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Above: A 1764 Sevres porcelain tea service. Left: Food-shaped tureens, like this French faience rooster, were popular in the
18th century. Right: This 1760s folding fan is painted with a scene of a lavish meal. All are part of the exhibit “Savor: A Revolution in Food Culture” at Wadsworth Atheneum.

A consuming passion
Wadsworth Atheneum explores food culture of 18th-century Europe

By Susan Dunne

T

he new exhibit at Wadsworth Atheneum, “Savor: A Revolution in Food Culture,” is as much a
historical overview as it is an art exhibit. The
show chronicles radical changes in the way food
was cultivated, sold, cooked, served and eaten in pre-Revolutionary Europe. More than anything, the exhibit makes
one fact clear: Everyone in the world – rich and poor, aristocrat and commoner – is obsessed with food.
Why else would a king lose his regal composure over a
bowl of fresh peas? Why else would a monarch take to the
kitchen to make omelets – burnt, but still edible — for his
guests? Why would the ladies of great houses rent pineapples to show off their sophistication? Why else would a
memoir by legendary womanizer Casanova lead to a frisky
vogue in oysters and egg whites? Why else would a man
publish a book, knowing few people would read it, to extol
the joys of a meatless diet?
On the more tragic side, why else would a sinister worldwide phenomenon — the transatlantic slave trade – spring
up as a result of, among other reasons, Europe’s addiction to
sugar?
The exhibit originated at Gardiner Museum in Toronto.
Meredith Chilton, curator emerita at the Gardiner, has been
cooking it up for about 15 years.
The show is made up of about 250 artifacts: ceramic
dinnerware, silver serving implements, paintings of foodrelated subjects, a delicate sugar sculpture like those popular at the time, pages from cookbooks and other food-oriented writings, Meissen porcelain figurines of people interacting with food, as well as delightful knit reproductions of
foods by the contemporary fiber artist Madame Tricot.

Gardiner, an expert in European ceramics of the 1700s,
also wrote the exhibit’s scrumptious catalog. The book
includes 30 pre-Revolutionary era recipes – adjusted for
21st-century cooking – alongside the historical narrative
and pictures of the exhibit’s delectable artifacts.
So go ahead, use the catalog to make stuffed veal
escalopes, thatched house pie, lemon syllabub, bacchus
sauce, brown bread ice cream. You might not have the exhibit’s fabulous waterfowl-shaped ceramic terrines to serve
them, but you’ll still be able to savor a bit of the 18th century.
“Anyone who researches ceramics and the art of the table
is not just researching those ceramics, but also what went
into them,” Chilton said. “Food is such a consuming passion
for people today. I was at a restaurant and the people next to
me were photographing their food. There are so many
similarities to what was going on 350 years ago. People had
the same interests: fresh flavors, health, simple cooking.”
The exhibit itself, in the third-floor Austin gallery, illustrates the influence of 17th-century cookbook author
François Pierre de la Varenne. Varenne had the unprecedented idea to abandon old cooking techniques – which
emphasized multiple ingredients and spices to create intensely layered food flavors – in favor of local herbs and
natural flavors, letting the meats, fish and vegetables speak
for themselves.
“Varenne was at the same time simpler and more refined.
He wanted to look at the flavors and the seasons,” Chilton
said. “But that’s the way it is in the history of cooking and
eating. There are waves of complex cooking and then a
reaction toward simpler cooking, going from one extreme
to another. Nothing is new in that. It all happens again and
Turn to Food, Page G3

• Douglas Waterbury-Tieman’s
“Johnny and the Devil’s Box,” about a
fiddler who must battle Lucifer (running
May 27 through June 7).
• “Bhangin’ It” by Mike Lew, Rehana
Lew Mirza and Sam Wilmott, which a
Goodspeed press release says is “set in
the high stakes world of intercollegiate
competitive Bhangra: a traditional Punjabi folk dance morphed into a good ol’
American dance-off” (Aug. 5-16).
• The most celebrated of the three,
the Gothic musical “Ghost Brothers of
Darkland County” by hallowed horror
novelist Stephen King and rock star
John Mellencamp (Oct. 21 through Nov.
8).
“Reading” can be a broad term in the
theater. Many readings involve actors
evenly spread across the stage, reading
from scripts that are set on music stands
before them, with bottles of water at
their feet in case they get thirsty. Some
readings are livelier, with the actors
leaving the safety of the music stands
and doing some light interaction with
each other, acting out scenes when they
can. These days, with the rise of Foley
artists (who create sound effects) and
projection designers, some readings get
added atmospheric noises and visuals.
“We’ve had this conversation for
many, many years: Are we doing things
right at the Norma Terris?” says Donna
Lynn Hilton, whose job title at Goodspeed Musicals is producer. “It was
always intended not to be full productions. We meant it to be flexible.”
Hilton explains that it can take hours
or days to add a new song into a new
musical, and the more the design elements get involved, the more complicated it is to switch things up, even when
the whole idea of a workshop is to freely
experiment.
“We need to maintain agility, maintain
flexibility,” Hilton says. That means
“minimal lighting. Sound, yes. No costumes. No props. No scenery.”
All three of this year’s Norma Terris
shows, Hilton says, are “at different
stages of development. ‘Ghost Brothers’
came to us last fall, a little late in our
decision-making process. It’s had one
production, years ago, that was more like
a concert. Then it became a really good
concept album.” King and Mellencamp
began working on the show, about feuding brothers forced by their father to
spend time in a haunted cabin in Mississippi, around 20 years ago. It was produced by the Alliance Theatre in Atlanta
in 2012, and toured to over 30 cities in
2013 and 2014.
Turn to Musicals, Page G3
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An interactive comedy about depression
‘Every Brilliant Thing’
will be at TheaterWorks
March 12 through 22
By Christopher Arnott
“Every Brilliant Thing” is an hourlong,
one-person comedy play about clinical
depression. It involves lists, confessions,
advice, criticism of portrayals of depression in the media, painfully human moments, very funny jokes and lots and lots
of audience interaction.
The play, written by British playwright
Duncan Macmillan with contributions
from its original star Jonny Donahoe,
begins with a 6-year-old boy making a list
of “brilliant things” — ice cream is number
one — to cheer up his mother, who is in a
hospital ward following a suicide attempt.
The boy grows up, experiences other

turmoil in his life, and the list grows with
him.
In a brilliant stroke of surprise programming, “Every Brilliant Thing” will be
at TheaterWorks March 12-22. The theater made the unexpected booking when it
realized that its stage would be empty for
two full weeks in March. (TheaterWorks’
April show, the gay-marriage-themed
“The Cake” is a co-production, playing
first at the Repertory Theatre of St. Louis.
That means that less rehearsal time was
required in Hartford.) “Every Brilliant
Thing” had been on the short list for the
Turn to Comedy, Page G6

Chad Jennings and a guest from the
Jordan Porco Foundation at a rehearsal for
“Every Brilliant Thing.” TheaterWorks is
staging the comic one-person show, about
clinical depression, March 12-22.
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again and again.”
Elaborate tureens in the
shape of foodstuffs were
popular: cabbages, snails,
woodcocks, turkey, duck,
pigeons, boar. Pineapples,
especially, were a craze
that defied the chilly European climate.
“Citrus fruits were remarkable things in this era.
If you put a pineapple on a
ship in Barbados, by the
time it got to Europe you
can’t eat it,” Chilton said.
“You could transport the
small plants, not the fruit,
but then how would you
grow it? To fully grow they
need two years of constant
heat. So they had to use
greenhouses with heating.”
The aura of inaccessibility led to the pineapple’s
emergence as a symbol of
wealth and taste. They
made their way into
kitchenware fashions, table
and home décor and even
architecture.
The vogue for citrus
didn’t deter Europeans
from focusing on meat as
the center of meals. Try as
he might, John Evelyn,
whose diary gushed about
the pleasure of eating salads every day, did not make
much headway. Neither
did philosopher JeanJacques Rousseau, who
believed those who ate
meat became savages.
Nonetheless, most people
thought the idea of vegetarianism was out to lunch.
Colonialism put Europe-
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“’Johnny & the Devil’s
Box’ is completely homegrown,” Hilton says. We’ve
been involved with it for
two years.” Douglas Waterbury-Tieman not only
wrote the book, music and
lyrics for the show, he also
performs in it. “Our audience already knows Douglas,” Hilton says. WaterburyTieman performed ‘Johnny’
in a cabaret version at the
Festival of New Musicals a
year ago, and also fiddled at
a Goodspeed gala in June.
“Bhangin’ It” is “pretty
far along,” Hilton says, and
already has a full production scheduled for 2021 at
the McCarter Theatre in
New Jersey. “It needs a
workshop.” The McCarter
is promoting it as a “brand
new feel-good and dancefilled musical.”
“What people will see is
similar to what they’ll see in
the first year, we will let the
pieces tell us what’s needed.
There will be no choreographers, unless needed.
We’ll set a baseline and add
carefully.”
Despite its sparseness, a
musical reading can be as
dynamic and invigorating as
a much bigger show. Not
only is it valuable for the
artists to be able to get
honest reactions to their
work at a critical time in a
piece’s development, a
reading can also be great
fun for audiences. Public
readings of musicals are a
popular sport in Connecticut. The Eugene O’Neill
Theater Center’s annual
summertime National Music Theater has specialized
in them for half a century,
with legendary early readings of such Broadway hits
as “Avenue Q” and “Nine.”
The Yale Institute for Music
Theatre, which was held
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This 18th-century porcelain figuring, “Boy and girl shelling
peas,” is part of the exhibit “Savor: A Revolution in Food
Culture” at Wadsworth Atheneum.
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Jean-Siméon Chardin’s 1732 “Still Life with Ray, Chicken, and Basket of Onions” is part of
the exhibit “Savor: A Revolution in Food Culture” at Wadsworth Atheneum.

ans in contact with other
cultures. What followed
was exposure to new foods,
such as spices from the far
east and turkeys from

every summer from 2009 to
2017 in New Haven, played
to packed houses every year
as a key event in the International Festival of Arts &
Ideas. Audiences can boast
about seeing the important
early works of young composers, hearing something
fresh, and even helping
shape shows through their
reactions.
Hilton says that it’s still
possible that producers and
artists might still ally with
the Goodspeed for workshops that would be more
fully staged than Worklight
Project shows, but says that
won’t happen this season,
or next season.
“This is the better way,
for the work we are currently most interested in
developing. We were unable
to advance other work for
the Goodspeed because of
this question. It came to a
bit of a crisis point.”
A major factor in the
overhaul was the Johnny
Mercer Writers Colony, a
retreat for musical theater
creators that the Goodspeed has held for a month
every winter since 2013.
Numerous shows that were
developed, and in some
cases conceived, at the
Mercer Colony were later
produced at the Norma
Terris.
“Shows started coming
directly out of the Mercer
Colony,” Hilton says. “We
we were not going out a
shopping for them; they
were literally written on our
campus.”
Goodspeed Musicals
already has a program
where it has done public
readings of new musicals.
The annual Festival of New
Musicals in January offers
three readings a year, plus
talks, cabaret shows and
other special events for
musical theater fanatics.
The festival will continue to
have readings. Hilton calls
the Worklight Project read-

Mexico. Many of the new
foods were cultivated with
the use of slave labor. “We
need to acknowledge elements of trade that are

despicable,” Chilton said.
Linda Roth, the museum’s curator of European
decorative arts, has placed
five different recipes on

cards throughout the
gallery. Visitors are challenged to take the recipes
home, make the dishes,
photograph them and post
them on Twitter with the
hashtag #savorthewadsworth.
A screen in the gallery
will show a scrolling feed
of those hashtagged tweets,
letting the museum visitors
become part of the exhibit.
Will your Portugal cakes,
asparagus and pea soup or
chicken fricassee be the
star of the show?

SAVOR: A REVOLUTION
IN FOOD CULTURE is at

Wadsworth Atheneum
Museum of Art, 600 Main
St. in Hartford, until May
25. A panel discussion, “The
Dining Room Then and
Now,” will be held March 25
at 5 p.m. On May 7 at 5:45
p.m., food historian Ivan
Day will present a talk, “Ice
Cream in the Age of Enlightenment.” Thewadsworth.org.
Susan Dunne can be
reached at sdunne
@courant.com.
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The Norma Terris Theatre in Chester, where Goodspeed Musicals workshops new shows. This year they’re shifting from
full productions of new shows to script-in-hand readings.

ings at the Norma Terris,
which will have many more
performances and much
more rehearsal time, “a
more professional version
of the festival. If this goes
well, we might do more
than three a year. Ideally, we
would like to do a cabaret
series as well.
“I’m proud of us for
saying no to full productions. Between the Opera
House and the Norma
Terris, we were producing
six full musicals a year. We
were not giving them the
valuable developmental
process they needed.”
Season subscriptions (at
$99 for three shows) and
single tickets ($39) for the
2020 Norma Terris season
will go on sale April 1. More
information: 860-873-8668,
goodspeed.org.

ANTHONYMATULA

A promotional image for “Johnny and the Devil’s Box,” the first of the new Worklight Project shows at Goodspeed Musicals’ Norma Terris Theatre.

WORD WATCH

‘Nominative determinism’ — or following your calling
By Rob Kyff

Special to The Courant

I recently heard a radio interview with a
spokesman for Venture Data, a company
that conducts telephone surveys. His
name? Jeff Call. A friend once worked with
a New York attorney named Sue Yoo, an
another once had a dentist named Dr.
Payne.
I suppose it’s not surprising that so many
people’s names align so perfectly with their
jobs or enterprises. After all, the Latin root
of “vocation” is “vocare” (to call), so these
folks are following their callings in more
ways than one.
Psychologists have even concocted a
theory that people sometimes choose their

professions based on their names. They call
it “nominative determinism.” It certainly
might explain the career choices of auctioneer Ray Holler, singer Cynthia Lark,
surgeon Arnold Surgeon, and ministers
James God, Wendell Pew and Larry Goodpaster.
A name that matches its owner’s occupation or role is an “aptronym.” Appropriately enough, the origin of this term involves a near-aptronym. Its genesis can be
traced all the way back to Adam .... well,
almost. It was coined during the 1920s by
the newspaper columnist F. P. Adams.
In 1996 intrepid word collector Paul
Dickson corralled a “Dickson”ary of
aptronyms in his delightful book “What’s
In a Name?” His finds include image consultant Sheila Askew, lie-detector expert

Ralph True, librarians Elizabeth Shelver
and Dorothy Reading, sergeant-at-arms
Jerry Usheroff, flautist Linda Toote, bank
manager John Buckmaster, Carnation Milk
Company spokesman Dick Curd, and barbers Dan Druff, John Razor and Sam
Nikum.
Physicians and dentists are especially
ardent practitioners of aptronomity. Consider chiropractor Akin Frame, podiatrist
Jeffrey Treadwell, gynecologist Zoltan
Ovary, and orthodontist Harry Smiley. A
scientific paper about incontinence was
written by J.W. Splatt and D. Weedon.
The aptly-named Connecticut, whose
main function seems to be to connect New
York to the rest of New England, has generated some of the most legendary
aptronyms of all. Laura Knott Twine, cura-

tor of the Windham Textile and History
Museum in Willimantic, and Wayne Carver, Connecticut’s chief medical examiner,
now both retired, were pioneers in trekking the ‘Apt-ellation’ Trail.
And just last week the tradition continued when a 14-year-old Connecticut student wrote a marvelous opinion piece for
the Courant. She suggested that we can all
reduce global warming by literally doing
nothing one day each week. Her name?
Evangeline Doolittle.
Rob Kyff is a teacher at Kingswood Oxford
School in West Hartford. Write to him in
care of The Courant, Features Department,
285 Broad St., Hartford, CT 06115, or by
e-mail at WordGuy@aol.com.

