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trained with Michelin-starred chefs 66 Bill K..m And yet. Why sink fortunes into 
like Alain Ducasse before making a a degustation menu from a multis- 
name for himself at San Francisco's decided, like most tarred chef, whether he's from Spain 
Fifth Floor. "For American diners, you Of Us, that fine or not? Why not enjoy downsized ver- 
need a much more relaxing environ- sions of those same dishes cooked by 
merit.. For 4 0 s  serene open space, dining wasn't his the chef's disciple at a convivial tapas 
which references Chicago's glorious bar? Recently I suggested to Adril that 
midcentury modernism, Gras opted thing- His labor- ,future of Spanish cuisine might not 
for bare tables of expensive but under- intensive sexen- lie with his restaurant El Bulli, located 
stated ebony wood, exquisite pure- outside Barcelona, but rather with 
white German china and service with b ~ c k  dumplings, Barcelona's new wave of casual gastro- 
genuine warmth. In a great restau- bistros-pared-down storefront res- 
rant, details are crucial: They add up a taurants where young chefs are 
to what my boyhiend, wryly invoking different 9 channeling cutting-edge inspirations 
composer Richard Wagner, calls a into earthy, affordable food. 
gesamtkunstwerk-a complete artwork on all fronts. 'Oh yeah?" Adria replied, cocking an eyebrow. "And 
And, from the first bite of Japanese snapper smoked over who supplies them with their ideas?" 
cherrywood to the ethereal sdt-cod parfait, everything That was Gras's line, too. Top-end restaurants, he 
about the dinner reminded me of what a first-class meal insisted, are like creative laboratories; from them, exper- 
can achieve. The refinement, the rigor, the setting-they imental ideas trickle down to more casual places. Case 
deliver a fully articulated aesthetic vision that elevates in point: my lunch in Chicago the day after my L20 
the restaurant experience to something transcendent. meal. The place was Urban Belly, a hipster noodle joint 

We left L20 with a kind of post-opera glow, back into opened recently on a very small budget by Korean- 
the real world of stress and uncertainty. I flashed back to American chef Bill Kim. After working with some of the 
Komm and then thought, Do I really want to see such country's fanciest chefs, like Charlie Trotter and David 
restaurants disappear? Bouley, Kim decided, like most of us, that four-star 

dining wasn't his thing. His amazing, labor-intensive 

w HENEVER I TALK TO CRITICS AND CHEFS, seven-buck dumplings, however, tell a different story- 
they mostly blame France for our current delicate squash pouches, for instance, with intricate 

fine-dining phobia. The Gauls did invent background accents of kaEr lime and passion fruit. 
haute cuisine-and the restaurant proper-but these Would this sophisticated layering of flavors be possible 
days, their Gilded Age model is seen as an elitist, over- without Kim's training? No more than a $60 Zara 
codified relic that doesn't reflect what we now appreciate knockoff of Prada could exist without Prada. Thanks to 
most in a restaurant: hospitality and human connection. such trickle-down effects, the salmon on the crostini at 
If you pay an arm and a leg for a meal, shouldn't it have Spur gastropub in Seattle is cooked sous vide for ulti- 
an emotional resonance and a value that represents mate silkiness, while the fried chicken at Washington, 
something more than the sum of the food and the plush DC's & and Soul undergoes two complex stages of brin- 
upholstered chairs and the designer-clad waitstaff? ing-that 'simple" bird takes two days to prepare. 
No wonder French chefs are sending back their Mich- Intellectually, then, I conceded the need for serious 
elin stars, while the world has firmly embraced Spain's restaurants. But I still wasn't sure (L,O notwithstand- 
alternative paradigm. Even at the fanciest Spanish ing) that a dazzling dish really requires a setting to match. 
places, the experience never feels redundant or fusty, To expand my research, I went to Corton in New York 
thanks to the immediacy and excitement that Spain's City, which ace restaurateur Drew Nieporent recently 
avant-garde chefs have brought to their food. Dissatis- opened to rave reviews. The minimalist, stunningly com- 
fied with the label "molecular gastronom$ the country's fortable all-white room won me over the minute I walked 
most famous cook, Ferran Adril, prefers to call Spain's in. Twenty-four years ago, Nieporent took the pretension 
futuristic cuisine =techno-emotional," emphasizing the out of linen-tablecloth dining with his groundbreaking 
sense of connection, of diners' engagement. At its very Montrachet. Having recently revived the space as Corton, 
best, an avant-garde Spanish meal is a piece of whimsi- he has reenergized the allure of fine dining. No fan of 
cal, interactive performance art. what he calls "carpetbaggern Continental-style imports, Page 2 of 4 
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