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sweet and sour sauce.
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Eating In A Bento Box

Japan is significant to superstar chef Joel Robuchon in
more ways than one. To date, he has opened more than
20 restaurants around the world and garnered a total of
26 Michelin stars. But ask the man once called the Chef
of the Century what the turning point in his career was,
and he will list the opening of the first LAtelier de Joel
Robuchon in Tokyo.

L'Atelier, which is French for “workshop”, is the
younger, happy-go-lucky sister of his acclaimed fine-
dining restaurants. The first LAtelier opened in Tokyo in
2003 and was a new concept at the time, fusing the
atmosphere of a Spanish tapas bar with the design of
a Japanese sushi bar. With no boundaries between the
kitchen and the diners, diners could observe the kitchen
staff working on their creations, while the chefs could
also see the diners’ reaction to the dishes.

The concept was so well-received that L'Atelier
branches quickly sprang up worldwide — in Paris,
London, Las Vegas, New York, Hong Kong and Taipei.
Together, they racked up 10 Michelin stars for Robuchon.
The latest addition to this sterling network opened
recently in Singapore at Resorts World Sentosa.

Black and red are the theme colours across all
L'Atelier de Joel Robuchon — to Robuchon, the black
bar counters and red high chairs conflate to look like “a
huge Japanese bento”

Robuchon'’s love affair with Japan started in 1976,
when he headed to Tokyo to showcase his culinary skills
under the invitation of French culinary head honcho Paul
Bocuse. Robuchon fell hard for what he saw then of
Japan's kaiseki cuisine.

“Kaiseki's exquisiteness really surprised and inspired
me,’ he explains. “The Japanese respect for the seasonal
quality of ingredients and their incorporation of different
china in the dining experience were really ahead of its time.
Japanese cuisine had already taken on the fine aesthetics
in presentation and taste, incorporating the philosophy of
Zen some three decades ago. In contrast with the heavy
taste of French cuisine and the clumsy presentation,
Japanese cuisine was in a league of its own”'

Following his visit, he initiated what would become a
shift in French cuisine from rich flavours and heavy textures
to a more authentic and natural taste (cuisine actuelle).

“Delicious cuisine is dependent on the best
quality ingredients as well as a chef's respect for the
ingredients,” he explains of his philosophy towards food,
a philosophy that gelled with what he discovered of
Japanese cuisine at the time.

“When you are cooking, you are in fact destroying
a life — whether it's fish, meat or vegetable. You have
to be very conscious of this and carry out the process
with love, turning each act of destruction into perfection,
instead of just wasting lives!’

His vision found favour and, in 1989, he was named
Chef of the Century by the pretigious Gault Millau guide.

He also likes to work with Japanese chefs and is
a big advocate of two Japanese chefs. One is Tomonori
Danzaki, who has been working with him in both Tokyo
and Las Vegas from 1986 and was recently appointed

head chef at the local Joel Robuchon haute cuisine
restaurant. The other is Tosuke Suga, who has been under
his tutelage for the past 12 years and is currently in Paris.

“Japanese chefs put a lot of pride in their work and
are sticklers for perfection — this attitude is in line with
my culinary philosophy’

It is obvious that Robuchon loves Japan and Japan
loves him too. It is no coincidence that he has more
restaurants in Tokyo than anywhere else. In addition to
the two-star LAtelier de Joel Robuchon and the two-star
La Table de Joel Robuchon, there is Le Chateau de Joel
Robuchon, which has been awarded three Michelin stars.

To return the compliment, Robuchon launched a
cookbook, La Cuisine Conviviale, for his Japanese fans
last year, sharing his tips for preparing French cuisine

Ivory chocolate and tangy raspberries'Come together in
a sphere in this dish. (Photo: Resorts World Sentosa)

with Japanese ingredients.

It has been said that Robuchon'’s contribution to
the culinary world is not limited to his innovations in
French cuisine. His response to this is modest: “| can't
really say, but if it's anything, | think my contribution
is just sharing. When | was young, | saw too many
chefs hiding their skills; it made me more determined
to make the passing on and sharing of knowledge my
priority.’

That explains why he is often hosting cooking
programmes in France, publishing his award-winning
recipes or mentoring other well-known chefs such as
Gordon Ramsay, Eric Ripert and Michael Caines.

Robuchon feels that his other contribution is in

fighting for a better work environment for chefs, who

are important because they are “people who create
happiness”.

“Chefs in the past had to work in a mess, without
air-conditioning. Cleanliness is very important for me, so
if you say | have made any contribution, it would be to
raise the quality of the kitchen.’

Robuchon, winner of the Laurent Perrier Lifetime
Achievement Award in 2009, says he has a new focus
in his culinary style — simpler and healthier fare — and will
work hard to realise this philosophy in his restaurants.
“The era of molecular gastronomy is over — there are too
many ingredients that are unhealthy. There are studies
in the United States that show that cancer can be
treated with healthy food; | will be using more fruits and
vegetables that are beneficial to health!

Outside of the kitchen, Robuchon's love is new
technology -- he owns seven computers and six mobile
phones. During his trip to Singapore, the only place he
insisted on visiting was geek haven Funan the IT Mall,
where he shopped for five hours.

Now 66, Robuchon looks back on how the
L'Atelier concept gave him a shot in the arm at a
relatively late point in his career — and has absolutely
no regrets about it. “| entered the kitchen at 15, starting
from the lowest level, working no less than 12 hours
every day, never trying skiing or taking a holiday over
a few decades, all to gain the recognition of Michelin
stars!" he recounts.

“In 1996, after my 50th birthday, | decided to be
myself’ That was the year he debuted his first LAtelier
restaurant in Japan.

“L'Atelier lets me forget about journalists and
critics. | only do what | want to do”

Tuna confit on a heart of lettuce
garnished with thin crispy vegetables.
(Photo: Resorts World Sentosa)



