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The lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are still 

truly adjusted to each other; who has retained the spirit of infancy 

even into the era of manhood. His intercourse with heaven and earth, 

becomes part of his daily food. 

 
 

Nature 
 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Body as Matter, Body as Flesh 

Nicole Petrescu 

Mentors: Robert Gero, Patricia Olynyk, Ronald Fondaw, John Sarra, Joan Hall 

and Lauren Adams. 

  

Daily scientific news reports comment on the declining health of our planet. The 

major contributing factors may be listed as: overpopulation, pollution, resource 

overexploitation, and the destruction of the ecosystems; all these factors are related to 

human activity or the abuse of the natural resources. In my paper, Body as Matter, Body 

as Flesh I propose an ontological and phenomenological evaluation of the human 

agency in the world. The subject of my paper is bread, substance that symbolically and 

objectively entertains human life, and offers a cultural temporal revolve between past, 

present and the future. The making, baking and breaking of bread carry a multitude of 

meanings that I associate with art making. Past and contemporary artists have explored 

the potential granted by the staff of life1, and some of them are mentioned in this paper. 

I address the philosophical, cultural and spiritual characteristics that drive my creative 

process, but I question the abuses and peculiarities generated by the contemporary 

market forces. I believe that through association, humanity amplifies its vocation to 

resonate harmoniously with the entire world. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 the staff of life bread or another staple food– Origin: Old English stæf  of Germanic origin, 

http://www.wordreference.com/definition/staff_of_life, 4/20/2011 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Humans share a limited space with all the other creatures of the earth, plant or 

animal, visible and invisible bodies, all depending on the health of the present 

ecosystem. The existence in the physical space is not an abstraction, an intellectual 

speculation, nor a cultural construct. It is a fact that humans encounter every single 

moment as living entities. Life itself is the manifestation of the material, informational 

and energetic flow and exchanges among all physical entities that occupy the same 

physical space. If we are to survive like a species, we have to acknowledge our 

bondage to a shared locum and adopt the necessary responsibilities to preserve and 

ensure symbiotic links among all living systems. An optimized bondage with the 

environment provides our sustenance, subsistence, growth and development. The 

sense of intimacy and protection provided by entrusting the body to a safe and nurturing 

environment generates a significant sense of belonging as well as accountability. 

The human body has experienced a conventional connectedness to the 

environment for many millennia, connectedness severed by the modern, enduring 

humanist thought. This disconnect does not come from lack of appreciation of the world 

outside our own self, but from intellectual distancing which creates some type of 

disorientation. Philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, in his book, The End of the World 

describes disorientation a ―partition between the exterior and interior‖2. What 

determined humanity to lose its ability to live harmoniously and happily in the world, with 

                                                 
2
 Nancy, Jean-Luc, The Sense of the World, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, London, 1993, 

p.6 
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the world, to lose its sense of intimacy, safeguard, community, and subjectivity, as 

Nancy acknowledges3? 

The locum that has provided dwelling and heaven to humans has always been the 

natural environment. Ecology is the scientific study of the living organisms, the 

relationship to each other and their surroundings. Frederic E. Clements4, a philosopher 

and scientist, started to advance the study of ecology with his 1905 publication 

Research Methods in Ecology, and later developed the idea of ―plant communities‖ as 

superorganisms. His studies launched a debate between reductionism and ecological 

holism5, a debate that continues to be argued from different points of view by social 

ecology, deep ecology, science, and philosophy. In a few words, different viewpoints 

emphasize the whole (holism) or the part (reductive). Reductionism is the philosophical 

view which asserts that a given entity is a collection or combination of smaller, simpler 

entities, such as atoms or cells, which dictate the main characteristics of the whole6. At 

the social scale, reductionism emphasizes the individual and his unique characteristics, 

rather than the community. The opposite view, holism, emphasizes the collective 

characteristics and interdependence of a group in a given temporal environ. Speaking 

about the environment, George Sessions, professor of philosophy, asserts that the 

environmental crisis may be attributed to the ―West‘s anthropocentric philosophical and 

                                                 
3
 Ibid, p.3 

4
 Shantz,H.L., Frederic Edward Clements, Ecology, 1945, 26, 4, pp. 317-319, Ecological Society of 

America 
5
 Barnhill, David Landis, Deep Ecology, Oct. 2006, http://www.eoearth.org/article/Deep_ecology, p.2 

6
 Britannica Online Encyclopedia, Reductionism, 

http://www.britannica.com.libproxy.wustl.edu/EBchecked/topic/494866/reductionism, 4/22/2011 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Science
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Superorganism
http://www.refworks.com.libproxy.wustl.edu/Refworks/~0~
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religious orientation and values.‖7 This stream of thought led Sessions and Arne Naess 

to formulate eight principles that govern deep ecology, which I paraphrase below8: 

1. Both human and nonhuman lives have intrinsic values that determine the well 

being of life on earth. The inherent value of nonhuman life is independent of its 

ability to serve human purposes.  

2.  The richness of the natural world is a value in itself and should be protected. 

3. Humans have no right to disrupt this richness and should be mindful on how they 

utilize the natural resources beyond the purpose of satisfying vital needs. 

4. The staggering increase in human population numbers affects the sustainability 

and well being of human culture. 

5. The present level of human interference with nonhuman life is abusive and 

rapidly degrading the quality of life on earth, and these 

6. The public should require and governments should implement new policies in 

order to positively affect basic economic, technological, and ideological 

structures. 

7. The ideological changes needed are those that affect the quality of life, not the 

standards of living. 

Naess‘ principles emphasize the quality of life for all life on earth, which is dependent on 

humans‘ understanding of their priorities and initiating adequate measures to correct 

                                                 
7
 Sessions, George, Deep Ecology for the 21

st
 Century, 1995 Boston and London, p.8 

8
 Barnhill, Deep Ecology, p.2 
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inadequacies. A qualitative life provides comfort and nourishment for the ―flesh‖9 of the 

world.  

The phenomenological lens reveals an ever evolving journey of the human thought 

through historical time. In early times, Emperocles (c.492-432 BC) argues that the roots 

of life take their nourishment from four everlasting elements: earth, water, air and fire 

(energy). ―With earth, we perceive earth, with water water, with air divine fire, with fire 

destructive fire, with love love, and strife with baneful strife.‖10 He believed that these 

four elements are the building blocks of all living matter, hence belonging to the same 

existential realm governed by tensions between love and strife. About the same time, 

Democritus and Leucippus (c.460 BC – 370 BC) developed the first atomist theory, 

emphasizing that all processes depend on the laws of nature11. Aristotle (322 BC) 

adopted hylomorphism, which distinguishes form (morphe) from matter (hyle), two 

separate concepts that exist as a unit12. 

The fact that matter finds a way to connect and interlink might be what Merleau-

Ponty had in mind when talking about rectifying the rupture between one‘s body and the 

world.13 More recently, Maturana and Varela wrote in Autopoiesis and Cognition: the 

Realization of the Living: "Living systems are cognitive systems, and living as a process 

is a process of cognition. This statement is valid for all organisms, with or without a 

                                                 
9
 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, The Intertwining-the Chiasm, The Continental Aesthetics Reader, Routledge, 

London, New York, 2000 
10

  Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Empedocles , http://www.iep.utm.edu/empedocl/, 4/20/2011 
11

 Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Leucippus , http://www.iep.utm.edu/empedocl/, 4/20/2011 
12

 Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Aristotle: Biology, http://www.iep.utm.edu/aris-bio/, 4/21/2011 
13

 Merleau-Pointy, Chiasm p.177 
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nervous system.‖14 This far-encompassing assumption attempts to settle the 

fundamental dualistic fragmentation between humans and other living systems. Their 

theory has generated further scientific and philosophical discourses (both inquisitive and 

constructive), especially regarding cognition, pedagogy and Autopoiesis15 (initially a 

system describing the auto production of living systems). All these philosophical 

perspectives attempt to examine, along historical timeline, the nature of being and its 

socio-moral implications. 

The contemporary post-industrial paradigm, characterized by a hedonistic social 

culture, creates alienation, solitude, and vulnerability. Taking on fragmentation, many 

artists as well as scientists and theorists decided to act as positive mediators in 

rechanneling social discourses towards essential human values by proposing 

phenomenological and eco-phenomenological relational stances. Contemporary art 

practice continues the historical avant-garde tradition of connecting art with life, and 

further develops systems of interaction at the community-social level. Speaking at 

Washington University in 1995, Suzi Gablik states that the artist‘s consciousness 

shapes the contemporary art which she calls connective aesthetics, and it is outgrowing 

its attributes defined by art autonomy16; connective aesthetics embodies a vision, and 

has a purpose aimed toward social change. Present relational or connective artistic 

methodologies generate transformative practices that incorporate the artist‘s ethical and 

                                                 
14

 Maturana,Humberto R.; Varela,Francisco J., Autopoiesis and Cognition: the Realization of the Living, 
Dordrecht, Holland ; D. Reidel Pub. Co., 1980, p.13 
15

 Poiesis is the Greek term for production 
16

 Gablik, Suzi, Suzi Gablik Discusses Connective Aesthetics-Art after Individualism, Video recording, 
1997 
 

http://www.refworks.com/RWSingle/~0~
http://www.refworks.com/RWSingle/~0~
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political views, engage communities, thus becoming mostly manifest of the participatory, 

communicative relationships between the art, artist and the audience. Current socio-

political issues become the subject of the artwork, presented by means of performance, 

video, installation, workshops, etc. Popular social concerns such as discrimination, 

inequality, wealth versus poverty, immigration, animal rights, the environment, and so 

forth, are all legitimate topics that artists can address and pass to communities for 

interpretation and dissemination.  The tradition of socially engaged art that developed 

during the late 20th Century may be exemplified by the works of Mierle Laderman 

Ukeles (Touch Sanitation Show, 1979-1980), and Suzanne Lacy (The Crystal Quilt, 

1987). The relational artist, inspired by historical avant-garde precedents and 

theorists/critics like Nicolas Bourriaud or Suzi Gablik, becomes the mediator, the 

negotiator, even the administrator between the chosen subject-ideology, the community, 

the audience, and the freely evolving artwork. Relational (or connective) aesthetics 

attempts to overcome the myth of isolation and reaches out to the community in its 

attempt to develop meaningful discourses and participatory processes within the 

processes of life itself. Numerous contemporary artists, such as Olaful Eliasson, Anne 

Hamilton, Agnes Denes, Maya Lin, Andy Goldsworthy, Yutaka Kobayashi and many 

others, inspired by revised concepts on reality, technology and scientific advancements, 

seek to channel their discourses towards a relationship with the world, with one another, 

and the inhabited place, the environment, which contains the body.  
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CONTEMPORARY PRACTICE AND HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS 
 

 Fig 1 

Nathaniel Katz, Fare il Pane a Bologna Video, http://nkatz.org/pane/, 2009 
 

In 2009-2010, in Bologna (Italy), Nathaniel Katz, Valentina Curandi, and Chiara 

Landonio planned and implemented a collaborative project with public participation. 

They envisioned and set up a participatory workshop for bread making in the city‘s 

public market in order to provide a platform for sharing information, abilities and 

knowledge. The participants made and shared bread in the public space, emphasizing 

the commonality of bread making as a daily, social activity. The participants carried the 

prepared dough and went in a procession across the streets of the city, towards the 

Municipal Modern and Contemporary Art Museum, where the artists had previously built 

a traditional dome oven for baking the bread. All involved learned from each other and 

restored a dormant tradition of the place. The aesthetic intention was ―an investigation 

into the language of desire for community and the displacement of this language into 
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various modes of representation and communication.‖17 The project‘s blog illustrates the 

implemented methodology and archived images of the developments, but the artists 

themselves managed to avoid being the central focus of the project. They started with a 

concept and allowed the participants to take over, to adorn the subsequent 

developments, to make the artwork themselves. The success was measured in 

participation and time spent in the temporal community, as a tribute to a revived 

ethnographic tradition.18 Making Bread in Bologna reminds us of participatory 

precedents in the avant garde. 

About thirty years earlier, in 1982, Agnes Danes planted and later harvested a 2-

acre wheat field in New York's Battery Park Landfill. Her project, Wheatfield--A 

Confrontation, created an image of harmonic balance between two opposites (the city 

and vernacular rural fields) that can function as a greater cultural denomination. The 

artist uses her vision to call for contemplation and to offer concrete possibilities. Her 

initiative to work the fields was not new. She has always been interested in conveying 

her beliefs regarding deteriorating human values that affect the land, fields and the 

urban space. Fourteen years earlier, in a ritualistic performance, she planted rice fields 

in Art Park, NY. During the development of the Ricefield project, the artist discovered 

the high levels of soil toxicity, which she hoped to clean through phytoremediation. 

Phytoremediation19 is the process of using plants (where phyto stands for plant in 

                                                 
17

 http://nkatz.org/ (artist‘s website) 
18

 http://fareilpaneabologna.net/ 
19

 United Nations Environment Programme, Division of Technology, Industry and Economics,  
Phytoremediation:An Environmentally Sound Technology for Pollution Prevention, Control and 
Remediation An Introductory Guide To Decision-Makers, 4/18/2011 
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ancient Greek, and remedium stands for restore in Latin) to clean up contaminated soil 

in order to mitigate an environmental problem to an ecological acceptable standard. 

Danes‘ project has never been tested to scientifically quantify if phytoremediation had 

an impact at the selected site. During her performance she buried a time capsule 

nearby containing forty questions, such as: "Which do you think will prove ultimately 

more important to mankind—science or love?"20 The image we may associate Danes 

with, based on her work, is the image of a woman mediating the geometry of New 

York‘s skyline with the golden tones of the adjacent wheat field (Fig 2). The image 

becomes a plausible setting in the context of the revitalized urban farming trend, which 

emerged during the World Wars and reemerged in 1970s. By 1990s, urban farming 

became ―the fastest growing industry in the world…‖ according to Peter Ducker,21 a 

social ecologist. The appeal for urban farming may be related to the desire to reconnect 

and reposition human experience closer to the vernacular memories of the 20th Century.  

Agnes Danes is not the only artist that has incorporated the idea of soil 

remediation in her work. Mel Chin, a multi-disciplinary contemporary artist employs 

conceptual art and scientific approach to develop a holistic methodology of healing. One 

of his major projects, Revival Field, is an example for what ecologists may call green 

remediation, or the scientific application of environmentally sound techniques to 

counteract the economic and social footprint of a contaminated space. 

                                                 
20

 Time Magazine, Environment: Amber Waves of Grime, Environment, 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,925721,00.html, 4/1/2011 
21

 Urban Agriculture Network, Community-Based Urban Agriculture as History and Future, City Farmer, 
Canada's Office of Urban Agriculture, 2002 
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  Fig 2 

Agnes Denes, Wheatfield-A Confrontation, Battery Park Landfill, Downtown Manhattan, 1982. Courtesy of 
the Artist and Public Art Fund, New York. 
 

Mel Chin used living plants trying to remove toxic, heavy metals from the soil in a land 

field in St. Paul, Minnesota. Jeffrey Kastner, author of Land and Environmental Art, 

wrote in 1991: "[Chin‘s] synthesis of art, history, and science changes not only the 

viewers' conception of life on earth but ultimately the earth itself." 22 Mel Chin‘s 

influential art is promoting and encouraging an eco-phenomenological approach to living 

towards restoration of moral values. Chin considers that the conceptual aesthetic of 

Revival Field, "relates to [his] interest in alchemy and [his] understanding of 

transformative processes and the mutable nature of materials. The goal is to transform 

contaminated soil back into rich earth, free of heavy metals, capable of sustaining a 

diverse ecosystem.‖23 Mel Chin‘s project cannot provide an immediate, comprehensive 

solution for land remediation, but it is a considerable attempt to initiate inter-disciplinary 

discourses towards a significant ecological matter. He calls for an ethical collective 

                                                 
22

 Kroug, Don, Art & Ecology: Ecological Art Perspectives and Issues: Ecological Restoration: Mel Chin, 
http://www.greenmuseum.org/c/aen/Issues/chin.php, 4/12/2011 
23

 Chin, Mel, Revival Fields, http://freshkillspark.wordpress.com/tag/reclamation/ , 4/1/2011 

http://www.refworks.com.libproxy.wustl.edu/Refworks/~0~
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effort in considering possible solutions for environmental healing. Dr. Rufus Chaney, the 

scientist working tirelessly with the artist, evaluates ongoing results of the project and 

will stand by the artist until ―Revival Field…has become a technology.‖24 Dr. Chaney 

acknowledged that the goal to successfully remove heavy metals through 

phytoremediation has not been successful to his satisfaction yet. 

 Fig.3 

Chin, Mel, Revival Field, schematic drawing, 1990  
Graphite, ink and photocopied images on rag board, 24 x 36   
 
 

With intimate undertones, Anne Hamilton‘s 1991 installation-performance Malediction 

addresses sensible connections between folds of time as a journey into historical facts 

as feed for memory and healing, a communion between substances of the world. 

Hamilton uses bread dough and wine (Eucharistic elements of Christianity), her 

participatory body, and sound to pay tribute to the memory of one hundred forty six 

workers that perished in a fire at the beginning of the 20th Century, not far from the 

gallery where she is performing at this time.25  A recording is playing  Walt Whitman‘s 

Sing the Body Electric, his personal tribute to the departed. The raw bread dough 

                                                 
24

 Finkelpearl,Tom; Acconci,Vito, Dialogues in public art: interviews, 2000, p.417 
25

 Hamilton, Malediction, 1991, http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/hamilton/card2.html, 4/20/2011 

http://www.refworks.com/Refworks/~0~
http://www.refworks.com/Refworks/~0~
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embodies the spiritual connection with the victims who expired before due time, dough 

which Hamilton shapes in her mouth, trying to reconcile with the past. The artist 

venerates the history of the place left for her to attend. Ann Hamilton continues 

historical aesthetics originating in the Avant Garde-Fluxus movement by integrating art 

with life. By means of performance and using mixed media, the artist communicates 

with the audience in a very personal manner, at the very intersection of art with life. 

 

    Fig. 4 

Ann Hamilton, Malediction, 1991, http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/hamilton/card2.html, 4/20/2011 

 

An earlier representation of the aesthetic intersection of life and art was presented by 

Daniel Spoerri in his food collages and mixed media projects. A Fluxus artist, Spoerri 

uses found objects or remnants of meals, which he presents as works of art. For the 

exhibition ―L‘épicerie /Krämerladen ‖ (Grocery Shop) in 1961, the artist bakes bread 

dough in recycled trashed objects, such as shoes, mocking the institution of art as well 

as the cultural standards that entertain those institutions.26 Spoerri displayed a typical 

avant-garde ideology, critical of the traditional bourgeois art by overstepping the taboo 

                                                 
26

 Spoerri, Daniel, http://www.danielspoerri.org/web, 4/12/2011 
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of bread ending in the trash. He incorporated and baked trash with the bread dough. 

Spoerri attacks the cultural traditions as well as the institutions of art that entertained 

those traditions at the time. 

  

Fig.5: Spoerri, Daniel, Bread Dough Object; 1972, http://www.danielspoerri.org/web 

 

 

Joseph Beuys carried his opposition against the institution of art from within, proposing 

a radical reform at Dusseldorf Academy, to provide free access to anyone regardless of 

economic status or selection process. His radical political and social ideology severed 

his involvement with academia. He sought to find understated connections between life 

and artistic performance proposing constructive dialectic models. His practice was 

governed by transcendental values and appropriated worldly materials which become 

emblems for personal healing. He has created the myth of his own persona, as Buchloh 

argues: ―…construction of a myth of origin…the creation of the artist-hero…‖27 Beuys 

explained the profound attachment between art, as the creative process, and life as the 

                                                 
27

 Buchloh,Benjamin H.D.; Krauss,Rosalind; Michelson,Annette, Joseph Beuys at the Guggenheim, MIT 
Press, 1980, p. 8 

http://www.refworks.com.libproxy.wustl.edu/Refworks/~0~
http://www.refworks.com.libproxy.wustl.edu/Refworks/~0~
http://www.refworks.com.libproxy.wustl.edu/Refworks/~0~
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product of that creative process: ―Art alone makes life possible – this is how radically I 

should like to formulate it.‖28 For Beuys materials and substances carried symbolic and 

alchemical meaning. In How to Explain Paintings to a Dead Hare the artist covered his 

head in bees‘ honey, a substance that embodies brotherhood, nourishment, and 

healing. Fat existed for Beuys in two states, fluid if warm, solid if cold. Fat, a life 

sustaining substance provides nourishment and nurture, like many other foods used by 

the artist: chocolate, butter, gelatin, fish and bread.29 Beuys‘ use of foods suggests a 

metaphorical link between art and life as spiritual, even mystical nourishment. In his 

Two Fräulein with Shining Bread (Two Women with Shining Bread) of 1966, the artist 

incorporated ―[The] bread in the title [appears] only as a word, its role is assumed by 

chocolate coated with brown paint."30 The essence of bread transgresses its physical 

state; chocolate enhances its potential; this synergy of forces ultimately leads to the 

conceptual body as spirit and spirit as body.  

Beuys psychological attachment to fat and felt must be rooted in his recollection of the 

bodily injuries he experienced during World War II. Felt is a material made from wool by 

the process called felting, the natural intertwining of natural fibers into a stitch-less 

material, a fabric of ecological significance. In felting, heat and friction activate only a 

small percentage of the fibers at any point in time, but as the process goes on, other 

fibers become active, allowing the process to perpetually continue31
. Felt become 

Beuys‘ signature material, and its significance may be found in the artist‘s statement 

                                                 
28

 Beuys, Joseph, http://www.quotes-famous-artists.org/joseph-beuys-famous-quotes, 4/12/2011 
29

 Walker Art Center, Materials, http://www.walkerart.org/archive/C/9C43F9ACA34F1B386167.htm, 
4/12/2011 
30

 Železnik, Adela, Joseph Beuys Multiples, http://www.mg-lj.si/node/360, 4/12/2011 
31

 Gleason‘s Fine Woolies, http://gfwsheep.com/felting/felt.html, 4/26/2011 
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and happenings32: ―…the nature of my sculpture is not fixed and finished. Processes 

continue in most of them: chemical reactions, fermentations, color changes, decay, 

drying up. His description is fundamentally associated with wabi-sabi esthetic principles 

of temporality and incompleteness. Everything is in a state of change.‖33 In his I Love 

America and America Loves Me, his performance was indeed in a state of permanent 

change, becoming what the artists calls a live ―social sculpture‖34. Beuys came to United 

States to spend three days in a gallery with a coyote, animal that represents a sacred 

power in Native American mythology; at the same time, he refused to see any human 

beings or touch the American soil. Beuys took a radical and subjective stance against 

the political power. 

 Fig. 6 

Joseph Beuys,  I Love America and America Loves Me, 1974, http://www.mg-lj.si/node/36 

 

His performance positioned the artist as a socio-politically engaged activist, who 

decided to address historical inadequacies that have tortured his conscience, and to 

                                                 
32

 Methodology specific to Fluxus Movement in 1960s  
33

 Hunter, Jacobus and Wheeler, Modern Art, New York,2004, p.366, 4/12/2011 
34

 Beuys, Joseph, Volker, Harlan, Conversation with Joseph Beuys, 2004, 4/12/2011 
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seek resolution as means for healing. His aesthetic representation may be considered a 

valuable precursor to relational esthetics of the 1990s.   

 The artists mentioned here, and many unnamed have channeled their skills, and 

imagination in proposing models of understanding of the body‘s relationship to its 

environment and the cultural significance that arises from that relationship. By our mere 

presence, we immerse our bodies in the factual world, and the world responds by 

inhabiting our bodies. Bread, as the staff of life, is one significant element that can 

illustrate one relational formula to the physical world in contemporary space and culture. 

 

BAKING BREAD IN CONTEMPORARY CULTURE 

 

The socio-political developments during the Second World War have influenced 

the changes that led to the radical process of bread industrialization. In 1941, Jane 

Stafford, a renowned journalist, published a compelling article called ―A Bread 

Revolution‖35 in Science News-Letter, making the case for the release of what was 

planned to become a vitamin fortified, healthier flour alternative. Stafford‘s argument 

underlines the need for change to healthier flour as a matter of national security, 

considering that an improved ―staff of life‖36 will offer strength to the Americans that 

were engaged in war. Stafford published this article at a time when United States was 

engaged in the Second World War and the population was experiencing a lot of 

                                                 
35

 Stafford, Jane, A Bread Revolution, The Science News-Letter. Vol. 39, No. 2 (Jan 11 1941) pp26-28, 
Society for Science and the Public, http://www.jastor.org/stable/3917685 
36

 Ibid., 26 
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apprehension about ―invasion‖ and defending the homeland. An enthusiastic advocate 

of health awareness, Stafford presented the relationship to bread as a personal health 

matter, but emphasized its role at the national scale. Her article brings up several 

arguments: she tackles consumerist cultural trends, brings up social class, public health 

matters and international politics, all valid issues at the time when the Second World 

War was influencing the socio-political scene in the United States. The correspondent is 

fully aware that the consumer bread is lacking the essential nutrients stripped through 

the industrial process of making whiter and softer bread that produces ―low-priced and 

bulky, filling foods…‖37, but creating a state of ―chronic famine‖38. The lack of vitamins, 

not the lack of food, leads to sickness. The population, according to Stafford, is 

chronically tired, weak, nervous, worried, frightened, lazy, and unable to perform its 

duties at work or in the military. She presents the two constructive options considered 

by the Food and Drug Administration: the use of whole-wheat flour or the incorporation 

of B complex vitamins (enriched flour) to restore some of the nutritional values lost in 

the industrial processes. Two years later, in November 1943, Stafford takes up the topic 

again (in the same publication) named Thanks to Enriched Bread39. She claimed that by 

law, all bread and flour sold in the US must be made with enriched flour. Stafford makes 

significant points and documents the historical moment when, as a matter of public 

policy, engineering and genetic engineering developed the methodology to ―enrich‖ 

instead of restoring what Stafford notes as the traditional bread for the American 
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Thanksgiving dinner. The early Americans used to make the traditional Thanksgiving 

bread from stone ground flour, minimally processed and therefore containing all 

nutrients offered by the wheat grain: vitamins, proteins and starch.40 

Bread is essentially a simple food made from wheat flour, water, salt and yeast, 

ingredients used ever since Egyptians invented the staff of life. The traditional making-

baking process is called bulk fermentation or slow rise, followed by folding, shaping and 

baking. The industrial bread making transformed bread into a market commodity 

defined by its product label. The labels are long lists of ingredients, mostly unknown to 

the ordinary consumer and differ from name brand to name brand. The bread loses its 

cultural identity in the production process and becomes a mark of the readymade 

culture. 

A staggering increase in global population has influenced how food industries 

have coped with increase demand. Their desire to increase production and distribution 

sounds like a reasonable global policy. What matters is how the industry applies its 

methodologies to satisfy that demand. Do means justify the ends? The industry‘s goal is 

to produce a cheaper, whiter, bigger, softer, and longer lasting loaf of bread, while the 

traditional qualities of bread are compromised. In this given scenario, what are the 

representational value and the social impact of institutional bread? What choices do 

communities manage to make in the context of rapidly changing conditions of 
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contemporary social structures, (which Merleau-Ponty calls the ―ephemeral modulation 

of the world‖41) if any?  

According to Jean Weese and her publication ―Food Additives‖42, there are 

several types of additives found in bread or used during the process of industrial bread 

production: enrichers, anti-oxidants, antimicrobial preservatives, leavening agents, pH 

control agents, bleaching agents, dough conditioners, flavor enhancers and enzymes. 

The long list of additive categories expands exponentially if additives themselves are 

listed as such. Considering the purpose of this essay, I pass on the challenge to 

evaluate the full list of bread additives to the experts in the field. 

Enrichers and Fortifiers replace lost nutrients during processing and are added to 

cereal, flour, and in what we call enriched or fortified breads. These additives are added 

to counteract the loss of nutritional value during the process of milling, when the best 

parts of the wheat berry (bran and wheat germ) are discarded in order to produce white 

flour. The white flour contains the endosperm, mostly starch, which yields little 

nutritional value. 

Anti-oxidants delay or prevent rancidity of fats caused by oxidation.  Adding fats 

to the dough is not a traditional or desired method for bread making. Using potential 

carcinogens such as BHT or BHA, degenerative agents and fertilizers as additives to 

bread dough sounds like a highly unfriendly and unwise methodology. 

Anti-microbial preservatives prevent food spoilage from bacteria, molds and 

yeast. With better planning and stocking limitations, the industry could eliminate the long 
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list of health risks attributed to this class of additives: convulsions, seizures, and 

irregular heartbeats, just to list a few.43 

Leavening agents make foods light in texture; these are safe ingredients, mostly 

naturally occurring, and they are: baking powder, baking soda, and yeast. 

pH control agents change or maintain acidity or alkalinity. Citric acid, fumaric 

acid, and sodium bicarbonate are used in baked products with no significant health 

concerns. Fumaric acid can be obtained through genetic engineering by ―catalytic 

oxidation of benzene or by bacterial action on glucose.‖44 

Maturing and bleaching agents, dough conditioners: bleaching agents influence 

the qualities of the finished product producing a white bread and developing stronger 

gluten bonds. There are no benefits in the consumption of whiter breads, but the 

attribute offers a higher marketability benefit to the industry in the detriment of the 

consumer. What consumer would willingly choose a product that contains insecticides, 

pesticides, mordants, or plaster of Paris, chemicals that irritate the intestinal lining or 

may potentially cause tumor formation? The industry takes advantage of the small label 

script and the consumer‘s vested trust. 

Flavor enhancer increase or decrease the original taste or aroma: Hydrolyzed 

vegetable protein (HPV) is a soy base/filler used for the manufacturing of thousands of 

food products, including bread, monosodium glutamate. MSG is widely known but not 

necessarily understood. Monosodium glutamate is a potentially dangerous neurotoxin 
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used to enhance flavors in breads and many other foods. In his book, Excitotoxins: the 

Taste that Kills, Russell Baylock explains MSD‘s mechanisms of action, discusses its 

appeal to the food industry and researches its health risks in infants, adults and the 

elderly. MSG may cause endocrine, brain and systemic diseases, allergies, and tumors.  

Color additives give a desired color to food: They may be artificial colors, 

carotene, caramel, cochineal, orange B, paprika, and tartrazine (synthetic lemon yellow 

azo dye. Again, the question that arises is: do the means justify the results? Do 

consumers really need a little flavor or color enhancer to justify the potential 

degenerative damage caused by these chemicals? 

Enzymes are extracted from plant, animal, bacterial, and fungal material using 

genetic engineering methods and are added by manufacturers to flour or baking goods, 

among many other foods. The industry is not required to list enzymes on product labels. 

FDA‘s current list of acceptable food additives for baked goods mentions only enzymes 

developed from Aspergillus oryzae45. Transglutaminase is an enzyme obtained 

commercially using Streptoverticillium Sp46. It is also called meat glue and has been 

added to pastries and dough to increase plasticity and the thermal properties of frozen 

baked goods. Its use has proved to become toxic for humans and to develop serious 

cases of gluten intolerance. 
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The long list of potentially health hazardous bread additives sums up to a figurative 

formula that deserves the attention of all concerned. Our rationale for eating is to 

acquire the necessary nutrients that maintain our health. The production of white flour, 

the infusion of cheaper fillers rather than nutritional substances, and utilization of 

synthetic chemicals, genetically engineered rather than organic material constitute the 

reality of the generic readymade named bread. 

HISTORY OF BREAD 

 

The history of bread started about ten thousand years ago, and speaks about a 

primal, intimate connection between the human body and its environment, and how 

agriculture and the machine/technology shaped that connection over time. For 

thousands of years, the production of bread involved a direct relationship between 

humans and land, the grinding stone, and the fire. During the late 20th century, the 

development of genetic engineering techniques and their applications on plants and 

animals used for human consumption has changed the subtle relationship that the 

human body has with its immediate environment. Many foods consumed today are 

entirely or partially altered, and their imposition creates intellectual, ethical and 

commercial controversies between industry advocates and public groups. How did we 

get here? 

 After the retreat of the latest ice glaciers, when new vegetation patterns evolved, 

our ancestors started selecting and using a mixed variety of berries for the preparation 

of flour.  Throughout the world, since Neolithic and Upper-Paleolithic ages, they crushed 
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the grain by hand, using quern-stones, metate, and later mortar and pestle. The 

mechanization of the milling process started with the invention of the millstones which 

were operated by humans, animals, then wind and water. In Egypt, a grinding stone 

called quern was developed as the production of superior grain evolved by selective 

breeding. Approximately between 5,000 and 3,000BCE, the Egyptians, taking 

advantage of the warm climate and the rich soil along the Nile banks, became the first 

known population to develop and maintain consistent wheat farming production 

schedule.47 Wheat became a staple food which eventually migrated to China, Greece, 

Rome, eastern and western Europe. Egyptians used a wooden plow worked by 

domestic animals and humans. The entire population worked the fields, but the crop 

became the treasury of the Pharaoh, who, in return had to feed the entire population. 

The discovery of fermentation is also credited to the Egyptians who were the first to 

master the art of bread leavening and baking, not hesitating to experiment with new 

recipes. In mid 1990s, Samuel Detwen, an archeologist from Cambridge University, 

England, has analyzed, some very old samples of Egyptian bread using optical and 

scanning electron microscopes.48 He concluded that ancient bakers used sophisticated 

techniques including the use of sprouted wheat flour, and was able to decipher several 

different recipes. These findings came from various Egyptian sites and date from 2000 

to 1,200 BCE. In his book Six Thousand Years of Bread, Its Holy and Unholy History, H. 

E. Jacob also mentions the use of ―poppy seed, sesame, and camphor added to the 
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dough‖49, emphasizing once more the sophistication that Detwen was speaking about in 

his research. It seems that the Egyptians invented the closed oven around 3,000BC, 

and the workers that built the pyramids were paid in loafs of bread.  

A valuable text, the preserved engravings of Ramses III Tomb reveal the skilled 

bread baking techniques that Egyptian culture mastered at the time of his death (around 

1155 BCE), but more importantly, the significance of his bakery as an asset which the 

Pharaoh himself desires to accompany him into the eternal life. Symbolically, bread 

links the royal Pharaoh with lower class workers who live almost exclusively on bread. 

―The whole land of Egypt has the aspect of one long oven whose function was to supply 

both living and dead with nourishment, wrote Jacob50. 

  Fig. 7 

The Court Bakery of Ramsses III, engraving, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File 
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Southern England became a prominent agricultural center around c.1050 BCE, growing 

barley and oats initially, and switching to wheat production by 500 BCE51. About the 

same time, Rome developed the circular stone milling technique (quern) which become 

the primary milling technology until the industrial revolution in the 19th century52. 

Groundstone wheat is still processed this way all over the world. Europe eventually 

became fully vested in the pursuit of embracing bread as the staff of life.  

EUROPEAN TRADITIONS 

The eastern European cultural space may be illustrated by Romanian 

autocephalous culture, where Orthodox religious traditions have been culturally 

incorporated as traditions of the land, and have governed human relationships to this 

day. As a result, the wheat and the bread are considered sacred, even divine, and 

accompany all rites of passing, like baptisms, weddings, and funerals. In Western 

Romania, for example, the locals believe that Christ resides in every wheat grain.53 

These basic foods cannot be mishandled, thrown away or allowed to fall to the ground. 

This Orthodox Christian belief influences the way people of that region perceive their 

relationship to wheat and their daily bread.  

For the newborn, while the bread is baking in the oven, the mother throws few 

grains of wheat in the baby‘s first bath, practice symbolizing her good wishes for the 
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strength and the well being of the baby.54 Romanian wedding celebration feasts 

incorporate bread as a primary symbol for bodily sustenance, fertility, and spiritual 

nourishment. In some regions in Western and Central Romania, the newly weds sift 

flour and knead dough together as a measure of harmony and shared commitment for 

the matrimonial institution. They bake and share a ―colac‖ (braided ring-like bread), 

which local ethnographers consider a mediating symbol between Heaven and Earth, the 

circle of life and death. The newly weds vow to each other but commit their entwined 

lives to eternity, in life and death. This colac may also signify a cosmological 

interpretation of the communion between the Sun and the Moon, the most influential 

celestial bodies that regulate the cycles of life on Earth. For the funeral traditional 

ceremonies, the close relatives prepare a special meal made from wheat berries with 

honey and walnuts, meal offered to all participants and even strangers. The mythical 

chant associated with this meal is ―Memory Eternal‖, which emphasizes the life-death-

rebirth cycle where the grain stands for the eternal life; the wheat grain needs to be 

sawn before it yields a new plant.Tthe biblical argument can be found in Corinthians 155: 

 36(A) You fool! That which you (B) sow does not come to life unless it dies;  

 37and that which you sow, you do not sow the body which is to be, but a bare 

grain, perhaps of wheat or of something else.  

 38But God gives it a body just as He wished, and (C) to each of the seeds a body of its 

own.  
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The sacred rapport of the Romanians with the bread led to ritualistic dogmas that 

manifest in the handling of the wheat and bread. According to a private conversation in 

March 2011 with Andreea Mihai, a local from Oltenia,56 women do not knead the bread 

after daybreak, following the myth that flour must be mixed with ―fresh‖ water; the light 

of day cannot touch these ingredients as it is not able touch the body of Christ, who is 

not of this world. She also mentions that the first bread of the season must be kneaded 

only by virgin girls, who have ―clean‖ bodies and souls. A similar rite is observed for the 

preparation of the Eucharistic bread, when only the priest or old, widowed or virgin 

women may prepare the bread that will be shared as the body of Christ. As the wheat 

(bread) and God are presumed holy, only the human body remains to be assessed, 

mainly by the priest, as worthy, free from sin. The rite of the Eucharist becomes a triadic 

connection between the bread, the human body, and the spiritual body of God.  In his 

essay [The] Christ-Life as Mythic and Psychic Symbol, Hugh Kerr talks about the 

psychological interpretations of Eucharist developed by Carl Jung: ‖The other side of 

this is the new life, the rebirth, the resurrection promise. As psychic symbol the Christ-

Life serves as a model for internalizing the monomyth. Beyond that, the transference 

between Father and Son as well as between the Christian and Christ is a recurrent and 

an important feature‖.57 The Eucharistic elements, the bread and the wine, are earthly 

elements that the receivers (Christians) have to ingest in order to attain spiritual and 

physical comfort, a communion relevant to their faith. A similar psychological, communal 

and primal experience, believes Kerr, happens between the mother and the baby 
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through breast-feeding.58 This primal experience has become universal practice 

throughout human history as means of social interaction, as a social act or as a formal, 

ritualistic event. The act of sharing, eating and drinking, has always been a means for 

mending humans relations ever since written history. 

Homer was one of the first writers to extensively describe feasting and 

consumption as a routine, daily event, but also as a ritualistic sacrifice for Gods. Next to 

fighting, feasting and socializing are the most emphasized activities in Homer‘s epics; 

heroes and demigods, friends and enemies prepare and share meals together before or 

after a fight or even during a brief truce. Homeric feasts included meat, wine, bread and 

fruit. In her article Feasting in Homeric Epic59, Susan Sherratt makes a detailed 

argumentation about how ubiquitous and prevalent feasting appears in both the 

Odyssey and Iliad. She notices a difference of scale between shared meals (opulent, 

extravagant) and domestic meals (basic, modest), as it is portrayed in Homer‘s epics:  

―A modest housekeeper brought in and set down bread [or cereal food], giving freely of 

what was in store, adding other things to eat.‖ 60 Although bread is present in both social 

and domestic meals, it has an emphasized importance within the private setting. The 

verse describes the bread as the essential element, chosen by or given to the hero for 

sustenance as a first choice, even if other foods are eventually offered. Homer‘s social 

meals are ideal backdrops for story-telling, anecdotal chatting, staged singing and 
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dancing, or as a prelude to important heroic speeches. By all means, they offer a 

common denominator in the social fabric of the day. Sherratt notes that:  

…feasting can be said to encapsulate values that are likely to have 

simultaneously created and confirmed a collective ideology: the values of 

companionship and commensality, equal sharing and individual esteem, 

reciprocity and the obligation of hospitality, together with duties owed to 

the feasting community of which one is a member-and at least the 

potential for universal inclusion.61 

 

Sherratt makes a literary translation for us describing the semiotic significance of 

Homeric feast as share, portion, division or distribution.62 Even if wealth, rank and 

heroic status is dictated by the number of goods owed in each case, the feast is an 

instance where Homer‘s participant humans and demigods enjoy an egalitarian status 

given by the simple joy of sharing a meal and social communion. Homer, as well as 

other authors have presented their existential perspective on human experience with 

the world. 

 

PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVE: FROM MATTER TO FLESH 

 

Ancient philosophers started the inquiry into the critical study of being in the 

world by elevating reason above any other philosophical or relational concept. 

Descartes, considered the father of modern philosophy, sealed the path to division 
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between thought (human thought) and the rest of existence (―cogito ergo sum‖63), 

positioning man and his mind as the governing agency in the world. The Cartesian 

model influenced the development of modern social networks, the Western way of life 

based on authority, dominance, exploitation, technology, and ultimately wealth.64 All 

nonhuman (objects, nature) has the potential to be the object of human desire and 

function as an appendix to human need, making the human experience the paramount 

measure of reality and truth.  

The Cartesian model of fragmentation may old and obsolete, but it is difficult to 

argue that human egocentrism is not part of our daily reality. Most people pay little 

consideration to what is beyond their immediate realm of worth. Theorists like Merleau-

Ponty, or art critics such as Suzi Gablik and Nicholas Bourriaud argue that we live in an 

anthropocentric world. The cultural and social relations are influenced mostly by what 

Marx would regard as capital, and our accomplishments are measured in what we can 

produce or acquire. As a critic of the capitalist system, philosopher Karl Marx explains 

his views regarding the alienation of the working individual within the system of labor in 

his Estranged Labour65 essay. He develops the premise that ―devaluation of the world of 

man‖66 (happening alongside industrial revolution) is proportional to the increase of the 

world of material worth (―world of things‖67). The man becomes alien to his human 
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nature, directed to live in a constructed reality of objects made to serve the concept of 

private property subcategorized by Marx as trade, capital, competition, and money68. 

The activity of labor itself becomes an abstract concept, a universal measure of 

belonging to an alien, impersonal world of goods and services. Marx discusses human 

activity compared to animal activity: animals produce goods and objects as well, but 

only for their immediate needs, and only within their natural habitat; men create objects 

with potentiality within the trade market. The human, as animal body is a natural entity 

that feeds on nature for sustenance, but also uses nature as a reservoir for the 

production of material things. The interdependence with nature still applies at its basic 

level. ―Man lives on nature – means that nature is his body, with which he must remain 

in continuous interchange if he is not to die. That man‘s physical and spiritual life is 

linked to nature means simply that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature.‖69 

The man occupies, by default, a space in the natural world, but his existence in the 

social realm is conditioned and modified by his belonging to the social-labor network 

that modifies his innate humanity. This duality is contained in Marx‘s main ideological 

platform that  

[paid] labor is external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong to his intrinsic nature; 

that in his work, therefore, he does not affirm himself but denies himself, does not 

feel content but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy 

but mortifies his body and ruins his mind.70  
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In Marx‘s opinion, human beings become networked commodities, and this shift creates 

undesired consequences: unhappiness, bodily stress, mental distress. Marx fails to offer 

an exit strategy within the content of this essay. Marx‘s view relies solely on the labor-

profit relations, tangentially touching on the relationship of the human body and the 

natural environment. All objects, resources, animals (all nature) are regarded as goods 

and treated as ―means to an end‖, as philosopher Martin Heidegger noticed in his [The] 

Question Concerning Technology.  

In a metaphorical and poetic style, Heidegger‘s phenomenological, ontological 

text explores the relations between the human beings and ever evolving technological 

reality, the role of humans and consequences that arise from being in this world. His 

essay is focused on technology, but his subtle focus is on being and truth about being. 

A subchapter of his piece is focused on the changes of perspective in understanding 

nature, our modified rapport to it, and the potential dangers that arise from the new 

paradigm of being. He defines technology as a human activity and as a ―means to an 

end‖71. This mode of revealing (truth) poses challenges upon the land and all nature. 

Heidegger illustrates his argumentation talking about energies drawn and stored from 

nature, and more specifically about the land, windmill and river Rhine. ―The revealing 

that rules in modern technology is a challenging, which puts to nature the unreasonable 

demand that it supply energy which can be extracted and stored as such.‖72 Historically, 

the land used to work in harmony with the peasant who placed the seeds in the ground 
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and allowed nature to take care of their growth and yield; the windmill used to serve a 

momentary task, moving its sail while the wind was blowing. Now the land is more than 

a field, functions as a mineral reservoir. Coal (that stores Sun‘s energy) is extracted, 

hauled out, stored and eventually used to deliver steam. Steam, subsequently engages 

mechanisms that produce other industrial goods. The river is no more just a landmark in 

the landscape; the field is treated with synthetic chemicals and ―challenged‖ to produce 

better crops for consumption or production of synthetic fuels; the Rhine, as a 

commodity, is called upon to deliver hydroelectric power and to be ―on call for inspection 

by a tour group ordered there by the vacation industry.‖73   

Marx‘s argument about animal versus human activity and the use of goods within 

a delimited course of time and territory is taken further by Heidegger. He believes that 

the appropriation of goods to be stored, available, and eventually used, this piling of 

wealth (―standing reserve‖74) represents the essence of modern technology and 

represents reality, for better or worse. The technological yield has the potential to 

function as building blocks in making the world a better place for all, or as a destructive 

force, a dangerous tool if its dimensions are not fully understood. Heidegger‘s warning 

is delivered to the egocentric man who lives in an illusory realm considering himself 

ubiquitous, imperishable, ―the lord of the earth‖.75 The beautiful ending of the essay 

proposes an uplifting resolution that may be achieved by employing arts as the 

compelling element able to reveal the essence of technology, of reality, and thus the 
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essence of existence: ―Could it be that the fine arts are called to poetic revealing?...so 

that they foster the growth of the saving power, may awaken and found anew our vision 

of that which grants out trust in it?‖76 Fine arts, poetry, philosophy, (the collective 

creative spirit of humanity) have the potential to transform the ―dangerous‖, into a 

beautiful, healing, acquiesce of creation.  

In his essay, Heidegger preserves the duality subject-object, human-technology, 

unlike Merlau-Ponty, who, in The Intertwining-the Chiasm argues against duality by 

rejecting, from the first paragraph the ―prejudges‖ 77of the institution and proposes a 

fresh perspective, an experimental way of thinking. His approach emphasizes a non-

dualistic vision, where subject and object, existence and essence, seeing and thinking, 

sensible and phenomenal become entwined, reversible and complementary. His 

concept is new, has no precedent in philosophy, at least in Western philosophy, and is 

embodied by what Merleau-Ponty calls simply flesh. Flesh becomes the element that 

can reconcile two opposites by being unified, like yin and yang, through their symbiosis. 

Following Merleau-Ponty‘s assumptions, one may easily grasp how the body becomes 

the portal to the world: the seer must be present in the visible realm to see, the hand 

must reach towards the tangible substance to touch, and all organs must be in the world 

to substantiate both their presence and the existence of the world. The world responds 

in return by embracing the body and becoming what Merleau-Ponty calls flesh. 

However, the philosopher makes it more complicated than this. ―The flesh is not matter, 
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is not mind, is not substance‖78, thus it cannot be contained within a temporal locum. 

The flesh encompasses all that it is not (matter, mind, substance), in a limitless, 

universal measure of awareness, the essence of being, and provides an egoless 

territory. In contrast, Merleau-Ponty mocks the seer‘s alter ego, the ―being for itself… 

[the] monocular vision… [which creates] the little private world… [for]… one sole 

body‖79, the irony of what we may call the subjective, or one sided objective truth. 

Seeing, touching, feeling, is not someone‘s property, it belongs to the flesh as a 

―radiating‖80 dimension of the universal state of being. Although the general agreement 

is that phenomenology applies only in relationship to human construct and 

understanding, Merlau-Ponty does not seem to distinguish between living and nonliving 

matter. We know and can scientifically state that matter adapts to changing conditions 

in the environment, independently of human volition. These changes manifest as 

consequences of natural phenomena and human causality, but also as intertwined 

relationships between all potentialities (natural selection and human experimentation). 

As flesh in the middle of being, what is the humans‘ perspective from within?  Merlau-

Ponty‘s view may be understood as a desirable postmodern social experience, inclusive 

and encompassing, a call towards a unified cultural and social paradigm. 
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BODY AS MATTER, BODY AS FLESH 

 

The offering of bread and salt is a wide spread custom practiced in many 

European countries and Middle East for welcoming guests, as a house warming or 

wedding ritual. The act of making and sharing are not only essential qualities of the 

artistic process, but they also reveal our humanity. M. F. K. Fisher, a renowned author, 

wrote that ―There is a communion of more than our bodies when bread is broken and 

wine drunk.‖81  What is more relevant for my practice is the communion between 

humans and all living understood through an ontological lens. Biologist Ivan Pavlov 

makes a relevant remark noting that ―It is not accidental that all phenomena of human 

life are dominated by the search for daily bread - the oldest link connecting all living 

things, man included, with the surrounding nature.‖  My project Body as Matter, Body as 

Flesh emphasizes the physical, spiritual, and philosophical interlacing between humans 

and the environment, portrayed by the making and sharing of bread, substance that 

carries its very specific universal, cultural, and metaphorical values. 

Brancusi‘s Table of Silence invites us to reflect upon the essential human desire 

to share a meal sitting around the table, especially during rites of passage, but also as a 

trivial daily ritual. Brancusi created the Table of Silence as a tribute to those departed 

and lost during the World War 1. The sense of tranquility and pause at the site shares a 

fundamental resemblance to Ann Hamilton‘s Malediction performance. I believe that just 

                                                 
81

  Bloom, Lynn Z., Consuming Prose: The Delectable Rhetoric of Food Writing, p.346, 
http://www.ncte.org/journals, 4/23/2011 



 

 

 

 

 

42 

 

sitting at this table in 2009 inspired me to appraise the rich cultural traditions familiar to 

me, and to contextualize my role as an artist.  

 Fig. 8 

Constantin Brancusi, Table of Silence, Photo: Nicole Petrescu, 2009 
 

The challenge of working with a new medium (bread) led to the emergence of new 

methodologies that I have adapted as the project progressed in surprising directions. I 

cherish the opportunity to have learned from my mother the art of bread making. I 

believe that her involvement creates a valid cultural link between the tradition of home 

bread making and its representation in a new cultural space. Does traditional bread 

making have meaning in a new cultural context, and how is that meaning important? I 

started planning my project from the premise that it was essential for me to define my 

familial and cultural inheritance as well as to define my role on improving on that 

inheritance. In my opinion bread making carries similar connotations with art making. 

Both art and bread must be desired, created, and shared in order to become 

meaningful. I challenge the modernist concept art for art’s sake within my practice, as I 

find no reward in indulging the object of creation (art or bread) by myself.  

The initial phase of my project has its roots in my earlier work when I was 

searching for a comfortable aesthetic, methodology, and significance. The sense of 
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association, community and hominess reappears as an obsessive theme in my practice. 

In the Burka Project (Fig 9) the sense of community signifies the resistance against the 

forces of oppressive dogmas, as expression of social feminist discontent. The 

association stance offers the minimal refuge that assures individual survival and hope 

for the future.  

              

Fig. 9: Burka Project, 2010, photo: Nicole Petrescu Fig.10 Wig-Wam, 2010 photo: Nicole Petrescu 

In I Love America and America Loves Me, Beuys chose to confine his experience with 

the Native American culture, by sharing the same space with the coyote in the art New 

York gallery for the entire duration of his stay in the United States. Willingly and 

purposefully he chose to avoid contact with the contemporary American culture as 

means of selective association. The artist was trying to settle with the historical past as 

a means of healing. In my Wig-Wam project (Fig 10), I chose to leave an open door for 

the audience to step in and reconcile with what I believe to be the mistreatment of the 

Native American population during early colonization. I displayed and offered 
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metaphorical objects (Indian-like calumets, handmade paper with wildflower seeds), 

making sustained efforts to encourage historical and cultural remediation. The paper 

with native wildflower seeds was ready for planting, as a symbol for the regeneration of 

the traditional culture and habitat; the calumets symbolized the process of healing 

through the ceremonial burning of the medicinal herbs. The object of memory, the wig-

wam as an artwork became the object of cultural remediation, well grounded on the 

gallery floor. 

  

Fig.11 Shelter 2010, photo: Nicole Petrescu Fig.12 Ephemeral Desire 2010, photo: Nicole Petrescu 

I created the next two pieces (Fig.11&12 ) for the wildlife in my neighborhood, inspired 

by wabi-sabi tradition and according to its principles: things are ―impermanent, imperfect 

and incomplete‖.82 Leonard Koren‘s book, Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & 

Philosophers is an inspiring resource that introduced me to the spiritual, metaphysical, 

and moral qualities of the wabi-sabi aesthetic. Koren describes the Buddhist 

understanding of truth as a result that arises from the observation of the natural world83. 
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Nature is the place where all things evolve from nothingness and become subjected to 

change, degradation, according to the cosmic order. Wabi-sabi aesthetic is comfortable 

with ambiguity, and lack of orderly structure. The aesthetic is favoring intimate, irregular, 

blurry, and unpretentious forms that live in the present, arise from nothingness, and 

fade into the unknown.  Shelter desires to escape visually, conceptually, and physically, 

being acknowledged as a piece of art, it wants to fade within the natural setting. I 

created Shelter from cotton fabric and plaster, eco-friendly materials that will eventually 

disintegrate as the elements interact with it. I wrapped the fabric and the wet plaster 

around the human body to create a symbolic and virtual shelter for the animals residing 

in my neighborhood. Shelter resides quietly within the environment, as a gesture of 

appreciation for the roaming processes of being. In the same context, Ephemeral Desire 

(Fig.12) was the first attempt to use baked material as a medium. Placed in the 

neighborhood woods, the baked pieces faded into crumbs in a matter of hours, and then 

vanished entirely by the next day. 

 The next stage in my practice evolved as a narrative sequel using bread and salt 

as primary materials. Conceptually, these materials stand as landmarks for the fabric of 

life, just as felt and fat signified for Beuys. Their socio-cultural representation has 

remained significant ever since the Egyptians discovered the wheat; as they have 

survived for thousands of years, they stand as symbols for the ecological survival of 

humanity; they represent inherited responsibilities that culture must bestow to the future. 

The primary focus of the project was (and continues to be) to make my world a space 

accessible to others as a platform for social interstice, full of symbolic potential. The 
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object-subject as the medium of my project, the bread, attempts to offer that common 

conceptual territory with familiar qualities for a large audience; it symbolizes the 

potentiality, the nourishment that the environment offers to us without asking anything in 

return. 

My bread project premiered as private kitchen performance sessions, necessary 

steps that allowed me to learn the traditional art of bread making. I developed the 

methodology that allowed me to create the building blocks, the bread objects in the 

desired shape, texture or consistency. I placed the first bread objects, two bread tables 

adjacent to my neighborhood woods, and later in the park, in the proximity of elk and 

bison herds, implicitly inviting the wildlife to feast and become performance subjects 

within the piece. I placed the second installation in Saint Louis‘ Forest Park inviting 

humans and animals alike to partake in my sharing of the bread. This time I attached 

ninety homemade bread buns to dowel rods and creating a horizontal plane suggestive 

of a tabletop, but also of wheat spikes growing bread. The movement of the 

components in the gentle wind created an organic display of movement and shadows 

against the white salt layer placed on the supporting board. My intention was to create a 

public point of attraction, inquiry and wonder. The installation attracted many passing 

visitors to stop, glance and ask relevant questions: why bread, why salt, is it edible, is it 

for the birds, who made it, and so on. This particular installation stands out as a built 

environment in the middle of another created environment, a city park. I chose the 

assembled materials (wood, salt, water, and flour) carefully, and they all originated in 
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the natural world. The qualities of what constitutes a natural substance is a complex 

topic worthy of its own separate analysis.  

  Fig.13: Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 

  Fig.14: Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 

The bread project advanced into becoming a self-sustaining experiment and 

methodology, generating a significant amount of visual experiences: photographs, video 

footage, performance and collaboration. The gallery installation involved recycled bread 

hung from the ceiling with translucent fishing line, which later descended onto the floor. 

My intension was to create an experience of immersion for all senses in the created 

environment. The installation became a world of bread for the body and its senses. The 

bread was descending from the ceiling at different heights, becoming accessible to the 

seer, to the touch and as an olfactory presence. The salt created a seamless landscape 

on the ground. I have experimented with scenarios involving shadow and light, 
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movement, and video projection from above onto the salt screen. The bread pieces 

created an olfactory and visual universe of bread, moving slightly and casting shadows 

interacting with the salt surface and the video projection. Viewer‘s layered experience 

resembled Sue Cataldi‘s description of the  ―…Flesh folding back over upon itself and 

creating, through openings of percipience, distance from itself - distance requisite to 

Perception, to Flesh‘s ability to see, hear, touch, smell, taste its-Self.‖84 The immersion 

in the gallery space created an all senses experience: visual, sound, olfactory, and 

tactile.  

 Fig.15: Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 

 

The ‗floor canvas‘ formed a landscape-like area covered half way by sifted salt and the 

other half by sifted flour, creating two distinct although similar textures. The video 

projection became a living, interconnected ecosystem for the residing substances of an 

idealized territory. The self directed live performance involved the kneading of the 

traditional bread dough as a ritual, then as compulsive act85; the interaction between 
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two dogs and the bread found on the floor; the interaction of the participatory human 

subjects with the staff of life; and the process of making and sharing. The animals 

captured in both the video projection and in real life are present as free flowing, 

interacting bodies in the world, including in the gallery space. Animals, which are usually 

controlled and conditioned by humans, may act freely according to their own impulses. I 

find that the recent work of Alison Hunter, Zoosphere, portrays similar concepts related 

to environments that comment on boundaries exploring relationships between human 

and animal life, especially in the gallery environment. 

  . 

Fig.16 
86

     Fig.17: Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 
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    Fig.18: Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 

     

I initiated the gallery performance by kneading dough on the floor, where animals, 

substances, and people were creating the environment. The kneading, as a mechanical 

and chemical process, increases the production of gluten, strong protein molecules. The 

gluten escapes the visual field and is partaken by the participatory bodies, animals and 

humans alike. The movement, the folding-unfolding performance refuses to set spatial 

and temporal limits. The flesh, understood through Merleau-Ponty‘s ontology of the 

visible, becomes ―the circle of the visible and the seeing… [the] propagation of these 

exchanges... [finds] transitivity from one body to another.‖87 The final installation of the 

series presented sifted flour and salt, creating an uneven surface with soft edges, 

bread, more bread, then more salt and flour. The bread pieces created inviting organic 

shapes and textures, while the white materials yielded soft, organic surfaces in 

combination with the horizontal light sources. The inorganic embraced the organic, 

evolving like one representational, entwined body of matter. 
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Fig.19, Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu   Fig.20, Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 

 Fig.21: Bread Project, 2011, Photo: Nicole Petrescu 

 

Body as Matter, Body as Flesh embodies all essential elements layered and 

folded symbolically during the bread project stages. The cultural identity of the daily 

bread resides within the bodies that carry its pure brand across space and time. Its 

essence journeyed from the sophisticated Egyptian recipes, to the transubstantiation of 

Jesus into every wheat berry, and to gluten-forming organic bonds engulfed by the 

flesh; bread remains an ever-yielding substance with moral implications.  

My latest project at Kemper Art Museum presents: 

1. A wall-mounted 80‖x80‖ wood panel to support one hundred flat breads that 

functions as kitchen back splash;  

2. A 30‖x80‖ bed of kitchen salt adjacent to the bread panel; 
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3. Custom performance table made from a wooden top and twenty-four salt 

blocks as table support system. The top four salt blocks on each side form a 

long plant container that hosts live wheat plants. A large custom-made dough 

trencher is ready to hold the leavening dough during the live performance; 

4. Video projection of three-generation family performing bread kneading; 

5. 8‖x10‖ designed cards with bread recipe, blog and contact information on one 

side and the industrial bread chemical alchemy on the other side. 

6. Live performance of dough kneading by female performers from Europe, 

Israel, Africa, South America and United States. The audience is encouraged 

to participate. 

 

Nicole Petrescu, Body as Matter, Body as Flesh, Kemper Art Museum, 2011 

Four 40‖x40‖ board panels are painted white as the museum walls, and each one 

supports twenty five flat breads. The breads are homemade breads, dried and sealed 

with Roplex (a translucent plastic medium) to accommodate a three month presence in 
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the museum environment. Hung together, the four panels create an 80‖x80‖ bread tile 

back splash that serves two purposes: creates a familiar, kitchen-like environment in the 

museum, and supplies the screen for the video performance projection. I am creating 

each bread loaf as an individual art piece through the process of leavening and baking, 

but I assemble them as multiples on the same vertical surface. The bread panels create 

the illusion of a 2D plane. The support boards are initially painted white to mask their 

presence on the museum wall. The attached breads appear attached on the wall itself. 

Adjacent to the projection wall, on the floor, a 30‖x80‖ salt bed creates a visual and 

conceptual connection between the organic and the mineral materials that sustain life. 

The salt is sifted in layers to create a thick but subtly textured surface with uneven and 

fading edges. The delicate contrast between the organic and inorganic materials 

resonates with the soft transitions between the main colors: white and tones of sienna. 

All aesthetic elements of the installation create a harmonious and unpretentious visual 

assemble. The wabi-sabi aesthetic qualities may be discovered at different levels within 

the installation. Each loaf of bread is somewhat irregular as natural processes have 

dictated; I am not seeking to present a decorative aesthetic, but rather an organic 

transition among all elements that create the piece. 

 The elements that create the performance table function as one unit:  the 

wooden table top, the salt blocks that support it, the natural wheat plants, the wooden 

bowls, and the dough activated by the human intervention. I will initiate the performance 

at the opening of the graduate show, than invited participants will take over the 

kneading of the dough for ten-fifteen minutes each. I invited friends born all around the 



 

 

 

 

 

54 

 

world, such as Africa, Panama, Europe, Israel, and the United States, to emphasize the 

universality of the act of making and the collective association of the human body to 

bread. The visiting audience is welcomed and encouraged to perform, comment, and 

ask questions. All performers share and disseminate information, according to their 

cultural heritage. My role during the performance is limited to assisting and coordinating, 

allowing the performers to share and introduce personal variations. 

 Being in the world today includes the relationship that humans have with 

technology, relationship brilliantly discussed by Heidegger in The Question Regarding 

Technology. The main association with technology in Body as Matter, Body as Flesh is 

expressed by the video projection of the kneading hands onto the bread vertical panel 

installation. During the show opening here are two sets of hands always performing the 

same activity: the present, material body that kneads the dough in the museum space, 

and the virtual hands‘ activity projected on the wall. In my installation, there is no conflict 

between the two sets of hands; they share a common activity, a space, and the time. In 

the video projection, my mother starts the kneading performance; she passes, visually 

and conceptually, the technique and the ball of dough to me; I continue the process, 

and pass it on to my daughter. This looped sequence continues indefinitely for the 

duration of the show, commenting on the perpetuity of bread-making tradition. Referring 

back to Heidegger‗s call to the arts for poetic revealing, my intention is to allow 

technology to be a participatory element equally important to the process of sharing. 

 Body as Matter, Body as Flesh presentation is a complex arrangement of visual 

and conceptual elements that gravitate around a virtual kitchen table and the woman 
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with ―her power to create, to generate and feed desire.‖88 The performing body, by doing 

the simple task of folding the dough becomes the activator of the culture‘s 

consciousness. The task of the artist-performer is to observe possibilities and entertain 

the mysterious, as Einstein poetically calls it:  

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the 

source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a 

stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as 

good as dead: his eyes are closed.89  

 

Suzi Gablik describes artistic emotion as a mission to ―respond to the cries of the 

world…a place of action and interconnection‖90. Nicolas Bourriaud‘s Relational 

Aesthetics’ thesis is based mostly on this premise. The art, according to him, needs to 

exist at the level of ―social interstice… taking as its theoretical horizon the realm of 

human interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an independent 

and private symbolic space…‖91 Bourriaud is a contemporary French art critic and 

curator who became known in 1998, after the publication of the Relational Aesthetics. 

His curatorial work gravitates around a group of international conceptual-experimental 

artists that gained notoriety in the early 90‘s, among which we find Rikrit Tiravanija, 

Christine Hill, Vanessa Beecroft, Pierre Huyghe, and others. Their work creates 

temporal relationships based on proximity and association where objects (or events) 

become vehicles of relatedness to ―the other‖, rather than solid manifestations of the 
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artist-genius. The aesthetic text, material or immaterial, may very well be a walk in the 

park, a phone conversation, an ad in the newspaper. Bourriaud argues that ―a work that 

consists in a dinner around a soup is every bit as material as a statue.‖92 Spaces 

designed for interaction such as the kitchen table or the public places, carry the 

unpretentiousness of the familiar environment; they witness and provide the setting 

where the object-subject relationship creates the cultural signifier. The museum wall 

conveyed into a kitchen back splash offers the familiar space to the audience, who is 

invited to freely participate. The museum space becomes the familiar space, 

transformation that comments on art autonomy within the contemporary cultural 

environment. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Body as Matter, Body as Flesh seeks to communicate and disseminate a personal 

vision regarding the resilient cultural identity of the daily bread as an emblematic tribute 

to the human spirit. The phenomenal body shares a limited space in the physical realm 

with all the other living, and its survival depends on the health of the planet. The 

interdependence among all processes of life, material and energetic, as a principle of 

scientific truth, dictates eco-critical scrutiny and a revised attitude towards an ecocentric 

communion with the world. An eco-critical engagement with the natural world assures a 

complementary status of intimacy and safety. If humanity cares about its wellbeing and 
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sustainability, it must care about the entire web of life. One place to start may be to look 

into what constitutes our daily bread in today‘s culture, what are the means of its 

production and how do they affect us. M. F. K. Fisher wrote that ―Our three basic needs, 

for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot 

straightly think of one without the others.‖93  

In 1990, Philip Shabecoff, an environmentalist correspondent, published 40-Year 

Countdown Is Seen for Environment94 in New York Times, warning that humanity has 

about forty years to switch towards a sustainable environmental economy or would 

spiral into an uncontrollable economic decline. The responsible factors at that time were 

listed as ―the current trend in population growth, excessive consumption of wood, 

minerals and other materials in producing energy, the release of toxic substances in the 

environment and exponential economic expansion…‖95 The report demands a shift in 

the moral makeup of human society, a repositioning of priorities and values. Twenty-one 

years later we are able to attest to the economic decline experienced at the global level, 

starting just a few years back. The contemporary post-industrial way of life continues to 

be characterized by a hedonistic materialist culture, with little empathy for other fellow 

beings, and everything else that does not bring a profit.  

Through my project Body as Matter, Body as Flesh, I join the efforts of the 

growing circle of concerned artists, scientists and theorists who decided to direct social 

discourses towards essential human values, hoping that their efforts will make a 

difference in the fabric of our society. Connective or relational practices refute the myth 
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of fragmentation and reach out to the community in its attempt to develop meaningful 

discourses and participatory processes within the processes of life itself. A growing 

number of contemporary relational artists, such as Nathaniel Katz, Anne Hamilton, Mel 

Chin, Alison Hunter, inspired by the current eco-phenomenological realities, channel 

their creative energy towards an intimate relationship with the world, with one another, 

and the inhabited place. 

Body as Matter, Body as Flesh proposes a model of understanding human 

body‘s relationship to its environment and the cultural significance that arises from that 

relationship. Bread, as the staff of life, is one symbolic element able to mediate body‘s 

connectivity to the physical world within contemporary cultural space. Bread‘s historical 

journey between Homer‘s feasts and Bread Company has proven its ability to function 

as a vital community mediator, Humble and resilient, bread is an ever-yielding 

substance with universal qualities. Through my project I symbolically present a 

sustainable interaction with my environment represented by fellow humans and the 

bread substance able to create bonds within the flesh of the world. Within the larger 

scheme of things, my efforts would not be sufficient if I stop my engagement with the 

project after one show. My vision for the future is to engage as many performance 

participants as possible, at first, and then to initiate regular participatory sessions with 

the public. I have in mind two options: I could submit a proposal for weekly bread- 

making workshops to an organization such as Artworks, in order to pass on the 

information to the younger generation; or I can institute a new organization that would 

address the needs of the low income or homeless people. The participants would learn 
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how to make bread, and will have the option to consume or sell it for the benefit of their 

organization of choice. The methodology requires a planning and adjustments, but with 

enthusiasm and perseverance it can generate a truly instrumentalist outcome. The 

symbolic potential of the staff of life may generate a viable community based project 

worthy of its historical significance. 
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