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With scent being

one of the most
important factors

in distinguishing
different flavoursin
food and drinks, the
world’s top chefs
and bartenders have
learnt how to use
aroma to enhance,
intensify and even
have fun with their
creations. B ZE
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By Mamie Chen
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Chickenin aJar by
chef Paul Pairet
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Chef/founder Paul Pairet had a very special
guest at his avant-garde restaurant in Shanghai.
He had specially curated an Ultraviolet x Ron
Zacapa dinner pairing, and there sat master
blender Lorena Vasquez, tasting his dishes and
nosing out the aromas with startling accuracy.
In one instance, she correctly identified all
15 ingredients that made up an instant grog
mix, including one that the chef himself had
forgotten about.

“She has the strongest nose,” Pairet recalls.
“She really impressed me with her capacity to
extract all the singular ingredients.”

Of course having a superhuman sense of
smelland tasteis not crucial to the enjoyment
of a meal, and Pairet notes that the practice
of deciphering the specifics can in fact
completely change its overall perception. But
he admits that it does make for an interesting
exercise and experience for both guest and
chef.

Food science writer Harold McGee notes
that the ability to dissect smells is actually an
uncommon and unnatural skill for humans.
“Our brains developed to do the reverse, which
is to take all the information thatis available in a
given splitsecond and putittogetherasawhole
to make sense of,” he says. “It's something you
have to learn, and you do get better at it the
more you doit.”

McGee doesn't claim to have a super nose, but
he has spent the past decade exploring the
osmocosm - what he calls all things olfactory
- sniffing, pondering and documenting his
findings in his new book, Nose Dive: A Field
Guide to the World's Smells.

Smell, it turns out, is one of the mostimportant
factors in distinguishing different flavours in
foods. When we eat, receptors on our taste
buds register a subset of molecules as sweet,
salty, sour, bitter or umami. Meanwhile, volatile
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molecules are released by the chewing and
dissolving of food in our mouths and breathed
out through the back of our throats and up to
our nose bridges, where they are sensed by our
smell receptors.

“| think of taste as providing the foundation and
smell as providing the superstructure and all
the diversity in flavour,” says McGee. The brain
receives these reports along with other sensory
data like sight and touch - and even memories
- to create an overall impression. It’s this brain
process that allows us to detect the strong
odour of methylpropionic molecules, recognise
the context, and comprehend whether to
savour the flavour of the Swiss cheese or recoll
from the stench of the sweaty feet.

Chen: The Nose Knows ?2??

Chefs have long been cognisant of the power
of smell and how it enhances the dining
experience. “A dish can look visually attractive,
but it's the enticing aroma that makes you
salivate,” says Uwe Opocensky, executive chef
of Island Shangri-La Hong Kong and Petrus,
“especially when it evokes something in your
memory bank. | always like to play with that,
bringing familiar flavours and aromas a little
more forward in a dish.”

A Hong Kong resident of 18 years, Opocensky is
well-acquainted with how the warm aromas of
Asian herbs and spices can trigger the memory
banks of his local clientele, and he often uses
them to his advantage when introducing
lesser-known ingredients and flavours to his
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menu. “There may be initial resistance, but if |
add some ginger and other familiar smells, my
guests can think, ‘Okay, | get it Subtle hints
like this help them feel more comfortable and
enjoy a new dish.”

Likewise, Pairet utilises aromas as extra
ingredients that positively influence a
guest’s perception of the flavour of the dish.
“Everything about smell triggers what | call
the psycho-taste,” he says. “You eat with your
brain before you physically start to eat. Smell
preconditions you to what you will taste.”

Taking a cue from the popular sentiment that
seafood tastes better by the seaside, Pairet
brings the ocean to his guests and strengthens
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56 smells should help people immerse themselves into the main idea of the dish.
They should only strengthen and never distract from the perception of the dish
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the perception of his scallop dish by immersing
them in the sights and sounds of crashing
waves and a diffusion of briny, seaweedy ocean
scents.

“Smells shouldn't take centre stage,” he says.
“They should be obvious and even redundant
to help people immerse themselves into
the main idea of the dish. They should only
strengthen and never distract from the
perception of the dish.”

Grant Achatz, chef and co-owner of three-
Michelin-starred Chicago restaurant Alinea
says, “Aromas are just as important as the
flavours you can detect on your palate.
The intentional use of aroma - especially
harnessing it as an emotional trigger - is an
important tool for us.”

Guests are transported to an English garden by
a dish of spring peas and country ham served
atop a linen-covered pillow that releases a
lavender fragrance as it slowly deflates. They
are astonished by fog machines billowing out
dense vapours redolent of rich, chocolate
aromas. They have literally shed tears over
the nostalgia-laden scent emanating from a
smouldering twig of oak leaves skewering a
morsel of tempura-fried pheasant. Like Pairet,
Achatz generally incorporates smells in a
connected, supportive role. But he also likes
to occasionally provoke intentional confusion
with jarring elements that cause guests to
pause and take notice of the nuances of that
particular course.

He also manipulates the textures, densities
and viscosities of foods to change their level
of flavour release. For example, he strains,
thickens and whips a seafood broth into
an airy “sponge” that instantly dissolves
on the palate. It's served with thin slices of
shellfish, celery granita, gooseberry sauce
and horseradish cream, which all release their
flavours differently. “We know which flavours
will be released first, which will be delayed,
which dissipate quickly and which will linger.
If the edible portion has to be chewed, we
might punch things up at the beginning with an
intentional aroma from the pillow. That's how
we create layered effects.”

With the blurring of lines between food and
drink, mixologists are also emphasising
creativity and innovation in the world of
smells. The rotary evaporator might well

https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-hosts-ambrosia/vol10/iss1/16

This page:

Nikita Matveev, centre,
with fellow bartenders
at The Old Man

Opposite page,
clockwise from top:
Spring peas and country
ham served overa
lavender-scented pillow
atAlinea; Grant Achatz;
Matveev's Dangerous
Summer cocktail

ZH : Nikita Matveev
(/&) £8The Old Man& H
BB S %
¥ E LEIERE : Alinea
EFENU—EE88 5 HEX
BRI ERE RS
GHIK BB £ R Grant
Achatz ; Matveev 75 i By %
BB [BBREAR]

be head bartender Nikita Matveev’'s most
cherished piece of equipment at The Old Man,
a modernist Hong Kong cocktail bar known for
inventive, flavour-focused cocktails. The sky’s
the limit when it comes to the aromas he can
extract and capture in alcohol or water and the
ways he can employ them in his cocktails.

For Cat in the Rain, a twist on the Paloma,
Matveev transforms rotovap calamansi
into foam, which is spooned over a mix of
mangosteen tequila liqueur, salted bianco
vermouth and tonic for a refreshing drink with
layers of tropical aromas. The Dangerous
Summer looks like a thick mango lassi, but
a last-minute spritz of the earthy, leathery,
masculine scent of vetiver gives guests a
moment of bewildered bemusement.

“For me, a drink isn't finished if it doesn't
have an aroma. Sometimes | want to highlight
something. Sometimes | want to surprise
someone. How do | decide what | want to do?”
Matveev asks with a smile. “It depends. That's
thegame.” &
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