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Introduction 

The act of enjoying and sharing a meal is not easily comparable between cultures. As 

sacred as it can be for some people to respect manners and conduct, the act of dining may be 

festive for some or careless for others. Nonetheless, the sharing of food and beverages is an 

ever-present subject in every culture since antiquity. We learn from other civilizations and their 

behavior mainly through narrative depictions in their art and literature. But, however realistic 

these may be, there is never a way to be completely certain about the fidelity of these artistic 

expressions.  

I find it is not the realism in which a dining scene is depicted that tells us more about the 

culture, but rather the objects that were made to suit the users’ needs. The narrative lies in the 

craftsmanship and the symbolism that is embodied in the design of a utensil. The applied arts 

can tell us about the ergonomics that were put into thought, they can show us the way it was 

handled and in which ways it may have been worn out, or they can be used as evidence of the 

lifestyle to which the person or people who used it were accustomed. 

Hence, this exhibition focuses on the applied arts for the study of dining and drinking in 

eleven different cultures. The selection of twelve objects from the collection at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art comprises the work of craftspeople, artists, designers and architects. They are 

brought together by their intention to create something to hold, to serve, to display or to assist 

during a meal. 

The selection of these objects was done considering both their functional and decorative 

values. I have chosen each piece, or set, by its aesthetic singularity in terms of material, detail 

and form. In this same logic, I have grouped them according to their architectural, sculptural and 

ritualistic qualities. 
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Often times we find a direct dialogue between architectural elements and objects of our 

daily use, especially furniture. The first four items are reminiscent of this character. Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s dining chair for the Willits house in Chicago has a sleek yet sturdy elongated shape 

evocative of the rectilinear forms used in his early prairie houses. Wright was a pioneer in this 

kind of design that would later be re-interpreted in the Glasgow school. The ceramic tabouret 

from Iran and the Saint-Porchaire réchaud both share a similar intention, different from Wright’s 

chair. These items refer more literally to an architectural construction in a miniature scale. The 

Greek vase, similarly, takes elements such as the volutes, and brings them into the symmetric 

and functional design of the piece. 

My aim is to provide a wider scope not only about the function of the object but also 

about the habits of people who might have used it. The following group of four works relates to 

their sculptural appearance. They each had a different plastic conception according to their 

geographic region, material and technique used, in addition to their operable purpose. 

Christopher Dresser’s Toast rack represents a shift when mass produced items only began to 

be considered within the decorative arts. Russel Wright’s  ‘American Modern’ dinnerware, is 

meant to contrast the strict “English manor-”way of the mid-century American home by 

introducing individualism. Him and his wife Mary further explain this theory in their Guide to 

Easier Living. 

Cultures in antiquity are less approachable in terms of evidence. Nonetheless, the 

Egyptian Food Case (for a preserved pigeon) is proof of the value that was given to food in a 

noble person’s lifetime. Not only was the edible treasure preserved, but it had its own coffinet 

designed for containing it and it is now an outstanding testimony of the importance of this edible 

bird. 
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 In the case of the Lozi peoples, the Multi-lidded Vessel serves as a practical way of 

separating food, and keeping it warm while also being able to transport it. The design seems 

hierarchical - perhaps a two-course meal. It is carved around the edges giving it great 

decorative value and even an architectural appearance as well. 

Still acknowledging their aesthetic qualities, the remaining four objects are a special 

selection according to their ritual characteristics. These four works are a small window into the 

culture of the Muromachi period in Japan, Imperial Rome, Medieval Germany, and the Dan 

peoples of Liberia. Utensils such as the tea bowl, the spoon/fork and the ladle - most of which 

have been adopted in many cultures - are still very familiar to us. I will explain these items with 

their ritualistic context to understand their meaning and importance. Last, the Aquamanile had 

an imperative role at a household, as it was require for every diner to wash their hands in full 

sight of everyone in the room. Most of them would take the shape of animal creatures, as in this 

case, in the form of a unicorn. 

 The purpose of this exhibition is to analyze each object and understand its place in time 

and context. The basic considerations remain constant, I cite Daniel Defenbacher from the 

exhibition Knife/Fork/Spoon at the Walker Art Center: 

1. The visual quality of the form satisfies esthetic and psychological needs 
2. The use of an object determines its basic form 
3. The material and technique of manufacture affect the form.1 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Defenbacher, Daniel S. 1951. Knife, fork, spoon : the story of our primary eating implements and the 
development of their form, Minneapolis : Walker Art Center, p. 8. 
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1. Side Chair. Frank Lloyd Wright (American, 
Richland Center, Wisconsin 1867–1959 Phoenix, 
Arizona) 
Date: 1901–2 
Geography: Midwest, Illinois, United States 
Culture: American 
Medium: Oak 
Dimensions: 55 3/4 x 17 x 18 1/2 in. (141.6 x 43.2 x 47 
cm) 
Classification: Furniture 
Credit Line: Purchase, Mr. and Mrs. David Lubart Gift, in 
memory of Katherine J. Lubart, 1944–1975, 1978 
Accession Number: 1978.189 
On view in Gallery 744 
 

In a time when ergonomics are the order of the 

day, we may find it difficult to understand a rigid chair 

like this one could have been designed for a dining room 

set. Its design provides for an angular, almost stoic 

position on the user. This type of chair expresses the 

presence of an architectural element and, for this reason, we cannot consider it on its 

own. It was designed as part of an integral architectural space where order and 

alignment dictated its role. 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s character is that of a director. And, given that he would take 

over the entire project of a house focused on a constant dialogue with the outside -his 

understanding of organic architecture,- it is understandable that the person who 

commissioned this chair (Ward Winfield Willits) would had been one of means.  

Keeping in mind that refined Victorian etiquette was very much in vogue at the 

beginning of the 20th century, we can picture the social intercourse that would have 

accompanied this chair. With no armrests, the person sitting would have had to be 
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careful with both control of posture and behavior.  However, this is not really Wright’s 

intention. He did not precisely think of conviviality when designing this set. Rather, he 

felt more drawn to the coexistence of his architectural 

elements and furniture.  

The back of the chair stands as a long board in an 

elongated “H” shape composed of delicate strips of oak 

between the frame. These strips are suggestive of the 

lattice work seen in Japanese homes. The set of chairs 

surrounding the dining table must have appeared as if 

private sliding doors were arranged around it. In 

Japanese culture, one is never to peek in, but to only get 

a hint through looking sideways through the lattice.  

Although Wright would not travel to Japan until 

1905, he collected prints and kept a close relationship 

with Ernest Fenollosa, a noted historian in Japanese art. 

The plan for the Willits house is partly modeled after the 

“Ho-o-den” (Phoenix hall) at the Japanese pavilion from 

the  Chicago International Exposition of 1893. This type of plan appealed to Wright in 

particular because of its agreement in religious and domestic forms in a given space.2  

Wright favored mono-material use and avoided excessive ornament in his 

design. In his own words, he “was working towards the elimination of the wall as a wall 

                                                
2 Nute, Kevin. 1993. Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan: the role of traditional Japanese art and architecture in 
the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, pp. 36, 48, 62-63.  
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to reach the function of a screen, as a means of opening up space,” all of this to put “an 

end to the cluttered house.”3 Elements such as this chair become the sort of movable 

architecture that may transform the space as desired. The backs of the chairs slid 

together make up discreet screens, and so the diner would have felt safely guarded 

while seated within this group of chairs. If someone were to walk behind them, they 

would rarely be noticed, and dinner would remain undisturbed. 
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8 

20th centuries in America. There are plenty of notes and references on Wright’s pottery, 
glass, furniture and interior design. Overall important content that puts the chair into 
context. 

 
         
Nute, Kevin. 1993. Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan: the role of traditional Japanese art and 
architecture in the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold.   
  

An important read for understanding Wright’s major influences, among which Ernest 
Fenollosa and Kakuzō Okakura, both figure in great importance. It is an account of how 
his own aesthetic path took shape. I found this book enthralling, with great illustrations 
and useful content including Wright’s writings. 

           
Storrer, William Allin, and Frank Lloyd Wright. 1974. The architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright: a 
complete catalog. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.  
 
Turpin, John C. “Dining rooms: measuring the gap between the Edwardians and the Moderns,” 
Domestic Interiors: representing homes from the Victorians to the moderns. New York : 
Bloomsbury Academic. 
        
Wright, Frank Lloyd, Penny Fowler, Mary Anna Eaton, and Timothy A. Eaton. 1997. Frank Lloyd 
Wright: the seat of genius : chairs, 1895-1955. West Palm Beach, Fla: Eaton Fine Art. 
           
Wright, Frank Lloyd. 1932. An Autobiography, London; New York: Longmans, Green.  
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2. Low table or stand 
Object Name: Tabouret 
Date: 12th–13th century 
Geography: Iran, Khurasan, Bodjnurd 
Culture: Islamic 
Medium: Stonepaste; molded and 
modeled decoration, monochrome 
glazed 
Dimensions: H. 13 1/4 in. (33.7 cm) W. 
11 in. (27.9cm) D. 9 7/16 in. (24 cm) 
Classification: Ceramics 
Credit Line: Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer 
Bequest, 1969 
Accession Number: 69.225 
On view in Gallery 453 
 
 

 

This low table is from the Great Seljuq empire, who controlled Iran since the 

eleventh century from Khurasan.4 The Seljuq age is known for the migration from East 

to West that brought ceramists willing to experiment in decorative techniques in different 

types of ceramic ware.5 This pottery technique is called frit ware or stonepaste. It 

consists of a combination of quartz, white clay and glaze frit, which usually proceeds to 

be made in moulds.6 

This table was used for food and drink during receptions and entertainment. 

Such an event, would normally take place more casually at a pleasure pavillion - 

                                                
4 Komaroff, Linda. 1992. Islamic art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art : the historical context, New York: 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, p. 10. 
5 Curatola, Giovanni. 2006. Persian ceramics: from the 9th to the 14th Century. Milan: Skira, p. 21. 
6 Abraham, Rudolph. “Treasures of Khalili. Shaping History,” Canvas Magazine, August 1, 2007, pp. 68-
69. 
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precisely the shape of which it represents.7 Two layers are visible through the 

reticulated, lattice-like work. One can see through into another volume inside.  

The inscription that goes all around the top could be poetry - given that it comes 

from a secular environment - but it is hard to make out. Nonetheless, this part 

resembles the friezes that would dress the interiors of mosques and madrasas.8 Some 

pieces of Islamic art can be purely ornamental and non-representational since it is not a 

descriptive art. Yet, the reference to its counterpart in architecture made here is 

undoubtedly clear.  

                                                
7 Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.), “Outstanding Recent Accessions,” The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art Bulletin, New Series, Vol. 28, No. 9  (May, 1970), pp. 394-399. 
8 See pp. 80-81, 174 in: Curatola, Giovanni. 2006. Persian ceramics: from the 9th to the 14th Century. 
Milan: Skira. 
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The importance of this low 

table curiously has more to do with 

the study of secular buildings from 

this period in Iran. There are few 

ceramic objects of this size and even 

fewer architectural evidence of 

buildings of this kind, therefore this item also takes the function of an architectural 

model. Familiarity with Islamic architecture is mostly related to mosques. In this case, 

we can study the context in which subjects like continuity can “carry the double 

meanings of revivalism, as a political choice to reconnect with the spatio-architectural 

codes of a certain point in history, or of reconstruction of a meaningful space using 

familiar codes.”9 

This table is very unique in its kind. I wanted to avoid the obvious - plates, 

pitchers - from the vast selection of Islamic pottery in the Metropolitan’s collection. We 

do not often get to see representations of this kind. It is most astonishing than rather it 

being just a sculptural piece, it was functional and still preserved in a very good state. 

Despite its fragility apparent fragility, stonepaste can gain plenty of strength when  fired. 
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9 Khaghani, Saeid. 2012. Islamic architecture in Iran: poststructural theory and the architectural history of 
Iranian Mosques. London: I.B. Tauris, p. 69 
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As in other publications from the Met, I was pleased to find further references at the back 
of the catalogue. Particularly helpful were the books on Nishapur.  

 
Mason, Robert B. 2004. Shine like the sun: lustre-painted and associated pottery from the 
medieval Middle East. Costa Mesa, Calif: Mazda Publishers in association with Royal Ontario 
Museum. 
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3. Basin (Réchaud) 
Date: mid-16th century 
Culture: French, Saint-
Porchaire or Paris 
Medium: Lead-glazed 
earthenware (white pottery) 
D: 5-3/4 x 8 in. (14.6x20.3 
cm) 
Classification: Ceramics-
Pottery 
Credit Line: Gift of J. 
Pierpont Morgan, 1917 
Accession Number: 
17.190.1741 
On view in Gallery 544 
 
 
This piece of Saint-

Porchaire ware is one of 

only fewer than 70 pieces of this kind that survive, thus it is of particular value to the 

Metropolitan Museum collection (notes on provenance are provided with the 

references.) The study of Saint-Porchaire was limited and it was even once considered 

an invention of the 19th century since the pieces are not marked or signed.10 Thanks to 

the catalogue raisonné put together by Carle Delange, scholarship has been available 

for further study of these pieces. 

                                                
10 Schnitzer, Barbara Krizack. 1987. The 16th Century French Ceramic Ware called Saint-Porchaire 
[microform], Thesis (Ph.D.), University of Michigan, pp. 1-5. 
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Before the Renaissance period in France, ceramics are mostly known for 

functional purposes rather than as luxury wares. Several types of decorative ceramic 

ware are known from the 15th century on; Saint-Porchaire ware, in particular, was made 

to be used at the table. From this piece’s sculptural look, we can perceive that it was 

most probably made to be used as 

display, and thus acquired individually rather than in pairs or suites.11 This basin can be 

referred to as réchaud or mortier a ciré. It is known to have been used in the Saintonge 

region during the 16th and 17th centuries.12 

The réchaud - used mainly for keeping food warm - has an architectural 

appearance. It is surrounded by column-like buttresses that decorate and only seem to 

support the bowl. Every part of the basin is either decorated or moulded. Most of the 

details are floral motifs and there are cherubins that coincide with a symmetrical order 

all around the bowl. The shape recalls a classical fountain-basin, a form known from 

                                                
11 Ibid., p. 22 
12 Ibid., p. 24. 
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Italy.13 The pedestal that holds the bowl is pierced with windows, according to the 

museum’s description, this would help to heat up a brazier that would be stored inside 

the stem. Delange mentions, however, the use of water and a candle to provide the 

heating.14 I found no evidence, though as to what kind of vessel could have been 

supported by these fragile decorative pillars. 

Contrary to the low table from Iran, the ceramic work used in this item is very 

fragile. This item would most likely be used for display rather than anything else. The 

state in which it remains probably serves as evidence that this item was not used too 

much as utilitarian ware.  
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4. Terracotta volute-krater (bowl for 
mixing wine and water). Attributed to 
the Painter of Woolly Satyrs 
(namepiece) 
Period: Classical 
Date: ca. 450 B.C. 
Culture: Greek, Attic 
Medium: Terracotta; red-figure 
Dimensions: H. 25 in. (63.5 cm) 
Classification: Vases 
Credit Line: Rogers Fund, 1907 
Accession Number: 07.286.84 
On view in Gallery 153 
 

The shape of this Greek vase is 

known as “Column Krater” and it was used 

for mixing wine and water. Wine, for the 

Greeks, “is an ambiguous drink, like liquid 

fire, at once dangerous and beneficial. The myths that tell of its origin, highlight its 

ambivalent nature: halfway between the savage and the civilized.”15 In fact, the 

proportions in which wine and water were to be mixed were believed to be instructed by 

Dionysus in order not to run the risk of poisoning.  Kratos refers to the mixing (hence the 

name of the vase,) given that pure wine (akratos) would only be considered for 

medicinal purposes or otherwise as a barbarian custom.16 

                                                
15 Lissarrague, Francois. 1990. “The Greek Experience of Wine,” In: The Aesthetics of the Greek 
Banquet: Images of Wine and Ritual. N.J.: Princeton University Press, p. 5. 
16 Ibid., pp. 6-7. 
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 As opposed to the Roman convivium, where food and wine were consumed 

together, the Greek symposium was a wine drinking celebration that took place after the 

actual meal. This, together with perfumes, songs, music, and conversation, was a 

spectacle of pure enjoyment.17 

As to what concerns the craft of the vase, 

interest during this particular period in Greece 

revolved around their conflict with the Amazons, 

of the East. According to Joan Mertens, the 

illustrations on this vase represent the "decisive 

and momentous victory of the Greeks in the 

Persian Wars (490-479B.C.)," these battles are 

called Amazonomachies.18 Even though the 

figures represented are those of Mythological 

character - mounted queen Hippolyte and the 

Greek warrior Theseus - the historical facts are 

inarguable. 

Comparable to architectural friezes, which seem more cramped up and stiff, a 

large vase like this can play with dimensions and order with the figures arranged on 

different levels. Vase painting was actually influenced by wall paintings that are now 

                                                
17 Lissarrague, Francois. 1990. “The Space of the Krater,” In: The Aesthetics of the Greek Banquet: 
Images of Wine and Ritual. N.J.: Princeton University Press, p. 19 
18 Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.), and Joan R. Mertens. 2010. How to read Greek vases. 
New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, p. 124 
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lost, but the three-dimensional form of the krater draws its inspiration on volutes and 

thick columns that we still see in classic architecture from Greece. 

A comparison can also be drawn between the Iranian low table and this Volute-

krater. The fact that the artist brought upon himself the idea of monumentality is very 

noticeable. In this case, the Volute-krater is standing over its base like a huge, heavy 

column. Yet, the dynamic drawings bring plenty of ease throughout the entire piece and 

it makes it seem lighter in weight. 
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5. Multi-Lidded Vessel 
Date: early to mid-20th century 
Geography: Zambia, western Zambia 
Culture: Zambia; Lozi peoples 
Medium: Wood 
Dimensions: H. 12 1/4 x Diam. 9 3/4 in. 
(31.1 x 24.8 cm) 
Classification: Wood-Containers 
Credit Line: The Michael C. Rockefeller 
Memorial Collection, Gift of Nelson A. 
Rockefeller, 1964 
Accession Number: 1978.412.344a-d 
On view in Gallery 352 
 
 

 The Lozi peoples’ Barotseland was 

established as a protectorate thanks to 

their King, Lewanika (1878-1916,) him an 

expert in wood carving.19 Not only did he secure the land from the British so it would not 

become a colony, but he became interested in the market of crafts by which his 

kingdom became known. 

 

Most of these crafts were smoothly carved from wood that was later darkened. 

Vessels such as this one were used to keep food warm and were mostly used at court. 

The Lozi diet consists of two main dishes: buhobe, which is a thick porridge of staple 

starch, and busunso, a meat stew or some kind of relish.20 According to the 

Metropolitan Museum’s description, this vessel carried both.21 

The abstract geometric motifs that decorate the bottom and top bowls are typical 

from this region and give the overall vessel a particularly aesthetic appearance. In 

                                                
19 Oxford University Press.“The Death of Lewanika,” Journal of the Royal African Society, Vol. 16, No. 62 
(Jan., 1917), on behalf of The Royal African Society, p. 152.  
20 Kasfir, Sidney Littlefield, and Till Förster. 2013. African art and agency in the workshop. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, pp. 233, 242. 
21 See: http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online Accession Number: 1978.412.344a-d 
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addition, the architectural 

sturdiness of this vessel is 

possibly evidence that it was 

able to be used numerous 

times, as opposed, say,  to the 

Saint-Porchaire ceramic 

réchaud which, although also 

used to keep food warm, it is considered to have been too fragile for constant use. 

But this container was not only conceived for its practical use. With its artistic 

value, the vessel was highly considered as a decorative object and even as part of 

funerary ceremonies. Just as it would have been performed in antiquity, carved vessels 

along with “magnificent furs, gorgeous fly-whisks with ebony and ivory handles, 

ornamented with pearl and glass beads, pottery and carved wooden bowls” were all 

buried to accompany King Lewanika on his onward journey upon his death.22 

  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
22 Oxford University Press.“The Death of Lewanika,” Journal of the Royal African Society, Vol. 16, No. 62 
(Jan., 1917), on behalf of The Royal African Society, p. 152.  
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6. "American Modern" Dinnerware. Russel Wright (American, Lebanon, 
Ohio 1904–1976 New York) 
Manufacturer: Steubenville Pottery Company (Steubenville, Ohio) 
Date: 1937 
Medium: Glazed earthenware 
Dimensions: a: H. 10-5/8, W. 8-1/2, D. 6-5/8 in.; b-c: H. 4-7/8, W. 10, D. 6-3/4 in.; 
d-e: H. 6-3/4, W. 8-1/4, D. 6 in.; f: H. 2-1/2, W. 9, D. 6-1/2 in.; g: H. 1, W. 10-7/8, 
D. 6-1/4 in.; h: H. 1-1/4, W. 13-1/4, D. 3-5/8 in.; i-j: (each) H. 2-1/8, Diam. 2-1/8 
in. 
Classification: Ceramics-Pottery 
Credit Line: John C. Waddell Collection, Gift of John C. Waddell, 2002 
Accession Number: 2002.585.17a–j 
On view in Gallery 912 

 
 

Russel Wright is known for pioneering in the modern design world of the early 

20th century. His aim was to simplify the American way of living by creating affordable 

dinnerware that was rid of ostentatious decorative additions.  Wright believed that 

design should “form a background for the food to be eaten and establish a mood for the 

meal.”23 Dinner was also about creating the “new hospitality,” while  also improving the 

quality of life.  

                                                
23 Wright, Russel, Dianne H. Pilgrim, Malcolm Holzman, and Ian L. McHarg. 2001. Russel Wright, good 
design is for everyone, in his own words: designs for living, home, woodland garden. New York, NY: 
Manitoga/The Russel Wright Design Center, p. 27. 



27 

Manufactured by Steubenville Pottery in Ohio,24 the “American Modern” designs 

are similar in their organic form to those of his contemporary, artist Eva Zeisel - former 

professor at Pratt Institute - differing mainly in his use of bright colors as opposed to 

pure white.25 The design of these jars and saucers resemble the shape of leaves that 

are delicately pulled and held together making the form of a slight pout at the end. They 

are free of any kind of decoration, but they express, in color, the warmth of mid-century 

modern design in America. 

In 1951, Wright and his wife, Mary,  

wrote the “Guide to Easier Living.” In this 

book they express their wish for American 

families to “express the ideals of democracy 

and individualism.”26 They make it clear that 

“a way of living borrowed from anyone else, 

from Mrs. Jones or Emily Post or your 

mother, can’t fit your family. The more 

imitation, the more discontent, frustration 

and discord.”27 

 

                                                
24 Albrecht, Donald, Robert Schonfeld, and Lindsay Stamm Shapiro. 2001. Russel Wright: creating 
American lifestyle. New York: H.N. Abrams, p. 32 
25 See: The Collection at MoMA, URL: http://www.moma.org/collection/artist.php?artist_id=6556 
26 Wright, Mary, and Russel Wright. 1951. Mary and Russel Wright's Guide to easier living. New York: 
Simon and Schuster, p. 1. 
27 Ibid., p. 9. 
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Russel and Mary’s designs gave consumers a chance for personal expression. 

Russel expressed “the need for a home in which we can realize ourselves as individuals 

becomes increasingly urgent.”28 He fulfilled this desire in his home in Manitoga (1950’s,) 

where he blended the architecture with the rocks and boulders very much like Frank 

Lloyd Wright’s Falling Water house (1964) in Pennsylvania. Frank Lloyd Wright’s 

approach to home design is different in terms of affordability and flexibility of use. Apart 

from the straight lines and Japanese-drawn design, Russel Wright differs in wanting to 

make design available to the masses and to give each person the capability of 

arranging the dinner table as they found more suitable. 
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On page 141, Wright’s bowl is compared to the Japanese tea bowl and how other artists 
and designers were also applying Japanese aesthetics into their work. Also, it mentions 
that he donated a large part of his modern and organic designs collection to the Met in 
1976 (p. 40.) 
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York: Simon and Schuster.  

This book is fantastic. It explains why Russel Wright’s designs were thought of towards a 
new kind of living. Compared to housewives’ guides I researched - eg. Mrs. Goodfellow’s 
manual for the dining room and kitchen, or Mrs. L. G. Abell’s Skillful Housewife’s Book - 
this book talks about living in a space where one is free to express their individuality. 
Useful schematic drawings and charts complement the guide to planning your home 
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Wright, Russel, Donald Albrecht, and Dianne Pierce. 2012. Russel Wright: the nature of design. 
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This exhibition catalogue introduces Wright’s philosophy of living and the importance of 
merging nature with everyday living. From his home in Manitoga - Hudson Valley - to his 
“American Modern” dinnerware created to suit any middle-class, American family, this 
book provides a general understanding of his designs. In addition, the Slide Talk chapter 
is a photo essay from a lecture that Wright presented to audiences in the 60’s. Narrated 
in his own words, this is one of the most important evidence of Manitoga I came across - 
and beautifully presented. 
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Displays, Advertising or  by Salespeople. Wright's American Modern ware is not in here, 
but it doesn't fail to describe the purpose of designing for the modern home, "How to be 
smart efficiently, and efficient smartly, is the modern housewife's perennial problem."(p. 
7) 
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7. Aquamanile in the Form of a 
Unicorn 
Date: ca. 1425–50 
Geography: Made in Nuremberg, 
Germany 
Culture: German 
Medium: Copper alloy 
Dimensions: Overall (to tip of horn): 15 
1/2 x 11 1/2 x 4 7/16 in. (39.4 x 29.2 x 
11.3 cm) Weight PD: 108.8oz. (3085g) 
Classification: Metalwork-Copper alloy 
Credit Line: Gift of Irwin Untermyer, 1964 
Accession Number: 64.101.1493 
On view in Gallery 017 
 

Hand washing before a meal is a 

ritual that has been ever-present in both 

religious and secular practices. The 

washing of a pries’s hands during the 

Eucharist, for example, is still prevalent 

today. In medieval times, monks in 

refectories would only begin their meal 

after having washed their hands, and 

would do the same after they were 

finished. 

 

Aquamanilia, like the one pictured, were used for this purpose. Given that 

utensils for dining in 15th century Nuremberg were limited and most dishes would be 

shared, hand washing was most important.29 Although we do not know for certain the 

                                                
29 Barnet, Peter. "Medieval Aquamanilia". In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The  
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/aqua/hd_aqua.htm 
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circumstances of the use of this particular unicorn-shaped aquamanile, some 

manuscripts as well as inventories from bourgeois households, have provided evidence 

of the use of many other types of this kind.30 

 The sculptural quality of 

this piece would probably have 

given it a highly decorative 

status on a table setting. Most 

aquamanilia were designed to 

be lifted and poured so water 

can come out of their mouths or somewhere around the head. In the case of the unicorn 

a spigot was added so that it would only have to be tilted and not lifted; in addition to 

having a way to moderate the flow of water.31 

The aesthetic characteristics of the unicorn are unusual to other depictions seen in 

Medieval art. For instance, the “flame-tail” adopts a two-dimensional form that is unlike 

from the rest of the body, and the factions resemble that of a goat as opposed to a 

horse.32 Although far from being considered a “beast” nowadays, Unicorns were 

treasured magical creatures with healing powers in their blood. The only way of 

capturing one would be by the help of a virgin. The first appearance of a unicorn in 

                                                                                                                                                       
(September 2009)  
30 Barnet, Peter, and Dandridge, Pete, eds. 2006. Lions, Dragons, and Other Beasts: Aquamanilia of the 
Middle Ages, Vessels for Church and Table, New Haven: Yale University Press. p. 5, 33. 
31  Ibid., p. 32. 
32 Ibid., p. 19. 
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literature goes back to 400 B.C. with Pliny describing it “as a one-horned wild ass to be 

seen in India.”33 

 The manufacturing of this bronze item was done through a process called lost-

wax casting or cire perdue, which is a type of hollow casting that requires a long and 

careful procedure in which the body is encircled by an investment while being 

suspended.34  
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8. Toast rack. Christopher Dresser 
(British, Glasgow, Scotland 1834–
1904 Mulhouse) 
Maker: for firm of Hukin & Heath 
Date: 1881 
Culture: British, Birmingham and London 
Medium: Silver plate 
Dimensions: Overall: 5 × 6 3/4 × 4 in., 
0.7lb. (12.7 × 17.1 × 10.2 cm, 0.2948kg) 
Classification: Metalwork-Silverplate 
Credit Line: Gift of Robert L. Isaacson, 
1985 
Accession Number: 1985.311 
On view in Gallery 556 
 

This toast rack comprises Christopher Dresser’s both organic and abstract 

designs into one piece. In his early days, Dresser was best known to draw inspiration 

from Japanese and Greek vases and re-interpreted historical patterns and organic 

forms found in nature.35 Influence from both the Arts and Crafts movement in England 

and the Glasgow School is evident throughout Dresser’s modern designs.  

Dresser worked for manufacturers James Dixon & Sons and Hukin & Heath, 

among many others, as an art adviser. He embraced production that was functional and 

aimed for the masses, without neglecting the importance of ornamentation and beauty. 

As we can see from the design of this toast rack, the silver plate is fading, revealing the 

intention to create a fine, decorative work of art from affordable materials. 

                                                
35 Whiteway, Michael, ed. 2004. Shock of the Old: Christopher Dresser's Design Revolution. Exhibition 
catalogue.. London: V&A Publications,. p. 7. 
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What makes this piece unique is that, although it is designed for mass 

production, its refinement suggests elegance and distinction brought to the table. Over 

thirty years after the Great Exhibition, and at a time when monarchies came to an end 

and nationalism was the order of the day, the emerging aristocracy and middle classes 

experienced a more democratic choice in furnishing their homes. It is important to note 

that within its aesthetic appearance in displaying toast in a sculptural way, this item is 

very much ahead of its time. It was not until the Bauhaus that functionalism was 

recognized as one with design. Leaving the assemblage of the elements in full site to its 

user and shedding objects of excessive ornamentation. 

On a personal note, although Dresser created readily available objects of design for the 
general public, it would not be, in my opinion, until Peter Behrens (1868-1940) in 
Germany that design would be brought under full standardization with the AEG 
company. Both designers are highly praised fathers of design, and for a valid reason. I 
believe that kind of title, though, should always be put into context and not 
generalization. 
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Museum and the Decorative Arts Society 18 October 2004 (2005), pp. 42-52 
URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41809365 Accessed: 07/18/2014 12:18  
 
Whiteway, Michael, ed. 2004. Shock of the Old: Christopher Dresser's Design Revolution. 
Exhibition catalogue.. London: V&A Publications. 

This exhibition catalogue was widely helpful and provided a complete introduction to 
Dresser’s life and work. It goes through his influences as an ornamentist, his botanist 
profession, and his interest in Shintoism while he collected art. The book addresses 
Christopher Dresser’s employers and successfully accounts for his prolific career. 
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9. Silver spoon and fork 
Period: Imperial 
Date: ca. 3rd century A.D. 
Culture: Roman 
Medium: silver 
Dimensions: Length 6 3/8 in. (16.2 cm) 
Classification: Gold and Silver 
Credit Line: Gift of Malcolm Wiener, on the occasion of the 
reinstallation of the Greek and Roman galleries, 2006 
Accession Number: 2006.514.3 
On view in Gallery 169 
 
 

The triclinium and bilclinia are the two known arrangements in 

which noble Romans “reclined” for dining during their usual 

convivium or cena. Couches were set in either a “U” or an “L” 

shape - depending on how large or private the party - against 

the walls of these reception rooms. Light-weight, low tables 

were set in the center.36 Guests would lay on their left side, their right hand free for 

tending to whatever luxurious food they fancied. Considering they had help for serving - 

slaves would keep tables supplied and even cut the guests' meat into edible size - they 

still needed to get the food in their mouths, single-handedly.37 

 This peculiar Silver spoon and fork is the utmost expression of this lifestyle. 

Dinners were a spectacle where every detail was meant to impress, from the mosaics 

on the floor to the bone inlays on the couches to the luxurious presentation of exotic 

fare. The Roman banquet meant “the ninth hour is past” enate parelasen, and it is no 

                                                
36 Croom, Alexandra. 2007. Roman furniture. Stroud: Tempus, pp. 46-49. 
37 Dunbabin, Katherine M. D. 2003. Roman banqueting. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, p. 
141. 
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longer time for business.38 Some of the most precious utensils and furniture have been 

found in these rooms, given that their aim was to show exquisite taste in materials. 

 The use of the spoon and fork as one piece is not geographically unique to 

Imperial Rome. Egyptians used a similar bronze spoon with a pointed end to pinch fish 

or meat, and it was shaped by casting in stone or clay.  

The Roman spoon was made in two different shapes: cochlear, a small circular 

bowl; and ligula, pear-shape. As it can be observed in the intricate details of this silver 

utensil, there was more thought put into the eye of the user than his or her hand. The 

item is meant to be observed and treasured, and only second, to be used for eating.  

 With the fall of the Roman Empire, their elegance and refinement were forgotten 

for a very long time. Through the long lasting Middle Ages, the use of the fork is known 

to only have been used while carving. We do not see forks at least until the 15th-16th 

centuries in Germany, France and England.39 

 

                                                
38 D'arms. John H. c1999. “Timing Spectacles: Roman Domestic Art and Performance,” The art of ancient 
spectacle, edited by Bettina Bergmann and Christine Kondoleon, Washington: National Gallery of Art; 
New Haven: Yale University Press, p. 323. 
39 Brett, Gerard. 1968. Dinner is served: a history of dining in England, 1400-1900. London: Hart-Davis, p. 
61. 
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10. Tea Bowl with “Hare’s-Fur” 
Decoration 
Period: Muromachi period (1392–
1573) 
Date: 16th century 
Culture: Japan 
Medium: Stoneware with iron-oxide 
glaze; metal rim (Seto ware) 
Dimensions: H. 2 7/8 in. (7.3 cm); 
Diam. 4 7/8 in. (12.4 cm); Diam. of 
base 1 3/4 in. (4.4 cm) 
Classification: Ceramics 
Credit Line: H. O. Havemeyer 
Collection, Bequest of Mrs. H. O. 
Havemeyer, 1929 
Accession Number: 29.100.234 
On view in Gallery 205 

During the Muromachi period 

in Japan, temples that were once only open to monks now invited members of the 

aristocracy and refined upper class. Meditation styles became more sophisticated and 

the arts became fashionable. There was diplomatic and cultural exchange with the Ming 

Dynasty in China, which introduced, among other important customs, the tea ceremony.  

Tea had been adopted from the Chinese long before, but it was tea master Sen 

No Rikyu (1522-1591) under the patronage of Taiko-Hideyoshi, who refined this 

ceremony known as chanoyu under the ideal of no luxury or splendor in utensils.40 This 

kind of Japanese aesthetics is known as wabi sabi, wabi refers to the feeling of 

something lifeless but passing, letting go; and sabi relates to the acceptance of long age 

and resignation. Wabi sabi avoids perfection, as we can observe in the craft of this tea 

bowl. Its earthiness and irregularities in the shape invite to careful observation and 

touch.  

                                                
40 Okakura, Kakuzō. 2000. The book of tea. Boston, MA: Tuttle Publishing, p.57. 
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 Tea  houses are conceived in the same manner. You are to leave your world 

behind, the tiny entrance allows for the visitor to bow before going inside. The use of 

humble materials such as washi, japanese paper made from mulberry pulp, are used for 

the screens that make up the walls. The concept is clear, unpretentious and modest. 

 The tea ceremony combines the 

aesthetics of wabi sabi together with mono no 

aware, which means the building up to a 

perfect instant that will not last and therefore it 

is to be treasured. It is important to remain 

present in the moment, to appreciate the 

careful and fragile ritual of preparing and 

pouring the tea. Once this is done and the 

bowl is graciously handed to a guest - sitting is arranged hierarchically, - he is to sip it 

all at once and even slurp until the last bit of earthy froth is gone. Then, it is accustomed 

to observe the bowl carefully by touching it and turning it around to appreciate it from all 

sides. 

 The Japanese adopted many attributes mostly from China, Korea, and even 

Portugal, during the periods in which they were open to other cultures. The hare’s fur 

glaze on this bowl called temmoku, was introduced by Buddhist monks who brought 

these type of ceramics from Mount Tianmu in China. This type of glaze was refined in 
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the Muromachi period. It is high in iron oxide content and it gives it its distinct bicolor 

glare when fired at high temperatures.41 
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11. Ceremonial Ladle (Wakemia or 
Wunkirmian). Zlan of Belewale 
Date: before 1960 
Geography: Liberia 
Culture: Dan peoples 
Medium: Wood, fiber, metal, pigment 
Dimensions: W. 5 1/4 × L. 23 in. (13.3 × 
58.4 cm) 
Classification: Wood-Implements 
Credit Line: The Michael C. Rockefeller 
Memorial Collection, Bequest of Nelson A. 
Rockefeller, 1979 
Accession Number: 1979.206.254 
On view in Gallery 352 
 

Feast ladles like this one are known 

as Wunkirmian or wake mia and they are 

crafted to honor a woman for her 

unequaled hospitality when it is recognized 

that “no group is too large for her to 

feed.”42  

Apart from her matriarchal duties, the honored woman must also work hard at 

planting and harvesting - mainly rice - with the help of her husband and son. Acquiring 

the name tin kadu, she made a name for herself, which was one of the most important 

things for the Dan peoples.43 The wa ke de, as she would be called, prepared a large 

feast that accompanied masquerade ceremonies.44 

                                                
42 Johnson, Barbara C. 1984. Seeking a name : four Dan sculptors of Liberia: an exhibition catalog, 
Thesis (M.A.)--San Francisco State University, p.31 
43 Ibid., p. iv. 
44 See Metropolitan Museum of Art description at: http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-
online/search/312230?rpp=30&pg=1&ft=ceremonial%2Bladle&pos=2&imgNo=0&tabName=gallery-label 
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Something that struck me about this sculptural ladle was the fact that the name 

of the artist is recognized. More often than not, the names in cultures of Africa, The 

Americas, Oceania and other non-western cultures are unknown. Zlan, the artist, was 

born in Gangwebe, Ivory Coast. His name means God, and it was appointed to him 

because he could "create beautiful things with [his] hands."45 Zlan worked for different 

chiefs of the Dan. Whenever he was called to carve, he would be assisted by one wife - 

which was apparently unusual - and an apprentice. 

 In a sense, the winkirmian are also 

considered somewhat of magic wands with 

spiritual powers. The band across her eyes 

symbolizes the “heightened powers of sight 

one must possess to be aware of the 

spiritual realm.”46 The detailed geometric 

carvings all along the sides of the ladle 

remind us of the zigzag-like motifs from the 

lidded vessel from Zambia. What 

characterizes this ladle, however, are the 

delicate features on the head of the woman 

being depicted and the details of pigment that, although fading, still remain. It is unclear 

if this is a portrait. In addition, the body of the figure alludes to a motherly womb which 

again goes back to the matriarchal meaning of her part in the big feast. 

                                                
45 Johnson, Barbara C. 1984. Seeking a name : four Dan sculptors of Liberia: an exhibition catalog, 
Thesis (M.A.)--San Francisco State University, p. 59. 
46 Clarke, Christa, and Rebecca Arkenberg. 2006. The art of Africa: a resource for educators. New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, p. 85. 
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12. Food Case Probably 
Containing a Preserved 
Pigeon 
Period: New Kingdom 
Dynasty: Early Dynasty 18 
Date: ca. 1550–1479 B.C. 
Geography: From Egypt, 
Upper Egypt; Thebes, 
Southern Asasif, Cliff Tomb 
(MMA 1021), MMA 1918–
1919 
Medium: Wood, stucco, 
bitumen 
D: L. 20.5 cm (8 1/16 in.); W. 
11 cm (4 5/16 in.); H. 10.5 
cm (4 1/8 in.) 
Credit Line: Rogers Fund, 
1919 
Accession Number: 19.3.289a, b 
On view in Gallery 109 
 

We can infer from preserved paintings on walls or tomb carvings, to what 

capacity were different types of animals considered in ancient Egypt. From them being 

sacred and divine creatures, to them featured as part of a meal, pictorial evidence - and 

even model bakeries or slaughterhouses found inside tombs - is useful to understand 

their eating customs.47 But, what about having preserved evidence of their actual food?  

Animal mummies were not always considered of much value and were thus 

discarded or used “as ballast for ships, as fertilizer, fuel, or medicine in powdered 

form.”48 Nonetheless, the Metropolitan Museum of Art houses a great collection of 

animal mummies that have provided for further scholarship for Egyptologists.  

Mummification of animals varied depending on their status during their lifetime. 

The kind that is preserved in this image would have been a “vistual mummy,” in other 
                                                
47 See: Metropolitan Museum Collection, Access no: 20.3.12 
48 Ikram, Salima. 2005. Divine creatures: animal mummies in ancient Egypt. Cairo: American University in 
Cairo Press, p. 1 
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words food offerings for the person buried in the same tomb. These types of mummies 

would have been already prepared for human consumption and were placed in their 

tombs so that they would “feast for eternity.”49 It is fascinating to think that not only were 

noble Egyptians lavish eaters, they were also ensured about the fact that they would 

never have to do without the pleasure of enjoying prepared poultry. 

The coffinets made for these 

animals - which could have been 

cattle, ducks, geese, pigeons, or 

ovicaprids - adopted the shape of 

the animal, or part of it, in a 

sculpture-like wooden carcass. 

According to egyptologist Salima 

Ikram, poultry mummies such as 

this one, would have been “plucked, 

eviscerated, and had their wing-tips 

and feet removed - just as one 

would prepare them for eating - with the gizzards and liver wrapped, and reintroduced 

into the body cavity.”50 Just as human remains were mummified, vistual mummies were 

desiccated in natron with high salt content.  

 What makes this evidence important is the fact that not only do we learn about 

hierarchy in terms of the status of the person buried in that same site, but we can go 

further into getting to know their usual customs for dining during their lifetime. 

                                                
49 Ibid., p. 4. 
50 Ibid. p. 4, 26. 
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Personal Observations   

What I found most challenging about this project was the going back and forth 

from completely different cultures, subjects and artists. It took a lot of rationalizing and 

organizing schematically, in order to create an understandable thread between these 

objects. 

By looking through the appendices in most of the books, I was able to find 

additional information and sources that were very helpful in guiding my research and 

strengthening my arguments. As an Art History student, this was particularly helpful 

because I got a sense into what curatorial work is mainly about. In the short time that I 

had to complete this, I have learned overall that time management is what is most 

important, especially when researching in between libraries and concerning different 

subjects within a theme. 


