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Should Fine Dining Die?

Now that chefs are busy opening burger joints and dumpling houses,
the days seem numbered for fancy dining rooms. Writer Anya von Bremzen
makes a case for why we need haute places more than ever.
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HILE SCANNING
the Russian press
awhile back, I came

across an interview with Ana-
toly Komm, the country’s top
chef. Komm is famous for the
dazzling avant-garde riffs on
black bread and borscht at his
Moscow restaurant Varvary.
Asked why people need haute
cuisine these days, Komm had
this to say: “Why go to the
opera when you can buy a
CD? If I don't wow and regale
diners with totally new sen-
sations, I have wasted their
money and failed as a chef!”

Of course, as a former Mus-
covite, I chuckled at Komm’s
bluster. But then I couldn’t get
his words out of my mind. As
customers around the world
abandon white-tablecloth res-
taurants, haute dining rooms
have begun to feel like an
endangered species. America’s
most elite chefs, like Daniel
Boulud, are opening beer halls,
and Thomas Keller dreams
of launching a burger place.
Their disciples, meanwhile,
have swapped foie gras for
chicken livers at the neighborhood bistros where they
cook now. Fed up with elaborate four-hour, three-figure
meals, diners aren’t opting for the new sensations that
Komm reveres; they would rather go to their local gastro-
pub and order heritage pork belly.

After eating countless multi-
starred meals around the
world, I share—in spades—
this aversion to the contrived
amuse-gueules-to-petits-fours
rigmarole known as fine din-
ing. Yet there I was recently,
nearly weeping into my lob-
ster bisque at the unabashedly
haute L,O restaurant in Chi-
cago. Why? Well, for starters,
the bisque was extraordinary.
A pool of decadent chestnut
puree surrounding sweet, suc-
culent nuggets of lobster meat
(vacuum-cooked in a fancy
gadget called a Gastrovac), it
had an opulence you just can’t
find in a dish that’s ever been
described as “yummy.” And
in a clever conceptual gam-
bit, chef Laurent Gras served
the bisque as a nod to his clas-
sic French training—a stark
contrast to the rest of his
ultramodern tasting menu
featuring sometimes-esoteric
fish, much of it flown in from
Japan. But there was more to
my revelatory experience at
L,O than simply the food.

Opened last year by the
burningly talented Gras (an F&W Best New Chef 2002),
L,0O is a seriously luxe seafood restaurant, with the grand
gestures of French haute cuisine carefully refined for
21st-century Chicago. “In France, three-star dining can
feel like going to church,” declared Gras, who himself
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