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Caillebotte, Fruit Displayed on a Stand, c. 1881-1882 

Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Fanny P. Mason Fund in memory of Alice Thevin 

 

 

This year’s ESNA conference took place on the spectacular top floor of the Museum 

aan de Stroom [MAS], Antwerp, in conjunction with the MAS exhibition ANTWERP À 

LA CARTE. Bringing together more than twenty speakers, the conference developed a 

number of themes, including the connection between food and social identity, politics, 

and technology, across a wide range of artistic practices and media.  

 

Food in nineteenth-century art is a topic of almost overwhelming magnitude. It was 

very useful, therefore, to begin Thursday with a keynote lecture from historian Peter 

Scholliers, which provided an overview of some of the changes to the food system 

throughout the nineteenth century. Scholliers was involved in curating and writing 

the catalogue for ANTWERP À LA CARTE, which we also toured on the afternoon of 

the first day. The exhibition presents the history of Antwerp through the history of its 

food, from supply, to consumption, to disposal and waste. Thursday’s panels 

considered food and social identity, as related to nationality, class, and gender. The 

foods depicted in the paintings discussed held potent symbolic dimensions, and were 

used to construct specific narratives and subjectivities.  



 

The second day opened with a keynote lecture by Marni Kessler, which addressed 

Gustave Caillebotte’s still life of an upmarket fruit display, Fruit Displayed on a Stand 

(1882). Kessler rooted the painting in the topography of Haussmann’s reconstructed 

Paris, and questioned the utility of the term ‘still life’. Panelists appropriately went on 

to address still life as a genre, as well as the technological changes in food production 

and consumption. In addition to considering how paintings of food, quintessentially 

still lifes, evoke the multi-sensory, we were treated to a cooking demonstration and 

tasting. Tirion Keatinge, head chef of the Scandinavian Embassy, served us parcels of 

kohlrabi with a rich filling—they were as beautiful as they were delicious! It was a 

striking way to ground our discussions of embodiment and embodied spectatorship, 

and raised questions about the connection between vision and appetite. 

 

In the end, the question of the visual was center stage. Is ‘visual culture’ an 

appropriate term for the artfully decorated Russian menus discussed by Alexandra 

Grigorieva? Is ‘visual art’ capacious enough to encapsulate the viewer’s 

phenomenological engagement with Raphaelle Peale’s visceral Still Life with Steak, as 

discussed by Jeff Richmond-Moll? Most broadly, does the term ‘viewer’ itself 

circumscribe the complex and embodied responses of audiences to artworks?  

 

Questions best addressed over a plate of Belgian fries, we agreed. 

 

 
Food for thought, prepared by Tirion Keatinge and Guus Thijssen 


