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Abstract
Through food we both literally and metaphorically consume wilderness and digest the planet. Our diet is the environment. We feed
on plants and animals, and thus our relationship to flora and fauna
is evident in our culinary trends and methods. It is a narcissistic
relationship in which humans nail the natural other to the wall like
a full-length mirror. When we look at the image reflected back—on
our platters and buffets, in our ingredients and recipes—we see our
complex link to nature, to death, and to the terra firma that will
eventually hold our decomposing bodies.

T

he dirt beneath my fingernails repulses people. Seeing it, you
might feel nauseated. There is no way to romanticize it. They
are not the worn hands of a field worker with bark-like
wrinkles of toughened skin cultivated by hours of farm labor. No, the greenish black stuff lodged under the tough keratin
protein is not soil. I am not a farmer. I am not a gardener. I have not
been harvesting root vegetables, sowing seeds, or planting bulbs.
I am a cook. I work with food. I have worked on five-star trendsetting altars of epicurean opulence, and I have flipped burgers in
greasy spoons. I have mastered the nuances of gently whisking
Lyonnais butter into a delicate beurre blanc sauce, and I can smoke a
rack of ribs that is best washed down with a pale, bland, American
Lager.
As I lift a beer to my lips, you will see those crescents of darkness
beneath my fingernails. It is old food lodged under the skin’s appendage. Perhaps it is salt, pepper, and sugar that burrowed beneath
my nails as I rubbed seasoning onto the flesh of a dead animal
awaiting the white-hot charcoal of the barbecue. Perhaps it is the
herbed emulsification of fatty fruit triglyceride esters (olive oil) with
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protein albumen and vitellus (chicken eggs): that ubiquitous dressing
called mayonnaise. Perhaps Miracle Whip coated the undersides of
my nails as I distributed it with my hands through tubers (potatoes),
bulbs (onions), and petioles (celery stalks) while constructing a
simple potato salad.
The potato salad accompanies the St. Louis style pork ribs. The
sharp acidity of the vinegar and tomato-based North Carolina–style
barbecue sauce provides a refreshing burst of sweet and sour flavor
while cutting through the richness of the mayonnaise and mouth
coating juiciness of the pork fat. Diners inhale these dishes during
Fourth of July and other summer holiday picnics. These are foods
traditionally enjoyed outdoors. The setting is the pastoral serenity of
a public park.
Picnics and Barbecues are two of the more common ways that 21stCentury Americans interact with the great outdoors. But the exterior
setting is hardly necessary; eating is already an interaction with nature. Through food, people both literally and metaphorically consume
wilderness and digest the planet. Diet is the environment. We feed on
plants and animals, and thus our relationship to flora and fauna is
evident in our culinary trends and methods. It is a narcissistic relationship in which humans nail the natural other to the wall like a fulllength mirror. The image reflected back—on platters and buffets, in
ingredients and recipes—is of our complex link to nature, to death, and
to the terra firma that will eventually hold our decomposing bodies.

Kitchen Lifestyle, Kitchen Deathstyle
Hollywood movies about the culinary arts such as Ratatouille
(2007), Babette’s Feast (1988), and Big Night (1996) romanticize the
sensory aspect of gourmet construction: the wafting odor of truffles,
the precision and color palate of presentation, the musical sounds of
clanging porcelain china-like wood chimes, and the clinking rhythms
of aluminum, cast iron, and stainless steel pots and pans. In my
experience, however, the restaurant cooking line is more like a battlefield than an artist’s studio. Feet planted firmly in front of a 12burner range, I learned to ignore the constant violent burn from tiny
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droplets of scorching oil. I struggled to hear my coworker’s conversation despite the constant racket of the super-powered exhaust fan
above my head. Servers screamed. Cooks barked back. I employed
garnish to cover-up foibles from the sauté pan: A dollop of crème
fraiche can mask the charred edge of a wounded chicken breast; a
sprig of rosemary can hide the seam where a severed filet of sea bass
was mended. When wielding a chef’s blade, or flipping the contents
of a pan with the flick of my wrist, the realities of life’s cycles and
death’s inevitability were always present and easily ignored.
Behind the scenes, restaurants reek of death. The sweet smell of
fruit nectar and fresh herbs is always overpowered by the putrid odor
of aging meat and the fetor of fish water. While diners enjoy the
textures of fine linen, the perfume of scented candles, and the sparkle
of polished silver and crystal, cooks hide behind the swinging kitchen
doors, wading in a cesspool of decomposition. As a professional cook,
I often spent 70 or 80 hours a week surrounded by the sensations of
food preparation. In my chef’s jacket and flame retardant pants, I
raced to turn a profit from fruits, vegetables, and animal corpses—
speeding to out run nature’s ticking time bomb of decay before net
gains turned to net losses.
I took my first cooking job when I was 15. On day one I was sent to
the basement walk-in to fetch a pork loin. Instead, I discovered
mortality in the form of a young deer’s rotting flesh. I was just a gofer.
I peeled onions or garlic in between errands. I scrubbed counter tops. I
spent all night awaiting commands. When Chef ran low on ingredients in his reach-in box, he screamed, ‘‘Jap!’’ The nickname, a popular
acronym for ‘‘Jewish American Princess,’’ was intentionally demeaning and meant to remind me that I was not yet initiated into the
fraternity of male kitchen workers. It was a triple play, scoring insults
three ways at once. My Jewish heritage, I could never escape. My
upper middle class upbringing was invoked as a handicap, not
privilege. And I would spend years trying to overcome feelings of
inferiority brought on by the misogynist implications that I was girly.
Still a pubescent boy at the time, the banter of the kitchen defined my
ideal of adult maleness. Like a microcosm of U.S. patriarchal modernity and its exclusive reliance on rational science, the cooking line
taught me that my own masculinity should be marked not only by
frying-pan-chemistry’s ability to cheat death, but also by the size of
the profit one can turn in the process.
‘‘Jap!’’ He screamed and then took care to remind me that my
people were not the chosen ones of the restaurant industry. ‘‘Do you
even know what pork looks like?’’ I nodded and rushed down the
wobbly wooden stairs to the refrigerator in the basement. My brow
was soaked in sweat from the hot kitchen. The chill of cold air
blowing over compressed Freon coils made me shiver.
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I searched the right side of the walk-in, the image of a pork loin in
my mind’s eye. The loin cut of pork is the narrow muscle that sits
along the top of a pig’s spine. I pictured this tissue considering it as
both muscle and meat, both anatomy and food. I imagined the sawed
off loin ribs that would likely still be attached. I sensed into my body
and felt my own loin running along my back and holding my body
upright. It pressed against my skin and I felt the itchy synthetic fabric
from which my chef’s whites were sewn. Polyester pressed into my
pores, open from perspiration. I was reminded how closely related
I am to a pig: we are both made of meat.
In my attempt to locate the pork, I surveyed the entire inventory of
refrigerated goods. Hurried, I rushed to search through everything.
But I was not prepared for what I found within the thick black garbage liners on the bottom shelf. At first it just looked like a small leg
of lamb, but as I reached into the bag, I discovered a headless deer.
This was not Venison. Euphemisms meant to obstruct the image are
useless when staring at a skinless corpse. This was deer, dead deer: the
carious corpse of a slaughtered fawn. The membrane and sinew that
covered the muscle was yellow with rot, and I could feel the heavy
and grainy mucus of decomposition on my hands. It was thick and
pasty, at once gooey and dry. It seemed to coat the inside of my throat
as I took a deep breath in through my nose. I smelled the festering
flesh and I felt the odor pass through my nasal cavity and settle on the
back of my tongue. I almost gagged.
Today, equipped with the insights of depth psychology, I realize
that this was my misguided 15-year-old initiation into patriarchal
adulthood. It combined lessons of chemistry, business, and my human relationship to the natural other. My education was provided not
only through interaction with male authority figures and the behaviors they modeled, but also through hands-on engagement with
the natural materials of food preparation. I learned that stoicism must
trump squeamishness in the worlds of life, death, and the professional
kitchen. I learned to separate matter from meaning. A restaurant
education reinforced the Abrahamic religions’ divine directive to
subdue the earth and ‘‘have dominion over the fish of the sea, and
over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon
the earth’’ (Genesis 1:28). In the kitchen, surrounded by oil, steam,
and flame, chemistry united Western religion and Enlightenment
philosophy. Spirit was removed from matter—body from the socalled superior human mind—and a feast was fixed daily in honor of
the Cartesian split.

Where Supermarket Is, Superego Shall Be
Folks who never work in a restaurant kitchen learn similar lessons
at the grocery store. When I left the restaurant business after 15 years,
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I was surprised to encounter the numbness of retail food purchasing.
The absence of sensory information in the consumer food marketplace was astounding. Thanks to the food industry’s ability to separate consumer from things consumed, I easily forgot that my survival
is dependent on consuming that which is ordinarily referred to as
‘‘nature.’’ Marketing conceals the earthly origins of food, emphasizing instead how I will feel and who I can become when I buy a
‘‘product.’’
It is sold that way because, just like everyone else, I buy it.
Unconsciously—and in some cases, consciously—I prefer that my food
be distanced from its source. I do not want to be reminded that my provisions come from the same place as I do. Bruce Wilshire writes, ‘‘Many
of us today are both attracted and repelled by what wilderness might
bring forth. Unclarified fear predominates’’ (Wilshire, 1998, p. 55).
Wilderness is usually absent when my forged carbon steel blade
slices into the flesh of a deer’s bicep or the psoas major muscle that
sits by a pig’s lumbar vertebrae. Decades of sensory deprivation at the
dinner table prevent me from considering meat to be prey. Sometimes, however, I remember the headless deer, and cannot help but
consider what it means to sit at the top of the earth’s food chain.
The predator’s heightened sensory awareness is idealized in films
that depict ancient tribal humans or in television nature documentaries. The smallest sound, such as a snapping twig, triggers a
turn of the head. Visual contrast is expansive as the primordial human eye surveys forest greenery. The scent of dinner wafts through
the air while it is still running for its life.
I imagine I have evolved from superior hunters. Like comic book
heroes—so the story goes—I once had super hearing, super smell,
super sight. New-age spiritual philosophies, yoga classes, and even
business management guidebooks tell me I can re-cultivate these
gifts through a Zen-like presence in the moment. The skeptic in me
sees the contradiction. The depth psychologist in me rests in the
ambiguity between fantasies of cultural detox and fantasies of evolutionary progress. On the one hand, I am nostalgic for a feral state
of super sensory enlightenment. On the other hand, I am content—or
at least complacent—with the small part my senses play in modern
survival.
The supermarket, for example, does not smell like fruits and
vegetables. It is well ventilated to eliminate the wafting odors. Meat is
processed into portions and wrapped in Styrofoam and plastic. It does
not resemble its animal source. On some level, I assume this is because nobody wants to think about the cute furry face of the being we
will devour. But it is also because modern humans seem to go to great
lengths to forget that they are predators. Food merchandisers, realizing this, blur the trophic dynamics ‘‘which describe the position that

an organism occupies in a food chain—what an organism eats, and
what eats the organism’’ (Trophic Dynamics, 2009).
As a restaurant worker, I was constantly confronted with the relationship between predator and prey. Blood regularly dripped from
large shrink-wrapped hunks of muscle and sinew. The consumer food
market, however, hides the realities of eating flesh. Small portions of
meat are patted dry: blood, mucus, and membrane are missing. As I
walk through the meat aisle, I am struck by the absence of bone. I
cannot imagine these cuts within my own body. Further, the lighting
helps each steak glow a curious purple-like red, a color that somehow
bears no resemblance to the pigmentation of blood. I notice the
crinkle cut top of the plastic green edging that separates eye-roast
from flank steak. This curiosity seems better fit for a manicured
garden than a butcher’s display case. Interestingly, it is the Freudianinfluenced clinical psychologist Louis Cheskin’s work, studying how
perception impacts purchasing decisions, that led to the color green’s
increased presence on meat displays. Cheskin discovered that merchants could manipulate consumer’s choices using color theory.
Complimentary colors enhance each other; therefore, the presence of
green leads to the perception of fresher ‘‘red’’ meat (Cheskin, 1951).
Cheskin is a business guru, not a depth psychologist. He does not
ask what ‘‘fresh’’ means. Is fresh meat closer to being alive? Is it more
recently killed? Or does it mean tempting? It seems to mean
mouthwatering without reminding me that I will be ingesting the
flesh of a once living being. After all, do I want to be reminded that
my own apex predator status is rooted just beneath the humus of my
culinary illusions? No. Food peddlers go to great lengths to conceal
the consumer’s place on the food chain, because predators are animals: mere earth creatures. I don’t really want to face my identity as
an earthling. I don’t want to admit that I am just like a raccoon, a
worm, an amoeba. This would require, as Gary Snyder writes, in The
Practice of the Wild, acknowledging, ‘‘that each of us at the table will
eventually be part of the meal’’ (Snyder, 1997, p.19).
No, the supermarket is not the place for exhibits and panoramas
promoting natural selection. Instead, it is a giant symbolic reminder
of humankind’s imagined separateness from nature: a place that
reinforces the modern detachment from nature’s feeding cycle. The
modern food marketplace has become a temple for gliding closer to
the Godlike (read unearthly) side of the divine/human continuum.
Shoppers want food to be lifeless carbon-based nutrients that exist
only to feed our hungry souls. However, there is no denying the
bioorganic origin of edible matter. What we eat was once alive.
At the supermarket, therefore, shoppers are like scavengers feeding on corpses and detritus (decomposing organic matter) entombed
in cardboard, paper, plastic, and glass. These methods of preservation
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are simply the corporate industrial equivalent of old-fashioned
country kitchen canning, curing, smoking, and jarring. Preservatives
increase the distance between our food’s life and death. From where
I stand, the life of my food is so far away that I can barely catch a
glimpse. And I wouldn’t want to see it anyway. The goal of food
preservation is to retain a food’s energy-providing nutrients while
concealing the food chain.

Fruit and Funerals Like Apples and Oranges
Recently, on a trip to the west coast, I had a chance to pick oranges
off a tree. I tucked them into a plastic shopping back and then carried
them onto a plane. I arrived home to the east coast and presented the
citrus to my 4-year-old son. ‘‘Sergey,’’ I asked, ‘‘Do you want to try
the freshest orange you’ve ever tasted?’’ He laughed. Not just a giggle
or a snicker, but a hysterical belly laugh. He ran to his mother,
‘‘Mama, dad is so silly!’’ He ran back to me, pointed at the orange and
exclaimed, ‘‘That orange has a leaf on it. A leaf. Hah. That’s crazy!
Why does it have a leaf on it? You’re a silly magic dad!’’
I understood him perfectly. In a world where oranges are found
under specialty lighting on custom-built displays, flora and fruit
seem counter intuitive together. Flora belongs potted in the garden
center at Home Depot. Fruit is erected into pyramids on Wegman’s
tilt-top produce risers.
I remember feeling the same way Sergey did. As a child, I always
enjoyed trips to pick-your-own farms. We would head into Lancaster,
Pennsylvania’s Amish farmland, to pick peaches, apples, or pumpkins. We would trek across the river to New Jersey and fill bushels and
baskets with corn, cranberries, and blueberries.
Something about seeing the fruit as an extension of a tree was
magical to me. That a plump juicy orange could grow out of a stick
was miraculous. I was dumbfounded by the dynamism that seemed
frozen in time as well defined and separate categories like wood and
fruit morphed together into a single object, blurring the divisions that
were emphasized in my school textbooks. It was therefore a numinous experience to pluck a fruit from the end of a branch. I felt
omnipotent and divine. I was able to cut off the life force with my
little hands. I was able to render an orange no longer part of nature as
I changed it into merely food. Citrus seemed to be carried from living
to dead, from plant-life to matter.
Death, when imaged through food, seemed to exist on a continuum. Allowing—no, encouraging—the plant and animal carcasses to become (impossibly) more and more dead transforms
foodstuff into matter. Perhaps I was attracted to cooking in my teens
because conveniently, after performing the Cartesian exercise of
removing soul from the animal or vegetable body, I could utilize
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what felt like semi-divine dominance in the form of the culinary
arts. The culinary arts, after all, share some of the same symbolic
and archetypal themes as poetic, visual, and performing arts. This is
made apparent through a careful analysis of the metaphors at work
in the processing of food.
Consider the gastronomic production cycle of fruit. When I severed a fruit from its tree—from its life source—I imagined that the
dying process set in immediately. It started decomposing, rotting. My
mother, urging me to eat the brown squishy parts of the banana,
called this rotting ripening and explained that with ripening the fruit
gets sweeter and better for eating.
Eventually I learned that if it is not embalmed with an antioxidant preservative, if it is not mummified in glass or plastic, fruit
will cross the threshold from sweet death to sour death. The process
of fermentation sets in and microorganisms feed on the decaying
carcass. The natural sugar and carbohydrates are converted into
alcohol. Wine or beer is produced. It is a wonderful inebriant, but
according to the metaphorical language of food preparation, it is
not yet fully dead. Oenophiles still speak of its body, its mouth feel.
There are impurities: tannins and sediments. It is not fully preserved. It can still turn to vinegar. Symbolically, therefore, more
death is imminent.
However, I can immortalize the fruit. I can draw out its essential
nature—the essence of the sweet juicy ‘‘envelope’’ of nature’s creative
potential manifested as seed. Through a process of extraction known
as distillation I can transform wine, or beer into the closest material
equivalent to its pure incorporeal fundamental core. Hence the name
‘‘spirit.’’ Through engagement with mortality—engagement with the
life and death cycles of raw cooking ingredients both practically and
metaphorically—I can encounter the divine, or pure spirit.
If the metaphoric parallels to religion that I am drawing seem farfetched, consider that spirits’ quality supposedly increases with age.
A 1926 bottle of Macallan Scotch whiskey sold for $54,000 at
Christie’s in 2007. While auction houses have clearly proven the
financial truism that the age of liquor is proportionate to its market
value, critics have long argued about whether or not older actually
tastes better. An explanation for this controversy might be found in
psychology rather than chemistry. It seems that the general willingness to accept that older equals better (in wine, cheese, meat, and
vinegar) is illustrative of a root metaphor involving the human lifeand-death cycle. The spirit gains value with age because of the idea
that its bodiless immortality has withstood the test of time. The fine
spirit has truly attained finality, and it is no longer susceptible to
crude somatic vulnerabilities. When no mortal body or matter remains we encounter spirit.
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100% Pure and Ready for the Afterlife
The symbolic language of our culinary arts and the ritual techniques of gastronomic processes seem to be narcissistic reflections of
humanity’s complex relationship with death. In other words, I dealt
with the philosophical trauma of my ultimate return to earth through
the metaphors of cooking. Nature is reduced to matter, and matter is
eventually made pure.
But wasn’t it pure to begin with? No, purity is not equivalent to
natural. Purity is the freedom from material (and spiritual) pollutants
or foreign matter. An apple that I pluck right from the tree, for example, is crisp, sweet, and juicy before any gastronomic procedures.
But it is not pure. The poetic chef in me would venture to say that a
perfection of esthetic balance exists in the fruit’s flavor, texture, and
color at the time of harvest. The tender pop of biting through the taut
shiny skin releases a burst of liquid slightly thicker than water. The
moisture of the juice complements the crunchy starch of the flesh.
The sweetness and the acidity of the nectar entwine on your tongue
and slide down your throat in a fervid embrace. You can taste the sun
and the rain, the dirt and the tree bark. The seasonal inconsistency of
plant and animal flavors and its causal relationship with the weather
is evidence that all of nature is married in each bite. The natural
ambience—the surroundings of its creation—is present in the fruit
itself. It is the landscape in your mouth. But the terrain—the beginnings and endings in dirt—is precisely what gastronomic practice
aims to eradicate. It is not pure until we remove every last remnant of
its natural origins with culinary techniques.
It seems paradoxical, then, that the American consumer is preoccupied with the geographical and agricultural origins of food. Last
night, for example, I fried up Halloumi cheese imported from Cyprus
to a Whole Foods Market in downtown Philadelphia. Halloumi—all
cheese, for that matter—is essentially preserved milk, fermented, and
brined in salt (a mineral rock). Preservation allows me to enjoy the
exotic delicacy despite the fact that the natural life cycle—in which
ruminant mammals eat local grasses and other vegetation before
producing milk for their young—takes place 5542 miles away. Tonight my wife and I are going out for sushi. I will most likely order
Hamachi, because modern transportation technology has made it
possible for me to eat fresh caught (and barely dead) Japanese Amberjack native to Northwest Pacific waters (6794 miles away) without
the use of any preservation techniques.
Foods from exotic places have long held cultural appeal. When I
began my career as a cook, neither transportation nor industrial
preservation was as ubiquitous as it is now. I had never even heard of
halloumi, and sushi was a rarity. Each infrequent arrival of an exotic
ingredient conjured imagery of foreign lands and distant places.

Working with a fresh white truffle, for instance, was tantamount to
walking the countryside of Piedmont city of Alba. After all, the soul
of the place was present in the smell, taste, and feel of the tuberous
fungi. But the global media has made distant places less alien. Industrialized food distribution has made foreign ingredients more
accessible. And geographical exoticism has lost its edge. Now foodies
are looking for sophisticated eco-culinary adventure in their own
backyards. Trends like the local food movement, emphasizing regional proximity, and the organic farming movement, which promotes unadulterated agriculture, are getting more and more popular.
For example, a recent Walmart press release announced increased
partnerships with local growers: ‘‘Wal-Mart is working with state
departments of agriculture and local farmers to develop or revitalize
growing areas for products like corn in Mississippi and cilantro in
Southern Florida which had not grown there before or which were
once native crops’’ (Walmart Stores, Inc., 2009). Nativity has become
the new exoticism. It is a fashion trend. It is a fad with marketability
akin to the hula-hoop, the slinky, and Barack Obama T-shirts.
Walmart barely addresses the political point that local food activists
are trying to put forward. That ‘‘what we are seeing,’’ as Vandana Shiva
writes in Stolen Harvest (2000), ‘‘is the emergence of food totalitarianism in which a handful of corporations control the entire food chain
and destroy alternatives so that people do not have access to diverse,
safe foods produced ecologically’’ (Shiva, 2000, p.17). But Walmart’s
marketing department does not miss the metaphorical point. What
captures the consumer’s imagination—and therefore his paycheck—is
not the political and ecological inequity of corporate industrial agriculture, but rather the concept of the sanctity of wilderness.
Therefore, the discussion of food’s agricultural origins seems to
have become a moralistic one in which words like ‘‘holy,’’ ‘‘sacred,’’
and ‘‘pure’’ have been translated to ‘‘local,’’ ‘‘fresh,’’ and ‘‘organic.’’
Thus, the media pollinates the cultural gastronomic landscape with
sound bites extolling the superiority of free-range beef, chicken, and
eggs. Never mind that few take the time to investigate what these
words on the label actually mean. The important thing is that the
imagery implies that these foods are uncaged, untainted, and therefore holy. After all, William Cronon reminds us that wilderness, posttwentieth century, is ‘‘frequently likened to Eden itself’’ (Cronon,
1989, p.4). Each nibble, therefore, is like a communion wafer through
which you consume the holy spirit of a messianic redemption.
Is the soot beneath my fingernails any less repulsive if I tell you I
only cook with morally superior local and organic ingredients? I
doubt it, because the cultural ambience of food consumption is
populated with colliding and contradictory narratives. In one story a
bounty of raw ingredients is reduced to depraved matter to preserve
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the auspice of humanity’s dominance over nature. In another story the
ingredients themselves hold the messianic potential to return us to
tabula rasa of the Garden of Eden. The former narrative has commodified nature so extremely that current atmosphere of gastropolitical activism offers a compensatory swing to the latter. The danger
is that the food snob mistakes compensation for consciousness. This is
what happens when the sound bite on the end of my fork reflects a
fundamentalist methodology that promotes one moralistic perspective
over the other. In both narratives the food acts as a mirror that reflects
authentic aspects of our human predicament. Both stories are rooted in
ideologies that have political, economic, ecological, and social ramifications, but the stories themselves are narcissistic. That is, they mirror
the Selves we like to see. One may or may not take Genesis 1:27
literally—that humanity was created in God’s own image; but undoubtedly, humanity makes dinner in its own. I wonder what food
could look like, taste like, and feel like were we to take it for what it is:
neither the villain in a postindustrial corporate economy nor the local
sustainable solution an impending environmental tragedy. Instead, it
is a living part of the eco-cycle in which we participate.
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