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Abstract 

 

 
Starting from a discussion of artworks from the 1960s until today in which food has 

been used as material, this paper explores the possibilities and limitations of 

Gibson’s concept of “affordances” for analyzing them from the viewpoint of an 

image-theory oriented art history. Three modes of using food as an art material 

are discussed, each highlighting different aspects of the affordance concept: in the 

first mode, the edibility affordance of food is maintained despite its change of 

context (everyday/art); the second mode primarily focuses on food’s symbolic 

properties and shows the importance of the respective framework and contextual 

conditions for the non-actualization of the edibility affordance; in the third mode, 

organic properties in the sense of food’s mutability, even to the point of decay, 

play an essential role in the challenge as to what edibility affordance actually is. 

Against this background, this article addresses the material dimension of the case 

studies discussed, with regard to the question of their image. In this context, it can 

be said of the first mode of food as an art material that it is a processual form of 

image in which the relationship between material and form is co-determined by 

the direct interaction of the public. In the second mode, the public does not 

directly intervene in the artwork: its image is rather determined by the viewer’s own 

spatial relationship to it. The third mode is also about a processual image: the 

food, however, changes the relationship between form and material of the artwork 

by virtue of its own dynamics. It will become clear that the discussion of affordances 

depends not only on the basic conditions of the artistic context, but first and 

foremost on the definition of what constitutes the affordance of something. 
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The Dependence of Affordances on Framework Factors 
 
The following remarks on artistic works using food as a material are based on the 

definitions of affordance(s) first outlined by the psychologist James J. Gibson in 

the context of his studies on perception. By drawing on the reception of his 

affordance concept in image-science oriented archaeology, the present essay 

intends to show the dependence of affordances on underlying factors in the artistic 

field. Aspects of natural and social affordance also play an important role here. 

Initially, Gibson outlines the concept of affordance as follows: 

 

Learning the Affordances of Objects: When the constant 

properties of constant objects are perceived (the shape, size, 

color, texture, composition, motion, animation, and position 

relative to other objects), the observer can go on to detect their 
affordances. I have coined this word as a substitute for values, a 

term which carries an old burden of philosophical meaning. I 

mean simply what things furnish, for good or ill. What they afford 
the observer, after all, depends on their properties. The simplest 

affordances, as food, for example, or as a predatory enemy, may 

well be detected without learning by the young of some animals, 

but in general learning is all-important for this kind of perception. 

The child learns what things are manipulable and how they can 

be manipulated, what things are hurtful, what things are edible, 

what things can be put together with other things or put inside 

other things―and so on without limit.1 

 
A few years later, Gibson emphasized that we perceive affordances of objects and 

not their properties. He is thus interested in options for action that the 

environment offers.2 Gibson’s approach also had an impact on archaeology, where 

the concept of affordance commonly used is based on “[…] the possibilities of use 

given by the physical properties of an object,” and was initially closely linked to 

the concept of functionality.3 The fact that affordances are relational and relative 

was also underlined, as was the fact that they can change over time, since they 

depend on the respective context of their use and on the people who perceive 

them (or not).4 It was furthermore stressed that affordances “[…] emerge 

dynamically in a subject’s perceptual and motoric activity in the environment,” and 

that affordances are related to presence and, of course, to sensory dimensions.5 
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In light of the definitions of affordance roughly outlined so far, this paper assumes 

that reviewing some case studies of food as an art material may put these concepts 

to the test. Where could affordance(s) serve as a fruitful approach to their analysis, 

and what are the limits of the concept’s applicability? It should already be 

anticipated that the conceptual fuzziness and empirical imprecision of the 

affordance concept, which has already been established in the context of 

archaeological and praxeological/sociological analysis,6 will also be demonstrated 

by means of the below case studies of artworks with food as their material.7 For 

Gibson, food is an important example, and he repeatedly resorts to it in the 

development of his affordance concept.8 Also in the abovementioned definition of 

the “affordance of objects,” he inserts food as an example of one of the simplest 

affordances that can be recognized.9 However, the situation regarding food is not 

that clear, as Gibson himself also indicates: 

 
Solid substances, being still more substantial, afford all sorts of 

physiological and behavioral activities. Certain of them afford 

eating, more exactly ingestion, and of those that afford ingestion 

some afford nutrition against others that do not. Some few in fact 

afford the opposite of nutrition, poisoning. (Note that I say 

nothing here about what affords pleasure in eating; that is 

another matter entirely).10 

 
Especially when food is subjected to a change of context (or environment), namely 

from everyday life to art11 and here exposed to possible interaction with the 

public,12 the situation becomes even more challenging. 

 

 

Modes of Using Food as An Art Material 

Case Studies and the Question of Affordances 
 

Foodstuffs are organic, living materials, and by their very nature they are 

particularly perishable. Since the 1960s at the latest, they have been increasingly 

used in artworks because of their shapeability and mutability as well as their 

sensual qualities and symbolic power.13 Roughly three modes of using food as an 

art material can be distinguished that can be critically discussed in connection with 

affordances. In Gibson’s logic, the affordance of food is of course its edibility, i.e., 
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its eating potential and thus its function as nutrition for humans and animals. In the 

first mode envisaged of using food as a material in art, this affordance is 

maintained despite its change of context, from everyday life to the art world. The 

artistic works or parts of them may be eaten, so most of them are performative or 

installation artworks in which the audience participates and contributes 

significantly to the completion of the artwork’s concept and meaning. Those 

artistic works with food as their material provide the public with a multisensory 

experience: in addition to the visual perception, the olfactory, haptic and gustatory 

perception can also be used. In these participation-based artistic works, the public 

can become active, even a co-producer of the artwork. The mode of impact of such 

artworks is thus significantly expanded: Through unleashing multiple senses, the 

reception possibilities for the participants unfold, and so their “[…] body becomes 

an epistemic organ.”14 Not least because of the physical, sensory and affective 

relationship with the human being that is thus encouraged, these artistic works 

using food can be linked to Actor-Network Theory (ANT).15 

 

In the second envisaged mode of using food as an artistic material, the edibility 

affordance takes a subordinate role. These works of art do not provide for 

incorporation of the material used, instead, the cultural significance and symbolic 

power of the food used move to the center of the artistic work’s generation of 

meaning. With regard to the first two modes of using food as an art material, the 

contexts in which such art takes place, is realized, perceived and, last but not least, 

negotiated, are formative for how it is handled or not, in Alan Costall’s sense of 

natural and social affordances,16 and in Gibson’s sense of the possibilities of action 

by the actors involved.17 As will be shown below, the ambiguity of affordances in 

particular crystallizes out in an analysis of this group of artistic works.18 

 

In the third mode of using food as an art material, the primary affordance, i.e., the 

edibility of food, is challenged due to the material’s own inherent dynamics: 

instead of the material’s edibility, which gradually disappears, other properties of 

the material come to the fore, such as the organic change up to the point of decay, 

including characteristics such as the emergence of mostly unpleasant odors or 

mold growth, which can cause strong feelings of disgust in the public, and from 

which it has been learned over time that the material in this state is not suitable for 

consumption and may even be toxic. In connection with these processes of change 

caused by the material used, artistic works with food can even be linked with 

agency concepts19 of materials and things. New materialism in particular is about 

the peculiar power of the material, or material agency, and examines the 

changeability and self-dynamics of each material.20 In this third mode, instead of 
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edibility, the affordance emerges of the non-edibility of the decaying food that is 

applied as an artistic material. We thus here approach an aspect of the perceptual 

offer, based on the material used, ex negativo, as a learned behavior not to do 

something, which Gibson also mentioned in his first definition quoted above. 

 
First Mode: Please Help Yourself and Eat the Artwork? 

 
In this first mode of food as an art material, the property (edibility) and functionality 

(food carrier) of the material used are retained despite the change of context from 

everyday life to the art world. In 1976, the British performance artist Bobby Baker 

(born 1950) realized a sculptural installation consisting of a life-sized family made 

of edible cake that was entitled An Edible Family in a Mobile Home.21 For this 

installation, Baker opened the house where she lived in Stepney in London to the 

public for one week. The family members each consisted of a different ingredient,22 

and each figure was assigned a room, the walls and interior of which (curtains, 

floors, ceilings, etc.) were papered with newspapers23 whose article topics matched 

the person depicted. Baker also covered the furniture and all the decor with icing. 

Baker describes how she made the inner frames for the family figures and prepared 

and froze the cake in advance, before assembling the whole family three days 

before the opening. The visitors were invited to eat the work, and the artist was 

present during its gradual destruction.24 Eating the work of art was initially 

encouraged by the artist, i.e., she defined and explained the framework of the 

action, and the audience was constantly engaged because they saw what could be 

done. The artist also made several remarks in interviews that are important with 

regard to the theme of affordance. When asked about the act of eating as “[…] a 

major structuring metaphor”, she answered: “[…] I’d say I have a selective 

fascination with the particular purposes of eating. But I’m interested in this as part 

of a way of moving people into different structures beyond the normal ways of 

presenting food, setting food on the table and feeding people.”25 She continued: 

“With that specific piece [An Edible Family in a Mobile Home] I was thrilled at the 

prospect of the family disappearing; that the work would be lost and that it would 

be absorbed into other people’s bodies. I am fascinated with the object becoming 

part of a body and then being shat out, the whole material cycle; so that you make 

a work of art which represents something and then it is physically transformed.”26 

In connection with her further work Drawing on a Mother’s Experience,27 in which 

she draws with food and her body, she says: “[…] it was essential that the painting 

was made of food, because food is like my own language. Food has this wonderful 

endless way in which it can be used: the fact that it can be eaten or thrown on the 

floor―or I can eat it―or other people can eat it. It has such possibilities. So that 
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was the obvious thing to draw with […].”28 Seen from an everyday perspective, the 

artist aims to go beyond the traditional act of eating, and also, reading between 

the lines, beyond woman’s traditional role as housewife, mother and preparer of 

food29 (which is in general a thematic focus of her art). She does this by 

decontextualizing edible everyday material and transferring it to the art world, 

where it in any case refers back to the context of its conventional use. Seen from 

an artistic perspective, Baker is interested in the possibility of the art object being 

eaten and thus fed into the cycle of material exploitation. Taking the case study 
An Edible Family as our starting point, we are dealing here with the retained 

functionality of the material (edibility), which is decontextualized and 

recontextualized, shifting it away from everyday life and into the art world. 

 

The edibility of the art material that constitutes the artwork plays a role in the so-

called Candy spills30 by Felix Gonzalez-Torres (American, born in Cuba, 1957–

1996).31 Candy spills consist of accumulations of shiny packed candy: The essential 

aspect of this work is that it is adapted to the respective exhibition context: they 

can be piled up in rectangles, narrow strips, triangles, distributed freely about the 

room, or placed in a corner. Some of these artworks deals with the AIDS crisis of 

the 1980s and 1990s.32 Thus, for example, “Untitled” (Lover Boys) from 199133 

corresponds to the combined weight of the artist and his friend Ross Laycock, who 

died of AIDS.34 It has been observed that these candy spills are in the tradition of 

giveaways, and that they invite the audience to touch and eat them.35 However, 

this invitation is anything but explicit and unambiguous, because although it is part 

of the artist’s concept of the work, it is not clearly defined how the possibility is to 

be communicated that the material may be taken for free and eaten in the 

respective installation. This is left to the museums and institutions, or rather their 

curators, and it also has decisive consequences on how the public behaves and 

actually encounters the artwork, as the theater scholar Sandra Umathum has 

observed.36 This influences the possibility of eating the artwork or part of it, and is 

an essential aspect in terms of the ambiguity of affordances. Umathum speaks of 

the “Versatility of interpretation” [‘Deutungsflexibilität’] in Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s 

work,”37 and both she and art historian Benedikt Fahrnschon connect Gonzalez-

Torres’s works to Umberto Eco’s theory of the “open work of art” in which it is 

important to understand the work of art as an “[…] ambiguous message, as a 

majority of signifiers (meanings) contained in a single signifier (carrier of 

meaning).”38 However, Umathum prefers to speak of spaces of possibility rather 

than spaces of action, because she emphasizes the spectrum of possibilities, the 

doing or omitting of the action called for: the public can make use of the work/of 

the sweets, or not (i.e., eat them or not), not least in awareness of their content 
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level: this signifies the tension between illness and mourning as well as between 

desire and sweetness that some of the candy spills stand for. More precisely, 

Umathum is concerned with the “emergence of performance situations that 

Gonzalez-Torres staged with his candy installations,”39 and is mainly interested in 

the interpersonal relationships that Gonzalez-Torres’s works evoke. 

 

One leading, as-yet unsolved methodological challenge in relation to this first 

mode of using food as an art material is still how to capture the multisensory 

experience associated with the act of eating (apart from and beyond any 

neuroscientific analyses) in order instead to understand how it contributes to the 

artwork’s generation of meaning.40 In this context, the following question could be 

also of particular interest with reference to affordance: Would it therefore be 

possible to determine what reactions are provoked in different social, cultural and 

historical contexts by the artwork and the edibility affordance associated with the 

food materials used in it (the Americas/Africa/Asia/Europe)? 

 

Second Mode: Please don’t Touch, and don’t Eat the Artwork 
 

In the second mode of using food as an artistic material, food’s cultural meaning 

and symbolic power move to the center of the artistic work’s generation of 

meaning. The following art works use food as a linking aspect of cultural identity, 

and their artists operate subtly with a strategy of subversion through the use of the 

materials selected. 

 

Kader Attia’s (Untitled) Ghardaïa from 200941 consists of approximately 760 pounds 

of cooked couscous on a wooden table or floor, and digital prints on paper; the 

size is variable and depends on the exhibition location. The model of the city is 

framed by portraits of the Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier (1887‒1965) and the 

French architect Fernand Pouillon (1912‒1986), as well as a statement from the 

UNESCO advisory committee on the evaluation of the M’zab Valley as a World 

Heritage Site. This work thus points to the cultural exchange between France and 

Algeria that took place through the architects and the city that both inspired them 

and influenced Modernist European architecture. This moment of cultural 

exchange is intended to be a parallel to the life of the artist, who was born to 

Algerian parents in France in 1970. It has been noted that: “The use of couscous 

as a building material is symbolic, showing the impact of the artist’s native culture  
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on that of France, Algeria’s former colonizer. The work highlights the cultural 

impact of the colonized on the colonizer, reversing traditional thinking about the 

direction of influence.”42 Since the 13th century, couscous has been a basic 

foodstuff in North Africa. It originated with the Berber people, and has found its 

way into the cuisine of Europe and the wider world. In France, it has come third in 

surveys of people’s favorite dishes.43 Thus it stands as a symbol for cultural 

influences between East and West. In (Untitled) Ghardaïa it symbolizes cultural 

identity; however, at the same time, it is fragile as an artistic material and so a sign 

of a precarious state. Over the course of the installation, the couscous crumbles 

and disintegrates, only to be refreshed again when the structures of the city 

become unrecognizable, so that the forms of the city represented do not crumble. 

This can be read as an allusion to the faltering influence of the East on the West, 

posing the question as to whether Ghardaïa became important because of its local 

history, or because of its connection to Western architecture. The Laotian artist 

Vong Phaophanit (born 1961), trained in France and living in Great Britain, works 

using similar allusions to East and West in his 1993 work Neon Rice Field.44 This 

floor-based installation consists of seven tons of dry, white, long-grain rice 

underlaid at intervals with six parallel tubes of red neon light. The dichotomy 

between East and West is shaken by the artist through a subtle act of subversion: 

in this work, the rice, which is the basis of existence in Asia and thus a symbol of 

the East,45 comes from suppliers and sponsors in America. And the neon tubes, in 

turn, which are often associated with western cities, are just as characteristic of 

numerous cities in Southeast Asia. Thus, Phaophanit’s ironic artistic strategy plays 

with the narratives inscribed in the materials selected and turns conventional 

assumptions on their head. He also wants the rice to emit its own odor into the 

adjoining rooms, thus interleaving an olfactory level with the visual one. In terms 

of affordance, these two examples, besides the artistic concept of non-edibility, 

can be used to highlight the context of the exhibition or the institution housing it, 

given that this determines the audience’s actions in relation to the primary 

affordance (edibility) of the material used. We may assume that the audience is 

likely to uphold the habitual “museum behavior” that it has long learned, and thus 

will not touch the artwork. Gibson himself mentions learning as a condition for the 

perception of affordances in his early definition, as stated above.46 Furthermore, 

this aspect can be followed by thoughts about immediate and mediated 
affordances. The archaeologist Carl Knappett takes the example of grass as a 

foodstuff that is edible for animals but not for humans, and emphasizes the natural 

and the learned affordances associated with it.47 
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Third Mode: Material Agency 
 
The third mode of using food as an art material is characterized by the fact that the 

immediate edibility of food gradually disappears in the works of art in which it is 

used. Instead, other properties of the material come to the fore. One could speak 
here of a further type of affordance, such as the organic change of the material as 

it decays, which includes characteristics such as the emergence of mostly 

unpleasant odors and mold. As mentioned above, we could here describe 

affordance as a learned behavior not to do something: not to eat food that is about 

to expire, which can also cause feelings of disgust or physical reactions due to 

poisoning. On the one hand, artists can consciously use these organic and 

perishable characteristics conceptually, thus also accepting these changes and 

emphasizing the fragility and transience of their art and even the decay of the 
artwork. This means that the artists’ conscious strategy is to explore the organic 

properties of the art material. On the other hand, artists can also work against this 

decay and, often in cooperation with conservators and other specialists, use 

scientific methods to intervene in the material to prevent or stop this process;48 

this, however, also changes the material’s edibility. 

 

 

 
 

Dieter Roth, Selbstturm, 1969‒1998, wood, glass, cast figures of chocolate 
and sugar, approx. 245 x 87 x 80 cm; Löwenturm, 1970‒1998, iron, glass, cast 

figures of chocolate and sugar, approx. 260 x 100 x 100 cm. Studio room 
consisting of various materials, objects and equipment, Emanuel Hoffmann-
Stiftung, deposit in Öffentliche Kunstsammlung Basel (Location St. Alban-
Rheinweg/Basel) © Dieter Roth Estate, Courtesy Hauser & Wirth/© 2021 

Laurenz-Stiftung, Schaulager Basel, Switzerland; Picture: Öffentliche 
Kunstsammlung Basel, Martin P. Bühler 
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The best-known example in this context is the artist Dieter Roth, who gave a new 

dimension to the use of food in artworks.49 The installation/sculptural work 
Selbstturm; Löwenturm (1969‒1998, Fig. 1) is a prime example of this.50 It is part of 

Roth’s studio, located opposite the main building of the Kunstmuseum 

Basel/Gegenwart in Switzerland. When visitors enter the small, dark room, their 

olfactory nerves perceive a penetrating smell. This emanates mainly from the two 

towers with self- and lion-portraits that are made of chocolate and sugar masses, 
stacked on top of each other on self-supporting racks and in a process of decay. 

The towers were built between 1969 and 1998. Apart from having the room 

fumigated twice, the materials in it have otherwise not been treated and have been 

in a process of decay for some fifty years, in keeping with the artist’s intention. The 

course of this process of decay is difficult to assess, and presents conservators with 

considerable practical, methodological, substantive and ethical challenges.51 A 

decay process is also the main motive in the video work Still Life (2001) by the artist 

Sam Taylor-Johnson (born 1967).52 Here, the Baroque still lives live on. We see how 
a fruit bowl spoils over time, how its material composition and colors, how the 

surfaces of the fruit change, how the whole organic material loses volume, in short: 

how this peculiar form of liveliness unfolds. But there is more than this: what 

Baroque paintings only hinted at through symbols and motifs is realized before 

the eyes of contemporary viewers by this real fruit still life in decay that is captured 

in the medium of video. It makes the transitory immediately visible and visually 

experienceable (albeit in an accelerated, medium-conditioned temporality) and 
thereby expresses the essence of an entire genre in a nutshell.53 

 

Selbstturm; Löwenturm and Still life challenge the concept of affordance by 

questioning the previously assumed edibility of food, thus asking whether this is 

the only possible affordance of food as a material. The so-called primary or natural 

affordance, i.e., the edibility of food, is here challenged due to the material’s own 

inherent dynamics. Edibility does not play a role in these artworks because of the 

process of decay. In the case of Taylor-Johnson, this is also because of the medium 
chosen for its representation, namely video. The examples of Roth and Taylor-

Johnson can be seen in the context of discourses concerning the material’s own 

power of action, in which the material seems not to need any specific interaction 

with the audience for them to act. Here, agency is no longer exclusively attributed 

to people (in the sense of subjects with the capacity for consciousness and 

intentionality), but also to material objects and things. Accordingly, the art’s 

materiality has also acquired a new quality: the materials used are seen as actors 

in artistic processes, and matter can be understood as an active principle.54 
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About the Material Image 
 
It should be noted here that the case studies discussed in this article are equated 

with the “objects” and “artifacts” at the center of Gibson’s affordance discourse 

and in image-science-oriented archaeology.55 In other words, these case studies 

are understood as “artistic objects” (the emphasis is on the production of artifacts 

with aesthetic quality), whose image is decisively influenced by their material, but 

not only by it. In connection with the artworks presented thus far, the question of 

the image should be discussed in the light of their material characteristics and their 

aesthetic dimension.56 Both aspects are often treated as separate, with the result 

that their art historical analysis remains incomplete.57 

 

The relationship between form and material (which is processual) is decisive for the 

artworks’ material image in the first mode of using food in art. The possibilities for 

interaction on the part of the audience play an important role here. The public is 

explicitly invited to help themself to the work, if they wish to do so.58 The art 

concepts of Baker and Gonzalez-Torres provide for the gradual dissolution of the 

work in the course of its performative/installative exhibition, though there is a 

difference between them, as it will be explained below. 

Baker said the following about the gradual destruction and ever-changing 

appearance of her work An Edible Family, and the multisensory experience to be 

gained from its material (namely cake): 

 

What I found slightly frustrating about it was that it was open for 

a week and very few people actually observed the transformation 

and that was such a crucial part of it. It was something I hadn’t 

been able to work out would happen so effectively. It was a 

devastating image at the end. This family, they were completely 

destroyed, and it, you know, it actually smelt and the walls 

were… It was quite horrifying.59 

 

It was pointed out that the artist identified this sculpted family with her own, and 

the little daughter with herself.60 Nevertheless, one may wonder why the effect of 

this “destruction” and its “devastating image” was so “horrifying” to her, after all, 

the artist herself chose an edible material for her installation and offered the work 

to the public for consumption in a manner that was almost ostentatious (judging 

from her own description of it), and in which the primary functionality of the 

material she used was brought to bear. Baker’s shocked state was perhaps due to 

the uniqueness and transience of her artwork in the sense that it only existed 
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during this short period of time. In the case of An Edible Family, the question of 

the material image is of primary importance since it is a unique, ephemeral work 

that is subject to the principle of processual pictoriality. It has not been 

“performed” again,61 and only a few photographs of it survive. While an “ideal 

weight” or “original weight” characterizes the candy spills by Gonzalez-Torres,62 

their form can be fixed by the owner or the authorized borrower of the work. They 

can decide whether the sweets will be replenished and if so, to what extent. They 

can also decide not to replenish the pile and thus make it materially disappear 

altogether if the visitors take from the work in the course of the exhibition. Thus, 

there is the possibility that the work will decrease but it could also be reconstructed 

to its starting point, only to be immediately deconstructed again “[…] in order to 

maintain the continuous possibility of [its] disappearance,” in the words of the art 

historian Sophie Junge.63 In the case of Kader Attia’s (Untitled) Ghardaïa, the 

couscous must be refreshed for the duration of the exhibition so that the form of 

the city remains constant, and thus the appearance of the work too. With 

Phaophanit’s Neon Rice Field, one has to assume that the undulating rice fields 

were somehow treated to keep their shape.64 

 

As far as the micro-level is concerned, Selbstturm; Löwenturm, possesses a specific 

image that is in a constant state of flux and is shaped by the dynamics of material 

changes of the sugar and chocolate masses, a material dynamic that is determined 

by decay and chance as well as material properties and textures. The expressive 

potential of this aesthetics of decay consists in the gradually new appearance of 
Selbstturm; Löwenturm and is also shaped and significantly reinforced by the 

factor smell. As far as the macro-level of the studio is concerned, this image 

depends in turn on the respective perspective of the visitor in the space and on 

the relationship of his or her body and field of vision to the artwork and the 

spatiality encompassing it, which will always be a fragmentary one. 

 

The material image in situ of the aforementioned case studies is in general 

determined by where the observer is located or moves in relation to the work. This 

constitutes the image-field of the works, what Gibson terms the “visual field”65 

from the viewer’s perspective, which depends on a certain spectrum of spatially 

determined possibilities for the relationship between the person and the work of 

art, the lighting conditions, etc. One important feature of the art works is not just 

that they are composed of food, but that the infrastructure of their installation 

offers a “frame” that determines one’s multisensory perception, the aesthetic 

experience, and the entire art work’s image. Thus here, too, the pictorial field of 

the work is constituted primarily by the spatial relationships between the artworks, 
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the space and viewers. In addition, the approach to the question of the material 

image must be dealt with from two levels that interact and complement each 

other: one cannot be thought of without the other, they stand in a dynamic figure- 

and ground-relationship.66 One could be, so to speak, the micro-level of the 

installative-sculptural part and the other the macro-level of the space with all its 

components. Or, to put it another way: on the one hand, we are dealing with the 

specific image of what can be considered the work of art, and on the other hand, 

with the overall image of the exhibition venue. In addition to his affordance 

concept, Gibson writes the following on the subject of images:67 

 
The Original and Derived Meanings of the Term “Image”: The 

meaning of image is a slippery one and no end of confusion has 

resulted. In this chapter the word always means an 

environmental source of optical stimulation, the cause of an 

optic array but not the array itself. An image can be a solid 

model, sculpture, or statue, on the one hand; or a flat relief, 

picture, painting, drawing, or photograph, on the other. […] 

The plastic image broadcasts its perspectives in all directions, 

while the graphic image yields a perspective only from in front. 

But both are delimited material objects producing an optic 

array of limited scope within the total array of ambient light. 

Even a so-called panoramic picture cannot present a view in all 

directions, a complete panorama of the environment including 

the hemispherical arrays from earth and sky.68 

 

In Taylor-Johnson’s Still life, there is no immediate multi-sensory experience from 

the decay of the foodstuff because the medium of video, which captures this 

process visually in a static, frontal view, is located between the artwork and the 

audience. The medium shines through, so to speak. We may thus affirm that the 

third mode of using food as an art material is also a processual pictoriality: the 

food, however, changes the relationship between form and material of the artwork 

by virtue of its own dynamics. Here, too, the organization of the exhibition in 

question and the chosen medium determine both their affordances and their 

pictoriality. 
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Conclusion 

We must be cautious when drawing any conclusions about the possibilities and 

limits of the application of affordance concepts to the analysis of artistic works with 

food as their material. It also depends on how one defines affordance(s). If we 

reconsider Gibson’s first definition of affordance, then the question arises as to 
what the principal or natural property or value is of an object or material, i.e., its 

affordance, and who determines it. In the case studies presented here, it is first of 

all the artists, the artistic contexts, institutional frameworks, and the material and 

aesthetic dimensions that determine the affordances or opportunities for 

perception, as well as possibilities for action by the public standing in front of the 

artwork. In our specific cases, a direct transmission of the edibility affordance of 

food is possible if an artistic work is focused on its sensual qualities, is participatory, 

and the food used is ready to eat. On the other hand, an artistic work that contains 

food as a material can focus on its symbolic power if it is “classically” sculptural or 

installational and as such is exhibited in a museum; here, it cannot directly fulfill 

the edibility criterion because both the concept behind the artwork and the 

conditions of the exhibition prohibit any direct, immediate interaction between the 

artwork and the public. Finally, there are artistic works using food that explore 

other properties of the material, such as its mutability instead of its edibility. Such 

art works with foodstuffs rely on the material’s own agency and challenge not only 

edibility, but also the affordance concept as a whole. 
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