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PIETRO LEEMANN:
Ita ly's O n ly Vegeta ri,1'1,?,1""f,.fj. rred i n M i ch el i n

pietro Leemann was born in Lucerne, Switzerland, during the summer of 1961. At the beginning of the

tggOs, at the height of the nouvelle cuisine rage, he began his career as a chef studying with Angelo

Conti hossini, Fredy Giradet, and Gualtiero Maichesi. Then he spent two years in the Orient: one in

-hangnai 

"nd 
th" other in Osaka where he taught at the prestigious Tsuiji Cooking School. In 1989 he

op"n6d his own restaurant "Joia" in Milan--the flrst vegetarian restaurant in Europe to recelve a

t',iichelin star in 1996--thereby creating a new style of "natural cuisine."

After a very brief meeting in February at Rimini at MIA (Mostra alimentare italiana/Fair of ltalian Food

products) during the 7th-Festival della cucina italiana: pomodoro rosso (the 7th Festival of ltalian

Cuisine which this year featured the red tomato), where Leemann presented his dish, "Alternative

Cizpact'o,,, t-ucy gorOan (www.lucygordan..o.j'*ent to Milan,-to "Joia" (Via Panfilo Castaldi 18, tel'

011-39-02-2O4g244, cloied Saturdly and Sunday lunchtime) for Epicurean Traveler'

LG: Our tastes in food are ctosely connected to our childhood; your finst memories of food?

pL: Eating freshly-picked vegetables, especially tomatoes and carrots, from our garden'

LG: How did You come to love cooking?
pL: When I wa! about 15 years old, a cloie friend of my parents, Angelo Conti Rossini, came to

dinner. He was the most famous chef in the Ticino, the italian Canton of Switzerland. As a gift he

brought a vanilla bavarese - a charlotte royale. It was so sublime that I was electrified, as if struck

Uy li|ntning. At that u"ry rno1n"nt I decided to become a chef. I still propose this dessert on "loia"'s

menu. It 's an impoftant icon for me.

LG: Othcr chefs in Your familY?
Fi: uv maternal grandmother "trionna Ermina" had been a professional cook, but she never owned her

own restaurant. In my mother's family several relatives worked in the food sector.

LG: $lho was your mentor and what did you learn from him?
pL: First Angelo Conti Rossini and later Fredy Giradet and Gualtiero Marchesi. From Angelo Conti

Rossini I learned that you have to rise through the ranks and first learn with humility how to wash

pots and scrub the kitihen floor before moving to the stove. He owned a restaurant called "Il

Giardino" a Brissago on Lago Maggiore. t wor[ed with him there, but more importantly he was the

person who opened doors fir mJby sending me to work in several extremely prestigious, multi-
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starred restaurants. For chefs, training in top restaurants is vital. If you are not introduced, it's very
difficult to get that initial break. Thanks to Conti Rossini I joined Fredy Giradet's team at "Crissier," in
Switzerland. In those days Giradet with Bocuse was the mastermind of nouvelle cuisine. Even if
Giradet followed his instinct, he drilled into me the strict self-discipline necessary to becoming a top
chef and taught me never to compromise about the quality of my ingredients.

LG: What did you learn from Gualtiero Marchesi? How would you describe him?
PL: When I came to ltaly to work with Gualtiero Marchesi, I already knew how to cook, but I didn't
know how to "invent" a dish or how to present it. Marchesi taught me how to create a dish from
scratch: not just how to cook it, but what ingredients to use, how to combine them, the taste, and the
layout of my dish on the plate. Marchesi is The Intellectual of the highest quality cuisine. Sti l l  today he
takes a traditional ltalian dish, reinterprets it, modernizes it, and makes it his.

LG: Why did you go to the Orient?
PL: From 1976 to 1988, the year before I opened "Joia," I dedicated all my time to learning. I worked
all over Europe in restaurants which served the highest quality of traditional Italian and French cuisine
as well as nouvelle cuisine - the rage at the time. After a few years, however, I realized that the
European culinary world was limiting. The only way I could learn more was by exploring another
completely different reality, way of life, so I decided to leave for the Far East.

LG: How did this experience influence your cuisine?
PL: When people say that the Far East is another world, they're tell ing the truth. The Orientals'
relationship to food is completely different from ours in the West. For example, for both the Chinese
and the Japanese the consistency of food is more important than its taste. For them tastes are similar
and blend together. Instead a meal is a tongue-twister; this sequence of different consistencies in the
mouth exalts them.

Another very important aspect of my two years in the Far East was learning to cook ingredients
and dishes I'd never been exposed to before and learning about oriental religions and ways of
thinking. I discovered that meat was no longer a paft of my world, that I not only did not want to eat
it, but not even cook it. So when I came back to Europe, I invented a cuisine without meat.

LG: Do you prefer Japanese cuisine to Chinese cuisine like Marchesi?
PL: They are very different - one from the other. Japanese cuisine is basic and straightforward.
Instead, Chinese cuisine is very elaborate, more complex. Chinese cuisine can be extraordinarily
refined. In all fairness, I must say, however, that when I l ived in the Orient, the level of cuisine in
Japan was much higher than in China because China was sti l l  governed by the Communist regime, so
its cuisine was sti l l  under-developed. Instead, now it 's undergoing an extraordinary boom; there are
restaurants in Shanghai to-die-for. The Chinese have reached the same high quality as the Japanese
in their top restaurants.

being interviewed by Bruno Gambacorta, the producer of RAI 2's
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LG: Why the vegetarian route?
PL: Meat no longer fits into my way of life. when I cook, it's my intent to prepare food that respectsnature' This translates into not kil l ing animals..The act of kil l inj ,pr"tr me. I,m not being judgmentalbecause I admit that others can kill inimals. However, as far ai llm concerned, if someone eats meat,he or she has to admit responsibil i ty for the death of the animal he or she is eating. He or she is ahypocrite, if not. since I don't feel like taking on that responsibility, it's only fair that I don,t eat orcook meat.

LG: So why do you cook fish?
PL: There are various levels of vegetarianism. There are vegetarians who continue to eat fish, butthen stop and eat only vegetables, eggs and milk-productslrhen iorn" ,top eating eggs and milk-products and eat only vegetables anJ Lereals. To keep open a olarog witn a larger public and not betoo rigid, I cook fish. I'm not here to preach, but to cook, to give oih".s pleasure. cooking obviouslygives me pleasure too, but, above all, my cooking has to givipleazure to my guests. I don,t want toobligate my guests to eat.only vegetarian, so I give themln aiternative choice - fish. Fish keepsopen my dialog with my clients.

tG' rn 1996 you were the finst vegetarian chef in Europe to be awarded a Michelin star,which you've maintained ever since. Are there other vegetarian restaurants on a par withyou in ltaly or abroad?
PL: No, Alain Passard, a restaurateur in Paris with three Michelin stars, stopped cooking meat as an
experiment for around two years, between 2004 and 2006. You have to admit that there is a general
and growing tendency to eat less meat.

LG: So vegetarian cuisine is not a passing fashion, rage? Is it getting popular because it.s
healthy?
P!: ryo, its increasing popularity is neither a passing fashion, nor a question of healthiness. our bodies
simply don't need to absorb as much meat as in the past. Because of our sedentary lifestyle we don,t
have to, or we shouldn't, eat such a rich diet. That explains why many of my colteigues ur" adding
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LG: The least?
PL: Spending too little time with my family.

LG: Your culinaly philosophy?
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vegetarian dishes to their menus. Certainly there's a general move towards nhealthy,' if you want to
call it that, but it really only reflects our dietary needJ. Peopte today certainly take Lettei physical and
mental care of themselves than their ancestors did.

LG: Wherc do you shop?
PL: I have varlous suppliers because I use only-biological products [i.e. organic - editor]. For example,
my mushrooms come from Liguria, my cheese from Piemonte, my vlgetables from Emilia-Romagna.
The markets in Milan offer very few biological products, so I don'i buy much here. Anyway I like to
develop personal relationships, not only with my guests, but also with the farmers wtro proauce what I
cook.

LG: Why did you name this r€staurant ,.toia,.?
PL: "Joian is a made-up word. It's a compromise between joy in English and gioia in Italian. Eating
has to be a joy wherever you find yourself.

LG: What are the essential qualities of a top chef?
PL: To be uncompromising about the quality of your ingredients and strict about how you transform
them. Those are two fundamental and inter-connected aspects. You must buy the besl ingredients and
always transform them in the same perfect manner.

As a third essential quality I'd add that your cuisine must mitror you. Thus when I eat a dish
prepared by a great chef, I must be able to realize immediately that'he or she prepared it. The dish
must have the chefs name on it - like an artist's signature. It;s fundamental. There must be a
symbiosis between a top chef and his creations, works-of-art. Through the chefls creativity the food
must clearly reflect the chefs character so that his creation can onlyte his or hers and no one else's.

often we eat dishes that are good, but they don't reflect the chef. They could have been cooked in
!h-ina, or France, or spain. Instead it's special when the cuisine is personai, unique.
A fourth essential quality is that a top chefs cuisine must fit into the present cultural and hlstorical
context. For example, at this moment in time there's a magical exchange between different
gastronomical cultures. Therefore my menu at "Joia" offers a summary of my research on where the
ingredients of Mediterranean cuisine meet and combine with other gastronomical cultures.

LG: Did you €Yer think of hostlng a blind tasting to see if you could reoognize, say, your
own dish, one of Heinz Beck, of Bocuse, of lrlarchesi €tc.?
PL: I'd have each invited chef invent a new dish and then have everyone try to guess which dish
belongs to which chef and why.

LG: What do you like best about your work?
PL: Communicating with my client through my food. Food is an important communicator. It's like
communion in church. Food must unite people. I'm the liaison, the middleman. Food is not just a
means of nutrition or of suppressing hunger. It's a means of enjoying our time together. Atihe most
important occasions in our lives, we are seated at table for a meat. So food is also somethinq sacred.
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PL: Nature is always the protagonist of my dishes. My each and every dish intends to glorify nature. I
respect nature and love to live surrounded by its fruits. That's why I don't eat or cook meat. Killing an
animal is a violation of nature. I enjoy having an intimate and respectful relationship with nature. The
world is moving in that direction. If during the last two centuries, we controlled and exploited nature,
today there's a trend towards appreciating it.

LG: In a nutshell, how would you define your cuisine?
PL: "Western Zen." Every cuisine gives a different pecking order to the five senses. In Japan it's sight,
smell, touch, taste, and hearing. In the West it 's taste, smell, sight, touch and hearing. In China
smell, touch, taste, sight, and hearing. Our enjoyment of food brings us inner peace.

LG: Your specialties?
PL: Through theirsymbolic names my dishes inspire, express an emotion: "Travel Notes," "Food for
the Spirit," "Virtue," "Under a Blanket of Colored Leaves," "First to the Right and Then to the Left,"
"Happiness," and "Contact and Consent." Each and every dish corresponds to the idea I want to
communicate to my guest.

LG: How often do you change the names of your dishes?
PL: Many are symbols that repeat themselves, that return. Since my cuisine is tied to the present, the
present changes and consequentially so does my cuisine. However, I propose some dishes (for
example, "Colors, Tastes, and Consistencies") with such important symbolism that they've been on my
menu since 1990 with the same ingredients. In any case, my ingredients change with each season,
even if the dish keeps its name and symbol. My menu also includes tastings called "Zenith," "The
Importance of Nature," "Discovery," and the fish-based "Taste of Water." Not to mention my wine list
with 800 different labels.

LG: The reason for your success?
PL: The originality of my menu because my proposals are authentic. Cooking is hands-on, a reality,
it's not abstract.

LG: Up to now you've told me about Pietro Leemann the chef; I'd like to know more about
Pietro Leemann himself. For example, what are your favorite foods?
PL: I'm a sweet-tooth. My favorite sweet is lemon pie. As for salty dishes: fried vegetables.

LG: Favorite wines?
PL: "Josko Grauner" a natural white from Friuli, and, "Massavecchi," a natural Tuscan red.

LG: Flower?
PL: Shocking-pink roses.

LG: Color?
PL: Blue.

LG: Since you are a vegetarian, what are your favorite fruits and vegetables?
PL: Asparagus, artichokes, eggplants, berries freshly-picked in the woods: wild blueberries,
raspberries, and exotic tropical fruits.

LG: A dish you dislike?
PL: Cooked beets and borscht.

LG: Chefs are well-known for having collections, often of motorcycles, fast cars, or
watches; you?
PL: A small collection of Japanese teacups. I drink lots of tea. At my home in Giumaglio, in the Ticino
near Lago Maggiore, I 've planted some tea in my garden. I drink the tea I produce.

LG: f,ast year you published a book entitled Il piacere della tavola nella cucina antica e oggi:
Yuan Mei' Ia cucina di Villa Suiyuan (The pleasure of the table in the cuisine of the past and
today: Yuan ltlei and the Guisine of Villa Suiyuan, sadly not translated into English. Are you
a history buff?
PL: I'm a culture vulture who loves to travel. There are lots of ways to travel: reading, going to the
movies, trying an unfamiliar cuisine, talking to someone of a different culture.
Traveling allows me to discover other realities which in turn help me to understand who I am. Il
piacere della tavola nella cucina antica e oggi is a travel book. It's about my experiences in China, a
research project to help me understand a culture different from my own. It's also a comparison
between Chinese and Western cooking.

LG: Other titles by you?
PL: Gioa, a book of my recipes, is for sale on my website: www.ioia.it.
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LG: Arc you writing a book now?
PL: Yeg, I'm keeping a diary of what I cook for my own enjoyment and for my friends. The working
title is "Diary of a Chef." It will be published by ponte in October.

LG: Your feelings about food critica and restaurant guides?
PL: When you are starting out, a good rating in a guide makes all the difference in getting known.
However, the majority of my guests don't return because of guides' ratings, but because they
continue to enjoy "Joia."

Without a doubt, a Michelin star is a seal of approval. Michelin guides are used by foreigners, not
by Italians who trust Espresso and Gambero Rosso. Personally I'd pay more attention to ttle rating of
a guide written by the diners like the Zagat's. Diners choose a restaurant out of personal taste and to
have a good time, with different parameters from anonymous inspectors who have to come for work.
In any case a client comes more often...

LG: Other chefs you admlre?
PL: Pierre Gagnaire, Michel Bras, both from France; Martin Berasstegui from Spain; Enrico Crippa,
chef of "Il Duomo" in Alba, and Massimiliano Alajmo, the owner/chef of "Le Calandre" near padua.

LG: If they hadn't become chefs, Heinz Beck wanted to be a painter, l.larchesi a pianisg
Cesare Gasella said cooking is in his DNA. What about you?
PL: Architect. If you like, I'm an architect of top-quality cuisine.
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