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Tracing the impact of digitalization on the recipe – Ex-gredients and other novelties 

The recipe is an old genre that can be traced through the ages (Gerhardt, Frobenius, Ley 
2013). The first proper recipes attested in English date from the Middle English period (in 
MS. Harley 279) catering for professional chefs. 20th century classics like Irma S. Rombauer’s 
The Joy of Cooking address a skilled and well-equipped housewife. Today, in its new digital 
environment, the food blog, recipes attend to cooks with varying degrees of skills, a multitude 
of different cuisines, culinary lifestyles and interests. This paper will trace some 
developments of the English language recipe with a view to the research question which 
impact digitalization plays in this progress. 

The traditionally bi-partite structure of the recipe consists of a list of ingredients followed by 
instructions. This is now often complemented by background information, sometimes in the 
form of a narrative. This third part mostly accounts for the reason for choosing this specific 
recipe or for posting it at this specific point in time. Food blogs also often contain videos 
which represent embodied versions of the recipe. The two dimensional, immovable spatial 
lay-out of the printed letters is then recreated as movement and sounds in temporally-
structured sequences in three dimensional space. The ingredients are not verbally referenced, 
but deictically pointed to or shown, the list often recreated in the form of little bowls lined up 
on the kitchen counter. The cooking instructions are actually carried out by a live cook, the 
blogger, who is not necessarily using the object-less imperative forms attested for written 
recipes. Another development, on the language level, is striking: In food blogs, often not only 
the list of ingredients is given, but a number of potential ingredients are accounted for as non-
present: e.g. “gluten-free” or “soy-free”. Such lists of “ex-gredients” seem to be a novelty in 
the digital era.  

This diachronic paper will revisit the Middle English manuscript, classic English language 
cookery books and present day food blogs (in English) in an attempt to trace the impact of 
digitalization on the recipe. This represents an endeavor in discourse analysis, including 
analyses of the multimodality of the data and the embodiment of the talk. 
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