
But old hemacite house fixtures, strong and durable as 
they are, live on. So the next time you find yourself running 
short on bouillon, you may take this token of advice: con-
sider boiling your doorknobs.

1 The varieties of London sewers are from John Hollingshead’s splendid subterranean 
 travelogue, Underground London (1862).
2  Recycling methods are from “The Art of Utilizing,” in Manufacturer and Builder, October 
1871. Blood-manure and sawdust-brandy are described in Harper’s New Monthly Maga-
zine, January 1874, p. 304.
3  An unpaid bill owed to Hemacite by the August Cash Register Company is cited in the 
“Business Troubles” column of the New York Times for 14 February 1894.
4  See “Dibble’s Dental Apparatus,” in Scientific American,  30 September 1865.
5  A description of Bois Durci is available at Plastics Historical Society’s webpage at www.
plastic-museum.com.
6  See “Blood Used in Building,” in Notes and Queries, Series 10 no. 2 (1905), pp. 34-35, 
and no. 3, p. 373.
7  See Edwin Robert Walker et al., The History of Trenton, 1679-1929 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press and the Trenton Historical Society, 1929). Gary Nigh of the Trenton Historical 
Society provided valuable information on the company’s history. The strike is detailed in the 
16 March 1946 New York Times.

coloRs / sulPhuR
THOMaS Beller

There’s a butterfly called the Orange Sulphur (Colias eury-
theme). It’s the color of a lemon drop. Another butterfly is 
called the Cloudless Sulphur (Phoebis sennae). It’s the color 
of a creamsicle.

These are lovely colors, light and tasty. But they’re the 
bright side of sulphur. They don’t address the feeling of 
unease that comes over me at the thought of it, something 
menacing and hidden beneath the surface. Sulphur is a 
substance, a color, a flavor, and a smell. For me sulphur is 
a smell first, then a substance, finally a color. Perhaps it’s 
a mood. What mood would be sulphuric? Pablo Neruda’s 
poem, “Walking Around,” as translated by W. S. Merwin, 
contains this stanza:

There are birds the color of sulphur, 
 and horrible intestines

hanging from the doors of the houses which I hate,
there are forgotten sets of teeth in the coffee pot,
there are mirrors
which should have wept with shame and horror,
there are umbrellas all over the place, and poisons,  

 and navels.

There is a bird that is, at least partially, the color of sulphur—
the Sulphur-Crested Cockatoo. It has above-average talking 
ability, apparently, and at the top of its precocious head is a 
fringe the color of light mustard.

The Neruda poem brought me closer to the sulphur I was 
looking for, but it was his mood, not mine. What did I think 
about the color of sulphur? It escaped me. So I resorted to 
the tactic of the indecisive, the eager to please: I took a poll. 
Among friends after a meal I said, “Sulphur! What comes  
to mind?”

“Stink bombs!” 
“Something harsh and dangerous.”
“Smelly, but not toxic. Maybe even good for you.”
“Something lunar, spacey, airborne.”
“What’s the color of sulphur?”
“Mustard.”
“Sex and suffocation. You have sex and then there is the sad 
post-coital lighting of a match, which is a sulphur smell.”
“Why suffocation?”
“Because a flame takes up oxygen.”
“Why sad?”
“Because it’s post-coital.”

Moody sulphur. Sad sulphur. Asphyxiating toxic stink-
bomb sulphur. Post-coital sulphur! Which was mine? Then 
it occurred to me that my first encounter with sulphur was 
happy. Almost ecstatic. It can be summed up in two words: 
Chemistry set. And within the chemistry set, test tubes.  
And within the test tubes, colored powders. The chemistry 
set was a gift from my father, who had come home from 
some far away place. Presents my father brought me were 
highly prized, even though the jigsaw puzzle he’d returned 
with from his last trip lay in a jumble on the floor, unsolved, 
untried. I never did the puzzle, but I loved getting the pres-
ent, the exchange of kisses, the coldness on his coat, his 
sandpaper cheek against my smooth one when he lifted me 
off the ground.

The chemistry set felt more than just fun, though; it had 
the aura of progress and self-improvement. I was about 
eight years old. I imagined my room a laboratory filled with 
bubbling beakers, smoke rising in white puffs. My father 
was a doctor, and I knew this had some tangential relation-
ship with chemistry. Both disciplines involved men in white 
smocks, experiments, charts. My father was a psychoana-
lyst. I sensed some abstract link between his profession and 
the chemistry set: the deeply embedded patterns, the inter-
action of potent substances, playing with fire in a controlled 
environment.

There is an abundance of sulphur in the earth’s crust. It’s 
especially abundant around volcanoes. Hot-springs smell of 
sulphur. Geysers. Sulphur forced to the surface. You could 
say sulphur is the fart of the earth. Perhaps sulphur is the 
unconscious of the earth. It lies unseen in the depths, but 
manifests itself in all sorts of day-to-day items.

I took out the test tubes. In each was a different chemi-
cal, a different color. Sulphur did not stand out at first. I was 
excited by the ambience of precision, but it was only an 
ambience. I had no discipline. I liked to throw things out of 
windows. I was a consumer of textures: the coarse, granu-
lated texture of Nestlé chocolate milk mix, which I fed into 
my mouth in heaping portions on which I nearly choked. The 
melting, velvety texture of powdered sugar, which I fed into 
my mouth in heaping por tions on which I nearly choked. The 
bland, super-fine powder of straight flour, which I fed into 
my mouth in heaping portions and nearly choked. I probably 
wasn’t the ideal kid for a chemistry set, not that I was  
going to eat it. But I was by then, also, a connoisseur of the 
dead silences of hallways and the little offices where schools 
keep the fixers and special helpers. Those were the days 
when I made the rounds of little offices at my school: the 
assistant principal, the school psychologist, the math tutor, 
the English tutor. I was given ink spots to stare  
at, blocks to play with. I was an expert at these interpretive 
games, but my handwriting was as legible as a Rorschach 
test. I needed a handwriting coach, and Mr. Murphy was that 
man.

They had let him hang around after retirement to work 
with some special cases. His eyes, on cold wintry days, 
watered like crazy. If it wasn’t for his smile I would have 
thought Mr. Murphy was crying. We met in a slightly musty 
boardroom with couches along the walls and a long polished 
table in the center where the trustees occasionally met and 
where disciplinary committees were often held. In later 
years, when appearing before various tribunals in that room, 
I would think it was lucky that Mr. Murphy wasn’t around to 
see me like this. The year after those quiet  
sessions, I was brought up on fireworks charges, a trace of 
sulphur popping into the narrative.

What do you do with a chemistry set? You sit there in your 
room, the box open, taking everything out gingerly. You have 
been instructed to follow the instructions. You make  
a brief attempt at the manual. But it isn’t long before you get 
around to the smelling, the handling, the tapping of little bits 
 

opposite: Advertisement hawking hemacite skate wheels in the 11 October 1885 
edition of the New York Times. 





from the test tube into your palm, or perhaps into another 
test tube, for some random mixing of components. You open 
the test tube called “Sulphur” and smell it. Almost all the 
other smells exist in the mouth, the back of the throat, or 
behind the eyes. But sulphur goes straight to the gut, like 
that magic trick with the handkerchief that is a deep lustrous 
purple with a little loop in one corner. From that loop you 
can pull through a bright pink handkerchief, the whole thing 
turning inside out as it emerges from your fist. In it goes as 
purple, out it comes as pink! The smell of sulphur goes all 
the way down to the bottom of you, then pulls you through 
your own ass and turns you inside out and oh my God! Put 
that cork back in the test tube! Then stare with horror and 
wonder that something could smell so bad. 

In other words, once you start fixating on a color, you 
remember it everywhere. It becomes a Zelig of colors. Sicily 
was the world’s provider of sulphur until the end of the nine-
teenth century, when a new method allowed for the mining 
of deposits in Louisiana and Texas. The most enduring image 
from a visit I made to Sicily a few years ago came late at the 
end of a day while driving along the southern coast, the sea 
to my left and open fields of cut hay to my right. Somewhere 
behind me was the island’s volcano, Etna, which I had vis-
ited that morning. It was not yet dusk, and the late afternoon 
sun slanted sharply across a field of hay and made it look 
enchanted. It glowed as though lit from below. The yellow 
orange light was, looking back on it, the color of sulphur. 
And then there was that reddish brown earth that sat, a few 
years after the era of the chemistry set, in a lumpy pile next 
to my father’s grave: Weren’t there streaks of light brown, 
bordering on orange? Sulphur making a cameo. 

InGesTIon / culInaRY lanDscaPes
allen S. WeiSS

One of the seminal texts in the history of European land-
scape architecture is the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili of 
Francesco Colonna, published in Venice in 1499. The tale 
consists of the phantasmatic quest of Poliphilus, presented 
as an initiatory drama couched in the form of a dream, 
recounting his experiences and tribulations as he searches 
for his beloved Polia. Beginning in the anguished solitude 
of a wild, dark, labyrinthine forest, he finally emerges, by 
invoking divine guidance, into a beautiful, sunny landscape 
of absolute perfection. Here he discovers a scene filled with 
gardens and palaces, containing enigmatic and emblematic 
monumental sculptures and ruins representing the arts of 
the ancient cultures of Egypt, Greece, and Rome, such as 
pyramids, obelisks, and temples, all evincing a perfection 
lost in the contemporary epoch. The archaic is brought into 
the service of the arcane. The allegory then thickens as 
Poliphilus continues his neo-Platonic quest toward love and 
truth, encountering five girls representing the five senses, a 
queen symbolizing free will, and finally two young women 
symbolizing reason and volition. After visiting the palace, he 
is taken to the three palace gardens, which are the ultimate 
expressions of human artifice: gardens of glass, silk, and 
gold. The craftsmanship was truly marvelous: “All along the 
walls were flower-beds in the form of tubs, in which were 
planted a mix of box-trees and cypress, one cypress between 
two box-trees, the trunks and branches of solid gold, and 
the leaves of glass so perfectly imitated that one would have 
taken them for natural. [...] There were also herbs and flow-
ers of diverse colors, forms and species, all made of glass, 
all perfectly resembling the originals.”1 The brilliance and 
genius of this pure artifice incite Poliphilus’s admiration and 
wonder; mimesis is revealed for its inherent artificiality. This 
imaginary garden of glass established a major aesthetic 
sensibility, serving as a model for the interweaving of two 

arts that had only recently received their muses: 
landscape architecture and cuisine. For while such 

a garden of spun glass might never have actually been cre-
ated, the history of cuisine attests to its influence in the 
fabulous inventions of pièces montées of spun sugar, pastry, 
and candy which evoke such fragile fantasy worlds.2 

Culinary history abounds in examples of such construc-
tions, even predating Colonna. We might recall the details 
of a great feast given by Amédée VIII, Duc de Savoie, as 
recounted in the 1420 manuscript dictated by his chef de cui-
sine, Maître Chiquart. The meal was an amazing spectacle, 
with the main course presenting a centerpiece formed by a 
miniature castle with a fountain of Love spouting rose water 
and white wine at the center of the courtyard, and a differ-
ent dish at the foot of each tower. Every animal was highly 
decorated and spitting fire: a huge gilded boar, ornamented 
with the guests’ coats of arms; a suckling pig; a roast swan, 
replumed with its own feathers; and, there was, as described 
in detail, a huge pike cooked in three manners, the tail end 
fried, the middle boiled, and the head roasted, served with 
three different sauces. This dish, as well as the centerpiece 
that adorns the table, constitutes both a secular feast and 
a cosmic symbol, synthesizing incompatible victuals, con-
tradictory modes of cooking, and heterogeneous symbols 
into a flamboyant totality. The taste for miracles and marvels 
certainly does not avoid its culinary instances, though one 
might suspect that the pleasures of mirabile dictu far sur-
passed, in many such cases, those of the palate.

Very often, the visual aspect of a pièce montée surpasses 
the gastronomic value of the dish itself, however antithetical 
this might seem regarding the gustatory goals of cuisine. For 
the most celebrated of French chefs, Antonin Carême (1783-
1833), the decorative values of cuisine always existed on 
an equal level with its gustatory qualities. Indeed, Carême’s 
decorative perfectionism often transcended his culinary 
aspirations, as when he created pièces montées using ined-
ible binding materials to guarantee their longevity; or even 
more radically, as expressed in the avertissement to the third 
edition of his Le Pâtissier Pittoresque, he notes the extent 
of his passion for architecture per se: “I would have ceased 
being a pastry-chef, had I blindly abandoned myself to my 
natural taste for the picturesque genre, such as I conceived 
it for the embellishment of princes’ parks and private gar-
dens.” This architect manqué would sublimate his untried 
passion into the some of the greatest manifestations of spun 
sugar edifices in the history of French cuisine. Consider, 
for example, his extraordinary “moss-decorated grotto,” 
described in Le Pâtissier Parisien: “The effect of this large 
centerpiece is very picturesque. It is round in shape and has 
four arcades. It is made of hard sweetmeat à la reine, which 
must also be glazed: one part with rose-colored sugar, one 
with caramelized sugar, and the rest with lump sugar to 
which you add saffron; but in removing the hard sweetmeats 
from the saucepan, you form groups from five to eight and 
from ten to twelve, over which you sprinkle coarse sugar and 
chopped pistachios. The rock forms four arcades, which are 
made up of ring biscuits of almond puff pastry (which you 
powder with fine sugar sifted through silk). You simply line 
up these ring biscuits without attaching them at the vertical 
joints, which in no time produces a nice ridge of rocks. You 
surround it with meringues glazed and garnished with vanilla 
cream. The pedestal is made of German waffles; the garnish  
is Genoese pastries in rings, studded with sugar pearls. 
The bower is crowned with a small waterfall in silvery spun 
sugar.”3 This miniature landscape certainly bears comparison 
with the Grotte de Thétis in the gardens of Versailles, or the 
blue grotto at Linderhof created for the mad King Ludwig of 
Bavaria.

Carême, the architectural autodidact whom one  
gastronome referred to as “the Palladio of cuisine,” spent  
untold hours studying drawing, architecture, and garden 
design (notably works on garden folies) at the cabinet des 
 
 

opposite: Dried splatter, non-toxic. Maybe even good for you.17




