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  This is Marty’s book.

  In general, nothing which is intuited in space is a thing in itself, and that space is not a form which belongs as a property to things. . . . Objects are quite unknown to us in themselves . . . [they are] mere representations of our sensibility.

  —Immanuel Kant

  * * *

  The moment one gives close attention to anything, even a blade of grass, it becomes a mysterious, awesome, indescribably magnificent world in itself.

  —Henry Miller

  * * *

  Things do not exist without being full of people.

  —Bruno Latour


  FOREWORD

  The eighteenth-century French epicure and gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin once said, “Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.”

  As publisher of a food magazine, I have the unique challenge of communicating this genuine power and presence of food in our lives. The challenge is rooted in the multitudes of misperceptions regarding our modern food experience: fast food, Hollywood diets, vanishing family dinners, excess and associated disease, etc. Every day, food is dissected, deformed, packaged, marketed, and consumed with more consideration and controversy than ever.

  If I had to define a single purpose for TABLE Magazine, it would be to simplify this conversation. Slow it down. Bring food off of such a dysfunctional stage of critical performance and bring it back to our homes, our table, and our lives.

  This is why the work of Richard Snodgrass has graced the pages of my publication since the first issue in 2006. Richard captures the power of this simplicity like no other artist. One simple kitchen “thing” sparks a conversation, a memory, and most importantly, a story told through the lives of his wife Marty’s family members.

  Richard tells stories about how a cherry pitter, dish towel, or egg cup can richly define who people are, how they live and how they lovingly (and often satirically) share the experience or history of food in their family. On their own, the images communicate an almost animal-like or unexpected human quality to the kitchen things. When paired with Richard’s uncommon storytelling, the reader forms an even deeper appreciation for the true character of each thing based on the personality of the cook, the economic and cultural necessity of the times, and the influence of family tradition.

  The stark simplicity of Richard’s black-and-white format, the saturation of lighting, and his careful positioning of each kitchen thing, all help to bring a quieting focus to the importance of how an individual item can tell the story of people’s lives.

  When food and photography meet, many things can be expected—it’s quite a popular topic for today’s art and journalism professionals. But, in the case of Richard’s work, the unexpected is delightful, as we never see the food itself. The stories of a family are told through the daily routines, specials occasions, and functional roles that a kitchen thing provides.

  I like to think of Richard Snodgrass as a modern-day Brillat-Savarin, who would say, “Show me your kitchen things, and I will show you who you are.”

  Christina French

  Publisher, TABLE Magazine
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  PEPPER SHAKER

  It started innocently enough. A rainy winter afternoon; I was sitting in the kitchen watching my wife, Marty, cooking chili for the week ahead—I was starved but it was to make a photograph—when I noticed this pepper shaker. Sitting with its salty companion on the counter.

  Art Deco was a revolution in style that influenced the design of everything from skyscrapers to everyday items and utensils. Shakers such as this were a familiar sight during the 1940s and ’50s in greasy spoons across the country. This set undoubtedly found its way to our kitchen as mementos—or relics—of a country diner called The Shantee once run by Marty’s family in conjunction with their farm. But it wasn’t the utensil’s style, or general history, that got me interested in photographing it.

  Nor did I think it had to do with the history of the spice trade, as interesting as that might be. Salt is one of the few rocks we humans ingest on a regular basis; it’s critical to the survival of living things because it helps regulate the balance of fluids in the body. But earlier civilizations didn’t know that level of detail, and salt was valued primarily as a preservative. That it was also a basic taste was value added. Pepper, on the other hand, was the king of spices, and the spice of kings. If salt was necessary, pepper was a luxury, available only to those who could afford it. These days, though, pepper seems fated to be the perpetual follower, at least in common speech. One says without thinking, “Please pass the salt and pepper.” Pepper’s role as the perennial runner-up is evident even in regard to this shaker’s label: it may be worn thin from years of use, but the label on its companion salt shaker is completely worn away.

  “What’s so interesting about the pepper shaker all of a sudden?” Marty says over her shoulder as she browns ground beef in a skillet. Squinty-eyed against the heat.

  “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I say. And take the shaker up to my study to make a photograph.
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  WOODEN SPOON

  When I return the pepper shaker to the kitchen, Marty is at the sink cleaning up after her latest flurry of cooking. “That didn’t do it for you?” she says. Up to her elbows in suds.

  “Matter of fact, it did,” I say. “But it was almost a given for a black and white photograph. Milk glass against a black background. It couldn’t help but say something for itself. I’m just wondering if the same would be true for something more subtle.”

  For years I had photographed interiors. My intention was to portray the people who lived in a particular place, not by showing the people themselves, but by showing the objects on which they left their imprint. I thought of the images like stage settings after the players had exited, the lives themselves seen in afterimage. Now I was wondering if the same could be true for a single object.

  Sticking up from the rack on the drain board, as if waving for attention, is a wooden spoon.

  Now here’s a utensil with a story.

  Spoons of one sort or another have been around since folks in Paleolithic times realized they could use seashells to scoop up broth from a mastodon stew. When Northern Europeans began to make rather than find spoons, the utensils were of wood—the Anglo-Saxon word spon means splinter—that looked very much like this one. In the Middle Ages, royalty had spoons made of gold; other wealthy families had theirs made from silver, hence the saying, “Born with a silver etc., etc.” In Southeast Asia, the spoon is the principal eating implement, the fork used mainly to shovel food onto the other. But credentials dating back to the prehistoric mean nothing compared to this particular spoon: it came from the kitchen of Marty’s grandmother, Grandma Beard. Which makes it sacred.

  Marty looks to where I am looking. “Now wait a minute.”

  “It’s not as if photographing it will steal its soul or something,” I say.

  “Funny, that’s exactly why I thought you photographed things.”

  “Steal seems so harsh. Let’s just say I borrow it for a while.”

  My wife scratches her nose with a soapy wrist. And gives me a look that only a wife can.
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  WONDER SHREDDER

  While Marty is busy elsewhere in the house, I take the opportunity to scout the kitchen for other utensils to photograph. The old utensils hang on the walls, gathered from her family and mine. She’s used them to decorate her space, to make it her own. I decide my next subject is the Wonder Shredder—maybe as much for the name as for its potential as an image.

  The setup for taking the photographs is not fancy. A white plastic egg-shaped cocoon to soften and diffuse the light—as a friend, a lighting director, says, “Soft light goes everywhere.” Two light sources: to the left, a three-tube light box standing on edge; to the right, a goose-necked desk lamp with a daylight bulb. For the background, a black T-shirt, held in place with duct tape. To suspend the objects for a sense of space, a separation from the background, black string is threaded through holes drilled in the cocoon. The camera is a single-lens Rolleiflex named Rachael. (Later, I replaced the makeshift lighting and the Rollei with a digital Nikon named Josie.) As with all the utensils, before I start, I ask the Shredder if I may take its image. (To date, none has refused. . . .)

  A little research shows that this Wonder Shredder is probably from the late 1920s or early ’30s, and is worth about $5 these days. The “wonder” of the Shredder, I suppose, is that it’s curved at the top and bottom so it can fit over the top of a bowl or angle into it, holding it in place as the shreds fall as they may. The Shredder often came in sets of three—fine, medium, and coarse—and in its day was so popular that it had a cookbook devoted to its usage. Contemporary versions are still in production, though now they come in stainless steel as well as tin. The original tin version was known for its ability to stay sharp, and its dull silvery finish is responsible for the patina that gives testament to its years of use.

  That patina—the result of a surface being corrupted—is what gives this utensil its character. Its luster, ultimately its beauty. Much the same, it would seem, as it is with people.
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  BOX GRATER

  The truth is we can learn from things. They have experiences, stories to tell. The photographer Oliver Gagliani used to say a thing has a life of its own, a life-cycle just like that of a person: it has a birth, a youth when it’s new and fresh and untried; then it matures to adulthood, the height of its powers and use; finally it decays and becomes broken and old.

  Then there’s this guy, who I nickname The Jolly Grater. (When I ask him if I may take his image, he appears to give me a grin.) The reference books and Wikipedia tell me that graters were invented by Francois Boullier in the 1540s so hard cheeses could still be used. They also say that this basic design dates back two hundred years, and who am I to argue? The advantage of this design is that it gives you as many as four graters in one; one side of this particular fellow is devoted to openings for slicing vegetables, which is why he’s smiling. The disadvantages of the design are well known to anyone who has tried to clean the inside of one, where the shredding can involve fingertips and dishcloths.

  The question remains, at least in my mind, why is this guy smiling? Or why do we perceive it to smile? I’m aware that one of the reasons I started to make images of these utensils—as can be said of all photography—is to see how they look as photographs. Because photography changes things; the subject is no longer the thing-in-itself, it becomes a representation of the thing. What’s more, as the subject of a photograph, it becomes part of a new thing-in-itself, an image on a piece of paper or on a screen—however the photograph is displayed. The difference between art and artifact, in a way, if art is the intention. A memory of a memory as it were. Yet this jolly fellow adds a whole new element; in addition to being an image to capture the spirit of those who used it, it takes on a new or added identity as a metaphor for something else. Something other. Graters don’t smile, we know that. And yet here he is, smiling. Quantum mechanics shows us that observing a phenomenon changes the phenomenon. Maybe photographing a thing not only changes the thing—it changes us.
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  BONING KNIFE

  No collection of kitchen things would be complete without a knife or two. For that matter, the same can be said for any general collection of tools. Making tools defines the Paleolithic period, beginning around 2.5 million years ago (there were people sitting around making tools 2.5 million years ago! And today we worry about things like getting a parking place. . . .), an age that covers 99 percent of the history of basic human technology. Knives, something to cut with, were probably developed right after something to pound with. It’s interesting to me that in the same time frame that people were cultivating implements to benefit themselves or do harm to others, they were also developing art as well as spiritual pursuits such as burials and rituals.

  This particular kitchen knife is of the boning variety, designated as such by its sharp point and narrow blade. It probably dates from the early 1900s and comes from Marty’s family farm. The stiff blade indicates it was meant for removing the bones of beef and pork—a more flexible blade is used for poultry and fish—though this fellow probably also served as a general utility knife, used for everything from cutting rope to cleaning fingernails. For a rather crude, probably inexpensive knife, this guy comes with a lot of emotional weight. Though Marty doesn’t remember her father ever using it, Marty’s mother—the Legendary Chub—called it Bill’s Knife, referencing it to her late husband, when she loaned it to me to include in this series. Family lore claims the knife has its narrow blade from being honed so much, but that, unfortunately, is only the stuff of legend.

  Still, looking at the handle, worn smooth over the years from the grip of calloused hands, the blade mottled from being cleaned of blood and offal, there remains something of the spirit of the men and women who have used this knife. Images of a barnyard on an early winter’s day, fog drifting in the distant fields, steam rising from a scalding vat, the carcass of a hog hanging from a block and tackle . . . images of a camp deep in the woods, figures around a fire, dogs resting under the black trees, the sound of a knife on a whetstone as someone recounts stories of hunts in the past.
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  POTATO MASHER

  And this: hanging on the wall above the sink (How many times did I look at it and never see it? Or see it and never look at it?): a potato (or vegetable) masher (also called a beetle, though beetles are generally wooden pestle-like implements), circa 1900, not from Marty’s family farm this time, but from the other side of the family, the sainted Grandma Beard. (I am fortunate, for the purposes of this series of kitchen things, that I have a wife who is fond of decorating with antiques; I am likewise fortunate that we both come from families who rarely threw anything away.)

  One source defines a masher as “an instrument for beating vegetable pieces to a pulp,” the idea of which—beating something to a pulp—may be the origin of the popular threat. This type of masher, with a metal head consisting of crisscross or zigzag wires or a thin plate with holes or slits, derives from the mashers made from a single piece of wood that were used in the Victorian era. In 1847, a gentleman by the name of Lee Copeman patented the design because of “his love of smooth, lump-free mashed potatoes.” Another source considers the genre of mashers and pestles to be the oldest kitchen utensils in use today, though I would question such a claim—what about knives and spoons? Be that as it may, these utensils have a long history, and not only for mashing vegetables: in Mrs. Lincoln’s Boston Cookbook of 1884, a potato masher is used to press finely-chopped meat into cloth bags for sausages.

  Other common uses include mashing apples for applesauce; pumpkins and rutabagas for soup; beans for refried beans; chickpeas for hummus—or just about any soft food you can think of that needs a good mashing. Of course, cleaning all those little wires before the era of the automatic dishwasher is a different matter. It’s easy for me to imagine such a handy kitchen utensil transformed into a magic wand for spreading bacteria.

  “That sounds like you,” Marty says, reading over my shoulder. And I wonder—as only a husband can—What did she mean by that?
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  MASHER

  “I get it. It looks like a foot,” Marty says when I show her the image on the screen.

  “It’s another masher. Like the one you got from Grandma Beard’s.”

  “And don’t forget to put Grandma Beard’s back on the wall where you got it.”

  “Of course I won’t forget,” I say and give her a look into the side of her face that says Sheesh!

  Having indeed forgotten to return it.

  “Where did you get this one?”

  “I don’t think it’s from my family. I must have picked it up at a flea market somewhere.”

  “Is that why you photographed it? Because it looks like a foot?”

  “I didn’t realize it until I saw it on the groundglass. I just thought it was interesting. I heard it calling to me, ‘Dick, Dick! Over here by this stack of bowls . . . !’

  She leans nearer the screen. “A four-toed masher. Is that anything like a three-toed sloth?”

  “Depends on who’s doing the mashing. Some are more slothful than others. On the other hand—or foot, as it were—if you turn it around, it’s a five-toed masher.”

  “I don’t think I’d want to mash my potatoes with something that looks like a foot.”

  “They stomp grapes with feet to make wine, don’t they?”

  “That’s different,” Marty says, shaking her head. “The alcohol would kill the germs.”

  “You know that’s not true, don’t you?”

  “Of course. But I’m going with it anyway. But with this, you’d have mashed potatoes squeezing up between the toes.”

  “Like toe-jam.”

  “Yuck! Double yuck! No thanks. I’ll stick to Grandma Beard’s.”

  “You would anyway. Because it was Grandma Beard’s.”

  “And don’t forget to put it back where you got it.”
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  BEETLE

  This is a true, unmistakable beetle, a potato masher of the Old Order. Linked invariably in Irish cooking, to a dish called champ, also known variously as poundies, cally, bruisy, and—my favorite—thump. The dish combines boiled potatoes (beaten to a pulp) with warm milk, butter, and scallions. The importance of the beetle in all of this is shown in a traditional poem:

  There was an old woman

  That lived in a lamp.

  She had no room

  To beetle her champ.

  She’s up’d with her beetle

  And broke the lamp,

  And now she has room

  To beetle her champ.

  The potatoes were usually beetled in large quantities, a strenuous exercise at best, with the iron pot held in place by a hole in the cottage floor. Hence, the term pothole. The dish is served in a large mound with a well of butter in the center. There are detailed instructions that it should be eaten only from the edges, working your way in, dipping each bite in the butter. But any kid knows that.

  When I included this photo in a recent show, I was surprised that some folks found this photograph not only sexually suggestive, but also, in one instance, the image of a dildo. Fascinating. Well, for each of us, the world is as we see it. I do confess that in addition to the beauty of the utensil in itself, the process of photographing it called to mind other associations. In addition to the spirit of the people in my family who may have used it to beetle their champ, I think the lines are reminiscent of a slender-waisted woman in a hoop skirt, with a very long and graceful neck.
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  ALL-PURPOSE OPENER

  Metaphor is the essence of art (with a capital “A”). Art has to do with levels of meaning, and metaphor is the express elevator to take us to those levels or layers of meaning. Without levels of meaning, a work is in the realm of craft, or reportage, or representation or the like—all good things, of course. Qualities that can be appreciated and enjoyed for their own sake. But Art gives something more. Art, depending upon its intention and skill and efficacy, can include all these qualities, and then add emotional content, insights, wisdom as well. And metaphor is the means through which we reach those depths. Or heights.

  Take this all-purpose opener. The photograph is, if I do say so myself, a pretty good representation of the thing-itself. If you were sent in search of an all-purpose opener, you could use this image to tell you what such an animal looks like. And I think the image gives a sense that this guy has a history, a story to tell, he’s done its share of work in his day, passed through his share of working hands. A survivor from the age of neighborhood Five & Dimes and local hardware stores.

  And yet, and yet . . .

  In the process of becoming the image of a photograph—part of a new thing-itself—it has taken on added dimensions. Looked at in a certain way, this fellow is rather scary. A made-up monster from a Grade-B sci-fi thriller from the 1950s perhaps. Or a nightmare figure from a Hieronymus Bosch view of the Underworld. The horrific, gaping mouth of a Goya painting, or a study of the human condition by Francis Bacon. Vertical Picasso-esque eyes. Key-adorned headdress or helmet or tablita. Corkscrew penis. Small pointy tail. Fear and associations being in the eye of the beholder, the same as beauty. The point being that now this utensil can be seen as something else, something more than a tool for opening cans and bottles. And yet, it’s that, too. Something to ponder over. Conjure with.
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  CAN OPENER

  Likewise, this opener looks too much like an angry dude to be comfortable. The guy in the car behind you who thinks you cut him off. Whatever is bothering him, he needs to get over it and get on with his life. A can opener he was born, a can opener he shall always be.

  The history of the can opener (or tin opener) is contingent upon, as you might expect, the history of the can. Though who first came up with the process of canning—preserving food in airtight tin cans—seems a matter of some dispute. The Dutch Navy is said to have used such a process as early as 1772. Then again, Napoleon is often credited with helping develop the practice with his offer of a prize to whoever could come up with a way to preserve food for his far-flung Grande Armée. The winner of the prize in 1810, a confectioner named Nicolas Appert, was successful in preserving food by sterilization, though his process used glass bottles. In the same year, an Englishman, Peter Durand, received a patent from King George III for a similar process using tin-plated iron canisters—hence the name can and the verb to can. (Why the name canning stuck for the homegrown effort of preserving food in mason jars is another of life’s little mysteries.)

  The first commercial canning factory opened in England in 1813, and the containers were soon in use by the English Navy. But there were problems. For one thing, the best skilled craftsmen could only make six cans a day. For another, the container was essentially a large iron pot that weighed more than the food inside. By 1846, the thickness of the metal slimmed down, and tin canning was more widely adopted through a method that could produce sixty cans a day. But there was still the issue of the solder. The tins were sealed with poisonous lead solder that, if it came in contact with the food, could have deadly results. The most famous example was the Artic expedition conducted by Sir John Franklin in 1845, where crew members suffered extreme lead poisoning after eating canned food for three years. That particular wrinkle didn’t get worked out until the invention of the steel can and the introduction of the side seamer in manufacture.
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