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A new way to think about food

[Gomputer, from Page F11
thetic Cookbook, brought Liu to na-
tional attention two years ago. He is still
trying to explain it — mast recently at
food-worldconferences in Napa and
West Virginis, where both times he
eauseda stir —while moving on to- more
daring concepts. His latest computer
project, “Guip Fletion.” ereates recipes
t0 order.

“Hugo was like a wet finger In an
electric socket,” says Antonia Allegra,
who organized a food writers confer-
ence at the Greenbrier in West Virginia
in May and booked Liu after hearing
him speak at the Taste 3 forum In the
Napa Valley enrller this year. "People
who dian't understand & word knew
what he was saying was very impor-
tant.”

Allegra, who descried Liu as "the
most other-worldly speaker we have

ever had,” adds, “If what Hugo is saying
and doing s feasible. it wor't be neces-
sary to have a human writing recipes in
the next five to eight. years.”

Liu has many other ideas on his
plate beyond sparing cookbook writers
‘weeks aver a hot stove, however. In ap-

plying artificial intelligence to aesthet-
ps .0 “haip

‘people become fluent in taste.” And he
sl st with i of i S
minds in food today.
Wrerens Harold MeCior brought rigor-
‘ous science to bear an food, Liu contrib-
utesa combination of inguisties, imagi-

‘nation and fascination.

Within minutes of meeting him, he
‘might be cupping his hand over his ear,
‘asking whether "you lister. to what your
body is asking” and launching into &
‘mini-lecture on how rats understand in-
nitely what to eat to keep themselves
healthy. He might be offering you her-
ring-shaped Dutch salted licorice and
noting that it s among the few licorice
products that actually cantains 1

ot Toot. And he wil definitly ba

explaining that what drives his interest

in food is 4 desire for connolsseurship,

Plmthe ikt e ok of viom: 1

eat fole gras r my heart; 1

Smoke’ pipe tobocea; 1 crink lots of
Scotehand sake.”

Olives and durian?
TU is not your sversge food
firebrand. He was bom in
China and lived there until he
was 6. His parents, who both
worked for the United Na-
tians, had family roots in different re-
glons of the country, which meant he
grew up with rice on his father's side
and noodles on his mother's. He re-
colved his doctorate in media arts and

@ Jomwson rur tre Time

ARTFUL' INTELLIGENCE: MIT Modia Lab's Hugo Liu believes ecipes
‘have outlived their usefulness. He considers his latest work “food conjuring.”

sciences from MIT in June 2006 (as an
undergraduate, he minored in baroque
music)

Among the groundbreaking projects
that caused u sensation af the Green-
brier are what Liu ealls Tuste Spaces,

wines By parsing descriptions online
(32,000 of wine alone), he groups Cham-

and Tolay. Morelsare grouped with wa-
sabi and poblano chiles; foie gras with
Cognac and ambrosia; and alives with
durian and shitakes Human intell-
d balk as Liu has found, par-
ticulariy among longtime food writers,
but sorting them by comman deserip-
tions or contexts online simply puts
them together.

pagne with Muscat,

He can draw up a similar map of a
food s s by :

pes ararticles through his program and
determining which ingredients and
w most of

On & recent afternoon. given his
choice of anywhere for lunch, Liu sug-
gested @ cab to the nearest Whole
Hodi gl ok & ikt vl &
platter oflocal barbecue, an oozy wedge
eiochon thesss an & baiss afart
sanal kimoto sake, all to be eaten and
drunk off plastic in the picaic seating
area. He admits he was  picky eater un-
il recently but has decided there are
three A's to be mastered as a sophisti
cated consumer: acclimate (eat kaleev-
ery which way), appreciate (decide it
tastes good) and associate (describe it
well enough to persunde someone else
totry ity

Sensation elicits emotion
ND it is the last verb that
matters most to him. with
his background in computs-
tional linguistics and his be-
lief that “good tasters have
to know not Just words but be able to
conjure meaning.” He describes his fi-
vortie sake as “tasting like Carnation
Instant Breakfast™ but says someone
else might note bananas, or even the
heat of a banana baat. One day. he ima-
gines, “customers could order words,
notfood —Bring me some whimsical. *
‘Liu says he found recipes extremely
easy to parse in producing “The Synes-
thetic Cookbook.” which analyses
160,000 recipes “clipped” from the Web
and broken down by 5,000 keywords for
ingredients and 1,000 for descriptions
(spicy, tasty). A user searching the
database, which is behind an MIT fire-
wall today, could eall up a sereen with
plate onit and order dinner ideas for the
whale family, “Beer* would bring up
gountiess poanibiities but could be 7e-
fined with *spicy.” “herbaceous™and, es-
ially, wmlnm.ng Indiidualfarlly
members' Iikes and allergies could also
be plugged in to decide on adish.
The “cookbook”

foods,” hence the title.
The user of this program can have it
a recipe, selecting from essences
Liu has programmed &s being neces-
sary to make a French, or a Cajun, or &
Japanese dish. The fun is in the context:
A request for “sad” oatmeal produces &
recipe with red wine, beer, gin, vod
brandy and soda; “poetic” pizza has no
crust; “pensive” deviled eggs call for
apricot preserves.

Judging by a demonstration in Livs
tiny Lan,
“Guip Fiction” at this point Is

“extonl eating. as e descrbes i, than
cooks' miracle. Ask it for an enchilada.

doesn't copy any recipes.” The ingredi-
ents it lists will need some pruning
(“/:small Chinese.” for instance, is not
likely to be found in most refrigerators),
rections are lyrical and
are also whimsi-
cal to the point of nonsensical: “Sift the
salt. Wash the bay leal. Red the white

‘A halfway-seasoned cook can make a
dish from “Gulp Fiction™ work, however.
And the program does combine I
ents even a thoroughly seasoned cook
might not think to bring together in one
bowl: shittakes, anchovles and. water-
cress in potato salad, say, or white choe
olate, green tea powder, rose petals and
cherries in ice cream.

Liu considers his latest work “food
confuring” and admits that °T get a kick
out of resding this. but the Kichen

hemistry has ot kicked in.” In short, it
a0t dissimiler from what mary Inter-
net junkies would eall food porn, dishes
to be drooled over rather than actually
eater

n.

Yol ean never take people out of the
equation.” Liu says. “But this takes the
dull work out of their hands. It helps
them focus on what humans are really
good at” And that, he says, is more

nerating" recipes.

‘muich for the recipes, though, asfor how
the ime summoned. Synes-

thetics is the physiologk

why, given his cyberiic devotion
w0 th:m does he hate recipes? de

& sip of wine evokes a color), and Liu's
unique original work contains 980,000
aesthetic associations and 100.000 con-
texts, or emations.

‘But while his first "eookbook” draws
on recipes already in existence, ones
any computer user could find by the lit
eral thousands on sites such as epicu-
rious com, “Gulp Fletion” Is a leap into

It reflects Livsinter-

ded down. They used to mean some-
thing. They meant something when it
was Yaya's home cooking, but that's not
Wwhat it means anymore. Someone you
dont know is teling you something, and.
you don't know if you should trust
them.”

Mo, comgriter that understands
youre hungry for elatio

est in collecting “words and virtualities
ncooked recipes and imagined
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Marvelous Menu. Fantastic Price. Worthy Cause.

P AN
SPARKLING NATURAL MINERAL WATER

Sunday Thursday, August 19-23 & August 26-30, 2007

Enjoy a special three-course prix fixe meal with a
or Acqua Panna® Natural Spring Water at participating restaurants. For each Dine Out™ meal served, S.Pellegrino will

/

y bottle of S.Pelleg

Sparkling Natural Mineral Water

donate $1 to Share Our Strength®, one of the nation’s leading working to end hunger.”
All for only $25 at lunch and $35 at dinner!’
Fora list of par I ions and to make ions, visit
www.usadineout.com
Bistro 45 Ciudad i.Cugini Mirabelle Restaurant TRAXX Restaurant
Border Grill Santa Monica Crustacean La Vecchia Cucina Ocean Avenue Seafood Vert - A Brasserie
Briganti Engine Co.No.28 Locanda del Lago Pastina Trattoria by Wolfgang Puck
Chaya Brasserie Fora Lucques Tengu-Santa Monica Vincenti Ristorante
Chaya Venice Frascati Madre's Teng Vito Restaurant
Chinois on Main Ristorante and Bar Michael's The Grill on the Alley
‘Sponuored by:
&mﬁmg S# il
"Tax other beversges and gty exhaded.
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