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Motivations

Unlike many other handmade creations, prepared food is ephemeral; its moment of consumption is unique to the place and time in which it was consumed. But what if aspects of food could last beyond the time of consumption? What if by eating you could access and store information about ingredients, their preparation, and their relationship to the people around them. To cook and eat are activities fundamental to human life. While cooking can involve craft and creative ingenuity, eating can involve reflection and analysis.  By connecting the act of consuming a dish to the process of its creation, the origin of its ingredients, and the culinary history of the meal, we enrich the experience of eating. Similarly, by collecting that information and correlating it with information about the time, place, and manner in which the food was eaten, we provide a more permanent record of this otherwise transient event.

Project Idea

We will explore the design of system that enables chefs (and potentially farmers, processors, wait staff, fellow diners, or any other participant in the life-cycle of a dish) to tag ingredients and prepared dishes with unique identifiers. Diners would then use their eating utensils to explore the dish during consumption. Our system will involve three parts: 

1) The application of tasteless, odorless chemicals to food, our ingredient tags

2) The reading of these tags with a chopsticks, a smart utensil with sensors attached that sense and analyze the proportions of each chemical substance. 

3) The transmission, storage, and/or display of information associated with these tags.

Components

· Taste Tags: Human undetectable chemical (invisible, tasteless, and odorless)

· We imagine the system as one that supplements the experience of eating in a way that is orthogonal to the senses already employed.

· Smart Chopsticks

· Why chopsticks? Chopsticks have simple functionality and form; they serve the role of fork, knife, spoon, are portable, and have limited surface area with which to pick up food (and expose to sensitive substances.)

· Output Devices

· Information associated with tags might be stored, visualized, or displayed in a number of ways. Tactile, aural, and visual feedback could be delivered through the chopsticks themselves or ambient changes in the dining space. Alternately, data could be stored or transmitted for later exploration and re-visitation. 

Possible Use Scenarios

We envision this as a toolkit for enriching the experience of eating, which chefs (and others involved in the food’s production) might employ in a variety of different ways. Accordingly, we will consider several applications of system.

Recently, chefs in some popular fine-dining restaurants have begun to approach cooking through the lens of “molecular gastronomy,” creating dishes that embrace the chemical and physical processes behind it and which deconstruct accepted notions of how and why we cook and eat. Our system could be a powerful tool for chefs seeking to imbue a dish with even more information or who wished to expand the dining experience further. One could imagine a restaurant in which the ambiance shifted as a diner explored a dish or where additional information about the dish and its history was exposed to the user dynamically on a tabletop display.

Alternately, we can imagine a more pervasive system in which tags are applied to ingredients and dishes throughout their life-cycle. Consumers might use a personal set of chopsticks to track their eating habits or to record and recall past dining experiences. They might also use these devices to explore, record, and evolve dishes made by others, encouraging creativity in their own cooking.

Recent research suggests eating habits are reflections of people’s relationship with food and their behavior while eating (such as family dinners, snacking or eating while driving the car). Our system has the potential to widen creative aspects of cooking as well as support behaviors that benefit eating habits, allowing people to have more direct access to ingredients in their food.


