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This article examines the temporal and emotional labor accomplished by stale bread in 
the French studio. A repository of the passage of time, which renders fresh bread stale in a 
matter of days, stale bread was emblematic of the domestic “oeconomy” of the early modern 
period. With the ability to sustain human life through periods of food scarcity, stale bread 
also constituted the “zero degree” of subsistence. Using artists’ manuals published in 
France during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this paper catalogues and 
analyzes the operations stale bread performed in the early modern French studio, where it 
found its way as a multivalent material capable of reversing time. By looking at the rheto-
ric that formed around stale bread’s ability to reverse mistakes and erase traces of material 
processes, this article reflects on the reassurance and emotional relief that it provided.

This article looks at how practical manuals published in France in the late 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries described the usages of stale bread as 
an artist’s tool and the meanings the material carried as it was diverted to the 
workshops of a variety of practitioners—painters, embroiderers, miniaturists, 
architects, etc.—needing to remove unwanted marks or grime from their work. 
The common conversion of bread into an erasing and cleaning tool in the early 
modern period contrasts with its treatment in the current global context, where 
about 10 percent of bread goes to waste before it even reaches customers.1 Today, 
17 percent of the food made available for human consumption is discarded, an 
amount that some researchers suspect could be as high as 50 percent, and bread 
is one of the most wasted of all foods. In response to this global food-wasting 
crisis, a growing body of research in food science is dedicated to examining 
how to reintroduce stale bread into food production. For example, a team of 
researchers studying the reuse of bread waste flour (BWF) made from stale 
bolillo, a traditional Mexican white bread loaf, has found that BWF can be incor-
porated into freshly baked goods without altering their quality if kept within 
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a 20 g per 100 g of flour ratio.2 To study how BWF may reenter the global food 
chain, the authors of this study claim, is to carry out a “morally obligated field 
for research” toward “sustainability and a circular economy.”3 

The discarding of stale bread at the root of this moral imperative is a modern 
phenomenon brought about by the mass production of bread that started in 
the mid-nineteenth century. Bread waste increased exponentially after produc-
tion was automated in the 1920s, notably with the introduction of mechanized 
mixers and kneading machines, followed by the popularization of sliced bread.4 
Compounded by the spread of variations on French bread through colonialism, 
the bread waste accompanying mass production propagated globally.5

Before its production was industrialized, the bread commonly consumed in 
France was considered desirable even in a stale state, which it reached in a mat-
ter of days. Stale bread was lauded in medical treatises for its health benefits, 
which were said to include aiding digestion, while its ability to sustain the body 
through periods of illness, poverty, punishment, and tutelage linked it to the 
regimen of the sick, the poor, soldiers, prisoners, children, and . . . struggling 
artists. In France, usages of stale bread in the artist’s studio were emblematic of 
a broader culture of repurposing materials within the domestic “oeconomy” of 
the early modern household.6 However, the ubiquity and multivalence of stale 
bread tended to put it in the blind spot of practical artists’ manuals, particu-
larly those with aesthetic aspirations. Interest in more prosaic guides—manuals 
delivering studio secrets previously guarded by guilds—grew after the founding 
of the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture (Royal Academy of Painting 
and Sculpture) in 1648.

Drawing from a corpus of artists’ manuals published in France and conserved, 
for the most part, at the Bibliothèque nationale de France, this article cata-
logues the roles that stale bread played in the French studio and analyzes the 
rhetoric attached to them as it gained public visibility in those publications.7 
The corpus centers on a 1684 manual of studio secrets by amateur artist and 
theoretician Roger de Piles (1635–1709) and on a cluster of others issued in the 
mid-eighteenth century. What transpires from these sources is a consistent and 
narrow emphasis on the erasing and cleaning functions that stale bread fulfilled 
across media. Operations such as correcting a mistake, erasing an underdraw-
ing, and cleaning the surface of a work of other unwanted marks made use of 
stale bread’s ability to absorb certain traces of the material process, effectively 
reversing time. Many authors further articulated, as I will point out, how this 
temporal labor allowed stale bread to perform an emotional labor by reassuring 
makers, beginners in particular, that it would reverse the mistakes that mar pre-
paratory works and the grime produced during the early—and often messier—
stages of production.

The emotional and temporal labor that the practical manuals in this corpus 
ascribed to stale bread in the French studio was connected, I argue, to the cul-
tural status of bread in France. Bread was the dietary equivalent of the “neutral” 
and “colorless” mode of writing described by Roland Barthes; it functioned as 
the “zero degree” of subsistence, that in which “we can easily discern a negative 
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momentum, and an inability to maintain it within time’s flow.”8 Stale bread 
entered the realm of the studio as a substance charged with connotations of 
survival in times of crisis. The concept of the zero degree, which Barthes devel-
oped in response to a mode of writing that emerged around Albert Camus in 
the 1940s (ironically, as the production of bread was becoming largely mecha-
nized), thus offers a productive framework for elucidating the functions of stale 
bread in the moments of a work’s making that were not meant to be exposed. 
By absorbing the taint of the material process, stale bread was made to reduce 
art making to “a sort of negative mood in which the social or mythical charac-
ters of a language are abolished in favor of a neutral and inert state of form.”9 
Stale bread worked to produce this “neutral and inert state of form” in the 
studios of miniaturists, pastelists, painters, and embroiderers. In what follows, I 
first look at a corpus of French primary sources in the fields of gardening, cook-
ing, medicine, and education to expound on the functions and connotations 
of stale bread they highlight. I then offer a typology of mentions of stale bread 
in key practical artists’ manuals published in France from the late seventeenth 
to the eighteenth centuries before turning, toward the end, to the question of 
bread’s temporality. 

The Multivalence of Stale Bread

Stale bread was a ubiquitous food staple of early modern France. In a volume 
of the Encyclopédie méthodique, published in 1791, Jacques Peuchet (1758–1830) 
related that because the French considered bread an indispensable food, they 
fixated on it in times of privation: “Accustomed to considering this substance 
[bread] as the basis of their diet, the people do not believe it can be replaced by 
any other food.”10 Deemed “the most essential” of all provisions, bread was the 
first topic discussed in the cooking section of a 1765 domestic oeconomy book 
written for the bonne fermière (farmer’s wife).11 The author advised readers never 
to exhaust their reserves of stale bread—bread “neither too old nor too fresh”—
because bread when stale was “most beneficial.”12 Not all bread was consumed 
fresh, in other words. Although most authors did not seem to recommend con-
suming bread that was over seven or eight days old, anecdotes about the remark-
able longevity of stale bread were sometimes relayed. For example, the author of 
the “Art of the Baker” entry in the Descriptions des arts et métiers (1767) reported 
keeping a loaf of stale bread for years: “Well-made bread does not spoil or grow 
mold while aging, it merely dries and becomes lighter. I kept for two years a half-
pound, round white loaf, which after this time was merely dry and tasteless and 
weighed only six ounces.”13 Reports such as this bolstered stale bread’s prime 
position in the French diet.

Stale bread was generally positively associated with the aging process of live 
foodstuffs, like wine. Antoine Furetière’s French dictionary, a contentious 
project published posthumously in 1690, four years before the long-awaited 
1694 edition of the French Academy’s own dictionary, first defined “bread” 
(under pain) as “the main food source of man” and “stale” (under rassis) as 

“rested, purified. Fresh bread contrasts with stale bread, which has had time to 
rest, to harden.”14 Bread never went bad when given time to rest. Concerns about 
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microbiological spoilage do not appear in the early modern literature on stale 
bread, semantically imbued with bread’s patina, unlike in today’s scientific lit-
erature, where the spoiling of bread is treated as a major problem.15 That bread 
can become waste is a modern idea contingent on its existing in linear time.

Rather than being transformed into a subsidiary product, stale bread, widely 
available, was promoted as a universal remedy. It was lauded in medical trea-
tises for its health benefits, particularly in aiding digestion during an illness. 
French agronomist Pons Augustin Alletz (1703–1785), for example, reported 
that patients with dysentery benefited from panade, a soup made with crumbled 
stale bread.16 Medical usages of stale bread extended to cataplasms (poultices) 
applied externally to reduce the inflammation of leg ulcers or to fight gan-
grene.17 In his manual on rural economy, another French agronomist, Louis 
Liger (1658–1717), attested to the practice of giving stale bread to ailing ani-
mals by prescribing it for horses refusing to eat because of buccal lesions.18 A few 
decades later, a book of recipes for treating equine illnesses advised substituting 
stale bread for oats to reinvigorate a depleted horse.19 

Belief in the ability of stale bread to sustain the body in periods of illness and 
food scarcity or deprivation was built into French carceral laws. Article 25 of sec-
tion 13 of the criminal code introduced in 1670, and which remained in force 
until the Revolution, stipulated that prisoners be given only bread and water.20 
A commentary published in 1767 on the original code specified that the bread 
should be stale from the previous day’s bake and distributed by the bakers 
themselves every other day.21 It should be noted that the benefits of stale bread 
were mostly associated in the literature with some form of distress and were not 
always said to surpass those of fresh bread. Under normal circumstances, the 
author of Les éclairs du sentiment (1798) argued, stale bread’s lack of moisture 
could irritate the stomach.22 

The medical benefits of stale bread’s “neutral” and “colorless” mode also 
appeared in the growing literature on children’s education in eighteenth-
century France, where it was promoted as a source of gentle nourishment. In 
his essay Les enfans élevés dans l’ordre de la nature (Children Raised According to 
Nature), published in 1774, Jean-Louis de Fourcroy (1717–1799) advised moth-
ers to spread honey on stale bread to coax a fussy eater into accepting food.23 
Caroline-Stéphanie-Félicité, Madame de Genlis (1746–1830), who theorized 
children’s education, integrated stale bread into her educational praxis. In 
early childhood, she argued, “milk bread rolls are not healthy, the best kind of 
bread is homemade, and stale bread is the healthiest. Fresh bread should never 
be eaten.”24 A daily routine recorded in Revolutionary France attests to the 
popularity of stale bread for the proper raising of young schoolchildren. It was 
the sole food served to them at breakfast, where they would dip it in orangeade, a 
mixture of water, sugar, and orange juice, which they would drink afterward.25

As the degree zero of subsistence, stale bread was closely associated with the 
image of the struggling artist, a connection that appeared in a genre painting 
by Étienne Jeaurat (1699–1789). In a street scene he exhibited at the Salon of 
1755 with two other paintings, one depicting a painter’s studio, Jeaurat showed 
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an artist abjectly moving out of a neighborhood he could no longer afford to 
live in.26 Wearing a tricorn and with a paint-dotted palette still in his hand, he 
rides with his meager possessions—an easel, some picture frames, a sword—in 
a small wagon pushed and pulled by a handful of people, including children, 
with a frail-looking dog trailing below. Now lost, like many of the petits sujets that 
Jeaurat painted, the original 33-by-43-inch composition is known through a 
print engraved by Claude Augustin Duflos (1700–1786) in 1756–57 (fig. 1).

The departing painter dejectedly turns his head in the direction of two angry 
merchants: a wine seller (like Jeaurat’s own father), giving him an earful while 
pointing an accusatory finger, and a woman baker, seen from the back, her 
hands planted angrily at her waist and two long bread loaves nestled under one 
arm.27 Seated behind the artist is a woman of similar age, likely his wife, who 
responds to their reprimands by extending her two empty hands. In a prepa-
ratory drawing that seems to have been made from life, Jeaurat had already 
distilled the resolute stance of the woman baker and developed the fullness of 
the loaf that, with carefully placed marks of white chalk, gains volume as it pro-
trudes from under her arm and from the flatness of the sheet of paper (fig. 2). 
The destitution of the artist forced out of his neighborhood is telescoped in 
this group of two mirroring couples. Jeaurat attests to the man’s ruin by evok-
ing his inability, over some time, to afford wine, which, though usually drunk 
watered down, “gladdens the heart,” and bread, the lowest common denomina-
tor of subsistence.28

Fig. 1
Claude Augustin 
Duflos, engraver, 
after Étienne Jeaurat, 
Déménagement d’un 
peintre, 1756–57. 
Etching and engraving, 
13 7/8 × 16 1/2 inches  
(35.4 × 41.8 cm). The 
Trustees of the British 
Museum, London 
(1895,078.4). © The 
Trustees of the  
British Museum.  
CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.
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Artists’ Manuals

The discursive emergence of stale bread in artists’ manuals published in France 
during the early modern period revolves around the work of a publisher active 
between 1735 and 1784, Charles-Antoine Jombert (1712–1784). An inheritor of 
the Jombert publishing dynasty, he developed an interest in art, attending sales 
and assembling a collection that comprised, when he sold it in 1776, paint-
ings, sculptures, and works on paper, including nearly five hundred drawings 
by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French artists. Excluded from the sale 
were over two thousand works on paper by prominent French engraver Charles-
Nicolas Cochin (1715–1790), which Jombert kept until his death.29 He was 
involved in art as a publisher as well, flooding the Parisian market with original 
texts, re-editions, and expansions of manuals in which he also had a hand. This 
body of texts contributed to popularizing and demystifying studio practices, 
developing a vision charted by De Piles in his Elemens de la peinture pratique 
(Elements of Practical Painting; fig. 3). In that short text, published in Paris in 
1684, de Piles, who is better known today for his theoretical writings, advocated 
for a more liberal dissemination of what he called the petites connoissances (prac-
tical know-how) that artists acquired and developed and that they would share 
among themselves: “Almost no painter refuses to impart the kinds of useful tips 
that artists ask for when they need them.”30

De Piles claimed to have created his 1684 manual in response to many artists’ 
expressed desire for greater access to this practical knowledge.31 His answer 
took the form of a modest 96-page octavo printed with large type and gener-
ous margins. A manual replete with studio secrets—the kind of publication 
De Piles envisioned in 1684—would appear in a significant way in France only 
in the mid-eighteenth century. As Ann Massing pointed out in her contribution 

Fig. 2
Étienne Jeaurat, 

Study of Two Women, 
ca. 1755. Black chalk, 

heightened with white, 
on gray paper, 8 7/16 × 

13 3/8 inches (21.5 × 34 
cm). The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New 
York, Purchase, 

Bequest of Helen Hay 
Whitney, by exchange, 
1995 (1995.185). © The 
Metropolitan Museum 

of Art.
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to the 1995 conference “Historical Painting Techniques, Materials, and Studio 
Practice,” it took time for the genre to develop: prior to the creation of the 
Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, guilds were the primary artists’ orga-
nizations, and guilds encouraged a culture of secrecy around their members’ 
practices.32 

Jombert subsumed the content of De Piles’s Elemens de la peinture pratique under 
an edition that he himself revised, expanded, and published in 1766 (fig. 4). 
In the first pages of the body text, Jombert wrote that the goal of the publica-
tion was to instruct readers in the “execution” of painting as a “mechanical” 

Fig. 3
Frontispiece and 
opening page of 
preface in Roger de 
Piles, Les premiers 
elemens de la peinture 
pratique (Paris: Nicolas 
Langlois, 1684).  
© Source gallica.bnf.fr/
Bibliothèque nationale 
de France.

Fig. 4
Frontispiece and page 

3 in Roger de Piles 
and Charles-Antoine 

Jombert, Élémens 
de peinture pratique: 

Par M. De Piles, de 
l’Académie Royale de 
Peinture & Sculpture, 

new and expanded 
edition (Amsterdam: 

Charles-Antoine 
Jombert, 1766).  

© Source gallica.bnf.fr/
Bibliothèque nationale 

de France.
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practice.33 This augmented re-edition of De Piles’s original text marked a turn-
ing point in making the material reality of the artist’s studio public by bringing 
studio secrets into discursive existence. In her survey of artists’ manuals pub-
lished in France between 1600 and 1800, Massing considered Jombert’s edition 

“the most important and informative collection of recipes on French painting 
technique of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.”34 

One point to clarify, however, is that most of Jombert’s 1766 edition was not from 
De Piles’s 1684 text; Jombert added about 250 pages to De Piles’s 96. Moreover, 
Jombert did not simply add to De Piles’s text; he replaced it. This intervention 
was substantive and strategic, so much so that I believe it qualifies as a Derridian 
supplement, a concept Jacques Derrida developed around a 1762 text by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) to account for the “strange unity” of experience 
and theory wherein writing, by replacing practice, ascribes to it an emptiness, a 
lack.35 By cleverly displacing De Piles within what had originally been De Piles’s 
own text, Jombert was taking his place as the authority on the nascent writing 
genre of studio practices. He himself thought of the 1684 text as a supplement 
to De Piles’s earlier and more famous 1667 Cours de peinture par principes (The 
Principles of Painting), structured, as the later work was, on a series of embed-
ded texts that articulated the discursive emergence of praxis: “This small book 
[Elemens de la peinture pratique] about the practice of painting was originally com-
posed by Mr. de Piles to serve as a supplement to his Cours de peinture par princi-
pes in which he neglected to instruct those who want to practice this fine art on 
all the preparations and tools required to work at it.”36 Jombert’s expansion of 
De Piles’s text thus supplements it, both adding to and replacing it. By ascribing a 
lack to it, Jombert also paradoxically affirms the beginnings of the ascendency 
of writing over praxis as the dominant mode of relaying knowledge—discourse 
supplanting the material transmission of the processes it describes.

De Piles’s original Elemens de la peinture pratique contained two mentions of bread. 
One referred to a technique for transferring a drawing onto vellum using silver-
point, which could be erased, if changes were needed, with a piece of bread.37 
Jombert repeated this passage nearly verbatim in his re-edition, but he specified 
the use of stale bread, a detail De Piles had omitted.38 The definition of mie de 
pain (the crumb of the loaf) in a practical manual of architectural drawing by 
Claude-Mathieu Delagardette (1762–1805) suggests that references to mie de pain 
as an erasing tool would imply stale bread: “MIE de pain; serves to clean, by gen-
tly rubbing a piece on the drawing; it must be of stale bread, otherwise it makes 
the paper greasy.”39 In his only other mention of bread, De Piles reassured begin-
ners by emphasizing that bread could help them undo mistakes. He encouraged 
them to work with pencil at first because “it can be erased whenever you want by 
gently rubbing it with bread crumbs: in this manner you may easily correct and 
change your work.”40 Jombert lifted this passage into the second, 1755, edition of 
his own manual, Nouvelle méthode pour apprendre le dessin sans maître (New Method 
for Learning to Draw without an Instructor), a 156-page expansion of the original 
37-page text of the same title he had published in 1740.41 

The emotional benefits associated with using stale bread in the margins of the 
studio were expanded upon in Jombert’s 1766 re-edition of De Piles’s 1684 text. 
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Jombert increased from two to ten the number of passages that discuss bread as 
an eraser used to clean unwanted marks from works and tools, effectively revers-
ing time.42 Among the various operations of erasure that surface in Jombert’s 
exposé on studio secrets, those carried out by pastelists were said to alleviate the 
distress caused by dissatisfaction with preliminary work: “[Pastel] can be easily 
retouched and erased, and as many times as you wish, because you can effort-
lessly remove with a little bit of stale bread the places about which you are not 
happy, and then work over them” (fig. 5).43 Everywhere one looked in the French 
studio as its confines were made visible discursively, stale bread was discreetly 
circulating, neutralizing mistakes, reassuring anxious beginners, and averting 
the panic triggered by a wrong mark. 

The second function that stale bread performed as an artist’s tool was to 
remove underdrawing and clean dirty surfaces and tools as part of the regular 
artistic process. A 1743 drawing manual by Nicolas Buchotte (1673–1757) that 
Jombert published in an expanded edition in 1754 provides a definition of the 
verb “décrasser,” literally, to de-grime: “To degrime a drawing is, after having 
drawn the lines in pencil and India ink or carmine, rubbing it with stale bread 
to remove the traces of pencil.”44 Delagardette reprised Buchotte’s definition 
in his architectural drawing manual mentioned above, simplifying it by stating 
that to degrime a drawing was to remove any superfluous pencil lines with 
stale bread.45

Other degriming usages of stale bread included the removal of residues left 
during the processes of tracing and pouncing. Amateurs and artisans who used 
these methods were thus comforted in the knowledge that the transfer process 
would not leave its mark on the surface and betray their reliance on it. In a 1686 
drawing manual published in Paris and created specifically for the produc-
tion of miniature paintings of flowers and birds, Catherine Perrot (b. 1620) 
highlighted two such usages, seemingly expanding on De Piles’s first mention 
of bread, further linking bread to the emotional support of beginners while 

Fig. 5
Page 20 in Roger de 
Piles and Charles-
Antoine Jombert, 
Élémens de peinture 
pratique: Par M. De 
Piles, de l’Académie 
Royale de Peinture & 
Sculpture, new and 
expanded edition 
(Amsterdam: Charles-
Antoine Jombert, 1766). 
© Source gallica.bnf.fr/
Bibliothèque nationale 
de France.



emphasizing its ability to prevent the spoiling of the surface. “If you do not 
know how to draw, you will rub the underside or reverse of the print or drawing 
that you want to paint in miniature in graphite, red chalk, black chalk, or char-
coal, after which you will lightly pass a piece of bread over the reverse side that 
you have rubbed, so that there is no black powder left which could spoil your 
vellum” (fig. 6).46 In L’art du brodeur (The Art of the Embroiderer), Charles-Germain 
de Saint-Aubin (1721–1786), who was a close friend of Jombert, explained how 
stale bread was used after the “ordering” of an embroidery, a reference to the 
process by which a design is transferred to cloth by means of a pouncing stencil: 

“When the piece of fabric is entirely ordered, it must be brushed, or rubbed with 
finely crumbled stale bread, to remove the rest of the pounce that would tarnish 
the fabric or silks while working” (fig. 7).47 
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Fig. 6
Pages 3 and 4 in 
Catherine Perrot, Les 
leçons royales ou la 
maniere de peindre en 
miniature les fleurs 
& les oyseaux, par 
l’explication des livres 
de fleurs & d’oyseaux 
de feu Nicolas Robert 
fleuriste (Paris:  
J. B. Nego, 1686). © 
Source gallica.bnf.fr/
Bibliothèque nationale 
de France.

Fig. 7
Frontispiece and page 

5 in Charles-Germain 
de Saint-Aubin, L’art 

du brodeur (Paris: L.-F. 
Delatour, 1770).  

© Source gallica.bnf.fr/
Bibliothèque nationale 

de France.
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The degriming properties of stale bread were also effective in the cleaning of 
tools used to crush pigments, a chore that, by the second half of the eighteenth 
century, was mostly done by color merchants like Jean-Félix Watin (b. 1728). In 
the revised edition of his influential manual for painters, gilders, and varnish-
ers, published in Paris in 1773, Watin explained how he kept bread that was no 
longer fresh but not too stale, either—a state he referred to as “passably ten-
der”—to clean the grinding stone and disc (molette) when oil had been added 
during the grinding process.48 This cleaning operation, which Watin insisted 
had to be done before the oily colored residue dried on the tools, involved rub-
bing breadcrumbs on the affected surfaces until the crumbs became “tiny rolls” 
and no trace of color remained.49 

Reversing Time

The erasing functions of stale bread in the artist’s studio echoed the circular 
existence of bread itself. It was well known that stale bread could be refreshed 
numerous times, albeit for a shorter period every time. Liger marveled at the 
ability of stale bread to regain some of its “goodness” after being reheated in 
the oven; it had to be “eaten promptly,” however, otherwise it would worsen.50 
The author of the manual for the good fermière, cited earlier, cautioned that 
stale bread, once revived, would become “worse than before” if it were not eaten 
right away, a warning that had been published in 1662, nearly a century earlier, 
in a gardening book issued in Paris.51 Bread’s chemistry enabled it to return to 
prior states of freshness and staleness. Bread time-traveled, but with each return 
voyage, time accelerated.

A diagram generated by Google Ngram Viewer, while it does not take into 
account all the manuals reviewed here, provides a rough visualization of the 
frequency with which the term “pain rassis” occurs in documents digitized by 
Google Books (fig. 8).52 The diagram captures the impact of De Piles’s 1684 
manual and of Jombert’s publications, which propelled the discursive emer-
gence of stale bread. While some of the upticks reflect the publication of various 
dictionaries, the appreciable spike in the 1850s signals a boost in attention to 
the chemistry of stale bread, and more specifically to the science behind its 
capacity to be rejuvenated. This wave of interest in the reversibility of bread’s 
aging process began on January 1, 1852, when French chemist Jean-Baptiste 

Fig. 8
Relative frequency 
of occurrence of the 
term pain rassis found 
in Google Books, 
1600–1900. Chart 
generated by Google 
Ngram Viewer,  
https://books.google 
.com/ngrams.



Boussingault (1802–1887) published the results of his experiments on the 
molecular transformation of bread as it cycles between staleness and freshness.53 
Boussingault’s article prompted a slew of publications in France, Britain, and 
North America on the chemistry of bread and its powers of transmutation and 
was a touchstone in its field for many years.54 In his 1875 Report on Vienna Bread, 
written after the Vienna International Exhibition of 1873, American scien-
tist Eben Norton Horsford (1818–1893) revisited Boussingault’s experiment, 
reminding readers that Boussingault had been able to put a single loaf of bread 
through this renewal process forty times.55 

Using stale bread to turn back the clock in the French studio echoed the 
widespread practice, which still exists today, of using bread, fresh and stale, to 
clean paintings sullied by the effects of time.56 In 1625, for instance, Simone 
Laghi used bread, sometimes moistened, to restore Michelangelo’s frescoes in 
the Sistine Chapel, as reported by Gianluigi Colalucci while he was leading the 
1980–94 restoration.57 French art historian Émile Bayard (1868–1937) recol-
lected in 1921 that at the end of the nineteenth century, the restorers of the 
Paris Opera had cleaned the painted ceilings with unmoistened stale bread, 
safely degriming the images without removing what he called the “patina of 
time”: “Let’s not forget that if the true patina of time holds, some grime, which 
should not be mistaken for artifice, can be removed with a light cleaning. . . . It 
is . . . possible to clean (décrasser) a painting with stale bread without the use of 
water, a process used to clean the paintings on the ceiling of the Opéra de Paris 
about thirty years ago, and without risk.”58 

Tirelessly Active

To be clear, stale bread was never essential to the artistic processes with which 
it was associated, for its erasing and cleaning functions could be and were 
performed by other materials. In 1766 Jombert noted that either stale bread or 
a white cloth could be used for erasing in a preparatory sketch: “This sketch is 
made . . . with a piece of light charcoal . . . that can easily be erased by gentle 
rubbing with a white, dry cloth, or with stale bread.”59 What artists’ manuals 
suggest, however, is that stale bread was an overdetermined choice for this 
task. It was deployed as an art tool during the early stages of the pictorial 
process—to undo mistakes about which artists were “not happy,” as Jombert put 
it—and, years afterward, in the later life of a painting, to remove accumulated 
grime. Stale bread provided emotional support through its reassuring presence 
alongside the creative magma and anxiety that arose at the beginning of a work, 
when the painting’s coming into being was still uncertain and, after much time 
had elapsed, when viewers contemplated the prospect of that same work’s decay. 

While bread generally bookended the lifetime of an artwork, the use of stale 
bread as an erasing and degriming tool remained mostly invisible until its 
discursive emergence in French artists’ manuals. For instance, stale bread was 
not among the tools typically represented in pictures of the artist’s studio: 
Jeaurat did not include it in the 1755 depiction of the painter’s studio that he 
exhibited together with his painting of the destitute artist thrown into the 
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streets, previously discussed.60 What the discursive emergence of stale bread 
did was to make visible the prosaic aspect of the creative process. Similarly, the 
added function that stale bread acquired when it joined the ranks of art tools 
and materials was rarely addressed. It came into focus, however, in a passage of 
an 1885 novel by Roger Ballu (1852–1908) about Jacques Damery, a fictitious 
painter born in 1857 (and not the real seventeenth-century printmaker whose 
name he shares): “Throughout the day, he nibbled distractedly on the stale 
bread that was intended to erase black chalk from paper.”61 This moment of con-
flating the uses of stale bread attests to the ubiquitous presence of the substance 
as an ordinary drawing tool after being diverted from its nourishing function. 
Ballu, who had been promoted to the position of inspecteur général des beaux-
arts (fine arts commissioner) for the French government in 1883, was familiar 
with the inner workings of artists’ studios.62 He may even have witnessed artists 
absorbed in making preparatory drawings grab a piece of stale bread and bring 
it to their mouths instead of to unwanted marks in their sketches. In this act of 
absent-minded consumption, the artist imagined by Ballu slid stale bread along 
its ontological spectrum, prompting it to oscillate between its identity as food 
and as chalk eraser. 

At the beginning of this essay, I proposed considering the operations that 
stale bread performed in France during the early modern period as the zero 
degree of subsistence, following Barthes’s notion. But, as Ryan Bishop and 
Sunil Manghani point out in their book Zero Degree Seeing (2019), “Zero degree 
writing for Barthes was always an impossibility.”63 In the same book, artist Victor 
Burgin examines the generative function of the notion of neutrality in Barthes’s 
thinking about writing: “In, albeit paradoxically, ‘opposing oppositions’ the 
neutral is never quiescent, it is tirelessly active.”64 The labor bread performed in 
the French studio expanded to its global circulation as a staple of French uni-
versalism, activating the “neutrality” of bread as the zero degree of subsistence 
in colonial and settler colonial contexts, in the form of Mexican bollilo bread, 
Indigenous bannock bread, Vietnamese bánh mì, etc. Thus, I return to the 
usages of stale bread in artist’s studio, concerned with what it is that stale bread 
accomplishes, with how it is “tirelessly active.” One of the critical elements here, 
of course, is the capacity of bread to replace everything else. Stale bread entered 
the studio endowed with an extended life and added function that could 
effectively reverse time, providing reassurance to artists as they worked. It was 
chosen as a gentle eraser of mistakes, as an antidote to the destructive impulses 
of frustration triggered by a wrong line or a stain. What this functionality makes 
clear is that French bread is, indeed, “tirelessly active,” and its global prolifera-
tion demands that we examine what lives in the shadows, beyond the confines of 
the visible, as bread degrimes the world. 
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