Title: “The Food that Binds”
Author: Anca Oroveanu
How to cite this article: Oroveanu, Anca. 2008. “The Food that Binds”. Martor 13: 199‐214.
Published by: Editura MARTOR (MARTOR Publishing House), Muzeul Țăranului Român (The
Museum of the Romanian Peasant)
URL:

http://martor.muzeultaranuluiroman.ro/archive/martor‐13‐2008/

Martor (The Museum of the Romanian Peasant Anthropology Review) is a peer‐reviewed academic journal
established in 1996, with a focus on cultural and visual anthropology, ethnology, museum studies and the dialogue
among these disciplines. Martor review is published by the Museum of the Romanian Peasant. Its aim is to
provide, as widely as possible, a rich content at the highest academic and editorial standards for scientific,
educational and (in)formational goals. Any use aside from these purposes and without mentioning the source of
the article(s) is prohibited and will be considered an infringement of copyright.

Martor (Revue d’Anthropologie du Musée du Paysan Roumain) est un journal académique en système peer‐review
fondé en 1996, qui se concentre sur l’anthropologie visuelle et culturelle, l’ethnologie, la muséologie et sur le
dialogue entre ces disciplines. La revue Martor est publiée par le Musée du Paysan Roumain. Son aspiration est de
généraliser l’accès vers un riche contenu au plus haut niveau du point de vue académique et éditorial pour des
objectifs scientifiques, éducatifs et informationnels. Toute utilisation au‐delà de ces buts et sans mentionner la
source des articles est interdite et sera considérée une violation des droits de l’auteur.

Martor is indexed by EBSCO and CEEOL.

199

The Food that Binds
Anca Oroveanu

The Food that Binds
Edited by Ioana Popescu and {erban Anghelescu
Graphic design: Lila Passima
Martor Publishing House, Museum of the Romanian
Peasant, Bucharest, 2008

The publications of the Museum of the Romanian Peasant, whether conceived for its exhibitions or independently of such events, are familiar to any frequent visitor of this museum.
They had from the outset a special stamp, and
are described on the site of the museum as being
closer to the category of „books as objects“, a
definition under which many of them might be
fittingly included. Their handicraft character
would put them alongside contemporary“artists’
books“, were it not for the spirit of humility in
which many of them were conceived and
realized. But even those among them that do not
have conspicuous features of this kind show a
particular care, an effort to actively promote a
culture of the book, which is becoming increasingly rare, and which makes them specially
attractive. This is also true of the book about
which I am writing. While more like a book in
the current sense of the word, everything in it –
from its format, its cover (a watercolor by Horia
Bernea, several of whose delicate pen and ink
„vignettes“ are also included in the book), the

quality of the paper, the ways in which images of
various kinds relate to texts that are comparably
diverse – makes of it an unusual book. The Food
that Binds (together with the revised edition of
Noah’s Ark. From the Neolithic to Coca Cola) is
among the first books published by the newly
established publishing house of the museum,
Martor. It accompanies the recently opened
exhibition at the museum, devoted to Food
(more precisely, that section of this exhibition
that has been planned as part of the permanent
display). It would then seem that this book
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belongs to the species „catalog“. But it has few
of the features usually associated to such publications: no list of works, no technical or interpretive indications concerning the works on display in the exhibition (and given the nature of
the exhibition, one may imagine that this would
have been not just difficult, but perhaps also
pointless); and it doesn’t turn – as many such
publications nowadays do – into a substitute of
the exhibition itself, to the point of discouraging
its potential visitors from going to see it. It is,
indeed, related to the display, in a close, but
complementary, rather than substitutive manner. This relationship is particularly obvious in
the opening part, where one can read the conceptual project of the exhibition (due to Ioana
Popescu), and its curatorial project; to my regret,
this text, as the previous one, is claimed by no
one; one can surmise that it is a collective effort
of the curators of the exhibition, on which Ioana
Popescu worked with Lila Passima and Cosmin
Manolache. This text is accompanied by a few
photographs showing the spiral wooden structure which is the center-piece and the binding
factor of the „installation“ in the first room,
giving the reader a foretaste of how the exhibition might look. But we are left free to imagine
it, to configure and reconfigure it in our minds,
even after having seen it.
The conceptual project starts by saying: „We
are what we think, what we accomplish, say, or
dream. But in our living substance, we are what
we eat. Angels don’t eat, they merely pretend to.
We are the flesh and blood of sacrificed animals,
we feed through violence and death, we are the
milk of woman, of sheep or cow, sweet and gentle
food, we are the crop of plants put to death, such
as corn, or of plants gathered painlessly, like the
apple or the mushroom. We are, symbolically
speaking, the killed animal or the tortured plant,
buried, cut, set on fire, matter having undergone
martyrdom, that becomes infused with power
through sacrifice and initiation.“ These words
are suggestive both for the ideas that inspired the
exhibition, and for those around which the book

is composed. Here and there, a double orientation of the „spiral“ gathering them is apparent.
The spiral is an appropriate emblem, since it embodies or inscribes both the general ascending
and descending movement, and the roundabout
paths, the tensions, detours, the occasional halts
on this trajectory. It binds and segregates. It
points to a dramatic relationship with food, bearing the mark of the Original Sin, and of lesser
sins succeeding it, of violence and death, but also
of the promise of redemption; and it also points
to more relaxed and peaceful ways of relating to
it, though here too there is a constant oscillation
between austerity and over-abundance. Several
texts (by Ioana Popescu, {erban Anghelescu, and
Costion Nicolescu) reflect from a variety of viewpoints on the ample territory thus opened for our
prospection. The book includes, in addition, two
mini-anthologies, entitled How others see us (with
excerpts from Paul Morand, Anton Maria del
Chiaro, Aglaja Veteranyi, and what I suppose to
be a section from a larger paper by Carmen
Andra[, documenting the culinary experiences
and impressions of British visitors to this part of
the world), and How we see ourselves (through a
larger sample of writings, whose heterogeneous
nature makes them all the more telling: chronicles, travel accounts, literary works, memoirs,
texts with some scientific pretense). In-between
are interspersed fragments of folk verse, and
– most importantly – a large variety of visual
documents from different times, many of them
photographic.
May I be allowed a slight criticism towards a
book in every way so carefully and lovingly conceived: more detailed indications concerning the
sources of the texts, and additional information
on the visual documents (where possible) would
have been welcome. Extending to publications
the „no labels“ principle of display adopted in
the museum seems somewhat excessive; surely, a
solution could have been found for including
such information tactfully, without endangering
the rhythm, and the visual elegance of the book.

