even knowing if it should be pleased by what is presented to it, and some-

times forming only by dint of habit.” Voltaire’s comparative argument eventually

abandons the rhetorical symmetry of the simile to collapse the two parallel notions

into “a kind of touch”: “Taste is not content with seeing, with knowing the beauty of

a work; it has to feel it, to be touched by it.”6

Such comparisons were commonplace and consistently converged on the tactil-

ity of taste.7 The gustatory analogue stressed the immediacy of apprehension in taste,

the direct sensory contact with matter.8 It projected a virtual tactility onto a visual

mode of apprehension that operated at a distance from the object of its assimilating

faculty. This distance—spatial and conceptual—is momentarily abolished in the vir-

tual tactility of a latent (i.e., ideological) carnality. Thus implying haptic sensation in

optic discernment, taste could naturalize and describe its aesthetic assimilation in a

kind of tactile vision, combining the immediacy of touch with the distance of sight.

ARCHITECTURE IN  THE BEDROOM

The literature of the eighteenth century provides many instances in which the seman-

tic polyvalence and epistemological (ideological) indeterminacy of taste has a struc-

turing role in the narrative, and the device is most vividly illustrated in Jean-François
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de Bastide’s La petite maison (first published in 1758). This novella narrates a plot of

seduction involving a host, a guest, and a building. Trémicour, the host, is “an ex-

traordinary man, a man of wit and taste.” Mélite, the guest, “had yet to take a lover;

time that other women squandered in love and deception, Mélite spent in instruction,

acquiring true taste and knowledge.” Trémicour challenges Mélite to visit his petite

maison after she has frustrated his otherwise irresistible advances: “they called a wa-

ger and there she went.”9 The calculated procession through the house, alternating

interior and exterior spaces of shifting illusions and delicious luxuries, structures the

progress of the couple through the various stages of the seduction.

The most remarkable aspect of the house is the “proto-functionalist” adaptation

of the decoration to the specific purpose of each room. This architectural feature is em-

phasized in the structure of the narrative: a series of episodes with highly differentiated

and precisely described settings. Mélite savors their distinct “tastes” with increasing

pleasure and abandon, propelling the plot with her incremental loss of inhibition.

The notion that architecture could inspire lustful designs is totally foreign today;

the tendency is to trivialize this aspect of the work as a fanciful narrative twist that was

concocted for the mere amusement of eighteenth-century readers, dismissing it as a

literary device that has little pertinence in historical analysis. Anecdotal or rhetorical

inflation is unmistakable in Mélite’s infatuation with architecture; yet hyperbole is most

effective when grounded—however tenuously—in reality. An investigation of the text

in relation to eighteenth-century culture might thus reveal the extent to which this 

allegory is in tune with actual aesthetic attitudes, beliefs, and modes of reception.

The key to this investigation is the notion of taste, considered in its inherent am-

biguities and historical vicissitudes. Bastide’s use of the term goût often overlaps with

caractère—a term shared with natural scientists such as Linnaeus, Buffon, and 

Adanson, whose taxonomical procedures relied on the identification of “general and

particular characters.” The words goût, génie, and caractère do tend to overlap and

are often interchangeable in eighteenth-century texts. At the risk of oversimplifica-

tion, one might distinguish their semantic spheres by situating them along the differ-

ent stages of the cycle of production and consumption. Taste is accordingly a

fundamental precondition of genius; character is the imprint or mark left by genius in

the work; taste, again, is the receptive faculty that can discern character. Taste hence
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encapsulates the system, as it is a condition of both production and reception. As a

pivotal element in Bastide’s text, it reconciles the quality of the object with the mode

of its reception: the decoration in good taste is savored by people of good taste. It is

instrumental to the intimacy that takes hold among the three protagonists, primarily

in its tendency to oscillate between incarnate sensory perception and disembodied

intellectual discernment—the capacity, in short, to blur the distinction between the

beautiful, the desirable, and the edible.

In the climactic scene, Mélite, led by deception into a second boudoir, collapses

into a bergère, to assume her designated role among the marquises, duchesses, and

otomanes—other objects furnishing the boudoir: “The threat was terrible, the situa-

tion even more so. Mélite shuddered, faltered, sighed, and lost the wager” (110). The

narrative thus concludes with the imminent execution of the deferred act while the last

word cynically switches the tone of the climaxing narrative to the bare “economics”

of the sexual transaction.

This second boudoir, the ultimate destination for the concluding seduction, is de-

scribed as follows: “This new room, next to which lay a wardrobe, was stretched with

thick green gourgouran. The most beautiful engravings by Cochin, Lebas, and Cars

were hung symmetrically on the walls. The room was lit just enough to allow the mas-

terpieces of these skillful masters to be seen” (106). In comparison to the gilded, mir-

rored, and lavishly decorated rooms of the house, the boudoir stands out for its

sobriety. The author/architect has even taken the care to substitute the severe lines of

presumably monochromatic engravings for the ethereal rococo paintings found else-

where. Lighting is one of the few mentioned features; it is designed to favor the 

engraved contours. Everywhere else, lighting is spectacular: it is meant to enchant,

dazzle, and deceive. The contrast is sharpest in the first boudoir, where light is cast in

a characteristically theatrical mode:

The walls of the boudoir were covered with mirrors whose joinery was concealed

by carefully sculpted, leafy tree trunks. The trees, arranged to give the illusion of

a quincunx, were heavy with flowers and laden with chandeliers. The light from

their many candles receded into the opposite mirrors, which had been purposely

veiled with hanging gauze. So magical was this optical effect that the boudoir

could have been mistaken for a natural woods, lit with the help of art. (75–76)
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None of the optical devices and illusions of the erotic theater are tolerated in the

austere light of the museumlike boudoir, yet it is deliberately chosen as the setting for

the denouement of the sexual battle. Indeed, Trémicour deviously led Mélite into the

second boudoir and “stepped on her dress when she was at the threshold, so that in

turning her head to disengage her dress, she would not see the place she was enter-

ing” (106). One wonders why he took this precaution. Why should he avert Mélite’s

gaze from seemingly inoffensive decor when her delicate sensibility had braved more

sensually composed effects? And why should this sober room, and not any other, oc-

cupy the privileged position at the conclusion of an erotically charged itinerary?

No particular features could indeed characterize the room as a boudoir except

for the furniture. Unlike other spaces in the house, where signs of sensuality are en-

crypted in the decoration, the erotic is here delivered literally—that is, in functional

pieces of equipment. Without Trémicour’s deceptive intervention, Mélite would cer-

tainly have avoided a distasteful room, distasteful in the explicit destination of its fur-

nishings and especially in its blandness—that is, in its lack of taste. The second

boudoir is most threatening to Mélite because it offers no objects to her taste. In the

second boudoir, she is left alone with Trémicour and has no other channels for the sub-

limation of her libidinal appetite in aesthetic assimilation.

In the second boudoir, architecture provides a support, a functional decor for an

action unfolding separately in the foreground; in the garden, in all the other rooms,

and especially in the first boudoir, architecture participated in the action. Not only

was it a catalyst that provided the optimal ambience and the necessary lubricant

for the machinations of seduction, it also engaged the protagonists as the subject of

a sublimated amorous rapport. We may say that architecture, in La petite maison,

performs the role of a sexual partner—with the exception of the second boudoir,

where Trémicour could more effectively deal his last card, in the absence of his rival

and accomplice.

ARCHITECTURE IN  THE DINING ROOM

Let us backtrack to another critical episode in the narrative: the scene in the dining

room, where our protagonists are involved in a more literal mode of consumption. In

a narrative organized around taste and vision—or, more precisely, around the taste of
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vision—the supper scene, the moment when taste literally switches to a haptic mode,

should prove significant.

No mention of actual food is made in La petite maison’s culinary scene; we merely

learn that Mélite “ate little and wanted to drink only water.” During the brief meal

where only tasteless water is specified, her attitude displays no signs of the alert and

inquisitive concentration of the gourmet; she was rather “distracted.” Her mood was

introspective, detached: “she was more preoccupied with her anguish than with the

things that had caused it” (97). As Mélite’s body engages in a most tactile activity, her

mind disconnects from the external objects of sensory assimilation to withdraw into

an idealizing interiority. The sensuous experience of matter in eating does not inter-

fere with the reflecting consciousness that remains indifferent to its taste. In La petite

maison, food is indeed tasteful as long as it is assimilated into decoration and con-

sumed as spectacle.

In the dining room, “where a table was laid out with an elaborate meal” (98), no

servants are in sight and no service is mentioned. We are thus to assume that the meal

in question is a repas en ambigu. In fashion since the late seventeenth century, this

consists of a simultaneous presentation of more or less contrasting dishes in lieu of the

usual consecutive courses. In L’art de bien traiter (1674)—a milestone in a growing

culinary literature—L.S.R. defines the ambigu: “This manner of serving is, strictly

speaking, the combination of a supper and a light meal and is generally served at

day’s end; and instead of dividing a meal into several courses, all is set out together

from the start, but arranged and ordered in a highly specific way that is agreeable and

pleasurable to the senses and that brings appetite even to the most disgusted.”10

The ambigu is distinguished primarily by its spatial organization. It rivals a

“souper” or a “collation,” not necessarily in the constitution and taste of individual

dishes but rather in the potential for elaborate formal compositions. Indeed, in 

instances of particular luxury the ambigu could transform the whole dining room into

a culinary theater, “for aside from the ordinary meats that are set out on tables, sweets,

wines and lights are everywhere visible in the banquet room, on cabinets, on fireplace

mantles, and in other more convenient locations where they are so immaculately dis-

played that there is no image, painting, spectacle, or ornament, however rich and 

orderly, that might compare to them.”11
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In the ambigu, the temporal succession of multiple courses is thus eliminated in

favor of the visual effect of a unified tableau. Such meals are composed as a spectacle

for the eyes and do not necessarily involve an oral consumption of food: “the plea-

sure of seeing them is greater than that of touching them,” states L.S.R.12 They are

modeled after painting, sculpture, and architecture and conform to those arts’ “rules”

of visual composition. Grimod would thus praise a Duffoy, “the most dexterous dec-

orator in Paris in terms of the dessert surtout,” for the architectural orthodoxy of his

culinary constructions: “We have admired the majestic scope of his temples and his

palaces, wherein all the laws of architecture are perfectly observed; platters con-

structed with the highest elegance and in the most excellent taste.”13 The surtout de

table, the central element of the ambigu, is often directly transposed from the stage

set of the theater and is evidently not meant for oral consumption. One particularly

elaborate model is described in Grimod’s Almanach des gourmands:

This surtout or rather this reclining scape . . . was three feet long, twenty inches

wide, and thirty high. It displayed the two principal stages of the Opéra des

Bardes; behold the dream scene on one side and the recognition scene between

Rosmala and her father on the other, and in the cavities of the rock that graced

the center of the decoration were nestled several other scenes, among these that

of the bridge.14

Antonin Carême, celebrity cook and architect manqué, later took a particular 

interest in the architectural potentials of pastry and devoted many copiously illus-

trated volumes to this art. They demonstrated designs in different styles and with con-

siderable attention to decoration and proportion. The pâte fine allowed for minute

details and great precision in execution, while the traditional pâte d’office provided

the primary building material for this edible architecture. Here is Carême’s recipe:

Pâte d’Office (Office or Confectioner’s Paste)

This is of the utmost use in modern pastry. Sift one pound and a half of flour, make

a hollow in it, and put in two eggs and three yolks, on a pound of pounded sugar,

and a little salt; stir these for two minutes, that the sugar may be somewhat

melted, then work in the flour, and if necessary, another yolk, so as to render it as

firm as if for building a pie; “fraiser” it five or six times; it ought to be smooth and
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well blended, otherwise add another yolk or white of egg: afterwards cut the

paste in pieces, mould and roll it for the thickness of an inch, to serve for the bot-

toms (or boards) of a “pièce montée”; put the paste on a baking sheet slightly

buttered, and with the fingers press out the air between the paste and the sheet

(without this precaution the heat would deform it, and from the heat not acting

equally throughout, it would possess less solidity); when thus arranged, cut it with

the point of a knife, as may be wished, and prick it to assist the escape of the air;

wash the surface slightly, but not the sides, put it into a moderate oven, and if it

blisters, pass the blade of a large knife under it (if done enough) turn it over to

obtain a light brown color on both sides; when taken from the oven lay it on the

most even part of the dresser, and place the baking-sheet upon it to remain until

cold, when the paste will be perfectly level on both sides. All boards of “Pâte

d’office” are thus made.15

In the scopic regime of this culinary appareil, the haptic character of food is en-

tirely undermined: to eat an ambigu, to taste it, is to consume a spectacle modeled

after painting, decoration, and architecture, laid out in a particular formal style and

with bon goût. The repas en ambigu is thoroughly theatrical; “it is a one-act play,”

writes Philip Stewart, “it seeks the utmost impact in the first glance; it attempts to 

embrace the entire range of possibilities in a single scene.”16 L.S.R. provides specific

staging instructions for this culinary ensemble in his treatise, and the glittering 

appareil of the baroque theater is no doubt the prime source of inspiration: “A con-

fusion of lights should fill the room; use mirrored panels and other carefully imagined

flourishes to form a glorious device that offers a pleasurable spectacle to the guests

and unleashes joy by its charming diversity.”17

In the blinding light of the petite maison’s dining room, the baroque drama

peaked when the theatrical machinery was set in motion, when the table flew down

into the basement kitchen while another one rushed down from the upper floor to fill

the gap left by the vanished meal.18 This coup de théâtre, worthy of the new Salle des

Machines at the Tuileries, pulled Mélite out of her momentary rêverie: “This feat, 

incredible to Mélite, roused her from self-absorption and invited her to consider anew

the beauty and the ornamentation of the place that was offered for her admiration.”

The meal that Mélite barely touches thus participates in the decorative program of the
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dining room; it is designed to suggest an avant-goût of the ornamental delicacies on

the wall depicting “the pleasures of the table and the pleasures of love” (100).

La petite maison’s supper stages a scene of transubstantiation: stone comes alive

for the cannibalizing gaze of an excited goût, while food is petrified into an architec-

ture of “the highest elegance and in the best of taste” (100). In Bastide’s dining room,

food, the object of haptic assimilation, does not escape the tyranny of the scopic

regime. Its haptic character is dissolved in a theatrical presentation that mobilizes

the senses for a scenography of flying tables and blinding six-stemmed candelabra.

Nonvisual modes of assimilation and other senses are of course involved in the expe-

rience of the petite maison; they conform to the logic of the spectacle, however, and

do not challenge the supremacy of sight—the privileged perceptual apparatus in the

projection of desire. In Trémicour’s petite maison, the scents of violet, jasmine, and

rose are wonderously perceived (they are released from the varnish of woodwork)

and music is magically heard at a sign from the host (it is performed by musicians

hidden behind a partition). In both cases, the cause or source of sensation is inac-

cessible and incomprehensible to the spectator. The senses are disoriented and the

feeling is one of wonder and bewilderment: in La petite maison, the pleasures of

scents and music are diffused and intoxicating; they belong to the total éblouissement

of the spectacle.

Food is equally spectacular. After it has performed as an appetizing extra in the

mise-en-scène of sublimated desires, it is promptly withdrawn from the scene so as

not to interfere with the taste of the pièce de résistance. As an omnivorous gaze 

begins to savor the decoration, to lick and fondle its delicate carvings, to penetrate

the perspectival cavities of its pictorial representations, the meal—material evidence

and reminder of a genuinely haptic experience—is dramatically rushed down into the

coulisses, with the help of the baroque machinery that might have snatched a Don

Juan, through a trapdoor in the stage, from the festin de pierre.
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF  THE JAW

f only to bear witness to the uncanny scale and promiscuous metaphorical ex-

tension delivered to it by Salvador Dalí, I want to start closest to the mouth. At

six, as he famously pronounced, Dalí wanted to be a cook, and in his early years

he ate and drank around his native Catalan acres with the same delirious relish that

drove his fascination for its fragrant, anthropomorphic landscape. From the begin-

ning, Dalí’s culinary dreams were lined with Gallic nostalgia—as in his reverie of

French gourmands serving seasoned woodcock flamed in brandy, or his vision (as

crisp as a Manet still life) of a glass of Pernod taken with a lump of sugar. But when his

tongue found its groove, Dalí was a passionate advocate of the Catalan table. At

Cadaqués, where his fastidiously middle-class family spent their summers, he mused

on the epic quality of the regional delicacies—those “Homeric dishes,” as he nicely

termed them, such as riz de langouste (lobster rice), dentos a la marinesca, rubellons

a la llauna (fresh mushrooms fried on thin sheets of metal), and beans with butifarra,

the Catalan blood sausage, mixed to disturbingly brilliant effect with chocolate and

19

DALÍ ’S  EDIBLE  SPLITS :  FACES ,  

TASTES ,  AND SPACES  IN  DELIRIUM

J O H N  C .  W E L C H M A N

I



laurel leaves. In the winter, he would take brief leave from a feverish stint at the easel

to down three dozen sea urchins, or “five or six chops fried on a fire of vinestalks.” For

supper he recalls “a fish soup and cod with tomato, or else a good big fried sea-perch

with fennel.” At Port Lligat, where he established his own bayside summer house in

the late 1920s, his truest friends were the fisherman sons of his surrogate mother, 

Lydia of Cadaqués, whose feasts of freshly fried sardines he and Gala sometimes

shared when the locals returned from a nighttime trawl.1

In later life, as his manner of living, tastes of all kinds, and pecuniary instincts be-

came more self-consciously flamboyant, Dalí aligned himself with the culinary inter-

nationalism of French haute cuisine. His cookbook, Les dîners de Gala (1973), is the

final testament of this entente, combining the bombastic legacy of named dishes

(“Salade composée selon Alexandre Dumas”), feasts, special galas and anniversaries

(the menu for a “Dinner given by their Imperial Majesties, the Shah Aryamehr and the

Empress of Iran in honor of their illustrious guests participating in the Celebration of

the 2500th Anniversary of the Foundation of the Persian Empire by Cyrus the Great

[Persepolis, October 14, 1971]” appears as a kind of frontispiece), gaudy 1970s color

food photography, and promo opportunities for Maxim’s and other pillars of the aris-

tocratic table, with a thoroughgoing, would-be deviant neotraditionalism epitomized

in the prefatory effusion: “From the Positivist Matérialism of the ‘Physiology of taste

of Brillat-Savarin’ to the Spirito-Mystic-Monarchic, Catholic, Apostolic, Romanism of

DALÍAN GASTRO ESTHETICS.”2

By 1973, of course, Dalí’s work and persona had long been caught up in the 

dandified endgame of surrealism. But traces of the radical disturbance he suggested

some forty years earlier between the economies of consumption, construction, and

representation still remain in Les dîners de Gala. This is most apparent in the first sec-

tion, “les caprices pincés princiers,” which begins with a meditation on the “sado-

masochistic pleasure” of eating “‘cooked and living beings’” (ascribed significantly

to “the Neapolitan, of Catalan descent, Giambattista della Porta”). Here Dalí finds a

gastronomic confirmation “of our Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Rumanian Religion,

i.e; to swallow the living God as is done in the Sacrament of the Eucharist.”3 As we

will see below, cannibalistic consumption, the ingestion of one’s own kind, functions

almost continuously for Dalí as the inevitable death-driven obverse to the notion of eat-

ing as healthy consumption. Alongside and in competition with the normative itinerary
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Salvador Dalí’s face painted onto

the door of El Barroco restaurant,

Cadaqués, Catalonia, Spain.

Photo by author.
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Salvador Dalí, Surréalisme;

ceramic copy on the wall outside

L’Hostel bar, Cadaqués, Catalonia,

Spain. Photo by author.
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Detail of above. Photo by author.



of food—starting with natural display and confected culinary reordering (preparation,

recipes, menus), and using the face as its entryway, the stomach as a locus of digestive

incorporation, and the bowels as an exit for the precipitation of surplus—Dalí sets up

a logic of putrefaction, cannibalism, and death. Even in a coffee-table cookbook.

Dalí was as scrupulous a connoisseur of drink as he was of food. His early tem-

perance—“half a tiny glass of chartreuse,” gingerly imbibed under his father’s watch-

ful eye at Sunday lunches in Cadaqués—gave way to the manic consumption of his

student days and a number of alcoholic predilections that he never renounced. Dur-

ing his art school years in Madrid he took his first dry martini at the Palace Hotel;

downed brown German beers, accompanied by dozens of minuscule boiled crabs;

and caroused around sundry champagne bottles in most of the hostelries of note. As

for the robust wines of Emporda, these for Dalí were so earthily vivid that he imagined

in them “the sentimental prickling taste of tears.”4

From the mouth to the palette is a brief journey of epic proportions, beginning in

literal transfer and ending with a profound recalibration of edibility. Dalí was the most

sensitive of all the surrealists to the number and nature of the transcriptions, repro-

ductions, and allusions to food in the avant-garde art practice of the early twentieth

century. A key passage in his essay on surrealist “objects” attends to the iconographic

concentration of food-related elements in the paintings of Giorgio de Chirico:

The persistent appearance of eatables in the first surrealist things painted by de

Chirico—crescents, macaroons, and biscuits finding a place among complex

constructions of T squares and other utensils not to be catalogued—is not more

striking in this respect than the appearance in the public squares, which his pic-

tures are, of certain pairs of artichokes or clusters of bananas which, thanks to the

exceptional cooperation of circumstances, form on their own, and without any

apparent modification, actual surrealist articles.5

De Chirico’s work, then, announces the objectlike modality of isolated depictions of

food that appear in, but are also constitutive of, the communal social space of the

“public square.” But Dalí bears witness to another representational register of food:

“the predominance of eatables or things that can be ingested is disclosed to analysis

in almost all the present surrealist articles (sugared almonds, tobacco, coarse salt in

Breton’s; medical tablets in Gala’s; milk, bread, chocolate, excrement and fried eggs
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in mine; sausage in Man Ray’s; light lager in Crevel’s).”6 The objectlike public presen-

tation of food joins with its metaphorical annexation in surrealist writing, revealing that

for Dalí comestibles were clearly not just for tasting, or painting; they were also key 

elements in his creative process, and an integral part of his vision of the nonedible

world that spun around him. Dalí’s Mediterranean nights were presided over by the

“‘dying silver’ garlic-clove of the incipient crescent moon”; and in a delicious Dalían

metaphor, he even likened the work of his imagination to frying up “the mushrooms,

the chops and the sardines of my thought.” “The jaw,” he wrote elsewhere, “is our

best tool to grasp philosophical knowledge.”7

Formed at the conjunction of his experience as consumer, painter, object maker,

and writer, Dalí by the early 1930s had worked up his own analytic relation among

these functions, predicated on a “sudden consciousness of a new hunger we are suf-

fering from.”8 The elevated status accorded by Dalí to edibility and ingestion is un-

derlined by their association with the last of his four quasi-evolutionary stages in the

development of the surrealist object. Succeeding objects that function “anthropo-

morphically,” “dream-state articles,” and “articles operating symbolically,” the fourth

and most interactive phase is one in which “the object tends to bring about our fusion

with it and makes us pursue the formation of a unity with it (hunger for an article and

edible articles).” Edibility becomes the cornerstone of an alternative aesthetic in which

optical contemplation is supplanted by oral consumption: “As we think it over, we find

suddenly that it does not seem enough to devour things with our eyes and our anxi-

ety to join actively and effectively in their existence brings us to want to eat them.”9

FACE,  TASTE ,  SPACE

Throughout his writings in Catalan, Castilian, French, and English, but especially in

the texts achieved in the decade beginning in 1929 with his remove from his native

Figueras in northern Catalonia to Paris—and engagement with surrealism—to the

start of World War II, Salvador Dalí offered an important and far-reaching, if typically

unsustained, reallocation of the relations posed among the forms and consumption of

food; a disorienting, centripetal theory of identity; and the production and inhabita-

tion of architectural space. Food objects, facial signs, and space production are

bound together in Dalí’s vertiginously metaphoric dream-life and the Paranoid-Critical

Activity that simultaneously constructed, invaded, and annotated it. Each of these
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three clusters—food (raw or cooked), faces (real or projected), spaces (built or fanta-

sized)—is mapped in a fractal system of unpredictable exchanges within which their

forms and surfaces, interiors and exteriors, histories and fictions are split or com-

pounded in a logic dependent only on Dalí’s devouring interpretation.

Within Dalí’s delirious repertoire of governing images and obsessions—excre-

ment, putrefaction, masturbation, sadism, and what Yvonne Shafir calls their “infinite

iconographical correlates (such as . . . the gastronomic system of olives, bread, sea-

urchins, chocolate)”10—faces, foods, and spaces are imagined in a Larousse of para-

noid projections. They are soft, hard, blank, minute, gigantic, horrific, decayed, and

detachable. Each is apprehended in terms that rational discourse reserves for the oth-

ers. Thus faces are conceived as places and objects, as well as subjects and others:

they are sites of narcissistic self-reference—the deliquescent center of what Dalí

termed his “Soft Self-Portrait”—the locus of ingestion, both screen and origin for the

privileged act of looking, and the most exquisite and divisible of locations. Faces are

constituted in an elaborate, concrete fantasy of apertures and bizarrely autonomous

part-objects (noses, lips, hairs, eyes); and they function as originary sign or displaced

signified in the split register of Dalí’s “double” images.

The perverse capacity of Dalían signs to split into part-objects and nonchalantly

realign themselves with other signifying domains emerges in the artist’s thought in the

later 1920s. In his three-part article “The New Limits of Painting,” published between

February and May 1928 (perhaps the most significant text he wrote before develop-

ing his theory of Paranoid-Critical Activity), Dalí argues that the new tendencies in

painting in the mid-1920s—notably the work of surrealists, including Joan Miró and

André Masson, in Paris, and Picasso’s post-cubist reorganization of the body—had ne-

gotiated a relation of continuity and surplus with the dominant styles of the recent

past, advancing the artist toward the double goal of the next avant-garde: hyperex-

pression and self-referential plasticity.

In 1928, then, Dalí is already reaching for forms of radical dislocation that find a

significant register in the matrix of exchanges and mutations often beginning—or

ending up—with the face, but reaching across to food, furniture, and design. From a

catalogue of examples, which include the relocation of birds in aquariums, the coun-

tersyntactical dispersion of words, and the “crazy suffocation” of “the hands of a

clock” by the addition of “bread crumbs,” Dalí offers a pictorial vision in which facial
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parts are removed from the grid of face, and heads—and faces themselves—severed

from the body:

For us, a nose, far from being necessarily positioned on a face, seems more

suitable on the edge of a sofa. Nor do we see anything inconvenient in the fact

that the same nose is atop a little trace of smoke—far from it. . . .

For us an eye no longer owes anything either to the face or to the static con-

dition or to the idée fixe; it must no longer expect anything from the idea of con-

tinuity. Quite the contrary; we learnt several days ago that the eyes, just like

grapes, have a proclivity for the craziest velocities and that both have a gift for

launching themselves into the most contradictory pursuits.11

Here one particle of the face is reallocated to the edge of a sofa, an item of furniture

that, as we will see below, Dalí obsessively redesigns elsewhere around another facial

object, the lips. The nose is also posed “atop a little trace of smoke,” a deliquescent

location whose abstraction is emblematic of the conjuring tricks that animate the

artist’s associative reverie. While one face part is linked to furniture and combustion,

a second, the eye, is also doubly defacialized: first by its formal analogization to a

grape, and second by virtue of its propensity for speed, contradiction, and displace-

ment—measured against the static conditions of facial precision.

Face parts, then, participate in something akin to “the poetic autonomy of words”

ushered in as the era of contingent—or what André Breton called mendicant—signi-

fication comes to an end.12 They are units of special expression and feeling picked out

amid conditions that are “accidental,” “fugitive,” and “unstable,” in a new art that

would be probabilistic, absurd and popular. Picasso’s wrenching of the figure epito-

mizes the daring disequilibrium cultivated by Dalí, who writes approvingly of “the

curves of his profiles, of his poetic torsos (authentic monsters) [that] will risk anything,

up to the most audacious forms of death and the will.”13 The face is relegated from its

traditional primacy both in painting and in physiognomic premodernity. Its fractured

parts, the nose, the eyes, become probes that couple with the domestic (the sofa) and

the comestible (the grape), forming key new compounds in a promiscuously imagina-

tive periodic table of delirious elements.

In his paintings, and more emphatically in his writings, Dalí subjects almost every

part of the face to the counterintegral poetic autonomy he championed. The nose is
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Dalí’s preferred facial object, and it is fittingly drafted into service at the beginning of

the history of hallucinatory reading by the “‘sublime madman’ of Antiquity, Aristoph-

anes,” who “in The Clouds, drew our attention for the first time to the fact that, as one

contemplates the sky, one can see the shapes of clouds change—from the naked

body of a woman into a leopard or an enormous nose.”14

“At the very end” of a list of demonstrative affirmations in the “Anti-Artistic [or

Yellow] Manifesto,” written with Sebastià Gasch and Lluís Montanyà in Barcelona in

1928, Dalí directs us to a clinching image of “one motionless ear over a little puff of

smoke,” conjugating this body part, as he had the nose and would the olive, with a

magiclike cloud of smoke that seems to conjure it up out of thin air.15 Elsewhere, in the

course of an associative reverie on a grape, Dalí elaborates its metamorphic relation to

the eye (“a grape becomes their eyes”).16 He also crosses the eye with hairs, imagines

one fabricated “by Max Ernst . . . from a piece of a chair suspended by a thread,”17

and, in the famous image from Un chien andalou (1929), severs it with a razor, turning

the violence of the face’s dissection against the integrity of its individual attributes.

GORGING ON GAUDÍ

Four capital cities and their impressionable architectures orbited around Dalí’s Med-

iterranean domain: Madrid, where he went to art school and perfected his dandyism;

Paris, where he joined the great Spanish émigré artists Pablo Picasso and his fellow

Catalan Joan Miró, cultivating the most extravagant surrealist persona of the moment;

New York, to which, like Marcel Duchamp and Francis Picabia a decade or so earlier,

he attempted to export his brand of magic realism and social mischief; and finally

Barcelona, capital of Catalonia, scene of the miraculous urban modernism of Antoni

Gaudí, and object of numerous Dalían architectural pilgrimages.

Gaudí’s encyclopedia of dripping forms drove Dalí to distraction. Only the metal

fronds and tendrils of the Paris Metro came anywhere close to provoking so strong a

reaction. Gaudí epitomized the deliciously suffocating ornamentation of the art nou-

veau style. His passionate antagonism toward commonplace reality was the soulful

foundation for buildings Dalí thought of as “true realizations of solidified desires.”18

Dalí was convinced that the swirls, patterns, and seething instability of Gaudí’s designs

were the closest material things to the imagined worlds he so ferociously cultivated in

his paintings. Their mixtures and interlacings, splicing forms together then splitting
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Antoni Gaudí, Parc Güell,

Barcelona, 1900–1914, columns

under the great esplanade. 

Photo by author.

19.5

Antoni Gaudí, Casa Batlló, 

1905–1907, Passeig de Gracia 43,

Barcelona. Photo by author.



them apart or vaporizing them into another dimension, offered a streetside replay of

the faceted logic of dreams. Dalí’s homage to Gaudí reached its peak in an essay

titled “Of the Terrifying and Edible Beauty of Art Nouveau Architecture,” in which he

likened its shifting, melting, vertiginous surfaces to the “hard undulations of sculpted

water.”19 Gaudí was the genie in Dalí’s architectural bottle, an antidote to the false pu-

rity of avant-garde modernism, a magician of form whose sensationally senseless mas-

terpieces revolutionized Mediterranean design. Dali declared, “the last great genius of

architecture was Gaudí whose name in Catalan means ‘orgasm’ just as Dalí means ‘de-

sire.’ I explained that . . . orgasm and desire are the distinctive figures of Catholicism

and the Mediterranean Gothic reinvented and carried to paroxysms by Gaudí” (355).

Nowhere in his writings does Dalí dwell in more detail on the expressive contin-

gencies of the face than in the satirical opening to his essay on turn-of-the-century ar-

chitecture. He castigates the whole regime of deceitful, ideologically blinkered facial

expression that testifies to “the colossal and ravishing incomprehension” of what Dalí

terms “the terrifying and edible beauty of art nouveau architecture” (a description that

titles his text). The language deployed here is a tour de force of ironic equivocation, as

Dalí simultaneously pillories and enacts an exaggerated form of physiognomic anal-

ysis. His point of departure is the facile contemporary reception (at the beginning of

the 1930s) of the built environments of “1900,” which he reveals as concrete and ba-

nal by imaging, then explaining, its physiognomic registers. His tirade tilts against the

“‘sentimental perspective’” and “‘sordid-critical’ humor” driven by a small-minded

and impoverished “‘superiority complex’” that fuels the reaction to art nouveau struc-

tures and their whimsical decoration. It finds its most sustained image in his elaborate

description of “a particularly repugnant ‘sort of smile’” supplied by “decent, appro-

priate facial contractions”:

These reflexive, treacherous, facial contractions of “defensive-repression” will make

benevolent and understanding smiles—tainted, it is true, by the well-known and in-

dispensable tear, corresponding to simulated “conventional memories”—alternate

with the frank, explosive, irresistible, though not revelatory smiles of vulgarity, each

time one of these violent and hallucinatory “anachronisms” appears. (198–199)

This accumulation of terms needs further explanation. The arch, self-righteous

visages of Dalí’s antagonists offer their faces as machines of tradition-bound looking,
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locked into the registration of primitive effects and dutiful misrecognition. Their faces

are reflexive arenas of sentiment, superiority, and sordid, socially treacherous humor.

But Dalí does not leave it at this. Identifying the controlling mechanism of their 

facial contractions as the product of “defensive-repression” (very much the passive,

interiorizing, opposite of the Paranoid-Critical Activity), he pluralizes the scene of 

facial expressivity by crossing it with the tangibly “indispensable tear” released by the

stimulation of conventional memory, then doubling it with more active (“frank, explo-

sive”) “smiles of vulgarity.” Common to these physical reactions of the face is their

nonrevelatory relation to the interior disposition of the smiler (if that could be deter-

mined). The physiognomies Dalí conjures are palpably false, even to their own self-

understandings. In the end, these faked smiles of ignorant approbation cleverly

emblematize the systematic disingenuity of physiognomic interpretation.

As Dalí’s discussion moves away from the credulous parade of smiling faces, his

disparagement of physiognomic interpretation becomes clearer still. Turning his 

attention to art nouveau itself, he refuses the possibility of determining either the

“‘manifest,’” “‘latent,’” or more general “‘phenomenological’” causes of the move-

ment, referring its originality and impact to a “ferocious individualism,” “violent erup-

tion,” and “‘leaping’” revolution. The speed, heterogeneous clamor, and “hideous

impurity” of art nouveau is comparable only to “immaculate purity of oneiric interlac-

ing.” As with the face, the shifting, melting, “vertiginous” aspect of this architecture

defeats any attempt to explain its contents with reference to a score of interpretational

constants (200). In the same way that face-parts are correlated with dissolving puffs of

smoke, Dalí compares art nouveau to the “hard undulations of sculpted water,” and

later to “authentic sculptures of the reflections of crepuscular clouds in water” (201,

203). The face must not be mistaken for a mere instrument of consumption. Like 

architecture, it must be consumed itself, rendered sublimely edible and subject to the

“new Surrealist age of ‘the cannibalism of objects’”(204). If architecture’s final design

is a house for “‘living madmen’” or “erotomaniacs” (204), then the face becomes a

container for paranoid projection. Both face and structure can be known only through

being experienced, or occupied, by dreams, erotic reveries, and delusions, replete

with their characteristic condensations and displacements. Physiognomy, the science

of external signs, is replaced by a Dalíesque version of psychoanalysis, conceived as

the interactive co-production of psychic conditions. Dalí underlines the substitution
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by rewarding his made-over methodology with a paradoxically inverted physiognomy

when he describes psychoanalysis as “still very young in spite of a forehead wrinkled

with the delicate traces of madness.”20

Setting himself against the interpretive assumptions caught up in the tradition of

contiguous expressive subjects, the face for Dalí is a zone of positive incompletion,

dreamlike fragmentation, and paranoid intensity. Not only is the face dissected and

its parts reallocated as wandering object-signs, but the very fabric of the head is

turned inside out. The face is no longer a surface of signs radiating a menu of prede-

termined expressive meanings gathered up by the subjects of its social encounters.

Instead Dalí seizes on the face—as on its sibling objects—as moments of paranoid 

fixation subject to the terrifying exteriority of the gaze that falls upon them. The face

is no longer a screen displaying the legible signs of original passion or social disposi-

tion. It is, rather, a schizoid frame that releases its parts from their physiognomic 

orbits, reallocating their meanings as a function of the irrational fixations hurled

against them. The face is smashed by the atomizations and capricious, burning inten-

sity of the paranoid-critical gaze, a process that allows its parts and insides to com-

pound in an irrational chemistry and superficially alogical syntax with other items in

the fixated consciousness of the delusionally hyperactive looker who consumes them.
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at Port Lligat. Photo by author.
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Salvador Dalí, Face of Mae West

(Useable as a Surrealist Apart-

ment), c. 1934. Art Institute of

Chicago, Gift of Mrs. Charles B.

Goodspeed, 1949.517.



APARTMENT COMPLEX

Perhaps Dalí’s most fetching image of the lips is found in an itemization of the con-

tents of the wallet of a “boxer friend”—emptied for Dalí during what he terms a

“documentary” offering at the Select American bar on the Champs-Élysées in Paris—

whose first product is “a recut photo of lips.”21 But Dalí’s fetishization of the lips would

culminate, of course, in Face of Mae West (Useable as a Surrealist Apartment) (c. 1934),

which gave rise, in turn, to the remarkable Mae West–lips sofa and finally to the Mae

West Hall in the Dalí Theater-Museum in Figueras, the most elaborate of Salvador’s

face-to-space dreams-come-true. In the Mae West Hall the installation of a lip-shaped

sofa, paired with giant nostrils and two retouched pointillist views of Paris, is resolved

into a trompe l’oeil face only when the visitor ascends a flight of steps, stoops under-

neath a plastic dromedary appropriated from the Camel cigarette company, and

gazes through a reductive lens.

As with most of his morphological fixations, the precise origins of Dalí’s fetishiza-

tion of Mae West and his transformation of her image into architecture and design are

unclear. But the excavation of her iconic features into a dwelling and the swelling of

her lips as a seat pose the actress’s celebrity demeanor as the site for a kind of deviant

domesticity that attaches the erotic bravado and irreverent sociality of her Hollywood

manner to a surrealist vision of living. West’s personae in the 1930s, both on- and off-

screen, were quite at odds with the wholesome image cultivated by an emergent

mainstream stardom, epitomized by Mary Pickford. Interestingly, Pickford’s real-life

and celluloid “normality” was also symbolized in a denominated structure, in this case

the comforting high-society conservatism of a former hunting lodge set in 18 acres on

Sunset Drive in Los Angeles, given as a wedding present to Mary by Douglas Fairbank.

Named Pickfair after their union, the house came to emblematize the symbiotic close-

ness (“Dougandmary,” as one account put it) of Tinsel Town’s version of America’s

model couple.22

Against the normalized propriety of Pickfair’s personified compound, Dalí offers

an obsessive projected interior, puncturing habitable space into the chamberlike re-

cesses of West’s fantasized cranium. In addition to a common interest in sexual ma-

nipulation and display, several other concerns were shared by Dalí and West. West’s

prurience, like Dalí’s early anti-clericalism, for example, aroused considerable antipa-
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thy from the Catholic Church, whose envoys and pressure groups used her as a neg-

ative example to advance the cause of moral “purity” in the movies.23

I want to dwell a little on the implications of Dalí’s Mae West apartment, situating

this version of the surrealist interior in relation to some of the wider concerns of the

movement—and of modernism at large. First, the architectural subdivision of living

space into small one-family or one-person compartments, and the advent of the cell-

like construction of these units in mid- and then high-rise multiples, is carried out in a

form of spatial fissuring and replication that clearly relates to modernist precepts of

splitting, dividing, gridding, faceting, and collage. Second, the emphasis in surreal-

ism on interiorization, secrecy, and experiential fragmentation led—as it also led

Freud, though for somewhat different reasons—to an extensive reflection, both meta-

phoric and literal, on chambers, enclosures, boxes, and rooms, which were conceived

not just as privileged locations, or as exemplary arenas of modern self-reflection and

reverie, but also as incubators of surrealist style and method. Third, declarations such

as Francis Picabia’s in 1922 that “space is not a receptacle, space is in us”24 offer a 

fusion between spatial and mental production whose legacy was explored, perhaps

most radically, by Dalí himself.

Such concerns emerge in Marcel Duchamp’s domestic iconography with the fas-

tidious bourgeois bedroom of Apolinère Enameled (1916–1917), based on an adver-

tisement for “Sapolin Paints”; his “ready-made” coat and hat racks; staircases; and

the series of windows and apartment doors that commence with Fresh Widow (1920),

a miniature French window whose eight panes are covered with black leather. This last

group of works includes his La Bagarre d’Austerlitz (1921), another small window, this

time surrounded by brickwork; the Door, 11 Rue Larrey (1927), fabricated by a car-

penter to Duchamp’s instructions for the apartment in Paris where he lived between

1927 and 1942 (the door was hinged between the doorways to Duchamp’s bathroom

and bedroom so that when one entrance was closed, the other was fully open); and

the old Spanish door punctured with two peepholes that fronted Duchamp’s Etant

Donnés (1944–1946). Duchamp viewed these elements, the windows in particular, as

media devices and stylistic signatures: “I used the idea of the window to take a point

of departure, as . . . I used a brush, or I used a form, a specific form of expression,

the way oil paint is, a very specific term, specific conception.”25 Troubling the win-

dow’s status as an aperture or threshold by camouflaging its normal transparency,

328 J O H N  C .  W E L C H M A N



Duchamp’s architectural units are formats for the doubling of spatial boundaries with

the dry enigma of his wordplays and puns.

Duchamp’s structural linguistics is constitutionally different from the efforts of the

visual surrealists to make fantasy and the everyday collide on the site of the domestic

interior. Hans Arp, for example, recalls such childhood exercises as painting “on a part

of his window-panes a blue sky under the house that I saw through the window,” so

that “the house seemed to hang in mid-air”; or sawing “a hole in the wall behind 

the frame, disclosing a charming landscape.”26 Arp thus continues (or anticipates) 

Duchamp’s project of ironic interference with architectural elements, but detours it 

toward optical fantasy and trompe l’oeil. In his later sculptures (made after his remove

from Paris to Meudon in 1926), especially his Concretions series, Arp, like Dalí, 

attempted to correlate bodies, faces, food, and forms. But he did so by appealing to

what he termed “cosmic forms,”27 as he sought to produce a system of abstract-

universal equivalences whose weight, exteriority, and forced integrity were quite at

odds with Dalí’s concrete irrationality. From Max Ernst’s offbeat collaged Victorian

chambers and menacing claustrophobic spaces to the spooky, recessional vistas of

half-open apartment doors in Dorothea Tanning’s Birthday (1942), the quadruple

doors of her Interior (1953), and the doors, passageways, and apartment interiors that

feature in several other works (Eine kleine Nachtmusik, 1946; Bon soir, 1951; Lumière

du foyer, 1952), we witness the transformation of domestic space into nightmare 

visions of organic proliferation, demonic possession, or spatial infinity.

In the work of Matta (Roberto Sebastián Antonio Matta Echaurren), who studied

with Le Corbusier in Paris between 1934 and 1936, such interests reach a denouement

as the artist returns spatial inquiry to the fracturing of language associated with

Duchamp (by whom Matta was influenced when he arrived in New York in 1939). At

the same time, beginning with his six-work series of Psychological Morphologies

(1939), Matta explosively combines the site of painting with the interior architecture

of the mind. The result is perhaps the only serious alternative among the surrealists to

Dalí’s negotiation with the excavation and building of psychic space.

In several of his writings, Matta interrogates the social centrality of the cubic reg-

ulation of space on which architectural modernism was apparently founded, suggest-

ing the vertiginous dissolve of the cube in the surrealist tradition of countercubic

biomorphism.28 He claimed that his birth from the global cubic womb of modernity
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produced “one of those who came from the four corners of the earth to work for Le

Corbusier.”29 The psychological morphologies of his signature works were predicated

on the implosion of an external cubic logic and the demoralization of standard archi-

tecture in a newly spun network of “strange mucous webs.”30 Trapped early on by the

“tyranny of right angles” and equal sides, Matta spat invective against the edges of

his geometric cell and proclaimed the need for “walls like wet sheets which change

their shape to match our psychological fears”31—a concern that remained central in

his thought and paintings until the late 1950s and beyond (see, for example, The Un-

thinkable [1957], in which the four plain white sides of a cubic space are seemingly

forced apart by a proliferation of tubular elements). Matta’s white, wet, mutable sheets

become shrouds for the ghost-like emanations of a psychological para-cubism. Em-

bossed with thoughts and actions, they emblematize the spectral, folded machineries

of a pataphysics at war with “the epidermis of people and things.”32

Matta’s 1938 article “Sensitive Mathematics—Architecture of Time,” quoted

above (see n. 31), was illustrated by a “project for an apartment” based on such coun-

termodernist principles as inflatable materials, curved and pliable surfaces and the 

co-productivity of psychological occupancy.33 Much of its imagery draws on a reper-

toire of objects and allusions seemingly based on such familiar Dalían obsessions as

“a crumb of bread,” “the desolation of smoke,” and the “liquid bustle of life.”34 Most

significantly, perhaps, Matta’s largely alogical correlations of architectural, psycholog-

ical, and somatic space are framed by three apparitions of the lips. Attendant to

Matta’s vision of “walls like wet sheets” is a confusion of light, forms, and colors that

“awakens” “the very gums as sculptures for lips.” A few lines later, his facial

metaphors continue with an invocation of the liberatory potential of “objects for

teeth.” The essay concludes with a plea for a “waste”-oriented alternative temporal-

ity to “this dirty, hole-ridden time given us by the sun,” which prompts a final ques-

tion: “we shall ask our mothers to give birth to a warm-lipped piece of furniture.”35

Matta completes the surrealist journey of Dali’s lips, aligning them with soft sculptural

form, oracular furniture, and half-heated maternal elementalism as puckered double

columns supporting the last surrealist apartment.

From his first moments in Paris, Dalí’s prodigious imaginative capacities were

likened to the excavation of interior para-worlds of fantasy and delirium. Interestingly,

Breton’s first essay on Dalí, written as a preface to his exhibition at the Goemans
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Gallery in Paris in November 1929, uses the metaphor of cranial dwelling to signify the

daring intellectual reach of the young Catalan artist: “With the coming of Dalí, it is per-

haps for the first time that the mental windows have been opened really wide.”36 I

want to suggest that it is the extreme apertures Breton points to here, those “really

wide openings,” that separate Dalí’s architectural psychoses from the more instru-

mental reveries of surrealist spatial metaphor and iconography. The really wide open-

ings double as the phantasmatic (philosophical) jaws that Dalí used to consume the

built environment, and thereby digest it into his vision, and as the cannibalistic 

totality of Dalí’s architectural embodiments. Dalí cannot conceive of architecture,

spaces that actually or potentially contain us, without first consuming that which en-

closes. Likewise, furniture and items of design are not just softened or distorted; they

are incorporated as structural amalgams with the body, and only then become surreal

metaphors—as in The City of Drawers (1936), a Gradiva-like female figure propped

up on one arm, her torso rendered as a “chest of drawers,” and The Ghost of Vermeer

van Delft, Which Can Be Used as a Table (1934).

Like buildings and bodies, the crutches and props that Dalí often used as scaf-

folding to support his melting forms are also interchangeable with anatomical ele-

ments. In Soft Construction with Boiled Beans: Premonition of Civil War (1936), bony

feet and arms prop up a head and other soft body parts in an elaborate scaffold that

pivots on a cubelike shack or crate, which in turn doubles as a enclosure of canvases.

In this work, too, we glimpse another defining separation between Dalí’s deep archi-

tectural metaphoricity and the similitudes of the surrealists: the delirious equation

between molten corporeality, dismembered architectural form, and comestible

items—here the beans, remaindered like so many engorged corpuscles in the fore-

ground of the composition, and a steak (or possibly a liver) draped around a stump-

like body part at the right lower edge of the painting. The sustaining delirium of this

conjunction is made even more apparent in works such as The Weaning of the Furni-

ture Food (1934), “in which,” as Sarane Alexandrian points out, “he espies through an

opening in the body of his nurse the piece of furniture containing the feeding bottle.”37

One aspect of Dalí’s critical paranoia, then, took the form of a spatial parasitism

as the artist’s surrogate projections took root and then dwelled in the any-object-

whatever of Dalí’s obsessive desire. Dalí’s oneiric annexation of space was a project of

psychological colonization carried out according to a consumptive logic as he 
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digested, and reformulated, his split locations. It is in this sense that Dalí’s mental

apartments give pride of place to the dining room.

Unlike Dalí, the literary surrealists were interested less in the proliferating singu-

larity of the psychological apartment than in the use of their own domestic interiors as

platforms or incubators for automatic experiments and games, and in the cluster

effect of plural apartments organized in an uncanny series and precipitated by a kind

of literal citywide nomadism. “When the [surrealist] friends met [to play games such

as ‘The Game of the Analogical Portrait, the Truth Game, the When and If Games, and

the Game of Exquisite Corpse’—‘methods devised to extract marvels from everyday

reality’] in each other’s apartments,” notes Alexandrian, “they felt the brotherhood of

their imaginations.”38 In another reference to the surreal effects of urban reinterpreta-

tion produced by “walking” or “strolling” through the metropolis, Breton comments

on how his Parisian wanderings with Louis Aragon gave rise to “intoxicating reveries

on a kind of hidden life of the city”: “I can still recall the extraordinary walking com-

panion he was. The areas of Paris I visited with him, even the most nondescript, were

enhanced several notches by a magic, romantic fantasizing that was never caught

short for long, and that burst forth at a bend in the street or before a shop window.”

But for Breton the defining image of the “hidden life of the city” arrives not as a sur-

prise encountered around a corner or in a shop vitrine. It is supplied, instead, by “the

renowned fable of the 365 secretly connected apartments that supposedly exist in

Paris.”39 Dalí’s short circuit of parasitic indwelling is met here by what we can term a

long circuit of the ultimate basement fantasy, a kind of buried high-rise—predicated

not on the clarities of modernist functionalism, but on the covert assemblage of sur-

realist obscurity—made up of one apartment for each day in the year.

Dalí’s consumptive defection from what we can tentatively describe as the “stan-

dard” surrealism propounded by André Breton is attested in several registers. Occa-

sional exceptions notwithstanding—I’m thinking, for example, of the “Experimental

Researches (On the Irrational Embellishment of a City)” (1933)40—neither Breton’s cre-

ative nor critical writings attend in detail to the architectural or gustatory domains;

and, on my reading, he nowhere explicitly imagines their conjunction. Indeed, from

the later 1920s on, as he struggles to control his movement; initiates, defends, and

then retreats from its political orientations; and bureaucratizes surrealism’s adminis-

tration with committees, questionnaires, blacklists, and expulsions, the matrix within
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which Breton comes to terms with architecture becomes progressively conformist.

The section of The Immaculate Conception (1930) titled “Force of Habit,” for 

example, conjures a typical bourgeois interior space (“The table is placed in the din-

ing room; the taps give out clear water . . .”) set against a predictable provincial out-

side (“I suddenly thought there was no longer any street outside the window, but

there it is just the same as ever. The druggist is even raising his metal shutters”).41 While

Breton clearly sets out to trouble these signs of normality and everyday routine, the

fantastic (“green ants”), metaphorical, and psychic (the anxieties of attendant love)

disturbances he offers seem to lack the capacity of Dalí’s deliriums to corrupt or cre-

atively reconfigure the banalities of the typical. In any event, they seldom effect a com-

pelling reciprocity with an environment that they occupy like furniture rather than

compound, meld, or dismantle.

In a sense, Breton’s perception of built space and the architectural environment

shares with Freud’s classicizing aesthetic a kind of perspectival traditionalism quite at

odds with the effects of paranoia, duplicitous photographic realism, and oneiric dou-

bling conjured by Dalí from a mimetic stylization that appears—at first sight—to be

predicated on similar conventions. We are afforded a glimpse of Breton’s spatial 

dispositions in a number of asides and occasional remarks. In a discussion of Philippe

Soupault’s automatic modernity, for example, the great bohemian playground of the

Parisian café becomes a maternal space, where waiters provide umbilical assistance

for the impromptu immediacies of poetic release: “in a café, for instance, in the time

it took to ask the waiter for ‘something to write with,’ he [Soupault] could satisfy the

request for a poem.”42 Consider also Breton’s description of René Crevel following his

suicide in 1935: “without [him] Surrealism would have lacked one of its most beauti-

ful volutes.”43 This is one of the most direct of Breton’s relatively infrequent architec-

tural metaphors. But if we follow the logic of a more complex example, which also

arises in the course of a personal characterization, we will see that the surrealist chief

was quite uncertain, even inconsistent, about the relations he posed between build-

ings and the mind. Commenting on Tristan Tzara’s “Dada Manifesto 1918,” Breton

says that it “seemed to throw the doors wide open, but you discovered that these

doors led to a corridor that turned around in circles.”44

Breton’s relations to the street and the city are also quite different from those of

Dalí, who never explicitly invested in the well-trodden avant-gardism of the flâneur
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and whose “penchant for wandering” was seldom as directed and self-conscious as

Breton’s explicitly romantic desiderata: “Our taste for adventure in every sphere had

never died—I’m speaking of adventures in language as well as in the street or in

dreams.”45 The one thing Breton couldn’t do, however, was to look the city in the face

and digest it. Witness his covertly formulated “preference” to avoid the architectural

clamor of New York: “Instead of talking about New York itself, I believe you’d rather

tell us about the countryside around New York,” says his interlocutor, Charles Henri

Ford, during an interview for View in 1941, thereby feeding Breton an excuse to 

recount his experiences at André Masson’s house in the Connecticut woods during his

wartime exile in the United States, and to discourse on the “mystery of American but-

terflies.”46 Breton’s urbanistic evasion is the third side of a perceptual triangle, whose

other dimensions, as Rem Koolhaas has suggestively described, are formed by Le

Corbusier’s desire to annihilate and reconstitute Manhattan and by Dalí’s paranoid

consumption of the city.47

How, finally, can we locate Dalí’s apartment complex in relation to the precepts of

architectural modernism? At first, of course, his ideas appear antithetical to the more

extreme functionalism espoused, for example, at the Bauhaus, especially by Hannes

Meyer, its director from 1928 to 1930. As opposed to Dalí’s psychotic individuality,

proliferation of stylized detail, and delirious nonrigidity, Meyer conceived of the build-

ing process as a form of “deliberate organization” guided by “the function diagram

and economic programme” and carried out by collective endeavor.48 Meyer wrote in

the curriculum vitae accompanying his application to the Bauhaus in 1927 that “By

‘ARCHITECTURE’ I understand something which collectively and with the exclusion of

everything personal meets all the needs of life, whose realization is subject to the law

of least resistance and economy, whose aim must be to achieve an optimum of func-

tionality.”49 Far from operating as the locus of projective imagination, the production

of apartments, “hundreds of thousands of apartments for the people,” was, for Meyer,

a social necessity; and their design, like art, should be the exclusive function of an

overriding “order” predicated on the determining experience of the landscape, the

“destiny” of which he claimed it “fulfilled.”50

Yet in the macrocosmic vision of Meyer we glimpse a meeting between the rhet-

oric of socialized functionalism and Dalí’s projective delirium. While for Meyer, archi-

tecture was a product of the containing environment, for Dalí it was identified with a

334 J O H N  C .  W E L C H M A N



landscape that consumed and reinvented it. It is the heady scope of Meyer’s visionary

pronouncements that supports the dissolution of their seemingly closed logic, for in

addition to being a form of “social, technical, economic” organization, Meyer also

ordained that building is an expression of “psychological” order.51 Dalí might have

concurred with this suggestion, though he would have reversed its terms. Yet the

bizarre pseudo-conjunction between Dalíesque surrealism and Bauhaus totality is

actually clinched when Meyer, in a famous equation, anchors “all forms of construc-

tion” in a formula for life based on “a striving for oxygen + carbohydrates + sugar +

starch + protein.”52

Meyer’s bio-aesthetics locates building as a function of dietetically balanced con-

structive digestion; the gastro-aesthetics at the heart of Dalí’s critical paranoia recon-

venes it as an imaginatively excessive deconstructive cannibalism.
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The question is a matter of time and space: what is the relation between the par-

adigm or geometric diagram of the body, between this rational and intelligible

extension, and the abysmal cavity, pit, and orifice of the living body?

—LOUIS MARIN, Food for Thought

he Italian village of Colonnata, isolated in a steep cleft that slices through

the marble quarries of Carrara, maintains the culinary distinction of being

the only location in the world to produce authentic lardo di Colonnata. The

name Colonnata, as one might expect, signifies a column or colonnade. The quarries

date back at least as far as imperial Rome, and the recipe for lardo di Colonnata, too,

may well date from that time period, with the local families handing down, from gen-

eration to generation, their unique method for preparing lardo. In order to properly

nourish the quarrymen working long hours in a harsh climate—too harsh for grazing

animals, and distant from markets—the inhabitants of Colonnata raised pigs that

could feed on the local acorns. From this set of circumstances—the need to provide
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lasting sustenance to men working high up in the quarries, the remote location of the

village itself, and the difficulty of growing plants or grazing animals on the rocky sub-

soil—a regional dish emerged that allows one to taste the very marble of Carrara itself.

The sense of taste, not really one sense after all but a concert of perceptions

shared among all of the senses, resides primarily in the mouth and on the tongue, the

same location where the faculty of speech dwells. Such a functional doubling marks

the mouth as unique among the sensory organs insofar as one must decide to speak,

to chew, or to talk with one’s mouth full. Our teeth and their attached nerves, in fact,

serve as more than mere cutting and shredding devices; they also convey the texture

and density of materials. Imagine, if you will, chewing on sand or glass, biting a new

wood pencil, or simply sampling a single piece of pasta to determine if it is sufficiently

al dente. While it may be difficult to eat our words when we have erred in judgment,

it also is hard to swallow while we are speaking. Such a near-seamless union of the

mouth’s vocal and masticating capacities renders objects in a certain oral hieroglyph-

ics. We might envision, in this instance, translating these glyphs into the philosophi-

cal products of Jonathan Swift’s Academy of Lagado, whose members proposed

replacing the wasteful activity of speech with sacks of iconic objects that one might

pull out on demand in order to strike up a conversation.1 What if these word-objects

were edible? But, then again, they already are (figure 20.1). The foods we have tasted,

chewed, or swallowed tell us how an object would feel sliding to the back of the

tongue, down the throat, into the stomach, and so forth. As it relates to the duality of

hard and soft, interior and exterior, empty and full, and buildable and unbuildable

substances, architecture defines food’s edibility and, conversely, food describes 

architecture’s mutability.
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We may acquire taste not only from repetition, hunger, or culture but also through

blind experiment, through the courage required to shut our eyes, suspend all reason-

able judgment, and swallow. Invariably the body can vehemently reject that which is

too repugnant for cognitive incorporation. In specific response to the act of disgorg-

ing food, the art of eating introduces a critical form of contamination into those 

Kantian aesthetics that prohibit the eating of art. In this respect and with regard to 

mutability, abject form emerges from the mutual conspiracy of taste and bodily incor-

poration when objects are physically apprehended, thereby rendering pliable shapes

into substances that resemble either something the body has emitted or something

too repugnant to swallow. Mortified geometries operate in a similar morphological

field of decayed or rotting lines on which we might draw other purer or more abstract

forms of architecture. These abject and mortified geometries contaminate the pro-

gress of architectural form-making from still life painting or collage to the production

of space. A false logic might do here in which the mortified remainders, captured

within nature morte, by extension find their way into an architectural formalism de-

rived from such compositional techniques. To put this another way: at the intersection

of flesh and stone we find mortified geometry, while in the interstices of words and

food we find the architecture of abjection.

FLESH-EATING STONE

The marbled taste of lardo di Colonnata is not a metaphor. The flavor of this cured

pork fat—produced by “11 families making less than a ton a year”—relies on stone

tubs, basements, and Colonnata’s special mountain air.2 While this recipe speaks of

the intricate dialogue among the land, labor, and climate of a particular geography

and its concomitant food production, my interest in lardo concerns instead the (dis-

gusting) metonymy of glistening white marble and lard. In other words, the combined

visual and spatial proximity of marble and fat offers the possibility of linguistic ex-

changes between stone and food.3 Put in more literal terms, through language we

have “veined” slabs of marble and “marbled” slabs of beef—blood pulsing through

stone and stone striated meat.

Such metonymy prompts the question, when does food stand in for architecture

and when does architecture make us think about eating? The ancient Egyptian tradi-

tion of burial and embalming offers a useful entry point toward understanding the
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composite relationships among architecture, cuisine, and stone. As repositories of

goods to be used in the afterlife, tombs maintain records of the dietary patterns 

of this millennia-old culture and enable the canny archaeologist to reconstruct an 

ancient Egyptian menu of beer, bread, fish, figs, and cucumber. To embalm literally

means “to place in balsam or resin,” and embalming is a form of cookery that involves

the careful cleansing and transformation of mortified flesh into a dried and enduring

substance through the chemical assistance of herbs and natron (a combination of

sodium carbonate and sodium bicarbonate), which cures a carcass into a mummy.

Priests removed organs from the corpse—the intestines, the lungs, the liver, and the

stomach—and placed them in canopic jars, while leaving the heart in the body and

drawing the brain out with a straw inserted into the nasal cavity. The canopic jars,

made either of clay or stone, gave form to the four sons of Horus: the falcon, the ba-

boon, the human, and the jackal. The body of these vessels was traditionally rendered

with animal and human torsos, but the canopic jars found in King Tutankhamen’s tomb

were carved in alabaster with heads resembling that of the young pharaoh (figure

20.2). As the mummy becomes an all-too-literal example of Gilles Deleuze and Félix

Guattari’s “body without organs,” conversely, the displaced organs allegorically give

life to these stone figures or houses.4

One of the more enduring and also mysterious monuments to the gastronomic

arts—a structure that amalgamates eating, writing, and architecture—is the so-called

Baker’s Tomb (the Sepulchrum Eurysacis, or tomb of Eurysaces) at Rome’s Porta 

Maggiore (figure 20.3). Scholars have interpreted the curious form of this architecture

parlante as replicating the shape of a baker’s oven—with the lower section of colum-

nar shafts representing some kind of measuring instrument and the upper portion of

circular voids standing in for the openings that lead to where the bread was baked.

The ashes of Eurysaces’ wife, Atistia, according to William MacDonald, would have

“been placed in a marble bread-basket,” while in the frieze above the grid/square of

“ovens” the story of baking unfolds.5 In a specific example of semantic doubling, this

unique and haunting monument preserves the story of baking in its stone frieze while

it simultaneously entombs the baker and his wife in its stone oven. More abstractly,

the travertine ornaments and concrete structure distill into the tomb the presence of

the absence of bread. The oven-tomb symbolizes both cremation and cooking.

Georges Teyssot provides another tool with which to apprehend the latent and 
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Canopic jars found in King

Tutankhamen’s tomb.

Egyptian Museum, Cairo.

20.3

Sepulchrum Eurysacis, Rome.

Photograph by Jeffrey Balmer.
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Sandy Skoglund, Luncheon Meat

on a Counter, 1978.

20.5

Greek asaraton, or unswept floor,

2d century C.E., mosaic variant on

a 2d-century B.C.E. painting by

Sosos of Pergamon. Vatican 

Museums.



manifest culinary potential of stone, explaining that “the sarcophagic practice (from

sarkos, ‘flesh,’ and phagein, ‘to devour’) is motivated by the wish to eat the flesh.”6

The flesh-eating stone of the sarcophagus emerged from the practice of placing

corpses in sarcophagi made of limestone, a material known for its ability to rapidly dis-

solve flesh—thereby creating a buried world where architecture behaves as a carni-

vore and stone acts as an oven.

MORTIFIED GEOMETRY

In her 1978 photograph Luncheon Meat on a Counter, the artist Sandy Skoglund iden-

tifies a reciprocity between fleshy stone and stony cold cuts—such as salami, head

cheese, or mortadella—that may be found in the face of stone veneer, marble blocks,

or granite paving (figure 20.4). If, as previously suggested, carnivores favor marbled

meat for its tenderness and architects seek veined marble for its beauty, then such 

reciprocal desire determines a specific arena of edibility in which stone approximates

flesh. Marble that has been quarried and cut as the matching faces of a book may be

installed as a revetment that looks like the mirrored fold of a Rorschach inkblot test,

exacting monstrous responses to the hybrid forms of combined animal and vegetable

pelvises, ribcages, or skulls that emerge from such veneer. Baroque confections like

Johann Balthasar Neumann’s Residenz at Würzburg, featuring columns glazed with

polished marble aggregate and ceilings frosted with a pastel polychromy of rocaille

stucco work, may evoke the imagery of confectionary edibility, but other baroque ar-

chitectures, such as Rome’s San Luigi dei Francesi, look more like butcher’s than baker’s

shops, with unidentifiable carcasses of marble meat hanging off their stone walls.

In a less sanguine example of edible stone, carved marble fruit (the kind we might

place in a basket on a table) also bears a disarming resemblance to the objects it sim-

ulates, insofar as the natural yet arbitrary veins and defects within the stone precisely

mirror the similar imperfections and bruises found on peaches or apples—and the

same applies to the sculptural depiction of human skin. The delight of such inedible

centerpieces is the surface oscillation between living flesh and the translucent, living

marble from which this fruit is carved. Because these objects look good enough to eat

but cannot be chewed they render stone into an object of insatiable carnal desire. The

technique of intarsia locates inlaid stones under our feet, on tabletops, or in cabinetry,

making the luminescent pulp of pomegranate seeds, apricots, or grapes glow from
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within the polished depths of carnelian, amber, or lapis lazuli. Perhaps more impor-

tant, the presence of such artwork on the floor evokes the tradition of the ancient

Greek asaraton, or unswept floor, that depicts in mosaic tile the various debris of fish

bones, cherry stems, figs, and more that have yet to be cleaned up after the prepara-

tion of a meal (figure 20.5). These culinary surfaces invite us to walk among the rotting

and discarded remnants cast off from the preparation of a meal without actually step-

ping on filth. They also invite us to walk upon a work of art and momentarily defile it

in a willful yet entirely abject act of pollution.

ABJECT  FORM

When displaced from the building site to the cutting board, Ludwig Mies van der

Rohe’s architecture of skin and bones emerges as visceral space. Moreover, the dis-

placement underscores the presence of the absence of flesh within this working

metaphor for a building’s enclosure and supporting frame. If it is possible to appre-

hend stone as an incarnate material, then Mies’s use of marble at the German Pavilion

in Barcelona offers a paradigmatic example of a fleshy substance that complements

the curvaceous stone body of Kolbe’s statue Morning, which stands in the reflecting

pool. The reconstructed Barcelona Pavilion plays on the senses much as do those

lurid, polychromatic reconstructions of the Parthenon—historically accurate but

nonetheless disturbing to neoclassical sensibilities accustomed to the black-and-

white version (figure 20.6). In his critical biography of Mies, Franz Schulze describes

the single element dominating the central space of the pavilion as “a freestanding

wall roughly ten feet high and eighteen feet wide made of a ravishing and rare marble

called onyx dorée, golden with a venation that ranged from dark gold to white.”7 As

the centerpiece to a sumptuous material palette of travertine veneer, chrome plating,

bottle-green glass, Tinian marble, black carpet, and scarlet drapery, the freestanding,

matchbook-faced marble wall—what Robin Evans refers to as the “grotesquely vari-

cose orange onyx dorée”8—serves the same function as does the red square in Francis

Bacon’s 1980 painting titled Carcass of Meat and Bird of Prey: it abstracts material

flesh into a mortified geometry (figure 20.7).

Distant from the gridded regime of Mies’s geometric orthodoxy, but quite close in

fact to his trajectory of material seduction and formal abstraction, the work of Bernard

Cache invokes Francis Bacon as a model for his complex curvilinear forms, further 
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20.6

Onyx dorée wall in the 

reconstructed Barcelona Pavilion

(after Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,

German Pavilion at Barcelona 

International Exposition, 1932).

20.7

Francis Bacon, Carcass of Meat

and Bird of Prey, 1980.



cementing this particularly carnal appetite to mortified beginnings. In Cache’s view,

Painting leads Bacon from an experience of the body to an experience of the

earth. That is why we don’t find the abstract sign of inflection in his work but in a

very direct way, the surface of the variable curvature. It is a visible directness when

it occurs in abstract landscapes, but it is equally direct when it is that invisible per-

spective that disfigures faces: the mirror of variable curvature. Landscapes with

faces bend like velvety surfaces under the hold of the vector. Tendency is ex-

posed to the bite. Perhaps because of the problem of giving colored expression

to white skin.9

Quite literally inviting one to “bite,” Cache admits the fatty tissue of Bacon’s painting

into his ostensibly bony work of geologic morphology and variable curvature. He

demonstrates that the inspiration of a carnal and even perverse appetite can inspire

the calculated and quite mortified morphology of computer-assisted conception and

fabrication systems (CFAO). From the lithic terrain of Cache’s publication Earth Moves

to the pliable tissues, alimentary allusions, and embryonic metamorphoses that find

their way into Greg Lynn’s animate forms, it is but one short step back into the canopic

jars filled with organs, into the fatted tubs of marble from which this story of flesh and

stone first emerged.

Form within form, curvilinear or gastric shapes, and fluid geometries are subject

not only to bodily or excremental theorizing but also to the demands of appetite 

insofar as these shapes both attract and repel, both assault the conventions of taste

and make them pliable. At least such excremental and bodily theories contaminate

the quasi-scientific territory of pure abstraction and Deleuzian “folding” that Lynn has

staked out for himself. The illustrations for the introduction to his publication Animate

Form include the following: Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase, Borromini’s San

Carlino, spline surfaces, the morphology of a coffee cup from Stephen Barr’s 1964 Ex-

periments in Topology, Etienne Marey’s motion studies, Hans Jenny’s “sequence of

flowable mass through a vibrational magnetic field,” and even the “study of crustacean

carapaces” deformed onto flexible grids. Though the coffee cup and the crustacean

may be the closest Lynn gets to cooking, in an earlier essay he in fact references the

culinary arts as an appropriate metaphor for his work:
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If there is a single effect produced in architecture by folding, it will be the ability

to integrate unrelated elements within a new continuous mixture. Culinary theory

has developed both a practical and precise definition for at least three types of

mixtures. The first involves the manipulation of homogeneous elements: beating,

whisking, and whipping change the volume but not the nature of a liquid through

agitation. . . . Folding, creaming and blending mix smoothly multiple ingredi-

ents: through repeated gentle overturning without stirring or beating. . . . Fold-

ing employs neither agitation nor evisceration but a supple layering.10

Aside from this analogy imbued with food, there is another, more corporeal, 

genealogy to his work: Georges Bataille’s informe, Julia Kristeva’s abjection and the

space of chora, Dalí’s soft paranoid-critical structures—those murkier, shakier, fattier,

and far less firm ways of thinking about form that the idea of an animate (hence 

unstable) geometry necessarily implies.11 The inflections of such distorted geometries

can be read in many ways, leaning toward either the abstract or the all too corporeal—

to flesh and sundry body parts. Lynn’s deployment of Maya—born in Hollywood as a

tool developed to create animation—incorporates from its foundational moment the

presence of an unstable and hence mortified geometry (see the “Gallery of Recipes”

in this book). The nickname “rubber-sheet geometry,” given to the mathematical dis-

cipline of topology, might thus apply equally well to the analytical process as to the

sense of contamination that at least one function of the rubber sheet tends to imply.

The point, in short, is that we might look at the curvilinear and complex forms found

in the work of figures such as Frank O. Gehry, Greg Lynn, and others as featuring mor-

tified geometry.

Daniel Cottom’s essay “Orifices Extended in Space” inspired my interest in the

possibility of a mortified geometry. In his postmodern, postmortem act of ecphrasis,

Cottom teases out the tensions between the repulsive gaping wound and the animal’s

geometrically attractive body in Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s 1728 painting The

Ray (figure 20.8). He notes,

With the diamond and diagonals set against the rough-hewn rectangles of the

stone wall and accompanied by the oval, circular, and spherical figures of the

plate, mortar and pestle, pepperpot, oysters, and vessels, the rectangle of this

canvas appears to be grounded on the lines, planes, and forms of geometry. It
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Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin,

The Ray, 1728. Louvre, Paris;

photo copyright Erich Lessing /

Art Resource, New York.
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might have been expressly designed to prepare us for Paul Cézanne’s most fa-

mous remark: that the artist should get a handle on nature “by means of the cylin-

der, the sphere, the cone, everything brought into proper perspective.”12

As with the red square floating in Bacon’s wire-frame cube or the marbled wall of Mies’s

pavilion, the ray’s trapezoidal body offers a specific geometric excuse for Chardin to

explore those larger compositional interests that seem to anticipate Cézanne’s cubic

abstraction. At the same time, its morbid tissue contaminates the semantic purity of

the trapezoid with layered allusions to death, orifices, violence, and vulnerability. Ac-

cording to Cottom, the ray presents us with a “non-Euclidean geometry of perception

endlessly opening onto the desire of cultural organization.” Cottom privileges orifice

over surface (more specifically, the surface of the orifice) by positing a “symbolic

equivalence” among “canvas-fish-face-food-form-object-ground”; in so doing, he

identifies mortified geometry as forms eroded in a state of semidigestion, or bound-

ary lines displaying signs of decay.13 These are lines that open onto “heterogeneous

surfaces,” lines that twist from inside out and turn space upon itself; they force space

to devour itself as a kind of Ouroboros, a snake eating its tail.

The ray’s gaping wound invites closing with Jean-Paul Sartre’s essay “The Hole,”

which contemplates the human drive to fill up empty spaces. While summarizing the

patent psychosexual desires present in the hole’s profound condition of absence,

Sartre also muses on the condition of eating, commenting that “It is not a matter of

indifference if we like oysters or clams, snails or shrimp, if only we know how to unravel

the existential significance of these foods.”14 Eating Sartre’s crustaceans and mollusks

requires a strong stomach or at least an inquisitive palate, given that they may re-

semble certain bodily excretions and that we devour the entire creature, stomach and

all. Rather than playing the safer game of corps morcel—the dismemberment into

legs, thighs, breasts, nuggets, and so on that transforms the animal into an abstractly

edible object—Sartre’s menu requires one to eat all of the creature. When devouring

a work of art or architecture, as Sartre observes with respect to food, we both chew it

into pieces and swallow it whole:

To eat is to appropriate by destruction; it is at the same time to be filled up with

a certain being. And this being is given a synthesis of temperature, density, and



flavor proper. In a word this synthesis signifies a certain being; and when we eat,

we do not limit ourselves to knowing certain qualities of this being through taste;

by tasting them we appropriate them. Taste is assimilation; by the very act of bit-

ing the tooth reveals the destiny of a body which it is transforming into gastric

contents. Thus the synthetic intuition of food is in itself an assimilative destruc-

tion. It reveals to me the being which I am going to make my flesh.15

Whether we plug the empty hole of unfulfilled desires with literal foodstuffs or

with symbolic substitutions, the act of incorporation necessarily involves Sartre’s crit-

ical mastication.

What concerns us here is less the condition of hunger than the actual shape of the

opening, which Sartre describes as follows: “the ideal of the hole is then an excava-

tion which can be carefully molded about my flesh in such a manner that by squeez-

ing myself into it and fitting myself tightly inside it, I shall contribute to making a

fullness of being exist in the world.”16 In this sense, to fill the hole not only is a bodily

sacrifice but also a way of inflecting and deforming the aperture. It also describes the

most fundamental kind of shelter. The filling of the hole requires Sartre’s “sickly paste”

or a cementitious material that is able to conform to all shapes and plug all leaks—a

kind of polymorphic gel, a plastic extrusion of compound complex surfaces, marzipan,

stuffing, poured-in-place concrete.

Robert Smithson similarly describes Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim Museum

in “Quasi-Infinities and the Waning of Space”: “No building is more organic than this

inverse digestive tract. The ambulatories are metaphorical intestines. It is a concrete

stomach.”17 Smithson fosters an image of Wright’s curvilinear ramps spilling into Cen-

tral Park like the remains of an eviscerated giant. He calls for a visceral interpretation

of art, arguing that “the biological metaphor is at the bottom of all ‘formalist’ criti-

cism”; indeed, the work of Willem de Kooning or Jackson Pollock “in a formalist sys-

tem is simply a critical mutation based on a misunderstanding of metaphor—namely,

the biological extended into space.” He illustrates this argument with, among other

things, the labyrinth at Amiens Cathedral, an anatomical theater in Padua, a section

of the crypt inside the pyramid of Meidum, Kepler’s model of the universe, an uniden-

tified project by Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, the Tower of Babel, and a photograph of the

Guggenheim, “perhaps Frank Lloyd Wright’s most visceral achievement.”18
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While Smithson extends biological form into space, Louis Marin answers the

question posed in the epigraph of this essay by positing the extension of space into

biological form. Marin explores “the intelligible, geometric space of logos” as inhab-

iting “the instantaneous, intense, and obscure sites of vibrant pulsation, the sites of

bios.”19 In questioning the “relationship between body and utopia,” he enters the

curvilinear and liquid landscape of human anatomy through a Rabelaisian orifice in the

Abbey of Thélème. He there discovers “an immense body that has been reduced to

a mouth, to a tongue and teeth, a pharynx, a larynx, and a throat.” It is “a deep, thick,

and dark body-mouth, replete with slopes and inclines.” Despite the slipperiness of

these slopes and inclines, Marin substitutes this topological anatomy for “projective

and metric space” where “the mouth is part of the world and the world is part of the

mouth,” where “the internal is external, the inside outside, and vice versa.”20 Marin’s

analysis of Rabelaisian architecture not only invokes the similar oscillation between

the gigantic and the miniature in Gulliver’s Travels, with its big and little comestibles,

but also extracts a mortified geometry from the interior landscape of biology. This

suggests that Marin’s “projective and metric space” in fact describes, rather than sub-

stitutes for, the topology of the orifice.

HORS D ’OEUVRES

Smithson’s vision of an architectural digestive tract is not without philosophical pedi-

gree. In a certain sense, Jacques Derrida inverts the body-building metaphor that

Smithson finds in the Guggenheim; the museum with stomach emerges instead as a

body with crypt. In his introduction to Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok’s The Wolf-

man’s Magic Word, Derrida identifies the specifics of an introjection that resembles

what Sartre had earlier described: “The mouth’s empty cavity begins as a place for

shouts, sobs, as ‘deferred filling,’ then it becomes a place for calling the mother, then,

gradually, according to the progress of introjection or autoaffection, it tends toward

phonic self-filling, through the linguo-palato-glossal exploration of its own void.”21

For Derrida the urge to fill oneself, to fill the body torn open by unrequited desires,

becomes an oral moment in which words substitute for introjected objects and, more

important, the eating of food comes to represent the introjection of loss that ac-

knowledges the space of psychical absence within the body—the space of longing



that remains empty no matter how much we may devour. Derrida lays out the spatial

implication of the introject/incorporate pairing as establishing a precarious border

between inside and outside where, once again, we swallow not in order to introject

a psychic disturbance, but in order to “vomit” inside of ourselves (not projectile but

internal abjection), thereby creating a space in which longing for the lost other

may dwell.22

In terms of bodily cavities, the need to “fill,” to satiate, forms both a psycholog-

ical and a physical site of longing that may be requited with food but may also accept

other substitutions, as we place our own bodies into the desiring and devouring

mouth of architecture in order to be swallowed, like Jonah in the whale, by the edi-

fice. The interior room where we hide psychic trauma—Derrida’s crypt or vault—may

find its exterior embodiment in architectural form. It is likewise possible—as Allen

Weiss’s title “Edible Architecture, Cannibal Architecture” suggests23—to think of psy-

chological distress enacted as a kind of swallowing in which we both devour and are

devoured by the edifice. This, at least, is how Roger Caillois interprets extreme schiz-

ophrenia, in which “space seems to be a devouring force.” According to Caillois,

space pursues, encircles, and even digests the schizophrenic’s body to the degree

that “he feels himself becoming space, dark space where things cannot be put.”24

Perhaps architecture might duplicate this space that is neither inside nor outside.

And if so, what would it look like? Where would it be? Perhaps we might find it in

Mies’s stone veneers in Barcelona, where, as Evans claims, “it is appropriate that the

walls of the pavilion ring hollow to the knuckles.”25 The space of poché might serve to

replicate the phenomena of the bodily vault or crypt found in the space of mourning.

Likewise, if we understand poché as the flesh or fatty tissue of architecture, it is per-

force accompanied by a certain repugnance or dégoutant that the project of aesthet-

ics necessarily abjects. The art of eating stands sharply against yet also within the art

of architecture as Immanuel Kant discusses it in The Critique of Judgment. Mark

Wigley summarizes Kant’s position with regard to the state of bodily dissociation re-

quired when evaluating a work of art: “taste is that encounter with an object in which

the object is not consumed, not mastered through appropriation, not made servile,

not used as a means to some independent end. Aesthetic pleasure is attained through

the suspension of all bodily desire and its ‘gratification’ in the ‘mere enjoyments of

sense found in eating and drinking.’”26
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If aesthetic pleasure requires a disinterested body, then by extension, according

to Wigley, architecture too must remain disengaged from the mundane requirement

of eating. Kant supports architecture’s inedibility and in so doing privileges the

mouth’s vocal capacity. As Wigley puts it, Kant subordinates buildings to speech be-

cause they are bound to consumption. Thus, in philosophy, there is a structural affinity

between appetite, eating, drinking, and building: an affinity that throws the utilitarian

function of architecture out of the aesthetic economy. But edible architecture and

mortified geometry challenge this economy, forcing a confrontation with disgust

against which Kant’s aesthetics defend.

ABJECT  FORM

Disgust remains a primary condition within Julia Kristeva’s portrait of abjection, a 

psychological affliction in which the subject may demonstrate extreme aversion or 

attraction to certain oral acts such as speaking or eating. Where Kant attempts to

thwart architecture’s edibility, Kristeva and Victor Burgin urge that the incarnate pos-

sibilities of space, geometry, and form are very much determined through the tyranny

of the stomach as well as the desires of the mind. Theories of abjection, in this respect,

problematize the happy story of corporeal detachment, telling us that even geome-

try bears the traces of some kind of physiological threshold. When it comes to the

digestive dimension of this psychological condition, Kristeva observes that “food

loathing is perhaps the most elementary and most archaic form of abjection.” Oper-

ating at the intersections of several psychoanalytic terms, abjection does battle with

the presence of the archaic mother; it disturbs identity, order, borders, and rules. 

Abjection is a “kind of narcissistic crisis,” “the violence of mourning for an ‘object’ that

has always already been lost.”27 Abjection may be found at the heart of the deep 

humiliation involved in swallowing one’s pride or eating one’s words.

As Kristeva’s writings focus on abjection’s relation to primary narcissism, the loss

of the maternal object, language, writing, and speech, her theory constructs an open-

ing in space as an unbearable and disturbing indistinction between inside and outside,

through which Victor Burgin will enter. In his important essay “Geometry and Abjec-

tion,” Burgin puts forward Kristeva’s premise that abjection stands as a precondition

of all geometry: “Insofar as geometry is a science of boundaries . . . we might say that

the origin of geometry is in abjection.”28 But what does this mean—or, at least, what
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is Burgin trying to get at here by introducing this psychic condition of profound am-

bivalence into the production of space?

Ultimately he argues for the unique form of postmodern space as a geometry that

implodes or folds upon itself through the vanishing point, or hole, of one-point linear

perspective. Burgin develops this history of space from its classical origins as “a

sphere with centre and circumference,” through the medieval cosmology of “super-

celestial and celestial spheres,” and straight into the hole of the vanishing point of the

panel that Filippo Brunelleschi constructed in order to demonstrate the mechanism of

one-point perspective. In Burgin’s brief history of space, quattrocento perspective

may be understood as Euclid’s conic section now sliced by a picture plane. He identi-

fies the act of looking as an act of incorporation, a move that further enables him to

draw a relation between abjection and perspective. He writes that “the subject first

confronts an absence in the field of vision, but an absence disavowed: the vanishing

point is not an integral part of the space of representation; situated on the horizon, it

is perpetually pushed ahead as the subject expands its own boundary. The void 

remains abjected.” He then himself pushes “the torus, the Möbius strip, the Klein

bottle” into this abject void, “where the apparently opposing sides prove to be

formed from a single continuous surface.”29

Abjection offers a relation between food, cuisine, appetite, desire, hunger, and

architecture that moves into the production of space itself, indeed into the pure ab-

straction of curvilinear form and computer-generated design. Burgin argues that “one

of the phenomenological effects of the public applications of new electronic technol-

ogies is to cause space to be apprehended as ‘folding back’ upon itself.” As proof, he

points out that “spaces once conceived of as separated, segregated, now overlap:

live pictures from Voyager 2 as it passes through the rings of Saturn may appear on

television sandwiched between equally ‘live’ pictures of internal organs, transmitted

by surgical probes, and footage from Soweto.”30 What is significant, for our purposes

here, is that this “fold-over space” exemplifies geometrical abjection. The same terms

that Lynn and others develop in the production of architecture through the “baroque

fold” of geometric abstraction are equally implicated in theories of abjection; and, in

turn, such theories uniquely impinge on the contents of our stomachs. Burgin’s work

leaves a wonderfully messy spot on the rubber mat of topology, contaminating and

infiltrating all experiments in geometric abstraction with base materialism. He demon-
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strates that the architects of folded planes and spline curves actually wear the mathe-

matical frock coat of Bataille’s informe.31

It is thus that the act of incorporation, both a psychical condition and a bodily phe-

nomenon, provides a physical model for simultaneous inhabitation. Stuffed foods,

chicken pot pie, goldfish swallowed live, buildings inside of buildings, the Temple of

Dendra in New York’s Metropolitan Museum, Frederick Kiesler’s “Tooth House,” Zaha

Hadid’s Moonsoon restaurant, the fossilized travertine cladding of Meier’s Getty Cen-

ter, Peter Cook’s Kunsthaus Graz, Vito Acconci’s boardroom table, Diller + Scofidio’s

Soft Sell (figure 20.9), the marble sugar cubes in Duchamp’s Why Not Sneeze Rose

Sélavy?, Dalí’s Soft Construction with Cooked Beans, and Koolhaas’s Paris library all

imply edible geometries.32 The entire spectrum of the aesthetics of incorporation

dodges and skirts and wholeheartedly engages abjection. It concerns the surround-

ing, engulfing, and ensuing negotiation of having swallowed or apprehended an ob-

ject of either desire or repulsion. It is the slippage between ellipses, eggs, eyes,

20.9

Diller + Scofidio, Soft Sell, a

temporary video installation at 

the entrance to the Rialto (porno

theater), 42nd Street, New York,

1993.



testicles, and even the spherical white balls of buffalo mozzarella floating in a con-

tainer of salted water. And it also is more than this.

The formal exchange value between eggs, eyes, and testicles interested Bataille,

as did the Paris abattoir that was to become the site of Bernard Tschumi’s Parc de la

Villette.33 Although Denis Hollier has rehearsed the special interest Tschumi shares in

Bataille’s oeuvre, this influence bears repeating in the context of abject form and mor-

tified geometry. Tschumi’s evocation of the “rot” of eROTicism, a specific example of

architecture’s transgressive potential, leads quite specifically from Bataille’s mouth to

the little bolus of spit the waiter deposited in your soup.34

The problem with this approach is that my explication of abjection through ex-

ample limits it to the realm of the literal and thus reduces the potential of thinking be-

tween boundaries into a highly bounded stylistic game of internal organs or, to borrow

from Benjamin Buchloh, “infantile celebrations of bodily fluids and excrement.”35 In a

discussion about the intersections and differences between abjection and the in-

forme, Hal Foster posits that any attempt to discuss these terms as presenting a di-

chotomy between the abstract and the material further hardens boundaries that

should remain blurred. He finds himself “really interested in this horror of literaliza-

tion.”36 Why, after all of the work that has been done in this area, does abstraction still

dominate literalization to the point of horror and why do literal examples remain con-

taminants to be expelled from the larger theoretical project? This is the moment of ab-

jection that the examples of gastronomic architecture seek to invoke, the literal and

quite carnal display of theory at the base level of incorporating and introjecting space.
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