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ABSTRACT
For my senior thesis, I held a solo exhibition in the Patterson Gallery on Penn
State’s campus titled “Magical Golden Singing Cheeses.” The works in the exhibition are
a series of projected looping animations of food drawings that I rendered with a brush
and ink, and colorized and animated digitally.
Although it is foremost a necessity for survival, food has been fetishized in
contemporary culture. My historical research here focuses on the television cartoons of
the 80’s and 90’s. The presence of these cartoons during the formative years of the
millennial generation has caused the internalization of food as an emotionally charged
object. I want to explore the unhealthy psychological implications of this phenomenon
with regards to the mental and physical health of the millennial generation. By
confronting the viewer with illustrations of food in this fetishized light, I hope to blur the
line between visual and appetite stimulation.
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Introduction
In an episode of Ren and Stimpy titled “Magical Golden Singing Cheeses,” the
eponymous dog and cat are recast as peasants in a storybook era ala the Middle Ages.
Residing in a hut marked “Ye Olde Dirt Smith,” they writhe around on the floor in
starvation, awaiting their impending death. These kinds of stakes were not uncommon for
the controversial show, which aired on Nickelodeon from 1991 to 1995 and was best
known for its thematic elements and off-color jokes. The original creator of the show,
John Kricfalusi, failed to conform to the commercial, more lucrative writing style begged
of him by the executives at Nickelodeon, and his contract was terminated in 1992
(Aronstein, 1.) This particular episode, the 8th in season 4, was written long after
Kricfalusi’s tenure with the show, but still included an abundance of the violence and
“booger humor” that became his trademarks.
After an episode’s worth of such folly, Ren and Stimpy obtain cheese wheels
that they plan on consuming to satisfy their hunger. However, as they take their first bite,
a curse that had been placed upon the cheeses is broken, and their almost-meal reverts
back to its original form: a pair of “Princesses. Milk Curd Princesses,” donning both
womanly curves and faces dripping in creamy milk curd goodness. Our protagonists are
forced to marry the princesses and the episode ends abruptly, leaving the viewer with
little time before commercial break to digest the surreal irony that they’ve watched play
out.
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The magical, golden, singing cheese is an amalgamation of need and want,
nutrition and pleasure, food and sex. This dangerous duality, when introduced to cartoon
anthropomorphs as well as actual humans, causes confusion between emotional triggers
and physical ones. To put it in simpler terms, people end up eating for the wrong reasons.
This behavior, although sometimes stable, can also lead to cycles of bingeing and
fasting, the building blocks of an eating disorder. While most addictions are in theory
curable, what sets food addiction apart from alcoholism or drug addiction is the necessity
of the substance for our survival. We cannot employ rehabilitating practices such as
weaning, abstinence, or placebos when trying to overcome unhealthy eating behaviors,
because that would deprive us of a basic human need.
According to a survey by the American Psychological Association, these
behaviors are more common among the millennial generation than any other. 50% of
millennials (18-34 years olds) claim that they have eaten too much or eaten unhealthily as
a result of stress in the past month, compared to 36% of generation x-ers (35-48 year
olds,) 36% of baby boomers (49-67 year olds,) and 19% of matures (68 years or older)
(APA, 4.) “Eating too much” and “eating unhealthily” not only reap the adverse health
effects of a poor diet, but also create feelings of guilt, shame, and poor body image.
My art exhibition, which showed in the Patterson Gallery from March 31st to
April 5th, explored the connection between the visually stimulating and the appetizing
that contributes to my generation’s food conundrum. With the 90’s cartoon aesthetic as a
base for much of the work, I wanted to test the limits of what can spark the appetite – a
circle meant to represent a pancake, a square meant to represent a slice of cheese, a shiny
amorphous blob denoted by three squiggly lines. The following paper and analysis of the
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exhibition will explain my process and my intended result, as well as the science behind
the phenomenon of emotional eating that has the potential to damage the physical and
mental well-being of myself and my peers.
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Contemporary Food Representation
In cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead’s paper, “The Factor of Food Habits,”
she categorizes changes in Americans’ attitudes towards food into four groups: Changes
dictated by morals (Certain foods are bad for you; certain foods harm animals,) changes
that are socially desirable (Certain foods will make you seem masculine or high-class,)
changes sanctioned by science (Certain foods will help lower your cholesterol,) and
changes that are forced (Certain foods are fed to you by your mother; certain foods are
unaffordable) (Mead, 137-138.) While the potential outcomes of these changes may seem
mundane and innocuous, they actually can create peculiar, flat-out ludicrous eating
habits, worthy of mention by “Ripley’s Believe It Or Not.”
In ancient Rome, citywide feasts lasted for hours on end and included exotic
delicacies and live entertainment. Although the legendary “vomitoria” (rooms set aside
for Romans to vomit in before going back for seconds) are nothing but lore, the feasts
were still opulent, class-defining events (Ancient History Blog, 1.) Flash forward twenty
centuries, and the coveted “Ramen Burger,” available once a week at the Brooklyn Flea
Market, has conjured a line of over a hundred people at 7:45 am, anxious to pay their $8
and publish their meals on social media (Paz, 1.)
While these values placed on consumption seem extreme, they in some way
parallel the value that the “Magical Golden Singing Cheeses” placed on consumption by
making it synonymous with a pair of eligible bachelorettes. Anyone who watched that
episode with their cereal on a Saturday morning is subject to changes in attitude about
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food, and it’s no surprise that the generation most likely to have done so is the same
generation that invented the Ramen Burger.
Children of the Millennial generation (sometimes referred to as Generation Y,)
most notable for their apathy, irony, and narcissistic digital presence, will have watched
on average 15,000 hours of television by the end of their high school careers (Jeffrey,
41.) The formative years for this generation, the 80’s and 90’s, were when that Ren and
Stimpy episode aired, and are what some refer to as the golden age of animated
television.
When a segment that played reruns of the more popular shows from this era
premiered in 2011, it gained the top 5 out of 10 spots in a weekly ranking of shows based
on related internet traffic (Stelter, 1.) 80’s and 90’s cartoons are constantly perpetuated in
nostalgia, in everything from graphic apparel lines to the increasingly popular “Buzzfeed
Lists,” examples being “18 Cartoons
From The 90’s You Probably Forgot
Existed,” “13 Iconic 90’s Cartoon
Character Outfits Recreated,” and
interestingly enough, “19 CartoonThemed Foods and Snacks From The
90’s You Might Not Remember”
(Buzzfeed, 1.)
Many of these beloved cartoons elevate the role of food from prop to supporting
character, and several case studies are worth citing in demonstrating the extent of this.

6

The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, which was syndicated by local channels from
1987 to 1989 and then picked up by CBS for six seasons, features pizza in every episode
(Lammle, 1.) One of the turtles’ main personality traits is “pizza-loving,” and verbal
affirmations of pizza as reward sneak their way into dialogue: “It’s scarfing time!” “I
think I’ll have my reward smothered
with pepperoni and hot fudge.” “Now
this is what I call a special treat!”
Rugrats, which ran for nine seasons on
Nickelodeon from 1991 to 2004, uses the
“cookie” as an object of desire and a
debilitating vice for one of the main
characters, with an entire episode (“No
More Cookies!”) dedicated to the
subject. Hey Arnold! featured an episode
about an eating competition, the winner
of which was celebrated by the city. The
live-action Good Burger was a
Nickelodeon film from 1997 that also had a focus on food. The main advertisement for
the film was the poster seen above, with a giant cheeseburger placed arbitrarily behind
the protagonists, not the mention the creation of the proper noun “GOOD BURGER,”
which sends a pretty strong food-positive message. Finally, a reoccurring character in
Ren and Stimpy named “Powered Toast Man” was a superhero whose both saved helpless
kittens and replenished Ren’s and Stimpy’s powdered toast supply. Again, we see this
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confluence of desirable character traits in combination with the presence of food items,
speaking to social expectations and falling under Mead’s 2nd type of attitudinal change.
The Ren and Stimpy episode that I chose as the namesake of my exhibition serves
as just another example of this insidious and storied fetishization of food that it attempts
to bring to light.
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The Brain on Cartoons
A lot of the feedback that I received during the creation and exhibition process
was that the pieces “made [the viewer] hungry.” I found it interesting that much of the
food imagery was symbolic, almost hieroglyphic in nature, and still somehow served as a
physical trigger.
The “craving” itself, while ostensibly an expression of hunger, is more often than
not a culturally recognized product of emotion. There is no word for “craving” in
Egyptian and Arabic that doesn’t pertain exclusively to pregnant women, who crave
nutritional fulfillment as opposed to emotional fulfillment (Hill, 281.) On the other end of
the spectrum, Western society has synonyms for craving like “hankering,” which comes
from the Dutch “hankeren,” meaning to hang, and was originally used in reference to
one’s lover (Dictionary, 1.)
A doctor in health sciences at the University of Queensland, Professor David
Kavanagh, developed the Elaborated Intrusion theory of desire, arguing that sensory
imagery at any level of vividness can be enough to catalyze a craving (Kavanagh, 3.) A
series of cognitive processes filters the imagery through preconceived notions and
memories and turns it into a very vivid experience, similar to the act of eating itself. The
“Elaborated” aspect of this theory means that when provided with any cue (the word
“bread”) we will internally elaborate on it (the smell of bread in the oven, the sound of
bread baking, the taste, etc.) (Kavanagh, 5.) Therefore, our brains fill in the gaps that
cartoons leave out. The phenomenon of the viewers at my show feeling “hungry” was
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mostly a cognitive process - seeing a triangle and three circles that represent pizza and
mentally turning it into a hot, gooey slice sitting right in front of them.
Our ability to turn what we see into what we want reveals itself in the choices we
make about food everyday. A 2008 study on the effect of commercials on childrens’
snack choices found that the most effective means of making children choose foods
without added sugar is to show them commercials for nutritionally valuable food items
(this method was made even more effective by the presence of an adult nearby to offer
positive analysis and discussion) (Galst, 938.) The food habits that we develop as
children will dictate our habits later in life, which can mean that all the “fun food”
marketing we are shown early on will
result in the notion of “fun food” later.
Perhaps it is no surprise that the children
who grew up watching the Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles obsess over pizza
are the ones now donning their
apartments in pizza string lights.
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The Exhibition
“Magical Golden Singing Cheeses,” the art exhibit, featured drawings, paintings,
and animations that I created over the course of the semester. Much of the work was
drawn with a graphic line reminiscent of the cartoons that inspired them. I achieved this
effect with a brush and india ink, which served as the medium for most of the show.
The first food drawing that I made was ultimately inspired by an online computer

game that I remembered from my childhood called “Chef’s Mystery Special.” The
objective of the game was to click on a green, plastic tray and watch an unnerving lunch
lady drop a scoop of mystery meat onto it. The game rotated through around ten possible
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types of mystery meat at random, and then looped. There was no difficulty or real
objective; the “game” was all action followed by visual reward.
I was fascinated by several aspects of this. First, the cartoon food items managed
to make me strangely hungry, even though their intention was to appear unappetizing and
gross. Second, the purpose of the lunch tray had shifted from utility to platform for
decoration. I loved the idea of using it as a canvas instead of a carrier. I drew a tray and
filled it with food items, some recognizable and some “mystery specials.” I took a photo
of the drawing, digitally added color, and discovered a “hue adjustment bar” in
Photoshop that allowed me to change the hue of all the colors that I had chosen. Dragging
the bar from left to right and seeing the spectrum of colors shift at my controlled speed
was very exciting to watch, so I duplicated the image multiple times after moving the bar
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at certain increments and created an animation out of all the duplications, like a rainbow
flipbook.
After being very pleased with the result, I began to think of other “food fields”
that I could create. I drew and animated a pizza, a tray of cookies, a casserole dish, and a
griddle of breakfast foods.
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I wanted to continue exploring the shapes that had no name but contained
elements of certain food items, such as ravioli scalloping or chicken finger crust. I cut a
large sheet of white paper and filled it with these shapes, none of them identical. Through
their quantity and variety, I wanted to mirror personal thought processes that I’ve had
when encountering buffets (trying one of everything, taking one sweet thing for every
salty thing, etc.)
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In developing this language of shape, I began to think about the cyclicality of
habit and the ways that one habit can feed into another. For example, alcoholism might
yield a habit of making bad choices, which might yield a habit of feeling ashamed. In
some ways, everything we do is all a part of our own personal cycles. These cycles reveal
themselves in the way we communicate with others, so I added text to a few drawings in
the hopes of being able to convey some of the communicative devices I use to describe
my own habits. I also hoped that the text would help to create some semblance of a
narrative in the drawing. “I Think I’m Just Gonna Go,” and “Haha, Oh MAN… SHIT.”
were two that I included in the show.
The increasing dominance of these simple, obsessive shapes in my work
eventually warranted a counter. As interested as I was in their abilities to produce hunger,
I was equally in awe of the other end of the spectrum – the zoomed-in lusciousness of the
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foods themselves. Why is it that vivid, oozing cheese and warm colors makes us hungry?
I found photos of the gooiest foods that I had taken over the course of the past year, and
painted them with acrylics. In the series were a breakfast sandwich, fries with a selection
of condiments, and a ribbon of mustard atop a slice of cheese. I named these three
pictures after the context in which
I had eaten them: “The Last Meal
Before Leaving State College,”
“The Morning Before The Best
Show Of The Semester,” and “On
The F Train.” I not only wanted
to bring each painting to reality,
but also ensure the viewer that I
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had experienced and eaten the food, and didn’t merely come across them while searching
for “#foodporn” on Tumblr.
During the creation of “Magical Golden Singing Cheeses,” I personally
discovered the extent to which the imagery from my childhood has worked its way into
my daily life. “Chef’s Mystery Special,” a game that I played several times when I was
bored at my Grandparents’ house, had apparently stuck with me in ways that were hard to
explain until I did so visually. I hope that my body of work elicits a physical response in
the viewers that they recognize as more than just a “craving.” I hope they, instead, will
see it as a hankering for a lover unlike any other, with a molten cheesy center.
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