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The Influence of Epicurus on Brillat-Savarin’s The Physiology of Taste

Tomoko MIYAGAWA

7 Abstract N
Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin’s The Physiology of Taste (Physiologie du goiit, 1825) contains a subtly provoca-
tive quotation from Jean-Louis Alibert’s The Physiology of the Passions (Physiologie des Passions, 1825). While
Alibert condemned gluttony and praised the Pythagorean ideal of moderation—criticizing Epicurus for his
advocacy of pleasure—Brillat-Savarin appropriated a portion of Alibert’s dialogue and employed it in a com-
pletely opposite sense, using it to legitimize the enjoyment of food. This study explores the reasons behind Brillat-
Savarin’s subversive reinterpretation and examines the influence of Epicurean philosophy in The Physiology of
Taste.

A close reading of the text reveals several affinities between Brillat-Savarin’s reflections on sleep, dreams, and
death and those of Epicurus. During the Enlightenment and early nineteenth century, Lucretius’s De Rerum
Natura—the poetic expression of Epicurean materialism—was widely read in France and frequently translated.
Given Brillat-Savarin’s broad literary culture, it is highly plausible that he was familiar with these works. His
citation of Alibert should therefore be understood not only as a critique of religiously grounded temperance, but
also as a subtle affirmation of Epicurean values.

Rejecting superstition and approaching the study of human life from a scientific perspective, Brillat-Savarin
refrains from any overt criticism of religion in his discussion of death, yet lightly dispels the fear of death instilled
by religious teachings. Beneath the light and playful tone of The Physiology of Taste, interwoven with numerous
anecdotes about food, a hidden materialist thinker clearly emerges—one whose philosophical outlook resonates
closely with that of Lucretius.
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