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Physiology of Taste is an exhibition that is like an invitation to dinner. Food for 

thought, food for the eyes, food that is to be offered in abundance by the gallerist 

Rafael Pérez Hernando, the artists Filippos Tsitsopoulos and Michael Swaney, the 

curator Alexios Papazacharias, inspired by the theories of Savarin, a leading figure in 

the history of gastronomy. Through Savarin's approach to food we are invited to 

reconsider our relationship with food, its forms and aesthetics, ideas that are rooted in 

the Age of Enlightenment, but that  continue to develop today. 

 

The discovery of a new dish confers more happiness on humanity than the discovery of 

a new star. 

Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin 

 

This kind of exhibition project that is based on an invitation to many different people 

to work together is like an invitation to an old-fashioned dinner party. This kind of 

dinner with its exclusive culinary delicacies and an interesting group of invited people 

to talk to, always seems to have space for one other interesting person to dine and 

discuss with. With this in mind I invited the most adequate person to join the project: 

Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin. 

A historical figure of taste, probably the first gastronome, Savarin was born in 1755 in 

Belley (France) was an expert in gastronomy, the art of dining and discussion. Born and 

raised in France in the latter part of the age of enlightenment, Savarin's approach to 

gastronomy is the result of the democratization of knowledge, individualism, analysis 

and reason, and of course the disambiguation of traditional authorities such as the 

Catholic Church. In the middle of his life he witnessed one of the most important 



events in history, namely the French Revolution. The educated man that he was (he 

had studied law, chemistry and medicine) at the opening of the Revolution, he became 

part of the National Constituent Assembly in Paris and defended capital punishment in 

a public speech, demonstrating a very conservative political attitude rooted to the 

relatively easy and rich life he had enjoyed before the revolution. As a result he was 

made an enemy of Robespierre and the other revolutionaries. A couple of years later 

he returned to his hometown and in 1792 he was elected mayor. But in the next year 

he found himself in great danger because of the enemies he had already made earlier 

in Paris and he had to leave France after being accused of being a counter-

revolutionary. 

During a four year period of exile he traveled to Germany, Switzerland, the 

Netherlands and finally to the newly established United States of America where he 

resided in Boston, Connecticut, New York and Philadelphia. In the USA he worked as a 

French language teacher as well as a violin player in order to earn a living. He even 

became the first violin in the Park Theater, New York, and it is said that he owned a 

Stradivarious. His period of exile was for him a chance to study food ethics and 

gastronomy outside of France and especially of Paris, and he could often be found 

among the carefully selected guests of dinners that included physicians, scientists and 

intellectuals from all fields.  

His Physiology of Taste (1826) that was published some months before his death 

remains until today the most important book on gastronomy. This major work and his 

theories have had a very important impact on modern culinary art. In his book one can 

find analyses of his theories, classified in chapters and summed up into aphorisms. All 

his ideas about food are more about eating rather than consuming. In his ideas the 

pleasure of eating becomes a matter of education, of knowledge, of the right use of 

the right materials at the right time. For him a new dish is not an accident but a 

carefully executed experiment with positive results, that gives pleasure to the senses 

and nourishment to the body. It is the first time that gastronomy had become a 

science and food had become a subject for analysis from different points of view. 



What is really interesting nowadays is that the concept of food in our culture is more 

or less approached in two opposite ways. One is that of the TV gourmet, the Iron Chef 

or Jamie Oliver, TV shows that made the concept of gastronomy hugely popular. The 

other is that of a lack of food, the lack of nourishment the universal poverty from 

which great parts of this world are suffering. 

A really exciting element that the two artists Filippos Tsitsopoulos and Michael Swaney 

present in this “hommage à Savarin” exhibition is their approach to food, and that it 

has nothing to do with the aforementioned ways of viewing it. Tsitsopoulos influenced 

by the Mannerist style of the 16th century especially by Giuseppe Arcimboldo, (an 

artist famous for inspiring Salvador Dali and for being largely copied by other artists), 

creates tableau vivants, still lifes that talk, a theater of smell, of taste, an existential 

drama or comedy constantly balancing between the richness and glamour of delicacies 

an the disgust, sliminess and nauseousness of the raw, the uncooked, the ingredient 

that is taken out of context: from the plate, away from the table, not to be consumed, 

on his face, as a part of his face, as a part of a character. On the other hand Michael 

Swaney in the works that are presented in this exhibition explores the 

interconnections of food and form through representational techniques such as 

painting. Not unlike Savarin who emphasized the importance of sight with food, and 

not unlike a mother that compares a spoonful of food to an airplane in order to 

convince her little child to eat it, Swaney uses food in a way that emphasizes optical 

recognitions, creativity and imagination, enriching the idea of nourishment for the 

sake of the eye recalling the immediacy and sharpness of a child´s drawing. 

Inspired by the personality of Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin and his rather interesting 

life we have prepared an exhibition where everybody is welcome to taste with their 

taste.  

I for my part will bring the dessert. A Savarin, variation of a baba au rhum named after 

the gastronome himself. 

 

        Alexios Papazacharias 


