A rarefied Japanese cuisine likened to eating poetry is set to become the biggest influence on
the world’s culinary elite. Sudi Pigott talks to some of the leading lights in Tokyo and London.
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the harmony between food and nature
and has been adopted among the Japanese
elite as the apotheosis of ritualised, no-
expense-spared banqueting.

Kaiseki remains fundamentally differ-
ent from conventional multicourse tasting
menus (a concept “borrowed” from Japan
by all the big French chefs of the 1970s, such
as Paul Bocuse and Pierre Troisgros) in that
dishes are arranged by cooking techniques
rather than ingredient. Typically, dinner
commences with a ravishingly presented
sakizuke (appetiser), followed by hassun
(which sets the seasonal theme), then a
succession of simmered, grilled, steamed,
dressed and vinegared dishes, soup and des-
sert in ritualised order. Kaiseki chefs are
fastidiously seasonal, which means menus
change as often as every two weeks, and
the preparation is fiendishly labour-inten-
sive with zealous attention to texture and
aroma. The sakizuke course might be a
fleetingly available spring mountain turnip
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prepared as an ethereal soufflé, soft and
light as powdered snow to accentuate its
purity and green fragrance and evoke the
crisp mountain air; or steamed white ses-
ame tofu passed through a sieve so many
times that its texture surpasses the finest
“buffalo mozzarella. In Japan, kaiseki dining
can be stratospherically expensive. It’s not
unusual to pay over £500 a head for dinner,
before adding the price of vintage saké.

Beyond a handful of restaurants in Kyoto
and Tokyo, traditionally kaiseki is usually
only served in private tatami rooms (with
woven rice straw matting for seating)
within ryokans (traditional inns often with
their own outdoor thermal baths). The idea
is to purposefully shut out the outside world
in order to focus wholly on the elevated din-
ing experience. Needless to say, bookings
at the most prestigious ryokans are almost
impossible to get. Many don’t even have res-
ervation lines and only take new customers
personally recommended by existing clients
after considerable negotiation.

However, there’s no denying that since
Michelin published its first guide to Tokyo
earlier this year, and awarded more cov-
eted stars within the capital than anywhere
else in the world, hedonistic and curious
diners all over the globe are sitting up
and hankering after the ultimate Japanese
fine-dining experience.

One of the first to acknowledge the
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Japanese restaurant in London.
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MARC, and owner of Umu in London’s
Mayfair. Abela is currently finalising a
site for a Japanese restaurant in Dubai
and looking at other markets. Meanwhile,
the six kaiseki demonstration classes his
hyper-talented, Kyoto- and French-trained,
Michelin-starred chef Ichiro Kubota offers
a year at Umu sell out as
soon as dates are released and
have formidable waiting lists.
These masterclasses are as close
to pure kaiseki as you will cur-
rently find in London, limited to an
intimate maximum of 10 diners and
utilising esoteric and micro-seasonal
ingredients such as junsai (lotus buds), grey
mullet eggs, even sea cucumber roe.

A good alternative is to sample high-
level sushi kaiseki at the ground-floor bar
(counter seating only), which has just
opened at Sakenohana, Alan Yau’s first top-
end Japanese restaurant in London. Here
the master chef prepares an omakase menu
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(a no-choice, no-holds-barred, supra-
seasonal menu devised by the chef on the
day) in front of the diner. The main restau-
rant, designed by Kengo Kuma of Tokyo’s
contemporary kaiseki Waketokuyama, has
tatami-style tables with sunken wells (so
that diners don’t have to sit cross-legged)
and offers what Yau styles “the quintessen-
tial modern authentic Japanese fine dining
experience’. Dishes are surprising, decep-
tively simple and exquisitely _
presented: smoky aubergine
and sesame appetiser with shimmering,
intensely savoury bonito flakes, plum wine
jelly with wisps of snow crab and dramatic,
steamed mushi shabu (steamed wagyu
beet) with ponzu (citrus-based) sauce.

Yoshihiro Murata’s name may not yet
resonate among even the more seasoned
international gastronomes who schedule
vacations around destination dinners,
but give it time. The universally praised
third-generation chef-proprietor of
gastronomic temple Kikunoi in Kyoto and
Tokyo is intent on spreading the word
about kaiseki in the West. His defini-
tive book, Kaiseki: the Exquisite Cuisine of
Kyoto’s Kikunoi Restaurant, has admiring
forewords by Ferran Adria of El Bulli and
Nobu Matsuhisa of Nobu confirming his
place in the highest culinary echelons.

In London recently to launch JRO (an
organisation for the promotion of Japanese
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