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Understanding Family Meals through Analysis of Photographs 
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 In this paper, I use historical photographs of two celebratory family meals to show how family 

meal photographs can be used as artifacts that not only express family food ways and culture, but also 

reveal family history and family relationships. The photographs that I have used were taken by amateurs 

and not artistically constructed. They are captured moments that have much to teach us.  

 In photography, the context is often left out or assumed. For example, teaching activities that 

centre around analyzing photographs often concentrate on what the photographer intended to portray 

(“Reading Photographs”, n.d.). Dickson (n.d.) suggested that photographs should be read with six points 

in mind: first impressions, evaluation of content, relationships, concepts, view and direction. While both 

of these approaches are possible, they lack a connection to the emotional content of family photos. For 

this aspect, I have turned to Roland Barthes (1915-1980), the noted French literary philosopher, best 

known for his influential writings on post-structuralism, semiotics and anthropology. In Barthes’ last 

book, Camera Lucida (1980), he departed from his usual topics and wrote about a photograph taken of 

his late mother that portrayed her essence (to him).  In Camera Lucida, Barthes developed two terms to 

analyze photographs; the studium and the punctum (Museum of Education, 2013). The studium is 

described as a kind of education (Dillon, 2011), and it shares characteristics with Dickson’s (n.d.) six 

points. It consists of the obvious; who, what, when, where, why and how. In the manner that I am using 

the term, it encompasses family food ways that include history, culture and socio-economics. The 

second term is the punctum, focusing on the personal meanings that individuals draw from 

photographs, the part of the photograph that “pierces” us or holds our gaze, speaking to our innermost 

feelings. Dillon (2011) suggests that we need to examine the emotional affect in a photograph, in order 

to have the opportunity for “a kind of truth, the truth of unique being “ (n.p.). Dillon points out that 

Barthes saw this as a paradox; as soon as we try to use words to describe the punctum or emotional 

impact of a photograph, we risk turning the punctum into a studium. The visual experience is different 

for every person. In the following section, two photographs of my family’s celebratory meals are 

analyzed, using a combination of the previously mentioned factors and terms. 
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Jack Carves the Ham 

 

 

Studium 

The man carving the ham with the cigar in his mouth is my father, Jack. The woman whose 

profile appears in the lower right corner is his brother’s wife, Helen. She has a lit cigarette in her right 

hand and appears to be listening to someone outside the picture who can’t be seen.  

The kitchen table is cluttered; it includes glass dishes of pickles, a teapot, a can of tobacco, cups 

and saucers and two dressed-up dolls. The background shows kitchen cupboards with door ajar and 

glass sealers of preserved food open on the counter, next to a box of store-bought tomatoes. An electric 

mixer is plugged into the wall beside a can opener and a pencil sharpener. Snow can be seen through 

the window.  
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Some questions arise. When was this photograph taken?  Who took it? Why is Jack smoking a cigar 

while he carves the ham?  Where did the box of store-bought tomatoes come from? Why is the kitchen 

so messy? (Did my father invent “scruffy hospitality”? )  

After consultation with other family members, I determined that the most likely time was March 

of 1951. The location is the kitchen in the original little house on my parents’ farm, thirty-two kilometers 

(twenty miles) north of Edmonton, Alberta. On March 15 and 16 of that year, a huge snowstorm swept 

through Central and Northern Alberta. After the storm, winds up to 75 miles an hour (122 k.p.h.)  

packed the snow so hard that it formed twelve-foot drifts on most roads, rural and urban. Alberta was 

“caught in a ‘paralytic vise’” for the next couple of weeks (Dawe, 2014, n.p.). On the first day of the 

snowstorm, my parents had gone into Edmonton for a doctor’s appointment; their sixth child was due 

within a week or two. My mother was advised to stay in Edmonton, given the weather and impending 

birth and my father decided to get back to the farm. In the meantime, the five children ages 3 to 15, 

plus assorted livestock, were on their own. The fifteen-year old remembers the photograph this way:  

This is the Easter ham the year Rick was born – 1951. Dad is smoking a new father cigar. He 

has been home only a day or two after walking in down the railway track. The roads are still 

drifted in. But the fields are open to horse and team. The kitchen is a bit of a mess because 

[my sister] and I weren’t much for housekeeping. But we fed ourselves and the younger kids 

and all the stock for the 10 days Dad was away.  

 

Punctum 

Several things in the photo hold my gaze; my father’s  surprised look, the cigar in his mouth, his 

shirt sleeves rolled up to show his winter long johns, the cupboard doors all open and the counters 

cluttered. When I first saw this photo, I was struck by its extreme messiness and wondered where my 

mother was (not at home).  Although the dolls in the middle of the table are probably mine, I wondered 

why they were so out of place; why my father was likely dropping ashes on the ham as he carved; why 

my aunt had such a casual air. Then I discovered who took the photograph and everything fell into place.  

My oldest brother (the 15-year old) told me that he took the photo with the flash camera he had 

received at Christmas of the previous year. The photograph therefore transmits relief; Dad was home 

and someone had cooked a ham for Easter Dinner.  The baby hadn’t been born yet; my mother was 

staying with her brother and sister-in-law in Edmonton, but my dad had a cigar anyway. All was right 

enough with the world that the pickles could be laid out neatly in glass dishes and the ham carved.  

From a consumption standpoint, ham was Easter food. Once cured, it could be stored in the fairly cool 
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cellar for a couple of months. The store-bought tomatoes are an anomaly; maybe Jack brought them 

with him on his long return journey from Edmonton. 

While the family dynamics had been greatly disrupted for ten days, stability was regained 

through the special food rituals (ham, pickles) linked to Easter (not a particularly religious occasion for 

my family).  

 

Two Families at Christmas Dinner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Studium 

The following information is known and/or obvious about this photo: it  is of a Christmas meal 

and was taken about nine months after the first photograph, in December of 1951. Two families have 

been combined together; my parents and five of their six children, and my father’s brother and his wife  

(who was also in the first photo) and three of their four children. The families are organized along each 

side of the table. Two young boys, my brothers, age six and eight, stand between my uncle and aunt at 

the end of the table. My parents are barely visible on the left hand side.  
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 The table is traditionally set with a Christmas tablecloth and extra cutlery placed crookedly on 

the table, probably by a child. The food is already in place; a carved turkey, a huge bowl of mashed 

potatoes, a gravy boat, crystal salt-and-pepper shakers and the ever-present dishes of pickles. The 

location once again is in my family’s first house, this time in the dining room. One place setting, probably 

belonging to the photographer (perhaps the hired man), is unoccupied . 

Punctum 

 The parts of the photo that capture my gaze and in fact pierce my heart – are the expressions of 

three people at the end of the table, my uncle and my two brothers. “Death warmed over” would not be 

an inaccurate description of the way my uncle looks. The expressions on the faces of my two brothers, 

standing between my uncle and aunt, show deep sadness as well. My four-year old self in a very short 

skirt, seems oblivious. What has happened that a family meal is trying (and probably failing) to alleviate? 

Two children are missing from this photo. One is the baby born the previous March who is most likely 

napping. The other missing person is the youngest son of my uncle and aunt. At the age of nine, he had 

drowned at Alberta Beach four or five months previously. He had been my brothers’ best friend as well 

as their cousin. To look at this photograph and only look at food would deny the emotional component 

of Barthe’s analysis.  

How can these photographs be understood by viewers today?  In both cases, ritual, as outlined 

by Marshall (2006)  brought the people in the photographs together. The aesthetics of eating (Visser, 

1993) have been adhered to in an effort to carry on. They exemplify the importance of food as ritual, 

routine and convention, to borrow the title of Marshall’s 2006 article in which he writes,  

Much of the symbolic meaning s [of meals] depends not simply on what [emphasis in original] is 

served but on how [emphasis in original] food is actually used not only in the rituals, but the 

routines and conventions of daily eating. (Marshall , 2006, p. 70) 

 

 In the case of Photograph 1 -  “Jack carves the ham”, a photo snapped by a 15- year old, enables 

understanding of a family meal that helped restore family equilibrium after a forced separation. When I 

brought this photograph to my siblings’ attention, I learned about a critical event that I barely 

remember.  The punctum of the photograph, the emotional component of the photograph, varies 

according to the observer, and as Barthes suggested, risks becoming studium, or part of the description, 

once words are attached to images. At the same time, it is important for the emotional component to 

be recognized. In the discussions with my brothers about the first photograph, even the baby (now 65 

years old) whose arrival precipitated the event, had opinions about the meanings of various parts. 
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Photograph 2 – “Two Families” demonstrates the importance of recognizing unspoken mourning, as well 

as the significance of maintaining family traditions, even under times of great duress. 

 It is perplexing that we cannot ever truly understand the past. The following quotation sums up 

the situation: “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there” (Hartley, 1953, p. 1). 

Though we can’t comprehend past history, we are compelled to explore it, “not to preserve the past but 

to adapt it so as to enrich and manipulate the present” (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 210). In this departure from 

the usual methods of discussing food history, I have tried to show the potential in photographic analysis 

of celebratory family meals. As well as the obvious details about food choices and consumption, 

consideration of the emotional component of photographs offers opportunity to open family dialogue 

and gain insight into past events. 
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