Eating Utensils 

Introduction

The basis of eating is closely associated with cultural practices, the kind of food consumed, and in certain communities is interwoven with religion. Most eating habits are a combination of local tools available and the ease of finding them.


Primitive forms of eating involved using the hands and even using leaves as plates. Individuals adapted a variety of eating aids, including using hollowed out sheep and goat horns and animal stomachs as carriers for liquid. In the middle ages, the masses used either their hands or old bread to pick up food, while the nobility used utensils, as an outward sign of wealth and power.
Around the world, people eat food in different ways.  While some may eat with a set of cutlery or chopsticks, others may simply eat with their hands. This is an examination of the historical origins of the various eating utensils such as knives, forks, spoons, chopsticks, plates, fusion ware, and plastic, as well as utilization of the hands as a utensil. 

Ancient England was perhaps the first to establish what is now termed as Western Civilization. The British established the modern luxuries of life, entertainment (theater) and modern mechanics which were first mass produced in England. They were able to establish a stable society where food was not the major problem. There was no competition from wild animals so there was enough time to cook the food properly and eat in peace. Hence, the adoption of spoons, forks, knives, and plates. The eating habits were now considerably slower but clean by their standards.

Knife

In prehistoric times besides using hands, people would often use sharp pieces of stone to scrap and cut various foods. The knife is one of the oldest eating utensil.  Knives have been used as eating utensils, as well as weapons and tools, since prehistoric times. By the Middle Ages, it was common for Europeans to carry knifes, both as a weapon and as a utensil. Anthropologists have found evidence of metal and stone objects that have been used for shearing or cutting in ancient civilizations dating back to the Stone Age. The use of wood and stone carved in the form of sharp objects led to the invention of knives and forks especially to tear and cut meat. In the middle ages, hosts did not provide their guests with knives.  It was therefore usual for guests to carry their own knives in sheaths.  In medieval times, knives carried by guests to the dinner table were narrow with sharp pointed ends, were used to spear food and raise it to the mouth.  The knives therefore served purposes that are today served by the fork.  Knives, however, posed a conceivable threat of danger at the table, especially given their pointed ends. When forks gradually gained acceptance and popularity, it was no longer necessary to have pointed knives.  In 1669, King Louis XIV of France issued a decree declaring all pointed knives on the streets or at dinner tables to be illegal.  He had all knife points ground down to reduce violence and fatal injury.  This intervention of King Louis XIV led to the development of  blunt knives for the table. Since sharp knives were banned as a way to curb violence, this caused knives to be made with a curved, rounded head and is the basis for what we know today as the butter knife. However, in fairly recent times the knives were specifically designed for the table. The birth of blunt-tipped knives in Europe had an enduring effect on American dining etiquette.   Today the use of knives at the table has almost become a near universal dining etiquette. Knives and forks are primarily used in the Western parts of the world where meat consumption is high and portions of meat eaten are also bigger than in the Orient, necessitating equipment to cut and eat the food.
Spoons         

Spoons have been used as cutlery (eating utensil) since Paleolithic times.   It is most likely that prehistoric humans used wood chips or shells as spoons. In the 1st Century CE, the Romans designed two types of spoons. The first one, the ligulae, was used for soups and soft foods. It had a pointed oval bowl and a handle. The second style of spoon was called the cochleare.  This was a small spoon with a round bowl and a pointed, slender handle for eating shellfish and eggs. The earliest English spoons were most likely modeled on these two types of spoons as a result of the Roman occupation of Britain from 43 to 410 CE. In medieval times, spoons made of wood or horn were supplied by dinner hosts. By the 5th Century AD it is believed that the Saxons, in present day England, invented the spon, now spoon, by carving it from wood and shells. The Greek and Latin words for spoon are derived from cochlea, a term which means a spiral-shaped snail shell.   This linguistic evidence suggests that shells were commonly used as spoons in Southern Europe. Some south east civilizations used cut bamboo which was made to resemble a spoon to scoop food and make it available for eating. These were also used as cups to drink. Because Americans had very few forks and no longer had sharp-tipped knives, they had to use spoons in the place of forks.  Spoons were used to steady the food for cutting. These were also used as cups for drinking.

In addition to shell and wood, spoons have been made from metals (e.g. gold, silver, and pewter), ivory, bone, horn, pottery, porcelain, and crystal.  Royalty often had spoons made of gold, and other wealthy families generally had silver spoons.  An the beginning of the 14th Century, spoons made of tinned iron, brass, pewter, and other metals became common. The use of pewter made spoons more accessible to the general populace.
Fork  

       The fork seems to have originated in Greece, which was used by nobility, to aid in the carving and handling of food. In the 11th century, the Greeks brought the fork to other parts of southern Europe, who were slow to adopt its use. By the 15th Century, the royalty of continental Europe began to use cutlery. 


The fork is believed to have arrived in the New World with Massachusetts Bay Colony Governor Winthrop, who in 1630, had possession  of the first known fork in North America. By the mid 18th century across Europe and to some extent across America, the fork had become common. Forks, at this time, were fairly large with two prongs that aided in the carving and serving of meat. The fork tines (prongs) prevented meat from twisting or moving during carving and allowed food to slide off the tines more easily.  At about the 7th Century AD, Middle Eastern royal courts began to use forks at the table as eating utensils.  From the 10th  through the 13th  Centuries, forks were fairly common among the wealthy in Byzantium, and in the 11th  Century, a Byzantine wife of a Doge of Venice brought forks to Italy. The Italians were quite slow in adopting forks as eating utensils. It was only about the 16th  Century that forks were widely used in Italy.  In 1533, forks were brought from Italy to France when Catherine de Medicis married King Henry II. The French, too, were slow in accepting forks, because using them was thought to be an affectation.  However, forks eventually became widely acceptable in French society.  An Englishman, Thomas Coryate, first brought forks to England after seeing them in Italy during his travels in 1608.  The English ridiculed forks as being effeminate and unnecessary. They wondered why a person should use a fork when God had given him/her hands.  The wealthy, however, slowly adopted the new eating innovation. Forks were prized possessions made of expensive materials aimed at impressing guests. Silverware was predominantly used by kings and royalty in the middle ages in Europe and even in India. Eating with silverware is considered to be healthy in parts of India and people use silverware for special occasions even now.

       It was also believed that silverware such as knives, forks and even chopsticks would turn black if they came in contact with poisoned food and was hence used by royalty. Silver, however, does not react to poisons such as cyanide and arsenic but the noxious gas hydrogen sulphide can cause silver to change color and thus may indicate use of rotten eggs, onions, and garlic.

Chopsticks           
 
Chopsticks originated in China during the Shang dynasty (1766-1122 BC), as a substitute for knives on the table giving chopsticks a long history in China. Chopsticks can be considered an adaptation from eating with one’s fingers. The chopstick is also a popular eating utensil in East Asia.  It is thought that the Chinese people in that era cooked their food in large pots which retained heat for a long time.  Hasty and anxious eaters, as a result, broke twigs off trees to retrieve the food, which marked the beginning of the use of chopsticks.   The most common chopsticks are made from wood or bamboo and today many are made of porcelain, ivory or plastic. The “sanitary chopsticks” are made of wood. The two are attached together which have to be broken apart prior to using them as a utensil, and therefore, it is obvious if they are resused. By 400 BC, a burgeoning population and dwindling resources compelled people to conserve fuel. Food was chopped into small pieces so that it could cook more rapidly and with less fuel. The pieces of food were small enough to make it unnecessary to have knives at the dinner table, and chopsticks became the stable utensil. It is believed that Confucius spread the use of chopsticks across China. It is also thought that Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 B.C, who advocated non-violence, was a vegetarian and advocated vegetarianism. He advised people not to use table knives, because knives would remind them of the slaughterhouse.  By 500 AD, the use of chopsticks at dinner had spread from China to Vietnam, Korea, and Japan. By the 5th Century chopsticks use had spread across eastern Asia, including Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. . Chopsticks then became the eating utensils of choice as neighboring Asian countries adopted its use and modified it according to cultural preferences. The Japanese originally used chopsticks in religious ceremonies and these were made of bamboo. Today, in addition to the previous mentioned materials, chopsticks may be made from a variety of different types of wood and even precious metals.
Hands


           In Africa and India, some dishes are eaten with the hands. Bushmen of Australia use their hands and sticks for eating. These African and Australian’s are generally hunters and food gatherers and once a kill is made, it has to be consumed before the carcass is stolen and consumed by wild animals. The food had to be cooked and eaten quickly; hence they eat with their hands. A combination of sticks are used to stew or roast the meat. Plates are not used since the food is taken out of the fire using a stick and eaten directly. The Indians also use their hands to eat food and most of the time the right hand is used for eating. 
 
The reason hands are used in place of utensils is simply that the hand is more adapted to gathering and placing food in the mouth than cutlery for certain types of dishes. In Africa, for instance, a number of the dishes are starchy (sticky) and made from cereal or tubers (e.g. cassava).  Such foods are not amenable to eating with a cutlery set.  So even in upper and middle class homes, such dishes are eaten with the hands, and for almost all African countries, it is customary to eat with only the right hand since the left hand is used for less sanitary purposes.  In the USA, people typically eat pizza, sandwiches, and often chicken with their hands since it is much easier to eat these items in this manner. Even in the west hands are often used for fried chicken, pizza, peanuts, popcorn, sandwiches, ribs, chicken wings, cookies, Hors D'Oeuvres, some fruits, etc.
Dips  

Dips and spreads use a starchy or cracker type material sometimes picked up with a fork in fondue to assist in transferring the semi liquid material to the mouth. Spreads often are used to transfer the semi liquid to a bread or cracker type material often with a knife for eating.

Skewer 

Food is cooked on metal or wood and this material is used to hold the food while eating and a few examples would be sis kebabs, corn dogs, corn on the cob, ice cream on a stick, etc.
Plates

In India, food is sometimes served on a banana leaf and eaten using the hands. This is mostly attributed to the fact that every home in India was not considered complete unless they had a few banana trees in the back yard since banana is a stable food. All parts of the banana plant are eaten and the leaves are used for dining. The banana leaf is readily available and so it becomes easy to find. In most of the Hindu religious scriptures, the gods and goddesses use banana leafs for dining. Since it was the preference of gods, it also has a religious connotation. In North India, bananas are not commonly available therefore, people use Banyan leaves to make a cup and food is served in this cup. In some parts of South India, coconut shells are used as bowls from  which to eat. Once the coconut is scraped off, then it can be used as a container. Grape leaves and pastries are also often used to wrap food eliminating the need for utensils. 
Fusion Ware
 
Fusion Ware has been developed in today’s world with culture mingling and cross-culture coexistence, therefore traditional cutlery has also evolved. Westerners in the Orient can use “Fork Chops”; ​ Chopsticks at one end and a fork or knife on the other end. The half-spoon and half-fork, called “Spork” is also used to eat specific dishes, such as noodles and meat in soup. Kiwi is often eaten with a knife on one end and a spoon on the other.

Plastic

Nowadays, of course, plastic has become prevalent and plastic plates, and cutlery is very popular. 
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