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The Feast and Anti-Feast in Art: Gluttony, Ritual, Community 

Ackland Museum Exhibit 

Spring Semester, 2020 

CMPL 255H; ASIA 255H 

The Feast in Philosophy, Film, and Fiction 

 

 

Welcome to our Ackland Museum exhibit on feasting in art. As you walk through and 

experience these pieces, we have essays for you to read about each work on display. We will 

start by introducing some of the most prominent themes in the student essays that follow. 

The following questions and ideas have also informed the selection of the pieces included in 

our exhibit. 

 

What does Feasting mean to you? 

Do you associate feasting with family rituals, celebrating special occasions with carefully 

prepared meals? Do you associate feasting with abundance, waste, wine, and exhilarating 

indulgence? Or do you think of feasting as the traditional gatherings of varied groups over 

food to reinforce or celebrate community?  Through many classic readings, our course has 

studied traditional understandings of the feast across time and culture. The objects in our 

Ackland exhibit range across media, cultures, time periods, and materials, but are gathered 

in their multivalent connection to food and feasting. Below are some of the prominent 

themes and questions that our collection invokes. 

  

Feast and Anti-feast 

Frequently in our readings and in the modern film genre of “food films,” we have detected 

that idealized feasts are often contrasted against “anti-feast” foils. Beowulf’s celebrations of 

story, meat, and song in the Mead Hall are set against Grendel’s monstrous butchery in the 

same location. Readers reevaluate the humble variety and inclusiveness of Emma Bovary’s 

wedding feast when she attends a luxurious yet anemic and divisive aristocratic banquet at 

Vaubyessard. Similarly, our objects reveal both the idealized community-building aspects of 

the feast and also the ways in which feasting can paradoxically become self-indulgent, 

isolating, or destructive. Where does the feast end and the anti-feast begin? 

  

Authenticity and Artifice 

Five objects recall the ancient world of Greece and Rome, but through a variety of routes: one 

object survives from the 5th century BCE, two others reveal Renaissance Europe’s 

reconsideration of classical ideas, another is an early twentieth-century forgery, and a third 

mimics Greek mythology via eighteenth-century export routes from China. These items 

invite questions about the nature of artifice and authenticity: When is a copy a forgery and 

when is it an homage? Does the copy have similar meanings across time and culture? How 

significant is artifice in the feast? Can a feast be spontaneous, or does it require planning and 

conformity to rituals and cultural codes? Or can rituals also be authentic? 

  

Back to Bacchus 

No less than three items in our exhibit directly portray the mythical Bacchus and his 

entourage, a potent source of boisterous feasting imagery. The later interpretations of 



2 

Bacchus often reveal another culture’s critique of the Roman excess associated with 

Bacchanalian feasts. Even the kylix itself reveals a game of excess played by Greek 

wine-drinkers at symposia, such as the one that Plato describes. To what extent is excess 

essential to feasting?  Are Bacchanalian gluttony and drunkenness admired or critiqued in 

these works? 

  

Colors of Inclusion 

Only four of our items are polychrome: an 18th-century French painting, a small lithograph 

by Toulouse-Lautrec, the small 18th-century Chinese export dish, and a 21st-century 

American photograph. In the food film as a genre, color is essential to conveying the diversity 

and visual richness associated with the ideal feast. In our collection, the use of color actually 

reveals hidden dangers in feasting—such as exclusivity, destruction, objectification of women 

as food, and exoticizing the other. The photograph, for example, awakens us to the cost of 

eating and the destruction inherent in all acts of eating, while celebrating the aesthetic 

perfection of a simple fruit. How does Toulouse-Lautrec use the color red to express 

stereotypes? How does Lancret use color to express the divisions of class in his painting? 

Must a feast always exclude as well as include? 

  

Life and Death: 
Feasting has strong historical ties to religious rituals. “Feast days” in Europe were originally 

religious holidays named after saints, and as such have a natural association with death and 

rebirth. Two items on the third wall of this collection relate to Latin American sacred feasts 

that connect the living and the dead. Both Rivera and Boubat interpret these feast days with 

both celebratory and disturbing details. Does Boubat, a Frenchman, celebrate or satirize the 

Feast of the Dead? In his depiction of the Festival of Santa Ana, does Rivera essentialize 

Mexican peasants, celebrate them, or both? 

  

One effect of COVID-19 has been that our exhibit (and its subsequent cancellation) has 

caused us to reflect on the importance of community.  The ways in which feasting can lead to 

exclusion, debauchery, and self-indulgent divisions awakens us to the continued importance 

of celebration and community, so central to the cultural ideal of the feast. We must continue 

to adapt our feasting to our ever-changing contexts.  Maybe it is only by the constant 

envisioning of potential anti-feasts that we keep alive our search for the ideal of feasting. 

  

Prof. Inger Brodey 

March, 2020 
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Robbie Luna and Rohan Ramani 

 

 

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec 

French, 1864-1901 

Reine de Joie, 1892 

color lithograph on tan wove paper 

The Charles Deering Collection, 1927.6114 

 

This colorful piece served to advertise the novel Reine de Joie (“Queen of Joy”) by the 

now-forgotten French author, Victor Joze. The foundation of the novel is rooted in class 

relationships and distinctions between the rich and poor in Paris. The lithograph provides a 

daring scene that attempts to depict the troubled relationship between the upper and 

working classes. The man in the painting, described in the novel as a Jewish banker, is 

offering a working-class courtesan his wealth in exchange for nothing more than her 

company. This glimpse into the world of prostitution provides an interesting twist to the 

usual transactions that occurred between wealthy men and poor women. Furthermore, this 

work represents the wealthy as willing to indulge in whatever their money can buy, even if it 

goes against social norms and ethics of the era. This dehumanizes the wealthy banker, 

portraying him as repulsive and setting a stereotype for the Parisian upper class. Lastly, the 

courtesan’s red lipstick and dress symbolize a life rooted in and sustained by worldly lust. 

Her lifestyle was seen as immoral and vulgar during the period in France (The Art Institute 

of Chicago). 

 

Apart from class differences, Reine De Joie has a unique historical context. In the years prior 

to this lithograph, French society had experienced a resurgence of anti-semitism within 

mainstream culture. There was rising fear that Jews posed an internal threat to France as 

both the main beneficiaries and main propagators of the capitalist system that divided the 

upper and working classes. They were also thought to be genetically inferior to non-Jewish 

caucasians (of which one can be seen in the background of the work), a motif that de 

Toulouse-Lautrec plays on by intentionally giving the businessman stereotypical negative 

Jewish characteristics, like a hooked nose, small moustache, and stout frame. Media like 

Reine de Joie increased the anti-Semetic momentum in France by providing non-Jews a 

feeling of physical and moral superiority over Jews, essentially equating the sin of 

prostitution with the sin of Semitism (Iskin). 

 

In relation to the feast, this piece depicts two key aspects of what make feasts significant: 

community and relationships. Through its explicit depiction of the socially-unacceptable 

relationship between the banker and the courtesan, Reine de Joie demonstrates the power 

the feast can have to unite two unlikely companions in a relationship that would otherwise be 

impossible. Furthermore, since the agreement the two make - money for companionship - 

requires the courtesan accompany the banker at meals, the audience can understand the 

importance the feast has in defining companionship. For many single people, eating alone is 

one of the most difficult and lonely parts of life. 
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From a historical perspective, this work served to further degrade the French public’s 

opinion of Jewish people by depicting this Jewish banker as a gross, unhuman, and 

unrespectable man, who, through both his Jewish heritage and union with a courtesan, 

tarnishes the sanctity of the feast at which he presides. The man in the background, a 

well-looking Caucasian, serves as a foil to the main character, whose overweight and dirty 

demeanor would have been generally repulsive to the era’s French audience. Thus, de 

Toulouse-Lautrec utilizes the respect Frenchmen had for the feast as a tool to further 

dehumanize Jews in French society. 

 

The Art Institute of Chicago. “Reine De Joie.” Reine De Joie, The Art Institute of Chicago, 1 

Jan. 2008, www.artic.edu/artworks/88629/reine-de-joie. 
 

Iskin, Ruth E. “Identity and Interpretation: Reception of Toulouse-Lautrec’s Reine de joie 

Poster in the 1890s.” Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide, vol. 8 iss. 1, spring 2009, 

http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/spring09/63--identity-and-interpretation-

receptions-of-toulouse-lautrecs-reine-de-joie-poster-in-the-1890s.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.artic.edu/artworks/88629/reine-de-joie
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Ryan Drabble and Hunter Dail  

 

Unidentified Artist 

Italian 

Il Famosissimo Triompho Di Bacco (The Most Famous Triumph of Bacchus), 

1594 

Print of Engraving 

 

Produced in Italy in 1594, this monumental piece depicts a Bacchanalia, a Latin word 

describing the procession or celebration of Bacchus, the Roman god of wine, agriculture, and 

rituals. The engraving was created in Italy during a time defined by conflict between the 

Protestant Reformation and Catholic Counter Reformation. Both movements brought about 

ensuing slander, iconoclasm, and redefining the way people, clergy, and Churches 

understood worship especially through art. Il Famosissimo Triompho Di Bacco calls 

attention to ideals of feast and culture as degradation of church ideals in chaotic, reckless 

imagery of drunken fauns, contorted faces, and a demolished building in the background 

that could be a reference to the decomposition of the Church. With calls for reformation in 

the church, the artist may have seen this as an act of destruction for traditional, 

pre-Reformation beliefs and practices. The illustrator represents the feast as a gluttonous 

pleasure-and-satisfaction-seeking bounty through the spillage of various liquids and the 

absurd, likely drunken, expressions of the procession participants. Furthermore, Bacchus is 

illustrated as a savior who should be celebrated. Four of his main symbols are portrayed in 

this piece: wine, masks, thyrsi, and fauns. 

 

With respect to the feast, in the engraving we can actually see contradictions and oppositions 

to a feast, such that one could call this celebration an anti-feast. Feasts are often associated 

with abundance and copiousness, however this abundance can be distinguished from 

overindulgence, as is seen in Il Famosissimo Triompho Di Bacco, such that this can be 

considered an anti-feast. Similar to the overindulgence seen by Comte de Reynaud in the 

film, Chocolat, the pleasure and ephemeral satisfaction is seen during the consumption, 

however this is followed by a period of regret, shamefulness, and grief. In this engraving the 

period of regret is not shown, but can be interpreted to be the hangovers and feelings of 

regret likely experienced the next day. The overindulgence of alcohol is a prominent feature 

of this engraving, as described in the following paragraphs. 

 

The emphasis of this piece is alcohol and its pleasure-driven attributes: freedom, playful 

enjoyment, racy activities, and reckless behavior, all facilitated through the 

over-consumption of wine. Looking past the fauns in drunken stupor, there is a clear 

persistence of flowing liquids and spilled wine. A broken amphora, a Roman wine vessel, lay 

on its side spilling wine on the ground. A woman stands drinking wine while urinating 

herself. A man lay on the ground, passed out and vomiting. The flowage depicted is symbolic 

of ritualistic freedom where “all modesty [is] set aside; every kind of vice found here [is] full 

satisfaction” (Schmitz). In gluttony, people and fauns attempt to find satisfaction in 

unfiltered actions, moving across the extra-long print as a flowing liquid, uncaring of 

perception or manners, only feasting on the high of the moment (and wine). 



6 

 

One symbol illustrated in this piece is the thyrsus, a staff tipped with an ornament such as a 

pinecone, commonly carried by Bacchus and his followers. Thyrsi in ancient Roman culture 

symbolized general pleasure and enjoyment (“Dionysus”). Paired with the excessive alcohol 

described above, the thyrsi further the author’s intentions of depicting such insatiable 

satisfaction. Masks in Ancient Rome were commonly utilized during celebrations and were 

also a symbol of Bacchus. Celebrants of the Bacchanalia wore masks and danced in groups in 

order to simulate the stopping of reality. All identities, obligations, and responsibilities were 

forgotten, and complete attention was focused on the celebration at hand.  

 

“Dionysus.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 29 Feb. 2020, 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dionysus. 

 

Schmitz, Leonhard. “Bacchanalia.” LacusCurtius • Roman Religion - The Bacchanalia 

(Smith's Dictionary, 1875), 31 Mar. 2018, 

penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/secondary/SMIGRA*/Bacchanalia.

html. 

 

“Great Dionysia.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 23 Jan. 2012, 

www.britannica.com/topic/Great-Dionysia.  
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Justin Tse 

 

Bacchanal 

 

Enea Vico, Italian, 1523-156 

7; after Marcantonio 

Raimondi, Italian, born c. 

1470/1482, died 1527/1534 

 

 

 

Enea Vico based this piece off a similar one by Marcantonio Raimondi. It depicts the god 

Bacchus and his followers in the chaotic aftermath of a bacchanal. This piece is laid out in 

contrast to ordinary images of bacchanals in the midst of celebration. 

Revised essay with citations: 

 

This engraving by Enea Vico dated to around 1540 is based on a similar one done by 

Marcantonio Raimondi several years earlier. It depicts the end of a bacchanal and the 

aftermath of a rowdy, excessive feast. Bacchanals were celebrations in honor of the Roman 

god Bacchus, Dionysus to the Greek. Bacchus was the god of wine, intoxication, and 

hedonistic pleasures. With this in mind, the festivals in honor of Bacchus were extravagant 

and gluttonous celebrations with plenty of alcohol and revelry. The engraving suggests that 

bacchanalian festivities can easily turn from celebratory feasts into bitter anti-feasts and fall 

victim to gluttony and intemperance. 

  

Most bacchanals depict the followers of Bacchus-- humans, satyrs, and nature spirits-- in the 

midst of a jubilant feast. This piece, however, chooses to shed light on the consequences of 

exorbitant overindulgence in feasting. The scene is bounded by two Terminus statues on 

each side. Terminus was the Roman god of boundaries and their markers. In special cases, 

statues of Terminus were used to mark borders such as in this engraving where he serves as a 

border for both the image and the celebration. It serves to separate this image of 

overindulgence from the happy celebration normally depicted in a bacchanal. There is a 

noticeable absence of any sort of food or drink in the scene. The woman left of center 

contemplates an empty bowl while Bacchus limply holds his empty wine vessel. Everything 

has been consumed in their wanton celebration, and some of those depicted in the scene are 

feeling the effects of this overconsumption. Satyrs are depicted unconscious or leaning on 

statues for support, and Bacchus himself is being supported by two disciples. Rather than 

being able to enjoy the contentedness of eating and drinking, these revelers are experiencing 

the consequences of exorbitant feasting. 

 

This image is very similar to a scene from the film Chocolat, where a woman arrives in a 

small town and begins selling chocolate desserts that conflict the religious fasting of lent. 

While most of the townspeople partake of moderate amounts of the chocolates, the mayor, in 

a fit of wanton gluttony, consumes an entire storefront display of chocolate. He is found the 

next morning after having passed out due to his overconsumption. This duality of the 

townspeople and the mayor reflects the duality of the bacchanal. Most depictions show a 
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joyous celebration where participants are able to enjoy the feast, whereas in this piece, the 

participants have turned to gluttony and overconsumption. 

 

“Bacchanal.” Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 

www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/29103.html?mulR=273664742|12. 

“Collection Online Print.” The British Museum, Trustees of the British Museum, 

research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?

objectId=1500389&page=1&partId=1&searchText=Raimondi. 

Ottley, William Young. An Inquiry into the Origin and Early History of Engraving upon 

Copper and in Wood: with an Account of Engravers and Their Works. Thoemmes, 2003. 
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Lindsay Worley  

 

Unknown Artist 

Silenus and Bacchus on a Donkey with a Satyr late 19th Century CE 

terra cotta clay 

Gift of Mrs. Benson B. Sloan, 86.25.1 

 

 

Bacchus, the God of entertainment, merriment, and wine, has been a symbol associated with 

feasting since his invention. However, the fact that this sculpture is a forgery provides an 

additional lens through which we can interpret feasting and its portrayal.  

 

Visualized here in his younger form, Bacchus (also known as Dionysus) was raised by 

Silenus, the older figure on the donkey. According to mythology, Silenus taught Bacchus how 

to enjoy wine and festivities. Silenus often traveled on a donkey because he was usually too 

intoxicated to walk.  Bacchus was usually pictured surrounded by his clan of satyrs, seen in 

the figure as the half-man, half-goat character on the left. Originally, the sculpture was 

thought to have been created the 4th – 3rd
 century BCE in Greece.

 

 

When the Metropolitan Museum of Art discovered that the figurine was a forgery in 1960, the 

piece took on a realm of previously hidden meanings. The act of forgery exposes a deeper 

part of humanity; why do humans seek to fabricate pleasurable moments, and pass them off 

as authentic? Within the theme of feasting, a group of people sitting down to a 

picture-perfect meal give an appearance of shared unity, provision, and peace. However, the 

feast could be considered a “forgery” if the group is experiencing discord, scarcity, and shame 

beneath the surface. For example, within the film Big Night, the owners of a restaurant put 

on a grand feast to save their restaurant, and the meal began as a wonderful celebration. 

However, it turned into an anti-feast when one guest betrayed them, revealing that the feast 

was set up to trick the owners into causing the restaurant’s ultimate downfall.
 

  

In the 20th century, Baccus’s forgery can be connected to social media. This tool has made it 

even easier to manufacture appearances and fabricate meaningful moments. In conclusion, 

Bacchus’s forgery reveals humanity’s search for authentic feast-like moments of abundance, 

peace, companionship, and ultimate fulfillment.  

  

  

Jones, Jonathan. “Drunken Silenus Supported by Satyrs (c1620), Rubens's (Studio).” The 

Guardian, 20 Dec. 2002, https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2002/dec/21/art. 

  

Sturgeon, Mary C. “Ancient Mediterranean Art in the Ackland Art Museum.” Ackland Art 

Museum, 2015.  

  

Tucci, Stanley and Campbell Scott, directors. Big Night. The Samuel Goldwyn Company, 

1996. 
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Emily Draper 

 

Edouard Boubat 

French, 1923-1999 

Feast of the Dead, 1980 

gelatin silver print 

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. William A. Hall, III, 1984-147-1--15 

 

 

In Edouard Boubat’s portrayal of the “Feast of the Dead,” he displays food as a bridge 

between life and death through a religiously charged, disconcerting scene. This setting lacks 

the vitality ordinarily required for a feast, alluding to the characterization of this 

environment as an “anti-feast.” Anti-feasts negate or exclude the values of a classic feast, 

such as togetherness and communion. Boubat highlights how death is a renewal of life 

through his inclusion of the dead in this anti-feast to celebrate the Day of the Dead.  

 

The Mexican “Día de los Muertes” holiday typically features the spirited celebration of the 

lives of loved ones, and its festivities encourage guests to both accept and commend the circle 

of life (Garrett and Soriano). The graves in this photo are set to look like dinner tables. A 

masked man is displayed as the host of this atypical feast, his anonymous identity 

representing the entire living community, and those buried below the tables constitute the 

guests of the feast, receiving sustenance provided to them by the living. This holiday typically 

features symbolic offerings to the dead, decoratively displayed on tables that serve as altars. 

The pieces of nourishment placed atop these graves, dead flowers, will literally decompose to 

provide nutrients for soil-dwellers, which now include the buried guests. This process is 

representative of the circle of life, a concept which Boubat addresses here while he shows 

how fleeting nature of life will continue eternally after physical death. 

 

It is interesting to juxtapose Boubat’s treatment of the connections between feasting and the 

dead with a contrasting treatment in Juzo Itami’s 1985 film, Tampopo. In this brief scene, a 

crying family feasts on a meal cooked by their deceased mother, who experiences a sudden 

death while serving the food. This clip merges life and death through this family consuming 

all that remains of the mother’s life, her prepared food, as a means of immediate mourning. 

Boubat’s interpretation of the feast, inclusive of both the dead and the living, contrasts this 

by providing a more longitudinal scene in which the concept of death is being celebrated. In 

The Feast of the Dead, the dead are being served in order to depict death here as an 

extension of life rather than an ending. 



12 

 

The preparation of the feast by the host and its Catholic adornments present the idea that the 

dead can still participate in the process of eating and obtaining sustenance. By digging the 

candles into the graves, the man is even creating a physical linkage between the world below 

and the living world through a symbol of feast and ceremony, as a final touch to 

communicate how this “feast” is a connection between life and death. 

 

 

Garrett, Kenneth, and Tino Soriano. “Top 10 Things to Know about the Day of the Dead.” 

National Geographic, 29 Oct. 2019,  

 

www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/destinations/north-america/mexico/top-ten-day-of-de

ad-mexico/. 

 

Itami, Juzo, director. Tampopo. Itami Productions, 1985. 
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Aly Worthem  

 

Diego Rivera 

Mexican, 1886-1957 

The Fiesta of Santa Anita (La Fiesta di Santa Anita), 1926 

photo-mechanical halftone relief print in red, from a drawing 

2011.33.7 

 

 

A principal artist of the Mexican Modernist movement of the 20th century, Diego Rivera 

created The Feast of Santa Anita only a few years after the end of the Mexican Revolution 

(1910-1920). As depicted by Rivera, the feast is not a celebration of consumption, but rather 

of community-building, a reverence for nature, and thoughtful preparation of the feast itself. 

 

Artists such as Rivera were critical to the creation of a national identity and consciousness 

that was inherent to the Revolution (Kennicott), and it is therefore significant that Rivera 

chose to focus on Aztec ritual and celebration in this piece. The expressionless, stock 

characters that populate this work imply that the sacredness of the feast is not in the 

individuality of the participants, but rather in the community building it allows. The lack of 

individuality of the characters fosters a sense of unity, in contrast with one of stereotyping or 

Othering, that was lacking in the post-Revolution years. The involvement of man, woman, 

and child in this piece furthers this idea that the community, rather than individuality, is 

what has made this feast day sacred. We can see these motifs of togetherness and the 

sacredness of the feast in movies such as The Hundred Foot Journey or Big Night in which 

the feast is first and foremost a cultural celebration, and to lose that cultural identity would 

be to submit to an anti-feast. 

 

Characteristic to Rivera’s art, the Calla Lily in this piece is a tribute to Aztec heritage as the 

flowers were commonly sold in markets on the days leading up to feast (Maureen Gilmer). 

Interestingly, the Calla Lily is not native to Mexico, but it’s prominence in Rivera’s art has 

created an ownership of the flower in Mexican consciousness, therefore indicating that the 

feast is not a singular event but an ideal to be continuously sought after. The simple lines in 

this work, specifically of the flowers, implies that the feast necessitates sharing and 

celebrating nature’s simplicity. 

 

Finally, preparation, rather than consumption is essential to this piece. Similar to the movie 

Babette’s Feast, the care put into the preparation is what has made the feast a special meal. 

The act of feasting is not just one of consumption, but must include the preparation as well. 

While the people dancing in the background may be the actual consumers of the feast, 

Rivera’s positioning of those preparing the feast in the foreground elevates their, often 

overlooked, essentiality to the feast. 
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Kennicott, Philip. “Artists Helped Make the Mexican Revolution an International 

Phenomenon.” Washington Post, 27 Dec. 2016, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/artists-helped-make-th

e-mexican-revolution-an-international-phenomenon/2016/12/26/2f344fde-c953-11e

6-8bee-54e800ef2a63_story.html. 
 

Maureen Gilmer Do It Yourself Network. "True-Blue Bloomers Colorful Calla Inspired 

Mexican Muralist: [Final Edition]." Journal - Gazette, Jan 04, 2004, pp. 2F. 
ProQuest, 
http://libproxy.lib.unc.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/411138

973?accountid=14244. 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/artists-helped-make-the-mexican-revolution-an-international-phenomenon/2016/12/26/2f344fde-c953-11e6-8bee-54e800ef2a63_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/artists-helped-make-the-mexican-revolution-an-international-phenomenon/2016/12/26/2f344fde-c953-11e6-8bee-54e800ef2a63_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/artists-helped-make-the-mexican-revolution-an-international-phenomenon/2016/12/26/2f344fde-c953-11e6-8bee-54e800ef2a63_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/artists-helped-make-the-mexican-revolution-an-international-phenomenon/2016/12/26/2f344fde-c953-11e6-8bee-54e800ef2a63_story.html
http://libproxy.lib.unc.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/411138973?accountid=14244
http://libproxy.lib.unc.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/411138973?accountid=14244
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Naomi Wagner 

 

Unknown artist 

Spoon Dish with Mythological Scene, 18th century 

porcelain 

2019.47.2 

  

 

The role of the feast in reinforcing social stratification achieves vivid expression in the 

opulent ornamentation and functional impracticality of this eighteenth-century spoon dish. 

The image on the dish appears to depict Neptune and Venus, Greco-Roman god of water and 

goddess of love, respectively. The nakedness of the two deities symbolizes life and fertility, 

while the frolicking horses in the sea below them represent the bounty of the earth. These 

characteristics correspond to the feast as a celebration of overabundance and wealth. But the 

imagery of the spoon dish also prescribes a rigid hierarchy of the natural order in which the 

divine human figure stands above nature (the land and sea) and animals (the horses within 

the sea). This symbolic and visual hierarchy of created beings justifies the hierarchy of 

human society, linking the spoon dish to the function of the feast as a display and 

perpetuation of social stratification. 

 

The small size and mythical imagery of the spoon dish point to its use not as an everyday 

household serving dish but rather as an indicator of status and cultural refinement. A spoon 

dish, especially one as small as this, does not have the same level of practicality as other 

eating implements such as utensils, glasses, and dinner plates. Traces of gold gild the 

scalloped sides of the delicate porcelain dish, showing the greater value placed on 

ornamentation than on function. Importation of Chinese porcelain during the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries became especially popular among wealthy upper-class Europeans, 

who considered Chinese ceramics exotic. This focus on ornamentation and wealth calls to 

mind the extravagant dinner party at the Vaubyessard in Gustave Flaubert’s Madame 

Bovary, which valued cultural refinement and spectacle over inclusion and celebration. The 

spoon dish’s distinct Chinese style, mythological subject matter, and predominantly 

ornamental function mark it as an object used in the diacritical, highly cultured feasting of 

the wealthy, which maintained social hierarchy by excluding the lower classes. 

 

 

 

Flaubert, Gustave. Madame Bovary. Translated by Lydia Davis, Penguin Books, 2015. Print. 
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Sarah Brannum 

 

Makron 

Greek 

Kylix 500-475 BCE 

ceramics 

62.14.2 

 

 

The Kylix was used in ancient Greece as an avenue for drinking wine. The Greeks engaged in 

many drinking parties, otherwise known as Symposia, where the Kylix specifically was used. 

The Symposia are considered feasts due to their inclusivity, enjoyable nature, and the 

facilitation friendships. 

 

The Greeks in general were very gracious people when it came to feasts by, “offering welcome 

to visiting friends who come” (Odyssey Book 3, Line 355). The Symposium is an example of 

the hospitality of the Greeks as these events were large and inclusive. The outer markings of 

the Kylix depict many different people, demonstrating how social these symposia were.  

 

The Symposia in ancient Greece were joyful events, with conversation and drinking. In 

Plato’s Symposium, Eryximachus says sarcastically, “Are we to have neither conversation nor 

singing over our cups; but simply to drink as it we were thirsty?” (MIT). Symposia were not 

events of sustenance, but instead enjoyment and indulgence. Throughout the Kylix, the 

images display different scenes from a Symposium. The top of the Kylix depicts a man 

lounging in a chair and flicking wine dregs at a target. This game was often played at 

Symposia and represents the carefree environment of these social gatherings. This image is 

on the bottom of the bowl in the Kylix so as the drinker was finishing, they could participate 

in the game.  

 

Although wine was an integral piece of Symposia, the Greeks enjoyed wine outside of these 

settings as well. Wine is described as a “drink for a deity” (Odyssey, Book 9, Line 205). The 

gift of wine also symbolized a meaningful relationship with an individual. This relationship 

with wine is described in the Odyssey, where, “Athena [rejoices] in the man so thoughtful 

and civil, seeing that she was the first to whom he would present the gold goblet” (Book 3, 

Line 52-53). Wine was used to grow both friendships and romantic relationships and to 

demonstrate one’s care for another. 

 

The Kylix, being the vessel from which wine is consumed, is a physical relic of the 

importance that wine had in facilitating social relationships in ancient Greece. The 

Symposium was the event where the Kylix was used, and is depicted on the exterior of the 

Kylix as a carefree event. The Symposia is considered a feast due to the inclusivity, the 

celebratory nature, and the ability to facilitate social relationships. 
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Homer, et al. The Odyssey. Seven Treasures Publications., 2010. 

 

“The Internet Classics Archive: Symposium by Plato.” The Internet Classics Archive | 

Symposium by Plato, MIT, classics.mit.edu/Plato/symposium.html. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



19 

 

Claudia Opper 

 

Jane L. O’Neal 

American, born 1945 

Persimmon #1, 2005, printed 2013 

inkjet print 

2014.5 

 

 

Seemingly suspended in air, a persimmon is the prominent subject of this O’Neal print. 

Though the work shows a singular food item, its presence in the frame is provocative. 

Representing the fruit larger than life accentuates the aging process that happens 

immediately after picking a persimmon off a tree. Consequently, it invites viewers to ponder 

an important aspect of a feast: even when dishes are stripped to their most simplistic forms, 

to eat we must kill. 

 

The fruit is propped up so that the stem and leaves point towards the spectator. In an 

analysis of the O’Neal gallery where this work originally appeared, Shana Nys Dambrot 

remarked, “Eerily, it is also clear that nothing on display is still alive.” The shriveled leaves 

appear to already be brown at the edges. Instead of focusing on the plump, juicy flesh fit for 

consumption, one is asked to consider the part of the fruit that is not edible, but also is 

imperative nonetheless. 

 

This calls into question an interesting process in the act of dining and feasting. Food is 

necessary for sustenance, for human life. Yet, in order for humans and other animals to fuel 

themselves, they must consume organic matter. There is much precedent in showing 

sacrifices required to eat in literature and film. In a work as fundamental as the Old 

Testament’s Genesis, a stay in the Garden of Eden was given up for a bite of the forbidden 

fruit. In more recent years, the townspeople in the film Chocolat (2000) trade in tradition for 

the enjoyment of chocolate. O’Neal focuses on a more rudimentary connection between 

feasting and trade-offs. By prominently displaying the part of the persimmon that once 

allowed the fruit to form, one realizes that the fruit has been plucked from its life source for 

the purpose of nourishing someone else. While people may more commonly associate killing 

as part of the food preparation process when meat is involved, harvesting produce can also 

be viewed as an act of where something must be cut off from its life source before it can be 

used in a meal. Seeing one piece of isolated fruit invites thoughts about how much time and 

energy was involved in creating and killing what serve as basic ingredients that might 

otherwise be ignored when feasters are inundated with the remaining components of a 

feasting experience. 

 

So why a persimmon? Why was the persimmon chosen to convey these messages of life, 

decay, and sustenance? O’Neal has not directly commented on her choice of subject. 

Although not a staple fruit in America, persimmons are native to Asia and have been grown 

in the Mediterranean for over a century (Morton). Known as kaki in Japanese, the 

persimmon is especially prevalent in Japan (“The Many Uses of the Delicious Kaki (Japanese 
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Persimmon”). There, it is prized for both being ready-to-eat as soon as one cuts into the fruit 

and for its many uses post-fermentation. Since the fruit holds value soon after it is separated 

from the Earth and once it has time to chemically change after a fermenting process, the 

persimmon appears as an excellent choice for showing how all meals include trade-offs; even 

produce must be separated from its energy source in order to then to provide sustenance for 

feasting animals. 

 

 

Dambrot, Shana Nys. “Jane O'Neal.” Nihilesentimentalgia, 27 Feb. 2012,  

nihilsentimentalgia.com/2012/02/27/%E2%94%90-jane-oneal-%E2%94%94/. 

Morton, Julia F. “Japanese Persimmon.” Japanese Persimmon, Purdue, 2020,  

hort.purdue.edu/newcrop/morton/japanese_persimmon.html. 

“The Many Uses of the Delicious Kaki (Japanese Persimmon).” Japan Info, 7 Dec. 2015,  

jpninfo.com/35207. 
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Rosie Robbins 

 

Nicolas Lancret 

French, 1690 – 1743 

Dance in a Garden, mid-1730s 

oil on canvas 

72.22.1 

 

Through specific details of Dance in a Garden Nicolas Lancret illustrates that an outdoor 

feast contains the power and authority to break aristocratic folk out of their constricting 

norms. The garden allows this particular feast to foster community and a spirit of 

celebration. The classic elements which typically makeup an elite feast, such as the sweeping 

ballroom, or champagne on ice are disregarded in this painting and replaced with stream 

chilled refreshments, and nature’s carpet. With the help of the forest, the guests are invited 

to taste what they constantly crave; sweet freedom.  

 

Traditionally, upper-class feasts were known to prioritize the quality and quantity of the food 

itself. The host of these gatherings would often use the food to communicate their wealth or 

even to provide the guests with pleasure. Lancret portrays that freedom can be found in a 

counter feast by turning the focus from the food to the music and movement in the Garden. 

The long table holds only a small bowl of fruit and is disregarded by every guest. Revealing 

that the food itself is not what demands to be feasted on, instead the dance becomes the main 

course for the hungry partygoers. The dance is unconfined by marbled walls and falls in the 

foreground of the feast; delivering pleasure to all. The dancers' movements and the trees 

surrounding them sway with delight. The guests body language insinuates a lack of elitist 

snobbery for they are entranced by the couple’s liberation. The musician keeps in step with 

the pace of the party through the cadence of his merry tune and the resourceful servant finds 

a nearby stream to keep the alcohol optimally chilled for the guest’s consumption. These 

details reveal that nature blurs the hard line which usually exists between the aristocrats and 

the outside world. This feast gives restricted individuals the space to move around without 

reservation, which allows for the painting to be a spectacle of freedom. It's important to note 

an alternate interpretation based on the way that the two workers (musician and bartender) 

are painted in dark shadows on the outskirts of the celebration. Lancret, could be 

communicating that aristocratic feasts are diacritical rather than communal. Rather than 

collective freedom, there is an element of exclusion which is present and suggests that not all 

are invited to share in the feast. The freedom to feast appears to be exclusive, and designated 

only for the privileged.  

 

In the novel Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert, Emma and Charles have an outdoor 

wedding feast at the Rousalt family farm which raises similar themes to those present in 

Lancret. Flaubert goes into great detail to describe the various modes of transportation 

which deliver the guests, explaining that they arrived: “in carriages, in one-horse chaises, 

two-wheeled cars, old open gigs, wagonettes with leather hoods and the young people who 

were from the nearer villages in carts, in which they stood up in rows, holding on to the sides 
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so as not to fall” (Flaubert, pg. 23). The initial journey over to the banquet proves to be 

extremely cramped. The guest’s are imprisoned in their carts and cars and are crushed in 

number and capacity. Their physical situation corresponds to their emotional confinement. 

These folks are hungry for physical and emotional freedom, and the outdoor feast at the 

Rousalt farm will prove to liberate them. Once the vehicles arrive at the front of the farm, the 

text states that the guests: “got down from all sides, rubbing knees and stretching arms” 

(Flaubert, pg. 23). The way that Flaubert documents the process of travel, from elite 

household to the acreage on the estate, symbolizes the freedom that can be found in an 

outdoor feast.  

 

 

Flaubert, Gustave, 1821-1880. Madame Bovary : Mœurs De Province. Paris:Tallandier, 1967. 
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