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Is food not art because it is not expressive, not
representational and incapable of interpretation?

Traditionally, food and its preparation have been seen as
artisanal skills and no matter how expert the practitioner, food
never attains the status of art [4]. The enjoynent of food and
dri nk has been reviled as decadent, sonething which makes appeal
only to pleasure through the nmedi um of the baser,

i ndiscrimnate, bodily senses of taste and snell. Thorny noral

i ssues al so i npinge on our thinking about food. How can it be
right that half the world grows obese while the other half
starves? [3] Mass production of food has been bl amed for causing
di stress to ani mals whil st poisoning |arge swat hes of the planet
t hrough abuse of pesticides and fertilisers to nmaximse crop
yields. Public health scares connected to food have increased
our anxi ety about what we consunme, while at the sane tine health
gurus tell us what to eat to ward off cancers or colds. There is
not the space here to cover these w der problens and for the
rest of this discussion | will put themto one side. | nerely

wi sh to point out how conplex and fraught our relationship with
food has becone and that agai nst these concerns, worrying about
whet her food is art or not may seemtrivial. However, | believe
food’ s status as art presents an interesting phil osophical
probl em and one whi ch has al ready generated significant debate.
Hi storically, the French food critic Brillat-Savarin (1755-1826)
was an early witer to consider serious scientific and

phi | osophi cal problens arising fromfood and its consunption [1
]. Subsequently a nunber of thinkers such as Telfer and
Korsnmeyer have tried to defend food as a formof art [5, 8]. |
will try to show here that food cannot be expressive,
representational or capable of interpretation in any deep sense
and is thus disqualified frombeing art.

To begin the discussion | will show how food is capabl e of
produci ng aesthetic reactions and why this does not in itself
qualify food as an art form Subsequently I will try to show how

food can only be representational in a very limted or

met aphorical way. This section will suggest why food is

i ncapabl e of the kind of interpretation associated with art. |
will then argue that food is not expressive in the sane way
that, for exanple, nusic is. I will conclude by trying to show
why these deficiencies nake food currently inadm ssible for
being called art.

When considering food in this essay | refer to the productions
of a chef rather than raw i ngredi ents which sinply occur
naturally. It is clear that food can produce aesthetic
reactions. The qualities of taste, snell, texture, visua



appear ance and even sound (the top of crene brdl ée, when broken,
sinmply nmust break with a satisfying snap) can all be assessed
when considering food quite apart fromthe nerely functiona
quality of providing nutrition [6]. In fact food engages all the
senses. Mst phil osophers have concentrated on taste and snell
as the two senses appropriate to the discussion of food. This is
a m stake, the visual appearance of food has nuch bearing on how
we judge it. However, it would equally be a m stake to assess
the artistic value of food just based on its visual appearance.
It is possible to create strikingly el aborate confections from
food such as the spun-sugar and pastry tenples created as
centrepi eces by the famous chef Antonin Caréne (1783-1833), one
such piece (conplete with edible palmtrees) being described as
follows [2].

“...six colums, the top of which were decorated with white
fl owers nade from pate d office or marzi pan or |ight pink icing.
The pal m | eaves [were] pale green icing, and the roof of the
rotunda masked with spun sugar...the floor of the rotunda [was]
made wi th nougat and the base garnished with petits madel ei nes
and |l enons.” [1] p. 40.

Artists such as Ael st, Borman and Heem have painted tenpting
still life pictures of succulent fruits and crisp baked | oaves.
The problemis that in these cases we are just exam ning the
appearance of food. To assess food purely on its visua
appearance would be to classify it as a form of scul pture not

i ntended for consunption. This is not the way | shall be
treating food in this essay, food here no matter how refined, is
sonmething created for tasting and devouring. | think it is also
uncontroversial to state that food can i nvoke sensations of

pl easure, disgust, curiosity and the |like which add to its

aest hetic appeal. However, although an object may be
aesthetically interesting this does not make the object
artistically interesting or sonething we could rightly call a
work of art. As Telfer (follow ng U nson) suggests, art objects
are primarily created to produce aesthetic reactions which
sonmehow then repay further reflection and thought [8]. This may
give us a way to avoid the trap of saying that all food is art
just because it produces aesthetic reactions. Consider the

di fference between nass produced fast-food in polystyrene boxes
and an exqui site dinner prepared by a Mchelin starred chef.
Bot h produce an aesthetic response, however the latter neal wll
have been carefully planned, skilfully executed and intended to
be thoughtfully considered by the eater. In short it is designed
primarily to produce conpl ex aesthetic responses in the eater

rather than just fulfil a need for fuel. In spite of this
di stinction however | will argue that even such conpl ex
aesthetic reactions are still insufficient to allow food to be

cl assed as art because even careful and thoughtful reflection



upon food fails to yield up the kinds of meani ngs and conpl ex
i nterpretations encouraged by genuine art.

In summary we can say that all art objects are aesthetically
interesting but not all aesthetically interesting objects are
art. An aesthetic response is necessary if we are going to be
stinmulated to think about, analyse and find nmeaning in an
object. Wthout such responses there is nothing to trigger our
m nds or inmagination, we sinply don’'t bother to think about
obj ects which fail to distinguish thenselves to our senses.

Can food represent anything? That is to say, stand for anything
beyond itself and shed a new |ight on the things represented and
i ncrease our understanding. Discussion of what is represented by
a work of art fornms an inportant part of our interpretation of
that work. The problem of how food could represent sonething is
consi dered at |ength by Korsnmeyer who suggests two nmain |ines of
argunment by which food may be said to be representational [5].
Firstly, certain foods are designed to | ook |ike sonething el se;
white chocolate mce would be a trivial exanple. Mre
importantly than mere mmcry, certain foods imtate shapes in
order to synbolise or coormenorate an event. Korsmeyer gives us
t he exanple of the Croissant. This bun is shaped |ike a crescent
to synbolise the occasion when the Otoman Turks failed to take
Vi enna by siege. According to Korsneyer, the act of devouring a
croi ssant represents this victory, the aggressors, as it were,
bei ng consuned. This idea of the mnetic quality of food being
important to its status as art is also considered at |ength by
Sweeny [7]. A second argunent for foods ability to represent
cones fromits use in various religious cerenonies, perhaps
rather to serve as a nmetaphor rather than directly m mcking the
| ook or taste of sonething else. For exanple the wafer of the
Euchari st represents the body of Christ. | do not believe that
either of these |ines of argunent denonstrates that food can be
representational in a way that allows sophisticated forns of
interpretation. A painting such as Hol bein’s ‘* The Anbassadors’
is rich with conpl ex synbolismbut what the painting actually
represents and the interpretation of this work is disputed.
Different critics may expound equal ly pl ausi ble but different
interpretations of the same picture and gi ve cogent argunents to
support their views. There is no ‘correct’ interpretation it
seens. What the work represents is not closed to di scussion but
al ways renmai ns open to further analysis. This ability to use
conpl ex representation to excite debate and changi ng
interpretation seens to be a feature of art. This is not the
case with food. Exanples of representational food such as sugar
mce, jelly babies or chocol ate | ogs, whilst often clever or
witty are designed to surprise and delight by their
representation of other objects. They don't invite conpl ex
interpretation. Exanples like the croissant or the Eucharist are
unsati sfyi ng exanples of representation for a different reason.



The croissants are a synbol of a fixed historical fact that nost
peopl e ni bbling these pastries for breakfast would be utterly
unaware of. Their enjoynent of croissants is unlikely to be
substantially increased or dimnished by such culinary trivia.
What a croissant represents is ‘fixed , not open to debate or
interpretation in the sane way ‘ The Anbassadors’ is. Even in the
nore serious exanple of the Eucharist the sane problem ari ses.
The representation of the blood and the body of Christ in the
formrespectively of the wine and wafer are again fixed. |ndeed,
they are made quite explicit in the words of the liturgy.

Korsneyer fails to denonstrate that food can be
representational in the sane way as art. Wiat representational
capacity food has is confined either to superficial mmecry or
the type of synbolismthat has only a previously well defined
nmeani ng or factual history. Because food is incapabl e of
sophi sticated representation it is also incapable of detailed
interpretation and does not give rise to the sane kind of
di scussion that surround and address genui ne art objects.
Despite being non-representational could food still express
somnet hi ng?

We are often noved by works of art and a common feature of
great art is that it can create a strong enotional response in
the listener or viewer. It is not clear that food can do the
sanme. Food can bring about sonme enotions as noted earlier. |
think a good chef can certainly produce joy and delight in
eaters through their food. It is harder to see how grief or hate
coul d be expressed through food, although perhaps not
i npossi bl e. Take for exanple the nacabre scene in Shakespeare’s
“Titus Andronicus’ when Tanora' s sons are served up to her as a
pie —

Titus: Wiy, there they are both, baked in that pie;
VWereof their nother daintily hath fed,
Eating the flesh that she herself hath bred.

- (Titus Andronicus, Act V, Scene I11)

Per haps this does count as hatred expressed through food, it
certainly suggests that food can al so bring about feelings of

di sgust. In sone circunstances a particular food may seemto
provoke a very strong enotional response, such as when we are
confronted with a taste that rem nds us of sonme aspect of our
chi | dhood. Does this involuntary reaction to a food nean that
food can nove us in the sane way as art? | see two problenms wth
such a suggestion. Firstly, this kind of response is dependant



on a prior famliarity with a particular taste. Wthout that
prior famliarity and its particular associati ons no enoti onal
reacti on woul d occur. By contrast, we do not need to have
previ ously been aquatinted with a particular painting or

scul pture in order to be noved by it. A second problemis that
our enotional responses to food are highly individual and wl|
depend conpl etely on our personal history. Again, this would
make it hard to have a di scussion about the enotional and
artistic qualities of the food. The critics discussing the
interpretation of ‘The Anbassadors’ can al ways hang their
argunments on objective features of the painting observable to
all. Not so with our own personal experiences.

A potential confusion here would be to explain expression in
food as comng fromthe notivations of the chef who created it.
You coul d produce a nmeal from|ove of sonmebody, but it does not
seemthat the food itself by its aesthetic qualities could make
this intention sensible to the eater and nove themto strong
enotion. How could food inspire feelings of grief and | oss that
appear to be enbodied in nusical works such as the final
nmovenent of Tchai kovsky’ s Sixth Synphony? Food has only limted
scope to nove us and is not truly expressive.

We have reached a point at which it has been argued that food
is not representational, expressive or capable of interpretation
in ways we usually associate with art. What then is the
di fference that separates food fromart as indicated by these
three deficiencies given that they both have aesthetic interest?
The essential difference appears to be foods inability to
produce a sophisticated di scussion about interpretations and
nmeani ngs. Food sinply does not give rise to the kinds of
di scussion that surround great works of art. Clearly, food is
di scussed a great deal in restaurant reviews, cookery books and
on many television programres. However, it is not the
interpretation of food that is being discussed, nobody is taking
pai ns to describe the pathos of eating a cheese soufflé or
anal yse what an onelette m ght synbolise. The discussion that is
occurring does not address food as if it were an art object.
There have al so been a nunber of attenpts at a detail ed and
hi ghly objective analysis of how different flavours and textures
operate in food and how cooki ng changes the cheni cal and
physi cal properties of ingredients [9]. Again however this does
not lead is into discussing food as art.

In arguing that food is not art there is no need to belittle
t he amount of pl easure that nay be got through preparing and
eating food, nor denigrate the prodigious skill of cooks.
Nevert hel ess, until food produces objects capable of
sophi sti cated and changi ng analysis it cannot be classed as art
— not even as a ‘mnor’ art as suggested by Telfer [8].
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