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Food for Thought
Text  /  Payal Uttam  

A tabletop spread from an event hosted by Steinbesser, part 
of a new crop of creatives working to challenge mealtime 
conventions and contemporary eating rituals through immersive 
and interactive performance art. Image courtesy of Steinbesser

Sitting down to a meal hosted by Amsterdam-
based design duo Steinbeisser is like being 
invited to tea with the Mad Hatter. You enter 

a fantastical world where anything can happen. 
‘There’s curious cutlery, curious objects, curious 
tableware,’ says Martin Kullik, co-founder of 
Steinbeisser, with a Cheshire Cat grin. ‘It takes you 
out of your daily life.’ A former fashion designer, 
Kullik is part of a new wave of creatives who 
are challenging conventional eating rituals and 
venturing into quirky, experimental terrain. 

Kullik and his partner Jouw Wijnsma initially 
planned to run a concept shop in Amsterdam selling 
clothing and cutting-edge jewellery, but when sales 
plummeted and they found themselves bankrupt, 
they were forced to reconsider their careers. Kullik 
switched to curating exhibitions instead, and during 
that period he also became a vegan. 

Noting the lack of quality vegan options in 
restaurants, Kullik decided to take matters into his 
own hands and began hosting plant-based meals 
with an artistic bent. ‘We thought, why don’t we ask 
jewellery makers to reinterpret cutlery and dishware?’ 
he recalls. So began the duo’s events, pairing out-
of-the-box designers with Michelin star chefs. The 
name Steinbeisser comes from a German freshwater 
fish that takes stones in its mouth, eats off the algae 
and then drops the stones out. ‘Steinbeisser can 
mean “biting on rock” — it’s challenging people to 
think differently!’ says Kullik. 

They didn’t go as far as to use stones, but for one 
event in Frankfurt they served a meal with sprouting 
spoons, which were spiked with round-tipped 
metal nails. Made by Estonian blacksmith Nils 
Hint, the spoons coaxed diners to eat mindfully. 

Hint is also responsible for a dainty fork that for 
a handle used a heavy wrench from a Soviet-era 
scrap yard (see page 37). ‘After every mouthful you 
have to put the piece down because it’s so unhandy,’ 
says Kullik with a laugh. It may have taken diners 
twice as long to finish each dish, but this was part of 
eating mindfully, if not just differently.   

Last year, Steinbeisser collaborated with Michelin-
starred chef Tanja Grandits for an event held in 
a Basel greenhouse, where Steinbeisser populated 
the dinner table with a weird cast of characters. 
Chunks of bread sat on velvety black wooden plates, 
which left behind charcoal smudges. Hand-blown 
wine glasses were shaped in such precarious forms 
that they looked as though they might topple over 
at any moment. And petits fours arrived in delicate 
ceramic bowls perched on porous concrete towers 
crafted by Felicia Mülbaier, which had been treated 
with acid and burst open at the top. 

The evening’s highlight was a parade of bizarre 
spoons. Inspired by the seven sins, designer Gabi 
Veit created an ‘anger’ spoon — a fat gold and 
bronze handle covered in black thorns that actually 
hurt to handle (see page 37). Meanwhile another 
of Veit’s creations, the thorn spoon, evokes Louise 
Bourgeois’s metal spider, with a small bowl attached 
to spindly legs. Surprisingly, such experimental 
accoutrements are hardly met with resistance from 
guests. In fact, Kullik gives the example of a man 
who especially came to the event to eat with the 
anger spoon, which he refused to exchange for the 
entirety of the evening.

During each meal, Kullik chats with guests about 
vegetarianism, eating local and the health of the 
planet. Through their events, the duo also hopes 



A guest at a Steinbeisser event in Basel sips from the thorn spoon by Gabi Veit. 
Steinbeisser meals, dubbed ‘experimental gastronomy’, are about discovering a 
fresh perspective on contemporary eating rituals. Image courtesy of Steinbeisser

A dish of king trumpet mushrooms and elderberry by chef Micha Schäfer at 
a Steinbeisser event in Berlin. The stoneware is by Dirk Aleksic and the pliers 
spoon is by Estonian blacksmith Nils Hint. Image courtesy of Steinbeisser

to challenge the blandness of our everyday eating 
rituals and to inspire change. Kullik likens the 
experience to an immersive art installation, for the 
opportunity it may offer for a new and refreshed 
perspective of the world. 

Marije Vogelzang is another Dutch artist and 
creative using mealtimes as a medium to pry open 
minds and provoke deeper, reflective thinking. Like 
Steinbeisser events, her performances whisk you 
away to a new reality. Whether it’s eating a meal 
in a ‘pasta sauna’ surrounded by steam from boiling 
pasta or eating a bowl of soup from underneath 
a dough tablecloth cooked by lamps overhead, 
Vogelzang is looking for new ways to disrupt food 
norms. ‘We don’t feel the value of food and we 
don’t see the actual value of other people,’ she says 
with an artist’s conviction. 

Vogelzang started exploring how to engage social 
issues through food while still a student at Design 

Academy Eindhoven. Instead of working with 
wood or steel, she began experimenting with food: 
‘People were looking at me and saying that’s more 
like a housewife subject. They thought it was about 
shaping birthday cakes or food styling. I had to 
explain to people that it could be so much more.’  

Today she travels the globe staging quirky 
performances. In Sharing Dinner, guests in Tokyo 
and the Netherlands shared a meal at a table where 
the tablecloth was suspended in the air with slits 
for participants to poke their heads through. The 
meal involved cutting and sharing large portions 
of food. It was an intimate meal that connected 
each of the participants as even the slightest tug 
or movement from one person could be felt by all 
those around. ‘I thought they were going to run 
away but once they put their head through the 
tablecloth and saw that there was a new world 
in this space, they became extremely open and 
playful,’ recalls Vogelzang.

She also used cloth for a performance titled Eat Love 
Budapest to create small confessionals inside which 
guests were hand-fed by anonymous Roma women 
hidden by a cloth barrier. As they fed guests, the 
women shared their life stories. The performance, 
which explored the pre-verbal state when mothers 
feed their infant children, was so moving that it left 
several guests in tears. ‘It’s not really about gypsies, 
it’s more about minority groups,’ says Vogelzang. 
‘The feeding act is something everyone can relate 
to — it’s very pure and simple but we are not used 
to being so open with people.’

For another project Ruis, she created white troughs 
resting on tables and lit by lamps in a darkened 
room. Guests were seated close to each other and 
given chopsticks with bells. Once they sat down 
to eat, they discovered that the white surface was, 
in fact, a bed of rice and soon different coloured 
curries erupted from below. The communal meal 
triggered different responses. ‘Some people built 

a kind of dams with the rice to avoid sharing,’ 
recalls Vogelzang with a laugh. ‘It’s amazing to 
see how people behave. The work is not finished 
when the food is on the table. It’s really finished 
when it’s inside the person’s body and they have 
had the experience.’ 

Beyond just staging performances, Vogelzang works 
with institutions and has done projects with elderly 
people and children. At the core of her practice is 
a desire to challenge the relationship people have 
with their food. She is also back at her alma mater, 
this time as a teacher heading an experimental food 
programme. She’s also just launched The Dutch 
Institute of Food&Design, a community and 
journalistic website for designers looking to disrupt 
our food conventions with positive ideas. ‘It feels 
like I’m walking on an empty field where there is 
nothing yet and I can just start planting trees and 
discover new species,’ says Vogelzang excitedly. 
‘There’s just so much to discover!’



Facing page: At Marije Vogelzang’s Sharing Dinner 
performance art event, guests shared a meal inside 
a suspended tablecloth. By virtue of its design, the 
meal was an intimate affair, in which even the 
slightest tug or movement from one person was 
felt by all those around. Image by Kenji Masunaga

This page: During the Eat Love Budapest 
immersive meal performance, diners were hand-
fed by anonymous Roma women, who shared 
their life stories from behind a cloth barrier. The 
event was so moving that it left many guests in 
tears. Image by Marije Vogelzang


