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Praise for
FERRAN

“Ferran Adrià, the complicated genius who changed the way the world eats, thinks fast and talks faster—but in this intimate portrait, Colman Andrews has gotten him to slow down and explain himself. What emerges is a fascinating portrait that everyone who cares about the evolution of food will want to read.”

—Ruth Reichl, former editor of Gourmet and author of Tender at the Bone

“An important book about the most creative, groundbreaking, and important chef of the last decade. Essential biography.”

—Anthony Bourdain, author of Kitchen Confidential and Medium Raw

“Colman Andrews is one of our finest and most knowledgeable food writers, and his Ferran is a superb introduction to the brilliant Catalan chef whose creativity and drive have changed the way cooks worldwide think about their craft.”

—Harold McGee, author of On Food and Cooking and Keys to Good Cooking

“Ferran Adrià is a leader and luminary in our industry. His impact has been far-reaching. It is therefore a delight to read his life story in Ferran, and understand how he became what he is today: an inspiration to his peers and colleagues and just as importantly, a mentor to a new generation of young chefs.”

—Thomas Keller, chef/proprietor, The French Laundry and Per Se

“The purest of American food writers paired with the most unconventional chef who ever lived. Delectable. Invaluable.”

—Alan Richman, food and wine critic for GQ and
Dean of Food Journalism at the French Culinary Institute

“Ferran is an intense and intriguing portrait of a man who set forth somewhat like Columbus into the unknown and we’re still unsure whether he reached land. Ultimately the book Ferran is a wonderful mystery novel.”

—Jim Harrison, author of The Raw and the Cooked 
and The Farmer’s Daughter
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Colman Andrews was cofounder and former editor in chief of Saveur and is the author of four acclaimed cookbooks, including Catalan Cuisine, which introduced the now-trendy cooking of Catalonia—Ferran Adrià’s home region—to American food lovers. The recipient of eight James Beard Foundation Awards, including the 2010 award for Cookbook of the Year for The Country Cooking of Ireland, he was also the restaurant columnist for Gourmet. He is now the editorial director of the dailymeal.com. He lives in Connecticut.
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No chef in history has been interviewed, written about, and parsed more than Ferran Adrià. Certainly no other chef has so precisely and exhaustively—obsessively is probably not too strong a word—chronicled his own professional life and the history of his restaurant, issued so many statements of philosophy, and so freely shared his recipes and the details of his techniques. Every dish the man and his team have created for his legendary restaurant, El Bulli, has been photographed and ordered chronologically, the results appearing in five volumes (more than fifty-three pounds’ worth) of “General Catalogue,” which run a total of 2,402 pages so far, with more volumes to come. This alone should qualify him for the title of patron saint of professional introspection. A ten-part audiovisual companion to these tomes runs more than eight hours. Another book, A Day at elBulli, offers six hundred pages of photographs, not just of finished food but of the people who produce it, the places where it is made and served, and virtually every imaginable aspect of the restaurant and its operation. Much of the material contained in these books (including the catalogue of dishes), and a lot more, also appears on the excellent, multilingual El Bulli Web site, www.elbulli.com.

What my own book does not include, then, is another roster of Ferran’s most famous dishes, or a reproduction of his twenty-three-part “Synthesis of elBulli Cuisine,” or (with brief exceptions) yet more iterations of his formal statements of culinary philosophy. Instead, I’ve tried to sketch out, and fill in, a portrait of Ferran Adrià as he hasn’t quite been seen before and to retell the oft-told tale of El Bulli from a noncanonical point of view, adding at least some revealing facts that may not already be well-known. I’ve also attempted to place Ferran and El Bulli in historical and culinary context, to address the more salient criticisms that have been leveled against him, and to both demystify and exalt the man and his accomplishments. Above all, I’ve tried to tell a good story, one that I hope will interest even those readers who, before picking up this volume, had never heard of Ferran.

I have referred to Ferran Adrià throughout this book by his first name, partly because I feel that—especially after two-plus years of research—I know him well enough to take that liberty; partly to prevent any possible confusion, in certain parts of the book, with his brother, Albert; but mainly because he is one of those personages who have come to be known, to their professional colleagues and a segment of the general public as well, by just one name—like Elvis or Miles or Tiger. Again, to prevent confusion in some passages but also for consistency, I’ve applied the same usage to Albert Adrià; to Ferran’s wife, Isabel; and to his parents, Pepi and Ginés. I’ve also called Juli Soler by his first name, simply because I can’t think of him as anything other than “Juli.” The only other person referred to consistently by first name in the pages to come is Marketta Schilling, cofounder of the original El Bulli with her husband, Dr. Hans Schilling. Because both Schillings figure frequently in this book, particularly in the early chapters, I’ve distinguished between them by referring to them in the same terms nearly everybody who knew them uses: as “Marketta” and “Dr. Schilling,” respectively.

As to the name of the restaurant itself and its attendant enterprises, at the beginning of the new millennium “El Bulli” became “elBulli.” “We were changing the logo,” explains Ferran, “and decided to change and clarify the spelling at the same time, especially since some people were already writing it as one word.” This elision of spacing and the insertion of a capital letter midword is a stylistic convention—a device sometimes called “camel case,” for the “hump” it introduces—that might work in a logo (think iPod or iPhone) but can be confusing in ordinary text, as when it begins a sentence. For most of its history, anyway, the place was called “El Bulli”; to call it “elBulli” before 2000 would be anachronistic, and to switch back and forth between the two renderings according to the period in question would, again, be confusing. Therefore, unless I’m referring to a book title or to the official name of one of the restaurant’s post-2000 enterprises, I have used the form “El Bulli” throughout.

El Bulli is located in the autonomous Spanish community of Catalonia, which has its own language, shared with some surrounding areas: català, or Catalan. Catalan, which developed out of Vulgar Latin, is emphatically not a “dialect” of Castilian Spanish but rather a language that evolved separately from, if more or less simultaneously with, it. Today both Spanish and Catalan are among Spain’s four legally acknowledged official languages, the others being euskera (Basque) and gallego (Galician). When Ferran and his friends and associates converse, they do so in both Catalan and Castilian, often toggling between the two with no apparent logic, sometimes within the same sentence. In general, in the pages that follow, I have honored the locality and the culture out of which El Bulli has grown by using the Catalan forms of words and place-names (e.g., Roses instead of Rosas).

All translations, whether from conversation, correspondence, or published sources, and whether from Spanish, Catalan, French, Italian, or, in a few instances, Portuguese or German, are mine, though, since I can claim something approaching fluency in only one and a half of these, I have not hesitated to call on the assistance of friends for whom those are native languages. I have translated for sense rather than literal meaning. Any errors of interpretation—indeed, any errors of any kind in this book—are my responsibility alone.

Finally, though Ferran announced in early 2010 that he would close El Bulli at the end of the 2011 season, reopening it two years later as a foundation, of which a restaurant will be only a part—the details may be found in my last chapter—I have referred to the place in the present tense throughout, since, as this book is published, it is still open in the form in which it has become world famous.

	—Colman Andrews
Riverside, Connecticut


“Art is either plagiarism or revolution.”
—Attributed to Paul Gauguin
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“This will be the last book about me. No, really. The last one that I will collaborate with.”

—Ferran Adrià, in conversation with the author



My first trip to Spain, in 1984, was a short one. My wife and I were staying in St-Jean-de-Luz, in the French Basque country, and on a whim spun down the autoroute to San Sebastián one day for lunch at some nondescript restaurant in the city’s Parte Vieja, or old town, then headed back a few hours later. My first real trip to Spain—a trip that changed my professional life (and upended my personal one)—came the following year and began on the other side of the country, when we drove through the Roussillon and across the French border into Catalonia. In doing my homework for that trip, I’d found a reference to the dining room at the Motel Ampurdán (now called the Hotel Empordà) in Figueres, a few miles south of the frontier, describing it as a “highly sophisticated restaurant started by Josep Mercader, founder of the new Catalan cuisine.” I hadn’t even known there was an old Catalan cuisine, but I was intrigued, and the Motel Ampurdán was the first place we stopped at to eat after we’d descended from the Pyrénées.

Walking into the restaurant, I was engulfed by an attractive but exotic aroma that I couldn’t quite identify—earthy, sweet, and a little dark, though not in any ominous sense. I later learned that this scent, unique to Catalan cooking, comes from the combination of the sofregit (onions and garlic long-cooked in olive oil) and the picada (a mortar-ground paste of nuts, garlic, chocolate, and other ingredients)—the two bookends, so to speak, of many traditional Catalan dishes. We sat down and ordered plump anchovy fillets served with little rounds of bread rubbed with tomato and drizzled with olive oil (my introduction to the quintessentially Catalan preparation called pa amb tomàquet, or bread with tomato), followed by salt cod croquettes, grilled squid, baby eggplants stuffed with anchovies and fresh herbs, and, finally, a kind of ragout of cuttlefish and pork meatballs, redolent of that room-filling scent. I was captivated: the raw materials were all familiar to me, mostly from meals I’d had in Italy, but the flavors and forms were somehow different, and I definitely wanted to learn (and taste) more.

We drove on to Barcelona after lunch, and over the next few days we ate at a wide range of places, including a couple of contemporary Catalan restaurants, Farín and MG, and a traditionally Catalan hole-in-the-wall in the Gothic Quarter called Quatre Barres. From this brief sampling of local restaurants, I realized that there was something unusual going on here, a kind of accessible, seductive, Mediterranean-style cooking that was virtually unknown in America—and I thought it could make a great story.

Back in the States, I quickly sold an article on the subject to Metropolitan Home. Before it was published, my agent took me to breakfast one day in Los Angeles and asked, “What’s new in the food world?” I said, “Well, this is probably too obscure for a whole book, but there is this little corner of Spain…” “You should write a proposal,” she said. I did, and she sold it, and in June 1985 I signed a contract for my first cookbook, to be titled Catalan Cuisine. I spent much of the next two years in Catalonia and the culturally related països catalans, or Catalan lands—including Valencia, the Balearic Islands, and the Roussillon—exploring tiny villages and cosmopolitan towns, visiting wineries and farms (and taking part in the processing of a just-slaughtered pig), and devouring everything from home-cooked meals to elegant, contemporary-style restaurant dinners. It was in the course of my research that I first ate at a then obscure little restaurant called El Bulli, located pretty much in the middle of nowhere, perched above a cove called Cala Montjoi on a narrow coastal road just outside the Costa Brava town of Roses, twenty miles or so south of the French border.

In those days, El Bulli was isolated in more ways than one. Through the Spanish-born Los Angeles restaurateur and Penedès winemaker Jean Léon, I had been introduced to all manner of food and wine figures and gastronomically inclined locals around Catalonia, but not one of them—and among their number were several of the best-known Barcelona restaurant critics of the era—had ever mentioned El Bulli to me. It was apparently considered too outré, not enough part of the establishment, to merit serious consideration. “Ferran had no pedigree,” the Barcelona journalist Pau Arenós explained to me years later. “He belonged to no family of chefs. The critics in those days didn’t understand what he was doing. When you’re a high priest and know everything, you have no interest in learning.”

One exception—a critic who would have scoffed at being called a high priest—was Luis Bettónica, a husky, amiable sort with a raspy voice and a famous fox terrier named Soufflé, known for eating almost anything. Bettónica said to me one day, almost casually, “The next time you’re near Roses you might want to try a place called El Bulli, outside of town on a little road that will frighten you a bit. It’s an interesting restaurant, with one French chef and one Spanish one.” Those chefs were a Lyonnais named Kristian (sic) Lutaud and a Catalan named Ferran Adrià, both in their early twenties—though Bettónica didn’t offer me that information, and it would have meant nothing to me if he had. I took his advice, in any case. I remember crawling up the daunting road in my rented Ford Escort on a sunny summer day. I remember sitting on colorful cushions against a whitewashed wall in a beam-ceilinged dining room. I remember that I had a good lunch. Unfortunately, I don’t have the vaguest recollection of anything I ate, though I do remember that it seemed like French nouvelle cuisine, without obvious Catalan accents, so I never asked for any recipes from El Bulli or mentioned it in my book.

After Catalan Cuisine was published, I had the idea of following it up with a volume about contemporary cooking all over Spain, and I made several long trips around the country, mostly avoiding Catalonia but sampling the fare at well-regarded “modern” places from San Sebastián to Seville, Alicante to Oviedo. This was several years before the innovative cooking of that young Catalan chef from Cala Montjoi had begun to influence other chefs around the country, and beyond a handful of restaurants in the Basque country and Madrid, I found very little of interest; filet mignon with blueberry sauce seemed to be the emblematic specialty of the Spanish avant-garde in those days.

Disappointed by Spain, I shifted my attentions to Nice and Italy’s Ligurian coast instead, eventually producing my next book, Flavors of the Riviera, and I didn’t think of Catalonia, much less of El Bulli, again for years. The next time I heard anything about the place and first heard Ferran mentioned by name was in the early nineties, when news of a daring and original “new” restaurant in some hidden Spanish coastal town started filtering through the American food community. Vaguely recalling my one meal there, I wasn’t sure what all the fuss was about.

I finally met Ferran in 1998, about a year and a half after his restaurant had received its third Michelin star—which has been called “the quietest third star ever,” because it seemed to go almost unnoticed, even in Spain itself—but slightly before he was to become an internationally known culinary icon. I’d come to know another young Spanish chef, José Andrés, when he worked in New York in the early nineties at the short-lived Manhattan incarnation of Barcelona’s stylish Eldorado Petit. Andrés had worked at El Bulli in the late eighties and become a friend of Ferran’s, and when Ferran was coming through New York Andrés thought we should get acquainted. “Ferran is very important,” he assured me. “He is going to be very famous.” The three of us had lunch at Quilty’s, a good little restaurant, now long gone, near my old office in SoHo—my choice. On my recommendation, Ferran—who struck me as an unexceptional-looking fellow, low-key in manner, with none of the swagger I’d seen in the French three-star chefs I knew—had the white corn soup; I don’t remember what else any of us ate, but at least one of us must have had a hamburger. “Ferran was a little annoyed by that lunch,” Andrés told me years later. “He said, ‘I’m in New York for only a few days and he takes us to a burger place?’”(One of these days I’ll have to tell the woman who was chef there, Katy Sparks, that she once cooked—a burger?—for Ferran Adrià without knowing it. She’ll probably kill me.)

However he may have felt about the menu, Ferran told me as we ate that he knew and liked my book on Catalan cooking, which had subsequently been published in Spain in both Spanish- and Catalan-language editions; he was later quoted somewhere as calling it his “bedside reading.” He and Andrés and I went on to have a good, long, far-ranging conversation, about not just food but also politics, business, and sports, and Ferran and I agreed to keep in touch.

I saw him again, and met his younger brother and frequent collaborator, Albert, in 2003. It was off-season for the restaurant, and learning that I was coming to Barcelona, he invited me to visit the famous El Bulli Taller, or workshop, just off the Ramblas in Barcelona. The brothers showed me around, and Albert gave me a quick demonstration of the technique of spherification. Then we all headed down to Barceloneta, the former fishermen’s quarter by the city’s old port, to a restaurant called Julius (now gone), where we had a lunch of fried squid, baby cuttlefish sautéed in the traditional Catalan fashion with garlic and parsley, and cast-iron cauldrons of rice cooked with assorted seafood—exactly the kind of food Ferran likes to eat the most, he said. (This came as a revelation to me.) Somewhere in the midst of talk about the quality of Mediterranean seafood—very high, in Ferran’s opinion, though for some things the Atlantic coast couldn’t be beat—and the use of chemical additives in food (“What’s wrong with chemicals?” he asked), he teased me about coming back to El Bulli. “We’ve changed a little bit since 1985,” he said.

In September 2006, I finally managed, going with my then girlfriend (now my wife), Erin Walker, and her mother and stepfather in honor of his birthday. When we went to meet Ferran in the kitchen upon our arrival—a ritual for all the guests—he embraced me like a long-lost friend. Then we sat down and he served us thirty-three courses—by turns dazzling, interesting, and not our thing—including such house classics, all of them in that first category, as spherified green olives (intense olive juice enclosed in a skin of olive juice, shaped and cured like real olives), melon caviar (also spherified, looking exactly like perfect salmon roe and served in little caviar tins labeled Caviar ImitaciónelBulli), hibiscus “paper” with cassis and eucalyptus, frozen Parmigiano with muesli (the latter served in small plastic pouches), and tomato soup with virtual ham (a clear broth tasting vividly of tomatoes, with strips of gelatin somehow imbued with all the flavor of the best jamón ibérico).

I had the chance to see and talk with Ferran twice more that year: in October, in New York, where he joined such other Spanish culinary luminaries as Juan Mari Arzak, Joan Roca, Quique Dacosta, Dany García, and Paco Torreblanca at the French Culinary Institute’s program “Spain’s Ten: Cocina de Vanguardia”; and again in November, at greater length, at the Culinary Institute of America’s hugely ambitious, highly successful “Spain and the World Table” program at its Greystone campus in the Napa Valley, where I gave a sort of unofficial keynote address.

It was at the C.I.A. that I first started thinking about writing something on Ferran, and the idea of doing a book about him gradually took shape. The following year, I began to chase him, both directly, through a stream of e-mail messages, and indirectly, with the help of José Andrés, who spoke with Ferran frequently and often saw him in Spain. Let me do a book about you, I pleaded. A biography, or not a biography; a portrait. An explication and appreciation of who you are and how you got that way and what you do and why. Something that nobody has ever quite done, despite all the hundreds of thousands of words that have appeared in print already—by you and about you. I’m too busy, he’d reply. I’m not old enough to be the subject of a biography. There are too many books about me already.

I persisted. Andrés persisted on my behalf. “You know,” he warned me at one point, “Ferran is funny. If he thinks this is my idea or your idea, he will maybe not be so eager to say yes. He has to think that it is his idea.” Still, we both kept at it—and finally, after eight or nine months, Ferran relented, sort of: “Okay,” he e-mailed me one day. “The best thing is that the next time you’re in Barcelona, we’ll talk.” I replied at once, before he had a chance to change his mind. “I have to go to Paris in a few weeks on a quick business trip,” I told him, “and I’ll come through Barcelona on my way home.” Then I booked a flight straight to the Catalan capital—there was no business trip to Paris—where he had agreed to meet me for dinner at Inopia, the lively, traditional-style tapas bar that Albert had opened not long before in a plebeian neighborhood near the Plaça d’Espanya. (Inopia, in both Spanish and Catalan, means poverty or scarcity, though Albert defines it as “when a person loses his concentration and finds himself simultaneously in a state of total blankness and satisfaction.”)

Inopia (which has since closed to be replaced by another tapas bar with which Albert is not involved) was brightly lit and all black and white and cartoony inside, with mirrors autographed by local celebrities and the names of dishes and drinks written on walls and columns and sometimes illustrated in a Wham! Pow! style. It was wildly popular and was the only tapas bar I have ever seen with a velvet rope—actually, a plastic band—at the entrance to limit the number of people inside. (There were always just enough to give the place a buzz, but not so many that you were likely to get an elbow in your croquetas.) When I arrived, Ferran was sitting at one end of a communal table elevated from the room on a platform to the right of the door. With him was his wife, Isabel, whom he’d brought along because she speaks English, as he does not—and also, I suspect, to help him assess my suitability as his biographer. (My Spanish isn’t good enough to handle serious interviews; my Catalan is slightly better, but most of my conversations with Ferran have been conducted in French, in which we are both fluent.)

As soon as I sat down, the food started coming. It was straightforward, without the slightest hint of Bulli-esque elaboration, and it was terrific: fat white asparagus from Valladolid; four or five kinds of perfect olives; an abundance of jamón ibérico from Guijuelo in Salamanca, draped on the plate in almost floral curls; a refined interpretation of esqueixada, the Catalan salad of shredded raw salt cod; tiny segments of fried artichoke bottoms; fried boquerones (fresh anchovies); grilled pa amb tomàquet with plump salt-cured anchovies from Santander; and simply grilled sweet little shrimp seasoned with nothing more than olive oil and salt—all washed down with clean, crisp, simple Catalan white wine for Isabel and me, beer for Ferran. As we ate, I saw him do something for which he is famous: after picking up a piece of Guijuelo ham and eating it, instead of wiping the fat from his fingers, he rubbed it on his lips, waited a moment, then licked it off. This is one of his favorite indulgences. “Nothing tastes like ibérico fat at body temperature,” he announced.

Then he asked our waiter to send the chef out from the tiny Inopia kitchen. When he appeared, Ferran asked him to bring us a few more grilled shrimp, this time with only salt, no olive oil. They arrived quickly, and we tried them. Ferran nodded his head in approval; without the olive oil, they were even sweeter than the first batch had been, with purer flavor. “Now bring me twelve or fourteen raw shrimp,” he asked. I wondered whether we were about to have an impromptu sashimi course, but no; this was a lesson for the chef. Ferran picked up the shrimp one by one and examined them as the chef watched closely. “This one’s good,” he said. “So’s this one. This one, yes. This one…maybe.” Finally, he picked up the smallest shrimp on the plate, a sorry specimen by comparison, limp and a little pale. “No,” he announced. The chef nodded and took the plate back to the kitchen. “To understand me,” Ferran said when he’d left, “you have to understand why I love food like this.”

I do understand, I said, and I understand the connection between this food and what you create at El Bulli: As unusual and unexpected as it is, your cuisine has the same kind of purity of flavor that this simple cooking does. He nodded. I started my sales pitch, addressing Isabel as well as Ferran. I will do all the work on this, I assured him. I won’t get in your way. Just give me access to what you’re doing and to your friends and colleagues, and you’ll hardly know I’m there. It’s time to do this, I continued. If I don’t write this book about you, somebody else will, and they probably won’t know Catalan cooking and French culinary history as well as I do. This launched a conversation about nouvelle cuisine, Ferran’s first great inspiration. I told him about a few of my experiences: my meals at nouvelle cuisine shrines like Troisgros and Alain Chapel; the long conversations I’d had with legends like Michel Guérard and Jacques Maximin; my journeys to Girardet in Switzerland and the meal Girardet himself had cooked for me in his house after he’d prematurely sold his restaurant.…Then I added, “You know, I went to three-star restaurants in France before nouvelle cuisine.” I described to him the sole Albert at Maxim’s, the perfect roasted woodcock at the lamented Garin. It may have been my imagination, but I had the feeling that at that moment he started to take my idea seriously. (“Ferran falls in love with things little by little,” the filmmaker David Pujol, who has worked with him extensively, later told me.)

Ferran likes pen and paper. He scribbles and sketches, makes lists, connects words and images with arrows. Even in his Barcelona workshop, which is full of laptop computers, he uses notebooks and scratch pads and pins scraps of paper to the walls. Now, he grabbed an Inopia place mat, turned it over, and started filling it with boxes. “When would your book come out?” he asked. I gave him a rough estimate. “Okay,” he said. The boxes on the place mat became other books and nonbook projects: two more this year, three next year, one so far the year after that…Ultimately, he came to a blank space. “Your book would be here,” he said. I nodded. He nodded back. Was this his capitulation?

It had occurred to me, as Ferran was constructing his chart of future activities, that maybe I should discreetly take the place mat—which by now was stained with olive oil and wine—when we left. Whatever happened, I thought, it would be a nice souvenir of the evening. Ferran was way ahead of me. As we finished our meal, he quickly scrawled his name across the bottom of the sheet, folded it in half, and handed it to me. Of course I’d want it. Then he said, “Okay. The first thing for you to do is to come spend a week at El Bulli.” I was in.

At the very moment we were sitting at Inopia eating ibérico ham and grilled shrimp, as I learned the next day, a chef named Santi Santamaria—the first chef in Catalonia to earn three Michelin stars and a man whose path had been crossing Ferran’s for decades—was accepting an award in Madrid for a controversial book he’d written, called La cocina al desnudo (Cuisine Stripped Bare). A polemic on the state of haute cuisine, and of food in Spain in general, the book denounces Ferran for selling out to commercial food interests and for endangering the health of his customers through the use of “additives”—and in accepting his prize, Santamaria had repeated and amplified his charges. Not everybody, I realized, worshipped Ferran.

It occurred to me at that point, in fact, that Ferran’s story was probably going to be a good deal more complex than I had imagined. I was right. Over the course of my subsequent research, as I spent countless hours with Ferran and his family and closest associates, interviewed scores of his friends and critics and a number of his fellow chefs, lurked endlessly around El Bulli and the Taller, and read many thousands of words in assorted languages about the man and his restaurant, I found myself constantly surprised, intrigued, amazed, and charmed. And I soon learned never to assume that I knew the whole story until I had gotten it from Ferran’s own mouth—if even then. Thus when he unexpectedly announced, just after I had finished the first draft of this book, that he planned to close El Bulli for two years at the end of the 2011 season and reopen it two years later in some vaguely mysterious altered form, I wasn’t exactly taken aback. I did realize, though, that wherever my book ended up, the last chapter of the story of Ferran Adrià and El Bulli was not likely to be written for a very long time.


1

Ferran Adrià and Why He Matters
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“In Ferran Adrià’s brain is the combination to unlock the culinary door of the third millennium.”

—Pau Arenós, Els genis del foc: Qui son, com creen i què cuinen 10 xefs catalans d’avantguarda



Hailed as a genius and a prophet by fellow chefs, worshipped (if often misunderstood) by critics and lay diners alike, imitated and paid homage to in restaurant kitchens all over the world, Ferran Adrià is easily the most influential serious chef of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Quite simply, he changed the game. Anybody cooking haute—or even moyenne —cuisine professionally today has to pay attention to him, either directly or by extension, like it or not. And some don’t like it. Besides being the most influential chef alive, Ferran is also the most controversial. He has been called pretentious, a charlatan, an enemy of good sense and real food; he has been parodied, insulted, condemned for intellectual dishonesty and nutritional malfeasance. There’s no effective way to answer such charges. You either buy what Ferran does, or you don’t. Even if you don’t, though—even if you believe the worst about him—the creative and conceptual breakthroughs he has made over the past two-plus decades are almost certainly going to have an effect, eventually if not tomorrow, on at least some of what ends up on your plate, even at the most modest of restaurants, even at home.

Ferran doesn’t look like a prophet or a charlatan; he looks like an ordinary guy. He is of modest height—about five foot six—with sturdy shoulders and a compact torso. (He had a teddy-bear tummy when I first started spending time with him but lost about thirty-five pounds over the next year or so by doing daily exercises and eating lighter meals.) He has bristly graying hair retreating casually back from his broad forehead. His eyes are close set, brown, and penetrating; when he gets excited, which is often, they grow wide and bright, as if someone has bumped up the rheostat, and dart back and forth almost frenetically. His eyebrows are thick and dark, and he raises them frequently when he’s making a point. His face can become so expressive and his gestures so extravagant, in fact, that I sometimes find myself thinking that he could have been a great physical comedian; I can almost see him doing slapstick. One day when he was trying to decide whether or not to share a delicate observation with me, he began to argue back and forth with himself with such animation that I couldn’t help picturing Donald Duck with the good angel on one shoulder and the bad angel on the other, contesting for his virtue.

Ferran dresses simply, distractedly. When he’s not in chef’s whites, he favors jeans and shirts and jackets in grays and browns. He wears athletic shoes, not particularly expensive ones. He’d rather spend his money on a bottle of champagne than a pair of shoes, he once told me, because he’ll always remember the champagne but will forget the shoes. When he does wear whites, it’s not one of those celebrity-chef chef’s coats with his name embroidered across the front in haloed multicolored script. He seems to put on whatever’s handy. One night it might bear the name of Lavazza coffee (for which he consults); another night it could be the logo—two red chopsticks—of Dos Palillos, the Asian tapas bar opened in Barcelona by his former head chef Albert Raurich; for some months in 2009 he wore a jacket commemorating the hundredth anniversary of the naming of the Costa Brava.

Ferran’s personal austerity is well-known. “I need very little money to live,” he told me one day. “I need less than you do. I’m not at all materialistic.” He collects not fine art or rare books but logo pens and pencils from hotels he has stayed in when he travels (he has more than five hundred of them). He doesn’t drive a fancy car. “Ferran once said that he could buy a Ferrari,” Albert Raurich told me, “but that El Bulli was his Ferrari. The truth is that for years he had no car at all. I used to drive him around. He gets that simplicity from his father, Ginés. Ginés had an old, falling-apart Fiat for years. One day Ferran offered to buy him a Mercedes. No, said Ginés. Maybe a new Fiat if you want to, but what would I do with a Mercedes?” Finally, in 2008, Ferran got a car of his own: his wife gave him a little two-door Suzuki for his birthday; he didn’t want anything larger or more elaborate. Raurich told me that the car had no air-conditioning and that “Ferran’s air-conditioning is to drive without his shirt, with the windows down.” (I loved that image, but Ferran says his car does indeed have air-conditioning of the conventional sort.)

The Argentine-born, Paris-based journalist Óscar Caballero, a cultural correspondent for the big Barcelona daily La Vanguardia, tells another story about Ferran’s modest tastes: “Every time he came to town,” says Caballero, “he liked to stay at a little thirty-euro hotel in Montparnasse, the Pavillon Bleu. When Gosset Champagne brought him to Paris—with twenty-five cooks!—to create a cocktail for them, they booked a fancy hotel for Ferran and a simpler one for the others, but Ferran said, ‘No, we’ll all stay at the Pavillon Bleu.’ They said, ‘Oh, is that a new boutique hotel? We don’t know it.’ Ferran thought that was very funny.”

Ferran rarely talks about his private life, and over the many months when I was researching this book, while he disclosed every aspect of his professional existence to me, he never once invited me home. “I’m a very comfortable person,” he once told his journalist friend Pau Arenós. “[A] calm person who doesn’t like to complicate the lives of others and doesn’t like them to complicate mine. Professionally I’m very cold and calculating, but privately I’m warm. What’s more, I’m a little timid.” When Ferran agreed—with some reluctance, I think—to let me talk with his parents, he brought them to the Taller for our meeting. “My private life isn’t interesting,” he says. “I lead a normal life. I eat normally. I don’t wake up and say, ‘I have to have the best possible bread for breakfast, the best possible butter.’ Everything that’s special is connected to my work.”

Ferran has a curious way of speaking, a gruff vocal thickness that can make him hard to understand in any language. As Arthur Lubow put it in The New York Times Magazine, his voice “hisses and sputters like a severed electrical line.” In 2010, Ferran revealed to La Vanguardia that people had sometimes offered to help him improve his diction. “I told them that I have always been like this,” he said, “and life has gone well for me. If I worked at something else, maybe I would need to be able to speak better, but I have no interest in changing.” The sculptor Xavier Medina-Campeny, who knows Ferran well, has an interesting explanation for the way he sounds: “His tongue is bigger than ours,” he says. “He literally has a larger tongue than normal, with more papillae [taste buds]. That’s why he speaks the way he does.” If this is true—I’ve never summoned up the nerve to ask Ferran whether I can peer into his mouth—I wonder if it might also affect the way he tastes food. Do more receptors give him a more acute perception of sweet and sour, bitter, salty, and umami? That might explain a lot.

Being around Ferran can be exhausting. He talks fast. He can be almost electrically intense. He always seems to be thinking of three or maybe ten things at a time. He’s way ahead of you. Sometimes you have the impression that the world is moving too slowly for him.

There is an air of almost naïve enthusiasm about Ferran on some occasions. If he thinks you don’t quite believe something he has said, he gets a look of real concern on his face, wags his finger, and says, “No, no, no, no. It’s true.” The Barcelona pastry chef Christian Escribà, whom Ferran describes as his best friend, says, “Ferran is always excited about something. He’s forever finding a new product and saying, ‘Here, Christian, try this, it’s the best in the world!’” When I watched him on the stage as part of a panel discussion on “molecular gastronomy” (a term he loathes) at the Madrid Fusión gastronomic conference in 2009, Ferran seemed forever on the edge of his chair, impatient, ready to jump in—like the smartest kid in the class madly waving his hand and saying, “Teacher, teacher! I know! I know!” Sometimes, in contrast, he gets a bored look on his face, suddenly skipping into distraction—inopia ?—for a moment or two, occasionally scowling as if something is not right and he is figuring out what it is. Then he will rebound with tremendous energy, more animated than ever, focused again.

When he’s giving a talk or a demonstration, Ferran will often prowl and pounce and sometimes practically leap around the stage, as if gravity itself were an annoyance to him and he wished he could fly off into space just to demonstrate a point with the drama it deserves. He captivates audiences, charms them, gives them their money’s worth. He claims to be beyond ego, and maybe he is. I’ve seen him come offstage after one of his presentations, the applause still echoing in the auditorium, and ask, with a creased brow, “Was that okay? Did they like it?” And he seems authentically amazed and not at all self-aggrandizing when he says, earnestly, “You know, it’s much more difficult to be creative today than it was ten years ago” or “For a chef to make something new in 2008, after centuries of cuisine, that is incredible.” He retains the ability to surprise himself, apparently genuinely and with something like humility. On the other hand, I’ve heard him deflect difficult questions with a politician’s skill, offering an articulate and sensible answer to something that hasn’t really been asked; one specialty food supplier who has known him for more than a decade says that, when it comes to confronting certain kinds of controversy, “Ferran is the best matador in Spain.”

Ferran’s friends and colleagues think the world of him. The first word almost everybody uses, when asked what his best qualities are, is generosity. Thomas Keller elaborates: “In every way, Ferran is there for you,” he says, “and he’s absolutely sincere about it, with no hesitation. What’s his is yours. Outside of maybe giving a reservation to a friend of mine, he’ll do whatever I ask.” (“A friend,” Ferran once told a reporter, “is someone who will never ask for something he shouldn’t.”) Kim Yorio of YC Media, the public relations expert who accompanied him on his 2008 book tour in the United States and Canada, saw a different kind of generosity in Ferran: “He understood when the people around him were not with the program,” she says, “and still gave as much as he could to them. He spent time with everyone, gave everybody his card, really tried to answer everybody’s questions. He was so appreciative of everyone’s efforts, right down to the person unwrapping the books from the shrink-wrap.”

Above all, Ferran is well-known for sharing his culinary techniques and recipes: Though he doesn’t like explaining to his customers what goes on in his kitchen—because he wants them to approach his food with an open mind, he says, susceptible to its magic—he has no secrets from his fellow chefs or students. If he figures out how to do something, he wants his counterparts to be able to do it too, if they’re interested. He also shares whatever glory accrues to him. The filmmaker David Pujol says, “He is so quick to give other people credit for their contributions to his food that sometimes you start to think, well, what did you do?” What he did, of course, was plenty—not least providing the environment in which those other people could make those contributions.

Ferran is a Spaniard, in the sense that he is a citizen of Spain, but to comprehend his personality and the nature of his achievements fully, one must remember that he is also—perhaps most of all—a Catalan. Catalonia is one of Spain’s seventeen autonomous communities, covering just under 12,500 square miles of farmland, seacoast, mountains, and cities in the far northeastern corner of the country, bordered by the Mediterranean, the Pyrénées (with France on the far side), and the communities of Aragón and Valencia. It is a wealthy area, one rich in art and architecture. Barcelona, the region’s capital, is the second-largest city in Spain. Two thousand years ago, the region was occupied by Celtiberian tribes; in later centuries, the Phocaean Greeks, the Carthaginians, the Romans, and the Moors, in succession, conquered and settled in various parts of the area, and assorted barbarian hordes passed through; all left genetic and cultural traces, and most also influenced the cuisine.

Catalans have a reputation for being industrious, sober, thrifty, and maybe sometimes a little blockheaded, but they are also known for their unpredictability, their independence, their flights of fancy, their artistic nature, and their tendency to rebel against authority (a tendency that, not surprisingly, has brought them into frequent conflict with the central government in Madrid over the centuries). If those two sets of characteristics seem contradictory, Catalans will tell you that that’s the whole point. They’re proud of the two sides of their national character, and they have terms, not easily translatable, for the qualities that inspire them: seny, which is more or less common sense tempered with ancestral wisdom and a measure of moral rectitude (this is a bit like what the Scots would call nous), and rauxa, which is something like wildness, foolishness, or abandon. It would be oversimplifying, but not wholly incorrect, to say that these qualities represent the Apollonian and the Dionysian, respectively.

An abundance of rauxa is often ascribed to “crazy” Catalans like Salvador Dalí and Antoni Gaudí, and to a lesser extent Joan Miró and Ricardo Bofill. It is ideally counterbalanced, however, by seny. Miró, in fact, once told Partisan Review, “We Catalans believe you must always plant your feet firmly on the ground if you want to be able to jump up in the air.” This isn’t far from something Ferran said to me one evening in the kitchen at El Bulli: “We must be very organized in order to be anarchic.” In the way he channels the zany passion of his creativity into precisely planned and highly regulated production, in fact, I think Ferran embodies the yin-yang contrast of seny and rauxa about as well as any Catalan alive today.

Ferran can be philosophical: “Eating is a very complex thing,” he once said, “but because we eat every day, we don’t want to see it that way. Imagine for a moment that food wasn’t a physiological need; what would our relationship with food be then? We really need to think about eating, because eating and breathing are the only two things we do from the moment we are born to the moment we die.” Questions like these are central to the way Ferran thinks about food: Do we eat only for physical nourishment? If so, why do we sometimes take such care with the non-nutritional particulars? We know why we eat, but why do we dine? To paraphrase John Ciardi, how does a dinner mean?

On one occasion, Ferran rather cryptically remarked, “Why do we have coffee and then an egg at breakfast, while at lunch we eat the egg and then have the coffee? If you understand that, you can do avant-garde cooking.” What he meant—I think—was that if it occurs to you to notice such contradictions in the way we eat, you’ll be more likely to question the common culinary wisdom and then be able to imagine ways to countermand it. Ferran wants us to eat with our brains.

Avant-garde—or, to use the Spanish term, vanguardia —cooking is what Ferran Adrià devotes most of his professional life to; he might well be said to have invented the genre, in fact, taking haute cuisine beyond the merely contemporary into a whole new realm. The originality and derring-do with which he has done so lead some observers to assume that he’s a fantasist, a creator of culinary science fiction, unmoored from tradition and trafficking in the exotic and unrecognizable for its own sake. Not so.

Bob Noto is not a chef or a food journalist—he’s a tool manufacturer from Turin—but he has a particularly lucid appreciation of what Ferran is up to. He certainly has the experience: Noto and his wife, Antonella, are El Bulli’s best customers, having eaten at the restaurant on more than seventy-five occasions since their first visit, in 1993. (The couple have privately published a catalogue of every dish Ferran has ever served them, under the title—clever, if in questionable taste—“Bullimia”; my copy, which goes only as far as late 2008, lists 1,222 items.) The Notos had an epiphany the first time they ate Ferran’s food, Bob Noto told me one evening on the restaurant’s terrace: “At our first taste of our first appetizer, a granita of tomato, we said, ‘This is a genius.’ It had the DNA, the soul of the tomato. In this one dish was all the philosophy of El Bulli. They take the best tomato in the world and work with temperature and texture and technique, but you will always have a tomato. It is not a copy but a transformation. People who say they don’t understand El Bulli haven’t eaten here. This is the restaurant where the flavors are the purest in the world.”
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Ferran took over the kitchen at El Bulli in 1987, at the age of twenty-five, and almost immediately began cooking what was, by all accounts, some of the most exciting and original food in Spain. Until 2003, however, he remained something of a cult figure, little known outside Catalonia and not always appreciated even there. The well-traveled American food writer Mark Bittman once wrote that he’d never heard Ferran’s name until 1996, when somebody casually mentioned it to him on the street in Barcelona.

The first major article about Ferran in the United States was a piece written by the Hispanophile food and wine writer Gerry Dawes for the chef-centered magazine Food Arts in late 1997; in reference to what became Ferran’s first famous culinary creation, it was headlined “Foam, Foam on the Range.” Ferran’s profile in Spain became more prominent in 1999, when he was named Chef of the Year by the glossy Spain Gourmetour magazine and appeared on the cover of the weekend magazine of El País, Spain’s best-selling daily. This was the first time many Spaniards
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