
Time Stands Still During NYC’s Lunch Hour, For Once 
 
What do you get when a one-time film major, with cookbooks stacked on her bedside 
table, turns librarian? Lunch Hour NYC, a fascinating exhibit at the New York Public 
Library (NYPL), which portrays the evolution of lunch in the ever-accelerating city of 
Manhattan. Rebecca Federman, co-curator, cracked a sweet smile and adjusted her 
scarf as she attributed this culmination to “great happy accidents along the way.” 
 
After a visit to the culinary collection at the Schlesinger Library in Massachusetts, she 
became fascinated and longed to fuse her love of food with her newly minted librarian 
degree. She charged forward by combing various library culinary collections until she 
landed an internship, and then a job at the NYPL.   
 
The now, self-titled culinary collections librarian jumped at the opportunity to co-curate 
an exhibit with culinary historian Laura Shapiro. “I knew we had an interesting collection 
and the head of exhibitions wanted to do an exhibit on food because everyone loves 
food,” she giggled. “The best part of this whole experience has been the chance to work 
with Laura. There should be an altar for her. She’s witty, kind, passionate, and smart,” 
much like Federman’s poised and welcoming demeanor.  
 
Federman and Shapiro’s collaboration led them to focus on New York City’s lunch 
momentum. “I was always interested that lunch was written about as a new way of 
eating. It’s rushed and different than other meals. I realized, as a child, lunch is one of 
the first meals you eat out of the home.” This revelation prompted Federman to look at 
school lunch through a historical lens. She referred to the Board of Education’s annual 
papers and photographs so she could display, on bright red trays, the story of school 
lunch. This section of the exhibit emphasizes how school lunch started as a charity 
project and then became a national program in 1946. It also illustrates cultural 
distinctions between lunch offerings.  
 
Lunch Hour NYC evolved into more than school lunch and became an ode to the forms 
lunch has taken over the years, particularly the hurried Manhattan lunch. Federman 
explores lunch’s 20th-century development with punching in and punching out at work, 
due to the invention of the time clock. “What you got paid had to do with how much time 
you spent at work,” she explained.  
 
Conversely, one segment is dedicated to the omnipresent power lunch, defined by its 
leisurely pace but fervent work attitude. These meals simultaneously involve the 
exchange of money and, also, the exchange of power at lavish restaurants like 
Delmonico’s and the Four Seasons Hotel. “People aren’t worried about time during the 
power lunch. They are making deals and sharing information at the lunch table. New 
York City is the center of power lunch because it is the center of many industries.”  
 
Lunch Hour NYC wouldn’t qualify as distinctly “New York” without a nod to the city's 
iconic street foods, such as the hotdog, pizza, soft pretzels, and pastrami. Federman’s 
idea of iconic food even includes oysters, which are no longer legal to sell on the street. 



“Oysters were a high, low food,” Federman discovered. “People would have them at the 
finest meals at Delmonico’s as well as at underground oyster saloons.” 
 
Federman’s face lit up as she described her favorite section in the exhibit: the Automat, 
which she thinks is the perfect prop to highlight the story of lunch. The expansive 
collection of recipes, menus, and film clips accompanied by a restored Automat wall 
make it hard not to engage with the topic in a visual, audio, and tactile way. “I don’t think 
you could do such a section on any other restaurant in the world,” she said. “The 
Automat collection comes from over 40 years of archives from Horn & Hardart (H&H). 
There are so many photographs, and it easy to see things changed year by year. 
Today, very few restaurants keep such extensive archives. They don’t take pictures of 
street scenes and what people are wearing.”  
 
“That alone is wonderful,” she mused. “That we can go back in time in such detail. The 
H&H archives truly provide a sense of time and place. We know what they thought was 
modern. We know how they felt about their restaurants.” This wealth of information 
allowed Federman to know early on that the Automat would be the centerpiece of the 
exhibit.  
 
It is clear that each piece of Lunch Hour NYC embodies the scope of what is deemed to 
be the traditional lunch model. At the front of the exhibit, there are several dictionary 
definitions of lunch. Federman was thrilled when she found a copy of Noah Webster’s 
own annotated dictionaries where he wrote, “Lunch is food that is taken at any time, 
except as a regular meal.” Federman suspected, at that time, lunch transitioned to a 
side snack or refreshment rather than a midday meal, such as the 99-cent slice of pizza 
or food truck empanadas.   
 
As for the future of lunch, Federman thinks Lunch Hour NYC’s narrative of a rapid meal 
remains true. “Especially in New York City, lunch is a quick meal to give you calories 
and fuel to keep the day going.” People were surprised to hear that she didn’t travel 
throughout the city to each lunch while conducting research. “I go to Pret A Manger 
every day and eat at my desk because it’s quick and somewhat tasty. I think Pret A 
Manger might be the modern equivalent to the Automat. Except for the cost,” she 
laughed. “But I would have been at the Automat every day.” 


