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Taste

‘Any one project might necessitate
a volcanologist, pyro-technician,
composer or theatre director’
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For some, going for dinner isn’t
just about sitting down to a plate
of food. Welcome to the strange
world of experiential dining

The dinner party as we know it is dead. Or at
least, so say a handful of avant-garde artists
and experience designers working concurrently
around the world to move eating and drinking
beyond the realms of the everyday.

Universal habits provide an accessible platform for
crafting multi-sensory experiences, as the likes of
Emilie Baltz, Laila Gohar, Bompas & Parr and Sean
Rogg demonstrate — and when contemporary culture
sees our every waking hour flled with images and
information, there’s something to be said for the
emotional potential of a singularly strange meal.

It all comes down to making memories, says Sam Bompas,
one half of the founding duo behind Bompas & Parr, an
‘experience design’ studio which specialises in curating
extraordinary events. The duo started out making jelly
moulds, but nowadays any one project might require a
volcanologist, a pyro-technician, a composer, a theatre
director, or a gong bath practitioner. There are often small
explosions and safety goggles, too.

But in the eye of their self-created storm sits a very simple
preoccupation with that most accessible of media. ‘Food
and drink are totally axiomatic to everyday existence,” Sam
Bompas says, ‘but with a very small amount of efort they
can be elevated, wonderful and incredibly important.’

This duo have a kindred spirit in British artist Sean Rogg,
whose ongoing series The Waldorf Project rifs on
established ideas about art and gastronomy to push visitors
to new sensory extremes.

It's immersive in the most essential meaning of the word,
pairing performance, favours and emotional states

to create transcendental experiences in its audience
members. The next instalment, number four of six, is
entitled Barzakh — an Arabic word meaning ‘obstacle’ or
‘barrier’ (a fact which seems almost ironic given the unique
ability of food to destroy such limitations) — and just as
little is currently known about what Barzakh will entail; its
completion will see it disappear once again, almost without
atrace. Rogg, after all, is an artist trading in experiences —
raw, human and memorable — and not in souvenirs.

Food-centric artist Laila Gohar agrees. Since starting her
eponymous New York-based studio four years ago, she’s
come to view the limited duration of culinary projects as
a refreshing alternative to our obsession with everlasting
image-saturated media. ‘Food is so linked to memory

— it can transport you completely,” she says.

Gohar specialises in installations and pop-ups, often
created in conjunction with art, design and fashion, and
while it's not uncommon for her projects to necessitate

many months of planning before they can come to fruition
— Comme des Garcons, Nike and Instagram are just three
of her clients — they’re often demolished (i.e. eaten) in just
a few minutes.

‘In this day and age there’s so much output — we’re all
fooded with these images non-stop — that it's nice to be
dealing with the experiential and the ephemeral.’

That Gohar’s work references time-honoured ideas
around mealtimes only serves to underscore this point.
‘| draw heavily on ancient food customs and traditions,’
she says. ‘The way that civilisations cooked specifc
things, or harvested specifc crops, and the utensils they
used to eat those — that really inspires me.’

Of course, not all countries can even lay claim to a
culinary history. Take the United States, for example,
which, being less than 250 years old, has been charged
with establishing its own relationship with food — a source
of endless fascination for ‘sensory storyteller’ Emilie Baltz.

‘America is so interesting because it’s truly an invented
culture,’ Baltz says. ‘There’s really no cultural heritage
it comes from; and that can be its demise, but also its
great success.’

Her own heritage left her predisposed to examine our
relationship with eating and drinking. Growing up in a
bi-cultural household near Chicago — Baltz's mother is
French and her father is American — she soon found her
house’s traditional French attitudes towards mealtimes set
her family apart from their middle-American neighbours.

‘Food was more of a performance at home than in the
surrounding culture of 1980s America, and that was a
real foundation to understand that food, and the rituals
surrounding it, could not only craft an identity, but also
craft a culture’

By fusing ideas around art, technology, food and fun, we're
forging new ways to tell the stories which underpin our
daily lives, Baltz says. ‘There’s a word in French, “plateau”,
which means “tray”, like a service tray in a restaurant,’ she
says. ‘But it also means “stage”. And | frmly believe the
dining table is the theatre of life.’

In an ever-evolving world, the more diverse the vocabulary
for describing difcult ideas, the better. ‘We've left a linear
path; our world has exploded in so many ways, from being
interconnected, to the political situation that's going on.

| think that calls for a new form of storytelling that allows
us to express our new realities, which are much more
sensorial, much more emotional. I look at the world now,
and | see that we're all responding to it in one way, shape
or form.

The dinner party is dead. Long live experiential dining. m
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that forms the basis of much of its
cooking, Portugal’s Alentejo is the
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It's hard to fnd anywhere truly undiscovered in
western Europe.

Whether it's Provence, Umbria or Tuscany, seemingly
every hidden gem — especially one with a strong culinary
culture — has been visited, written about, and had a
documentary series set in its rolling hills.

One exception is Alentejo, a mostly rural region that
straddles both the coast and interior of south-west
Portugal. Despite its location — some parts are just an
hour from Lisbon — this rugged area of endless plains,
rocky coastline and deserted beaches has managed to
stay of the tourist radar.

Alentejo is an incredibly productive region with a food and
wine culture that, while not as well known as neighbouring
Extremadura in Spain, is deeply rooted in the land and the
ingredients it produces.

In parts, Alentejo is a wild place: vineyards are interspersed
with olive groves and fruit trees, and are left to fourish
largely unhindered by chemicals, resulting in a rich
ecosystem, fertile soils and unique terroirs, which give its
wines a unigue favour. Add to this the thriving wheat crop,
and it's no surprise that Alentejo has come to be known
as ‘the breadbasket of Portugal’.

It's because of this that breadmaking is a such huge
part of Alentejo culture, with every meal accompanied
by slices of rustic loaves. The older generation in
particular eat bread with every meal, while it's also

a key ingredient in dishes like ‘a¢orda’, a bread soup,
and ‘migas’, crumbled bread with olive oil, garlic and
hot water, served to accompany pork.

But it doesn’t just end there. Bakers can be found
selling their wares door to door (there aren’t many
supermarkets outside of the main towns), with loaves
containing ‘chourico’ or ‘morcela’ (blood sausage)

a particular favourite. And because these sausages
are cooked from raw, the juices seep into the dough,
increasing the favour — especially when cooked in

a wood-fred oven.

Carla Henriques, executive pastry chef at British
restaurant Hawksmoor, was brought up in Lisbon

by parents who'd moved to the city from Alentejo. Her
mum gave her an appreciation of the area’s cooking.

‘For me, the key ingredient is pork, especially from

the ‘pata negra’ pig,’ she says. ‘A typical dish would

be pork with clams and fried potatoes. Our chourigo

is also fantastic — I'd say it's better than the version

in Spain. Another popular dish is suckling pig, again
from the pata negra. These dishes are so tasty because
the grass the pigs feed on is so good.’

While the area is synonymous with meat, there’s enough
here to tempt those who prefer a plant-based diet, with
some ingredients a relic of Portugal’s imperial past in
South America and Asia. One of Alentejo’s fans is Lisbon
writer Alexa Faucher.

‘The food is simple and delicious,” she says. ‘They've
mastered cooking very basic dishes with herbs and the
inevitable and amazing local olive oils. I'm a vegetarian,
but they also have a way of mixing herbs — coriander,
basil and chili peppers — with vegetables that make your
tongue go wild!’

As in other parts of Portugal and Spain, rice plays an
integral part in the local cuisine. But while, for example,
Valencia’s paella is dry, rice dishes here are more like
soups, with monkfsh or lobster providing protein and
favouring. And for those who appreciate a sweeter taste,
there’s also a rice ice cream.
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‘My brother cooked a local

fsh stew with seawater — it

was one of the best things
I've ever tasted’
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Above and right

Restaurant Cavalariga is located
in an old stable in the heart of
the charming town of Comporta

‘A quick drive and you can
be bathing on a deserted
beach or taking a horse
ride in the middle of a
pine tree forest’

Nonetheless, Alentejo has not necessarily been as
forgiving a habitat for the people living in it as it has for
the crops that grow there. This impact can be seen in
the cuisine — communities learned to cook simple but
exceptional food from leftovers or using local livestock
— just as in the wine. But these hardships have also
cultivated a certain humility synonymous with the local
character: people here are known for their hospitality
and unpretentiousness.

As with rural areas all over Europe, many of the young
people have left for opportunities in bigger cities.

This has harmed the economy but also brought Alentejo
cuisine to the likes of Lisbon and Porto. In return, that's
acted as a pull factor to city dwellers looking to sample
the region’s dishes.

Carla Henriques: ‘A lot of people go from Lisbon to
Alentejo at the weekends, and the main draw is the food.
There are lots of small ‘tascas’ about serving rustic food,
usually made by grandma in the back. | came here last

year with my brother, and he cooked a fsh stew using just

sea water. It was one of most beautiful things I've ever
eaten — it tasted exactly of the sea.’

Portuguese chef-turned-winemaker Vitor Claro is an

example of this. Then based in Lisbon, in 2010 he and his

wife Rita frst set about making wine thanks to a happy
accident which led them to Portalegre in the hilly north
of Alentejo. ‘We started buying grapes and doing two

barrels of red wine, two barrels of white wine,” he says.

Eight years down the line, they sold their Lisbon restaurant

Claro to turn to winemaking full time. The result is wine that
refects neighbouring fruits without losing its characteristic

restrained elegance. ‘It's on the top of the mountain, a
north-facing vineyard,” Claro says. ‘It's a wonderful place.’

There’s a common thread of modesty underpinning every
conversation about Alentejo. ‘There is a word in French,
“fnesse”, that explains a lot about how the French cook,
how they drink, how they do things,” says Claro. ‘We
don’t have much of that in Portugal, but we can follow
our own philosophy.

One final thing to note. While the departure of the
young from the area to the cities is well noted, one
group of people are starting to make the opposite
journey: chefs — drawn to the region by its beauty and
the quality of its ingredients.

An example of this is Bruno Caseiro, whose restaurant,
Cavalarica, in the coastal town of Comporta, has become
a go-to destination for food lovers in the know.

‘We opened this restaurant because we felt there was still
space to ofer something diferent in this region,” he says.
‘We use as many local products as possible but combine
them in unusual ways. We're not from here but we're
connected to it because it was a vacation destination for
us in the past.’

So, while Alentejo is something of a secret for now, it
seems that it can't be long before the draw of dishes
like ‘acorda de bacalhau’, ‘cozido a portuguesa’ and
‘secretos de porco petro’ becomes too strong to resist.

As Bruno says: ‘For some, Comporta still feels a bit far
from Lisbon, although it's not. A quick drive and you can
be bathing on a deserted beach or taking a horse ride in
the middle of a pine tree forest. It almost doesn't feel like
you're in Europe.’

Looks like Alentejo won't be undiscovered for much
longer. Time to book that trip. =
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the food you ate

‘About 10 years ago there were very
few restaurants here

was caught by you or your friends’
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Chef Poul Andrias Ziska has put
the Faroe Islands on the culinary
map with new interpretations of
the unique local cuisine

Isolated by the icy seas of the North Atlantic,
the Faroe Islands have a distinctive food
culture shaped by the harsh weather the
region endures for most of the year. Like
many Scandinavian countries, Faroese
culture has created distinct methods for
preserving and storing meat, poultry and
fsh for the long, punishing winter. The most
notable technique is called ‘raest’, which is
the Faroese word for fermentation.

Raest is a dry fermentation process

by which meat, poultry and fsh are cured
outdoors in the salty ocean air in specially
designed huts called ‘hjallur’, found across
the islands. Few vegetables can survive the
windy and cold conditions above ground,
S0 root vegetables like potatoes and
turnips are commonly grown.

Classic dishes — including pilot whale,
fermented lamb intestines and boiled
sheep’s head — may be a little intimidating
but serious foodies looking for something
unique will take to them with ease.

While other Nordic countries have seen
a massive interest in their cuisines, the
Faroese tradition has, until recently,
remained relatively undiscovered. That
is until chef Poul Andrias Ziska put the
archipelago on the foodie map, winning
the Faroe Islands its frst Michelin star
at his restaurant, KOKS, in Kirkjubaur,
a village south of the capital Térshavn.

Here, Poul gives us the low-down on
his interpretation of Faroe cooking.

Hi Poul. What’s so distinctive about the
Faroe Islands’ cuisine?

You're never more than fve kilometres from
the sea at any point, so we have the most
incredible seafood. It's so fresh and of such
high quality. We also have a fairly unique

tradition of fermenting meat, particularly lamb.

What do you mean by ‘fermented’ meat?

The Faroese style of fermentation is a
completely uncontrolled process: we don’t
add any salt, we don’t smoke the meat, nor
is it hung in fridges. We hang the carcasses
in a barn, allowing the sea breeze to get into
the meat, exposing it to the natural yeast and
salt in the air, which starts the fermenting

process. The taste of it always reminds me of

Christmas, when my family used to gather at
my grandmother’s for dinner.

What is the ethos behind your restaurant?

It's a space to showcase the raw materials
that we have around on the island and to
celebrate our culture and food traditions
in a way that is presentable. My cooking is
fairly simple... without being too ‘natural’;
you need some technique and personality
behind your cooking.

How would you describe the restaurant?

It's a modern house but with traditional
lines and a grass roof, and it's very cosy.
We asked a talented musician to make

a soundscape by recording noises from
around the Faroe Islands, such as birds
tweeting or a ferry coming into the harbour.
The plates we use are made by ceramists
inspired by the nature around us. Having
said that, we're actually moving from this
space at the end of the year.

What is your most interesting dish?

If you go to any birthday or wedding on
the Faroe Islands you'll be served ‘kleinur’
[a fried pastry] — we've taken away the
sweetness of this cookie by replacing the
cardamom and sugar with cheese and
salt, topping it with fermented lamb tallow.
Faroese people recognise the cracker
and the crumbling texture but the favours
are so diferent.

What's a typical dish that we couldn’t
taste elsewhere?

At KOKS we reinterpret a lot of traditional
meals; for example, we ferment cod in the
open air and cook it with potatoes — we
use potatoes with almost everything here
as vegetable growing is limited — then
dress it with a sauce made from lamb guts,
which are cleaned and left to hang in the
fermenting barn for up to six weeks before
being minced. I'd describe the favour as
having blue cheese notes — and that can be

challenging for some people who aren’t used

to that taste.

Given the remote nature of the island,
what challenges do you face?

We don’t have a strong tradition of growing
vegetables, but that's changing. The short
season here is a real challenge, so we have
to preserve a lot of things, which adds an
extra dimension to our cooking but can

also be quite limiting. Traditionally, the four
vegetables grown here were turnips, swede,
potatoes and rhubarb. But now people are
growing garlic, leeks, onions, parsnips,
radish, lettuce, salads and kale.

But at least you’re never short of fresh fish, right?

Ironically, when we frst opened the restaurant,
we couldn’t get hold of fresh fsh because it
was all being exported. Luckily, that’s not the
case any more. About 10 years ago there were
very few restaurants and the food you ate was
usually caught by you or your friends, but now
the restaurant scene has developed, so there’s
a market for it.

Where do you source your ingredients?

We work very closely with local suppliers.

Our fshermen only fsh by line and all our seafood
is personally hand-dived by one of my friends.
We forage most of the herbs we use in the
restaurant and use a lot of seaweed from the
coastline. Depending on the season, at any one
time there could be up to fve diferent varieties
of seaweed on the menu and 10 local herbs,
including pineapple weed, monkey fower

and sorrel.

Why do you think the Faroe Islands are
attracting more visitors?

People are increasingly adventurous, always
looking to experience something that hasn’t been
put on the map yet. | think the Faroe Islands are
defnitely one of those places, they’re so mystical
and small, plus the nature here is amazing.

Congratulations on winning the country’s first
Michelin star. Did it come as a surprise?

We weren’t expecting it at all — we frst heard
about it on Twitter. It was the biggest shock for
us and we didn’t really know what to expect.
The most surprising thing for us was that they
came all the way up here. We threw a big party
for all the staf to celebrate. =
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To book a table at KOKS visit
koks.fo
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A magazine is only as good as the
people who make it. And in this, the
first issue of Gaggenau The Magazine,
we’ve been lucky enough to work
with some incredibly talented writers,
photographers and designers.
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