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A Sensorial Inheritance: Pedagogy, Belonging, Labor 
When I was a child, my mother would take me to my grandmother’s house every weekday 

morning before leaving for work. My mother was a schoolteacher, entrusted with the formal 

education of hundreds of students. Yet the education that shaped me most deeply occurred not 

in school, but in my grandmother’s kitchen. There, among garlic skins, steaming pots, and the 

quiet choreography of daily cooking, I learned how a world is made—through gestures, 

repetition, ritual, and the steady rhythm of care. 

 

My grandma’s name was Munes. She was an excellent cook. She cooked constantly and 

abundantly, often without any gathering planned. She would simply call neighbors and family to 

come and collect what she had prepared. Looking back, cooking seemed like an ingrained, 

almost spiritual exercise for her. She never framed it as generosity or sacrifice; she would 

simply cook. I became her clumsy assistant, helping with exciting tasks: picking, cutting, 

skinning, crushing, blending, stirring, lifting, washing. My first lessons in art were not on paper or 

canvas, but in the sensorial dimensions of turmeric, yogurt, sumac, lamb fat, and basmati 

steam. The kitchen was an unspoken education in scale, temporality, and collective experience. 

 

She often hosted our large family, sometimes several times a week. Aunts, uncles, cousins—

dozens of guests gathered around her food. We spent hours around the Sofreh, the ceremonial 

cloth laid on the floor, eating and conversing, feasting on the finest Iranian cuisine: endless 

dishes of Pilaus, Khoreshs, Kababs, Qormas, Aash, salads, pastries, and tea. The food, 

astonishing in both taste and quantity, never ran out. Guests often took several portions home, 

extending the experience for days afterward, lingering through memory and the aromas of 

leftovers. The Sofreh was the gallery, the public square, the archive. The meal was the 

exhibition, and its disappearance was the mode of its appreciation. 

 



No juror would claim the leftovers. No critic would analyze the choreography of her spice 

layering or her intuitive heat management. The success of her work was measured by silence at 

the table—not by applause, let alone institutional recognition. Art history privileges permanence; 

her practice privileged nourishment. 

 

Grandma grew up in a world that denied her formal education and forced her into marriage. 

Instead of studying, she assisted her brother in preparing food for massive religious 

ceremonies. Her brother, a wealthy businessman, hosted events feeding hundreds, sometimes 

thousands. There, she learned to scale everything: flavor, labor, generosity. She worked under 

hired cooks, among them the legendary Haji Majeed, who traced his lineage back to chefs 

serving Qajar and Safavid courts. His ancestors fed kings and khans, and he said that even 

benevolent rulers ruled through violence, while his family’s legacy was one of feeding people. 

 

This simple declaration revealed the moral axis of culinary art: the cook is the antithesis of 

conquest. The blade of the chef is transformative, not violent. The kitchen is a site of 

sustenance, not domination. Yet the history of art tells a different story. The mural outlasts the 

famine. The sculpture outlives the migration. The painting is insured, collected, sold; the meal 

becomes metabolized. 

 

It was only much later, after immigration became exile in my own life, that I realized the 

significance of my grandmother’s practice. She passed in 2019. I was living in the United States, 

legally stuck, unable to return home, unable to kiss her goodbye. Her absence was like the 

sudden disappearance of a world I did not know how to document. The grief marked a rupture in 

my understanding of art: everything permanent I had been taught to value suddenly felt empty. 

Only the memories of her ephemeral labor carried meaning. 

 

I found myself recalling the taste of saffron rice, the scent of fried herbs folded into Aash, the 

softness of tender lamb pulled apart by hand. I realized how little attention had ever been paid 

to her work. At gatherings, conversation revolved around politics, economics, professional 

successes: the admired doctor, the prodigious engineer, the brilliant artist. Grandma’s food was 

taken for granted, acknowledged with polite compliments—“Thank you, this was delicious”—and 

then perhaps forgotten. Yet her meals enabled those conversations. They held together the 

fragile conditions of family cohesion. They sustained bodies that pursued their individual 

ambitions. Without her labor, the so-called “achievements” would not exist. 



Taste of Exile arises from this recognition. It is an immersive exhibition and conceptual dining 

experience that refuses to treat culinary experience as secondary. It insists that cooking—

particularly cooking in diasporic and colonial contexts—is not a craft adjacent to art, but a 

historically suppressed artistic discipline. It interrogates why ephemerality, the body, and 

immigrant labor are excluded from the canon. 

 

Colonial Culinary Aesthetics: Who Defines Taste? 
The Western aesthetic apparatus has long positioned food as lesser. During the European 

Renaissance and Enlightenment, a taxonomy was established: the “fine arts” were those 

without practical function. Painting, sculpture, architecture, music, and poetry—each stripped 

from their ceremonial or devotional contexts—were allowed to become contemplative objects. 

Work that fed, clothed, sheltered, or cared for bodies was categorized as “applied” or 

“decorative.” Permanent materials—marble, oil paint, mahogany, bronze—became synonymous 

with civilization. 

 

Culinary art, however, is inseparable from the body. It enters the mouth, becomes breath, blood, 

tissue. The Western museum cannot house flavor, digestion, or nourishment. Cuisine resists 

preservation. It refuses the white cube. It cannot be distanced from its maker. 

 

Colonialism amplified these hierarchies. European empires did not merely appropriate spices, 

sugar, cacao, coffee, maize, potatoes, rice; they extracted entire ecosystems of knowledge. 

Indigenous culinary practices were stripped of their philosophical contexts. They were imported 

into aristocratic kitchens where they were rebranded as haute cuisine. The colonial imagination 

turned food from communal ritual into spectacle of dominance. A French chef plating saffron 

risotto in a crystal bowl is celebrated as artistry. An Iranian grandmother folding saffron into rice 

to feed thirty relatives is invisible. 

 

This aesthetic stratification persists. In contemporary cities, fine dining that “elevates” Mexican, 

Middle-Eastern, or Vietnamese food receives praise precisely because it filters immigrant 

cuisines through Eurocentric plating methods and semantic distancing. Barbacoa becomes 

“slow-braised artisanal pulled lamb with hand-pressed tortillas.” Khoresh becomes “herbaceous 

braise.” Spices become “aromatics.” The vocabulary erases history. The plating manipulates 

complexity. The cook becomes a technician; the institution becomes the genius. 

 

 



Exile and the Architecture of Invisibility 
Exile is not only geographic. It is ontological. It fractures one’s experience of time, belonging, 

and memory. It forces the immigrant to inhabit liminal spaces where visibility is conditional—

granted in exchange for labor, withheld in exchange for dignity. 

 

The restaurant kitchen is one such space. It is the backstage of culture, populated 

overwhelmingly by immigrants, especially undocumented ones. These workers prepare the very 

meals that define urban life, yet their existence operates behind the wall, beneath the aesthetic 

surface. 

 

Restaurants are designed to conceal their creators of experience. The front-of-house is lit, 

decorated, curated. The kitchen is fluorescent, windowless, humid. To see the labor is to 

confront exploitation. To see the dish alone is to enjoy illusion. 

 

In the United States, nearly a third of cooks are foreign-born. In major coastal cities, 

undocumented workers may comprise high percentages of the culinary workforce. These 

individuals carry entire food traditions across borders, transmitting knowledge through muscle 

memory, improvisational adaptation, and instinct—exactly the characteristics celebrated in 

contemporary art. Yet their names do not enter the record. Their creativity circulates only 

through the bodies they feed. 

 

Every taco in Philadelphia, every dumpling dish in Queens, is an archive of a distanced 

homeland. Each repetition is an act of remembrance. Each gesture of seasoning is a refusal to 

dissolve into the host culture. 

 

Edward Said writes: “Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience.”¹ It is 

an unhealed wound. Exile makes the world itself unstable. The immigrant does not look at a 

meal as a consumer; they look at it as transmission. Food is probably the last remaining territory 

of home. 

 

Taste of Exile: Virtual Reality, Immersion, Diaspora, and the Afterlife of Taste 
My own art practice traveled through painting, sculpture, photography, video, computer 

animation, and eventually virtual reality. For years, I tried to locate the emotional core that 

animated my earliest memories. I could not find it in pigment, canvas, stone, or wood. These 

mediums often felt too permanent—or at least too attached to their locality and physicality. 



When I recognized the parallels between exile, the kitchen, and the immersive environment, 

something shifted. 

 

The kitchen is a 360° space. Everything is present at once—sight, touch, smell, heat, steam, 

texture, sound, timing. To cook is to choreograph. To eat is to inhabit the artwork. 

 

Taste of Exile employs Virtual, Augmented, and Mixed Reality technologies. For the purposes of 

this project, we use “virtual reality” as an encompassing term that foregrounds immersion rather 

than distinctions of hardware or interface. 

 

Virtual reality offers a borderless space. A space one can teleport to—like a magic carpet. In 

VR, the participant sensorially experiences a visceral yet inaccessible space and time, while the 

body physically inhabits a local room. It allows spectators to learn and consume what is often 

intangible or marginalized. It resists singular viewpoints and refuses fixed hierarchies. It 

becomes a space for the creator to grieve and remember. There is no picture to look “at.” The 

viewer moves inside the artwork. They choose where to direct their attention. The work 

surrounds the body rather than presenting itself to it. 

 

As Abbas Milani illustrates: “Exile is when you live in one land and dream in another.”² For the 

exiled, the space of memory and imagination is often the most faithful home. Exile can be the 

space where one’s memories are not contested. The Sofreh or the dining table can be 

reconstructed without fear of raids, sanctions, detention, or airport interrogations—where the 

cook becomes visible. 

 

Cristina Martinez: A Living Borderland 
Cristina Martinez is a renowned Mexican and Indigenous immigrant chef who built a sanctuary 

of barbacoa cuisine in Philadelphia. She has created a true borderland in the heart of the city—

not a metaphorical one, but a lived, daily crossing where language, labor, and memory 

converge. Without relying on or speaking English, she has built a community of immigrants from 

across Latin America, people who move through her restaurant as if it were both a workplace 

and a refuge. Her kitchen is a node where diasporic paths intersect, not under the banner of 

“multiculturalism,” but through the shared reality of precarity and endurance. Her continuous 

generosity—feeding workers after hours, sending food to those who cannot pay, providing 

informal networks of care, and activism for immigrant culinary workers—turns each plate of 

barbacoa into more than a dish; it becomes a gesture of recognition. In Gloria Anzaldúa’s 



words, the borderland is “a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of 

an unnatural boundary.”³ and Cristina’s space materializes that condition: a place where those 

deemed unwanted or expendable find, through nourishment, a sense of belonging that law and 

nation-state refuse to grant. 

 

My 360° animation in collaboration with Cristina Martinez is not an illustration of exile. It is an 

immersion into it. In VR, there is no cinematic director pointing you toward a focal point. The 

viewer must navigate the space the way an immigrant navigates a city: by intuition, vulnerability, 

and sensory fragments. 

 

Her story is not rendered as trauma. It is rendered as endurance. The virtual environment does 

not attempt to replicate reality. Instead, it reimagines it as complex, multiple, overlapping layers 

of memory—just as culinary rituals exist simultaneously in the past, present, and future of a 

community. 

 

MenuFesto: A Living Archive of Immigrant Culinary Labor 
MenuFesto is an expanding archive in collaboration with my colleague, Paloma Martinez-Cruz. 

It functions as the exhibition’s collaborative counterpart, gathering interview excerpts from 

immigrant culinary workers across Philadelphia and Columbus and pairing them with rendered 

visualizations of 3D-scanned food trucks and kitchen environments. These conversations—held 

in kitchens, trucks, markets, and backrooms—contain fragments of lived experience rarely 

admitted into institutional archives: strength, survival, precarious labor, and improvised dreams. 

 

The scanning process becomes an inverted documentation, a ruptured capture of spaces that 

are constantly in flux. Rather than offering stabilized or polished views of labor, the scans reveal 

what exists between conditions: the subtle choreography of hands, worn grills, improvised 

storage, shadows of steam in air, customers, surfaces, and the precarity of 3D scanning itself. 

They record the liminal—spaces simultaneously lived, commercial, and temporary—where 

identity and sustenance are negotiated one meal at a time. 

 

In this context, 3D scanning does not seek to replicate a workplace as a fixed monument. It 

renders environments in transit, neither fully present nor fully absent, neither domestic nor 

commercial. These volumetric captures become residues of the labor that builds communities 

and cultures—articulated through textures, vessels, and repetitive gestures. MenuFesto locates 

spatial memory not in institutions or vitrines, but in tools, steel countertops, sinks, the steady 



cadence of service, and the limitations of recording technologies. The resulting renderings are 

not illustrations; they are portals, situating the viewer at thresholds where food, migration, and 

survival converge and insist on being seen. 

 

Toward a Decolonial Understanding of Nourishment 
This exhibition is not simply about food. It is about who is allowed to be an artist. It is about the 

politics of visibility. It is about the erasures that accompany the canonization of Western art. 

 

To honor culinary practice is to dismantle institutional assumptions. A dish that disappears may 

be the most enduring artwork. A VR environment that disorients may be the truest map of exile. 

A grandmother who cooked without signatures produced more cultural legacy than many 

museum collections. 

 

Even in writing for or cataloging these works, we must resist the urge to translate them into the 

language of permanence and commodity. These culinary practices are monumental without 

being monuments. They are offerings. They exist not to be commodified, but to be consumed 

with critical thinking and respect—to enter the body and transform it. 

 

Art that nourishes is art that refuses imperial violence. It does not seek eternity. It seeks relation. 

It cultivates love. 

 

Food is the art of the displaced. 

 

Virtual reality is the architecture of the exiled. 

 

Together, they reveal a simple truth: the invisible labor of the immigrant is the unseen engine of 

culture. 

 

In bringing these works into public space, we do not elevate them into art—they have always 

been art. We merely learn to grasp. 

 

Notes 
¹ Edward W. Said, Reflections on Exile and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2000). 

² Abbas Milani, Lost Wisdom: Rethinking Modernity in Iran (Washington, DC: Mage Publishers, 2004). 

³ Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987). 



 
Taste of Exile and MenuFesto: 
Taco Art for the Dream Table 

 

Paloma Martinez-Cruz, PhD 

 

Each time I open my laptop to try and make progress on this essay, new and vertiginous 

escalations of immigration enforcement in the form of ICE raids, military deployments, unlawful 

detentions and extrajudicial bombings stultify my efforts and intent. How do I make meaning 

from our two projects’ connective tissue and compose a note of welcome against a backdrop of 

caustic claims that immigrants are “poisoning the blood of our country”? As a Latina of mixed 

Mexican and Puerto Rican decent who grew up Los Angeles in the ‘80s, I’ve never seen brown 

people so aggressively targeted. Even Obama-era protections for sensitive locations like 

schools, courts, and churches have been suspended, allowing ICE to arrest undocumented 

people in these areas.  

 

Indeed, the present perils of bordered lives and exilic consciousness lie at the heart of our 

collaboration.  

 

I first met Illya Mousavijad in July of 2024 after a colleague had sent an email introduction 

pointing out the overlaps in our respective areas of activity. An artist working in the space of 

Mexican food, migration, and exile, his pursuits resonated with my own. At our first meeting, he 

excitedly shared that he was working on a virtual reality installation centered on the world-

renowned, Philadelphia-based chef Cristina Martinez, her valiant story of deterritorialization, and 

the ancient Mesoamerican deities of corn. While he still struggled to pronounce the names of 

Mexica (Aztec) divinities Chicomecoatl and Centeotl, the lady and lord of maize in the Mexica 

pantheon, his vision was clear: an immersive dining experience rooted in the issues of diaspora 

and workers’ rights, wherein food craft and VR immersion render visible the artistry and 

resilience of Indigenous and mestizo gastronomy. I quickly understood that Illya dedicated the 

same reverence for the applied art of culinary practice as our society accords a masterful 

painting. 

 



I was excited to learn about the throughlines in our respective pursuits. Chicomecoatl, meaning 

“Seven Serpent,” was a post-classic Mexica (Aztec) goddess of the harvest, honored during the 

Tozozontli festival in April. In Tenochtitlan, newly-of-age girls brought maize offerings to her 

temple, symbolizing both agricultural abundance and the empowering cycle of blood associated 

with puberty. In 2023, I devised and directed a live art performance titled Chicomecoatl 

Revealed / Chicana Bloodlore of Yore. Co-devised and performed by Bryan Ortiz, Jackie 

Courchene Spayd, Cat Ramos, Eric Serrano, and Hannah Grace Morrison for the Thompson 

Gallery exhibition “Abject Object: Feminism, Art & the Academy,” this live art intervention and 

corresponding gallery installation looked at how Western civilization views women’s bodily 

boundaries as intrinsically polluting and dangerous.  

 

By endeavoring to juxtapose Chef Martinez and Pre-Conquest Mesoamerican deities of maize 

in his artwork, Illya was making several overlapping aesthetic and social gestures that 

resonated deeply with my own artistic obsessions and scholarly inquiry.  His work recognized 

the fortitude of a woman who had achieved extraordinary culinary success in a cultural system 

designed to discourage and exclude Mexican and Indigenous women. Moreover, he faced his 

own geopolitical precarity as an Iranian living and working at a predominantly White-serving 

institution in the Midwest United States. And, while secular in most measurable ways, he and I 

were – and are – convinced of the sacredness of food and view modern Mexican chefs as 

keepers of a revered ancestral inheritance.    

 

To this point, and in these times, I wonder if Mexican dining establishments offer the last vestige 

of a safe harbor, where it is qualifiedly okay to be of Mexican origin. In a national climate where 

sanctuary for our undocumented friends and neighbors can no longer be sought in churches, 

and protections are no longer honored in kindergarten classrooms or hospital emergency 

rooms, might national demand for Mexican cooking allow us to conceive a tortilla-laden table as 

a metaphorical demilitarized dining zone?     

 

Mexican food is deeply woven into U.S. dining culture: 85% of counties host Mexican 

restaurants, and 99% of the population lives near one. This industry spans fast-food giants like 

Taco Bell, Chipotle, Qdoba, El Pollo Loco, and Del Taco, alongside family-owned taquerías and 

fine dining establishments. Despite its scale, this culinary presence exists amid persistent anti-

immigrant sentiments, revealing a continuum of desire and disdain. Given the ubiquity of these 

restaurants, the cultural messages they convey carry significant weight.  



 

When we walk into a Mexican restaurant, we are there to eat, but we’re also exposed to – and 

complicit with – the attitudes a given dining room conveys about Mexico and Mexicanness. The 

omnipresent insistence on authenticity, despite its incoherence, reflects a broader cultural 

paradox: Diners seek “real Mexican” while the national narrative endeavors to exclude real 

Mexicans.  

 

In this climate, women’s ways of knowing, Indigenous heritage, and culinary practices all 

constitute epistemic areas that are not just undervalued but seen as dangerous. Taste of Exile 

dwells in this danger, where art, technology, and gastronomy combine to illuminate the lived 

experience of Chef Martinez. Through immersive storytelling and sensory engagement, the 

project traces Martinez’s journey of exile and culinary practice, offering an immersive, multi-

sensorial meditation on displacement, identity, and resilience. 

 

Employing virtual, augmented, and mixed reality technologies alongside interactive interfaces 

and environmental animations, Taste of Exile invites audiences into the layered narrative space 

of our dreams. Here, exile is not merely a geographic or political condition, but a deeply 

personal and sensorial state of being—marked by distance from one’s homeland and barriers to 

belonging in a new one. Inviting participants to the table, the experience foregrounds the 

gendered, racialized, and labor-intensive realities of migrant food workers in the United States in 

the most hopeful gesture we could conjure: A table for radical inclusion, where everyone is fed 

and no one is harmed.  

 

At the heart of the exhibition is an immersive dining experience that draws upon traditional 

Mexican and Indigenous gastronomy. Food becomes metaphor and medium; taste incites 

sensual inspection and critical engagement; technology becomes an embodied ritual for 

exploring the complexities of forced migration. Chef Martinez’s story anchors this experience, 

contextualizing broader themes of undocumented labor, the Mexican/Latinx diaspora, and the 

politics of the U.S.-Mexico border.  

 

The exhibition is presented in dialogue with our MenuFesto project, a growing audiovisual 

archive of ethnographic interviews with migrant food workers and cooks. Currently focused on 

individuals working in food trucks and restaurants in Columbus, Ohio and Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, MenuFesto documents their immigration journeys and culinary practices, 



amplifying voices often marginalized in public discourse. Together, Taste of Exile and 

MenuFesto constitute a multi-sensorial exploration of food as cultural memory, resistance, and 

transcendence.  

 

As a socially engaged and immersive work, the MenuFesto Project extends the conceptual 

framework of Taste of Exile by confronting a stark cultural paradox: the nation’s insatiable 

appetite for Mexican and other migrant cuisines alongside its systemic rejection of migrant 

bodies. By transforming the dining experience into a site of dialogue and resistance, the 

combined projects invite participants to reckon with the contradictions embedded in everyday 

consumption, while celebrating the culinary brilliance and fortitude of migrant food workers. In 

doing so, participants who take a seat at the table are not only immersed in documentary and 

visual stories but, as tasters, they are fueled by them.   

 

With deep and enduring gratitude to all the cooks who shared their time and craft with us, 

bienvenidos y aprovechen. 

 


