
 
The latter half of the nineteenth century was a ‘Golden Age’ of glittering grand hotels 

and lavish restaurants, where service, food and décor were not limited so much by cost, 

or even taste, but by imagination and ostentation. In England, King Edward VII dined 

out regularly, usually at the Savoy run by César Ritz and chef Auguste Escoffier — in 

such a ‘devoutly monarchical age’ high society eagerly followed the King’s lead.1 In 

America, restaurant-goers created staged finery. Women wearing the long, sweeping 

dresses typical of the late nineteenth century would find themselves ‘swanning’ down 

majestic sets of stairs in order to reach their tables.2 Capitalists grown wealthy through 

trade sought out restaurants in order to display newly learned society skills. 

Restaurateurs engineered glorious and fantastic dining extravaganzas that were 

gustatory paeans to the ostentation of the diner. The world grew smaller through 

increased communication and easier transportation and chefs could easily access foods 

from all over the world. New Zealand lamb, cheese and butter (because of refrigerated 

shipping) were available in English and American larders. 

[http://www.maryevans.com/search.php – Dinner at the Savoy 1912] 

 Restaurants not only developed along with society but they reflected the changes 

in fashion brought about by immense prosperity. Décor reflected the growing fascination 

with new technological developments, with restaurants among the earliest places to 

feature elevators powered by hydraulics, as well as air conditioning, steam ovens and 

electric lighting.3 From a cuisine angle, it was a new age that featured a new type of 

chef. Son of a blacksmith, apprenticed at thirteen to his uncle a chef followed by a stint 

in the military, Georges Auguste Escoffier came to fame at the Le Petit Moulin Rouge 

before helping to establish the Savoy with César Ritz and Louis Échenard.4 Escoffier fed 

society’s hunger for novelty and spent many sleepless nights dreaming up magnificent 

new culinary creations such as Peach Melba and Tournedos Rossini. Escoffier not only 
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revolutionised how one ran a kitchen by implementing the ‘partie’ system (where chefs 

now concentrated on elements of a dish, rather than a dish as a whole) but encouraged 

a revolution in the dining room by implementing a new style of service, ‘service à la 

Russe’ (a series of dishes served in succession). Such changes affected how restaurants 

operated both overseas and in New Zealand. 

In the early part of the nineteenth century, many English hosts had the means to 

host dinner parties in their own home, so few felt the need to patronise local 

restaurants. They could afford the chef, servants and table settings required for the 

lengthy dinners served ‘à la Française’, which suited country hours where guests sat 

down to table in the afternoon and remained there well into the evening.5 These 

extraordinarily time-consuming meals were similar to buffets that spanned three large 

courses, with the first course of cold soup and fish already sitting on the table before 

anyone took their seat. The host and hostess carved and parcelled out the majority of 

dishes while servants cleared and had the ‘unenviable task’ of keeping dishes warm 

between courses.6 Hospitality suffered as well, for the efforts of serving impacted on the 

flow of conversation as everyone paused to pay attention to the host as they carved a 

goose or divided the salads. It was all too much work. 

 Mrs Beeton, a nineteenth-century Martha Stewart, publicised an alternative way 

of dining, ‘à la Russe’, which typified a public banquet style that originated in the Russian 

court before spreading to France and then England. This style of dining lifted the burden 

of service from the hostess and placed it firmly on the shoulders of servants: 

Dinners à la Russe, the dishes are cut up on a sideboard, and handed round to 

the guests, and each dish may be considered a course. The table for a dinner à la 

Russe should be laid with flowers and plants in fancy flowerpots down the middle, 

together with some of the dessert dishes. A menu or bill of fare should be laid by 

the side of each guest.7 
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By the 1880s, dinners had jumped from three courses up to an average of eight. 

However, with the kitchen and servers now doing all the work, the meal began to take a 

breezy two and a half hours instead of the previous six.8 Initially this may have been 

easier on the hostess, but this new style of dining required a larger servant workforce for 

the carving, arranging and serving; a greater number of table settings as each needed to 

be replaced between courses; and the provision of after-dinner entertainments each with 

their own sense of decorum and associated refreshments.9 Furthermore, the new 

emphasis on table decorations and décor required a greater display of opulence than 

before. 

For the restaurant, dinner à la Russe had great commercial benefits as it slotted 

in so well to a restaurant’s mode of operation. Restaurants had on permanent staff the 

numbers and the talent required to deliver such a specific dining practice. Also, it was a 

style that encouraged smaller parties of diners which resulted in greater turnover; the 

requirement of a menu meant that an organised institution could offer a larger choice of 

foods all cooked to order and delivered individually by waiters; and it allowed for the 

spectacle of the ‘flying dish’ — dishes that were set on fire and served immediately 

creating culinary sensations and signature pieces.10 Escoffier not only perfected his menu 

so that there were dozens of options available but could personalise set dinner parties 

with extraordinary show-stoppers — such as flooding the Savoy’s courtyard so that 

diners could be served in Venetian gondolas when the family of champagne tycoon 

Kressler visited.11 How could a lady’s household compete with that? The truth was they 

could not, so by 1890 the most fashionable London hostesses were inviting guests to 

dine in leading hotels and restaurants: it was no more expensive than a dinner party at 

home and provided a setting of unmatchable luxury.12 In addition to eliminating the 

anxiety and pressures of such an etiquette-driven exercise, it placed the privacy and 

exclusivity of luxurious dining on public display. 
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 The French were also dining à la Russe in restaurants which did much to define 

the style of ‘grande cuisine’ which came to dominate and define the dining of high 

society both locally and abroad.13 However, it was the Victorian English who instituted a 

paradigm shift in the restaurant experience by turning this type of service into a 

measure of society. Dinner was no longer a private affair for reflection and intimate 

conversation but a matter of public display and consequential evaluation.14 Dining out 

allowed for the upper echelon of society to gaze upon their fellow diners and judge the 

etiquette of their new social peers. This exclusive gaze was not simply about measuring 

wealth. It was also about assessing the deservedness of such wealth. The mastery of 

manners — the use of the proper fork, the pinkie at the correct angle — defined the 

well-bred.15 Even though hotels and restaurants provided this expected style of dining 

for a fraction of the cost, the true value of eating out was that it was staged within a 

setting that encouraged observation. This was the major contribution of the English to 

the restaurant experience — dinner on display served à la Russe, similar to how we still 

dine out today. 

 The French named the restaurant, placed it within a commercial space, provided 

the haute cuisine and continued, to a certain extent, to define new dining experiences; 

the English sped up, organised and defined the service as well as made it a proscribed 

social activity; but it was the Americans that elevated restaurants to a new level of 

public display. American restaurants were all about wealth, razzle-dazzle and fun — they 

defined the ‘Gay’ 1890s, a ‘Gilded Age’.16 

New York is a city that prides itself on being able to get anything for anyone for 

the right price. This was as true at the turn of the nineteenth century as it is at the turn 

of the twentieth. During the 1880s and 1890s, restaurants in New York hosted 

increasingly lavish, fantasy dinners. Louis Sherry, restaurateur of Sherry’s (opened in 

1882), was notorious for being able to accomplish anything his clients requested at any 
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cost. When an upstate New York client wanted a tiered cake decorated with gold 

bracelets, Sherry hired a private Pullman railway car so that the chefs could finish 

decorating en route to the dinner. When the New York Riding Club wanted to host a 

dinner to be eaten while seated on horseback, Sherry covered his floor with straw and 

sand and arranged for the horses to enter the dining room through a freight elevator. 
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 Though a once-in-a-lifetime event, the horseback service was almost ‘common’ 

compared to other dinners hosted at the time. One restaurant served a meal for 60 

inside a peekaboo, Fabergé-styled Easter egg. The huge canvas walls may have 

delighted but the poor ventilation caused the guests to crawl, gasping for air, out of the 

small opening before being served dessert. A yachting enthusiast commissioned a dinner 

where a replica of his boat was reproduced (with golden oars and satin sails) and 

moored to a cut-glass basin in front of each place setting. And for importer Edwin 

Luckenmeyer, the restaurant Delmonico’s created a dining extravaganza with a table 

centrepiece consisting of a 30-foot lake draped in flowers in which swam four white 

swans ‘borrowed’ from Prospect Park. Encasing the entire table, including the guests, 

was a delicate golden cage constructed by master goldsmith Tiffany.17 

 American restaurants cashed in on this display of largesse and became venues 

that celebrated the spotlight, building huge entrances with majestic stairs — all the 

better to show off celebrities in their fashionable new gowns with long sweeping trains. 

In these restaurants/cabarets, with their dance floors, chorus lines and modish menus, 

the house band, usually tipped off by a publicist, would suddenly pause, conversation 

would cease, and then slowly the band would start up again playing the music currently 

associated with the city’s sexiest starlet as she ‘swanned’ to her seat at the centre table 
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off the dance floor, every eye upon her, her name (and the restaurant’s) guaranteed in 

tomorrow’s newsprint.18 

 [http://www.maryevans.com/images/10/04/98/10049855a.jpg – dinner monkey, 

Mary Evans] 

Meals were expected to reflect the ostentation of the diner, and in an age of 

lavishness, diners were not even required to be human. Mrs Stuyvesant Fish gave a 

dinner party ‘in honour of a monkey’ and others regularly gave four-course birthday 

dinners in honour of their pet dogs.19 This particular form of canine celebration still 

occurs in New York today in the restaurant Le Veau d’Or.20 Still, cuisine kept pace with 

the visual display. Although menus were based on American foodstuffs, they were 

written in French, so it was not unusual to see ‘terrapin à la Baltimore’ or ‘salmis of 

prairie chicken chasseur’.21 

 The success of these restaurants, like Rector’s or Sherry’s in New York, was due 

less to the elaborate productions than the attendance of the dowagers and their 

daughters requesting tables next to the call girls and the railway men. In other words, 

dining out was both respectable but also risqué — restaurants were somehow able to 

blur the lines of social distinction as part of the fantasy. Well-known custodians of haute 

cuisine soon arrived in New York, such as Escoffier who, along with César Ritz, provided 

evidence that the food was keeping up in quality with the international standard.22 More 

importantly, their arrival heralded a shift in the epicentre of culinary fashion. America, 

New York in particular, was now to play host to the radical development of food, service 

and luxury that lie at the heart of the restaurant experience. Accordingly, restaurants in 

New Zealand turned their attention to the East Coast of the United States for inspiration. 
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