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MenuData: Metadata, Knowledge Organisation, and Human—AI Co-
Creation in Computational Analysis of Historical Restaurant Menus

Robert Aspenskog, Linnaeus University

MenuData is a PhD project in Library and Information Science, that explores how human—Al co-creation can function as a method-
development practice for studying cultural heritage. By developing an Al-based workflow for large-scale analysis of historical
restaurant menus, the project studies both what Al makes possible and how humanistic knowledge is shaped through Al-supported
methods. The project started in January 2026 and is part of the WASP-HS research cluster Al Futures of Culture and Memory.

WHY MENUS? WHY AI? HUMAN-AI CO-CREATION (”"VIBE CODING"”)
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Historical restaurant menus are a rich but understudied cultural heritage MenuData develops its workflow through “vibe coding”: a dialogic form of
source. They document everyday consumption, social distinction, human-Al co-creation where researchers generate, test, and revise code
language, and taste. While their data are highly structured, their in conversation with large language models.
heterogeneous layouts, formats, and material conditions make large-scale
analysis difficult. This approach lowers the threshold for developing advanced digital methods

in the humanities, allowing researchers to focus on research design,

MenuData addresses this challenge by developing an Al-based workflow that empirical analysis, and critical reflection, while retaining methodological
enables large-scale historical analysis of menus, while critically examining responsibility. Human—Al co-creation is therefore studied both as a
how acts of extraction, structuring, and modelling shape what counts as means and as a methodological object.
historical knowledge.

FROM MENUS TO DATA: THE PIPELINE (PRELIMINARY / WIP) RESEARCH QUESTIONS (PRELIMINARY / WIP)

Knowledge organisation & metadata

Metadata extraction

* How can metadata for large collections of ephemeral documents be
generated, combined, and evaluated when descriptive information is
unevenly distributed between documents and archival records?

0

. How do acts of extraction, classification, and data modelling in Al-based

Input: Layout Text Data Structured workflows shape what restaurant menus become, as documents within a
Digitised menus analysis extraction modelling database structured database?
The project develops an Al pipeline of an array of primarily already developed Human-Al co-creation as method-development practice
technologies for transforming digitised menus into structured, highly
searchable data: e How can human-Al co-creation function as a method-development
practice for knowledge organisation in the humanities, rather than
1. Layout analysis (e.g. LayoutLMv3, DocFormer) to identify visual blocks (e.g. merely as technical implementation?

headings, dishes, prices)
e What epistemic and interpretative consequences follow when
2. Text extraction (e.g. TrOCR, Swedish Lion I HTR) from the blocks classification and metadata practices are developed through dialogic
interaction between researchers and Al systems?
3. Data modelling that treats data and metadata as relational and

bidirectional: information is extracted from menus where possible, but Empirical focus (document perspective):

complemented—or substituted—by existing archival metadata when such

information is absent or unreliable in the source. Metadata is treated as * How do restaurant menus, understood as documents, reflect changes in
contextual and contingent rather than fixed. public dining culture over time when analysed through structured data and

metadata rather than individual close readings?
All steps are continuously evaluated and revised through human-Al co-
creation. The pipeline is not treated as a neutral technical tool, but as an
interpretative infrastructure whose design choices are documented, evaluated,
and analysed throughout the project.
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