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As technology increasingly pervades all aspects of our lives, acclaimed chefs reveal how
important it is to their art, but also what it will never be able to replace. BRI E &S EL£ESE
BHE  MEAXEGEKMIZRERNFE  URAH #EERHNEY] - By Rachel Duffell

Kitche
com

Exploring the offerings at medical-equipment trade shows was once the
source of many of the tools used in molecular gastronomy and modernist
cuisine. Centrifuges designed to separate serum from plasma were
adopted to clarify fruit juice or make butter, and water baths originally used
to store samples at a uniform temperature form the heart of the near-
ubiquitous sous vide machine, which is ideal for cooking items evenly all
the way through.

Many of these tools associated with modernist cuisine pervade
professional kitchens today. Yet implementing such technology into a
chef's gastronomic journey generally happens on the job, rather than at
cooking school.

When Grant Achatz, chef and owner of the three-Michelin-star restaurant
Alinea in Chicago - which opened in 2005 and originally focused on
molecular gastronomy - graduated from the Culinary Institute of America
in 1994, the most cutting-edge technology he'd been exposed to was the
immersion blender, a recent upgrade from the standing blender. It wasn't
until he staged at elBulli in 2000, a restaurant credited with bringing the
modernist approach - and molecular gastronomy - to the mainstream,
that his eyes were opened to the technology available to chefs.

“| watched them transform textures and manipulate ingredients, most
famously with the siphon. But there were many other things going on
that were technologically advanced, or at least the approach of it was,”
says Achatz. “And it spread like wildfire, and while it was spreading, the
awareness was raised and demand increased and then there was a rapid
increase in technology.”
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To an extent, technology is something present in every kitchen, but it's
not essential. Anthony Genovese, chef at two-Michelin-star restaurant ||
Pagliaccio in Rome, who is known for his unambiguous Italian cuisine, says,
“In my kitchen, technology has a marginal role; it has certainly helped but
did not upset my way of cooking. My style of cooking doesn’t require the
food being modified and tampered with too much, because it's about
celebrating pure ingredients through interesting flavour combinations.
While dry ice and 3D printers are a novelty, we've survived perfectly well
without them and they don't really bring anything to the table in terms of
excellent flavour.”

Lynette Kucsma, co-founder of Natural Machines, cites two reasons
why professional chefs - and even home cooks — might adopt her
company’s 3D food printer, Foodini, in their kitchens: first, to allow for food
presentations that simply aren’t possible by hand; and second, to help
chefs through automation. The appliance is designed as a complementary
kitchen tool. But you can only automate so far, she says. “A chef is
definitely going to come up with the creative ideas of what to print, what
it looks like, food presentation, the ingredients that go behind it. It's a tool
that helps them express their creativity.” Chefs Paco Pérez of Miramar and
Joel Castanyé of La Boscana, as well as a number of culinary schools, are
among those who have embraced the Foodini.

Andrea Camastra of Senses restaurant in Warsaw, Poland agrees that the
incorporation of cutting-edge equipment is by no means essential and
that every restaurant has its place in the world with or without technology,
yet, for him, when combined with food science, the addition of technology
to the culinary equation can produce optimum results.

“Technology together with chemistry allows us to bring out the best of the
product we're analysing,” says Camastra. “Once we know everything about
a product we can proceed better. It's like anything else in life - the more
information we have about things the more we can react.”

Genovese is keen to add one important point. “If you use top-quality
ingredients and fresh products, then technology can only enhance it. If the
product is not of excellent quality and people try to make this behind fancy
technology, then it becomes a problem.”

At Senses it's quality produce that's being enhanced by Camastra’s
scientific knowledge and use of technology - as the restaurant’s
acclaim, which includes one Michelin star, attests. Senses’ kitchen
is complemented by a chemistry laboratory and Camastra’s sous
chef, or “right hand”, as he calls Wiktor Faliszewski, is a microbiological
technology scientist. Camastra believes that together the pair is writing
the next chapter in gastronomic history. “I've got the latest technology
in my hand which will change the gastronomy world for the second time
after molecular gastronomy,” he says.
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The restaurant serves up “note by note” cuisine, a gastronomic concept
founded by Hervé This, the same French physical chemist who invented
molecular gastronomy in 1988. It focuses on using science and technology
to extract intense flavours and aromas from ingredients, breaking each
ingredient down to its base compounds to understand how food really
works and then cooking with these compounds as opposed to their
sum to create brand-new flavours and textures. The first “note by note”
dish was created in 2009 by Pierre Gagnaire, while Senses is the first
restaurant devoted solely to the cuisine applied to a fusion of Polish and
Mediterranean culinary traditions.

Technology is certainly not required to produce high-level award-winning
food. “Italian cuisine doesn’t require so much technology, which suits me
very well,” says Genovese, whose cooking relies on technique as well as the
highest-quality ingredients. “| think because my food appears to be quite
complex, in terms of presentation and dishes that haven't really been
done before in Rome, people think we must use a lot of technology to get
this level of precision. But actually we develop this level of skill ourselves.”

Technology can allow for distinctive dining experiences and in some cases
this is happening as much outside the kitchen as it is within. Alinea 2.0,
which was launched in 2016 after the restaurant closed for renovation, saw
technology enter the dining room.

“It's interesting to see how people still associate Alinea with molecular
gastronomy, which disappoints me, quite honestly, because in the lifespan
of this restaurant the cuisine has evolved. Today we're not abandoning
things like rotary evaporators and helium and the classic soda siphons
or centrifuges, but they're utilised to different effect and for different
purposes, as it should be for a restaurant whose name literally means ‘the
beginning of a new train of thought'.

“We're always trying to reinvent,” says Achatz. “The restaurant has evolved
and it's not manipulating what's on the plate for Alinea any more - it's about
manipulating the experience and the environment, so now we play with
theatre lighting and directional speakers and crazy things like fog machines
that we use to spray out different aromas into the dining room. | guess you
could say this is new technology but it's a totally different purpose.”

Wherever and whatever the technology, one thing chefs agree on is how
essential a strong classic cooking background is.

“It's absolutely fundamental and absolutely necessary and it's not possible
to do without for several reasons. First of all, we have to remember always
thatarestaurantis an eating place. People are coming to eat food. Second,
there’s no way that you can express yourself fully, even in a very modern
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the classic methods and skills are mastered
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way, if you did not master classic cooking,” says Camastra, who goes on
to give an example. If you want to make something with leaves, he says,
you start by making a broth — a consommé - in the traditional way. This
consommeé ends up in the laboratory, where it might be used as a soup,
as a liquid to make a piece of bread, dehydrated to make a powder, or
siphoned to make a foam. “Regardless, it's important to know how to
make it from scratch through classic cooking. There’s no future without
the past, soit's incredibly important that the classic methods and skills are
mastered.”

Yet an understanding of technology and its application in the kitchen may
also be useful. The International Culinary Institute hopes to address this
with its new training offerings and facilities. As well as a sensory laboratory,
students will be exposed to equipment such as rotary evaporators
and tools used for freeze drying and other modernist and progressive
techniques.

“One of the things that feels so antiquated with culinary school is that
there’s very little progressive cooking in the curriculum,” says Achatz. “In
most culinary schools it's important for students to get a background
mostly in Western or European technique before they're expected - or
even allowed - to use more modernist approaches to cooking. It would
be pretty cool to have some form of modern gastronomy education and
maybe that's something that will happen in the near future.” &
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