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Introduction

It is self-evident that nothing concerning art is self-evident any-
more, not its inner life, not its relations to the world, not even its
right to exist.

THEODOR W. ADORNO!
LN N ]

Cooking, like art, is both reactive and creative — it is about being in
flux, navigating and trusting our senses and then connecting and
transforming.

OLAFUR ELIASSON?

The French existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre harbored a particular
dislike for shellfish, especially for their white bodies that resist being pulled out
of their shells and cuirasses. He found prawns, mollusks, oysters, and lobsters
thoroughly disgusting, and likened them to insects devoid of consciousness.3
When Simone de Beauvoir quizzed him about the details of this aversion,
Sartre replied: “When I eat a crustacean, I am eating something that belongs
to another world.”

Erik Satie made the color white a key criterion in his dietary regime. Known
for his utter eccentricity, the French composer set out exactly three minutes for
lunch (always from 12.11 to 12.14) in his meticulously planned daily schedule, in
which dinner, invariably starting at 19.16, took four minutes. Satie never talked
during this time for fear of choking to death. His idiosyncrasies governed a
range of practicalities in his life. His wardrobe was full of identical brown cor-
duroy suits, which he would wear with a white vest and white tights. His menu
selection was equally restrictive and precise. He wrote down in his notes: “I

1 Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, ed. and trans. Robert Hullot-Kenter (London and
New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 1.
https://[www.jahic-roethlisberger.ch/artists-recipes-book-launch/ (Access 15 June 2021).

See Michel Onfray, Appetites for Thought: Philosophers and Food, trans. Donald Barry and
Stephen Muecke (London: Reaktion Books, 2015), go.

4 Simone de Beauvoir, Adieux: A Farewell to Sartre, trans. Patrick O’Brian (New York: Pantheon

Books, 1984), 332.

© DOROTA KOCZANOWICZ, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004534933_002
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By-NC 4.0 license.
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2 INTRODUCTION

eat only white victuals: eggs, sugar, grated bones; the fat of dead animals; veal,
salt, coconuts, chicken cooked in white water, fruit mould; rice, turnips; cam-
phorised sausage, pasta, cheese (cream), cotton salad and certain kinds of fish
(without skin). I have my wine boiled, and drink it cold with fuchsia juice.”
Even if this statement was a component of Satie’s self-fashioning rather than
a factual account of his preferences, it is certainly interesting for the choice of
the aesthetic axis around which the account of his bill of fare revolved.

Cooking is distinctive to humans. The transformation of the raw into the
cooked produced social bonds and culture. The sensation of hunger and the
imperative to appease it bind us to other animals, but the manner in which
this natural need is met emphatically liberates humans from a dependence on
nature. Food Is Culture, as Massimo Montanari, an eminent food historian, pro-
claims in the title of his book. Montanari goes on to insist that “even nature is
culture.”® Cooking is the most human of activities. By cooking, we detach our-
selves from the natural world and harness nature: “The chemical modifications
induced by cooking, and the combination of ingredients, work together to
bring to the mouth a food, that, if not completely ‘artificial,’ is surely ‘created.””
In this insight, Montanari points to a bridge between food and art, prompting
the realization that the seeds of art germinate in the fundamental nutritional
processes.

Sartre’s and Sati’s food preferences, in which color serves as the primary
criterion of choice, are contrasting and paradoxically similar, speaking to
the double entanglement of food in the cultural aspects of human existence.
Firstly, food is associated with free choice; secondly, the whimsical pronounce-
ments of connoisseurs bear out the fact that our decisions do not always result
from focusing on nutritional values. People’s menus are determined by cul-
ture and arranged in conformity with ethical, economic, identarian, and aes-
thetic norms.

While the aesthetic component of food as a rule receives only limited
attention, it is becoming increasingly central to contemporary interpreta-
tions of broadly conceived culinary practices. That aesthetics, art, and cuisine
are becoming aligned is powerfully borne out by our daily consumer choices
(e.g., we only buy nice-looking, shapely vegetables, and we are ready to pay
a lot in restaurants which put a premium on food presentation) and by the

5 Erik Satie, A Mammal’s Notebook: The Writings of Erik Satie, ed. Ornella Volta, trans. Antony
Melville (London: Atlas Press, 2017), 112.

6 Massimo Montanari, Food Is Culture, trans. Albert Sonnenfeld (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006), 9.

7 Montanari, Food Is Culture, 29.
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inclusion of foodstuffs and cooking techniques in artistic practices (Filippo
Tommaso Marinetti, Gordon Matta-Clark, Daniel Spoerri, Peter Kubelka,
Rirkrit Tiravanija, Elzbieta Jabtonska, Alison Knowles, Anna Krdlikiewicz, and
others). The reduction of the distance between life and art found its most spec-
tacular exemplification in the 2007 invitation for the chef Ferran Adria to take
part in Documenta Kassel, one of the leading art events in the world, on an
equal footing with the other artists.8

In this book, I consider whether and, if so, on what terms food can be consid-
ered a form of art. The transformations in culture which fueled the tendencies
mentioned above have by no means brought disputes around the aesthetic sta-
tus of food to an end. The findings of Carolyn Korsmeyer, a distinguished con-
temporary theorist of taste, highlight the relevance of the sense of taste, which,
she claims, can and should be philosophically explored. Korsmeyer recognizes
the aesthetic qualities of culinary practices. Nonetheless, as she embraces the
traditional approach to fine arts, which insists on the disinterestedness of art,
she rules out the possibility of elevating food to the rank of art. Theodor Adorno
explains that “[t]he definition of art is at every point indicated by what art once
was, but it is legitimated only by what art became with regard to what it wants
to, and perhaps can, become.”® Adorno’s idea of openness to what the future
brings is shared by pragmatists, who — unlike Korsmeyer — do not seek to con-
front the aesthetic uniqueness of food with the classical definitions of art as
detached beauty. Hence, pragmatism is the most promising framework within
which to capture and describe the relationships between culinary and artis-
tic practices. Within pragmatism itself, Richard Shusterman’s somaesthetics
proves the most suitable approach for the study of the intersections of food and
art, since the new philosophical discipline founded by Shusterman draws on
the original notion of aesthetics as defined by Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten
in order to “redirect aesthetics back to the core issues of perception, conscious-
ness, and feeling.”® With the body at the center of its attention, somaesthetics
“resists the traditional aesthetic attitude of distanced, disinterested contempla-
tion by advocating an aesthetics of active, creative engagement.”!

The pragmatist perspective entirely recasts the appraisal of relations
between art and life. Pragmatism’s Darwinian leanings result in conceiving

8 For Adria’s visit to Kassel, see Food for Thought, Thought for Food, ed. Richard Hamilton
and Vicente Todoli (Barcelona and New York: Actar, 2009).

9 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, 3.

10  Richard Shusterman, Thinking through the Body: Essays in Somaesthetics (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 3.

11 Shusterman, Thinking through the Body, 2.
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culture as another mode of adaptation to the environment. As an effect, the
question whether food is art takes on a different meaning. Pragmatists incor-
porate everyday experience into the realm of art, even though they insist that
a strictly aesthetic experience is something exceptional. In this framework, art
is comprehended as an outcome of efforts to transform nature:

Experience is not different from nature; rather, it is nature — one of its mul-
tiple forms. [...] in the pulsating rhythm of life, harmony — between the
energies of an organism and the energies of its environment — becomes the
germ of the aesthetic quality of experience. When order is re-established,
participation in this newly instituted order comes to figure as fulfillment,
a state approximating aesthetic experiences. For this reason, every com-
mon everyday experience may morph into an aesthetic experience.!?

Given this, pragmatism offers a suitable lens through which to scrutinize
debates on the relationship between food and art. This lens effectively helps
us inspect activities involving food for elements of experience which appear
both in the processes of cooking and in artistic pursuits, and thus it warrants
the comparison of culinary experience to aesthetic experience.

Briefly, the choice of pragmatism — and, in particular, of somaesthetics — as
the primary theoretical framework for my book is driven by at least two impor-
tant reasons. Essentially, somaesthetics grew from the subsoil of thinking
opposed to the still influential philosophical positions proposed by Immanuel
Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, in which food is marginalized. As
Shusterman explains:

As pragmatist aesthetics rejects the essential Kantian opposition of the
aesthetic to the practical by insisting that art and aesthetic experience
can serve life’s interests without losing their status as worthy ends, so it
also opposes Hegel's idealist scientism by celebrating the value of imme-
diate enjoyment and of the body as a central locus where life’s interests,
pleasures, and practical purposes are realized.!

Hence, somaesthetics is a convenient analytical instrument for depicting and
interpreting phenomena of everyday life, including culinary practices.

12 Krystyna Wilkoszewska, “Estetyka pragmatyczna,” in Estetyki filozoficzne xx wieku, ed.
Krystyna Wilkoszewska (Krakéw: Universitas, 2000), 18. Unless indicated otherwise,
quotations from non-English texts are provided in the translation of the translator of this
volume.

13 Shusterman, Thinking through the Body, 2.
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The other reason why somaesthetics underpins my argument is that it is
a handy tool for culturologically-driven explorations. Shusterman insists that
the cultural context affects all forms of somatic consciousness.'* Somaesthetics
thus makes it possible to bring together three ostensibly detached domains: cul-
ture, aesthetics, and bodiliness. Food, which in facts belongs in each of these
orders, is an obvious point of interest for somaesthetics. Pragmatist aesthet-
ics holds that aesthetic experience forms part of general experience, whereby
aesthetics is inextricable from life practice. Krystyna Wilkoszewska asserts
that “aesthetics is supposed to start from life experiences, of which aesthetic
experiences are both the most sublimated and the most heightened form.
As the quintessence of any process of experiencing, these experiences are of
exceptional relevance to philosophy.”’® Building on these insights, I combine
theoretical considerations with explaining how the cultural environment has
affected the conclusions of great thinkers who have discussed the aesthetics of
food. In doing so, I rely on the pragmatist approach, which guides me beyond
purely philosophical explorations and prompts me to engage in culturological
investigations into the cultural status of taste and particular aesthetic mani-
festations of food in culture. The culturological perspective is especially pro-
nounced in interpreting the enmeshment of culinary practices in evaluative
processes. The specific compass of this perspective is often demarcated by the
interests of the artists I study.

Food is complex enough to require the mobilization of a variety of disci-
plines and discourses; hence, my theoretical argument on taste is underpinned
by philosophy, culturology, art sciences, history, sociology, and the anthropol-
ogy of taste, while also drawing on the articulations of artists. Consequently,
this book embraces the interdisciplinarity characteristic of food studies.

The chapter devoted to “The Antinomies of Taste” offers an account of the
positions adopted by two great thinkers of the age of taste: Immanuel Kant and
David Hume. Their ideas are juxtaposed with the views of Anthelme Brillat-
Savarin, who can suitably be called a gastrosopher. In this chapter, I depict the
dramatic tension between appetite and aesthetics, which was constitutive of
and intrinsic to 18th-century debates on the essence of taste. I dwell on these
concepts not only by way of historical introduction; in fact, the notions and
assessments formulated back then have ever since formatively affected and
organized the prevalent modes of thinking about the relationship between
the sense of taste and the realm of its activity (i.e., eating and drinking) in

14  Shusterman, Thinking through the Body, 3.
15  Wilkoszewska, “Estetyka pragmatyczna,” 120.
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the context of art. If asked whether food was art, Kant, Hume, and Henry
Home would answer in unison that it was not. The intellectual tradition of
the West has quite eagerly included taste in philosophical discourses, but only
as a metaphor for aesthetic sensitivity. Nevertheless, despite a clear dividing
line between corporeal and intellectual pleasures, even Kant'’s restrictive phi-
losophy carries the potential to abate the dissonance between aesthetic and
gastronomical taste. The two are linked, as Rodolphe Gasché observes, by the
subjectivity, immediacy, and sociality of experience.

Though essential to life and culture, food and eating have never really been
esteemed by Western philosophers. While food and eating have been brought
to bear in philosophical discussions, they have more often than not featured
as emphatic examples to illustrate a position on another matter. For instance,
when Hume examined the process of induction, he evoked bread to ask
whether we could indeed be sure that the bread which fed us one day would
do the same the following day as well. In his own take on induction, Bertrand
Russell wondered what made us certain that the sun would rise the following
morning. To undermine this certainty, he pictured a chicken killed one day
by the same person who had fed it every previous day. These examples make
Robert Nozick ask whether it is by coincidence that “the problem of induction
expresses itself as a worry over loss, of nourishment, of light and warmth, of
safety."16

In the chapter “The Value of Taste: Cultural Hierarchies,” I ponder, among
other things, why something as basic and essential as the need for food has so
long been deemed unworthy of philosophical attention. This is in fact part of
an altogether broader issue, which John Dewey addressed by asking:

Why is the attempt to connect the higher and ideal things of experience
with basic vital roots so often regarded as betrayal of their nature and
denial of their value? Why is there repulsion when the high achieve-
ments of fine art are brought into connection with common life, the life
that we share with all living creatures? Why is life thought of as an affair
of low appetite, or at its best a thing of gross sensation, and ready to sink
from its best to the level of lust and harsh cruelty?!”

Dewey states that answering these questions comprehensively “would involve
the writing of a history of morals that would set forth the conditions that have

16 Robert Nozick, The Examined Life: Philosophical Meditations (New York, London, Toronto,
and Sydney: Simon & Schuster, 2006), 56.
17 John Dewey, Art as Experience (London: Perigee, 2005), 20.
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brought about contempt for the body, fear of the senses, and the opposition
of flesh to spirit.'® This work is superbly done by Korsmeyer in Making Sense
of Taste. Building on her insights, I reveal the unarticulated mechanisms of
evaluation which lie behind the separation of various spheres of culture and
behind the normative consequences of this separation. Based on binary oppo-
sitions, the intellectual tradition of the West has excluded the body and all
things bodily from the sphere of cognition, while at the same time elevating
cultural divisions into epistemological dogmas. Yet, as Dewey noticed, “[t]here
is no limit to the capacity of immediate sensuous experience to absorb into
itself meanings and values that in and of themselves — that is in the abstract —
would be designated ‘ideal’ and ‘spiritual.”'® Culture appoints a place in the
hierarchy to food products, culinary techniques, and people who cook. It
also institutes an order of the senses in which the bodily senses, among them
taste, are less appreciated than the intellectual senses. Korsmeyer identifies
an implicit, gender-based value-judgement system which breeds and sustains
a male-dominated culture. By becoming aware of the culturally entrenched
divisions which produce the stratification of culture and hinder the melioris-
tic attitudes recommended by pragmatist philosophy, we take a step toward
abolishing these division.

The chapter “Culinary Experience: A Pragmatist Perspective” is entirely
devoted to Dewey. Although the founder of pragmatist aesthetics is not gener-
ally associated with food studies, reflections on the cooking and sharing of food
and on gastronomical experience repeatedly surface in his writings. I believe
Dewey is an important voice to heed when exploring the aesthetics of food
because of the comprehensive and visionary quality of his theory, properties
perfectly encapsulated in his statement that “[a] conception of fine art that
sets out from its connection with discovered qualities of ordinary experience
will be able to indicate the factors and forces that favor the normal develop-
ment of common human activities into matters of artistic value.”2°

The interrelations of food, culture, and aesthetics in Dewey’s writings can
be investigated from two perspectives. One of them derives from Dewey’s the-
ory of education, which was developed and practiced by a school he set up in
Chicago. Dewey was a believer in the utility of incorporating the eating and
sharing of food into the educational process. The other analytical perspective
arises from Dewey’s aesthetic writings. The passages on culinary practices in

18 Dewey, Art as Experience, 20.
19 Dewey, Art as Experience, 29.
20 Dewey, Art as Experience, 10.
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Art as Experience are particularly illuminating in this respect. Dewey’s philo-
sophical inquiries are often illustrated with examples borrowed from gastron-
omy, which serve as models of his central aesthetic concepts.

In order to capture gastronomical experience from a pragmatist perspec-
tive, I examine the contexts in which culinary examples appear and their
implications for Dewey’s concept of experience and for his perception of the
status and function of food-related practices in culture. Dewey sets apart aes-
thetic experience and turns it into a model for all other experiences. Aesthetic
qualities confer closure on experience and attest to its value. So even if Dewey
did not classify food as, strictly speaking, art, he would certainly claim that it
made sense to seek to convert eating into art in order to benefit from it as much
as possible.

Discussions about the aesthetic value of food usually focus on dish pres-
entation. Quite a different, ingenious, and surprising perspective is devel-
oped by Richard Shusterman, the protagonist of the next chapter, entitled
“Somaesthetics and the Art of Eating” Shusterman proposes a somaesthetic
study of the internal and external choreography of eating, which he explic-
itly identifies with art. He believes that the art of eating is a performative
movement-based art rooted in the body of an eater and in the collaboration
of people gathered at the table, whose bodies add up to a collective choreogra-
phy. Movement and the ordering rhythm are also brought in by the sequencing
of foods and drinks, such as within a meal (typical dinners consisting of start-
ers, soups, mains, and desserts), over the day (breakfast, lunch, and dinner),
and across the calendar with its seasons and festivities (e.g., birthday cakes,
New Year’s Eve champagne, or seasonal fruit and vegetables).

Shusterman is a rare philosopher who puts the body at the center of his
investigations. He refers to his field as somaesthetics, and defines it as reflec-
tion on the acting, intelligent, perceptive, and sentient body. The aesthetic
dimension of nutritional practices naturally forms a part of his philosoph-
ical project. Somaesthetics is a discipline which “is interested not merely in
describing our culturally shaped forms of somatic consciousness and modes of
somatic practice, but also in improving them.”?! This is precisely the goal that
Shusterman set for himself in his paper on the art of eating. Since any carefully
composed and properly consumed meal may become a component of creative
self-fashioning, Shusterman attends to the pleasures of the table, as well as to
the problems resulting from our lack of mindfulness and our failure to feed
ourselves in harmony with the needs of our bodies.

21 Shusterman, Thinking through the Body, 4.
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In somaesthetics, the axial individual dimension intersects with the com-
mon good. Various people’s compulsions and preferences meet at the table and
must be taken into account by a sensitive diner. Shusterman deliberately does
not delve into cooking as an artistic pursuit. The sole focus of his approach is on
the art of eating as a practice of savoring, whereby how the meals actually come
into being is irrelevant. As a result, his framework excludes the site where work
goes on in order to enable eaters to concentrate on the pleasures of the mind-
ful ingestion of foods. I believe, however, that it is important to have a glimpse
behind the scenes of any sumptuous feast and any modest meal by peeking
into the kitchen. The physical and symbolic facets of this territory are explored
in the chapter “Kitchen: A World Next Door.” More than just a point in time-
space, the kitchen is crucially a “place” with its emotional, social, and cultural
load and coloring.?2 The acuteness of being may always flare up in everyday
activities performed in the kitchen; equally powerful may also be an impulse to
run away from all the humble chores of peeling, chopping, mixing liquids which
tend to stick, and the time-consuming frying of meat chunks for stews. The
memory of these pleasures and vexations is a sturdy part of family stories told
and retold time and again, but it is even more permanently stored in our bodies.
They also showcase the potential for creativity actualized by homemakers.

This is comprehensively studied by the sociologist Luce Giard, who her-
self long resisted “feminine” tasks, among which cooking seemed particularly
onerous to her. With time, however, she realized that the problem lay in the
position accorded to cooking by culture, rather than in cooking as such, and
she made it her job to expose the mechanisms of cultural differentiation and
to cast a proper light on cooking. Giard effectively interrogates the ingrained
patterns of value-judgment and shows that cooking — an alchemical trans-
formation of simple ingredients into a new, complex whole — is an extremely
important and complicated matter which requires the combining of skills
from various spheres. We tend to take many everyday activities for granted and
forget that we are culturally wired to consider them natural. The association of
woman with the kitchen represents one such entrenched pattern of thought.
I discuss the challenges and opportunities of opposing the verdicts of culture
by resorting to art. I believe that Dewey had a point when he appreciated the
epistemic potential of art, stating that “the work of art has a unique quality, but
that it is that of clarifying and concentrating meanings contained in scattered
and weakened ways in the material of other experiences.”?? Making my case,

22 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-
World (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 2009).
23 Dewey, Art as Experience, 87.
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I build on the projects of four performance artists: Marina Abramovi¢, Elzbieta
Jabtonska, Martha Rosler, and Mierle Laderman Ukeles in order to depict the
dual character of the kitchen, which is a “world apart” and, at the same time,
“the heart of the home.” This chapter also has a fifth protagonist, specifically,
Margarete Schiitte-Lihotzky, the designer of the Frankfurt Kitchen, standing
for the synonym of a modern kitchen-as-a-laboratory, which revolutionized
the space of women’s work at the beginning of the 20th century.

Culture transforms bodily habits anchored in social values. Another goal of
mine is to examine in-depth how food both establishes and alters communi-
ties and how culinary culture unites and separates people. These issues are the
main thematic concerns of the chapter entitled “Community around the Table.”
Rirkrit Tiravanija is among the most celebrated contemporary artists who have
made the collective cooking and eating of meals an element of their artistic
practices. At the same time, he is capable of “giving form to thoughts and bring-
ing forth novel exposition modes founded on relationships among people.”24

Cooking is highly contextual. It ties in with local cultures, environments,
products, seasons of the year, etc. At the same time, the sharing of food invar-
iably has a universal dimension to it and, as such, may become a platform for
understanding. Tiravanija relies on food and hospitality to remodel conven-
tional ways of thinking, to unplug communication channels, and to encourage
the establishment of new relations and sustaining existing ones. Similar stand-
points are espoused by Anna Krélikiewicz and Marije Vogelzang. The works of
these three artists, which are the cornerstones of my argument in “Community
around the Table,” all avail themselves of ephemeral artistic practices which
seek to build community through food-sharing. While such communities may
prove incidental and contingent, the power of these artistic acts should not
be ignored because, as Shusterman asserts, “even if experience [...] is only an
elusive, ephemeral surface reality, it still exists as a real force that influences
other realities deemed deeper and more permanent in shaping that experien-
tial surface.”25

The chapter “The Taste of Authenticity” continues to investigate the conse-
quences of the cultural entanglements of taste. Unlike the preceding chapter,
designed to depict the cultural, community-fostering embedment of culinary
practices, this chapter interprets the situation, both singular and common
in the globalized world, where a tourist wishes to enter the culture of her

24  Nicolas Bourriaud, “Nietrwale zespolenia. Szlakiem teoretycznym od relacyjnego do
‘wedrujacego. Wstep do wydania polskiego,” in Estetyka relacyjna (Relational Aesthetics),
trans. bukasz Biatkowski (Krakéw: Mocak, 2012), 20.

25 Richard Shusterman, “Pierre Bourdieu and Pragmatist Aesthetics: Between Practice and
Experience,” New Literary History 46, no. 3 (June 2015): 454.
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destination though tasting the local foods. Is it possible to become part of the
local community when on holiday? Drawing on theoretical studies and art-
works, I examine the (im)possibilities of the tourist’s authentic culinary expe-
rience. Transposing the aesthetic concept of “authenticity” onto tourism stirs
a range of doubts. The notion of authentic taste, which is so highly prized in
contemporary culture, harbors an obvious, irresolvable contradiction. The
problem has two sources: 1) authenticity is invariably predicated on a conflu-
ence of historical factors and, as such, is subject to change; 2) in contemporary
culture, authenticity is a commodity on sale. The stronger the imperative of
authenticity, the more difficult it is to meet the requirement of uniqueness and
the greater the risk of disappointment. This conundrum can be solved, in my
view, through the conscious and active shaping of experience.

Entitled “Leftovers,” the last chapter is special in many ways. It disturbs
the coherent narrative of the preceding chapters, in which artistic practices
serve as exemplifications of theoretical issues. The final pages of the book are
exclusively devoted to Daniel Spoerri, a truly exceptional Swiss artist who ini-
tiated eat art in the 1960s. I portray his journey as an artist by recalling my
own culinary experience of partaking in a dinner held as a homage to Spoerri
in Stuttgart in 2010. Palatal taste rubs elbows with aesthetic taste in Spoerri’s
works and in the final part of this book’s narrative. Following the sequential
logic of the courses masterfully cooked by Vincent Klink, an excellent chef in
Wielandshohe, I explore the meanings of artistic practices which may be asso-
ciated with these dishes. Cuisine from all corners of Europe reflected the com-
plex and exceptionally creative biography of Spoerri, who was a restaurateur, a
chef, and a gallery owner, among other things. Whatever position he has held
and whatever job he has done, he has remained first and foremost an artist
dedicated to transforming his surroundings into a space of art.

My argument in this book highlights the dual and often self-contradictory
nature of culinary practices, in which the physiological need for food is inter-
locked with culturally conditioned desires. I seek to illuminate the complexity
of activities involved in the cooking and sharing of food as a cultural phenom-
enon. As a matter of fact, I believe that we are witnessing the emergence of
a new sensorium in which the bodily senses are assigned a novel and more
distinguished position. At the same time, the robust processes of the aesthet-
icization of taste are bringing culinary culture and art ever closer together.
I examine these developments in more detail in the “Conclusion.”
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The publication of this book was made possible by a grant from the National
Programme for the Development of Humanities, funded by the Polish Ministry
of Science and Higher Education (No 21H 20 oo50 88).

This book was several years in the making. Over this time, I met many
people who supported and inspired me. I am particularly grateful to Richard
Shusterman for his stimulating influence and unfailing good will. I gratefully
acknowledge the helpful interactions I experienced with Carolyn Korsmeyer,
Nicola Perullo, Renata Tanczuk, Krystyna Wilkoszewska, Dorota Wolska, and
Rafal Wlodarczyk, who was one of the first readers of my manuscript and
kindly shared his insights with me. Dr. Patrycja Poniatowska contributed to
this book as a translator and provided some initial editorial interventions. I use
this opportunity to thank her for her helpful comments and commitment. My
thank-you also goes to all the pragmatists at the Central European Pragmatist
Forum for their motivating support and the sense of grounding they gave me.

I owe a debt of gratitude to the artists who generously allowed me to use
the photographs of their works in this book free of charge: Marina Abramovic¢,
Elzbieta Jabtoniska, Anna Krolikiewicz, Martha Rosler, Daniel Spoerri, Rirkrit
Tiravanija, and Marije Vogelzang; to the Special Collections Research Center
of Morris Library at Southern Illinois University Carbondale, which made pic-
tures of the Dewey School available to me; and to William Zachs, who spared no
effort to facilitate my access to unique resources on the Scottish Enlightenment.
I am grateful to all the publishing houses that allowed the inclusion of pre-
viously published excerpts in this book, especially the Wydawnictwo Badan
Literackich, the publisher of the book titled Pozycja smaku. Jedzenie w grani-
cach sztuki (2018), which was a significant basis for this book.

I also owe a big thank-you to the institutions that supported my research and
the publication of this book: the Department of Cultural Studies, University of
Wroctaw, and the Faculty of Historical and Pedagogical Sciences, University of
Wroctaw.

Last, but not least, my gratitude goes to my husband, Leszek Koczanowicz.

This book includes revisions of papers (or parts of papers) which have been
published in journals and collected volumes in English:

1. “Beyond Taste: Daniel Spoerri’s Art of Feasting,” Performance Research 7,
no. 22 (2017): 92—99.
2. “Community at the Table,” in Democracy, Dialogue, Memory: Expressions

and Affect Beyond Consensus, ed. Idit Alaphandry and Leszek
Koczanowicz (Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2019), 97-110.

3.  “John Dewey: Culinary Perspective,” Pragmatism Today 2, no. 7
(2016): 88-94.

4.  “Somaesthetics and the Art of Eating,” in Practicing Pragmatist Aesthetics,
ed. Wojciech Matecki (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2014), 185—203.



CHAPTER 1

The Antinomies of Taste

The carpet embroidered with flowers has sprouted green,
and Kant is like radishes, so fresh and fragrant,
I bite into the flesh and feel the tangy
taste of the argument on my tongue.

HALINA POSWIATOWSKA!

In Eating the Enlightenment: Food and the Sciences in Paris, Emma C. Spary dis-
cusses an array of intersections among the discourses of diet, taste, health, and
science in France under the rule of two Louises: X1v and xv. Cuisine was then
studied as a tool for consciously forming one’s body and soul. At the oppo-
site pole, food was abhorred as an enemy mighty enough to debilitate one’s
physique and one’s morality alike.? Various foods were attributed the power
of whetting or regulating appetite, and thus of molding both individual and
collective bodies — of “affect[ing] the body, nerves, and mind.”® The dispute
around food was implicated in a broader conflict in which tradition and nature
clashed with innovation and civilization. People began a new practice of look-
ing for advice on what and how to eat in printed sources.

Spary identifies cultural, political, and economic factors which fueled inter-
est in matters of the table. The Enlightenment witnessed transformations in
modes of food production, as a result of which some foodstuffs which had
been luxuries before, such as sugar, chocolate, and coffee, underwent democ-
ratization, and consumption styles changed.# As chefs perfected the culinary
art, nouvelle cuisine came into being. In the 19th century, all these tendencies

1 Halina Poswiatowska, “Zazielenit sie chodnik ...,” in Halina Po$wiatowska, Wszystkie wiersze
(Krakéw: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 2000).

2 Emma C. Spary, Eating the Enlightenment: Food and the Sciences in Paris, 1670-1760 (Chicago
and London: University of Illinois Press, 2013), 18.

3 Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 14.

4 Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 5, 25.

© DOROTA KOCZANOWICZ, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004534933_003
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were to spread and accelerate with the rise of restaurants.” In a parallel devel-
opment, as Spary relates, “[d]iet became a metaphor for the problems of
novelty and change afflicting France in the early stages of consumption and
capitalism. New knowledge, similarly, could be interpreted as threat or as
potential; discourses about cuisine, appetite, spices, and spirits made plain
what enlightenment and innovation might mean for the future of society.”¢
Interest in nutrition resulted not only from an urge to improve culinary
experiences, but first and foremost from the belief that the stomach was not
just the place where food was digested, but also the locus of moral and polit-
ical anxieties.” As Spary emphasizes, digestion was perceived in the 18th cen-
tury as an act in which mind and matter converged.® Digestive processes, both
good and bad, were viewed as a channel through which social institutions
(such as culturally recognized culinary practices), political institutions (such
as the organizations and offices involved in food supply), and natural factors
(such as the climate) affected individuals.® In other words, digestion was a lens
that focalized the relations between the external world and the individual.
Consequently, it does not come as a surprise that this natural process attracted
the attention of philosophers affiliated with various schools of thought. In the
eyes of 18th-century thinkers, the scientific study of nutrition and digestion
acquired an exceptionally important role in how people functioned in the
world and society. As a result, these processes were easily relatable to the fun-
damental philosophical questions of the day. The opposition of body and mind
is reflected in writings on cuisine, diet, and health produced at the time. After
all, proper nutrition was deemed to be one of the manifestations of critical rea-
son. It was then that questions such as what it meant to be a rational person in
the kitchen and at the table, or how to make dietary choices more rational and
thus improve the physical and moral condition of the nation as a whole, were
asked for the first time.1? It was not by accident then that philosophers’ inquir-
ies into nutrition came to ponder whether eating should seek to meet basic
needs in conformity with the principles of living a healthy life or should train
the refinement of taste. Such disputes are exemplified in the clash between
Jean Jacques Rousseau and the Polish king Stanistaw Leszczynski. Rousseau is

5 Rebecca L. Spang, The Invention of the Restaurant: Paris and Modern Gastronomic Culture
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000).

Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 14.

Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 17.

Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 50.

Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 50.

10  Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 5.
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well known for having upheld the superiority of the natural state to civiliza-
tion. Consequently, he contended that only essential needs should be catered
to, because any excessive consumption bred moral and political degeneration.
Leszczynski vocally disagreed, making a case for délicatesse — culinary sophis-
tication — as a sine qua non of civilization. He insisted that a society in which
the senses were not regulated would be more inclined to crime than one in
which pleasure and reason were finely balanced.!! This polemic is but one of
multiple examples of the ambiguities surrounding the role of reason in con-
sumption and hesitations about the extent to which people were capable of
controlling their appetite and how far they were governed by it.

The Enlightenment tradition of “scientifying” food continued in a plethora
of healthy eating manuals. The most popular writers on food included Grimod
de La Reyniere!? and Eugene Briffault,'® who depicted culinary Paris with
outstanding expertise, and Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, who combined socio-
cultural reflection on dietary practices with their medical and scientific exam-
ination. Written in 1825, that is, twenty-one years after Kant’s death, his The
Physiology of Taste'* resounds with the Enlightenment’s legacy, in which appe-
tite was linked to reason and morals. The relationship between these three fac-
tors forms one of the major axes of my argument in this chapter.

As eating became one of the central preoccupations of Enlightenment phi-
losophy, it naturally appeared in the writings of David Hume and Immanuel
Kant. They both studied taste as a source of corporeal pleasures, and they were
also fascinated by taste as a metaphor — as the sense responsible for assessing
aesthetic values. While this approach to the notion of taste was as a matter
of fact first proposed by Baltasar Gracian, a Spanish Jesuit from Saragossa,'®
Hume and Kant are the chief authorities on taste evoked in aesthetic debates
today.!6

11 Spary, Eating the Enlightenment, 235.

12 Alexandre Balthazar Laurent Grimod de La Reyniere, Almanach des gourmands
(Paris: Mercure de France, 2003).

13 Eugene Briffault, Paris a Table: 1846, ed. and trans. by Joe Weintraub (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2018).

14  Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste: Or, Meditations on Transcendental
Gastronomy, trans. and ed. M[ary] F[rances] K[ennedy] Fisher (New York, London, and
Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 2009).

15  Mirostaw Zelazny, Estetyka filozoficzna (Toruri: Wydawnictwo Naukowe UMK, 2009), 66.

16  Debates on the sense of taste proliferated in the 18th century. The position of taste among
the other senses and its relationship to aesthetic taste were explored by Anthony Ashley
Cooper Shaftesbury, Johann Ulrich von Koénig, Voltaire, Claude Adrien Helvétius, Jean-
Baptiste Du Bos, and Charles Batteux. For an account and comparison of their views, see
Zelazny, Estetyka filozoficzna, 40-90.
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1 The Judgments of Taste: David Hume

In 1755, The Edinburgh Review was founded to spread information about all
texts published in Scotland, as well as about foreign publications of the great-
est interest to enlightened readers. The range of themes covered by the jour-
nal was fairly extensive. Its first issue contained reviews of A System of Moral
Philosophy by Francis Hutcheson, of the history of Peter the Great authored
by Alexander Gordon of Auchintoul, and of Elizabeth Cleland’s A New and
Easy Method of Cookery)” The latter was the first cookbook to be printed in
Edinburgh, and Hume likely had it in his library (Fig. 1).

William Zachs, an eminent bibliophile and author of the catalogue of an
exhibition celebrating the tri-centenary of Hume’s birth, suggests that the phi-
losopher had more cookbooks at home and certainly possessed a collection
of French cookery books.'® Admittedly, they are not included in the official
inventory of his library, but they may have been kept in the kitchen and thus
escaped the attention of archivists.

James Boswell called Hume the “northern Epicurus.”’® Hume did not shun the
pleasures of the table — good wine, delicious food, and perfect conversation.2°
His numerous portraits show a benevolent, rounded face, which perfectly

17  James A. Harris, Hume: An Intellectual Biography (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2015), 357

18  William Zachs, David Hume. Man of Letters, Scientist of Man: An Exhibition at the
Writers’ Museum Commemorating the Three-Hundredth Anniversary of Hume’s Birth
(Edinburgh: Arc, 2011), 46.

19  Zachs, David Hume. Man of Letters, Scientist of Man, 46.

20  Traces of this liking found their way into the exhibition held to celebrate the three-
hundredth anniversary of Hume’s birth. Among the items on display was Elizabeth
Cleland’s book, as well as letters in which Hume addressed culinary issues. The exhibi-
tion was put on by The Writers’ Museum in Edinburgh between 26th April 2onand 17th
September 2011. Hume’s interest in food also shows across the volumes of the history of
England he penned. The study registers, for example, typical diets of people from vari-
ous social strata and lists the traditionally grown and newly imported fruit and vegeta-
bles. Hume marks 1660 as the year in which coffee, tea, and chocolate found their way
to the British Isles, and claims that asparagus, artichokes, cauliflowers, and lettuce also
arrived there at the time. Food appears in the context of economic developments as well,
which is quite natural because food products cost money and they might be used as cur-
rency. Additionally, food is mentioned in anecdotes about monarchs, and the depictions
of luxury meals consumed at monasteries form part of the criticism of the church. See
Spencer K. Wertz, “Hume’s Culinary Interests and the Historiography of Food,” in Spencer
K. Wertz, Food and Philosophy: Selected Essays (Fort Worth, TX: TcU Press, 2016), 72—92.
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FIGURE 1  Elizabeth Cleland, A New and Easy Method
of Cookery, 1755 (from the collection of
William Zachs)

matches depictions of gourmands outlined by Brillat-Savarin.2! Hume's cellar
was filled with bottles of French wine, and his escritoire brimmed full of reci-
pes for French dishes he himself had noted down.?2 Hume believed that taste
could be trained, and was dedicated to improving his own by eating and cook-
ing.23 He also took care of the palates of his friends, for whom he would regu-
larly cook. He wrote to Gilbert Elliot: “I have now just lying on the Table before
me a Receipt for making Soupe a la Reine, copy’d with my own hand. For Beef
and Cabbage (a charming Dish), and old Mutton and old Claret, no body excels

21 Hume, however, claimed that he was not a gourmand, but a glutton. Cf. Ernest Campbell
Mossner, The Life of David Hume (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 560.

22 Mossner, Life of David Hume, 560.

23 For the benefits of cultivating “mental” taste, see David Hume, “Of the Delicacy of Taste
and Passion,” in David Hume, Essays, Moral and Political (Edinburgh: R. Fleming and
A. Alison for A. Kincaid Bookseller, MDccXLI), 1-8; https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/ecco/
004806352.0001.000/1:1?rgn=divi;view=fulltext (Access 28 June 2021).


https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/ecco/004806352.0001.000/1:1?rgn=div1;view=fulltext
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/ecco/004806352.0001.000/1:1?rgn=div1;view=fulltext
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me. I also make Sheep head Broth in a manner that Mr [‘Ambassador’] Keith
speaks of it for eight days after.”* In brief, in his letter of 16th October 1769,
Hume boasted about his great talent for culinary art, one that he proclaimed
“the Science to which I intend to addict the remaining Years of my Life."?5> Of
course, his friends supported him in this resolution. Henry Mackenzie sang
the praises of Hume’s exquisite bouillé, and James Boswell recalled a banquet
crowned with three sorts of ice-cream.26 When Hume served the ice-cream,
it was a genuine rarity and an exclusive delicacy which could only be enjoyed
at the pre-eminent homes of Edinburgh.2” Hume had his financial ups and
downs, but he would invite his friends to dine with him every now and then
even in the times of hardship. On such occasions, he would treat his guests
to roast chicken, a mince-meat stew, and a bottle of punch. What mattered
more than the food at such moments, as Alexander Carlyle stressed, was
that “he furnished the entertainment with the most instructive and pleasant
conversation.”28

2 Beauty: between the Subjective and the Universally Accepted

Though Hume’s essays frequently addressed popular and topical themes, they
reflected his philosophical ideas. In the introduction to the Polish edition of
Hume's selected essays (1955), Whadystaw Tatarkiewicz avers that “in their posi-
tion on truth [...] they subscribe to pluralism: there are many truths. And to rel-
ativism: all truths are relative. To subjectivism: good and evil are not properties
of things, but products of the mind. And to practicism: the world is known in
the practice of life, and philosophy will not come up with anything beyond
what life has found out.”?® Other researchers share the notion that there is an
affinity between Hume’s essays and his A Treatise of Human Nature. Carolyn
Korsmeyer opens her paper “Hume and the Foundations of Taste” with a claim
that the gist of “Of The Standard of Taste” corresponds to Hume’s views about

24  Mossner, Life of David Hume, 560. Spencer K. Wertz believes that this soup was made
of chicken breast and almonds. Its royal and refined quality resulted from blending the
ingredients into a smooth, dainty purée. See Wertz, “‘Hume’s Culinary Interests,” 74.

25  Mossner, Life of David Hume, 560.

26  Mossner, Life of David Hume, 560.

27  See Wertz, “Hume’s Culinary Interests,” 73.

28 Mossner, Life of David Hume, 245.

29  Wladystaw Tatarkiewicz, “Eseje Dawida Hume’a,” in David Hume, Eseje z dziedziny moral-
nosci i literatury (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 1955), XXI.
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the sources of knowledge as spelled out in A Treatise of Human Nature.3° In
all probability, taste would have been a major theme of the following part of
the Treatise, had Hume written one.3! But he never did, disaffected as he had
grown with the insufficient amount of interest in his ideas and the belief that
his writing was abstract and incomprehensible. This disappointment made
Hume abandon philosophizing, and the book devoted to criticism never made
it into the hands of readers. His insights into taste are nevertheless to be found
in some of his essays, therein prominently in the celebrated “Of the Standard
of Taste,” published in 1757.

What made Hume revisit the theme of taste? In January 1755, the Edinburgh
Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Sciences, Manufacturers and Agriculture
committed to annually funding twenty awards in various disciplines, including
“the best discovery in Sciences,” fine writing, “the best printed and most correct
book,” an array of paper and textile products (including ruffles, bone-lace, and
rags), the best drawing, whisky, strong ale, and “the best hogshead of porter.”32
Some winners received medals and others, money prizes. Among the numer-
ous categories eligible for the awards was the best essay on taste. The prize was
not awarded in the first year, and in the subsequent year it went to the Essay on
Taste by Alexander Gerard, Professor at Marischal College in Aberdeen. Hume,
an active member of the Society from its foundation, sat on the panel that
conferred the award on Gerard in 1756. However, he did not agree with all of
Gerard’s ideas, and in response to him he wrote “Of the Standard of Taste,” a
polemic which has ever since been accused of inconsistency and the adula-
tion of neoclassicism by some, and lauded for its insightfulness and critical
sensitivity by others.33 What Hume did not like in Gerard’s argument was his
interpretation of the views of Francis Hutcheson, which linked the discrimi-
nation between correct and incorrect judgments of taste to the skill of grasp-
ing the objective properties of the object under assessment.3* In Hume’s view,
“to seek in the real beauty, or real deformity, is as fruitless an enquiry, as to

30  Carolyn Korsmeyer, “Hume and the Foundations of Taste,” The Journal of Aesthetics and
Art Criticism 35, no. 2 (1976): 201-15.

31 Harris, Hume, 362.

32  Edinburgh Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Sciences, Manufacturers and
Agriculture, Rules and Orders of the Edinburgh Society for the Encouragement of Arts,
Sciences, Manufacturers and Agriculture (Edinburgh, 1755), 24—26; https://digital.nls.
uk/learning/scottish-enlightenment/source/rules-and-orders-of-the-edinburgh-soci
ety-for-the-encouragement-of-arts-sciences-manufactures-and-agriculture/ (Access 28
June 2021).

33 Korsmeyer, “Hume and the Foundations of Taste,” 201.

34  See Harris, Hume, 363.


https://digital.nls.uk/learning/scottish-enlightenment/source/rules-and-orders-of-the-edinburgh-society-for-the-encouragement-of-arts-sciences-manufactures-and-agriculture/
https://digital.nls.uk/learning/scottish-enlightenment/source/rules-and-orders-of-the-edinburgh-society-for-the-encouragement-of-arts-sciences-manufactures-and-agriculture/
https://digital.nls.uk/learning/scottish-enlightenment/source/rules-and-orders-of-the-edinburgh-society-for-the-encouragement-of-arts-sciences-manufactures-and-agriculture/
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pretend to ascertain the real sweet or real bitter.”> The claim of pointlessness
is informed by the notion that beauty does not reside in the invariable proper-
ties of the object. Rather, beauty is a sensation of special pleasure and is subjec-
tive, depending, among other things, on the condition of our sensory organs.
“Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which
contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty,” as Hume
insists.36 Rather than focusing on the properties of objects which purportedly
incited aesthetic emotion, one should make this very sensation the object of
study. The diversity of taste thwarts ultimate judgments on art, but this does
not deter Hume from searching for a standard of taste defined as a principle
“by which the various sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision
afforded, confirming one sentiment, and condemning another.”3” Although we
fail to pinpoint this definitive principle to help us indisputably separate the
beautiful from the ugly, and although this distinction is exclusively empirical,
Hume exerts himself to scrutinize experience for hints shedding some light on
the nature of our choices.

The lack of a universal principle of taste does not entail a complete ran-
domness of appraisals of art. Agreement in this respect is founded on com-
mon sense, which dismisses absurd judgments, and is underpinned by “the
original structure of the internal fabric” shared by all people.3® This natural
structure takes the better of all the historical, cultural, social, and psycholog-
ical differences, and brings forth consensus on the general rules governing
positive and negative evaluations. The capacity for appreciating beauty is not
evenly distributed. Hume states that it depends on both inborn and experien-
tially acquired features: “Though some objects, by the structure of the mind,
be naturally calculated to give pleasure, it is not to be expected that in every
individual the pleasure will be equally felt.”3 The intensity and the adequacy
of experience hinge on a range of factors, therein on “sensitive imagination,”
which is a prerequisite for bringing qualities out of objects. Characteristically,
to convey this particular sensory sensitivity, Hume refers to physiological taste.
He cites a passage of Cervantes’s Don Quixote in which Sancho Panza tells a

35 David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” in David Hume, Essays and Treatises on
Various Subjects, in Two Volumes: Vol. 1 Containing Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary
(London: Printed for A. Millar, in the Strand; and A. Kincaid and A. Donaldson, at
Edinburgh, MDCCLXIV), 257.
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story of his kinsmen — wine experts endowed with such a discerning taste
that they were capable of identifying all minutiae of wine flavors with utmost
accuracy:

I have had in my family, by father’s side, two of the rarest tasters that were
ever known in La Mancha; and I will give you the proof of their skill. A cer-
tain hogshead was given to each of them to taste, and their opinion asked
as to the condition, quality, goodness, or badness of the wine. One tried it
with the tip of his tongue; the other only put it to his nose. The first said
the wine savoured of iron; the second said it had rather a twang of goat’s
leather. The owner protested that the vessel was clean, and the wine neat,
so that it could not taste either of iron or leather. Notwithstanding this,
the two famous tasters stood positively to what they had said. Time went
on; the wine was sold off, and, on cleaning the cask, a small key, hanging
to a leathern thong, was found at the bottom.#°

The anecdote serves two ends. Firstly, it illustrates the similarity between
“mental” and “physical” tastes and, secondly, it emphasizes that both taste and
beauty are founded on feelings.

Hume entertains no doubts that the same sensitivity governs culinary and
aesthetic assessments. This sensitivity enables one to perceive beauty or ugli-
ness, and to taste dishes so as to appreciate the delicate interplays of their
components: “A good palate is not tried by strong flavours; but by a mixture
of small ingredients, where we are still sensible of each part, notwithstanding
its minuteness and its confusion with the rest.”#! Such a degree of astuteness is
rarely encountered, and it takes a perfectly working sensory apparatus, mental
incisiveness, and intensive work on self-improvement to achieve it. Insofar as
making the judgments of taste is also helped by “the frequent survey or con-
templation of a particular species of beauty,"*> Hume recommends the prac-
tice of art as well. Comparable training based on collecting experiences and
practical exertions goes into the making of a gourmand, too.

Experience resulting from contact with multiple instances of beauty guar-
antees the certainty of assessment since “[b]y comparison alone we fix the epi-
thets of praise or blame, and learn how to assign the due degree to each.”*3If a

40  Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote de La Mancha, revised translation based on those of
Motteux, Jarvis, and Smollett (New York: D. Appelton & Company, 1866), 294.
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critic is predisposed to feel pleasure from encounters with canonical works of
art, there is hope that his future opinions will be on the mark. Thus a perfect
critic is a person possessed of well-working senses, endowed with common
sense, and gifted with a subtle imagination; a person both educated and expe-
rienced. Yet this is not a complete list of what is required. In his essay, Hume
also lists an open mind, contrasted with prejudices which may spawn confu-
sion and distort the perception of beauty. To relinquish biases takes a multi-
layered process.** An expert who makes judgments on beauty must be able
to leave behind his private idiosyncrasies and predilections. He must detach
himself from his own culture and historical moment. All this is indispensable
to transcend contingency, disregard the momentary whims of taste, and “judge
of the catholic and universal beauty."#>

The substance of art is exceptionally delicate and complex. The mind must
be “tuned” to accomplish harmony between form and sensation and, conse-
quently, to experience aesthetic pleasure. Such a “tuning” is premised on a
careful arrangement, because

[t]hose finer emotions of the mind are of a very tender and delicate
nature, and require the concurrence of many favourable circumstances
to make them play with facility and exactness, according to their general
and established principles. The least exterior hindrance to such small
springs, or the least internal disorder, disturbs their motion, and con-
founds the operation of the whole machine.*6

Beauty may only be discerned when multiple conditions are met: “we must
choose with care a proper time and place, and bring the fancy to a suitable sit-
uation and disposition. A perfect serenity of mind, a recollection of thought, a
due attention to the object.”#” The ultimate standards of taste should be estab-
lished by negotiating positions within a circle of experts boasting extraordi-
narily sensitive tastes.
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3 Eat/Know: Kant and Brillat-Savarin

Kant credited Hume with waking him up from a “dogmatic slumber,” yet he
did not abide by the statements on taste advanced by his Scottish forerunner.
Unlike Hume, who defined aesthetic taste by analogy to physiological taste,
Kant put judgements on beauty in opposition to culinary preferences.

If we always condemn culinary art to exclusion from aesthetic discourse
whenever we think of it from the perspective of aesthetic tradition, we have
Kant to blame for this. This relegation ensues from the ambiguity captured by
Martin Jay in his Songs of Experience. Changes in aesthetic discourse caused
a separation of art from religion and morality, and undermined the belief in
inherently beautiful things. Such developments could have bred apprecia-
tion for the bodily, sensory responses of the onlookers. This did not happen
and, as Jay explains: “The subject who emerged from this discourse was not,
however, permitted to follow his fleshly desires and interests, but was instead
understood in the tradition that culminated in Kant's Critique of Judgment as
inherently spectatorial, contemplative, and disinterested.”*8 Is such a “subject”
capable of deriving pleasure from a good meal? Admittedly, Kant himself does
not answer this question directly, but his response can be gleaned from his
biographers’ accounts and from his own writings.

Stefan Kaczmarek, who penned the Polish biography of Kant, observes that
the philosopher “liked good food and first-rate wines. He knew about cooking
as well."#? This is not enough, however, Kaczmarek feels, to consider Kant “a
sophisticated gourmand.” For his part, Rodolphe Gasché quotes in his “Figure
or Form? The Viewpoint of the Stomach” Reinhold Bernhard Jachmann, who
recalls that Kant had “extremely refined sensual tastes in general.”>° This differ-
ence of opinions may be caused by a discrepancy cited by Gasché: “But let us
also note that although he appreciated well-chosen and well-prepared dishes,

48  Martin Jay, Songs of Experience: Modern American and European Variations on a Universal
Theme (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: California University Press, 2006), 168.
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UAM, 1995), 56.
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those he himself served his guests were more modest than what he had the
opportunity to savor as a guest.”>! Kant himself was actually doubtful about his
gourmet competence, and “he often wondered how someone, who ‘at his own
table preferred plain fare without any delicacy, could have come to be known
as a man of exquisite taste.”52

All in all, the philosopher’s interest in things culinary was remarkable
enough for his friend Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel “to openly joke that Kant
would write a Critique of the Art of Cooking one day.’5® Meals at Kant’s family
home were simple, modest, and dull. The staples of the diet in Prussia, which
was famed for good beer, included salted pork, fish, and brown bread.>* Kant’s
culinary preferences and habits have been quite well researched. Fresh cod
was his favorite dish,%> but he would also eat meat, provided it was not tough.
He was particularly careful about it when he himself and most of his guests
had bad teeth due to old age: “He insisted that meat should be ‘tenderized,
that is, left until it began to go off because its natural toughness disappeared
then, and it could be eaten easily even without teeth.”>6 He believed in the ben-
eficial effects of eating carrots and drinking wine, but did not like beer, which
he regarded as unhealthy.>” Kant only ate one meal a day — dinner, which he
always downed with half a bottle of wine. When young, he had a preference for
red wines and liked light Medoc; later, he opted for white wines.?8 In the morn-
ing, before work, he settled for thin tea and a pipe. He got up at five every day.
The regularity of his daily schedule became proverbial. The order of his day
and his selection of foods and beverages were connected to his firm belief that
“diet and proper lifestyle could bring relief and improve physical condition.”>°
Kant was afflicted by all kinds of ailments throughout his life. He suffered from
real and imagined health problems.5°
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Kant lunched at eateries or at his friends’ and acquaintances’. Eating out was
a typical daily practice of bachelors at the time. Ludwig Ernst Borowski, one
of the philosopher’s first students and then his friend and biographer, reports
that Kant was born to a poor family and had to labor for a long time before he
was able to buy a house of his own. Until he could afford it, he lived in rented
rooms, changing his accommodation for a variety of reasons. On one occasion,
the lodgings were not sufficiently heated, while on another a noisy cock proved
an unbearable nuisance. As Borowski recalls: “He offered to buy the animal
from the neighbor at any price to obtain peace from the loud animal. Yet he did
not succeed to persuade the stubborn neighbor who could not at all compre-
hend how the cock could bother Kant.”¢! Unfortunately, the bird unceremoni-
ously disturbed the philosopher’s meditations.

Eventually, Kant purchased a house in December 1783. It was centrally
located, spacious, and comfortable. On the ground floor, there were the kitchen
and the hall in which Kant gave his lectures. The first floor was occupied by a
dining room, a living room, and a modest study decorated with a portrait of
Rousseau, the only ornament in the entire house. The bedroom was located
on the top floor.62 Owning a house and having a female cook working for him,
Kant could finally stop eating at restaurants and pubs, and thus was no longer
atrisk of awkward situations, such as that related by Borowski: “One day, he left
the place because there was a man there who, though reasonable, spoke too
slowly and with excessive pathos about trifles. Kant hated such talk, and would
change eateries for a reason like this.”63 Another restaurant was dropped from
the list of his go-to places when various people “tried to join in without being
invited, expecting that he would lecture them at lunch and answer their objec-
tions. He wanted to ... free himself from anything that exerted the mind and, as
he used to say, ‘give honor to the body’ But apart from those, anyone from any
social class was welcome.”64

The principle of keeping things of the mind and the body apart was later
observed at Kant’s house as well. A visitor to Kénigsberg in 1792 who met the
philosopher and was invited to his house recalled:

I was every day with Kant [three days in all], and once I was invited to
dinner. He is the most cheerful and most entertaining old man, the best
compagnon, a true bon-vivant in the most honorable sense. He digests the

61 Qtd. in Kuehn, Kant, 220.
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heaviest foods as well, while his readers get indigestion over his philoso-
phy. But you can recognize the man of the world and taste by the fact that
I did not hear a word of his philosophy even during the most intimate
hours.65

At fifty-nine, Kant could repay the hospitality he had previously received, but
his regular famous dinners did not commence until the spring of 1787. Initially,
he invited his friend and former student Christian Jacob Kraus as company.
With time, the group of diners increased. His frequent guests included the
mayor of Konigsberg Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel, the poet and secretary at
the Ministry of War Johann Georg Scheftner, the chemist Karl Gottfried Hagen,
doctor Rink, Professor Porschke, Professor Gensichen, the bank director
Ruffmann, Inspector Brahl, the pastor Sommer, the English merchant Robert
Motherby, Kant’s secretary Reinhold Bernhard Jachmann, and his older brother
Johann Benjamin. Briefly, the elite of Konigsberg met at Kant’s table.56 For some
time, Kraus dined with Kant every day, but he was not really his guest, because
he paid for his food.67 Kant himself did not cook, but if he liked a dish, he was
interested in how it was made and of what ingredients.®® He was fond of talk-
ing about cooking with women, because he believed that “a woman belonged
in the kitchen” and that every female should be versed in these matters. Kant
was of the opinion that “all women should be educated so as to be able to fulfill
their life’s mission in marriage. He advised teaching daughters cooking rather
than playing music, because when a future husband returned home tired from
work what would be surer to win the wife his love — a good meal without music
or music without food?"¢® Consequently, as Jachmann reports, every good
mistress of the house dreaded Kant's apt criticism and left no stone unturned
in attempting to please the palate of that gourmand.”® Sometimes conversa-
tions about housekeeping and recipes occasioned socially awkward moments.
Borowski recounts a situation in which an elegant lady rebuked Kant, stating
that she resented being treated like a cook. Kant reportedly skillfully placated
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her by extolling the importance of kitchen-related matters and the essential
role of good household management.”

Although the fourth — gastronomical - Critique never came into being, let us
outline Kant'’s standpoints on food and taste.

4 Aesthetic Taste and Physiological Taste

According to Kant, the experience of beauty is characterized by distance and
disinterested necessity. The realm of taste is located at the opposite end of
the spectrum — the pole of contingency, no commonly shared opinion, and
randomness — with distance replaced by maximum union. In his Critique of
Judgment, Kant analyzes various forms of our capacity for experiencing pleas-
ure, and identifies three types of it. One of them, which he calls “the agreeable”
(das Angenehme) comes from the body, which is stimulated by sensations con-
veyed by the excited senses. As Martin Jay explains: “Here the individual body
with all its appetites and antipathies is the arbiter, not a cultural or universal
norm.””? This norm reigns supreme in pleasures of the second type, that is,
“delight in the good” (das Wohlgefallen am Guten), where pleasure is bound up
with the need to do good. It is guided by a utilitarian goal, as Jay argues: “In this
case there is always a functional or utilitarian dimension to our pleasure which
isnot an end in itself””3 The third form of pleasure may resemble the first inso-
far as the senses — and thus the body — matter in it. Beyond this similarity, how-
ever, there is little that links the two kinds of pleasure. Kant refers to this third
species as “delight in the beautiful” (das Wohlgefallen am Schinen), and insists
that this is the only form of aesthetic pleasure. Crucially, this pleasure rules out
any bodily satisfaction, and stands for a manner of disinterested experience
of beauty, irrespective of the real existence of the pleasing object. Aesthetic

71 See Kaczmarek, Immanuel Kant, 8o. Hippel, a writer and a political and social activist,
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Although Kant never subscribed to Hippel's ideas, he did not officially join his detrac-
tors either, but his own writings professed entirely different, thoroughly conservative
notions about the role of women in marriage and society, championing a clear distinc-
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delight is essentially non-conceptual, which results from the assumption that
aesthetic experience consists in taking direct delight in the impression of a
beautiful thing, and, therefore, “reflective judgment [the pure judgment of
taste] is exclusively about the pure form of an object for which no determined
concept is available.”#

As Jay elucidates, according to Kant, a meal cannot be regarded as a work
of art because “our sensation of the aesthetic object and its intrinsic proper-
ties or qualities need not coincide, as they must with an agreeable meal (food
may look appetizing, but it must taste good to bring us genuine pleasure).
Because of this distinction, we have no direct interest in the object, only in its
representation or semblance.”” Still, despite this division, the term “taste” is
used both to denote the sense responsible for the sensation of pleasure from
a meal (physiological taste) and to refer to the faculty of making judgments in
the aesthetic realm (aesthetic taste). In Kant’s view, the latter variety of taste
concerns “making social judgments of external objects within the power of
imagination”;’6 in other words, it signifies aesthetic judgment which pertains
exclusively to the beautiful form of an object, rather than to the entirety of this
object. In this respect, aesthetic delight differs from bodily pleasure, because
pleasure is here felt by the mind, which is capable of “ideal feelings,” and not by
the sensual body. Kant insists that for judgment to be triggered by something
else or more than the sense impression of that which pleases, it is imperative
that understanding should be involved as a faculty of representing the univer-
sal: “The judging of an object through taste is a judgment about the harmony
or discord of freedom, in the play of the power of imagination and the lawful-
ness of understanding, and therefore it is a matter only of judging the form aes-
thetically (the compatibility of the sense representations), not the generation
of products, in which the form is perceived.”””

Kant dissociates aesthetics from epistemology and ethics. Effected in this
way, the autonomy of art uncouples it from the necessity of rational and sci-
entific logic and subordinates it to the principles of “the logic of the imagi-
nation.”’® In Kant's view, since aesthetic judgments are non-conceptual and
disinterested, they are devoid of any purposiveness which might constrain the
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free work of an artist’s imagination. As non-conceptual, aesthetic judgments
may make claims to universality. It is impossible to predict in advance which
objects will please. Every object must be judged separately, observing the prin-
ciple of subjective necessity and universality without a rule. The commonality
of thiskind of “rational feeling” is founded on the premise that if “human minds
consist of the same faculties, an object that was liked by one can be expected
to be liked by others as well.””® The necessity of these judgments results from
the fact that objects that engender this peculiar non-sensual feeling excite all
the faculties of the mind; “aesthetic objects are thus objects which are built in
conformity to the nature of the object.”8® Kant labels this necessity subjective
because the judgment of taste requires direct sensory contemplation and, as
such, cannot form the basis of science, which is fundamentally underpinned
by pure logic understood as the knowledge “of a priori necessary facts and con-
ditions of this necessity."8!

5 The Nature of Physiological Taste

Kant calls taste and smell the “senses of pleasure” because of their “receptiv-
ity for certain objects of external sensation.”82? As a property of the palate, the
tongue, and the throat, taste is intrinsically subjective, but it may also take
social forms, as is the case with, for example, national cuisines.82 The rules
governing eating styles in respective cultures are, of course, of limited com-
pass, and though they are binding for all people in a given culture, they “can
make no claim to true universality or, consequently, to necessity either (the
judgment of everyone else about taste that savors must agree with mine).”84
Taste “in its use [...] is to be understood either as taste that merely differ-
entiates or, at the same time, as taste that also savors [for example whether
something is sweet or bitter, or whether what is tasted (sweet or bitter) is
pleasant]."8> While the former kind of taste may aspire to being universally
recognized, the verdicts of the palate are definitively individual when it comes
to pleasure or displeasure that arises from contact with one or another food
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product. As Kant explicates, “[t]he reason for this is clear: neither pleasure nor
displeasure belongs to the cognitive faculty as regards objects; rather they are
determinations of the subject, and so cannot be ascribed to external objects.”86
Something tastes good to me, rather than tasting good in general.

Some of Brillat-Savarin’s views dovetailed with Kant’s in a variety of ways.
In The Physiology of Taste, he wonders whether marine or freshwater fish are
superior, and ultimately leaves this question unanswered, without taking a
conclusive stance on it: “Every man reacts differently to a thing: his fleeting
sensations cannot be expressed in any known symbols, and there is no scale
for determining whether a cod, or a sole, or a turbot is better than a salmon
trout, a fine fat pike, or even a six- or seven-pound tench.”8? At another place,
however, he authoritatively asserts that truffles and pheasant do not really go
well together,38 and insists with an equal emphasis that as for quail, “it is unfor-
tunate to serve it any way but roasted or en papillote.”8® When discussing bouil-
lons, Savarin mentions that “it is generally agreed” that the French cook the
best soups.9° Is Savarin’s “it is generally agreed” not redolent of Kant’s sensus
communis? Surely authoritative opinions about the superiority of certain tex-
tures, products, and techniques over others belie the assertion that the claims
of taste are merely private? We remember that Kant’s biographers reiterate the
philosopher’s appreciation of good food. This presupposes the possibility of
objective assessment and telling good food from bad food. Such assumptions
suggest that it is viable to compare sensations and share opinions, despite the
relative subjectivity of the sense of taste. Food bloggers and writers of culinary
guidebooks, as well as their readers, believe that tolerably credible evaluations
of a dish or a restaurant can indeed be provided. If we genuinely agreed that
de gustibus non est disputandum, then rankings of the best restaurants — which
insist that they represents something like “a universally valid choice” — would
altogether lose their raison d’étre. Taste is located between the rigor of gastro-
nomic verdicts and the freedom of individual choices. Was Kant right then to
contend that physiological taste and aesthetic taste are entirely different?

One of Kant’s central tenets holds that art is essentially characterized by
disinterestedness and a distance between the artwork and the audience. Do
the utilitarian essence of meals and the maximum unity in the act of ingestion
irrevocably remove a perfect soup from the sacred realm of art? A situation
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when eating to an extent abandons it utilitarian function of appeasing hun-
ger may mark the difference between staving off starvation and food connois-
seurship. Brillat-Savarin defines gourmandism in opposition to gluttony and
voracity, and frames the former, which “is an impassioned, considerate, and
habitual preference for whatever pleases the taste,”! as an enemy of excess.
Among ladies, Brillat-Savarin rhapsodizes, gourmandism thrives as a “passion
for light, elegant dishes of little real sustenance, such as jams, pastries, and so
on."”2 How is a gourmand recognized as such? A gourmet is a human being
who knows how to eat and derives as much pleasure as possible from eating,
thereby also attending to his/her health and good looks. As Brillat-Savarin
assures his readers, “[a] series of precise and exhaustive observations has
proved beyond doubt that a tempting diet, dainty and well prepared, holds off
for a long time the exterior signs of old age.”3 In this respect, gourmandism is
particularly beneficial to females, who, if only they “know how to eat are com-
paratively ten years younger than those to whom this science is a stranger.”%4
Gourmands abide by their appetite, “which sounds a warning the moment [the
body’s] resources are no longer in perfect balance with its needs.”%>

However, it is not always the case that we eat or drink because we are
spurred on by appetite or thirst. Brillat-Savarin observes that humans enjoy
the privilege of drinking without being thirsty.6 While this privilege does not
encompass water — “the only liquid that truly appeases thirst, and it is for this
reason that only a small quantity of it is drunk”? — it covers other “liquors,
among which alcohol reigns supreme and “carries to the nth degree the excita-
tion of our palates.”98 Alcohol is elevated into a symbol of humanity, as Savarin
emphasizes that humans differ from animals in caring about the future and
in “the desire for fermented liquors.”?® Whereas we share the need to appease
hunger with animals, the pleasures of the table are reserved solely for peo-
ple. These pleasures are bound up with the transformation of nature into cul-
ture, as a natural impulse finds its fulfillment in and through a cultural form.
By dissociating itself from the primeval impulse of hunger, culture comes to
obtain primacy over nature. It is evident that in order to live, we must eat,
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but we often continue to eat and drink even though we are no longer hungry
or thirsty. What is more, if “[t]he pleasure of eating demands appetite, if not
actual hunger,” in fact “the pleasures of the table are most often independent
of either one or the other.'%0 This “liberation” from the determinism of nature
engenders gourmandism and makes it possible for food to approximate the
disinterestedness of art. However, the body sometimes fails to handle this priv-
ilege well, and the art of eating, if one is oblivious to the dichotomy of nature,
may entice one to sin against health and wellbeing.

Jay investigates the relationship between art and gastronomy in the context
of Kantian ethics, concluding that the culinary stands some chance of entering
the realm of the aesthetic:

We enjoy an aesthetic meal, as it were, without having to taste or swallow
the food, as in the case of certain variants of nouvelle cuisine in which
visual more than gustatory pleasure, let alone actual nutrition, seems the
main purpose of what is on the plate. It is the same disinterestedness
that permits the transformation of the lust-arousing naked human form
into the idealized marmoreal nude and allows us to distinguish between
pornography and high art.10!

But if we do not “swallow,” does the situation still qualify as a meal, and can
the act still be called eating? This question may be answered in the positive if
culinary experience is acknowledged as extremely complicated and involving
various sets of culturally processed sensory experiences. The consumption of
pure taste is meaningfully embodied in wine-tasting, when the wine is spat out
as soon as the senses are satiated.

Kant liked good food and banqueting, but he failed to recognize the eman-
cipatory potential of dietary practices capable of forgoing practical ends. Such
eating tendencies germinated in conjunction with nouvelle cuisine in France in
the 18th century. The trend entailed cultivating a refinement which dissociated
eating from its primary natural uses. In our times, this movement has culmi-
nated in conceptual cuisine. Feeding the guest is only one and, to boot, hardly
the most essential of the considerations when it comes to orchestrating the
most intense experience possible at molecular food restaurants. Besides the
sensory element, this experience includes emotional and intellectual compo-
nents, as well as engaging the sense of humor. Such utter “impracticality” was

100 Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 190.
101 Jay, Songs of Experience, 142.
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vividly encapsulated by a dish of smoke served at El Bulli. It was consumed
by inhaling puffs that were rising from the plate. Kant’s attitude to gastron-
omy may have been formed by geographical determinants, since, as Gasché
observes, “Konigsberg was certainly not the perfect location to experience the
golden age of gastronomy, as it developed in France during the periods of the
Empire and the Restauration, when the preparation of food became a distinct
form of art."102

6 Eating as a Social Activity

Kant extolls feasting itself as a profoundly human phenomenon, indeed, as a
requisite element of humanity: “The cynic’s purism and the anchorite’s mor-
tification of the flesh, without social good living, are distorted forms of virtue
which do not make virtue inviting; rather, being forsaken by the graces, they can
make no claim to humanity."1°3 He perceives an essential difference between
eating as necessary to sustain vital functions and banqueting as a practice
in which this life-sustaining function is only one among the many purposes
that the banquet serves. In his Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View of
1798, the last book to be published in his lifetime, Kant devotes several pages
to investigating social get-togethers and to offering detailed advice on how to
hold a rewarding banquet. The ideal number of the guests must fit between the
number of the Graces and the number of the Muses, which means that there
should be no fewer than three and no more than nine people at the table. With
more diners present, it would be unfeasible to have one common discussion.
Talking in groups, Kant warns, spoils the atmosphere, and has nothing in com-
mon with “a conversation of taste, which must always bring culture with it,
where each always talks with all (not merely with his neighbor).”°4 He never
entertained more than six people at a time at his house, and this rule was rein-
forced by the tableware he possessed and the size of his rooms. Three to five
guests gathered at his table as a rule.

Eating alone only leads to corporeal satiation, whereas for eating to
matter, it must be a social event.!%5 This is, properly speaking, not even a

102 Gasché, “Figura czy forma?” 25. Still, Kant may not have liked French cuisine. Hegel’s
biographers, for example, describe his ambivalent attitudes to Parisian cuisine. Cf. Terry
Pinkard, Hegel: A Biography (Cambridge, UK, and New York: Cambridge University Press,
2000), 553.

103 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 182.

104 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 179.

105 Cf. “Community around the Table” in this book.
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recommendation, but a moral injunction: “If the self wishes to survive the
undiscriminating, predatorial instincts deep within its breast, it must remain
socially responsive. [...] The self must abandon its most primal and self-
destructive urges, and embrace the stern strictures of ethical life.”196 Solitary
eating may put the essence of humanity in jeopardy, and it may pose a range
of purely biological risks. Philosophers are particularly susceptible to the
temptation of “obsessive contemplation.”%7 Hence, Kant warns: “Eating alone
(solipsismus convictorii) is unhealthy for a scholar who philosophizes; it is not
restoration but exhaustion (especially if it becomes solitary feasting): fatiguing
work rather than a stimulating play of thoughts. The savoring human being
who weakens himself in thought during his solitary meal gradually loses his
sprightliness.”98 The philosopher finds salutary succor in conversation, which
gives him excitement. To prove that Kant deemed eating alone a serious die-
tary and ethical trespass, Michel Onfray cites an anecdote about Kant send-
ing a servant to bring in a random passer-by from the street if no guests were
expected for dinner. In the account of Kant’s last days presented by Arsenij
Gulyga, the philosopher, though no longer capable of eating, invited his friends
over for meals.1%% Eating in solitude leads to self-destruction, but as a matter
of fact the social context does not eliminate the cannibalistic aura of dining
since, as Peter Melville observes, “ [t|he main course of the good meal in good
company is the company itself."110

Inner emotion stirred by witnessing affects during a theatre performance or
a game of cards is beneficial to our mood and makes a good prelude to dinner.
Kant argues: “Why is a game (especially for money) so attractive and, if it is not
too selfish, the best distraction and relaxation after a long intellectual exertion
[...]? Because a game is a state of incessant movement between fearing and
hoping. After a game, the evening meal tastes better and is also digested bet-
ter”! Kant values dining, but he does not equate its essence with sophisticated
food: “There is no situation in which sensibility and understanding unite in
one enjoyment that can be continued as long and repeated with satisfaction as

106 PeterMelville, “A ‘Friendship of Taste’: The Aesthetics of Eating Well in Kant’s Anthropology
from a Pragmatic Point of View,” in Cultures of Taste/Theories of Appetite: Eating
Romanticism, ed. Timothy Morton (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 206.

107 Melville, “Friendship of Taste,” 205.
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109 Arsenij Gulyga, Immanuel Kant: His Life and Thought, trans. Marijan Despalatovic (Boston,

Basel, and Stuttgart: Birkhauser, 1987), 256.
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often as a good meal in good company. — But here the meal is regarded merely
as the vehicle for supporting the company.”"? Therefore, it does not come as
a surprise that while Kant cursorily states that the food must be reasonably
good, he elaborates at length on the proper sequence of topics to be talked
about. A conversation at the table should unfold from relating to reasoning,
and conclude with joking. Relations concern recent events, news from corre-
spondence, and press reports. Subsequently,

[w]hen this first appetite has been satisfied, the party becomes even live-
lier, for in subtle reasoning it is difficult to avoid the diversity of judgment
over one and the same object that has been brought up, and since no
one has exactly the lowest opinion of his own judgment, a dispute arises
which stirs up the appetite or food and drink and also makes the appetite
wholesome in proportion to the liveliness of the dispute and the partic-
ipation in it.1'3

Disputing or arguing is an exhausting pursuit; at the same time, the courses that
appear one by one transport the diners into blissful languor. Consequently, as
Kant observes, “the conversation sinks naturally to the mere play of wit, partly
also to please the women present, against whom the small, deliberate, but not
shameful attacks on their sex enable them to show their own wit to advantage.
And so the meal ends with laughter”* Quipping is meant to endear the ladies
and boost the spirits of the company, but jokes serve other purposes as well.
Loud and good-natured laughter is supposed to buttress the digestion pro-
cesses by invigorating the slackening body. Kant’s guests embraced this style
of dining.

What was Brillat-Savarin’s opinion on the sine qua nons of a successful din-
ner? Inspired by the tenth Muse, Gasterea, he meticulously detailed the nec-
essary and sufficient conditions of such a gathering, among which four must
not be missing: “food at least passable, good wine, agreeable companions, and
enough time'5 A gratifying feast was, according to him, paradigmatically
embodied in “the frugal meal that Horace planned for a neighbor whom he
might have invited to dine with him or a traveler forced by bad weather to
take shelter under his roof: a fine fowl, a kid (without doubt fat and good), and

112 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 139.
113 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 181.
114 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 181.
115 Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 192.
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for dessert, raisins, figs and nuts.”!16 Brillat-Savarin confesses that it has always
been his fond wish to take part in such a gathering. The delights of the table
are guaranteed by the simple dishes supplemented with wine “pressed during
the consularship of Manlius,” and conversation with the “sweet singer” confers
luster on the event. Even if more spectacular occasions offer themselves, the
French gastronome advises against seating more than twelve guests around
the table. Similarly to Kant, who, as we remember, recommends hosting nine
banqueters at most, Brillat-Savarin highlights the importance of a conversa-
tion equally involving all the diners, something that too numerous a company
precludes.!!” Again, like Kant, he counsels a thoughtful selection of the guests,
preferably acquaintances, arguing that if they are strangers to each other, the
atmosphere may be unbearably formal, and reasoning that it would be best
if “their professions [were] varied, their tastes analogous.”'® In his manual,
Brillat-Savarin does not forget to provide hints about lighting, temperature,
the size of the hall, the sequence and quality of the courses and beverages, and
finally the entertainments gracing the feast. Whether he defines perfect com-
pany or lectures on the proper number of courses, he preaches moderation,
which allows abundance but forbids excess. Any success is always predicated
on the sense of proportion: “Let the gentlemen be witty without pretension,
and the ladies charming without too much coquetry; let the dishes be of exqui-
site quality, but limited in their number, and the wines of the first rank also,
each according to its degree.”9

Brillat-Savarin puts quality before quantity, though the latter also matters
in satisfying the needs of gourmets, because “the most delicious rarity loses
its influence when quantity is stingy; the first delightful emotion it arouses in
the diner is rightly discouraged by their fear that they will receive but a thin
share of the dish."12° Importantly, his ideas about the proper amount of food
for lunch or dinner considerably depart from our notions. The gap is vividly
illustrated by a breakfast that Brillat-Savarin held for his relatives — a doctor
aged seventy-eight and a captain aged seventy-six — with a specific purpose of
treating them to his famed fondue of cheese and eggs. Arriving punctually at 10

116  Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 192.
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a.m., the guests saw a carefully laid table with two bottles of Sauterne, already
uncorked. Before the eggs were served, each of the eaters had two dozen oys-
ters, skewered kidneys, and truffled foie gras. The fondue was followed by sea-
sonal fruit, sweetmeats, “a cup of real Mocha made a la Dubelloy,” and “two
kinds of liqueurs, one sharp for refreshing the palate and the other oily for
soothing it."12!

A closer glimpse at what Kant wrote about shared meals reveals that, like
Brillat-Savarin, he found the meeting of people and their intercourse pivotal
to them. He would certainly subscribe to the Frenchman'’s insistence that “no
matter how studied the dinner plan nor how sumptuous its adjuncts, there
can be no true pleasures of the table if the wine be bad, the guests assembled
without discretion, the faces gloomy, and the meal consumed with haste.”22
Likewise, he would undoubtedly concur with Brillat-Savarin’s maxim that “the
most indispensable quality of a cook is promptness, and it should be that of
the diner as well.”23

What food was served at Kant’s table has been reported by his guests. They
assembled in the host’s study a quarter to one. Late-comers were frowned upon
by Kant, who was already very hungry around 1 p.m. On seeing Kant heartily
down his food, a guest who clearly was not familiar with the host’s habits com-
mended his good appetite. The man was not aware that dinner, as we remem-
ber, was the first and in fact the last meal that Kant had during the day:

The meal consisted of simple, but well-prepared dishes. Soup was served
at the beginning, and then roast beef garnished with English sauce fol-
lowed. [...] The soup was thickened with rice, groats, or pasta. Kant would
add bread-roll crumbs to his plate to make the soup even thicker. Pureed
beans or peas were his favorite dish. Other dishes included fish, butter,
English cheeses, doubly baked crispy bread-rolls, fruit, pastries, desserts,
and, obviously, good wine, usually light red wine. A small, quarter-liter
bottle per person was the usual amount, though additional bottles were
always at hand.!24

The English sauce listed by Kaczmarek was in fact mustard, which the phi-
losopher made himself and liked to have with almost all dishes. This detail is

121 Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 195—96.
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reported by Hasse and Jachmann, who extensively and meticulously relate the
typical customs of dining at Kant’s.125

In his biography of Kant from 2001, Manfred Kuehn claims that these din-
ners served Kant as a way of coping with loneliness. He was eager to host both
his friends and, later, also strangers who came to Konigsberg and wished to see
the distinguished philosopher. Kant made sure that meeting him was a satisfy-
ing experience that catered to their notions of what a real philosopher and his
life were like. He often welcomed his guests from behind the desk at which he
was working. Hasse reports that from the threshold, Kant’s entire house left no
doubt that it was a philosopher’s abode.1?6 Dinner, the highlight of Kant’s day,
would sometimes extend into the evening, finishing as late as seven or eight,
if only some of his guests were willing to stay that long. Kraus was usually the
last to leave.?” Although Kant was eager to invite people over, he did not give
up on calling on others. He would visit the palace of the Keyserlingks!'?® on
Tuesdays and spend Sunday afternoons at the house of Motherby.!2® He was
considered a charming companion whose knowledge, erudition, and sense of
humor never failed to enchant.

7 Appetite, Reason, and Health

In Kant's view, the fundamental goal of philosophy lay in consolidating
certainty, that is, in finding a priori moments in knowledge. He dismissed
Baumgarten’s hope (a deceptive one, he believed) of “bringing critical judg-
ment of the beautiful under rational principles, and to raise its rules to the
rank of a science,” and firmly asserted that “such endeavours are vain. For such
rules or criteria are, according to their principal sources, merely empirical,
and hence can never serve as determinate a priori laws to which our judgment

125 Johann Gottfried Hasse, Merkwiirdige Ausserungen Kants, von einem seiner Tischgenossen
(Konigsberg: Hering, 1804), 6f, qtd. in Kuehn, Kant, 325; Reinhold Bernhard Jachmann,
“Emmanuel Kant raconté dans des lettres a un ami,” in Ludwig Ernst Borowski, Reinhold
Bernhard Jachmann, and Andreas Christoph Wasianski, Kant intime, ed. and trans. Jean
Mistler (Paris: Grasset, 1985), 45, qtd. in Onfray, Appetites for Thought, 44.
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of taste [Geschmackurteil] would have to conform.”3% To detach experience
from its sensory foundation proved impossible both in the aesthetic and in the
culinary art.13! Nevertheless, Kant was a man of his times and espoused the
Enlightenment’s concept of nutrition as a branch of knowledge of essential
relevance to human wellbeing. A telling testament to this commitment is pro-
vided by his meticulous investigations in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point
of View. Kant was his own medic, and considered proper nourishment to be a
cornerstone of a healthy life.13? Consequently, although he excluded the sense
of taste from the domain of certain knowledge, Kant engaged with dietetics
and developed gastrosophy in his writings.

For his part, Brillat-Savarin aspired to found a science of gastronomy. Setting
the goals of his projected discipline, he explained: “Gastronomy considers
taste in its pleasant as well as its unfortunate aspects; it has uncovered grad-
ual excitation of which taste is capable; it has regulated this activity, and has
set certain limits to it which any man who respects his own dignity will never
pass.”133 Besides, gastronomy prescribes when various food products should
best be eaten, evaluates the properties of victuals, and classifies various food-
stuffs. It also determines which combinations are salutary and beneficial in
terms of gustatory qualities.’®* In line with the tradition of the Enlightenment,
Brillat-Savarin understands health in a very inclusive manner as encompassing
intellectual qualities and moral attitudes. Hence, gastronomy examines “the
action of foods on man’s morale, on his imagination, his spirit, his judgment,
his courage and perceptions, whether he be awake or asleep, active or rest-
ing.”135 The new discipline is expected to help one achieve the highest possible
pleasure and, at the same time, avoid crossing the boundary beyond which
pleasure morphs into abuse.

The limits of sensory effectiveness were also studied by Kant: “Given the
same degree of influence taking place on them, the senses teach less the more
strongly they feel themselves being affected. Inversely, if they are expected to

130 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Marcus Weigelt (London and New York:
Penguin Books, 2007), 60.
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teach a great deal, they must be affected moderately.”'36 Kant justified this
claim by evoking the sense of sight dazzled by an excess of light. If too bright,
light, which makes seeing possible in the first place, blinds our eyes for a while,
preventing us from seeing anything whatsoever. A similar effect is observa-
ble for sound, which deafens us if too loud.!37 As Kant claims, in both cases,
we “are unable to find a concept of the object because of the intensity of the
sensations; [our] attention is fixed merely on the subjective representation,
namely the change of the organ.”38 The question is whether equivalent rules
govern the sense of taste.

Without a doubt, Kant would agree with Savarin that “[m]en who stuff
themselves and grow tipsy know neither how to eat nor how to drink.”3°
Gluttony and drunkenness both excessively impinge on the senses and the
body. As stimuli multiply and proliferate, experience is degraded, rather than
enhanced. In The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant harshly opines: “A human being
who is drunk is like a mere animal, not to be treated as a human being. When
stuffed with food he is in a condition in which he is incapacitated, for a time,
for actions that would require him to use his powers with skill and deliber-
ation.”% Social gatherings and sumptuous banquets, which may spiral into
excessive consumption of food and drink, are in Kant’s view justified because
“there is something in it [a banquet] that aims at a moral end, beyond mere
physical wellbeing: it brings the number of people together for a long time to
converse with one another.”#!

Immoderation breeds serious ramifications. While wine drunk in reason-
able quantities “enlivens the company’s conversation,” Kant cautions against
the treacherous power of alcohol and other narcotics, explaining that they “are
seductive because, under their influence, people dream for a while that they
are happy and free from care, and even imagine they are strong, but dejection
and weakness follow and, worst of all, they create a need to use the narcot-
ics again."#2 He is perhaps even harsher in condemning overindulgent eat-
ing: “Gluttony is even lower than that animal enjoyment of the senses, since it
only lulls the senses into a passive condition and, unlike drunkenness, does not

136 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 50.

137 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 51.

138 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 49.

139 Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 15.

140 Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. and ed. Mary Gregor (Cambridge
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 180.

141 Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 181.

142  Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 180.



THE ANTINOMIES OF TASTE 41

even arouse imagination to an active play of representations; so it approaches
even more closely the enjoyment of cattle.”#3 As can be seen, Kant envisions
an antinomy of a banquet. If feasting is beneficial as it brings one in touch with
reasonable and wise people, which promotes self-development, banquets also
carry the risk of profligacy in using the pleasures of the table. The opulence
of food and alcohol provokes dissipation and abounds with immoral temp-
tations. The moral aspect of the encounter as unfolding in its social dimen-
sion clashes with an alluring prospect of transgressing the rules of abstinence.
Given these risks, Kant ponders how far participation in such events can be
morally authorized.1##

He firmly exhorts against luxury and debauchery. The former, as redundant
extravagance, impoverishes the community, and the latter “makes the commu-
nity ill."45 Kant has no intention of deciding whether legal restrictions should
be introduced in these matters, but he does not shy away from instructing what
life with taste is all about:

The art of good living is the due proportion of living well to sociability
(thus, to living with taste). One sees from this that luxury is detrimen-
tal to the art of good living, and the expression “he knows how to live,”
when used of a wealthy or distinguished man, signifies the skillfulness of
his choice in social enjoyment, which includes moderation (sobriety) in
making pleasure mutually beneficial, and is calculated to last.146

Aesthetic pleasure, as Kant insists, is achievable only by human beings. Access
to it depends on abjuring all the obligations to the flesh, which humans share
with animals. Sensations that arise from the gratification of bodily needs are
driven by these same needs. This precludes choice and, consequently, rules out
any free evaluation of the objects which satisfy a given need. Kant cites hunger
as his prime example:

Consider, first, the interest of inclination, [which occurs] with the agree-
able. Here everyone says: Hunger is the best sauce; and to people with a
healthy appetite anything is tasty provided it is edible. Hence if people
have a liking of this sort, that does not prove that they are selecting [...]
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by taste. Only when their need has been satisfied can we tell who in a
multitude of people has taste and who does not.14”

Hunger is the best sauce, as the German proverb has it,'*8 but it is only partly
true. If hunger, which prompts one to eat, is too strong, it makes palatal pleas-
ure impossible. Paradoxically, starving people may be barred from the pleas-
ure stemming from eating. By voraciously devouring the food, they give their
senses no chance of receiving all the impressions which add up to taste, and
they often eat too much because, absorbed in hastily downing one bite of food
after another, they fail to register the signals of satiety.

Brillat-Savarin was certainly on the mark when he distinguished between
gourmandism and gluttony. In a similar vein, Kant cautions that “luxury” and
“indulgence” may pervert taste.'#9 Brillat-Savarin and Kant consent that nature
has not endowed all people equally generously. Kant observes that “the more
susceptible [a human being] is toward the organic sense (sensitive) and the
more inured to vital sense, the more fortunate he is.”’*° For his part, Brillat-
Savarin, though regarding the pleasures of the table as the most democratic of
delights because they “are for every man, of every land, and no matter of what
place in history or society,”’>! considers gastronomic savvy to be a privilege.
Not everybody can be a gourmand, and Brillat-Savarin identifies two major
obstacles to the vocation of gourmandism. To be a gourmet, one must boast
a properly developed sensory apparatus and “organic delicacy.” This disfavors
the “wretches” whose tongues are “so sparsely provided with the sensitive taste
buds meant to absorb and appreciate flavors that they can awaken but vague
sensations: indeed such people are as blind to taste as true blind men are to
light152 The other obstacle lies in deficient focus — lack of attention during
the meal — which afflicts “the inattentive, the flighty, the overly ambitious and
those who try to do two things at once, and eat only to fill their bellies.”'53

Besides the natural accoutrement of the sensitive palate, favorable mate-
rial and socio-economic circumstances are also factors in the development
of gourmandism. Brillat-Savarin makes a distinction between gourmands “by
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predestination” and those he calls gourmands “by profession,” among whom
he counts bankers, doctors, writers, and men of faith. Bankers are, as it were,
doomed to gourmandism because “anyone who can pile up a great deal of
money easily is almost forced willy nilly to be a gourmand.”’>* Doctors and
writers are included in this group since they are eagerly fed by the rich, while
the devout apply themselves to gourmand practices to submit to God’s will,
which purportedly manifests itself in the gift of appetite.

“Sensual predestination,” or its lack for that matter, shows in people’s very
physiques:

People predestined to gourmandism are in general of medium height;
they have round or square faces, bright eyes, small foreheads, short noses,
full lips, and rounded chins [...]. People to whom Nature has denied the
capacity for such enjoyment, on the other hand, have long faces, noses
and eyes; no matter what their height they seem to have a general air
of elongation about them. They have flat black hair, and above all lack

healthy weight; it is undoubtedly they who invented trousers to hide their
thin shanks.155

By talking of predestination, Brillat-Savarin boldly draws on the Christian doc-
trine promulgated by St. Augustine. As people are predestined to salvation or
damnation, they are also predestined to have or to lack good taste. The cat-
egory of “gourmands by predestination” eludes any social classifications, but
the full development and use of the aptitude with which these individuals are
endowed is, of course, socially conditioned. At the same time, the fact that
there are “gourmands by profession” suggests that deficits in the natural equi-
page may be compensated for by “persistent” training facilitated by unlimited
access to refined dishes.

How sense impressions can be expanded and enhanced is discussed by
Kant, who advises that they “are increased according to degree by means of
(1) contrast, (2) novelty, (3) change, (4) intensification.”’56 Quotidian life and
familiarity “extinguish” sense representations, but they can be reactivated by
newness.!57 In this respect, Kant’s insights are reminiscent of Brillat-Savarin’s
observations concerning beverages. In one of his aphorisms, Brillat-Savarin
claims: “It is heresy to insist that we must not mix wines: a man’s palate can
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grow numb and react dully to even the best bottle after the third glass from
it”158 As contrasting sense representations stimulate attention,'®® change
refreshes sensory impressions in opposition to soporific monotony, which
blunts them.!6? Essentially, “[i]f one wants to keep the faculty of sensing
lively, then one must not begin with strong sensations (because they make
us insensitive to those that follow); rather it is better to deny them to one-
self at the beginning and apportion them sparingly to oneself, so that one can
always climb higher.”6! Brillat-Savarin’s maxims correspond to Kant’s views
in this respect, as well: “The proper progression of courses in a dinner is from
the most substantial to the lightest. [...] The proper progression of wines or
spirits is from the mildest to the headiest and most aromatic.”162 As far as the
sequence of dishes is concerned, the divergence is only ostensible. Kant dwells
on increasing the intensity of impressions, and Brillat-Savarin teaches to begin
with the most nourishing food, but this is merely a general remark which passes
over the detailed arrangement of the menu. The principle of the gradation of
sensations is not violated, if the entirety of the menu is considered, including
soup as a preparation for the main course (since “it soothes the stomach and
encourages it to receive and digest more nourishment”63), and minor dishes,
whose succession culminates in the most filling course. The category of light
dishes includes desserts, which punctuate the “monotony” of savory dishes
and supply the senses with different stimuli. The principle of contrast is also at
work when pairing foods and drinks. Brillat-Savarin recommends serving light
desserts with strong alcohols, and hefty mains with wine.

8 Sociability

Mirostaw Zelazny is indisputably right to conclude that, in Kant, “aesthetic
judgment is a purely spiritual, disinterested, intellectual judgment, once and
for all disjoined from the sense of physiological taste.”’6* Indeed, Kant him-
self directly professes as much. However, the chasm between the two can
be reduced upon closer scrutiny of his various statements. Such a project is

158  Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 16.

159 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 53.
160 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 56.
161 Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 57.
162  Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 15.

163  Brillat-Savarin, Physiology of Taste, 85.

164  Zelazny, Estetyka filozoficzna, go.
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helpfully furthered by the insights of Gasché, who admittedly asserts that
“[f]ood can have no form, no pure aesthetics of food is possible,” but also
observes that

Kant’s concern with food is not merely of the order of an art of eating, or
a gastrosophy. Rather, food and its ingestion seem to play a much more
fundamental philosophical role in his thought in that gustatory sense
serves not only as a springboard for the higher senses, but also provides
the model, if not even the schema, for the whole of thought.165

Gasché focuses on three aspects which judgments of sensory taste and judg-
ments of reflective taste have in common:

Just as gustatory sense is immediately pleased by what it finds agreeable,
so the soul instantly agrees to what it recognizes as wholesome. If subjec-
tivity and sociability are what the ever so different faculties of gustatory
taste and aesthetic taste have in common, the immediacy characteristic of
both represents the third reason for which a faculty that estimates with-
out judging can come to the designate the faculty of judgment itself.166

Kant conferred subjectivism of the notion of taste, which had earlier been a
moral rather than an aesthetic concept and a vehicle of socio-political mean-
ings, denoting “an ideal of genuine humanity,” as Hans-Georg Gadamer puts
it.167 Standing for the keen discernment of things right and good, taste had
been a kind of sensus communis.'®® However, Kant equally emphatically
argued that human beings were capable of making judgments of taste not
because they were sensual creatures, but because they were moral beings.
Critique of Judgment uniquely coalesces aesthetics and ethics. Of course, this
coupling has no ontological underpinnings, but solely subjective ones. In brief,
human beings may experience beauty, because they are beings who discover
the “moral law” in themselves.

Gasché opens his discussion of Kant from the point of view of the stomach
by evoking a moment during the meal when the old philosopher, no longer
capable of fluent communication, arduously articulates a demand that the
messy dish on his plate be arranged into a figure. At the end of his paper,
Gasché concludes that

165 Gasché, “Figura czy forma?” 29.

166 Gasché, “Figura czy forma?” 29.

167 See Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald
G. Marshall (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 32.

168 See Gadamer, Truth and Method, 20—29.



46 CHAPTER 1

with this request that his food have figure, Kant is demanding that even
something as undeterminable and incommunicable as the savory qual-
ities of food should, and can yield to a “comparatively universal” judg-
ment. Indeed, what is at stake, in Kant’s reflections on food, is nothing
less than the always pending threat that nature may not be in harmoni-
ous agreement with reason.169

No wonder that Kant found companionable dining so relevant. Individual and
intimate gustatory experiences mutate into a social event at the common table.
This sociability becomes a site where the rigors or reason and the imperatives
of morality are articulated; it is a moment that asserts the essence of humanity.

169 Gasché, “Figura czy forma?” 29.



CHAPTER 2

Taste and Its Value: Cultural Hierarchies

Julia Child, once an extremely influential and now legendary personage of the
culinary world, repeated that love was the most important and indispensable
spice to use when cooking. Slightly pompous though it may sound, this insight
is not unrelated to common sense. Emotional engagement is known to enhance
one’s commitment to what one is doing and to help one learn and overcome
possible difficulties. John Dewey, who was equally emphatic about the impor-
tance of feelings,! understood emotion as a binding agent of experience that
makes it integrated through the mechanisms of the selection and distribution
of emphasis. He literally dubbed emotion “the moving and cementing force,”
explaining that it “selects what is congruous and dyes what is selected with its
color, thereby giving qualitative unity to materials externally disparate and dis-
similar. It thus provides unity in and through the varied parts of an experience.”?

Food and feelings are interrelated at the very basic level of gustatory sensa-
tions. As a result, food is a vehicle of fundamental emotions, those intimately
interwoven with bodiliness and capable of permeating all spheres of indi-
vidual and social life. Dewey matter-of-factly observes that “[t]he dictionary
will inform anyone who consults it that the early use of words like sweet and
bitter was not to denote qualities of sense as such but to discriminate things
as favorable or hostile. How could it be otherwise? Direct experience comes
from nature and man interacting with each other.”* Indeed, expressions such
as a “bitter end/defeat” and “the sweet taste of victory” refer to remote, non-
corporeal aspects of social life. The activities involved in the making and shar-
ing of food bear a strong emotional charge. These correlations go very far back
in time, and contemporary anthropologists insist that social bonds directly
derive from culinary practices.

1 Peter G. Whitehouse explains that there is no full-fledged theory of emotion in Art as
Experience. Dewey relies in it on his prior psychological writings, in which he developed a
theory of a unified act. Peter G. Whitehouse, “The Meaning of ‘Emotion’ in Dewey’s Art as
Experience,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 3, no. 2 (Winter 1978): 156.

John Dewey, Art as Experience (London: Perigee, 2005), 44.

Dewey, Art as Experience, 44.

Dewey, Art as Experience, 15.

g wN

This concept revises the earlier idea that social bonds were originally modeled upon sexual
relations. Richard Wrangham, Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human (New York: Basic
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Child loved French cuisine, regarding it as the apex of culinary art, and she
popularized it fervently. She was not the first American woman to be enrap-
tured by the French style of nourishment. Among her eminent forerunners
in this respect was Alice B. Toklas, a Paris-based American and Gertrude
Stein’s partner of many years. Toklas, herself a well-versed cook, was a fervent
believer in the exceptionality of French gastronomic culture and in cooking
as an art in its own right. In her view, extraordinary dishes engendered feel-
ings comparable to those induced by art. In The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook, she
poignantly wonders: “What more can one say? If one had the choice of again
hearing Pachmann play the two Chopin sonatas or dining once more at the
Café Anglais, which would one choose?”®¢ When she herself cooked for the
artistic elite of Paris, she not infrequently used her dishes as a tool to establish
emotional hierarchies and communicate feelings. Her affective culinary ges-
tures were not always reciprocated. This was notably the case with some fish
that Alice cooked for Picasso. She poached a striped bass and decorated it with
mayonnaise colored with tomato paste, embellishing the whole with a design
of hard-boiled eggs, black truffles, and herbs. Proud of her tour-de-force, Toklas
did not expect Picasso to spurn her tribute, in which he fancied he spotted
color combinations typical of the work of Matisse, his rival.” Picasso was Stein’s
close friend, and Matisse, who was also a frequent guest at her home, was less
well liked. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (authored by Gertrude Stein)
contains a story of Héléne, an excellent, talented, and thrifty housekeeper, who
held very clear views on various matters and did not hold back from making
them known. For example, she was of the opinion that

a frenchman [sic] should not stay unexpectedly to a meal particularly if
he asked the servant beforehand what there was for dinner. [...] So when
Miss Stein said to her, Monsieur Matisse is staying for dinner this evening,
she would say, in that case I will not make an omelette but fry the eggs.
It takes the same number of eggs and the same amount of butter but it
shows less respect, and he will understand.®

Books, 2009). I discuss this issue in more detail in “Community around the Table” in this
volume.

6 Alice B. Toklas, The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook (New York: Harper Perennial, 2010), 100.

Toklas, Cookbook, 29—30.

8 Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, in Selected Writings of Gertrude Stein, ed.
Carl van Echten (New York: Vintage, 1990), 7.

~



TASTE AND ITS VALUE: CULTURAL HIERARCHIES 49

Further on, the author of the autobiography mentions that Héléne “was terri-
bly interested in seeing Monsieur Picasso and his wife and child and cooked
her very best dinner for him.”® What Héléne served on the occasion is not
reported, but it may have been a soufflé, her celebrated signature dish.

1 Foods and Cooking Techniques

According to Madeleine Ferriéres, modernity has instituted three fundamen-
tal rules for hierarchizing food.!? The first rule concerns setting apart meat
dishes from Lenten fare, and has been dictated by religion and the church. As
Maguelonne Toussaint-Samat spells out in A History of Food, “throughout the
Middle Ages and up to the end of the seventeenth century a holy, meticulous
and implacable evangelical influence pervaded European kitchens. The din-
ner bell was set by the church bell [...] Meat-eating was forbidden on almost
180 days a year.! How the strict ecclesiastical injunctions were interpreted
was quite another matter, as evinced by perhaps the boldest maneuver of
classifying a beaver as a fish on account of it living in water and having a scale-
covered tail. Catholic hedonism, which was particularly rampant in southern
Europe, carried away both clergy and laymen. Erasmus of Rotterdam, whose
sentiments largely aligned with Protestantism, condemned those who serve
both God and their own stomachs by fasting,> and offered advice to help
believers take control of the power of appetite, which made them eat and
drink even if not hungry.!® From the Renaissance through to the 19th century,

9 Stein, Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, 8.

10  SeeMadeleine Ferriéres, “Jedzenie,” in Codziennosé dawnej Francji. Zycie irzeczy w czasach
ancien régime’u (Lancienne France au quotidien: la vie et les choses de la vie sous I'Ancien
Régime), ed. Michel Figeac, trans. Dorota Sieniko (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Patacu Kréla
Jana 111 w Wilanowie, 2015), 186-88.

11 Maguelonne Toussaint-Samat, A History of Food, trans. Anthea Bell (Malden, MA, and
Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 101.

12 Qtd. in Florent Quellier, Zakomstwo: Historia grzechu gtownego (Gourmandise: histoire
d'un péché capital), trans. Beata Spieralska (Warszawa: Bellona, 2013), 81.

13 Paul Connerton cites Erasmus’s views from the widely read treatise De civitate morum
puerilium (1530): “Some people, says Erasmus, devour food rather than eat it. They behave
as if they were thieves wolfing their booty or as if they were about to be carried off to
prison. They put their hands into the dishes when they are scarcely seated and push
so much into their mouths at once that their cheeks bulge like bellows. They eat and
drink without even pausing, not because they are hungry or thirsty but because they
can control their movements in no other way.” Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 82. Connerton associates the pressure on
civilizing table manners with the development of societies which sought to increase
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amovement combating gluttony and disseminating an austere lifestyle devel-
oped within the Catholic Church. It emerged in the wake of the Counter-
Reformation. St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order, devised eight
principles of proper nutrition in order to promote spiritual enlightenment.!#
In the 17th century, Leonard Léssius, a monk from Antwerp who continued
the work of his eminent predecessor, provided very specific pieces of advice
for those who wished to break free from the “bondage of their own mouths.”
He recommended avoiding any contact with particularly tempting foods
and even envisaging them as already digested by the body.!®> Importantly, his
exhortations targeted the elite.

All the estates were given some respite from the obligations of abstinence
by carnival, during which the custom of parading a fat ox across towns was cul-
tivated all over Western Europe from the 12th century to the 1930s. The animal
was a symbol of satiety and, as such, was so precious and coveted that it was
“embellished with ribbons, flowers, bows, and sometimes even gilt."'¢ The ox —
a carnivalesque victim — was eventually eaten.!” Carnival was a feast of carnal-
ity, and its joyful facet harbored harbingers of degradation, which heralded a
rebirth, as observed by Mikhail Bakhtin:

To degrade [...] means to concern oneself with the lower stratum of the
body, the life of the belly and the reproductive organs; it therefore relates
to acts of defecation and copulation, conception, pregnancy and birth.
Degradation digs a bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destruc-
tive, negative aspect, but also a regenerating one. To degrade an object
does not imply merely hurling it into the void of nonexistence, into abso-
lute destruction, but to hurl it down to the reproductive lower stratum,
the zone in which conception and a new birth take place.!®

No wonder that the tension between the fixed, permanent rules of the organ-
ization of social life in the Middle Ages and the boundless, cheerful play
embodied in carnival was a rewarding and recurrent theme in art: “Lent always

social control and appreciated those who perfected their self-control. See Connerton,
How Societies Remember, 82—84.

14  Philip Shano, “Dining with St Ignatius of Loyola: Rules for Regulating One’s Eating,” The
Way 52, no. 4 (October 2013): 9—22.

15  Quellier, akomstwo, 91.

16 Quellier, akomstwo, 105.

17  Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1984), 202.

18  Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 21.
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won the battle, and Carnival, in the form of a puppet or animal, was captured,
tried and condemned to death.”® The time of license was followed by the time
of purification, which terminated forty days later at Easter, and virtue again
prevailed over vice after momentary turmoil.

The second principle behind food hierarchies is vertical and aligned with
the “ladder of being,” which rises to God, its bottom end resting on the earth.
The metaphor of a ladder (or a chain) institutes a simple principle of evalu-
ation according to which whatever abides far from the ground is superior to
the plants and animals that directly touch it. Hence the humble position of
root vegetables and pigs, which burrow in soft dirt. The abomination of impure
ground also tainted occupations dealing with the cultivation of plants whose
edible parts directly touched life-giving soil and the breeding of animals which
trod the ground. At the same time, fowl and fruit were nomen omen highly
valued.

Evaluative classifications were developed for fish as well. Heavy fish were
believed to drop to the bottom, while light ones lived close to the surface; hence
the sole and the turbot surpassed the tuna and the porpoise. The hierarchy of
foodstuffs also corresponded to other divisions of rank that mirrored class ine-
qualities: “This age-old principle of ordering the world persisted through the
ages because it legitimized the tastes and preferences of the elite: the verdicts
of Providence have placed the quail and the chicken, the turbot and the sole
atop classic gastronomy, which dismisses common and mundane products
such as garlic and potatoes.”?° The desire of the rich to keep away from the
poor was also expressed in other ways which made gustatory pleasure part of
the “social ideology of ostentatious extravagance.”?! Distinctions were marked,
for example, by mealtimes. When the privileged classes had their breakfast,
slaves in America and workers in Europe would already have toiled for hours.22
In France, “dinner time shifted by eight hours from the late 16th century to the
early 19th century,” because the Parisian elite tended to wake up ever later.23
The urban rich could afford increasingly better and more expensive meats
carefully selected by butchers, while the poor “struggled to obtain the worst
parts of carcasses, scrambled together by offal sellers.”?* Only when trade

19  Silvia Malaguzzi, Food and Feasting in Art, trans. Brian Phillips (Los Angeles: Getty
Publications, 2008), 109.

20  Ferriéres, “Jedzenie,” 187.

21 Madeleine Ferriéres, “Positki,” in Codziennos¢ dawnej Francji, 437.

22 See Barry W. Higman, How Food Made History (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2012), 156.

23 Ferrieres, “Positki,” 436.

24  Reynald Abad, “Mieso,” in Codziennosé¢ dawnej Francji, 293.
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unions succeeded in securing the reduction of working time in the 20th cen-
tury did industrial workers begin to enjoy their meals regularly and in peace.?®

Truffles seem to have been the only food to have eluded the relentless eval-
uation mechanisms. These black mushrooms that grow underground have
avoided the fate of roots and maintained their elevated position till the present
day, even though hardly any rankings have stood the test of time. The muta-
bility of culinary tastes is perhaps best illustrated by the history of the lobster.
Now basking in the splendor of a luxury victual, the lobster suffered the igno-
miny of being nicknamed the cockroach of the sea in the 19th century. Bearing
such a label, it could not but be deemed good solely for the tables of the poor,
orphans, servants, and prisoners or, alternately, for being ground up and used
as a fertilizer.26 Nature was generous to the Americans at the time: “New York
Harbor alone held half the world’s oysters and yielded so much sturgeon that
caviar was sat out as a bar snack. [...] A popular American recipe book of 1853,
Home Cookery, casually mentions adding a hundred oysters to a pot of gumbo
to ‘enhance’ it.”2”

The third criterion for instituting hierarchies of food stemmed from die-
tary beliefs anchored in ancient philosophy. Eating choices were informed by
the theory of the four humors developed by Galen, a Roman physician of the
2nd century AD, and largely endorsed until the 17th century (and beyond).28
Drawing on the theories of Hippocrates and writings by Aristotle, Galen
claimed that all life was based on the combination of four principles: dry, wet,
hot, and cold, which corresponded to the four elements of air, water, fire, and
earth, and to four vital fluids, that is, blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile.
The same logic explained the existence of the four seasons of the year, the four
ages of man, the four winds, the four directions, and so on.

Aristotle averred that the universe strove for equilibrium: “[F]or when a
thing has got what it desires it has arrived at its End, and does not strive to
get its opposite, for example the hot the cold and the wet the dry?° It goes

25  Higman, How Food Made History, 156.

26  See Bill Bryson, At Home: A Short History of Private Life (London: Black Swan, 2016), 127.

27  Bryson, At Home, 127.

28  The unabating attractiveness of the theory of humors is evinced by, for example, a pas-
sage in “Steak and Chips,” a chapter in Roland Barthes’s Mythologies, which spells out the
qualities of steak: “It is supposed to benefit all the temperaments, the sanguine because
it is identical, the nervous and lymphatic because it is complementary to them.” Roland
Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: The Noonday Press, 1991), 62.

29  Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics, trans. Harris Rackham (Cambridge, MA/London: Harvard
University Press/William Heinemann Ltd., 1981), Book 7, 1239b. The Perseus Project;
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0050%3Ab
00k%3D7%3Asection%3D1239b. (Access 15 June 2021).
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without saying that balance is beneficial to all human beings, yet perfect har-
mony was forfeited with original sin, and since this woeful moment various
temperaments have had the upper hand in various individuals. All people fall
into the four temperamental types: the sanguine, where the dry predominates;
the melancholic inclined to earth and thus to the cold; the choleric, in whom
heat holds sway; and the phlegmatic, who are at the mercy of the wet element.

Obviously the four humors or temperaments could not be considered as
equally desirable. The sanguine temperament, associated with air, spring,
morning and youth, was, and in some measure still is, regarded as the
most auspicious one. Favored with a well-knit body and a ruddy com-
plexion, the sanguine seemed to surpass all the other types in natural
cheerfulness, sociability, generosity and talents of all description; even
his faults, a certain weakness for wine, good food and love, were of the
amiable and pardonable kind.3°

as Erwin Panofsky explained in his famous essay about Albrecht Diirer’s cele-
brated engraving Melencolia. A glaring surfeit of one of the humors presaged
illness. What people feared most was the excessive activity of black bile, which
could lead to insanity.

The proportions of the vital fluids in people’s bodies were amenable to reg-
ulation through proper diets.3! For example, an overabundance of humidity
in the body was cured by administering substances deemed to be dry; and the
other way round, the surplus of the dry element was supposed to be remedied
by juicy fruit. A good cook was in a sense a physician. In Galen’s framework,
“[c]uisine is to be understood as the art of manipulation and skillful combina-
tion, given that perfectly balanced foods do not exist in nature.”32

Healthy people were recommended balanced dishes. Some propitious
combinations have stood the test of time and still enjoy popularity. The clas-
sic combos of ham and melon, or mozzarella and tomatoes reverberated with
the wisdom behind the art of balancing the elements. The Italian historian
of food Massimo Montanari stresses that such a concept of diet, informed by
aspirations to equilibrium rather than any restrictive theory, did not separate
pleasure from health. Well-composed menus served both ends.33

30  Erwin Panofsky, Albrecht Diirer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1943), 158.

31 Cf. Ferriéres, “Jedzenie,” 187.

32 Massimo Montanari, Food Is Culture, trans. Albert Sonnenfeld (New York: Columbia
University Pres, 2006), 52.

33  Montanari, Food Is Culture, 56.
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Such appraisals extended not only over foodstuffs but over food processing
techniques as well. In this framework, the prescripts of etiquette were taken
into account alongside the salutary qualities of cuisine. For instance, in France
under the ancien régime, almost everything that was not boiled, fried, or
roasted was deemed harmful. It was a common belief that thermal processing
helped intensify flavors and facilitate digestion. As a result, “eating raw ‘greens’
indicated utter poverty and, above all, was considered uncivilized.”3*

Since antiquity, roasting has been associated with barbarism, while the
boiling of meat was lauded as the best method of cooking. In his The Learned
Banqueters, Athenaeus censures Homer for his culinary habits: “Homer [...]
never made broth when he sacrificed oxen, nor did he boil the flesh or the
brains, but he roasted even the entrails. So very old-fashioned was he.”35
Montanari illuminates this rivalry of techniques through a classic reference
to Claude Lévi-Strauss. Specifically, the clash of boiling and roasting ensues
from a long-standing conflict between nature and culture, originating in the
tension between the wild and the domestic and playing “an antithetical role on
a symbolic level.”36 Given this, the selection of cooking techniques is not only
a matter of taste, but also an ideologically dictated decision. If the point is to
dissociate oneself from nature, cooking is a better technique because it inter-
venes in products more incisively than quick fire-roasting.3” In Food Is Culture,
Montanari explains that “boiling ‘mediates’ through water the relationship of
fire and food and necessitates the use of a container-utensil — namely a man-
ufactured object that typically represents ‘culture’ — thus tending to take on
symbolic meanings more directly linked to the notion of ‘domestication.”38
The dialectics of the boiled and the roasted breeds two further division,
according to Montanari. One of them is the distinction between the cuisine
of the poor and the cuisine of the rich, and the other, the gap between wom-
en’s cooking and men’s cooking. Boiling in a pot is more economical, which
can be understood in two ways. Firstly, the technique is friendly to meats of
humble quality (and virtually irreplaceable for salted meat), and secondly, it

34  Ferriéres, “Jedzenie,” 187.

35  Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, trans. Charles Burton Gulick (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1927), Book 1, 12¢, digitalized by E. Thayer; https://penelope.uchicago
.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Athenaeus/1B*.html (Access 15 June 2021).

36  Montanari, Food Is Culture, 47.

37  Of course, this distinction is of rather limited validity. For example, there is no doubt that
aesthetically and technically sophisticated dishes of Japanese cuisine are products of a
highly developed gastronomic culture, even though they use raw ingredients and do not
rely on the transformative interference of fire. See Montanari, Food Is Culture, 31.

38 Montanari, Food Is Culture, 48.
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does not squander the nutritively precious juices, which remain in the water.
As far as gender divisions are concerned, there is a recurrent cultural pattern
which binds women with the enclosed space of the kitchen and associates
men with making meals in the open air. While male activity in this context
is most patently illustrated by hunting and feasting at a bonfire, this norm is
reasserted by the conventions of barbecues, which hand the cooking over to
men.3? Even if regular cubes of charcoal and industrially produced firelight-
ers are used to roast highly processed sausages from a discount supermarket
round the corner, “still, in the outdoor fire we maintain the illusion of creating
and reestablishing a strong bond with nature.”#°

Today, fresh and less processed foods tend to be extolled. Light salads,
crispy barbecued vegetables, fish, and raw steaks represent a healthy diet in
vogue with the middle class.#! Roland Barthes’s famed essay “Steak and Chips”
eulogizes rare beef: “Steak is part of the same sanguine mythology as wine.
It is the heart of meat, it is meat in its pure state; and whoever partakes of it
assimilates a bull-like strength. The prestige of steak evidently derives from
its quasi-rawness. In it, blood is visible, natural, dense, at once compact and
sectile.”#2 This now classic dish of French cuisine made its appearance in Paris
in the wake of the battle of Waterloo, ousting boiled beef, which was relegated
to the position of rural food.#3 In this way, to apply Montanari’s insights and
terminology, the electrolyte levels evened out in French cuisine, as urban civi-
lization was offset by fresh blood, and the rhythms of nature dominating in the
country found a counterpoint in long-lasting boiling in which meat became
soft and its fibers fell apart. Barthes discerns a corresponding process: “And just
as wine becomes for a good number of intellectuals a mediumistic substance
which leads them towards the original strength of nature, steak is for them a
redeeming food, thanks to which they bring their intellectualism to the level
of prose and exorcize, through blood and soft pulp, the sterile dryness of which
they are constantly accused.”**

The city-country opposition echoes in the division between popular cuisine
and erudite cuisine.

39  Montanari, Food Is Culture, 49—50.

40 Montanari, Food Is Culture, 50.

41 Jean-Frangois Revel notes that an aversion to blood is a common feature of peasant cook-
ing. Jean-Francois Revel, Culture and Cuisine: A Journey through the History of Food, trans.
Helen R. Lane (New York: Doubleday, 1982), 27.

42 Barthes, Mythologies, 62.

43 Toussaint-Samat, History of Food, 104.

44  Barthes, Mythologies, 62.
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2 Popular and Erudite Cuisines

The President of France Francois Mitterrand had at his disposal a host of chefs
working at the official kitchen of the Elysée Palace, but he hired a personal
cook in 1988. The position was obtained by Daniele Mazet-Delpeuch, who
had grown up in Périgord, a region famous for its truffles and foie gras, but
who was an ordinary villager with no formal training, as Mitterrand expressly
requested.*> She was the first and the only woman to cook at the president’s
official residence. She was explicitly tasked with making traditional French
dishes in the style that the seventy-seven-year-old Mitterrand remembered
from his family home. For several months, Mazet-Delpeuch took care of the
private meals eaten by Mitterrand and his friends, who were sometimes joined
by heads of states.

She resigned, unable to cope with the tensions and unfriendliness which
marred her work. This episode may be explored as a clash of two para-
digms: amateur female cooking linked to private cuisine and professional male
cooking bound up with official cuisine. Jean-Francois Revel’s insights come in
handy at this point to illumine the core of the conflict. His study Culture and
Cuisine: A Journey through the History of Food revolves around a rift between
two approaches to cooking; he refers to one of them as popular cuisine and
to the other as erudite cuisine.*® That the two were pitted against each other
may have resulted from historical necessity, since, as Revel argues, “[t]he his-
tory of gastronomy is nothing more nor less than a succession of exchanges,
conflicts, quarrels, and reconciliations between everyday cuisine and the high
art of cuisine.”#7

45  The story of Daniele Mazet-Delpeuch was made famous by Les Saveurs du palais (Haute
Cuisine), a movie directed and co-written by Christian Vincent in 2012.

46 The division into erudite and popular cuisines overlaps with the split into the public and
private spheres. It was no coincidence that restaurants came into being as the public
sphere started to develop. Food stepped out of domestic recesses and entered the public
domain. These transformations were powerfully precipitated by the French Revolution,
which democratized access to the culinary art, previously the sole monopoly of the aris-
tocracy. Today, the interpenetration of the two spheres is exemplified, for instance, by
popular Tv shows in which amateurs cook, documentary series about regional cuisines,
and the burgeoning culinary tourism industry. The birth of the restaurant is informatively
depicted by Stephen Mennell. Cf. Stephen Mennell, “Eating in the Public Sphere in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” in Eating out in Europe: Picnics, Gourmet Dining
and Snacks since the Late Eighteenth Century, ed. Marc Jacobs and Peter Scholliers (Oxford
and New York: Berg, 2003), 249; Stephen Mennell, All Manners of Food: Eating and Taste
in England and France from the Middle Ages to the Present (Oxford and New York: Basil
Blackwell, 1987), 134—44.

47 Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 22.
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Popular cuisine is the cuisine of grandmothers and mothers who pass down
their know-how to their daughters. This encompasses home-based cooking,
which uses tried-and-tested techniques and seasonal, local ingredients. It is
underpinned by economy, repetition, and a certainty guaranteed by time.
Revel succinctly lists its strengths:

[popular cuisine] has the advantage of being linked to the soil, of being
able to exploit the products of various regions and different seasons, in
close accord with nature, of being based on age-old skills, transmitted
unconsciously by way of imitation and habit, of applying methods of
cooking patiently tested and associated with certain cooking utensils and
recipients prescribed by a long tradition.*8

Popular cuisine likes peaceful regularity. It embodies the spirit of the region,
serves as a link that unites local communities, and its recipes and techniques
form a cultural code which is intuitively deciphered by locals and opaque to
outsiders.*® Some dishes are so intimately fused with places that they either
cannot be cooked or taste different, if not downright worse, elsewhere. This
simple truth is amply borne out by Calabrian cuisine, which defies any geo-
graphical transfer, because its vegetable dishes and pasta sauces use an
endemic species of onion. Oval-shaped, loosely structured, and mild-tasting,
the onion, which Italians call cipolla di Tropea (Tropea onion), thrives in the
fields of Vibo Valentia, which stretch along the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea.
This red onion variety is very fragile and travels badly, so to enjoy the unique
flavors of Calabrian cuisine, one must venture far into the south of Italy.

Popular cuisine to a considerable degree hinges on what Luce Giard terms
the action of the gesture, arranged in an

orderly series of basic actions, coordinated in sequences of variable
duration according to the intensity of the effort required, organized on
a model learned from others through imitation (someone showed me
how to do it), reconstituted from memory (I saw it done this way), or

48  Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 19.

49  Roch Sulima pithily encapsulates the role of culinary codes: “Like musical codes, culinary
codes are among the most permanent determinants of collective, social, and national
identity patterns.” Roch Sulima, Antropologia codziennosci (Krakéw: Wydawnictwo
Uniwersytetu Jagielloniskiego, 2000), 152.
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established though trial and error based on similar actions (I ended up
figuring out how to do it).50

The effects of efforts involved in everyday cooking depend on how adeptly one
matches gestures with tasks and one’s proficiency in them. The fine-tuning
of techniques is not a value in and of itself, since, unlike in erudite cuisine,
innovation and originality matter far less than the preservation of the best
flavors and the continuity of the tradition. The heritage is coupled with inven-
tiveness, and history reinforces education in order to make the gesture effec-
tive and construct a sprawling network of culinary practices: “Doing-cooking
thus rests atop a complex montage of circumstances and objective data, where
necessities and liberties overlap, a confused and constantly changing mixture
through which tactics are invented, trajectories carved out, and ways of oper-
ating individualized.”!

Popular cuisine must have been on Roch Sulima’s mind when he claimed in
Antropologia codziennosci [An Anthropology of Everydayness] that “boldness in
the kitchen is far rarer than in the bedroom or in the wardrobe.”>? Popular cui-
sine is a stable basis for its refined sister — erudite cuisine. Trained in schools,
erudite cuisine is aloof and looks toward the future, undaunted. Fearlessness is
one of its signature features. However, the sense of power that erudite cuisine
cherishes would be less pronounced if it were not for the backing it receives
from popular cuisine. Revel warns chefs against excessive self-confidence: “I
shall add that a chef who loses all contact with popular cuisine rarely succeeds
in putting something really exquisite together,”>® and reminds readers that “it
is a striking fact that truly great erudite cuisine has arisen principally in places
where a tasty and varied traditional cuisine already existed, serving it as a sort
of basis.”>*

Erudite cuisine eagerly abdicates its responsibilities toward the community
and is not adamantly committed to guarding tradition, which provides a ren-
dezvous point whence chefs make forays into the unknown. Tradition takes a
step back to make room for “invention, renewal, experimentation.”>> This type

50  Michel de Certeau, Luce Giard, and Pierre Mayol, The Practice of Everyday Life, Volume
2: Living and Cooking, trans. Timothy ]. Tomasik (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1998), 202.

51 Certeau, Giard, and Mayol, Practice of Everyday Life 2, 201.

52 Sulima, Antropologia codziennosci, 152.

53 Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 20.

54 Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 20.

55  Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 19.
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of cooking is practiced in the male-dominated kitchens of expensive restau-
rants. Revel emphasizes that erudite cuisine is intrinsically revolutionary, and
coming up with new combinations and flavors is its birthright. Every experi-
ment is inevitably enveloped in the penumbra of possible demise. Heroics may
lead one astray into “pointless complication [...] and dangerous form of the
Baroque.”>% At the same time, the blunt truth is that everyday cooking is by no
means pure idyll and has its own potential for dramas and blunders. Popular
cuisine is not always noble simplicity incarnate, as it “clings to its errors as to
its qualities and can both drown in grease and boil to death things that ought
to be grilled plain or barely poached.”>”

To sum up, (1) the logic of female cooking is founded on the local, the intui-
tive, and the emotional; it enjoys relative liberty, though it avails itself of hand-
written recipe notebooks and familiar techniques; it revels in sizeable bites
and hearty casseroles; and it aims to make one feel full, secure, and safely
belonging. It is cultivated by poor people and in rural and urban kitchens,
where mothers or humble family cooks work. (2) The logic of male cooking
puts trust in the intellect and accuracy; it is inseparable from panache and
a surplus of luxury; it is supported by modern technologies, pursues univer-
sality, and repudiates freedom and chance, which are only admissible at the
onset of the experimental phase, whereas the final dish must be impeccable; it
aspires to captivate and surprise.’® The outcomes of this approach were once
consumed at royal courts and the households of the mighty; today, they are to
be savored at fashionable restaurants.>®

Inadvertently rather than purposefully, the division proposed by Revel pro-
duces an image of a hierarchical system. Indeed, while Culture and Cuisine nei-
ther offers any direct appraisals nor puts either of these cuisines before the
other, trying instead to appreciate them both, the very terminology it applies

56 Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 20.

57  Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 23.

58  An insight into the experimentation phase at the Spanish El Bulli, which was rated as
the world’s best restaurant for many years, is offered by Gereon Wetzel's documentary
El Bulli: Cooking in Progress (2010). El Bulli was open for six months, while the rest of the
year was devoted to developing a new menu of thirty dishes, with the team of chefs led by
Ferran Adria perfecting the details of their flavor, texture, and presentation.

59  Revel’s division is still relevant despite the new fads in haute cuisine, which now tends to
reappraise local produce and reembrace culinary traditions. The food served in Central,
the best restaurant of South America, does not even remotely resemble anything that
can be seen on the tables of the Andean folk, whom the chef Virgilio Martinez visits
before launching a new menu. The processing of the ingredients, the refined cooking
techniques, and the flamboyant interpretation of the tradition all make the purported
inspiration barely recognizable on the plate.
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conveys value judgements which mirror cultural hierarchies. Analogously to
popular culture contrasted with superior high culture, popular cuisine is jux-
taposed with erudite cuisine, whose very name has an intellectual component,
so prized in our culture, inscribed in it. Popular cuisine, as well as — by anal-
ogy — the female cook, is compared to a strong and stocky workhorse whereas
male chefs versed in erudite cuisine are pictured as thoroughbreds in Revel’s
metaphors.

In this framework, Mazet-Delpeuch would be ranked as “what breeders call
a half-bred horse: it trots but it does not gallop,’s? because she was indeed a
family cook, albeit at a bourgeoisie home. Throughout the 19th century, the
aspirations of the French middle class were steadily increasing, as a result
of which the solidity of peasant cuisine merged with the refinement of aris-
tocratic cuisine, bringing forth bourgeois cuisine. Mitterrand told Mazet-
Delpeuch to cook simple but exquisite dishes. How his instructions translated
into actual meals is evocatively illustrated by the menu of the private dinner
the President and Madame Mitterrand held for the Russian President Mikhail
Gorbachev and his wife Raisa. Truffes en crotite (the truffle season happened
to be in progress) were served as the highlight of the menu, in the company
of beef fillet with Madeira sauce, vegetables, and a souffle. No French dinner
could possibly go without a selection of cheeses and a sweet finale, which on
that occasion was provided by a “cocoa-grain-shaped sorbet with three differ-
ent kinds of chocolate.”8!

3 The Senses

The senses are essential to the relationship between the self and the world. The
way in which the sensual body interacts with its surroundings underlies the
division into the distance senses, which are also called intellectual senses, and
the contact senses, which tend to be referred to as the lower senses.62 While
sight and hearing promise objectivity due to their detachment from the object
being contemplated, touch, smell, and taste are the subjective senses because
they are not separated from the object they perceive. According to Carolyn

60  Revel, Culture and Cuisine, 20.

61 Lukasz Modelski, Pigty smak. Rozmowy przy jedzeniu (Krakoéw: Wydawnictwo Literackie,
2014), 254-55.

62  Importantly, the status of the senses is not universal, and it varies across time and space.
My argument is limited to the dominant ideas that contributed to the formation of hier-
archies in Western culture.
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Korsmeyer, “[i]n virtually all analyses of the senses in Western philosophy the
distance between object and perceiver has been seen as a cognitive, moral, and
aesthetic advantage.”®® Korsmeyer is certainly right on the whole, but there
are notable exceptions to the rule. In the atomist frameworks developed by
Epicurus and Lucretius, all the senses are reduced to touch. Sensory impres-
sions are produced by the movement of atoms which collide with each other.
Lucretius asserts that a pleasant taste is caused by the round shape of atoms
(as in honey), while disagreeable tastes are generated by hooked and angular
atoms (as in wormwood).%4

Vindications of touch were also propounded by later philosophers. Even
though Descartes considered sight to be the noblest of the senses, he con-
cluded that touch was “more certain and less vulnerable to error than vision”;65
George Berkeley found touch an indispensable prop for sight, as the latter
failed to provide the sensation of “solidity, resistance, and protrusion”;%¢ Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel similarly appreciated touch, because it “senses the
weight, resistance, and three-dimensional shape (Gestalt) of material bodies,
and thus makes us aware that things extend from us in all directions.”6” Yet, we
would indeed be hard pressed to find any advocate of the objectivity of the affil-
iated senses of smell and taste among venerated philosophical authorities. In
both cases, experience takes place within the depths of the body and prompts
an instantaneous response of satisfaction or disgust. All such responses are
private and based “on bodily instinct without reference to shared ideals,”®® The
subjective quality of taste is also manifest in that we do not acquire an exten-
sive knowledge of the world by tasting, or that is at least what most researches
claim.®® Worse still, as Korsmeyer elaborates: “Inward directedness further

63  Carolyn Korsmeyer, Making Sense of Taste: Food and Philosophy (Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 2002), 12.

64 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, ed. William Ellery Leonard (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1916),
Book 2, 1l. 398—408: “And note, besides, that liquor of honey or milk/Yields in the mouth
agreeable taste to tongue,/Whilst nauseous wormwood, pungent centaury,/With their
foul flavour set the lips awry;/Thus simple ‘tis to see that whatsoever/Can touch the
senses pleasingly are made/Of smooth and rounded elements, whilst those/Which seem
the bitter and the sharp, are held/ Entwined by elements more crook'd, and so/Are wont
to tear their ways into our senses/And rend our body as they enter in.” The Perseus Project;
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0131%3Ab
00k%3D2%3Acard%3D398 (Access 15 June 2021).

65  Qtd.inJuhaniPallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2012), 22.

66  Qtd. in Pallasmaa, Eyes of the Skin, 45.

67  Pallasmaa, Eyes of the Skin, 46.

68  Denise Gigante, Taste: A Literary History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 3.

69  Taste sometimes surprisingly becomes an element of tactile experience: “Many years ago
when visiting the DL James House in Carmel, California, designed by Charles and Henry


http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0131%3Abook%3D2%3Acard%3D398
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0131%3Abook%3D2%3Acard%3D398
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reduces the cognitive value of a sense, as it diverts attention away from the
diversities of the external world to the narrow focus of one’s own being.””°
Taste is also accused of not conveying any deeper meanings, being tied to the
utilitarian value of satiety, and catering to simple carnal pleasures, whose thor-
oughly subjective nature is forcefully posited by the well-known maxim that
there is no disputing over taste.”!

Henry Home, one of the host of 18th-century philosophers to investigate the
senses, advised that art should not be mixed up with the inferior senses: “Of
all feelings raised in us by external objects, those only of the eye or the ear
are honoured with the name of passion or emotion: the most pleasing feelings
of taste, or touch, or smell, aspire not to that honour.””? In Home’s view, the
difference between the inferior and superior senses lay in the way they per-
ceived external objects. Aesthetic pleasure, which is anchored in sight and
hearing, originates in the sensible mind whereas the lowly senses of taste,
smell, and touch condense experience in the parts of the body where tasting,
smelling, and touching take place.” Home also denounced gustatory impres-
sions as fleeting and thus incompatible with everlasting art: “Organic pleasures
have naturally a short duration; when prolonged they lose their relish; when
indulged to excess, they beget satiety and disgust; and, to restore a proper tone
of mind, nothing can be more happily contrived than the exhilarating pleas-
ures of the eye and ear”"*

Probably the most familiar and intimate of the senses, taste has tradition-
ally been considered by philosophers to be the lowest of them all. At the same
time, Christianity exorcised the pleasures of taste as menaced by the worst
of vices — gluttony. In the Middle Ages, gluttony was deplored as the original
and thus gravest sin seeing that the eating of an apple marked the beginning
of the fall of man.”® Therefore, it does not come as a surprise that “[pJhysi-
cality has often symbolized the limits imposed on human life by the fact that

Greene, I felt compelled to kneel and touch the delicately shining white marble threshold
of the front door with my tongue [...]. Deliciously coloured surfaces of stucco lustro, a
highly polished colour of wood surfaces also present themselves to the appreciation of
the tongue.” Pallasmaa, Eyes of the Skin, 63—64.

70  Carolyn Korsmeyer, Gender and Aesthetics: An Introduction (London and
New York: Routledge, 2004), 93.

71 See Korsmeyer, Gender and Aesthetics, 92—95.

72 Henry Home of Kames, Elements of Criticism, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Bell & Bradfute,
A. Constable & Company and J. Fairbairn [successor to Mr Creech], 1817), 29.

73 Home, Elements of Criticism, 3.

74 Home, Elements of Criticism, 3.

75  Cf. Malaguzzi, Food and Feasting, 44.
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we are embodied and mortal.”’6 No matter how illusory, hope of overcoming
the imperfections of the body and relinquishing its particularities is offered by
the disembodied mind. Hence, as Korsmeyer relates, “[p]hilosophy has tradi-
tionally privileged mind — abstract, nonmaterial, intellectual — over the body —
concrete, material, sensuous.””” This resulted in elevating the sense of sight to
the top of the sensorial hierarchy as the one that does not receive sensations
(body) but cognizes (mind).

The sense of taste fell victim to the dualist vision of culture in which body
and mind, as well as in parallel matter and soul, were pitted against each other
as mutual enemies. In this configuration, the mind was elevated over the body.
This notion was disseminated by the greatest thinker of antiquity, Plato, who
proposed that divine knowledge which we forgot at the moment of birth could
only be retrieved by the labor of the rational soul, which he tasked with “con-
quering” the mortal body and managing the senses and affects. Knowledge
and virtue were predicated on the taming of the flesh.”® Less stringent in his
judgments, Aristotle believed that, as form needed matter, the soul needed the
body. “[T]he soul seems to be stretched out and stuck on to all the sensitive
members of the body,””® he pictorially rendered