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			Why Japan, Why Kaiseki?

			“If we act just as things are, this is the true art of tea.” Sen no Rikyu

			A few years ago, I began a journey of self-discovery – especially in the culinary sense. Until then, I’d been learning how to cook in a star-awarded restaurant in Berlin. The head chef came from northeast Bavaria, the Upper Palatinate region. We prepared food according to the preferences as provided by the Michelin inspectors: French cuisine, here with a regional twist, though. At the time, regional also meant rustic, so in this fine restaurant, we served dishes like black pudding and sauerkraut, refined a little with champagne, which we then referred to as Champagnerkraut.

			I myself come from the Ruhr region, which is still, shall we say, somewhat undiscovered territory on the gastronomic map. My grandmother regularly served a Sunday roast. She was born in the state of Hesse and would prepare a dish that included tongue, horseradish sauce and boiled potatoes. Everything carried a sense of elegance, and because my grandparents had copperplate engravings and a family crest hanging on the wall, the food seemed a step removed, with an almost aristocratic air.

			At home, a leg of lamb would simmer in the roasting pan, heavy with garlic, or Knofi, as my father liked to say. My mother baked bread herself and met up with like-minded people in a garage, where she was able to purchase organic vegetables straight from local farmers. This was in the eighties. It felt a bit like a covert operation – as if they were dealing something illicit. Bean freaks and eco types, people called them back then. Today, we’d say hipsters and organic enthusiasts – the tides of change at work. 

			A few years after completing my apprenticeship, I was eating at a two-star restaurant and found myself starting to feel bored. Always the same sauces, main ingredients and flavors. What people considered fine dining seemed to be bound by the same old, same old. 

			I was deeply immersed in my philosophy degree by then and had the vague feeling that there must be more. There must be a type of cuisine that was considered refined, but worked from a different premise. One that when studying it, would allow me to understand my own culinary foundations more deeply. For a long time, French cuisine had been the standard for distinction. If I now compared that with refined food in Japan, I might see what they both shared in terms of refinement or, more broadly, what it is that makes something truly refined. 

			Perhaps, through this exploration, I’d be able to better understand what my grandmother’s cooking had to do with the simple chips and sausages of the Ruhr region or how it might relate to award-winning French-influenced cuisine adapted to regional traditions from Bavaria and Berlin – or not, as the case might be. The long and the short of it is, I wanted to explore the roots of my own culinary identity. 

			This is how I came upon Japanese cuisine. In essence, it’s shown me how refined cuisine works without gravy and filet, without truffles, crème fraîche and chocolate. It hasn’t given me an answer to the question about my own roots, but it has revealed questions that I didn’t even know to ask. That alone feels invaluable – the Japanese cuisine is a wise cuisine. It offers good pointers for life on a larger scale. Japanese cuisine, one might say, is slow-cooked philosophy as well as well-seasoned worldly wisdom.

			This quality is particularly evident in kaiseki.

			When I asked a Japanese philosopher the question: “Is there such a thing as fine Japanese cuisine, something equivalent to the French haute cuisine?” he replied: “Take a look at kaiseki. But if you really want to understand it, you also need to pay attention to tea.” And he added: “Go to Kyoto.”

			Kaiseki? Tea? Kyoto? This initially all seemed most mysterious to me. I was in the process of preparing a large project: my PhD in philosophy on Japanese cuisine. It is the foundation for this book – so for anyone wishing to delve deeper, my book Einfachkeit (which translates as “Simplicity”) is out there. 

			After some intense years of study, working on the connection between philosophy and cooking, I was now ready and making plans to do field research on location. I wanted to travel to Kyoto to get to know this enigmatic kaiseki, about which very little was known outside of Japan at the time. 

			I felt well prepared. My doctorate supervisor had said to me: “You’re trained both in culinary arts and in philosophy – just do what you feel is right.” And so, my journey began.

			Kaiseki, let me say also say this from the outset, is indeed Japan’s haute cuisine. Many kaiseki restaurants have been awarded with stars, even though people in Japan were initially cautious when Michelin began rating restaurants there in 2010. “How is a French tire manufacturer supposed to be able to review a cuisine that has developed over many centuries?” one kaiseki chef had asked me skeptically at the time. 

			Traditionally, kaiseki consists of a menu of ten to eleven courses that vary, depending on the season. In addition to the season, the place, too, as well as the surrounding landscape and what it has to offer in terms of cuisine play an important role. Seasonality and regionality are concepts that have been maintained there for centuries. 

			The menus change with the season, with the tableware following suit. In summer, glassware predominates, lending a cooling effect. In winter, the dishes are more earthen – ceramic bowls and lacquerware, sometimes colorful, sometimes simple, designed to retain warmth. 

			When I set off in 2010 to Kyoto to do my research, most chefs in Europe were still serving à-la-carte meals on white porcelain. Today, in top Western cuisine, a menu changes with the seasons and is served on a wide range of materials from tree bark to ceramic bowls. Is this simply the spirit of the times or has it been inspired by Japan? On the surface, Western cuisine is opening up toward that of the Japanese. But a closer look – at the cooking techniques, the daily practices, its approach to preservation and the chef’s mindset – reveals that Japanese cuisine still remains strikingly different. What sets it apart, why it fascinates us so deeply at the moment and what wisdom it can offer – these are some questions I want to explore here. 

			In pursuit of this, I’ve followed the structure of the kaiseki menu, in which each dish stands on its own, yet together the dishes form a coherent cultural expression. These connections are loose and tight all at once. In Kaiseki, the link is made through place, season and ingredients in their optimal condition; in this book, the connection is the idea of kaiseki itself. 

			It all begins with matcha, the tea of the tea ceremony. In Japan, when the tea is preceded by a meal, this is called kaiseki. Why there are two types of kaiseki – that is what the first chapter is about. The next one is about something invisible: the skilled hand of the host arranging the food and creating the atmosphere. From looking at the tea bowl, representative of kaiseki tableware, we move on to culinary aspects of the cuisine itself. For fish, we focus on an eel called hamo; for vegetables and how they are handled, we examine bamboo sprouts. Every kaiseki menu concludes with rice, which remains deeply tied to Japanese identity. After the meal, something sweet is served with the tea. In the tea ceremony, the traditional Japanese sweets called wagashi are served before the matcha, the latter being the closing point in the book. This reflects the original idea behind kaiseki – what is truly essential is not the food itself, but a simple bowl of tea. 

		

	
		
			Simplicity in Tea, Simplicity in Kaiseki

			The origins of kaiseki can be traced to a bowl of tea.

			When the Japanese philosopher told me that I would need to study tea to understand kaiseki, he was referring to the traditional Japanese tea ceremony. During this ceremony, you sit on rice straw mats in small huts or rooms with pale clay walls and watch a tea master, who might be dressed in a midnight blue kimono, sitting on his knees, using elegant, unfamiliar movements to release green tea powder into an earthenware bowl. He then pours water from a kettle into this bowl and uses a small bamboo whisk to create a frothy drink, which he serves his guest with something sweet. 

			This tea is called matcha. We know it as a superfood and blend it into our smoothies because of its green color. In Japan, you find it in sweets such as white chocolate, tartlets or ice cream. But right up until this day, it is in fact the tea of the tea ceremony there. To drink a matcha is to take part in an experience both special and ceremonial.

			In fact, matcha is almost always served at the end of a kaiseki menu – just as during the tea ceremony, where the tea follows something sweet. The tea ceremony and the kaiseki menu, then, seem to share a common origin. Following this thread, you soon find yourself deeply immersed in Japan’s past, and you understand why the kaiseki restaurants still serve matcha tea today. 

			When exploring these questions, one inevitably arrives at Zen Buddhism, which came to Japan from China around a thousand years ago. Even then, matcha was prized as a something of a superfood. The monks Eisai and Kukai had brought the tea plant, Camellia sinensis, back from their study trips to Buddhist monasteries in China. At that time, the matcha was said to be a brown tea pressed into bricks, which was then finely ground, mixed with spices and brewed. It likely bore little resemblance to the vivid green color, the pure, delicately bittersweet flavor and nuanced depth that defines high-quality matcha today.

			For a long time, this tea was reserved for the nobility and Buddhist monasteries. The monks drank it as a kind of communion in honor of Bodhidharma, a revered patriarch of Zen Buddhism. They ate a few small sweets with it, said to be candied fruits, but also salty snacks, and relied on the tea’s invigorating effect to maintain their concentration during meditation. 

			Matcha was regarded as a form of medicine in the monasteries. This view has endured to this day, specifically with matcha, where the whole tea leaf is finely ground and then fully consumed. 

			Around the 16th century, the era of great tea masters began. They conjured endless variations for every conceivable occasion, for every time of day and season, sometimes simple and focused, other times elaborate, accompanied by food, sake and strolls through elegant gardens around the tea house where red maple trees arched over moss glistening with dew in autumn. Yet the essence of the tea ceremonies remained the same as in the monasteries: drinking the tea in a spirit of mindful community, preceded by a little snack.

			It was a period marked by warfare and upheaval. The tea masters drew inspiration from Zen Buddhism and embraced simplicity, making the careful reduction to what truly matters their guiding principle. A bamboo hut – quickly assembled in the forest, far from the city, built from whatever material was at hand – where they could gather and drink tea together, this was their ideal. What was important to them was the community at tea, a fleeting moment of togetherness, unique and never to return in the same way. The Japanese expression for this is ichi-go ichi-e – “one time, one meeting.”

			Heeding the advice of the Japanese philosopher, I decided to try this out myself, the tea ceremony, and enrolled in a year-long course for non-Japanese students at the renowned Urasenke tea school in Kyoto. Although there are many different ways of preparing ceremonial tea, there are very clear, strict boundaries within which the movements should be performed. As a European, I sometimes found it challenging to follow these codified conventions – after all, leisurely activities in my own culture are associated with pleasure, freedom, relaxation, creativity. In Japan, by contrast, practices such as tea ceremonies, archery or similar art forms are regarded as serious disciplines, each bound by clear parameters that dictate how things must be done. You train yourself by practicing, by repeating the same movements over and over again and thus steadily refining them toward perfection. With the tea, for example, one begins by folding and unfolding the cloth used to clean the tea bowl. This is draped over the rim and, in three and a half fluid, naturally light, aesthetic and subtly pragmatic movements, swoosh, swoosh, swoosh, drawn elegantly through the bowl, cleaning it as it glides. Or lifting the bamboo whisk twice above the bowl and then lowering it again, while rotating it gently around its own axis to ensure that every fine bristle is in place. Though these steps were of course already part of the preparation, the examination is now repeated in practice and for symbolic effect before the guest. Each movement becomes an act of mindfulness. At first, the precisely defined motions may seem unfamiliar and awkward; in the hands of a beginner, they are anything but graceful. Yet with patience and years of repetition, fluidity and elegance emerge. 

			So for me, it was initially about opening myself to the experience. 

			Precisely because the standards are so strict, the styles of the hosts and tea masters reveal themselves even in the smallest nuances of their performances. Form, in this sense, is the foundation for an inevitable distinctive expression. And something else happens: over time, I was able to notice how my awareness sharpened toward the little things, the spaces in between, the subtle differences. A gentle breeze announcing the beginning of autumn, brushing past the shady mats before the open doors of the tea room. The first bud breaking through a branch in late winter. Experiences that tend to arise in a quieter community. The water in the tea kettle bubbling, a thin stream of steam rising from it, and then drinking the tea that awakens you in more ways than one – though more of that later. 

			Some of the tea houses of the 16th century were built with doors so low that entering them was a challenge. One reason for this design was to ensure that visitors left their swords outside. The tea huts and houses were not only places for spiritual and ascetic contemplation, but also sanctuaries for peace amid times of war. Stepping out after a Saturday afternoon from the musty dimness of the tearoom into daylight, I felt clear and pure, like after a deep meditation or forest walk.

			Among Japan’s tea masters, none was more influential than Sen no Rikyu (1522–1591). Serving the great warlords of his time Oda Nobunaga and later Toyotomi Hideyoshi, he hosted lavish ceremonies worthy of their rank, in which precious colorfully glazed Chinese porcelain was used. Yet Rikyu himself emphasized simplicity, once remarking: “If it is available: good, if not: no matter. Acting in accordance with things as they are: that is the true art of tea.” 

			Scholars agree that Rikyu was, above all, devoted to the natural beauty of things that reveals itself only when everything superfluous has been stripped away – when a tea bowl, a bamboo whisk or a person can be witnessed in all their unadorned simplicity, just as they are. It sounds simple, but it’s a lifelong pursuit. Rikyu and the other tea masters developed tea ceremonies shaped by this understanding. Through practice and performance of these ceremonies a path emerged – the way of tea. 

			It is said that a student once asked Rikyu about the secret of this way. “Fetch the water, make a fire, heat the water, froth the tea, drink the tea – that is all there is to it,” Rikyu is to have answered. This is called chanoyu in Japanese, translating as tea and hot water. “But I can already do all of that,” the student reportedly answered. Speaking in true Zen fashion, Rikyu is said to have expressed an openness to becoming his student’s student under these circumstances.

			A sentence like this appeals to the philosopher in me, and I know I’m not alone. Zen delights in paradox, whereas the Western tradition seeks clarity and definition. We tend not to cultivate contradictory statements or insights; in German philosophy, for example, we have long sought to categorize and make order of the world. Yet at some point, this tendency can stifle thought or separate it from lived experience. Thinking in paradoxes, on the other hand, allows the mind to move freely, meander, circle back, never arriving at a final conclusion. In this way, thinking itself becomes an activity that’s alive and vibrant. 

			For Rikyu, nothing is easier on the surface than to prepare tea and drink it. Yet precisely as this activity is not meant to be performed carelessly, it becomes an exercise and training discipline that never ends – and isn’t supposed to. At its heart lies a simple insight: It is as it is, and things are as they are. Which doesn’t mean that they cannot be formed or guided. In order to fully understand this most central and simple wisdom of life, one that, in a certain sense, borders on enlightenment, a brief detour is sometimes called for – for example by exploring the very complicated and complex practice of drinking tea in the Japanese tea ceremony. And therefore it is not surprising that such an event is oftentimes prepared for over the course of many weeks, so that all of its elements can merge together seemingly naturally in this one moment. 

			That, for me, is the essence, the key insight of this philosophy. In a sense, everything is now said. You could, dear reader, close the book here if you wished. What follows is, in effect, applying this understanding to the culinary world. And yet perhaps that is exactly where the significance lies: in the how. How Japanese cuisine embodies this insight. How each element is reduced to its bare essentials. What is the essence of a bamboo sprout, of a fish? This how is where the quality resides, and it is cultivated to a high degree in Japanese cuisine. Herein lie the roots of the kaiseki philosophy. 
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