TRANSCRIPT

Digesting Food Studies
episode 113: Eating and Social Isolation


00:00:14.680 --> 00:00:18.000
Do you prefer to eat alone or in company? If

00:00:18.000 --> 00:00:19.940
the latter, does the company need to be human

00:00:19.940 --> 00:00:22.940
or is multi -species commensality an option?

00:00:23.260 --> 00:00:25.739
If the former, can you do without looking at

00:00:25.739 --> 00:00:28.199
your phone or doing crosswords or feeling self-

00:00:28.199 --> 00:00:31.510
conscious? Do your senses probe the spaces around

00:00:31.510 --> 00:00:33.969
you, or do you turn inward toward your psyche

00:00:33.969 --> 00:00:44.570
and the light and dark of your soul? Welcome

00:00:44.570 --> 00:00:47.369
to Digesting Food Studies, the podcast that aims

00:00:47.369 --> 00:00:50.090
to keep this wholly convivial field of scholarship

00:00:50.090 --> 00:00:53.250
just that, a space of shared bowls and lively

00:00:53.250 --> 00:00:55.829
conversation. I'm your busboy and sommelier,

00:00:56.030 --> 00:00:58.979
David Szanto. In this episode, we look at public

00:00:58.979 --> 00:01:01.679
spaces of eating and the sometimes private ways

00:01:01.679 --> 00:01:04.159
people spend time in them, both by individual

00:01:04.159 --> 00:01:06.700
choice as well as for more systemic reasons.

00:01:07.040 --> 00:01:09.579
The article in focus is in fact an artwork and

00:01:09.579 --> 00:01:12.560
artist statement from Volume 4, Number 2 of Canadian

00:01:12.560 --> 00:01:15.840
Food Studies, published back in 2017. And my

00:01:15.840 --> 00:01:17.739
conversation with its author, Mélanie Binette,

00:01:17.840 --> 00:01:19.939
is in French, with an English transcript available

00:01:19.939 --> 00:01:25.099
on the show's website. Starting things off, Alexia

00:01:25.099 --> 00:01:27.939
Moyer shares two soundscapes with us in her Amuse

00:01:27.939 --> 00:01:30.319
Bouche segment. The first comes from a Montreal

00:01:30.319 --> 00:01:32.859
restaurant and the second from a library in Rotterdam.

00:01:33.079 --> 00:01:35.180
Threading its way through the two, though, is

00:01:35.180 --> 00:01:38.500
Alexia's key question. How do the sounds in a

00:01:38.500 --> 00:01:41.400
given environment encourage sociability, social

00:01:41.400 --> 00:01:45.079
isolation, or both? After that, I speak with

00:01:45.079 --> 00:01:47.480
interdisciplinary artist and producer

00:01:47.480 --> 00:01:50.640
of multisensory performances, Mélanie Binette.

00:01:50.780 --> 00:01:53.540
Her work, Invité.e.s Invisible.s, is a sound installation

00:01:53.540 --> 00:01:56.819
created for Le Chic Resto Pop, a community project

00:01:56.819 --> 00:01:59.299
in the Hochelaga-Maisonneuve neighborhood

00:01:59.299 --> 00:02:02.159
in Montreal. Mélanie talks to us about the creation

00:02:02.159 --> 00:02:05.239
of her sound artwork, Invisible Guests, and how

00:02:05.239 --> 00:02:07.680
it helped clients at Le Chic Resto Pop connect

00:02:07.680 --> 00:02:10.680
with others, leading to less of a sense of isolation

00:02:10.680 --> 00:02:13.500
when dining at the low-cost community restaurant.

00:02:13.840 --> 00:02:15.879
And then, wrapping things up, master student

00:02:15.879 --> 00:02:18.780
Samphe Ballamingie responds to the text and artwork

00:02:18.780 --> 00:02:21.919
with her own very lyrical sense of how the world

00:02:21.919 --> 00:02:24.639
can be kinder and more resilient through food

00:02:24.639 --> 00:02:31.289
and solidarity. Hey, Alexia, are you a sensitive

00:02:31.289 --> 00:02:34.750
person? I am indeed. When it comes to sounds.

00:02:35.129 --> 00:02:36.909
What's your strongest sense? Hearing? I think

00:02:36.909 --> 00:02:39.050
it's sound. Yeah. I sometimes think it's that.

00:02:39.090 --> 00:02:40.969
And then other times I think it's proprioception

00:02:40.969 --> 00:02:43.389
for me. The problem is there's a sensitivity

00:02:43.389 --> 00:02:46.370
to sound, but I'm also easily annoyed by sound.

00:02:47.750 --> 00:02:49.550
I'm easily annoyed by people getting too close

00:02:49.550 --> 00:02:52.610
to me. So I think we share that. Anyway, tell

00:02:52.610 --> 00:02:55.169
me what we've got in store for this Amuse Bouche.

00:02:55.560 --> 00:02:58.860
I thought we would use a recording as our cultural

00:02:58.860 --> 00:03:02.039
object today. Could it be to do with sound? Yes,

00:03:02.060 --> 00:03:13.819
it's a recording of a restaurant. Okay. So this

00:03:13.819 --> 00:03:16.560
excerpt was recorded in a Montreal restaurant

00:03:16.560 --> 00:03:20.240
in 2014. Now, a restaurant space engages all

00:03:20.240 --> 00:03:23.340
of our senses, but sound tends to come after

00:03:23.340 --> 00:03:26.740
taste and smell and sight and touch. It gets

00:03:26.740 --> 00:03:28.860
short shrift in terms of diner attention. But

00:03:28.860 --> 00:03:31.240
this recording reminds us that public dining

00:03:31.240 --> 00:03:34.740
spaces are anything but silent. They have soundscapes

00:03:34.740 --> 00:03:47.280
or auditory environments. So in the recording,

00:03:47.419 --> 00:03:50.020
if we listen carefully, we can identify dishes

00:03:50.020 --> 00:03:53.300
clattering, cutlery clinking against glass or

00:03:53.300 --> 00:03:56.300
ceramic or wood. There's a sound of chairs scraping

00:03:56.300 --> 00:03:59.120
back and forth and there's a bell on the door

00:03:59.120 --> 00:04:01.639
that rings as the customers come in and out.

00:04:18.160 --> 00:04:20.779
Now, missing from this recording but present

00:04:20.779 --> 00:04:23.370
in other restaurants is music. We've all been

00:04:23.370 --> 00:04:25.569
to restaurants where music is clearly in the

00:04:25.569 --> 00:04:27.990
foreground, where we have trouble hearing our

00:04:27.990 --> 00:04:31.170
dining companions. Yeah. Or the rhythm and volume

00:04:31.170 --> 00:04:34.649
of the music selection becomes the focus or hurries

00:04:34.649 --> 00:04:37.449
us along to finish quickly. Now, ideally, music

00:04:37.449 --> 00:04:39.769
stays somewhere in the background where, and

00:04:39.769 --> 00:04:42.350
this is partly the point, it can be ignored.

00:04:42.930 --> 00:04:45.829
Now, musicians have famously experimented with

00:04:45.829 --> 00:04:48.670
this kind of composition. So it was termed ambient

00:04:48.670 --> 00:04:52.269
music by Brian Eno in the mid 1970s. Right. Yeah.

00:04:53.209 --> 00:04:55.790
series called Music for Airports, to name one.

00:04:55.930 --> 00:04:57.949
But it goes actually further back than this.

00:04:58.050 --> 00:05:00.490
In the early 20th century, Eric Satie called

00:05:00.490 --> 00:05:04.009
his version Musique d'ameublement, or Furniture

00:05:04.009 --> 00:05:07.209
Music. And what he was aiming at was to create

00:05:07.209 --> 00:05:10.230
music that could be heard without being listened

00:05:10.230 --> 00:05:14.689
to. Say more about that. Yeah, being heard without

00:05:14.689 --> 00:05:17.370
being listened to. So it's not about analysis.

00:05:17.589 --> 00:05:20.889
It is not about attention. And actually, Henri

00:05:20.889 --> 00:05:23.149
Matisse, in his own book, gives a good description

00:05:23.149 --> 00:05:25.329
of what this means. Actually, it's in his essay

00:05:25.329 --> 00:05:27.769
called Notes of a Painter. So this is, I mean,

00:05:27.810 --> 00:05:29.250
this is echoing of something my grandfather used

00:05:29.250 --> 00:05:31.550
to say to me. He always criticized the current

00:05:31.550 --> 00:05:33.850
generation, that was me, for listening to music

00:05:33.850 --> 00:05:35.930
in the background. That would be music to hear,

00:05:35.990 --> 00:05:39.009
not to listen to. He liked to listen to music.

00:05:39.189 --> 00:05:41.069
He'd grown up in Vienna. Music was very much

00:05:41.069 --> 00:05:42.790
part of his culture. And so listening was an

00:05:42.790 --> 00:05:46.110
active task. It wasn't something he did passively.

00:05:46.589 --> 00:05:49.910
It took a while for audiences to catch on. In

00:05:49.910 --> 00:05:52.149
fact, the first times that Satie presented this

00:05:52.149 --> 00:05:54.730
kind of music, and it was outside the concert

00:05:54.730 --> 00:05:58.790
setting, outside of the auditorium, people stopped

00:05:58.790 --> 00:06:02.089
talking to listen to the music. But that wasn't

00:06:02.089 --> 00:06:04.430
the point. He wanted them to continue. It's sort

00:06:04.430 --> 00:06:07.149
of the opposite of the point. Oops. He was both

00:06:07.149 --> 00:06:09.569
ahead of his time and behind it, perhaps. Very

00:06:09.569 --> 00:06:11.970
much so. Very much so. And so Matisse describes

00:06:11.970 --> 00:06:22.870
it as un lénifiant. Un calmant cérébral,

00:06:23.110 --> 00:06:25.370
quelque chose d’analogue à un bon fauteuil

00:06:25.370 --> 00:06:28.279
qui te délasse de la fatigue physique. So

00:06:28.279 --> 00:06:30.560
we are not meant to be actively listening to

00:06:30.560 --> 00:06:32.779
this music. Your attention is supposed to flip

00:06:32.779 --> 00:06:35.399
in and out. And in a restaurant space, this kind

00:06:35.399 --> 00:06:38.139
of music is expected to fill in the silences.

00:06:38.240 --> 00:06:41.019
So soften some of the more jarring noises that

00:06:41.019 --> 00:06:43.879
come with the choice and use of tableware, the

00:06:43.879 --> 00:06:46.220
thwap of the swinging door between the kitchen

00:06:46.220 --> 00:06:49.079
and the dining room, etc. Oh, a compliment, not

00:06:49.079 --> 00:06:51.660
what it has come to be so often, which is the

00:06:51.660 --> 00:06:55.600
dominant sound. Yes, yes. Now, what is present

00:06:55.600 --> 00:06:58.019
in this recording, and you will hear it right

00:06:58.019 --> 00:07:06.660
away, is the omnipresence of voice. These are

00:07:06.660 --> 00:07:09.860
conversations among patrons of various ages and

00:07:09.860 --> 00:07:12.060
linguistic preferences. You can start to pick

00:07:12.060 --> 00:07:15.199
out French here, English there. And at first

00:07:15.199 --> 00:07:17.639
it sounds like this constant hum, but that's

00:07:17.639 --> 00:07:19.339
because there are several conversations occurring

00:07:19.339 --> 00:07:22.360
simultaneously, one layered on top of another

00:07:22.360 --> 00:07:24.920
and another. And there are the inevitable pauses

00:07:24.920 --> 00:07:29.300
for chewing and bathroom breaks, silences, awkward

00:07:29.300 --> 00:07:32.639
or otherwise. tables may take up more auditory

00:07:32.639 --> 00:07:35.540
space than others because of their numbers, the

00:07:35.540 --> 00:07:38.860
timbre of their voice, their volume, their verbosity,

00:07:38.939 --> 00:07:41.720
or because they deliver a near monologue in a

00:07:41.720 --> 00:07:44.500
strident voice. This six inches from your own

00:07:44.500 --> 00:07:47.199
table preventing you from making your own exchanges

00:07:47.199 --> 00:07:49.800
while you eat your dumplings. And I digress.

00:07:50.240 --> 00:07:55.579
That has never happened to me. So this is a busy

00:07:55.579 --> 00:07:58.779
place, sonically speaking. As a brief comparison,

00:07:59.040 --> 00:08:01.639
let's have a quick listen to a recording inside

00:08:01.639 --> 00:08:04.220
the Central Library in Rotterdam, the Netherlands.

00:08:09.399 --> 00:08:13.220
So we are hearing the air conditioning unit and

00:08:13.220 --> 00:08:16.699
the rustling of paper and distant sounds, which

00:08:16.699 --> 00:08:19.459
would indicate the size of the room being recorded.

00:08:19.699 --> 00:08:32.059
So this is clearly an open space. The library

00:08:32.059 --> 00:08:35.639
is more accessible of the two spaces within opening

00:08:35.639 --> 00:08:38.720
hours, of course, but restaurants and cafes can

00:08:38.720 --> 00:08:41.600
remain out of reach. They are not accessible

00:08:41.600 --> 00:08:44.840
to all simply because you have to pay to eat

00:08:44.840 --> 00:08:48.059
there. And also such spaces can feel lonely when

00:08:48.059 --> 00:08:50.799
one is dining or reading alone, but has not chosen

00:08:50.799 --> 00:08:54.440
to dine or read alone. And so my question is,

00:08:54.580 --> 00:08:57.059
can these spaces go a certain way to promoting

00:08:57.059 --> 00:08:59.820
social inclusion through auditory environments

00:08:59.820 --> 00:09:03.440
in a library offering companionable silence or

00:09:03.440 --> 00:09:05.980
in a restaurant, a cheerful busyness, a delightful

00:09:05.980 --> 00:09:08.840
din? Well, once again, a very interesting question

00:09:08.840 --> 00:09:11.679
that will be answered by our guest, Mélanie Binette.

00:09:11.940 --> 00:09:35.159
I thought so. Thanks. Thank you so much. Mélanie

00:09:35.159 --> 00:09:38.000
Binette is an interdisciplinary artist, performer

00:09:38.000 --> 00:09:40.879
and researcher who founded Le Milieu de Nulle

00:09:40.879 --> 00:09:44.600
Part, a collective dedicated to in situ and in socius performance.

00:09:44.600 --> 00:09:47.960
Her creations explore real places 

00:09:47.960 --> 00:09:51.720
as imagined, practiced, disputed, conquered, and

00:09:51.720 --> 00:09:53.940
reclaimed by the communities that inhabit them. 

00:09:53.940 --> 00:09:56.820
His interventions place his audiences at the

00:09:56.820 --> 00:09:59.240
the center of artistic experiences that take

00:09:59.240 --> 00:10:01.360
take various forms, depending on the specific characteristics

00:10:01.360 --> 00:10:04.570
of the venue. Melanie is also a creator

00:10:04.570 --> 00:10:08.169
and lover of aspics, based on classic cocktails

00:10:08.169 --> 00:10:14.070
classic cocktails. So, hello Mélanie. I'm

00:10:14.070 --> 00:10:17.409
really happy that you're here, that you agreed

00:10:17.409 --> 00:10:19.809
to participate in this podcast. Thank you and welcome.

00:10:20.190 --> 00:10:23.429
Thank you for having me, especially. It's going to be interesting

00:10:23.429 --> 00:10:25.970
this time because we're going to dive back into

00:10:25.970 --> 00:10:28.490
the archives of Canadian Food Studies, the

00:10:28.490 --> 00:10:30.730
Canadian Journal of Food Studies, to

00:10:30.730 --> 00:10:34.649
talk about your 2017 article. In fact, this 

00:10:34.649 --> 00:10:36.929
is not an article, it is an artistic work

00:10:36.929 --> 00:10:40.309
with a description of your artistic approach

00:10:40.309 --> 00:10:42.769,
but also with the main work

00:10:42.769 --> 00:10:45.710
you have created, Invité.e.s Invisible.s. Can you

00:10:45.710 --> 00:10:49.149
describe what this audiovisual work

00:10:49.149 --> 00:10:51.919
before we talk about what we published in the

00:10:51.919 --> 00:10:55.980
magazine? Absolutely. So, Invité.e.s Invisible.s was

00:10:55.980 --> 00:10:58.779
a work that was created at Chic Resto Pop,

00:10:58.980 --> 00:11:01.980
which is a community restaurant in the

00:11:01.980 --> 00:11:05.100
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve neighborhood in Montreal. And this work

00:11:05.100 --> 00:11:08.639
is the result of several conversations

00:11:08.639 --> 00:11:11.559
that I recorded with members of the

00:11:11.559 --> 00:11:14.740
Chic Resto Pop community, where I asked them

00:11:14.740 --> 00:11:17.759
the very general question of why they

00:11:17.759 --> 00:11:19.679
came to eat there and why they wanted

00:11:19.679 --> 00:11:22.559
to go out to that particular restaurant. But

00:11:22.559 --> 00:11:25.879
it could really go in any direction. I tried

00:11:25.879 --> 00:11:28.200
not to steer the conversation too much. And then,

00:11:28.200 --> 00:11:32.120
those conversations were available on

00:11:32.120 --> 00:11:34.919
headphones at the reception for people who go

00:11:34.919 --> 00:11:37.000
eat alone. And I think what you need to know

00:11:37.000 --> 00:11:41.200
is that this nonprofit welcomes many people who

00:11:41.200 --> 00:11:45.179
are lonely, who are looking to socialize, who

00:11:45.179 --> 00:11:47.259
haven't necessarily had many opportunities

00:11:47.259 --> 00:11:49.320
in their lives, opportunities to socialize

00:11:49.320 --> 00:11:52.968
whether due to work constraints,

00:11:52.928 --> 00:11:57.268
there are people who are divorced, who live alone,

00:11:57.268 --> 00:12:01.328
so it also stemmed from a need on the part of the person

00:12:01.328 --> 00:12:03.465
who is responsible for community relations

00:12:03.465 --> 00:12:05.878
who had a lot of people experiencing solitude,

00:12:05.878 --> 00:12:10.014
which is forced solitude, sometimes there is chosen solitude

00:12:10.014 --> 00:12:12.678
but she noticed that there were many people experiencing loneliness

00:12:12.678 --> 00:12:15.888
and who could benefit from the recorded conversation

00:12:15.888 --> 00:12:18.387
as a first step towards socialization, towards

00:12:18.387 --> 00:12:20.720
perhaps something else, or at least

00:12:20.720 --> 00:12:23.080
a step towards socialization. When it's a

00:12:23.080 --> 00:12:25.019
something that is difficult for some

00:12:25.019 --> 00:12:27.559
people. Just to take a step back,

00:12:27.620 --> 00:12:30.700
Chic Resto Pop itself is really fascinating

00:12:30.700 --> 00:12:33.940
as a space, as a nexus of food systems,

00:12:33.940 --> 00:12:36.960
of situations, needs, populations. It

00:12:36.960 --> 00:12:40.259
has been around since the 1980s, I think. Yes, I

00:12:40.259 --> 00:12:42.279
I forgot the exact date. I should have checked

00:12:42.279 --> 00:12:44.779
before. But so, it's like a community centre,

00:12:44.779 --> 00:12:48.039
plus restaurant, plus what? Social hubs?

00:12:48.559 --> 00:12:51.570
And it serves... several communities in the

00:12:51.570 --> 00:12:53.789
Hochelaga-Maisonneuve neighborhood, a neighborhood

00:12:53.789 --> 00:12:55.809
that is a little less affluent than other neighborhoods in

00:12:55.809 --> 00:12:57.970
Montreal, where historically it was a

00:12:57.970 --> 00:13:00.210
working-class neighborhood, an industrial neighborhood. So,

00:13:00.210 --> 00:13:03.370
because of this heritage of social situation,

00:13:03.429 --> 00:13:06.289
economic situation, Chic Resto Pop was established

00:13:06.289 --> 00:13:09.110
to serve the needs that exist in the

00:13:09.110 --> 00:13:11.070
community. And so, one of these needs is

00:13:11.070 --> 00:13:13.710
people who come there to eat a meal

00:13:13.710 --> 00:13:15.990
cheap meal, but also to be in company, to be

00:13:15.990 --> 00:13:18.799
a little less socially isolated, is that right? Exactly.

00:13:19.100 --> 00:13:22.879
It's basically a non-profit organization that was created

00:13:22.879 --> 00:13:25.940
by people from Hochelaga-Maisonneuve who were

00:13:25.940 --> 00: 13:28.159
unemployed at the time and who had

00:13:28.159 --> 00:13:31.340
difficulty making ends meet and doing

00:13:31.340 --> 00:13:34.100
grocery shopping. So the idea was really

00:13:34.100 --> 00:13:37.419
to feed themselves, to find ways collectively

00:13:37.419 --> 00:13:41.200
to feed themselves better. And this nonprofit has grown

00:13:41.200 --> 00:13:43.440
over the years. So it's been

00:13:43.440 --> 00:13:46.240
40 years since it started. And now, they are working

00:13:46.240 --> 00:13:49.120
on social reintegration. Even in terms of learning

00:13:49.120 --> 00:13:53.720
a trade behind the counter, in the kitchens.

00:13:53.740 --> 00:13:56.480
They also do collective cooking workshops,

00:13:56.820 --> 00:13:59.740
and I had followed a few of them, because

00:13:59.740 --> 00:14:02.179
it must also be said that I took

00:14:02.179 --> 00:14:04.580
the time. To do this work, I

00:14:04.580 --> 00:14:06.740
took the time to go and meet

00:14:06.740 --> 00:14:09.240
people and become part of that

00:14:09.240 --> 00:14:11.580
community myself by participating in activities.

00:14:11.740 --> 00:14:14.559
So, I did cooking workshops where

00:14:14.559 --> 00:14:17.259
we learned how to make sauces, all kinds of

00:14:17.259 --> 00:14:19.480
things. We learned the real proper technique

00:14:19.480 --> 00:14:22.639
for cutting an onion, as they teach at the ITHQ,

00:14:22.720 --> 00:14:26.059
which I've kept ever since. So,

00:14:26.059 --> 00:14:28.139
did you find that space? Because

00:14:28.139 --> 00:14:30.720
you wanted to volunteer or because

00:14:30.720 --> 00:14:33.059
you wanted to find a place to create a

00:14:33.059 --> 00:14:35.460
sound installation, or both? How did you

00:14:35.460 --> 00:14:37.440
find it? But I think it was both

00:14:37.440 --> 00:14:40.240
at the same time. It coincided with the fact that

00:14:40.240 --> 00:14:42.659
all of a sudden I was no longer, I was changing

00:14:42.659 --> 00:14:46.320
status, I was no longer a master's student.

00:14:46.639 --> 00:14:48.700
I suddenly had a lot of time, but

00:14:48.700 --> 00:14:51.000
at the same time, I had little energy because I

00:14:51.000 --> 00:14:54.000
experienced a bout of burnout.

00:14:54.059 --> 00:14:57.100
Once I had finished my master's degree, like

00:14:57.100 --> 00:14:59.820
right after handing everything in. It was a summer

00:14:59.820 --> 00:15:02.000
where I was tired, but I wanted to

00:15:02.000 --> 00:15:05.539
even stay active and continue to socialize.

00:15:05.549 --> 00:15:07.830
It was a summer when I had just moved out on my own,

00:15:08.190 --> 00:15:10.590
whereas before I had been living in a large shared apartment

00:15:10.590 --> 00:15:12.450
of students before. So there were several

00:15:12.450 --> 00:15:15.549
factors that made me look for an activity

00:15:15.549 --> 00:15:18.929
that would keep me in touch with a community.

00:15:19.210 --> 00:15:22.450
Well, being an artist, I think I was considering

00:15:22.450 --> 00:15:24.830
about that kind of practice. And at the same time

00:15:24.830 --> 00:15:28.210
as that, there was my friend and colleague Natalie

00:15:28.210 --> 00:15:31.370
Doonan, who was curating an online platform

00:15:31.370 --> 00:15:33.909
of works related to food.

00:15:34.759 --> 00:15:36.440
All these things together made me

00:15:36.440 --> 00:15:38.980
I wanted to approach Chic with

00:15:38.980 --> 00:15:41.600
this project. It's a wonderful project.

00:15:41.840 --> 00:15:44.980
It shows how artists who do something

00:15:44.980 --> 00:15:46.919
related to food often find

00:15:46.919 --> 00:15:49.159
very personal points of contact,

00:15:49.179 --> 00:15:51.559
themes, ideas, social isolation.

00:15:51.620 --> 00:15:54.139
You were separating yourself a little from your

00:15:54.139 --> 00:15:55.720
communities, not only at university,

00:15:55.720 --> 00:15:57.899
but also at your conferences. And then you found yourself

00:15:57.899 --> 00:16:00.019
there, you wanted to do something, you wanted to

00:16:00.019 --> 00:16:03.240
reintegrate yourself into your life a little. Is

00:16:03.240 --> 00:16:05.919
is that often your approach with art, to take

00:16:05.919 --> 00:16:08.379
something personal and develop something

00:16:08.379 --> 00:16:12.299
around that subject? Absolutely. I think

00:16:12.299 --> 00:16:18.600
that, despite myself, I always start from myself. It's

00:16:18.600 --> 00:16:20.740
really a way for me to connect

00:16:20.740 --> 00:16:26.019
to the world, to the neighborhood, to the city, to the place

00:16:26.019 --> 00:16:28.980
where I live. But I think it takes so much

00:16:28.980 --> 00:16:31.899
energy to create an artistic project, especially

00:16:31.899 --> 00:16:34.019
an artistic project connected to the community.

00:16:34.299 --> 00:16:37.279
It really takes a lot of energy. You have to

00:16:37.279 --> 00:16:39.419
be connected, I think, with something

00:16:39.419 --> 00:16:42.539
deep inside of you. To not stay on the surface,

00:16:42.720 --> 00:16:46.679
for one. And to lead it to the end. Because otherwise,

00:16:46.860 --> 00:16:51.320
we don't do that for money. No. So, it has to

00:16:51.320 --> 00:16:54.580
start from a need, perhaps, or a

00:16:54.580 --> 00:16:57.340
quest, depending on the subject. Yes,

00:16:57.379 --> 00:16:59.659
as in current studies on nutrition,

00:16:59.779 --> 00: 17:02.679
there is a strong wave of academics,

00:17:02.679 --> 00:17:06.460
scholars who want to focus the project and

00:17:06.460 --> 00:17:09.180
the results of the project in the community so that

00:17:09.180 --> 00:17:12.680
it is... useful, not just abstract research

00:17:12.680 --> 00:17:16.140
abstract research on such a matter, but that it gives

00:17:16.140 --> 00:17:19.140
something to the people who participate in the research.

00:17:19.319 --> 00:17:21.500
So, your example here is also something

00:17:21.500 - -> 00:17:23.299
you gave to Chiffre Restopop. It wasn't

00:17:23.299 --> 00:17:25.319
just an artistic work for yourself,

00:17:25.420 --> 00:17:28.200
it was for an audience outside

00:17:28.200 --> 00:17:29.660
that community. It was really something

00:17:29.660 --> 00:17:34.000
for them. Created with them and really coming from

00:17:34.000 --> 00:17:36.119
their needs. What you're saying really resonates

00:17:36.119 --> 00:17:37.980
because I remember thinking to myself,

00:17:38.059 --> 00:17:42.160
when I was just finishing my master's degree in the Concordia interdisciplinary program, where we

00:17:42.160 --> 00:17:45.180
program at Concordia, where we

00:17:45.180 --> 00:17:47.279
brainstormed big ideas, I thought to myself,

00:17:47.299 --> 00:17:49.039
my God, I really want to do something

00:17:49.039 --> 00:17:52.839
concrete, to get back down to earth, to anchor it in

00:17:52.839 --> 00:17:55.039
something useful, then concrete, then

00:17:55.039 --> 00:17:58.259
close to people, not just a work that will

00:17:58.259 --> 00:18:00.619
be shelved and maybe... by a few

00:18:00.619 --> 00:18: 03.039
academics while writing my master's thesis.

00:18:03.299 --> 00:18:06.539
What was the response to the installation at

00:18:06.539 --> 00:18:09.200
people who were eating? The reception it

00:18:09.200 --> 00:18:12.460
had at Chic, I describe it well in the article.

00:18:12.579 --> 00:18:15.119
I was able to observe it especially during the opening

00:18:15.119 --> 00:18:17.779
we did at the end of the project, where I saw

00:18:17.779 --> 00:18:21.619
people sitting side by side,

00:18:21.660 --> 00:18:23.240
not talking to each other, and then suddenly,

00:18:23.259 --> 00:18:25.759
they took off their headphones to chat. Then

00:18:25.759 --> 00:18:27.460
they gave me back the headphones, saying,

00:18:27.460 --> 00:18:29.259
we're sorry, we haven't finished listening to it.

00:18:29.259 --> 00:18:31.740
Listen, but we'd rather chat. And I was like,

00:18:31.759 --> 00:18:34.339
I was like, "OK, that's perfect. But it's

00:18:34.339 --> 00:18:36.819
wonderful. It's exactly what you were looking for

00:18:36.819 --> 00:18:39.460
to do. Wow. You know, I think it had a

00:18:39.460 --> 00:18:43.579
good outcome as long as there was Maggie, the person

00:18:43.579 --> 00:18:45.839
who was in charge of the community there,

00:18:45.900 --> 00:18:50.480
to facilitate a bit of technological mediation.

00:18:50.539 --> 00:18:52.599
Because I think that over time, it got

00:18:52.599 --> 00:18:55.259
lost. But at the time, I think it had

00:18:55.259 --> 00:18:57.319
a good result. Then what I really liked

00:18:57.319 --> 00:18:59.400
too, was the pride. that the participants

00:18:59.400 --> 00:19:03.640
who were recorded felt when they heard themselves

00:19:03.640 --> 00:19:06.440
recording, seeing that people were listening to them

00:19:06.440 --> 00:19:08.960
through the headphones in the room. That too,

00:19:09.059 --> 00:19:11.059
was touching. There was even, as I

00:19:11.059 --> 00:19:12.339
said in the article, there was even a

00:19:12.339 --> 00:19:14.400
man who listened to it twice in a row. It

00:19:14.400 --> 00:19:16.279
lasted half an hour, then he listened to it again

00:19:16.279 --> 00:19:19.960
twice in a row. Wow. For an artist, that's

00:19:19.960 --> 00:19:23.059
really a nice response, a beautiful result. So now, 

00:19:23.380 --> 00:19:26.059
eight years later, more or less, nine years later,

00:19:26.339 --> 00:19:29.539
do you work in the food industry? Is it part of your

00:19:29.539 --> 00:19:32.940
artistic circuit, your approach to

00:19:32.940 --> 00:19:35.119
other productions you've done? I still

00:19:35.119 --> 00:19:37.819
bring food with me when I do

00:19:37.819 --> 00:19:40.220
community outreach because I think

00:19:40.220 --> 00:19:42.359
it's a really important connection that helps

00:19:42.359 --> 00:19:45.359
people to open up. Especially if you bring

00:19:45.359 --> 00:19:49.039
technology, if you bring microphones, it's impressive,

00:19:49.059 --> 00:19:52.519
it's intimidating. So, food comes

00:19:52.519 --> 00:19:56.720
creates a bond that is stronger than just a

00:19:56.720 --> 00:20:00.039
verbal encounter. So, for me, it's really

00:20:00.039 --> 00:20:03.240
that. Maybe in my more personal 

00:20:03.240 --> 00:20:05.529
practice, I really like experimenting

00:20:05.529 --> 00:20:10.569
with aspics. Yes, the famous aspics that

00:20:10.569 --> 00:20:13.869
you've mentioned to me a few times. But for

00:20:13.869 --> 00:20:16.970
now, no, I haven't really made a work

00:20:16.970 --> 00:20:20.630
based on food itself. I think I'm

00:20:20.630 --> 00:20:23.250
very interested in the social connection around

00:20:23.250 --> 00:20:26.890
food. But I haven't yet experimented

00:20:26.890 --> 00:20:29.900
in a culinary way. But it's always present,

00:20:30.000 --> 00:20:32.000
even if a work doesn't deal directly

00:20:32.000 --> 00:20:34.700
food, it's always created by the energy

00:20:34.700 --> 00:20:37.440
caloric energy of the person who ate it. So yes,

00:20:37.700 --> 00:20:39.559
it's still food art, I would say.

00:20:39.579 --> 00:20:43.599
In any case, that's me. But yes, you make me

00:20:43.599 --> 00:20:46.019
think, the work I had done all

00:20:46.019 --> 00:20:48.420
afterwards, it was a picnic table,

00:20:48.599 --> 00:20:52.039
where it was collective embroidery. So there

00:20:52.039 --> 00:20:54.140
there was a tablecloth on which everyone

00:20:54.140 --> 00:20:56.259
came to embroider collectively, but people also ate

00:20:56.259 --> 00:21:28.230
on it. Wow! Wow! We'll see each other in the future,

00:21:28.369 --> 00:21:29.930
maybe around our picnic tables

00:21:29.930 --> 00:21:32.769
or otherwise. Absolutely. Thank you, David, for

00:21:32.769 --> 00:21:34.549
giving me the chance to do it in French as well.

00:21:35.309 --> 00:21:48.690
Thank you. See you soon. Samphe Ballamingie is a filmmaker,

00:21:48.990 --> 00:21:51.809
video editor, writer, and podcaster. Her work

00:21:51.809 --> 00:21:53.849
has been published and distributed widely, including

00:21:53.849 --> 00:21:56.529
by the YouTube Creators for Change Initiative

00:21:56.529 --> 00:21:59.029
and the United Nations Mobile Film Festival.

00:21:59.250 --> 00:22:01.250
She's currently a master's student in art history

00:22:01.250 --> 00:22:04.650
at Concordia University in Montreal. Hello, I'm

00:22:04.650 --> 00:22:07.710
Samphe, and I'm excited to join the podcast today

00:22:07.710 --> 00:22:11.019
to discuss Invisible Guests. Mélanie Binette,

00:22:11.279 --> 00:22:13.759
in her artistic statement, presents storytelling

00:22:13.759 --> 00:22:16.859
and meal sharing as remedies for social isolation.

00:22:17.059 --> 00:22:20.099
These practices make visible shared experiences

00:22:20.099 --> 00:22:22.779
and desires and remind us that friendship is

00:22:22.779 --> 00:22:25.680
everywhere, available to anyone courageous enough

00:22:25.680 --> 00:22:28.359
to engage their neighbor in conversation. When

00:22:28.359 --> 00:22:30.940
I was a student at Carleton University studying

00:22:30.940 --> 00:22:34.359
sociology and environmental studies, I researched

00:22:34.359 --> 00:22:37.200
grassroots movements. I interviewed organizers

00:22:37.200 --> 00:22:39.720
involved with community -led initiatives for

00:22:39.720 --> 00:22:43.000
free and reliable public transit, decarceration

00:22:43.000 --> 00:22:46.240
and restorative justice, and effective alternatives

00:22:46.240 --> 00:22:50.720
to food banking. With this in mind, I see Invisible

00:22:50.720 --> 00:22:54.220
Guests as operating, to some extent, on a grassroots

00:22:54.220 --> 00:22:58.079
level. In particular, I respond to the installation's

00:22:58.079 --> 00:23:00.960
pointillistic approach, wherein individual perspectives,

00:23:01.559 --> 00:23:05.119
documented with care, coalesce into a candid

00:23:05.119 --> 00:23:08.079
community portrait. By choosing audio as her

00:23:08.079 --> 00:23:10.460
medium, Binette says she was able to create a

00:23:10.460 --> 00:23:13.180
feeling of proximity without compromising the

00:23:13.180 --> 00:23:16.059
physical identity of participants. Anonymity

00:23:16.059 --> 00:23:18.720
offers a forum where community members can share

00:23:18.720 --> 00:23:21.660
their grievances and confidence. I can imagine

00:23:21.660 --> 00:23:24.400
replicating Invisible Guests in other stigmatized

00:23:24.400 --> 00:23:27.240
contexts as a balm for any negative emotions

00:23:27.240 --> 00:23:29.720
that might arise, like the shame someone might

00:23:29.720 --> 00:23:32.000
feel while they're waiting in line outside a

00:23:32.000 --> 00:23:34.640
food bank. Of course, the converse could also

00:23:34.640 --> 00:23:37.920
be true. In Invisible Guests, folks see their

00:23:37.920 --> 00:23:40.240
experiences reflected in the experiences of others,

00:23:40.500 --> 00:23:42.640
and this could easily deepen a person's sense

00:23:42.640 --> 00:23:45.059
of belonging. I also like that the installation

00:23:45.059 --> 00:23:47.380
is accessible to guests while they eat lunch.

00:23:47.839 --> 00:23:50.559
This tactic of meeting people where they are

00:23:50.559 --> 00:23:54.160
has proven incredibly productive in union organizing.

00:23:54.700 --> 00:23:57.539
My mind turns to the Amazon workers at Staten

00:23:57.539 --> 00:24:00.720
Island's JFK 8 factory, who unionized in 2021.

00:24:01.470 --> 00:24:03.910
To rally support, organizers set up a food tent

00:24:03.910 --> 00:24:06.849
outside the warehouse. Workers stopped by the

00:24:06.849 --> 00:24:09.049
tent as they waited for their buses to arrive.

00:24:09.430 --> 00:24:12.450
While they ate, they traded anecdotes and learned

00:24:12.450 --> 00:24:14.549
how a union could improve working conditions

00:24:14.549 --> 00:24:17.589
at the factory. On a more personal note, this

00:24:17.589 --> 00:24:20.009
past winter, I was renting an apartment in Montreal's

00:24:20.009 --> 00:24:22.950
Latin Quarter, not far from Hochelaga-Maisonneuve.

00:24:23.230 --> 00:24:25.849
When I listen to Invisible Guests, I feel an

00:24:25.849 --> 00:24:27.950
immediate kinship with the people in the recording.

00:24:28.519 --> 00:24:30.539
These are my neighbors talking. I hear their

00:24:30.539 --> 00:24:33.339
voices in passing on the street. I imagine anyone

00:24:33.339 --> 00:24:36.160
who frequents Lachique will experience this kinship

00:24:36.160 --> 00:24:39.099
tenfold. I think most of us, when we sit down

00:24:39.099 --> 00:24:42.599
to eat, seek companionship. My instinct, when

00:24:42.599 --> 00:24:45.240
I find myself alone at the dinner table, is to

00:24:45.240 --> 00:24:49.359
phone a loved one. For patrons at Lachique, companionship

00:24:49.359 --> 00:24:51.960
is readily available. Thanks to Mélanie Bennett

00:24:51.960 --> 00:24:54.460
and all the participants who helped to create

00:24:54.460 --> 00:25:01.089
Invisible Guests. On my 50th birthday, I ate

00:25:01.089 --> 00:25:03.809
dinner alone. I surrounded myself with wonderful

00:25:03.809 --> 00:25:06.630
things to eat and drink, a gift of flowers from

00:25:06.630 --> 00:25:08.589
my sister, and the birthday card my mother had

00:25:08.589 --> 00:25:11.710
sent a few days earlier. Inside my head, my father's

00:25:11.710 --> 00:25:14.230
voice reminded me of a quote attributed to the

00:25:14.230 --> 00:25:17.309
Roman emperor and gourmand, Lucullus. Lucullus

00:25:17.309 --> 00:25:19.970
apparently expressed to his cook once, disdainfully,

00:25:20.170 --> 00:25:23.130
that when Lucullus wanted to dine in good company,

00:25:23.269 --> 00:25:30.279
Lucullus would dine with Lucullus. Well, that

00:25:30.279 --> 00:25:32.500
was probably almost exactly the same time, though,

00:25:32.559 --> 00:25:35.140
that I was the editor shepherding Mélanie Binette's

00:25:35.140 --> 00:25:37.880
artwork and essay through the Canadian Food Studies

00:25:37.880 --> 00:25:41.240
publishing process. Even so, I never put the

00:25:41.240 --> 00:25:44.220
two things together. Today, as I revisit these

00:25:44.220 --> 00:25:47.140
memories, I realize how inordinately privileged

00:25:47.140 --> 00:25:50.859
I was to choose solitude for my celebratory meal,

00:25:51.019 --> 00:25:54.210
rather than it being imposed on me. I could have

00:25:54.210 --> 00:25:56.170
organized a party or gone out with friends or

00:25:56.170 --> 00:25:58.710
traveled to be with my family, yet I decided

00:25:58.710 --> 00:26:01.490
that evening that David would dine with David.

00:26:01.769 --> 00:26:05.390
According to Statistics Canada, as of 2016, people

00:26:05.390 --> 00:26:08.450
living alone represent the predominant type of

00:26:08.450 --> 00:26:11.329
household in this country. For seniors, solitude

00:26:11.329 --> 00:26:13.930
is even more common and much less often by choice.

00:26:14.569 --> 00:26:17.049
As Alexia and Mélanie and Samphe shared in this

00:26:17.049 --> 00:26:19.710
episode, though, there are many ways to enable

00:26:19.710 --> 00:26:23.009
food and eating to be drivers of inclusion and

00:26:23.009 --> 00:26:25.150
commensality. We just need to make sure that

00:26:25.150 --> 00:26:27.289
those who want to be in company know that they

00:26:27.289 --> 00:26:37.480
can be, and to make it accessible. Thank you

00:26:37.480 --> 00:26:39.980
to my very convivial guests for sharing a spot

00:26:39.980 --> 00:26:42.519
at their tables. Alexia Moyer, Mélanie Binette,

00:26:42.559 --> 00:26:45.240
and Samphe Ballamingie. I will always be happy

00:26:45.240 --> 00:26:47.119
to pass you the salt, the potatoes, the wine,

00:26:47.200 --> 00:26:49.980
or the microphone. Digesting Food Studies executive

00:26:49.980 --> 00:26:52.380
producers are Rachel Engler-Stringer, Laurence

00:26:52.380 --> 00:26:55.119
Godin, Charles Levkoe, Phil Loring, and Kristen

00:26:55.119 --> 00:27:18.039
Lowitt. And I'm David Szanto. Our sense of hearing

00:27:18.039 --> 00:27:22.579
is in so many ways, like that of olfaction. Sounds

00:27:22.579 --> 00:27:25.000
and smells can travel great distances from their

00:27:25.000 --> 00:27:27.500
points of origin, bending around corners and

00:27:27.500 --> 00:27:30.339
coming at us seemingly from everywhere and nowhere.

00:27:30.700 --> 00:27:33.700
Unlike taste and touch, which are proximate senses,

00:27:33.980 --> 00:27:36.839
and sight, which we tend to trust a tad too much,

00:27:37.140 --> 00:27:40.180
sound and smell are more enveloping, evocative,

00:27:40.339 --> 00:27:43.359
maybe even ephemeral. Is it any surprise that

00:27:43.359 --> 00:27:45.779
they often get ignored in our consideration of

00:27:45.779 --> 00:27:47.640
the sensory environment? Yet at the same time,

00:27:47.640 --> 00:27:49.759
they're fundamental to the ways we understand

00:27:49.759 --> 00:27:52.460
the spaces around us. particularly those of food.

00:27:52.640 --> 00:27:55.700
O food! May we hear and smell you more clearly,

00:27:55.859 --> 00:27:57.400
and in good company too!

