French haute cuisine is often considered the foundation of Western European dining, but

nowadays, countries are developing distinct culinary identities of their own. &3 A S 4k
EBEXENABXCHHEBERINS K XRECH BN ZEEE - By Kate Farr and Rachel Read

0 I west

Think of “European food” and you'll most likely land on a French dish as
being broadly representative of the genre. Frequently considered the
founding, fundamental European style of cooking, French haute cuisine’s
influence on what and how we eat reaches far beyond its own borders.

But over the past few decades, the Gallic grip on European dining
has loosened, with exciting culinary evolutions occurring across the
continent. This embrace of new European cuisines often focuses on a
nation’s traditional flavours and terrains, with contemporary chefs finding
fresh inspiration inindigenous ingredients and techniques.
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France

Haute cuisine developed in 17th-century

France, arising from the desire to distinguish

itself from working-class cooking through the

use of rich sauces, exotic ingredients and

complex techniques. This was refined into

classique cuisine in the early 20th century

] by Auguste Escoffier, whose book La Guide

Culinaire codified certain technigques and

recipes (particularly sauces), becoming

a major reference point for chefs around

the world. Often considered the father of modern cuisine, Escoffier’s

influence continues in restaurants to this day, including everything from

the structure of an a la carte menu to how a professional kitchen is

organised - creating the foundation for much modern Western European
fine dining.

Award-winning French chef Yannick Alléno firmly believes that most
Western European dining can trace its heritage back to France, and that
this classical training underpins the evolution of contemporary cuisine.
“Until we finish copying, we cannot create,” he says, “French culture has
enormously nourished modern Western European cooking.”

Whilst Alléno’s “modern French” style of cooking focuses heavily on
sauces - a key component of classical French cuisine, as highlighted by
Escoffier — their execution is resolutely contemporary. “Sauces are the
central element of the dish for me; through modern sauces, | search to
highlight the real French identity.” This can be seen with his technique of
“extraction”, where ingredients are cooked at a certain temperature and
cryo-concentrated to showcase their purest flavours - as with his “Soupe
Improbable Poissons Fins”, which uses an extraction of sole fish.

Sharing this belief is Brittany-born Jacky Tauvry, chef de cuisine at the
Mandarin Oriental, Hong Kong's Pierre. Tauvry cites haute cuisine as a
substantial recent influence: “From the end of the 20th century to the
beginning of the 21st century, chefs from around the world came to France
to be trained, which has influenced cooking styles and methods today.”

Tauvry’s “sincere and honest” style is, in turn, influenced by Pierre
Gagnaire, who taught him “to bring personality to a dish and make
it memorable”. A significant part of this personality stems from the
authentically French ingredients and techniques used. Many of these
elements - such as Brittany-sourced seafood - are regionally and even
terrain-specific, something that Tauvry believes lends French cuisine its
most unique characteristics. “French cuisine is complex and very diverse,
which sets it apart from the rest of Europe. Each region has its own style
and traditions, with specific preparation methods.”

Asked where he sees the progression of French cuisine, Tauvry cites a
growing awareness of food'’s provenance as a major driver of change.
“In recent years, modern French cuisine has evolved to be lighter on
the palate, and | believe this trend will continue with an emphasis on
vegetables and grain-based dishes - the focus will be respecting the
land'’s vegetation through sustainable practices.”
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United Kingdom

While France has long been secure in its
position as a culinary leading light, the
same cannot be said for its neighbour
across the English Channel. But, explains
Cary Docherty of Hong Kong's Gough’'s On
Gough, a restaurant by quintessentially
British lifestyle brand Timothy Oulton,
times are changing for UK chefs. “One of the
biggest changesis that people are proud to cook British cuisine. The UK is
no longer seen as a culinary wasteland - it has produced world-renowned
homegrown talent who've opened restaurants all around the world.”

Docherty acknowledges that this shift in perception has its roots in
France's culinary culture: “We owe a huge debt to the pioneers who
ventured to France and beyond to learn their craft, and then came back
to the UK to share their knowledge with hungry young chefs.”

This newfound pride in British food manifests itself in a confidence to let
the country’singredients take centre stage; Gough's On Gough'smenuisa
prime example, showcasing quality British ingredients such as Dover sole,
Dingley Dell pork and Scottish beef. Docherty — who has worked under
British culinary stalwarts Clare Smyth and Jason Atherton - explains, “We
work within the seasons and basically try to let the ingredients speak for
themselves. If you start with top-quality ingredients, a huge part of the
work has already been done.”
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Ireland

“French cooking is like colonialism; even
though you eventually find freedom, it'll always
be in your blood,” says Irish chef JP McMahon
of Aniar, a terroir-based restaurant in Galway.
“They codified everything - it doesn’'t mean
they invented it, they were just the first to
make it systematic. But it's not everything;
I'm very interested in cooking that predates
classic French cooking.”

For McMahon, this has meant “looking at your own terroir intensely and
seeing what it gives back to you”. Many of Aniar’s dishes are composed of
relatively few elements, allowing McMahon to “get to the core of the dish”
by focusing on distinctly regional produce; he points to Ireland’s amazing
marine products as a particular source of inspiration: one of Aniar's
signature dishes is local oysters paired simply with wild Irish seaweed.

“The defining characteristics of Irish cuisine are its ingredients,” says
David Costello, Consul General of Ireland in Hong Kong. “The quality of our
ingredients have been endorsed by some of the top chefs, restaurants
andretailersin Europe and around the world. Ireland has a long tradition in
food production, which is based on producing food naturally, in harmony
with nature, with minimal processing. Taste is the underlying feature of
Irish cuisine. When you taste Irish food, it's the taste of pure nature.”
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Chefandco-ownerof Dublin’sone-Michelin-star Chapter One, Ross Lewis
also praises indigenous produce, along with Ireland’s temperate climate.
“As we have some of the best growing conditions for grass, our dairy
products - milk, butter and cream, as well as beef and lamb - are some
of the best in the world. From this, we have an incredibly strong artisan-
cheese industry; combine that with the harvest from our Atlantic shores
and winter game, and you have quality that’s peerless internationally.”

When asked how much of modern Irish cuisine is rooted in traditional
French teaching, Lewis says, “| feel that a lot of Western cuisine does use
the techniques of French cuisine. However, there are lots of countries,
including Ireland, on their own culinary journey; | think Irish chefs have
finally found a confidence so they no longer feel the need to be mimicking
on-trend food styles elsewhere in the world.”

Veteran chef Patrick Guilbaud — who was brought up in Northern France
before opening an award-winning restaurant in Ireland in 1981 - also
pointsto Ireland’s produce as being a main driver of change. He describes
his restaurant’s cuisine as contemporary Irish that “hasn’'t forgotten
our French roots”, where honest produce speaks for itself. “When your
ingredients are good, there's no need to disguise flavours by filling your
plate with several more,” he says.

“When we first opened, finding high-quality ingredients was a challenge.
Now produce of an exceptional standard is plentiful and right on our
doorstep - beautiful turbot straight off the boat fromlocal fishermen, the
tenderest beef and most flavoursome lamb,” Guilbaud continues. “The
evolution of the Irish food scene is driven by primary produce. This makes
all the difference - it's what sets Ireland apart.”
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Belgium

Despite having trained under Joél Robuchon, a
luminary of French cuisine, Lionel Rigolet of the
two-Michelin-star Comme Chez Soi in Brussels
believes that Western European cuisine stems
fromn much more than a single influence. “There
are lots of beautiful cuisines in Europe - what's
interesting is the way each type of cuisine
influences another.”

This viewpoint has enabled Rigolet to draw

on multiple influences throughout his career,
including the authentically Belgian food he believes sets the country
apart. “Real Belgian cuisine is based on pleasure - really gourmet - with
lots of stews and slow-cooked food. A country’s cuisine reflects its
inhabitants; in our case, welcoming, sympathetic and cosy.”

Of course, partof thatincludes using the country’s finest produce, like one
of Rigolet'’s favourite ingredients: snails from Namur. “We really insist on
working as much as possible with local producers and suppliers because
we want to show what our country has to offer in terms of gastronomy,”
he explains.

“There are some very special Belgian meals, such as Anguille au Vert,
(freshwater eel served in a green herb sauce), and Waterzooi, (similar
to Bouillabaissse and which can be prepared using fish but also meat or
chicken), and some special dishes prepared with Belgian endives. There
is a wide choice of beers with many special beers made in abbeys, and
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among Belgian desserts preparations with chocolate are very well known,”
says Michele Deneffe, Consul General of Belgium in Hong Kong.

Often nicknamed the godfather of Belgian cuisine, chef Peter Goossens
- who Rigolet cites as one of his inspirations - is another advocate of
regionality and seasonality. At his multi-award-winning restaurant Hof Van
Cleeve, he says that local products are part of his kitchen's DNA - “l love a
kitchen with individuality.”

“As Belgian cuisine is seasonal, all our produce has a lot of taste,” Goossens
adds. He pinpoints Belgium as having “the best fish from the North Sea” and
an abundance of regional vegetables, like asparagus, witlof and hop shoots;
this very Belgian starting point is then elevated by his own enthusiasm for
international flavours such as yuzu, ponzu and sudachi, deployed creatively
throughout his menus to “complement the ensemble”.

Stéphanie Thunus of Au Gré du Vent also takes pride in highlighting local
producers throughout her menus, which she describes as “feminine,
creative, with classic notes”. Although recognising the influence of
classical French techniques, particularly for elements such as sauces,
Thunus believes that many other countries inspire chefs nowadays, which
is what makes the Belgian culinary landscape so varied. “It's a very diverse
cuisine from one chef to another; we all have our specialities.”

Nevertheless, she thinks the future lies in simplicity. “The kitchen evolves,
gives way to lightness, new techniques but always with a respect for
beautiful products without too much distortion or complexity.”

Rigolet has a similar assessment of Belgium’s evolving cuisine. “I think we
tend more and more to return to traditional cuisine. We want to come
back to something real, where you can taste the products themselves
and put them under the spotlight - because products are everything.”
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The Netherlands

Jonnie Boer, chef and co-owner of De Librije
restaurantin Zwolle, is refreshingly frank about
his early challenges: “I had no Dutch chefs who
were an example for me, because everyone
cooked French. | developed my own cooking
style”

This lack of influence enabled Boer to work

creatively, finding “innovative techniques and

pure flavours” that excited him most - most
noticeably, high-quality Dutch produce. “Zeeland flat oysters are the
most beautiful oysters in the world,” he says, also highlighting Zeeland
seaweed, Brabant goat cheese and North Sea crab as some of his other
regional favourites.

“Dutch cuisine is perhaps not as well-known as that of other European
nations,” says Annemieke Ruigrok, Consul General of the Netherlands
in Hong Kong, “but all the regions offer phenomenal products: herring
from the sea, oysters and mussels from the coastal province of Zeeland,
cheeses famously from Gouda and Edam, but also from many other
places. The listgoes onand on.”

Jannis Brevet of the three Michelin-star restaurant Inter Scaldes in
Kruiningen has a similar viewpoint to Boer. “| stand for a pure kitchen, full
of technique and refinement,” he says. “The product is central to this; |
then look for three to four components that bring out the beauty of that
base product even more.”

Brevet credits the Netherlands’ unique terroir as his culinary inspiration.
“The inlets of Zeeland with their unique ecosystem are among the best
cultivation areas for crustaceans and shellfish. We have a long coastline
and fish-rich water inlets.” This, along with salt-marsh lamb, game
from the polders and local cheese, helps to create a self-sufficiency in
Brevet's cuisine, underpinned by classical techniques and an awareness
of restraint. “Less is more is my motto, but getting there is very difficult.
You have to learn to leave out ingredients. Discover how to get the right
balance in your dishes. | don't create to create.”

Whilst Brevet acknowledges France'’s significant historical influence on
European cuisine, he believes the future lies in the ingenuity of the new
generation of chefs. “They've travelled a lot and apply ingredients from
different cultures — which is what makes the Dutch kitchen so varied and
original,” he enthuses, “I expect even more refinement and creativity in
the future.”¢
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