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INTRODUCTION: INSIDE AND OUT

When we go out to a fine dining restaurant, we dress up. There is something of an expectation in this, as if not to dress the part is an insult to the food and to the establishment that serves it. When we see exceptions to this rule, like the inappropriately dressed tourist in sneakers or the punk with green hair in a stylish restaurant, other guests can experience palpable discomfort, as if they were seeing violations of a social protocol. That is why there are dress codes still in place in some establishments, to ensure a tone comparable to the setting, and to avoid unsettling the patrons, who are all hoping to partake in that ritual of prestige and privilege that is the imbrication of food and fashion. Joanne Finkelstein writes in her study of Dining Out (1989), people dining at a restaurant understand the protocols and are aware of their role and of the behaviour that is required of the individual. The restaurant is a public space where diners scrutinize one another, examining the way that other guests are dressed, whether their manners are appropriate and if they possess the proper etiquette skills expected at a dining establishment. ‘The restaurant is a window through which a prolonged gaze can be enjoyed … a diorama which allows a concentrated view of each other’.1 The combination of attention devoted to dress that is in some way commensurate with the attention given to the preparation and presentation of the food is such a given that it seldom bears mention. Yet it is worth pondering that the rise of gastronomy, restaurants, fashion, and haute couture occurred together, and have always enjoyed a symbiosis. Historically, the rise of social refinements – in manners, speech, clothing, taste – are inseparable from those of food, which became far more than a source of nourishment, but a spectacle, a locus of community, and the display of wealth and privilege.

We first coined the term ‘gastrofashion’ in our book Fashion Installation, Body, Space and Performance (2019) specifically to describe the emergence of designer restaurants and cafés as a form of ‘retailment’, as fashion labels created branded environments that consumers could literally consume. The first of these opened in 1998, with Giorgio Armani’s eponymous restaurant in Paris. Earlier on, Pierre Cardin had purchased the world-famous Parisian restaurant, Maxims, in 1983; considered one of the first forays into fashion retail extension and licencing (along with Christian Dior, Givenchy and Yves St Laurent). It is now de rigueur in the twenty-first century for top-line fashion boutiques to open restaurants and align their label with celebrity chefs.2 Fashion brands have now begun providing the complete shopping and lifestyle experience by incorporating restaurants, bars and cafés where the millennial consumer can relax, refuel and socialize. These include Dolce & Cabbana’s Martini Bar and 1921Gucci Café, Burberry’s Thomas, and Prada’s Pasticeria Marchesi. However, we wanted in this book to go further than just exploring designer eateries; we wanted to examine the relationship between food and fashion, as well as clothing, style, manners and dress in all its manifestations from the restaurant to the catwalk, the cookbooks, the diet fads, celebrity chefs and so on. We were also interested in food and fashion and its impact on cultural mores and appearances. Food and fashion transmit meaning and have their own systems of communication that often merge and coalesce. Roland Barthes warned us that food should not be seen as insignificant because food and culture are very closely related and influence regimes of taste and class.3 We have also learnt from Claude Lévi-Strauss’ seminal work on the food triangle, The Raw and the Cooked (1964) and Mary Douglas’ Food in the Social Order (1984) that food (like fashion) is a code that expresses patterns of social relations, such as gender and sexuality. With this in mind, we wanted to explore the many points of connection between dress and gastronomy from the antecedents in the sixteenth to eighteenth century, to the present day, and the many ways food is deployed in fashion.

While food writers have written extensively on ‘fashions’ in food, there has been surprisingly little, except for passing comment within gastronomy literature, on the imbrication of gastronomy and the fashion industry. ‘Imbrication’ perhaps does not do the relationship justice, because it is many-sided. On the most basic, material level, clothing is what is put on the body, and food is what is put in the body.

Similarly, food became a means of distinguishing between groups and nations, and for brokering status and privilege and heritage. Clothing and dress become fashion, and food becomes gustation. There are precursors and precedents to this, which we will explore in the opening chapter, when we examine the relationship between the fashion system and the food system, gastronomy and the grand cuisine. The explosion of fashion and gastronomy that occurs in the eighteenth century must be considered a part of a larger complex, such as the social, demographic and technological circumstances that called them into being. An analogy from a later period can be called upon to illustrate this point. The growing popularity of the automobile in the early twentieth century created a new gastronomic culture of travelling to rural areas and outside towns. This was at the very time that clothing, or leisure wear began to simplify, to accommodate an active outdoor lifestyle.

Where food and fashion meet

The union of fashion and food, socially and politically, occurred in the cultural capital of Europe of the fifteenth century, in the Florence of the Medici. The ability to dress in finery, such as silks and furs, extended to the capacity for giving large banquets with rare and coveted offerings of food and wine. The spectacle of the greatest dome in the world, that of Brunelleschi, and the array of other artistic feats was mirrored in the manners and appearance of the highest echelons of society; it was not enough to be wealthy, one had to show cultivation and discernment. There were two very important Italian moves to France. First, Leonardo da Vinci entered the service of François I, after the latter had annexed Milan in 1515 and he worked, among other things, as director of events (which included banquets) in Amboise, in the Loire valley, until his death in 1519. The second was the marriage of Catherine de’ Medici and Henri II in 1533, at a time when many several cities in Italy – Florence, Venice and Rome pre-eminent among them – were considered the leaders in taste, from art to food and courtly manners. (When Marie de’ Medici married Henri IV in 1600, fittingly, the ceremony was held in Florence, which still at the time had a tenuous hold as the epicentre of European culture.) The court of the Medici in the fifteenth century is said to have introduced plates as a substitute for the bowls and eating boards used in medieval times, and in place of hands, diners used a two-spiked prong, the forcina, the incipient form of the fork, whose origins are obscure, possibly the Middle East or Catalonia. A painting by Sandro Botticelli for Lorenzo di Medici, the fourth panel of The Story of Nastagio degli Onesti (c. 1483) shows the banqueters using a forcina (Figure 0.1). The members of this banquet are all well-appointed, their clothing matching their gestures and prim demeanour. They are waited upon by handsome stewards in rich scarlet livery, who flank either side of the painting. They hold aloft dishes, which are bound by a strip of white linen that seems to be holding them in tow. What the contemporary observer may take for granted, but which is notable, is that the tables are covered in a white cloth. Here clothing, manners and food are in seamless unity.

Particular social structures in medieval times (manners and dress) were moulded by social attitudes. Sumptuary laws were imposed on dress by rulers, designed to make fashionable dress the prerogative of the élite, and so control behaviour and maintain existing class structures. In 1336, an English Sumptuary Law was passed regulating the number of courses at dinner and in 1364 a statute was imposed by the monarchy concerning diet and apparel. In The History of Manners, Volume One of The Civilizing Process (1982 [1939]) Norbert Elias traces how certain behaviours (table manners) and forms of speech were transformed by increasing the thresholds of shame and repugnance in court etiquette. Restraints imposed by complex social networks of social structures (food and dress) aided in the development of self-perception, or identity. In this feudal system, clothes were an indication of wealth and class, and fashionable dress was influenced and dominated by kings and queens. Any violation of these laws would result in harsh penalties such as the loss of property, fines or even death. In chapter nine of this book, we look at the ways that etiquette books (beginning in the Middle Ages) served as guides for appropriate manners, just as cookbooks were a guide to an aspirational lifestyle that gave one entry to a particular social class.
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Figure 0.1   Sandro Botticelli, The Story of Nastagio degli Onesti (Fourth Episode) Tempera on panel, c. 1483. (Wikipedia Commons, Public Domain.)




As the kitchens grew bigger and a space devoted to dining became more intimate than the Grand Hall, eating was given over to the pleasures of the table, hence the ‘dining room’. As to be expected, the centrepiece of the dining room was the dining table, which was bedecked with the lavish preparations presided over the master of ceremonies – the cook. The customs and codes of behaviour at the table caught on throughout Europe, but not until the beginning of the sixteenth century. Courtly manners, dictating how to dine and how to dress, were elevated to an object of observation and commentary, as attested to in one of the most popular books of its time The Book of the Courtier by Baldessar Castiglione, a nobleman in the ducal court of Urbino. Published first in 1528, it is set in 1507 and the book consists of several conversations about etiquette, appearance and codes of behaviour through to morality, that occur over the space of four nights. Its success meant that it led to several (what would be called) courtesy books dealing with courtly behaviour, including conversation and speech, grooming, and proper eating habits. The ideal courtier must be careful of the modulation of voice as well as conscious of gesture and bearing. Excessive behaviour was frowned upon, and one was expected to show prowess in physical pursuits such as hunting and fighting, as well as familiarity with the intellectual domain, including the classics and the arts. All of this should be carried out without contrivance. An accomplished female courtier was expected ‘[t]o set out her beauty and disposition of person with meet [i.e. appropriate] garments that best become her, but as feigningly as she can, making semblance to bestow no labour about it, nor yet to mind it.’4 The courtier must surround herself with things befitting of her status and must reflect that she befits it accordingly. She is meant to wear her clothing and hold herself with effortlessness and panache, what Castiglione called sprezzatura, which is used more commonly for men to describe a winningly nonchalant confidence. Clothing and eating, together with speaking and dancing, were all important domains of demonstrating the capacity for the higher graces. These higher graces would not be confined to the body alone, but to also to the spaces of public pleasure and celebration, the table.

‘Table’ is the metonym in gastronomic literature to designate the manners, protocols, conventions and codes that are part of the rituals associated with eating, usually in the formal or social context. It is where eating is staged according to determined rules of decency, sociability and decorum. Food became more elaborate with the development of courtly life in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century, which means that it is contemporaneous with a widening expectation toward ostentation and luxury. As an intermediary between the well-attired élite and the sumptuous meal, from the Renaissance onwards, the banquet plate became quite literally an important platform in signalling one’s status. One could say that the increasing importance of the plate on the table grew in tandem with dress at table. One cardinal example can be taken in the household of one of the most admired and fashionable women of her time, Isabella d’Este (1474–1539) and her husband, Marquese Francesco II. (As testament to being one of the great fashionistas of her day, Isabella was used as a model figure by François I, who ordered a series of dolls with her clothing as prototypes of what women in his own court in Fontainebleau should wear.)5 An inventory shows how complex and important dinner services had become; the artist Giulio Romano was enlisted to decorate the many plates, bowls, ewers, tureens, salvers, wine-coolers, cutlery and more that graced the noble household. In terms of precious metals, an estimate shows that this amounted to some 250 kgs of silver with close to 2 kg of gold used mainly for gilding.6 Valerie Taylor observes that Giulio’s drawing testifies to the extent of the holdings, which was, in turn, a reflection of the role they played in the life of the household. Not only did Isabella have a talent for appearances, but she would have been in influenced by the sheer quantity, in Taylor’s words,


of doctrines, treatises, guides, manuals, and cookbooks dedicated to the preparation and presentation of food that were published in the Cinquecento, which led Françoise Sabban and Silvano Serventi to classify this period as the “golden age of Italian gastronomy”. Already in 1498, new eating trends were perceptible in Bartolomeo Platina’s fundamental work De honesta voluptate et valetudine (1498), which recommended eating all kinds of vegetables, fresh fruits, fish, and chilled wines that had not previously been considered fit for consumption by the élite.7


Service had also become tightly controlled and codified, as a sequence of hot then cold dishes. This, which became known as il servizio all’italiana, was an indicator of the advancements in cooking and display that took place in Italy in this period. Together with the table service, the family and their guests would be flanked with side-boards (credenze) covered in white linen for the display, service and preparation of other foods.8 Dining became more refined, such as the introduction of handwashing, and implements became finer such as fragile glassware and elegant cutlery that was stamped with the coat of arms of the host. It was in the gustatory domain that, in the open display of wealth and beneficence, the patron could indulge in her own carefully orchestrated self-promotion, assisted by an early form of what today we would call branding.

Haute cuisine and haute couture

Although restaurants, or their pre-industrial equivalent, originated in the mid-seventeenth century – the oldest restaurant in Paris, Le Procope boasts that it has been in operation since 1686 – they only became a component of everyday life as a result of the French Revolution. This has to do with several factors, most evidently in the relaxation of norms, rules and hierarchies, the opportunity of a wider distribution of wealth which precipitated a deeper and more widespread sense of entitlement and competitiveness. Since the very birth of lavish courtly life, since the reigns of Charles VI and François I, and most decisively the reign of Louis XIV, French society placed a premium on status. So did any country, or grouping, in civilization for that matter – but it was the intricacy with which it was held, wielded, manipulated and seized that made the French notion of status unique in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, with dress and food playing central roles. The other factor was conversation – where one could exercise esprit – and so salons, but also dinner-parties and restaurants, became a stage for duels of language and wit. It was during and after the Revolution that the tendencies toward production, consumption and discernment flourished, as they were open to anyone who could afford them. It was the Revolution that relaxed sartorial norms and it was the Revolution that witnessed the rise of the restaurant. With blunt precision, the gastronome Alexandre-Laurent Grimod de La Reynière (1758–1837) explains that:


The Revolution, ruining all … former property owners, threw all the good chefs out onto the pavement. At that point, in order to make use of their talents, they transformed themselves into merchants of good cheer under the name of restauranteurs. One could not have counted a hundred of them before 1789. Today, there are perhaps five times as many.9


There were more chefs
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