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From Latin meaning hearth or fireplace, and by extension the center of the
home. Taken by Kepler (1604) in a mathematical sense for “point of
convergence.” Introduced into English 1656 by Hobbes. Sense transfer to “center
of activity or energy” is first recorded 1796.

In American elementary schools in the 1960s, children such as I learned that there are
exactly five senses, each of which is firmly connected to a particular sense organ. Once
we got over the difficulty of comprehending our skin as a single “sense organ,” to be
regarded on a par with our eyes or our nose, we grade-schoolers were further
confounded by the news that tasting wasn’t really the province of the tongue alone;
actually, it was all about smelling (an insight usually delivered with the aid of a raw onion
and a clothespin on the nose). My understanding of taste remained fairly stuck at this
elementary-school level, even while my thoughts about the nature, role and meaning of
seeing and hearing became increasingly complicated—imbricated with my
understanding of understanding; of knowing itself. The theorists featured in this issue’s
Focus would likely say my experience is unsurprising and not atypical; the notion that
each of my senses has its own “job,” which it does independently of the other four (or
five) tends to inform the ways in which we talk about, evaluate, and rely upon our
sensory experiences. To wit: tasting, we “know,” is subjective. When we need to render
our taste as objective as possible, we don a blindfold, so that visual sensations do not
cloud our fickle judgment, so eager to believe that the beautiful cake before us is also
luscious. Vision, we seem to believe, should have nothing to do with our experience of
taste. Likewise, we must bracket off any nostalgic or romantic connections to past
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experiences with a particular flavor, if we wish to understand its qualities “in and of
themselves”; Proust’s madeline may serve very well for the purposes of launching a
work of fiction, but as the stuff of hardboiled inquiry into the matter of taste, such
memories are surely immaterial. Or so the grade-school scientist in me would insist.
From their respective disciplinary perspectives of philosophy and anthropology, Carolyn
Korsmeyer and David Sutton seek to deepen, enrich and complicate our understanding
of taste, by exploring its synaesthetic nature. Korsmeyer considers the way in which the
senses of taste and vision, in particular, “collaborate” to create our sensory
experiences—a collaboration that makes it possible for foods to be conceived of as
whimsical, deceptive, alluring and confusing, as well as appealing or revolting. David
Sutton uses a “gustemological” approach to food, characterized by an understanding of
taste as a “total social fact,” and of eating as an experience that is “always inherently
synaesthetic,” to invite us to consider memory as a sense. Sutton’s suggestion—which
he describes as “speculative and provocative”—rests upon a view of polytemporality,
whereby the present “seems to ‘hum’ with memories of past words and past times.”

Carolyn Korsmeyer

“Looks Good!”
It is an adage of the kitchen that we eat first with our eyes. For those engaged in
meal preparation, the immediate message is probably something about “plating”
and the arrangement of a table so that diners’ appetites are whetted, for the very
look of food is an invitation to eat. Recognizing this, advertisements and cookbooks
picture foods as they are set before us moments ahead of their consumption: foamy
beer just poured, steaming vegetables, pasta gleaming with olive oil, a split potato
with the butter just starting to melt.

There is a cynical side to the saying as well, however, for it also suggests that
we are apt to overrate foods that are well-presented, even when they are the same
as something served less attractively. Alluring presentations can also deceive. The
scheme of the frugal host who decants cheap wine into ritzy bottles is a familiar
motif that recognizes the power of vision to prompt anticipation of taste, and of
anticipation to direct sensation. Of course, the technique can fail, as with the
tempting dessert cart that dispenses cardboard-flavored cakes. While the latter
disappointments indicate that the union of a look and a taste is readily severed, it
is still the case that vision and taste—indeed all the senses—coordinate in fruitful
synergy to produce a full taste experience. Here I examine the relations between
what we see and what we eat, from the way edible substances appear, to the mutual
influences of visual culture and food presentations.

The Ambiguity of Taste and the Identification of Food
So-called blind taste tests aim at probing the ability of the tongue alone to identify
a flavor. There are times when that ruse has a purpose, as when the laboratory
scientist seeks to isolate the determinants of sense perception. Only in such
circumstances does it make sense to limit the reference of “taste” to the receptors
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of the tongue, because full taste experience always includes smell and touch as
well.

At other times, blind testing is directed to assessment of the “objective” quality
of food or drink, an aim that implies a degree of skepticism about the discerning
abilities of taste, even when the contributions of smell and touch are included. The
tacit assumption is that taste’s capabilities can be assessed only if people do not
know the identity of what they are eating.1 However, simply removing identifying
markers from food and drink cannot accomplish this reliably. No doubt we are
sometimes nudged to find a wine better by looking at the bottle, to appreciate a cup
of tea that comes from a box with an import label rather than a supermarket logo.
But the idea that taste experience should or even can be free from some kind of idea
about what is being consumed is highly problematic. Tastes alone are often
ambiguous and require identification of their objects in order to come into focus,
and often it is sight that provides that identification. But we should quickly note
that this charge is hardly limited to the sense of taste; the same can be said of the
objects of other senses. I once skied across a field to locate a flock of honking geese,
only to discover an ancient train squeakily backing onto a siding. How many times
have you mistaken a shadow for a smear of dirt, a tangle of thread for an insect?
A bright yellow in one room is dull beige in another with different conditions of
light. We are quite familiar with the fact that sense experience in general is not
infallible, but it is taste that comes in for the brunt of skepticism about its discerning
capabilities.2

Isolating sensation from the identity of its object is likely to deprive any sense
of much-needed context. In order to have a complete taste experience it is often
important to have supplementary identification of what one is ingesting from an
information conduit other than taste itself. Because the sense of sight recognizes
its objects quickly and from a distance, vision is a habitual instrument to resolve
the ambiguity of taste sensations. If one encounters a flavor unexpectedly, the result
can be shocking, as some examples readily demonstrate. Not too long ago my
husband prepared a salad into which he sprinkled a few tiny rock shrimp. I wasn’t
paying attention, and my fork brought up a foul mouthful of low tide. It helped avert
panic to learn about the shrimp, and the taste came into focus as seafood rather
than spoilage. But the flavor alone did not declare itself, and in fact it was weirdly
inchoate. Certainly with strong flavors, this is a common and sometimes dramatic
event. An unidentified mouthful simply does not come into focus (to use the visual
metaphor again), and some of the options are unpalatable in the extreme. Without
knowing what one is eating, just how welcoming would the tongue be to a glob of
gorgonzola? Surely one at least needs to anticipate cheese rather than something
far less pleasant in order to discern the combination of pungency and sharpness
that the cheese lover appreciates.

In the above cases, vision confirms the identity of a substance and assures the
eater of its edibility. It also summons anticipation of flavor, which begins the
process of taste experience. The senses do not always act in such harmony,
however, and when the information from one belies that from another an
interesting struggle arises. The case of a food whose visual attributes repel even
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when its taste attributes attract provides another direction from which to consider
the coordination of these senses. Some clever psychological research has shown
that subjects will not eat a substance such as fudge if it is shaped to look like
feces.3 They are told that it is fudge; it smells like chocolate; they know that it is
not only edible but delicious. And yet the mere look of the substance is sufficiently
disgusting to prevent ingestion. Here the visual information is at odds with the
testimony of the nose and mouth, but the affective response that vision advises
overrides the response anticipated by taste. It is a paradigm case of what
philosophers sometimes call “cognitive impenetrability”: a sensory-emotive
response (in this case disgust) that resists override from knowledge (that the
substance is fudge).

Cognitive penetrability and impenetrability are useful terms that direct inquiry
to whether an experience such as a sensation or an emotion can be altered by
knowledge or belief.4 Some affects are cognitively impenetrable through and
through: the startle reflex, for example, occurs even when one knows the trigger is
about to occur.5 Others, such as the emotion of grief, are highly penetrable, for if
one’s belief that a tragic event has occurred proves to be false, grief dissipates.
Disgust is variously penetrable, though more stubborn than other emotions. The
fecal fudge is apparently pretty impenetrable; in other instances of disgust—such
as my shrimp surprise—the response is more easily overcome once one
understands the nature of the object in question.

Taste itself, even the bare sensation of flavor on the tongue, seems to be
variously cognitively penetrable. The examples of the shrimp, the cheese, and
doubtless other more subtle flavors suggest some degree of penetrability, because
once the substances are identified, the indeterminate or obnoxious flavors they
initially appear to have take shape (as it were) and become palatable, even tasty. I
regard this phenomenon as definitively justifying visual contributions to taste: if
you deprive an experience of relevant context that supplies the information needed
to identify its objects, or if you mislead someone into anticipating a different object,
then the subject will likely “fail” a taste test. I am suggesting that this failure is
built into the structure of sense experience, and from this we can confirm the
legitimate role of vision in tasting, eating, drinking.

Although one needs correct identification of foods for their tastes to become
fully determinate, the interplay between vision and taste permits—indeed invites—
a degree of whimsy that sometimes chefs like to indulge: surprising the tongue by
serving a dish whose visual expectation is at odds with the taste anticipated. This
technique has been famously executed by so-called molecular gastronomy, though
one finds examples throughout history, perhaps most notoriously at Trimalchio’s
feast (fictional but not impossible). Such endeavors represent another way that the
visual impression is exploited in a taste experience, now by deliberately
misidentifying the object and engaging the amusement and admiration of the eater.
The artist Toulouse-Lautrec contributed to such culinary play with gusto. For
example, his recipe for “Convent Serpent” requires a sweet dough rolled into the
shape of a snake and arranged in a menacing S curve. The recipe instructs one to
“Take 2 raisins and make eyes. Cover the top with almond halves, skin sides up, to
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resemble scales along the reptile’s back. Bake 25–30 minutes, or until the serpent
is fully cooked. Allow to cool before startling guests.”6

The Convent Serpent is a cleverly deceptive example of the general category of
decorative foods, many of which are crafted to amuse and delight. The history of
cuisine abounds with directives about ornamental presentations. Jean-François
Revel quotes this enthusiastic description from a seventeenth-century treatise on
serving:

This manner charms the eye, and as a foretaste of the good things that are to
be found there, it seems at first that one’s eyes are about to devour these
delicious dishes: the pleasure of seeing them is greater than that of touching
them, and it is an inconceivable satisfaction, during the entire repast, to have
such pleasing objects present which excite the appetite even more in that they
are made expressly to awaken it.7

Not only can foods be made especially appealing to vision when they arrive on the
table, they can be presented with equal allure, deceit, and complexity when they
appear as subjects of art.

The Communion of Senses
The category of painting known as “still life” refers to pictures of foods, flowers,
fruits, vegetables and household objects—without their human preparers,
arrangers, or owners present on the scene. It is a popular and recurring genre of
the western tradition, with examples in antiquity, as well as in Euro-American art
from the seventeenth century onwards. These subjects tend to be rendered on a
small scale, and because table items are of modest size, still life lends itself to
trompe l’oeil effects that tease the perceived border between art and reality. Before
a deftly painted scene, one is tempted to reach out and pluck a grape from a stem,
to touch a spilled drop of wine to see if it might actually be wet. Still-life painting
has not always been held in the highest critical esteem. In comparison with the
dramatic narratives of “history” painting, still life is mundane. Its subjects derive
from ordinary, everyday life, domestic and homespun. At the same time, the
familiarity of content is part of its charm and one of the reasons that paintings of
this sort are relatively easy to understand and to enjoy across large spans of history
and differences of culture.

This type of art also provides opportunities to examine what we might call a
synaesthetic exchange among the senses. Simply reading a description of a meal
can make your mouth water; a cleverly-painted image of food can prompt a thought
of its taste. The ability of a painted scene to stimulate appetite has long been
acknowledged to be a sign of artistic skill, as this ancient comment from
Philostratus (third century CE) testifies:

It is a good thing to gather figs and also not to pass over in silence the figs in
this picture. Purple figs dripping with juice are heaped on vine-leaves; and they
are depicted with breaks in the skin, some just cracking open to disgorge their
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honey, some split apart, they are so ripe … You would say that even the grapes
in the painting are good to eat and full of winey juice. And the most charming
point of all this is: on a leafy branch is yellow honey already within the comb and
ripe to stream forth if the comb is pressed; and on another leaf is cheese new
curdled and quivering; and there are bowls of milk not merely white but
gleaming.8

The imagination easily conjures a picture from these words, and just as easily
anticipates the sweetness of the grapes and the honey. Philostratus’s own words
demonstrate the ready commerce between actual eating practice (“it is a good thing
to gather figs) and appreciation of pictured foods (“and also not to pass over in
silence the figs in this picture”).

Not every commentator on still-life painting has found the engagement of the
sense of taste by means of visual art something to be praised. Especially during the
times when “aesthetic” pleasure was held to be incompatible with bodily pleasure,
art that mingled the two was regarded suspiciously. The philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer, who insisted on a radical separation of desire and aesthetic
experience, had a particularly dour view of the power of the image to summon
taste. He criticizes Dutch painters

when they err by depicting edible objects. By their deceptive appearance these
necessarily excite the appetite, and this is just a stimulation of the will which
puts an end to any aesthetic contemplation of the object … unfortunately we
often find, depicted with deceptive naturalness, prepared and served-up dishes,
oysters, herrings, crabs, bread and butter, beer, wine, and so on, all of which is
wholly objectionable.9

Actually, Schopenhauer’s comments are appropriately directed only to a small range
of still-life paintings of food and drink, namely those that present their subjects as
fresh, well-prepared, and ready-to-eat. He ignores the large numbers of paintings
designed to carry less pleasant messages—those that picture rotting fruit, spilled
drink, broken crockery, slaughtered game, scavenging vermin or bones. The
symbolic meanings of different foods—once familiar, now arcane—are also
neglected in his dismissal. With its focus on the necessities of everyday sustenance,
still-life painting is ideally suited to remind us of the passage of time, of the fragility
of material existence, of the vanity of ambition, and of mortality. In the context of
these meanings, those paintings that tempt with their gleaming fruits and full wine
glasses represent the portrayal of but one stage of eating—that where appetite is
robust and the plenty of the table is poised to satisfy.

Though put in his characteristically curmudgeon manner, Schopenhauer may be
on to something with his comment about the arousal of appetite: its image is more
captivating in the promise than in the satisfaction. The sorts of pictures he decries
capture the look of a meal just before one sits down to eat. Not during, and certainly
not after, when plates are smeared with gravy and shreds of salad, the table cloth
stained with dribbles. (These too were painted, to be sure, but they are not appetite
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stimulants.) And this also tells us something more about the relationship of vision
and taste. Because one does not literally taste what is seen, one has to anticipate
the flavor of something before it is portrayed as having been eaten. The finished
meal leaves behind only detritus. It is the ever-anticipated first bite that arouses
appetite and awaits taste experience. The point may seem rather obvious, though
just what kinds of visual displays are considered enticing discloses a fact about the
operation of the sense of taste tacitly recognized by artists and cooks alike.

Contemporary cookbooks and advertisements frequently appropriate motifs
from still-life painting, as perusal of cooking manuals readily confirms.10 Often this
probably occurs more or less unconsciously, because such images pervade our
culture. Especially in cookbooks and in the recipes published in illustrated
periodicals, it is the finished dish, nicely arranged on a plate all by itself, that is
presented to the eye. As with the classic still-life, the cook is off-camera (along with
the dirty dishes and garbage accrued in the process of preparation). Perhaps one
bite has been taken, maybe the cake is cut and ready for a plate, the fruit sliced. But
the implicit hunger of the absent diner has yet to be assuaged. The compelling force
of delicious-looking pictures is now doubtless most influential in advertisements,
for the proliferation and distribution of images in the modern and now postmodern
eras have completely permeated our lives. The moving image of television breaks
with the still-life tradition of picturing foods arranged with no human present, for
here we do see people actually eating. As a rule, however, they have just begun
their meal and are shown savoring that first bite. The image is not “still,” but it
remains anticipatory. Amidst the symbolism, the style adaptations, the market
forces, and the critical discourses that surround the visual depiction of foodstuffs
there lies a common recognition of something about the operation of taste. For
taste and smell are senses with low thresholds of surfeit. Their acuity and (most
especially) the pleasure of their satisfaction are highly dependent on hunger and
satiation. Expectation heightens taste; satisfaction dulls it. Succulent images are
promises of tastes, capturing that moment before appetite is sated and the sense
of taste has temporarily lapsed into indifference.

In sum, both in everyday practice and in cultural productions, vision and taste
play roles in arousing the desire to eat and the experience that follows. Sometimes
the anticipation that vision prompts is satisfied, sometime it is not; sometimes it
enhances flavor, other times it is disappointed. A robust collaboration of the senses
does not ensure infallible judgments of taste, but it does afford assurance when
needed, amusement when leisure permits, and enjoyment on even mundane
occasions.

Carolyn Korsmeyer is Professor of Philosophy at the University at Buffalo. Her chief
research area is aesthetics, including the relationship between gustatory and aesthetic
taste. She is the author of Making Sense of Taste: Food and Philosophy (1999) and editor
of The Taste Culture Reader (2005). Philosophy Department, University at Buffalo, 135
Park Hall, Buffalo, NY 14260, USA (ckors@buffalo.edu).
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Notes

1 Probably the most skepticism is directed at wine tasting, where differences can be subtle,

and where there is widespread suspicion that pretension pervades the field.

2 Here is where the hoary charge of “subjectivity” comes into play, for taste has a venerable

reputation as being the most subjective of senses. But what does this mean? Most

basically, taste is subjective because it is an experience of a perceiving subject. In this

respect all sense experience is subjective, and by itself this observation does not make the

experience indeterminate, nor does it make it “relative.” Slicing your finger with a paring

knife also produces a subjective experience, but it is rarely relative, if by that we mean to

reserve judgment about whether the next person to use that knife ought to be careful.

3 Paul Rozin, Jonathan Haidt and Clark R. McCauley, “Disgust,” in Michael Lewis and

Jeannette M. Haviland (eds) Handbook of Emotions (New York: Guilford Press, 1993), p.

583.

4 Peter Goldie discusses cognitive impenetrability with regard to emotions in The Emotions:

A Philosophical Exploration (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), pp. 74–8.

5 Jenefer Robinson, “Startle,” Journal of Philosophy 92:2 (1995), pp. 53–74.

6 “Serpent du Couvent”, Adapted from Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and Maurice Joyant, L’art

de la cuisine, in Alexandra Leaf, The Impressionists’ Table (New York: Rizzoli, 1994), p.

137.

7 Jean-François Revel, Culture and Cuisine: A Journey through the History of Food, trans.

Helen R. Lane (New York: Da Capo, 1984), p. 227. Chapter 8 of this book explores

decoration and foods in detail.

8 Quoted in Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four Essays on Still-life Painting

(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 18–19.

9 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, Vol. I (1819), trans. E.F.J.

Payne (New York: Dover, 1969), pp. 207–8.

10 My favorite example, alas, is no longer in print: Charlotte Adams, The Four Seasons

Cookbook (New York: Ridge Press/Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971) with photographs by

Arie deZanger.

David Sutton

Memory as a Sense: A Gustemological Approach

Katerina, A Kalymnian woman cuts a slice of watermelon off the rind and hands
it dripping to her grown-up son, saying to him, “here [take it], like the ‘old
years.’” (Paraphrased from Sutton 2001: 54)

Nomiki, a Greek woman from the island of Kalymnos, is describing to me the
making of a meat sauce for the dish pastitsio. She begins by listing the main
ingredients, then she comes to the spices, noting, “I added cinnamon, garlic,
onion, pepper, bay leaf…” Here she reaches into the pan to pull out a bay leaf
and says “I’m using my hand. It doesn’t matter; cooking requires hands.” After
listing a few more ingredients, she adds, “The ingredients don’t go in all at once,

C
a
r
o
ly
n
K
o
r
sm
e
y
e
r
a
n
d
D
a
v
id

Su
t
t
o
n

◊
T
h
e
Se
n
so
r
y
E
x
p
e
r
ie
n
c
e
o
f
Fo
o
d

468

02/03 Focus FCS 14.4:Layout 1  24/8/11  14:05  Page 468

E-P
rin

t ©
 A

SFS

E-P
rin

t ©
 A

SFS



&
Food,
Culture
Society

one at a time, there’s an order in cooking. You’ll put in the cinnamon, then after
a little bit the pepper, the salt, the bay leaf, one by one. So that you can hear the
smell of each ingredient.” (Sutton, fieldnote data, 2006)

Scenes such as this, taken frommy research on the Greek island of Kalymnos, bring
together some of the direct sensuality and even synaesthesia that seems a part of
daily life in Kalymnian kitchens. These experiences have pushed me to think about
the cultural shaping of the senses, the way that the senses are embodied skills
trained and deployed as part of daily life and the cultural value that is placed on the
flavor (and other sensory properties) of food on Kalymnos. That the cooking and
eating of food is a deeply sensory activity seems obvious once stated. And yet, it is
an aspect of common sense that scholars have been rather late in discovering. This
has been long ascribed to the Western hierarchy of the senses which, at least since
the Enlightenment, placed taste and smell at the bottom, far from the activities of
the intellect. No doubt it also has something to do with the fact that sensory qualia
have been seen as subjective and difficult to pin down. The senses have more often
been the subject of poetry and the evocative rather than academic description,
interpretation or analysis.

In a recent review (Sutton 2010), I suggested some of the recent approaches in
my own discipline of anthropology to food as a sensory phenomenon. I explored
some of the ways that anthropologists have suggested different cultural systems of
categories for taste and other sensory evaluations of food, including more multi-
sensory, synaesthetic perceptions than are common in the West. Here I would like
briefly to review a few of the main approaches I argued for, before turning to a
subject that I have only just begun to think about: what might be gained from
thinking about memory itself as a sensory capacity, and how it might point to
productive new avenues for food research.

There is a developing sense among anthropologists and other scholars of food
that the study of taste, far from being peripheral to our understanding of culture,
can in fact provide a new way of organizing our research into social life. I suggest
the term gustemology, a gustemic1 way of knowing, living and interacting, to capture
this idea, drawing on Stephen Feld’s (2003) coinage of the term acoustemology to
make a similar point about sonic approaches to the world. What I mean by
gustemology goes beyond Bourdieu’s (1984) more metaphoric use of “taste” to talk
about social distinction, drawing inspiration rather from Mintz’s (1985) use of
sweetness to understand social life and the transformations that led to the notion
of the “modern” individual consumer, and Farquhar’s (2002) focus on bitterness as
a key to understanding changing experiences in pre- and post-Maoist China.2 In
both these cases, it is because sweetness and bitterness are placed in a context in
which taste matters deeply to people’s daily lives and identities that taste can take
on much broader and potentially more metaphoric applications. In a gustemological
approach, taste takes on the quality of a total social fact, tied to multiple domains
of social life, as Adapon (2008) has deftly shown in her study on the agency of flavor,
or sazón, in a Mexican village. But a gustemological approach should certainly not
be limited to taste, and should recognize that “taste” is only one of the sensory
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aspects of food which needs to include most obviously smell, texture and
temperature, but also sight and sound (“listen to that smell,” as Nomiki put it).
Such parsing does not capture the fluidity and interconnection of these experiences,
which even Proust tried to limit to “taste and smell” in his famous madeleine
reverie. A gustemological approach would both recognize the potential for far more
tastes than the standard four (or now five with the latecomer umami), and recognize
that our experience of food (like all of life) is always inherently synaesthetic.

These are empirical questions, of course, to be approached through careful
research into practices. Key sites for such practices might be in moments of taste
and other sense-making, such as the growing number of venues in which tastes
are educated. Beyond wine and cheese tastings we now have coffee tastings,
chocolate tastings, maple-syrup tastings and many other venues, commercial and
otherwise, where new discourses about flavor and new experiences of flavor are
being generated. But it is important to keep equal attention on the more mundane
venues, harder to get at because less focused but still ubiquitous: at mealtimes or
other occasions where foods are evaluated as part of one’s daily life and in relation
to a whole set of other sensory experiences. As part of the flow of everyday life,
intergenerational taste encounters may be more marked because more explicit: it
is when parents and children clash over food choices that taste principles may
suddenly become very clear. But at the same time there are many less combative
situations in which children’s tastes are shaped (and parents’ or other relatives’
tastes reshaped), in the course of shared cooking explorations. It also becomes
explicit in cross-cultural encounters, which is why research on transnational
migration may also be particularly rewarding in this regard.

A key component of a gustemological approach would no doubt involve attention
to memory. For a number of years I have been arguing that memory should be a
focal point in our understandings of food, and a growing body of literature3 has
suggested various kinds of memory (personal, collective, semantic, event, bodily)
and different domains of food experience that could be explored under this rubric.
Sensory memory is certainly critical here, and scholars have begun to explore the
Proustian phenomenon of the sensory experience of food leading to an unlocking
of key personal and social memories. I have been particularly interested in the ways
that synaesthesia seems tied to memory, the multiple sensory encodings of food
being part of their endurance in memory, a topic I explore at length elsewhere
(Sutton 2001; see also Seremetakis 1994).

Here, however, I should like to take a different approach, and to use the rest of
the space allotted to me to ask “What would it mean for our studies of food if we
thought of memory itself as a sense?” I mean to be speculative and provocative,
rather than to offer any fully developed argument. I was initially led to this question
by David Howes, who, in the course of editing The Sixth Sense Reader, has been
compiling a website of “candidates” for the sixth sense.4 The problem with such an
endeavor, of course, is being clear about what is meant by “memory” and what is
meant by “sense,” without getting caught up in endless definitional regressions.
Nor is my goal to fit one category into the definition of the other, but to rethink both
terms. Very briefly, I am using sense in the way that many scholars have increasingly
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advocated, to refer to a type of communicative and creative channel between self
and world, rather than the traditional view of senses as passive receptors of data.
This avoids dualisms of subjectivity and objectivity, and applies to memory as well:
both memory and the senses are now being conceptualized as active, creative, even
transformational cultural processes, not simple receivers of empirical information.
Further, I am not arguing for memory as the sixth sense; as Howes notes, “it is not
the number of the senses but how we use them that counts” (Howes 2009: 25).
Indeed, my earlier comments on synaesthesia are partly meant to suggest the
futility of boundaries, as well as the idea that we should not strive for “natural
histories” of the senses but rather “cultural histories” (Howes 2009: 32).

One relatively obvious way of thinking of memory as a sense is to develop the
point made by Bartlett (1932), Schactel (1947) and others that we are enculturated
with schemata or categories that shape our perceptions of the world. As noted
above, the sensory properties of any food are shaped by our expectations and
memories. In a famous—perhaps apocryphal—experiment, wine experts were
blindfolded and asked to try a new red wine. They described it in the terms usually
employed for red wine, only to find out that it was, in fact, a white wine (see Lehrer
2007: 69). Certainly, the fact that we eat in relation to all the prior meals, tastes or
similar dishes that we have eaten, the questions “what is this?” “how was it made?”
and “is it good?” are always framed, implicitly or explicitly, in terms of our
memories of those prior experiences.

A second way to think about this topic might be to extend Maurice Halbwachs’
insights into collective memory. Halbwachs argued that memories are always
collective in the sense that when we remember—even the most “solitary”
memory—our memory is in fact stimulated and shaped by the social milieus and
the people, objects and institutions that make them up. Remembering itself is often
a collective process, and is possible because there is some consistency and stability
in the spatial/material world with which we interact.5 In this sense, then, memory
is indeed a communicative channel, through which we shape our interactions with
others and with our environments. Consider the following scenes:

A family on the island of Kalymnos watches a show about cooking chickpeas in
a clay oven on a neighboring island. This stimulates the wife to identify the
chickpea dish as “lemon”-style, not because the recipe contains lemon, but
because there is no tomato in it—as there would be on Kalymnos—thus making
it “white” rather than “red.” This gets the wife thinking about a trip to another
nearby island, Nisyros, where her husband had been working a few years back,
and where they cooked chickpeas for one of the local religious festivals. She
remembers being struck by the way that on Nisyros they would take basil from
their windowsills (basil is decorative, not typically used in Greek cooking), and
throw it on the coals where the chickpeas were baking. She describes the
striking color of the basil burning on the coals. This leads the son to ask her to
cook chickpeas (a dish that is not untypical on Kalymnos, but is usually cooked
on Wednesdays and Fridays, i.e. days when the religious calendar proscribes
eating meat). When the dish is made and served, it provokes a commentary on
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previous versions and an analysis of the differences in taste and the possible
reasons for these differences. This leads to them to discuss the price of beans,
special deals they have gotten in the past, and those present at the previous
meal, who are now absent.

From the pond a bullfrog croaked. Then Aunt Tempe would sigh and say she’d
been meaning to catch that frog all summer. He’d sure fry up good. Then the
talk veered back to food—the last time they’d eaten fried frog legs, the best
recipes for frog legs, and every meal that had ever involved amphibians. (West
1999: 27–8)

The first scene comes from my fieldnotes on Kalymnos in 2005. The second is from
a culinary memoir, as I am not suggesting an exclusively ethnographic project in
exploring memory as a sense. Both examples have some similarities with the
famous Proustian madeleine scene from Remembrance of Things Past, but also
show basic differences. They are different because in Proust’s case it is the actual
taste of the madeleine that involuntarily stimulates the remembrance of past social
scenes in a fashion similar to what Halbwachs describes, stimulated by
sociomaterial milieus. In these two cases it is explicit discussion of food that evokes,
seemingly by analogy, other meals similar to and different from the one recalled. In
neither example do we have memories in the imperfect tense, where a generalized
“used to” comes to compress and stand in for any specificity. Rather, we see the
memories of each individual family member of different particular meals being
evoked and recombined in the present moment. Thus, rather than being
compressed and edited into a prototypical “memory,” they remain intact past
moments, layered or sedimented onto the present.6

In both of these cases, the advantage of thinking of memory as a sense would
be to highlight not only the role of analogy, but how those analogies create channels
of communication between past and present moments. That is, the present is filled
out with significance as people seek moments from the past that are felt to
illuminate and enrich a particular present impression appropriately. Beyond that,
memories from the past combine with present impressions to spur future actions—
in the first case the plan to prepare chickpeas based on some combination of the
advice from the cooking show and the memory of practices encountered on other
islands; in the second, a desire to catch and fry up some frogs. In thinking of
memory as infusing the present in this way, I am arguing for a view of the present
as polytemporal rather than temporally flat. Polytemporality is a term that has been
used in particular with regards to language and material culture. David Samuels’
study of San Carlos Apache practices argues for a linguistic usage of quotations in
“reenacting, reanimating and reperforming other people’s utterances” (Samuels
2006: 73), so that the present moment seems to “hum” with memories of past
words and past times.7 Scholars see this polytemporality of the present as
potentially conscious or unconscious, residing in the material culture all around us.
Michael Taussig, for example, writes:
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The tongue remembers, but you do not. Life moves on while all around you lie
the traces of lost eras, active in the present, hanging on the wall, covering the
windows, not to mention the couch on which you sit or the dress you will wear
tonight. (Taussig 2008: 4; see also Latour 1993: 73–5)

In this evocative phrasing, sense memory is seen as available but unconscious, still
remembered by the tongue, by which Taussig means to suggest the linguistic traces
of forgotten connections found in words and names like “damask” and “Damascus,”
which contain a “vague aura” much like the “hum” that Samuels describes. But I
take his reference to the tongue remembering for my own purposes to refer to
processes of taste. Certainly, people may be more or less aware at an explicit level
of the polytemporality of any present moment, conversation, gesture or object.
Focusing on material culture might suggest potentially less explicit recognition:
Greek “traditional” food includes items such as tomato sauces used in many bean
and pasta dishes, and which did not exist 200 years ago before the introduction of
the tomato, and kollivo, a dish of boiled wheat and other ingredients served at
memorials for the dead, which has existed in some form for over 2,000 years. Both
of these different temporal trajectories coexist as part of Greek tradition in the
present, suggesting, in Taussig’s view, its polytemporality, and the way that these
different histories might hover on the tongue of the eater of these dishes. If one
focuses not so much on the material culture itself but on the actors, planning,
cooking, eating and evaluating meals, then I would suggest that polytemporality
often becomes much more explicit, as people use their memories to call upon the
past to interpret, contextualize, or simply to link the present with the comfort of the
known past.

In raising the issue of different levels of awareness of polytemporality, I am also
suggesting that different groups may have different explicit metacommunicative
notions of the proper relationship between the present and past memory. Even
within any given group’s social practices there will be spaces in which it is viewed
as appropriate to infuse the present with past memories, and other spaces where
remembrance will be seen as “living in the past,” or getting caught up in “ancient
history.” For example, in yoga practice, the practitioner is enjoined to put her
consciousness in the present moment, to eschew any past memories or future plans
in order to focus on the bodily experience of the present. We need to be attentive
to these explicit ideologies of memory and how they may affect memory practices,
leading in some cases to the kind of explicit commentary in my two examples above,
in other cases perhaps simply to an eerie sense of recognition or déjà vu, or “the
subjectively inappropriate impression of familiarity of a present experience with
an undefined past” (Mowbray 2010, quoting Libet). At times, eating kollivo may
simply hum with an aura of a long past, while at other times people may explicitly
enact an idea of tradition or pastness in their food practices and gestures, as the
woman Katerina does in offering her son watermelon to be eaten, sticky, in his
hands (rather than with a fork and on a plate) in my first epigraph. Thus, a
gustemological approach, one that takes the sensory aspects of eating, not just in
the moment of now, but in the deeply evocative ways that food can tie together
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multiple strands of the past that infuse any present social situation, offers new
ways of thinking both about selfhood and subjectivity and about group identity and
collective memory. It opens up many questions we have yet to ask of our materials.
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Notes

1 In Greece, the term gusto contains both the meanings that are found in English, i.e. relating

to taste, and an enthusiastic and vigorous enjoyment, but also has the meaning of habits

and preferences, both chosen and enculturated. Thus I would suggest it is a particularly

apt term in relation to my discussion of memory below.

2 The notion of terroir, or “the taste of place” also can be seen as capturing a notion of

gustemology, that is, taste as a critical way through which we know places.

3 For a review, see Holtzman (2006).

4 See the Abcderium of Extrasensory Powers (http://sixthsensereader.org/2009/10/20/

abcderium-of-extrasensory-powers/), which currently includes entries for electro-

reception, kinaesthesia, clairvoyance and déjà vu, among others.

5 See Halbwachs (1980). Connerton (1989: 36–8) provides a summary of these points. In his

more recent work, Connerton (2009) argues that “modernity” forgets rather than

remembers because of the flux of the sociomaterial world that no longer provides these

sorts of anchors for remembering in common.

6 I use the notion of sedimentation here less in the way that Connerton (1989: 72) talks

about the process in which “in habitual memory the past is, as it were, sedimented in the

body.” It is more in line with Seremetakis’ writings on layering and stratigraphy (she also

uses the metaphor of sedimentation). In talking about archaeological objects in Greece, for

example, Seremetakis writes: “The archaeological object, in its widest sense, acquires

another new stratigraphic level each time it enters into the perceptual order of the

present” (Seremetakis 1994: 141). This is similar to the notion I am developing of memory

creating layers of polytemporality in the present.

7 For further elaboration, see Sutton and Wogan (2009: 82–3).
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