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THE ELEMENTS OF TASTE


FOUR-STAR CHEF GRAY KUNZ has teamed up with food writer Peter Kaminsky to put together a cookbook that looks precisely at how the dynamic of great taste is achieved. By putting into plain language the thoughts that a chef has when he or she creates a recipe. The Elements of Taste has forged a revolutionary approach to cookbook writing. Every dish in this book is conceived according to the interplay of fourteen categories of taste.


In exuberantly married dishes, Kunz and Kaminsky demonstrate how these tastes interact and build on one another and, most important, how we experience them. They show you exactly how to make delicious dishes and tell you how and why they work. Truly inspired combinations include Halibut with Spring Onion Stew in Watercress Mussel Broth, Spiced Shrimp in Cardamom Ancho Chili Sauce, Oven-Crisped Chicken with Maple Vinegar Sauce, Ham Hocks and Spare Ribs in Cherry Beer, Poached and Crisped Turkey Leg ProvenCale with Lemon Pickle, Chilled Lemongrass Soup with Coconut-Pineapple Ice Cream and Papaya, and Citrus and Passion Fruit Soufflé. Describing the heat, the texture, the timing of taste as you bite through these mouthfuls, the authors go beyond merely telling the home chef how to put together these dishes. In clear, concise language they explain how each flavor fits into the total taste experience.


More than a primer of flavor, this is a practical and seductive introduction to the world of taste, including over 130 recipes by one of the acknowledged masters of contemporary cuisine. When you have cooked through this book, you will be able to look into your own pantry or refrigerator to create your own four-star meals.
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GRAY KUNZ (left) was the four-star chef, for many years, of Lespinasse. In its kitchen, he joined the flavors of French and Asian cooking, reflecting his coming of age in Singapore, Hong Kong, and Switzerland. He was voted Best American Chef by the James Beard Foundation in 1995. In 1998, he was inducted into the Restaurant Hall of Fame.


 


PETER KAMINSKY (right) has written extensively about food and the outdoors. He is a food critic and the former Underground Gourmet for New York magazine and writes for Food & Wine. A regular contributor to the New York Times's Outdoors column, he lives with his wife and two daughters in Brooklyn.
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To Nicole, Julie, Jimmy, Melinda, Lucy, and Lily


“Almost all people are born unconscious of the nuances of flavour. Many die so.”

M.F.K. FISHER


FOREWORD


IN EARLY 1990 I MADE PLANS to dine at the sumptuous new dining room in the recently renovated Peninsula Hotel in midtown Manhattan. I didn't consider it an exciting prospect. In those years, hotel restaurants, for the most part, were rather perfunctory affairs that catered to road-weary hold guests and distracted power-lunchers. As restaurant critic for the New York Times, however, I was compelled to check it out—fully expecting to flee after the first bite of dessert.


Surprisingly, though, the menu looked intriguing—then again, I had been ambushed by florid prose many times. At that time, so-called fusion cooking was not yet the gastronomic buzzword it is today, although a few chefs were experimenting with melding Asian ingredients with classic American and French cuisine. Yet this was the first menu I had seen that approached it with such passion and authority. To be honest, I don't recall every detail of that meal, but I clearly remember my first taste sensation. It was a dish of grilled jumbo shrimp set in a shallow pellucid pool of shrimp stock. Yet the dish itself was infused with a flavor that was new to me, the kaffir lime. These bitter aromatic leaves defined and bolstered the sweetish broth, in the same way oak tannins frame a fine old Bordeaux.


Another startling creation, for both its flavor and texture, was a triple-decker of deboned quail that was layered with sweet taro-root chips and lustrous, perfectly seasoned creamed leeks. At the conclusion of this extraordinary meal I asked our captain for the name of the chef. Gray Kunz Never heard of him.


I may not have known his name but I sure knew that this was the standard by which fusion cooking would soon be measured. After subsequently tasting the efforts of some other chefs, it was clear that one could not embrace this refined technique by cookbooks alone. The nuances of his Eastern flavors are revealed most subtly to those who have lived with them, as Gray had, from his childhood in Singapore.


In 1991 he moved to the St. Regis Hotel, literally across the street from the Peninsula, to take over its lavish restaurant, Lespinasse. For the first time I couldn't wait to get a reservation in a hotel dining room. The food at Lespinasse was even more spectacular. One dish that stood out was a Thai-influenced, steamed striped bass with fried shallots and minced lemon peel set over a heady broth redolent of citrus and mixed herbs. It was not tong before chefs from around the country were excitedly queuing at his restaurant like kids at a carnival ride.


That same year I had the opportunity to observe Gray at work when he came out to East Hampton, Long Island, to cook with my longtime writing partner Pierre Franey, the renowned chef. New York Times columnist, and cookbook author. I was astounded at how Gray used ordinary supermarket ingredients to weave dishes that were amazingly simple yet with wonderfully stratified flavors that just kept washing over the palate. One might call it “contrapuntal cuisine,” for its extraordinary balance and harmony.


Could I cook like this at home, or was this just too ethereal for even the skilled amateur? Another Gray admirer, food writer Peter Kaminsky, decided to give it a try. His idea was to deconstruct Gray's approach to food and, in the process, explain the principles behind great taste in a way that anyone could understand. The result is The Elements of Tasle. Instead of writing a conventional cookbook that presents recipes as an end in themselves. Peter and Gray started by identifying the elemental flavors, and showed them at play in an array of Gray's signature dishes. In essence, they discovered the way great chefs think and gave it a language.


In a way, The Elements of Taste grabs the baton from Brillat-Savarin and carries it into the home kitchen. With this approach, recipes are guidelines, not dogma. Such a cooking strategy is akin to viewing a great painting in a museum: from ten feet away you can appreciate the overall image; from one foot away you savor the brilliance. The Elements of Taste is a different kind of cookbook, one that demands a degree of engagement from the reader. It also is original, thought-provoking, and savory—just like a four-star restaurant.


BRYAN MILLER


INTRODUCTION


CHEFS DON'T CREATE FROM RECIPES. They create from tastes. They create in the same way that a composer “hears” notes in the concert hall of the mind before anyone plays them on the keyboard. Kitchen artists draw on the knowledge acquired through years of study, long practice, and a generous dollop of intuition. If chefs are like composers in general, they are very like one composer in particular—Antonio Vivaldi. As a teacher in a foundling home for girls in Venice, his task each year was like that of a chef at the market: he could concoct his musical stew only with the materials at hand. If his star students played flute, oboe, and bassoon, he would write a piece for what was then an unusual combination of instruments. If the young ladies were more adept at guitar, he would dash off a slew of guitar pieces. Presumably if there had been a powerhouse conga drummer in the class, his oeuvre would certainly have included a concerto for harpsichord, lute, and conga.


Chefs work the same way: they start with the best of what is available and then turn to their intuition and their memories to figure out what might be done with those ingredients. A recipe may spring from a survey of the pantry, a trip to the refrigerator, a walk through the market, the memory of the smell of bacon on Sunday morning or of sage after a morning rain. As any fen of Hemingway or Proust knows, taste memories are among our strongest and most evocative. It was the memory of the taste of one little madeleine dissolved in a cup of tea that sent Proust careening through the next three thousand pages of remembrances. Had his memory been jogged by a complex dish like a bouillabaisse, he might have written his way through another foot of two of out bookshelves.


Like Proust's evocative memories, a chef's memories of taste lie at the base of any new recipe. You have a taste in your mind, an idea that it would go well cooked in a certain way or combined with a certain herb. Then you try that idea. You add ingredients and seasonings, reduced pan juices, maybe some lemon juice or wine, honey or sugar. Like a composer, you look for themes, motifs, and—most important—harmonies.


So, while this book contains recipes that you may cook as confidently as a musician can play through a score, it attempts something more important to the aspiring chef. It presents the thought process behind recipes, far that is how a chef creates. It always comes down to taste.


But what is taste?


Any food and wine fancier who keeps up on the current literature will have noticed that there are hundreds of volumes devoted to describing the experience of taste as it applies to just one food product…wine. There is a deep, rich (at times over-rich) vocabulary to turn to in order to understand and describe the experience of tasting a particular wine. It is a different case entirely for us beefeaters, burger kings, dairy queens, and cookie monsters.


For the tens of thousands of foodstuffs that are not wine, the vocabulary is limited and rudimentary. Restaurant critics describe food as “salty,” “sweet,” “smoky,” “briny” “woodsy”: all very general words that are often tossed in because the desperate reviewer has to say something. Pre-Renaissance scientists, in a similar quandary, described the world as being composed of earth, air, fire, and water. In taste as in science, we should have learned a few things since Galileo and the Borgias.


Having searched libraries and pointed and clicked our way through countless Internet pages, we found there is very little that has been written about taste. What we did find bears as much resemblance to the sensual experience of tasting as an anatomy textbook does to the Kama Sutra. Inevitably there is a listing of five taste receptors on the tongue, accompanied by line drawings as mouthwatering as a ball-bearing catalogue. Anyone who has ever made love (or a good pot roast) knows there is a lot more going on here than a few synapses firing off.
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Though eating and loving are basic drives common to all creatures, true understanding of them requires more than instinct. Without that kind of understanding, today's ardent suitor becomes tomorrow's artless groper and the budding chef or gourmet is thrown back on a jumble of trial-and-error experiences and slavish attempts to re-create a recipe in a book. A recipe is followed not because the reader understands everything that's going on in every step, but simply because it has a catchy title and some “expert” wrote it down in a cookbook.


All of us have, at one time or another, salivated over a picture in a cookbook and, by dint of hard work and following the directions to a T, turned out something just a cut above a braised running shoe. Following a recipe by rote requires little more than an ability to fill a measuring cup and read your watch. A cookbook is only a roadmap. It doesn't tell you if the ingredients in your local market are trucked in, Are the strawberries sweet or tart this year? Was the hog fed on apples or acorns? Was the fish frozen or is it fresh off the boat? All of these qualities influence taste, and they change from place to place, week to week, year to year.
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This is not the way that a real chef works in the real world. The accomplished chef understands how taste works, what its components are, how it can be layered, how it must be balanced, and so on. This book is, we hope, a step toward a new way of understanding cuisine. It is a method and a vocabulary of taste that we have devised for the simple reason that there isn't another one to be had. We have refined it as we cooked and tasted and debated our way through each dish, but if we have been at all successful, it is our hope and expectation that the method itself will be refined by us and by others as time goes by.


Given a lack of literature about taste, we sat down and tasted. We ate apples, anchovies, pomegranates, prosciutto, morels, turnips, tarragon, Ben and Jerry's chocolate chip ice cream, Middle Eastern zatar, pizza, Vietnamese fish rolls, green tomatoes, passion fruit, venison, pickled papaya, cream of wheat, white truffles, black beans, red peppers, white chocolate, duck breast, frog legs, chicken wings, veal feet, beef cheeks…enough food to have sent Gargantua and Pantagruel from the table with tummyaches.


We had two goals, both of them equally important: the first, to devise a system that includes most of the tastes in the modern palate; the second, to simplify this system so that we didn't end up with so many tastes that we confused more than we explained. There is already a model for this approach in the wine world—component tasting. Although we have poked fun at this practice when taken to the extreme, the fact remains that good wine teachers actually do teach you how to break wine down into component tastes and, in so doing, to understand it more fully.


We have come up with fourteen basic tastes. Along the way, we sometimes had as many as twenty-two tastes, but that became rather unwieldy. We hated to let go of any and we debated over each of them as if we were the pledge committee at a fraternity considering a bumper crop of wonderful candidates. In the end, though, simplicity and our desire to create a reasonably practical book won out.


TASTES THAT PUSH


Not surprisingly, we started with some of the traditional basic tastes that we have all grown up knowing: salty, sweet, and hot. To avoid confusion between hot—as in spicy hot—and hot—as in burn-your-mouth hot—we chose the word “picante” to indicate the spicy heat of the chili pepper. These three tastes all share a basic characteristic; they heighten all the other tastes in a recipe. Like a wave approaching shore or a wind blowing across the plains, they push everything forward. Remove any of these tastes, and an interesting dish becomes dull and flaccid. Filet mignon becomes warm dead cow, ice cream becomes cold milk, chili becomes beans boiled in water. They are the foundation tastes, the fundamental chords in the melody of a meal. They also share one other quality: all three can be combined in the same recipe. In Fact when chefs talk about “balancing a sauce” (and they all do), that normally means they're going to add some sugar (sweet), or salt, or pepper (picante). They also will balance with a fourth taste, tangy, but more about that later. For now, let us begin with the trinity of pushing tastes.


Salty


Salt is the king of tastes. This probably has something to do with all life coming from the sea. We require salt to keep the body functioning, but once life traded in its gills for lungs and took up residence on dry land, salt was not that common. We seek it out. Although modern humans can usually count on a reliable supply of salt, we still crave it the way our Neanderthal ancestors did on the Ice Age tundra. With supermarket aisles full of potato chips and salted nuts, it has been estimated that we probably consume 12,000 times more salt than our Paleolithic forebears. Salt, whether we get it from table salt, soy sauce, bacon, or Nacho Cheese Doritos, wakes up the other tastes.


Sweet


All human beings are born with a sweet tooth…with good reason. Sugar is an efficient fuel. It is found in highly nutritious foods, particularly fruits, which were easy for our savanna-dwelling forebears to gather (in season). In addition to being fine foods, oranges and bananas weren't as likely to trample you, or gore you with their horns, the way equally delicious meat on the hoof might. Sugar will often be the first taste to hit the palate. Just as often, it will have a tendency to move more toward the background of the overall taste and to round out the sharp edges of aromatic spices like cloves or very tangy lemon, and so forth. We had considered including fruity as a separate taste, but on closer consideration it seemed more accurate to say that fruity is a compound taste in the way that purple is a compound color, a combination of red and blue. Fruit, to be sure, is sweet and therefore pushes other tastes, but it also has a tangy component and a floral bouquet.


Picante


Peppery heat does have nerve endings on the tongue just like sweet, sour, salty, and bitter, but they're not taste buds per se. They are pain receptors, and they send out the same signals that are sent in response to heat from a flame, but as racy novelists have long known, pleasure and pain are linked opposites. Even if science does not recognize picante as a taste, try and tell that to a chef in Lima, Peru, or Lafayette, Louisiana. A simple dish like Cajun court bouillon calls for fish fillets, salt, pepper, tomatoes, and plenty of cayenne. Take away the cayenne, and it tastes like hospital food. On the other hand, a dose of peppery heat pushes forward every iota of taste potential in this simple but elegant combination.


TASTES THAT PULL


Where the “push” tastes have a tendency to put their shoulder into it and push all taste forward, the “pull” tastes seek out underlying flavors and highlight them. Some ingredients, like cooked onions or lemon juice, pull broadly, bringing every flavor forward. Others, like cinnamon or tarragon, are experienced as aromas that help to focus and highlight particular tastes, This brings us conveniently to the subject of the nose and smell. Brillat-Savarin, who thought more (and more clearly) about taste than anyone before or since, wrote “smell and taste form a single sense, of which the mouth is the laboratory and the nose is the chimney; or to speak more exactly, of which one serves for the tasting of actual body, the other for the savoring of their gases.” Even though gas, as a term of culinary art, has fallen out of favor and, in fact, is downright indelicate, Brillat-Savarin had it exactly right. Without the nose, there is very little taste and there would certainly be no cuisine to speak of. Not every pull taste is sensed primarily in the nose, though. In fact, two of the most important ones are anchored on the palate.


Tangy


Tangy (often called sour) and its close cousin, the vinted taste of wine, are primarily experienced in the mouth rather than the nose. We say they pull rather than push because that is what it feels like. Think about it: when you have a lot of vinegar in something, the tongue feels as if it's contracting. Anyone who was ever puckered after biting into a tart lemon and then tasted a fried shrimp understands that the lemon feels as if it's pulling flavor out of the shrimp. In contrast to the push tastes, tangy ingredients never smooth out or round flavors: instead, they seem to brighten them and make them more distinct. If salt is the king of tastes, tangy is the queen, perhaps not the most faithful of queens, though: she partners up just as easily with sweet, hot, and just about every other taste with the possible exception of bitter.


Vinted


Had we undertaken to write this book about the tastes of the cuisines of China, India, Korea, Nigeria, or Morocco, we might well have forgone the taste of wine when used as an ingredient. Still, there's no question that in modern Western gastronomy wine is a critical element. Wine has an alchemistic capacity to elevate the tasting and dining experience. Enough has been written on wine as a beverage that we don't need to add our two cents. Our interest is in wine as a food ingredient. Wine has two pulling characteristics. As a fermented fruit, it has tang just like any other fruit, but it is rather mote concentrated. Red wine, because of bitter tannins, “puckers” the tongue and makes it pull out even more flavor or taste. This bitterness helps wine to cut through other tastes and to clean the palate. The fruitiness in wine also pulls forward sweetness and complements salt. It is a powerful and complex ingredient and certainly a fundamental one in Western cuisine.


Bulby


The reason that so many recipes start with the instruction to “sweat shallots in oil” (or with the variation to brown some onions or garlic) is that it works so well. When you walk up to a house where someone is frying onions, you can tell before you even open the door what's going on inside. The same goes for a pan full of garlic, shallots, or leeks. They are all very forward aromas that tend to fill up the nose.


Clearly, these ingredients all have something in common, and just as clearly there isn't a common name for that common thing. We chose the word “bulby” for the reason that these members of the onion family all grow from bulbs, and it is the flesh of these sharp-tasting bulbs that is transformed by heat into one of the most effective carriers and enhancers of taste.


When eaten raw, bulby vegetables are odiferous, with a taste that some find pleasantly sharp but an aroma most considerately enjoyed at some distance from an intimate friend. Cooked bulby vegetables, however, are a sweetly different story. When you put them in a hot pan, bulby vegetables caramelize: their sharpness turns to nutty sugar. They are often the first aroma that arises from any dish. They have a pleasant sweetness, and as they fill up the nose with their bouquet, they have a tendency to pull all the flavors in a dish forward. They have a particular affinity for the sweet elements in meats and vegetables. In spite of this they don't pair up too well with some inherently sweet things like fruits. Of all the tastes that affect the nose and pull other tastes up, bulby ingredients do it most broadly.
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Floral Herbal


Floral herbal ingredients are, for the most part, green and leafy but they also include such things as lemongrass and, for certain purposes, lemon zest or ginger. We call them floral because they remind us of flowers and their delicate aromas. They often serve to pull up and locus specific tastes. Thus, the herbs that have a licoricey taste, such as tarragon and basil, will pull up the sweet side of a recipe. Rosemary, thyme, and oregano accent saltiness, meatiness, and fishiness, as well as helping to define the garden tastes of tomato, peppers, and so on. Chili peppers and cilantro go together so well that in Mexican cooking it is hard to find picante tastes without cilantro alongside. Lemon zest and ginger accent the element in fruit that differentiates it from pure sugar.


In context, some other ingredients can serve a floral herbal function from time to time. Olive oil has a floral aspect that works well with herbs and makes it superior to other oils or butter when you want to bring out the garden vegetable side of things. Likewise, honey adds a floral note to sweetness that sets it apart from cane sugar or maple syrup. We use the word floral metaphorically, but it can also be taken literally. For example New Delhi chefs bathe some desserts in rosewater, and the Zapotecs of Oaxaca, Mexico, make a memorable quail with rose petals.


Spiced Aromatic


If we return to our musical analogy, floral herbs discussed above are like a harp or chimes—maybe even a piccolo: they are there as ornament and accent, delicate as lace, brittle as rime ice. The ingredients that we think of as spiced aromatic—such as cinnamon, cloves, allspice, mace, coriander seed, cumin, saffron, star anise—bring to mind trumpets and flutes; they rise over the rest of the ensemble, their notes ring notes clearly and identifiably, restating themes and signaling new ones.


When experienced as pure taste on the tongue, these ingredients are often bitter, but their function is not so much mouth taste as it is the aroma that pulls up taste. Their bouquet rises clearly and identifiably out of the most complex mix of ingredients. They will pull up sweetness and temper it—think of cinnamon or allspice in cookies. Curry will bring out the subtle oceanic tones in shellfish. Cloves will focus the roundness of pork. Coriander seed and black pepper serve as messengers heralding the approach of substantial meaty tastes.


Spiced aromatic ingredients can also work to enhance the bouquet of other pulling ingredients—for example, curry pairs up nicely with lemongrass. Of course there's always the question of context. In music, a solo instrument serves a different purpose than the same instrument in a chamber group or orchestra. In much the same way, a spice rub on the outside of a pork roast immediately sets up the meaty taste, while the same spices cooked into a sauce will come later in the overall melody of the recipe. A word of caution: don't be misled into thinking that the more weird spices you add, the closer you will get to being a gourmet chef. There are more combinations that don't work out than there are ones that do. Prime chef directive, if it doesn't add then it detracts.
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Funky


In this group, we include cabbage, truffles, aged meats like country ham, and cheeses, especially pungent cheeses. This is a category name chat was a bit of a struggle. Clearly we are talking about a wide group of ingredients that are different in every respect except one; they are, for want of a better term, “stinky.” While that may be the most accurate term, who wants to cook their way through a book with instructions like “take a nice stinky cheese and melt it over some cabbage that has been braised until it smells like the inside of a running shoe”.


Still, there is no denying that these ingredients all have an organic, overripe smell that is, well, funky. A pig or a truffle hound does not dig through the earth for truffles because they are an expensive delicacy. To a pig or a hound (and, to be scientifically accurate, to us humans as well), a truffle has the scent of a willing mate.


The smell and taste of aged, highly organic ingredients stimulates the palate and pulls up strong flavors. Truffles with beef will accent the meatiness of the animal (and all animals have a slight gaminess to their flesh). A twenty-two-month-old country ham from Kentucky will have complex layers of taste that no fresh pork can rival. It will enhance recipes in the way great wine will do things that are far beyond the power of simple grape juice. While other ingredients such as fresh herbs and ground spices pull tastes up into more defined and ethereal areas of flavor, funky ingredients pull all of them back into their basic organic origins. It's that same primal tension between base matter and lofty spirituality that makes us human, so why wouldn't it work in food?


TAST PLATFORMS


Vegetables, meat, fish, and poultry are most often thought of as the foundation elements—the platforms—upon which we build recipes. After all, you don't very often see recipes such as “Pan-Roasted Clove Bits Garnished with Saddle of Lamb” or “Rosemary Springs Sprinkled with Yellow Tomato Coulis.” Common sense, or at least common practice, makes the vegetable, meat, fish, or poultry the centerpiece in naming a recipe. As you will see by cooking your way through this book, this is not the way we come up with recipes. Just as often we will start from the scent of an herb, the pungency of a spice, the heady perfume of a forest mushroom, the idea of combining hot and cold or smooth and crisp, With that as a starting point, we will begin to add ingredients and tasters. We think of vegetables and flesh not so much as “main ingredients” (although at time they certainly are); it is more accurate to call them platforms upon which other tastes can stand and interact.


All platform ingredients have a textural element, which is a key, though often overlooked, component in the whole taste process. Your mouth seeks texture before it begins to define tastes. If something is crunchy, you will always notice the crunch first; it punctuates one set of tastes and begins another. If something is creamy or smooth, it will round out tastes, meld them, and help tone down sharp edges. If something is toothy, like a piece of meat, what happens is you bite down and, as you do, you breathe out, releasing all the aroma components into the nose, thus pulling up flavor.
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