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Paul has cooked in some of the world’s 
most esteemed restaurants. He began his 
career in England, working under Marco 
Pierre White at his Michelin three-star 
restaurant and Raymond Blanc at Le 
Manor Aux Quat’ Saisons in Oxford. Next, 
Paul traveled to Paris, where he worked for 
Pierre Gagnaire at his eponymous three-
star restaurant. He then came to New York 
in 1999, where he worked with David 
Bouley at Bouley Bakery, which soon 
earned four stars from The New York Times. 

In 2000, Paul was hired as executive 
chef of Atlas. In November of that year, at 
the age of 24, he became the youngest chef 
ever awarded three stars from The New 
York Times. Critic William Grimes praised 
the young chef ’s “daring, distinctive style” 
likening him to “a pianist who seems to 
have found a couple of dozen extra keys.” 

After leaving Atlas, Paul cooked for 
numerous high profile clients including 
Lord Rothschild and HRH Prince Andrew. 
In 2002, Esquire named Paul as the Best 
and Brightest of the next generation in 
food and restaurants. In 2005, he opened 
Gilt in the Villard House in New York City. 
He was named one of Gotham magazine’s 
“Top 100 Bachelors of 2009” and has also 
been profiled in Vogue, Men’s Health, W 
Magazine and the UK Sunday Telegraph. 
As Executive Chef and Owner of Corton, 
in Manhattan’s Tribeca neighborhood. 
His modern French menu melded the 
tradition of classical cuisine with a 
contemporary, personal approach to 
ingredients and technique. In its inaugural 
year, the restaurant was honored with two 

Michelin stars, three stars by The New York 
Times and named in Esquire’s “Best New 
Restaurants of 2009.” Corton celebrated 
its four-year anniversary in October 2012, 
earning two Michelin stars every year.

In his menus and on the plate, Paul 
Liebrandt displays a deeply personal, 
thoroughly modern, compellingly 
graphic style that has excited critics 
and connoisseurs for the past decade, 
since his debut as a chef at Atlas in 2000. 

Liebrandt’s Modern French cuisine is 
rooted in classic technique, with openness 
to contemporary advancements and, up 
until now, unheralded (or undiscovered) 
ingredients. Signature dishes include a 
number of ever-changing compositions 
such as his iconic “From the Garden,” a 
first-course comprising more than a dozen 
vegetables, each prepared separately, then 
artfully arranged on the plate, and culinary 
“essays” such as “Early Spring” or “Autumn 
Sea” that arrive at the table as a flotilla of 
small vessels, each bearing an intricately 
arranged composition of seasonal or 
thematic preparations. It’s dishes such as 
these that led The New Yorker to proclaim, 
“Liebrandt’s cooking is the culinary 
equivalent of wordplay - an intellectual 
exercise cloaked in amusement...” 

In only his mid-thirties, Liebrandt 
proudly believes that for all the acclaim 
he has received, he continues to hone his 
style every day. Accordingly, his menu is 
ever-changing and even his most frequent 
guests look forward to his surprises as 
much as they do his signature offerings. 

Paul Liebrandt
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Published in December 2013 by Clarkson 
Potter, Paul Liebrandt’s first book, To 
the Bone, combines two popular literary 
formats—first-person food narrative and 
cookbook—for an utterly unique look at 
the evolution of a chef ’s craft and style. 
Set during a weekend in the present day, 
the narrative portion of the book crosscuts 
between Liebrandt’s working life in New 
York City and the jobs and life experiences 
that brought him to this point... each stage 
of his career illustrated by a recipe and 
accompanying full-page photograph, either 
of one of Liebrandt’s own dishes, or his 
interpretation of a signature dish from one 
of his early influencers and mentors. 

To the Bone promises to further elevate 
Liebrandt’s reputation and prominence 
not only through the book itself, but also 
through the publisher’s national marketing 
campaign, both of which will create a 
relationship between food aficionados 
outside New York City and Liebrandt. 

Here is a lovely collection of praise for 
the book thus far:

“By any measure, Paul Liebrandt’s 
career in the kitchen has been a wild success. 
But it hasn’t been a mad dash toward 
celebrity, as anyone who reads To the Bone 
will see. More than a collection of recipes, 
this impressive book is a coming-of-age 
story, a narrative that tells of a chef ’s often 
painstaking creative growth. Liebrandt 
spares us any phony glamour, focusing 
instead on the desire and commitment that 

restaurant work requires. That’s a lot more 
real than anything you see on ‘reality’ TV.”

-Thomas Keller

“Ever since first learning about Paul’s 
cooking while he was Atlas, I have followed 
him for his no-holds-barred risk-taking style 
of cooking. It takes a determined and self-
confident person to eschew the standard 
conventions, and by doing so Paul has 
changed the way people view cooking and 
its possibilities.”

-Grant Achatz

“Paul is not a categorically ‘French,’ 
‘American,’ or ‘British’ chef, but he has 
absorbed knowledge from three cultures . 
. . solidifying his reputation as a chef to be 
reckoned with through his passion and hard 
work. His food is more than art on the plate-
it is an intricate extension of himself . . . and 
showcases the evolution of one of America’s 
most creative young chefs today.”

-Daniel Boulud

“If you’ve ever wondered where the 
heck a modern chef gets his inspiration 
from, these pages will give you some idea 
of how it works. [This is] privileged access 
to one of the most innovative, skillful, and 
idiosyncratic chefs in America. . . . Dig in and 
enjoy.”

-from the foreword by Heston 
Blumenthal

To the Bone
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The HBO documentary, A MATTER OF 
TASTE: Serving up Paul Liebrandt takes 
an intimate look inside the world of an 
immensely talented and driven young 
chef, Paul Liebrandt. At 24, he was awarded 
three stars by The New York Times for 
unforgettable and hyper modern dishes 
such as “apple wasabi sherbert with extra 
virgin olive oil.” Critic William Grimes 
likened Paul to “a pianist who seems to have
found a couple of dozen extra keys.” 

The film follows Paul over a decade 
and reveals his creative process in the 
kitchen, as well as the extreme hard work, 
long hours, and dedication it takes to be 
a culinary artist and have success in the 
cutthroat world of haute cuisine in New 
York City. Exploring the complicated 
relationships between food critics, chefs 
and restaurant owners, the film delves into 
the life of an uncompromising, thought-
provoking, young chef ahead of his time. 

A Matter 
of Taste
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Dining & Wine 
The Ceramic Canvas 
December 4, 2013 

Wait. We know you’re hungry. We know you’re 
ready to use that shiny fork as a battering ram. But 
before you dismantle and devour that dish of 
beautiful food placed in front of you, take a moment 
to look at it. Really look. 

If you happen to be dining in one of the more 
inventive restaurants in New York City — or in 
Chicago or Copenhagen, San Francisco or São Paulo 
— it’s possible that what you see recalls a canvas or 
sculpture at the Museum of Modern Art. (Or your 
kid’s latest excursion into finger-painting.) 

Whether smeared and swirled across a white plate, 
stacked beneath a tower of flowers in a ceramic 
bowl, or strewn like debris atop the surface of a log, 
the way the food is laid out reflects an aspect of a 
chef’s craftsmanship that can be just as crucial as 
the ingredients in the dish. 

We’re talking here about plating, gastronomic jargon for how a chef arranges the food before it is served. 
Naturally, every cook has to think about that, whether at Le Cirque or the Cheesecake Factory. But some 
think about it more than others. 

Even though it rarely gets as much attention as flavor and texture, plating forces a chef to consider factors 
that go beyond what we traditionally think of as cooking.  An expert plater is attuned to color, 
temperature and serving size while dreaming up (and figuring out how to assemble) bonsai feats of edible 
engineering — and even, sometimes, whimsical experiments in consciousness expansion. 

Presentation has always been a mode of expression; think of the domes and carts and silver platters of 
French haute cuisine. Contemporary approaches to plating can be traced to a wide array of global chefs: 
Ferran and Albert Adrià, Alfred Portale, Alice Waters, Anne-Sophie Pic, Pierre Gagnaire, Wylie Dufresne, 
the Arzak family of Spain, Charlie Trotter, Michel Bras, Marc Veyrat, Grant Achatz, René Redzepi, to 
name but a few. By now, their various approaches to stacking, smearing, dolloping, pouring and 
tweezering have permeated the mainstream to such a degree that you may drop into your neighborhood 
bistro and get a Caesar salad that looks as if it were done by Jackson Pollock. 

To illustrate and explore the current state of the plate, we asked 11 New York City chefs to put together a 
dish that exemplifies their visual style, and to explain the inspiration that went into each. Their answers 
ran the gamut. 

At Atera, the tasting-menu atelier in TriBeCa, Matthew Lightner oversaw the painstaking layering of what 
looked like a monochrome rosebud. Its petals were slivers of almond, razor clam and pickled garlic. Paul 
Liebrandt, the chef at the Elm, in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, constructed a delicately Dr. Seussian tableau 
of squab, beet, tarragon flowers and pink dabs of crab apple juice. Mr. Liebrandt, whose plating is on full 

http://www.nytimes.com/pages/dining/index.html�


display in his new book, “To the Bone,” and who cites the influence of painters like Cy Twombly and Mark 
Rothko, said the striking, complex dish had been inspired by the flavors of autumn. 

“It’s not simple,” he said. “But that’s why you come here to eat it. If everyone could do this at home, we’d 
go out of business. I know that this is not everyday food, but that’s the point. You couldn’t really say a 
Picasso is an everyday picture.” 

There was also a strong sense of playfulness on many plates. Whether it happened to be Akiko Thurnauer 
of Family Recipe stuffing the mackerel for her fish tacos inside an actual sardine can, or Alex Stupak of 
Empellón Cocina coating an entire plate with a lacquer of sauce made from black beans, or Wylie 
Dufresne of WD-50 mentioning the stylistic influence of Betty Boop and Felix the Cat (“I tend toward 
more cartoonish geometry,” he said), the chefs described plating as a way to deliver an unexpected dose of 
delight and surprise. 

“I like that idea of instant recognition — and then instant confusion,” said Amanda Cohen of Dirt Candy in 
the East Village, who whipped up a spinach mille-feuille. 

That said, she also hopes customers will crave a big, heaping forkful right away, and not just gaze at her 
handiwork. “I want people to jump in there,” she said. “The messier the plate looks at the end, the happier 
I feel.” 

For Joey Campanaro of the Little Owl, Rita Sodi of I Sodi and Ignacio Mattos of Estela, appetizing 
messiness qualifies as something of an aesthetic ideal. They’re apt to toss out the tweezers and the 
nasturtiums, and just drop a pork chop onto a heap of beans, or put a mound of perfectly cooked pasta 
into a bowl. 

“I don’t want to do anything sculptural,” Mr. Mattos said. “I enjoy knowing what I’m eating. You know 
what? It’s a plate of food. Pile it up.” 

And dig in. 
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At Corton, late of TriBeCa, chemist-slash-chef Paul Liebrandt used to wrap raw fish in cotton 

candy, puff up beef tendon like fried pork rinds and turn potatoes into ice cream. A dinner date 

could easily hit $800 for its two-Michelin-starred cuisine. 

Now he runs The Elm, a less prepossessing Brooklyn spot where trendy meats cooked sous-

vide co-exist with $18 burgers. The chef simply grills a blend of dry-aged short rib, brisket and 

chuck, and serves it on a bun with spicy pickles and tomato confit. Fries come with. 
Enlarge image 
A mix of dry-aged short rib, brisket and chuck forms the patty for this burger at The Elm. The result 
is a musky, $18 sandwich that comes with espelette pepper-seasoned fries. Photographer: Philip 
Lewis/Bloomberg 

The hefty patty is medium rare and boasts a stronger dry-aged 

musk than pricier beef around town. Drink a $9 Allagash White 

brew and there you have it: A beer-budget dinner from a 

Champagne-quality chef. The Elm is Liebrandt for everyone,Jackson Pollock taking a turn at the 

Spin-Art wheel. 

Don’t worry, food snobs. Located just below street level at The King & Grove hotel in 

Williamsburg, The Elm also sends out tom yum froth, tomato dust and apricot gel (at least two of 

which taste good). 

So for Liebrandt, The Elm is a concession to restraint. Unlike Corton, where dinner began with a 

procession of increasingly challenging amuses, meals at the Elm begin with a yuzu and black-

olive financier delivered via service tray. 

 
Natural Light 

The sunken living-room space is bustling, open and alive with natural light. A canopy of 

greenery hangs by one wall, nicely contrasting with the worm’s-eye view of the streetscape. 

Service is attentive without being nosy. In the open kitchen, you can watch the Zimbabwe-born 

chef turning each plate into a small work of art before releasing it to the servers. 

Pillowy early autumn beets ($18) would be fine alone, but Liebrandt checks the sugary root with 

tomato aioli, dried shrimp and bacon. It’s delicious. 

The kitchen mixes a farmers’ market load of produce into the $48 garden casserole, tossing in 

carrots (glazed and shaved raw), roasted purple Peruvian potatoes, pickled ramps, yuzu-

http://www.bloomberg.com/photo/the-elm-/379989.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-05-15/four-star-corton-serves-sublime-cotton-candy-sushi-dine.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/photo/the-elm-/379989.html
http://topics.bloomberg.com/jackson-pollock/
http://www.kingandgrove.com/
http://theelmnyc.com/


compressed Asian pear, anise hyssop, golden frill mustard -- and more. They were perfectly 

cooked; I devoured them with as much gusto as I might a lamb chop. 
 

Raw Strip 

No steak here, only a tartare of New York strip stung with chili and horseradish. At $15, it’s a 

bargain for a Brooklyn neighborhood where restaurants command Manhattan prices (nearby 

Aska charges $79-$125 for dinner), and hotels charge Central Park South rates (getting a room 

upstairs here will start at around $450 a night this weekend). 

Liebrandt will revert to his more expensive ways in November when he plans on turning the 

kitchen counter into tasting-menu territory. For now, I’m happy with $18 foie gras, paired with 

peanuts and topped with Concord grape gelee -- PB&J for grownups. With a $20 glass of Rene 

Geoffroy Champagne (or an $11 Vinho Verde), there’s your party for one. 

Avoid the short rib, a spongy sous-vide preparation that will make you wish for a proper braise. 

And skip the $52 chicken Kiev for two, a flavorless bore. 

The chef redeems himself with fish. He cures oily kanpachi into a chewy but succulent ham. 

Fried hake filets ($22), the bland chicken fingers of the piscine world, are made exotic with curry 

mayo. Memorable pasta is cooked in clam stock and the bivalves spiked with sopressata 

sausage. 
 

Pork Belly 

And for a final surf and turf, Liebrandt brings on pork belly, pairing it with tomato-stuffed squid 

for a $50 feast that easily feeds three. 

Finish with a fruit tart and savor the fact that Liebrandt is back, very near the top of his game. 

 

Rating: *** 

The Bloomberg Questions: 

Price: Most dishes $25 or under. 

Sound Level: About 70 or so; never quite noisy. 

Date Place: Yes. 

Inside Tip: Very good cheese course for just $12. 

Special Feature: For a cocktail, try the “East End”, a blend of gin, maple and sriracha ($14). 

Back on my own dime? Absolutely. 

The Elm is at 160 N 12th Street. Information: +1-718-218-1088; http://theelmnyc.com. 
 

http://topics.bloomberg.com/new-york/
http://theelmnyc.com/


 

10 Essentials: Paul Liebrandt 
From tea to T-shirts, the critically acclaimed chef shares 10 things he can't live without: 

 
 From his entry into the New York restaurant scene in 2000, when he became the youngest chef to 

earn three stars from The New York Times at the age of 24, to his starring role in the Emmy-nominated Sally 
Rowe documentary A Matter of Taste: Serving Up Paul Liebrandt, to his post as the creative force behind 
New York's critically-acclaimed Corton, Paul Liebrandt's boundary-pushing, technically magnificent cooking 
has long earned him a place in any discussion of New York's best chefs. Now at the helm of his newest 
restaurant, the Elm, and with a memoir, To The Bone, due in early December, we dropped in on Liebrandt in 
the Elm's kitchen to talk about what keeps him one of the sharpest players manning the Pass. 
 
1. PG Tips Tea | My Morning Routine  
"A British staple. Kept the British Empire rolling for hundreds of years. It's nothing fancy, it's just good 
British tea. Every morning at 7 a.m. I get up, I make a cup of PG Tips, check e-mails, feed the dog, watch 
NY1—Pat [Kiernan], he's my boy—and that's my morning." 
 
2. Uniqlo Black V-Neck T-shirts | My Uniform  

"It's the go-to. You can add a black jacket on top for something more formal, but it's fashionable anywhere in the world, any time of the 
year, any year. When you find something you feel comfortable in, why change it? Uniqlo's are simple, but real good quality, and they 
wear nicely. It looks like a million dollars, but it only costs you ten." 
 
3. Fresh Tahitian Vanilla Beans | My Favorite Flavor  
"Fresh vanilla is one of those flavors that had an immediate impact on me. I can remember when I first walked into the kitchen and 
tasted it, smelled it, touched it. The texture of that Tahitian vanilla bean in a roll—it almost feels the same as rolling a cigar in a way, you 
can feel the beans inside when you touch it. It's so sensual. Very, very delicious stuff, whether it be in vanilla ice cream, or something's 
that's non-traditional, it's one of those flavors that is always so complex and amazing." 
 
4. Martial Vivot | My Hair Maestro  
"He's the three Michelin stars of men's barbering. He really is. He has that magic and he's an artist. I was introduced to him a couple of 
years ago by a friend, and it's been him ever since." 
 
5. Prada Attaché Case | My To-Go Bag  
"It's a document case, but an iPad fits in it nicely, and you can throw in a few business cards and stuff like that when you're on the go, as 
well. It's also great as a travel wallet." 
 
6. Fleur de Sel | My Staple Ingredient  
"To me, the most amazing products are normally the simplest, the ones we use all day because you can do so many things with them. 
Fleur de Sel is the core building block of French cuisine. Beautiful sel violette—violet sea salt from France—is especially amazing. At 
home, try using it in salad vinaigrettes. Mix it into olive oil first, so that it doesn't dissolve, before you use it in vinaigrettes over greens. 
It will add a nice little crunchiness of salt to it." 
 
7. Montblanc Pen | My Splurge  
"It was my first real pen—a birthday gift from a friend, so I have a soft spot for them. It's not an everyday pen (I use the iPad in the 
kitchen), but when I travel, I bring it with me to write down thoughts and ideas." 
 
8. iPad | My Command Center  
"I use the iPad for general notes and e-mail. I bring it into the kitchen with me for notes and for storing recipes, too. It's incredibly 
useful. One of the apps I use most is Pandora (I listen to everything. Recently, I was listening to old-school drum and bass and taking 
myself back to my teens in London, but when I'm working, it's off.) I also read on it: The New York Times, for one, especially the Style 
and Arts sections. My favorite artists are Rothko & Cy Twombly." 
 
9. My Chihuahua Spencer | My Best Friend  
"Spencer lives like a prince. I've had him for six years. I take him out every night when I get home. Anybody who owns a pet will tell you 
that they are like your family. He's like my child." 
 
10. Takeda Petit Knife from Chubo Knives | My Weapon of Choice  
"Takeda is a brand of knife that I really quite like. It's hard to find in this country. My friend owns Chubo knives, which is based in 
Tokyo, so I get them through him. They make the blades in the traditional style of blade making, which means they don't polish them, so 
it has a black, almost matte finish to it. It's a very light knife and it's very thin. Not everybody likes that, but when you have a thin blade 
you can get a really beautiful, angular cut. The petit knife is also small, almost the size of an index finger, so it's really nice when you 
need something that does small detail." 
 















ALEXANDRE BOURDAS
SA.QUA.NA  

Honfleur, France 

“I recently discovered 
Domaine Elian Da Ros 

Chante Coucou, from the 
Côtes du Marmandais 

region in Bordeaux. The 
well-constructed blend of 

Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon 
and Malbec strikes the  
ideal balance between 

delicacy and roughness.”

ALAIN DUCASSE
BENOIT and MIX  

New York and Las Vegas

“NV Lanson Extra  
Aged Brut Rosé is the 

perfect blend of exceptional 
vin tages from Grand Cru 
villages in Champagne. It 
has a purity and freshness 

that leaves me craving 
more—one reason why we 
stock the Champagne at 
most of my restaurants.”

IGNACIO MATTOS
ESTELA  

New York 

“A solid white is the 2011 
Agnès & René, Mosse 

Arena Savennières from 
France’s Loire Valley. My 

business partner and 
sommelier, Thomas Carter, 

introduced it to me. It’s 
completely unfussy and 

pairs excellently with 
roasted chicken, potatoes 

and chanterelles.” 

PAUL LIEBRANDT
THE ELM 
New York 

“One of my clients gave  
me a bottle of Evening 

Land’s 2010 Red Queen 
Pinot Noir, and I was 

surprised by how well-
rounded it is. Produced in 

Oregon’s Willamette Valley, 
it’s fine to drink now—but 
is one that will definitely 

improve with age.” 

FERRAN ADRIÀ
ELBULLI FOUNDATION  

Roses, Spain

“My everyday table wine 
is a 2009 Luis Cañas 
Crianza from Rioja, in 
Spain. Typically, I drink 
it at Bodega 1900, my 

brother Albert’s restaurant 
in Barcelona, where it pairs 

nicely with the menu’s 
tapas plates.” 

MAGNUS NILSSON
FÄVIKEN 

Järpen, Sweden 

“Traditional German Ries lings 
from vintners like Egon 

Müller are the opposite of 
what’s hot in the wine world. 
Younger vintages from 2009 

to 2011 have a little bit of 
residual sugar, low alcohol 
and very fresh fruit. I enjoy 

them with a meal or on 
their own, sometimes over 

crushed ice.”

SEAN BROCK
HUSK RESTAURANT 

Charleston, South Carolina, 
and Nashville

“2003s from Rhône  
pro du cers, like Rostaing 

Côte-Rôtie, André Perret 
St.-Joseph and Jean-Louis 

Chave Hermitage, drink 
beautifully now. So do  

the Grenache-based 2005 
and '07 Guigal Châteauneuf-

du-Papes. All have hints  
of fruit, smoked meats and 

funky earth.”

DAVID CHANG
MOMOFUKU RESTAURANTS 

New York 

"I've loved Diebolt-Vallois 
Brut Blanc de Blancs ever 
since my beverage director 

poured a magnum for 
family and staff to toast  
our success at the 2013 

James Beard Awards. Not 
only good for celebrating, 

the Champagne also makes 
a killer complement to  

fried chicken." 

ERIC RIPERT
LE BERNARDIN 

New York

“I remember drinking  
a 1990 Château Latour  

à Pomerol in France when 
it was first released—a soft, 

silky red with a hint of  
black currant. Today it’s 

just as enjoyable. An added 
bonus: It’s quite versatile 

with food.”

What’s Your Favorite Wine?
Ten acclaimed cooks reveal what they imbibe on—and off—duty.    |    by Anthony Rotunno

DANIEL BOULUD
DANIEL and  

DB BISTRO MODERNE  
New York

“Bottles on my short list:  
2010 Les Héritiers du Comte 

Lafon Mâcon-Milly-Lamartine, 
2010 Marcel Lapierre Morgon 

and Jean-Paul Brun’s 2008 
Les Terres Dorées Morgon. 

The Lyonnais drink these daily; 
they are some of the most 

artisanal, organic wines from 
Beaujolais’s best vintners.”  

Illustrations by YANN LEGENDRE
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At the Elm, Williamsburg's Most Sophisticated Dining Yet
BY ALAN RICHMAN 

SEPTEMBER 09, 2013

Chef Paul Liebrandt at his new post, The Elm, in Williamsburg. Photograph by Evan Sung.
As long as I can remember, Paul Liebrandt has been about molecular gastronomy or modern cooking or 
whatever food writers are labeling kitchen pyrotechnics these days. Quietly, Liebrandt has always demurred: 
"Everything is based on my training, which is classical French," he said recently, and not for the first time. He 
is brilliant at so much, including unsubstantiated denials.
Controversy over his cooking style peaked years ago at Atlas, where he was the chef at age 24. His food was 
called daring and distinctive by a complimentary NY Times and the result of a failed science experiment by 
a disdainful Gourmet. Liebrandt's reputation has fluctuated over the years, as has his employment record, 
although he evolved into a star at Corton in Manhattan before coming to his new spot, The Elm in Wil-
liamsburg. I was always an unconditional admirer, but it did me no good. It seems he's never gotten over my 
assertion that his Label Rouge chicken was the best dish on the opening Corton menu five years ago. It was 
classic French cuisine, yet my praise was not the accolade he desired.
When a friend and I walked into The Elm recently, we took a seat at the bar, where I grabbed a handful of or-
ange-harissa popcorn, expecting it to explode in my mouth, as popcorn tends to do at molecular gastronomy 
spots. All it did was crunch. About then, Liebrandt, having recognized me, came over and asked with a small 
smile what I was going to order. When I reminded him that I had yet to look at the menu, he replied, wick-
edly,  "Have the chicken." Of course I had to laugh. He is an expert at confounding us critics with statements 
that emanate charm but simultaneously demonstrate a lack of admiration for our culinary insights.
The Elm seemingly appeared out of nowhere this past July, fully formed and expertly managed, an adjunct to 
the King & Grove Williamsburg hotel. I was surprised to see him relocate to Brooklyn, since his run at Cor-
ton was by no means in decline, and I quite reasonably wondered to myself how long this engagement would 
last. Although The Elm website lists him as chef/partner, I asked him if he was a part-owner, and he replied, 
"Nope." I suspect his ambitions range far beyond that. He has appeared in a film about himself and due soon 
is a book, To The Bone, described as a "memoir in recipes." Will he still be at The Elm when the book goes 
into its second printing, or will he have vanished mysteriously in a fog of boiling liquid nitrogen?
His dishes here are considerably more accessible than those at Corton, and the cost is less. The Elm website 
calls the cuisine "classical, yet forward-thinking French fare," but to me it is reminiscent of the French food 
of the post-nouvelle cuisine era, which I heard referred to as "modern French" back then. It was entirely 
admirable—precise, charming, attractive, flavorsome, and even a little rustic at times. Nevertheless, I'm fairly 
certain Liebrandt will be displeased to have his cuisine compared to any other, even though the signature 
chef of that era was Joël Robuchon.



The menu is in keeping with current trends: four categories, each with four offerings: Raw, Sea, Land, and 
Share. No tricks. None of the items in the first three categories could be described as hefty, and I asked a 
waiter if anyone had ever ordered one of the double-wide Share items for himself. “Not so far,” he replied. 
Were you to do so, I’d recommend the pork belly, $50, reminiscent of the early days of the pork belly craze, 
when the meat was more like bacon and less like today’s fatty goo. Among the multitude of sides is a small 
tomato slice spread with pork marmalade, a meaty compote that would serve wonderfully as breakfast jam 
on toast, to accompany fried eggs.
The dishes at The Elm, in particular those in the first three categories, are still lifes in vivid colors. Every one 
has a multiplicity of items, most of them small, some bordering on the nearly imperceptible, such as the 
strawberry-gelee-covered disc of foie gras terrine accompanied by Tristar strawberries with batons of can-
died ginger insouciantly propped against them plus dots of almond cream topped with shiso leaves so small 
I wondered how they had not blown away between kitchen and table. More than a few times while eating 
I wondered if I was wandering through an enchanted forest of leaves, berries, fruits, and vegetables, plus 
somewhat petite chunks of meat. He has gone from mad scientist to mad gardener, perhaps a natural evo-
lution. Remember, he's British, and British lads were out tending to their plants at the age when American 
boys were playing baseball.
The dishes are masterpieces of miniaturization, the animal and vegetable sort. Much is of fairy tale stature: 
minute mushrooms, baby purslane. Even the baguettes are undersized. The pork dish is surrounded by a 
meadow, the roasted duck by a forest. The fact that so much effort and artistry is going into every dish might 
prevent you from thinking, as I briefly did, Am I really paying $17 for a beet salad with only two smallish 
beets?
The Elm is not overpriced, although I've heard that said. As proof I give you the reasonable cost of wine. At a 
dinner for four, I picked out one white and two reds, all good by any rating system—2012 Pewsey Vale Ries-
ling from Australia, 2008 Allegrini ‘Palazzo della Torre' from Italy, and 2009 Torbreck ‘Woodcutter's Shiraz' 
from the Barossa Valley, the three adding up to $120. The list has more than two dozen wines for $40 or less, 
which helps make meals here reasonable. We foolishly started that three-bottle night with drinks. I was taken 
with the Pomegranate Russian Mule, an enhanced version of a Moscow Mule, and shuddered after a sip of 
the Cockney Walkabout, made with celery bitters, olive juice and lemon. It's surely the worst beverage ever 
made that smells great. After all that excessive drinking, my guests staggered out drunk and had to be escort-
ed to Bedford Ave. and placed in a cab.
The restaurant is located on one level, in a space Americans would call a semi-basement apartment were it a 
residence and what Brits would more optimistically dub a garden apartment in the hope that people leasing 
it would not catch on that they were below ground. Essentially it is constructed out of metallic substances, 
odd for a place named for a tree. The lamps on the bar appear to be modeled after the laser rays from the sci-
fi movies of the fifties and sixties.
The open kitchen where Liebrandt stands stoically at work is directly below the hotel swimming pool, which 
can be viewed through panes of frosted glass like those found in bathroom windows. There isn't much to see 
up there, no silhouettes of beauties fetchingly sprawled poolside. The world has changed and they are instead 
slumped over, looking at their iPhones. The only seating area in the restaurant I would shun is the private 
dining room, which has space for up to 20 and is otherwise used for overflow. It is so loud in there our waiter 
couldn't hear when I asked for water. The noise beat on us like we were percussion instruments. Everywhere 
else is relatively tranquil.
I found only one dish disappointing, a few more not quite as wonderful as they might be. The crudités, found 
under Raw, come with an inadequate quantity of olive-tuna crème, which is much like the tuna sauce found 
on Italian vitello tonnato. Liebrandt doesn't pour on the sauce except with his duck, good enough reason to 
have the duck. The Japanese kanpachi goes into the same category as the beets: not enough of the primary 
ingredient. I loved the baconey XO sauce on the beets, though. When Liebrandt opens a restaurant in Hong 
Kong, surely inevitable, that sauce will guarantee him acclaim.



In another tableside discussion, he and I debated his gnudi, which is the name of as well as the primary 
ingredient in a dish that also includes one velvety grilled sea scallop and fragrant Thai tom yum soup. When 
I first tried the gnudi, on an earlier visit, I thought the five tiny ricotta balls were hard and useless. I heroical-
ly decided to tell him that. He said I was wrong to compare their mouthfeel to that of commonplace gnudi, 
which are large and creamy. He insisted his had a worthiness I failed to grasp. I ordered the dish again. Out 
came three gnudi instead of five, all bigger, all much to my liking. The dish had been changed before I or-
dered it, but he wasn't going to concede that I might have been right.
His skate wing with two sauces—one a brown-butter-and-caper vinaigrette, the other a yellow cauliflower 
puree—is one of The Elm's most pleasing dishes, even though I was irrationally distressed to see the wing 
transformed into a block, one of many protein cuboids on his plates. The edges of the wing had been tucked 
under, a clever way of assuring even cooking. I couldn't look at it without thinking of a bird with clipped 
wings plunging toward the earth like a WWII bomber shot down by anti-aircraft fire. The lamb was stun-
ningly intense, slow-roasted with a fat cap. When a friend tasted it, she gasped, and I asked if the food had 
made her ill. "No," she replied, "I'm loving it so much it's making me dizzy." It's deboned lamb neck, a study 
in melded meat and fat, and it comes with baby eggplant that's been smoked, charred, and pureed to the 
consistency of heavy cream.
The pastry chef, Jeffrey Sytsma, is thoroughly in control. He's a multicultural gadabout, creating interpreta-
tions of international comfort sweets. The German among us marveled at the perfection of a tiny log of Black 
Forest cake while at the same time grumbling that the portion was ridiculously small—in her country, she 
said, no person could polish off a proper slice. To me, the Eton Mess seemed English, the Peaches & Cream 
American, the Milk Chocolate Palet French. Easily the most irresistible of the desserts is a $22 Summer Red 
Fruit Tart for two that was large enough for three and good enough that I could have eaten it myself.
Having long ago extolled Liebrandt's chicken-cooking capabilities, I was startled when the one dish on the 
menu I did not enjoy was the chicken Kiev. It's a classic best eaten while wearing a drop cloth, so immoder-
ate is the geyser of butter that gushes out when knife pierces breast. This version was overly manipulated, the 
chicken a rubbery tube that leaked a dribble of butter. With it came a bowl of aligot, ostensibly stringy pota-
toes and cheese, all pleasure and joy. Ours was closer to broth.
You should not ignore The Elm. It's a singular restaurant where Liebrandt demonstrates his artistry in ways 
he hasn't before. He is one of our finest American chefs as well as a New York treasure, all talent and temper-
ament. But when you go, don't have the chicken.

Don't Miss This...
Cocktail: Pomegranate Russian Mule, $14
White Wine: 2012 Pewsey Vale Riesling, $40 
Red Wine: 2008 Allegrini 'Palazzo della Torre,' $40
Starter: Foie Gras
Main Course: Elysian Fields Lamb
Dessert: Summer Red Fruit Tart
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Four-Star Corton Serves Sublime Cotton Candy Sushi: 
Dine 
By Ryan Sutton - May 15, 2013 12:01 AM ET 

Q 

 
Evan Sung/Bloomberg 

Corton's chawanmushi, which begins most meals, is a delicate custard with vanilla and trout roe. 

Nothing is simple at Corton, least of all the amuse. This palate-whetting gift from the chef in any other 

restaurant usually disappears in one or two bites. 

At Corton, there are six, seven, sometimes eight snacks, spread out over four movements, all before your 

separate six or nine course tasting begins. 



The amuses are obscure, fussy and totally delicious: verdant arugula financiers; clam chowder croquettes; 

seabuckthorn tuiles that taste like deep-fried fruit roll-ups; kaffir lime crisps recalling Trix cereal (but in a good 

way) and a pungent mornay sachet garnished with micro red shiso. 

The snacks set the scene for the hyper-complicated cuisine and tiny portions that signify Paul Liebrandt’s food. 

He’s a chef who quotes artists on his menus -- like the free-form skate dish inspired by Cy Twombly -- and who 

stuffs raw fish inside cotton candy. 

Liebrandt probably figured if the Japanese can sweeten black cod with sake-miso, why not use spun sugar to 

amp up the sweetness of striped jack? The dubious combination dish works. So keep calm when a torchon of 

flawless foie gras arrives with a side of kombu toffee and a sticky bun. 
 
High Wire 
Such culinary tight-rope walking, refined over the years, has propelled Corton into the upper ranks of New 

York’s best restaurants. 

It opened less than a month after Lehman Brothers collapsed in 2008. As the financial crisis forced other 

operators into stripped-down dining rooms and bare-bones menus, Liebrandt and partner Drew Nieporent 

brazenly pushed forward with tablecloths and Christofle flatware in a banquette-laden space named for one of 

Burgundy’s most expensive wine regions. 

Corton has steadily improved its once slipshod service and upped the course count while keeping the tab 

comparatively reasonable, with menus at $125 and $155. That’s lower than at Eleven Madison Park and Per 

Se, in whose rarefied league Corton now plays. 

Meals might begin with chawanmushi, an egg custard so ethereal the delicate trout roe atop seems positively 

steely. Pay attention: This is precision food requiring, as they say these days, mindful consumption. That may 

be why Corton is so spare, little more than a large white studio, with no music playing, ever. You might even be 

inspired to indulge in quiet conversation over the course of your meal. 

It’s an expensively dressed crowd, but really everyone could be wearing jeans and tank tops because most of 

the time is spent looking at the plate. 
 
Savory Flan 
Liebrandt loves custards and creams; they appear with regularity throughout a meal. He pairs poussin with an 

old-school royale, a savory flan with the vibrant yellow color of chicken fat and the soothing concentrated snap 

of poultry stock. 

He turns tuna into a satisfyingly gritty paste. Crab stock comes out as a dark brown gel with as much fishy 

flavor as good caviar, topped off with good sturgeon caviar. Boom. 

Such nimble tastes require nimble wines, and sommelier Orr Reches has put together a fine list of aromatic 

whites including a minerally Domaines Schlumberger riesling ($22 the glass) and a floral Francois Chidaine 

chenin blanc ($19). I’ll take the latter with a demitasse of morels, served in an umami-rich matsutake broth. 
 
 
 



White Asparagus 
If there’s a better vegetable chef in New York, I don’t know who. White asparagus becomes a fragrant loofah 

for orange blossom oil, a ringtone for lemon balm, apple blossom, edible violets and sweet cicely. And that’s 

only half the dish. 

Liebrandt juggles so many ideas he’ll serve potatoes over three consecutive courses: First as a dense, 

nourishing soup; second as pommes fondant filled with pommes aligot topped with pommes maxim -- a crack 

combo of buttery steakhouse sides crammed into three dizzying bites. And finally? You’re handed a purple 

potato ice cream cone. 

At Daniel, terrines almost always begin the tastings. At Corton, they usually harken the end. Out comes a hot 

slab of charcuterie with laser sharp flavors of squab, sweetbread, partridge and foie, a stellar meat pudding. 

Such Lyon-style fare calls for a big Burgundy. The earthy fruits of a $27 Nuits St. Georges pinot fit the bill. 

Time to wind down with tannic Thai tea ice cream, blood orange custard, banana and rose macarons and other 

floral treats whose scents compete with their flavors. 

You leave full but not painfully so, and duly convinced that you’ve experienced French fare the equal of any 

other to be found on this side of the Atlantic. 

 

Rating: **** 

The Bloomberg Questions: 

Price: Set menus at $125, $155. 

Sound Level: Hushed, around 65 decibels. 

Date Place: If your date doesn’t mind competing with the food for attention. 

Inside Tip: Duc de Romet Champagne is a steal at $80. 

Special Feature: Add extra courses for $20-$30. 

Back on my own dime? I’ve already done just that. 

Corton is at 239 West Broadway. Information: +1-212-219-2777 or http://www.cortonnyc.com. 

Sound-Level (in decibels): 51 to 55: Quiet enough to converse. 56 to 60: Speak up. 61 to 65: Lean in if you 

want to hear your date. 66 to 70: You’re reading one another’s lips. 71 to 75: You’re yelling. 76 to 85: Ear-

splitting din. 

(Ryan Sutton writes about New York City restaurants for Muse, the arts and leisure section ofBloomberg News. 

The opinions expressed are his own. Follow him on Tumblr at www.thepricehike.com or 

www.thebaddeal.com.) 

 
	  











By STEVE DOLLAR
Austin, Texas

New York chef Paul Liebrandt was savoring his first visit to the annual South by Southwest film 
festival on Sunday. Long a star on the Big Apple's restaurant scene, the man behind the visionary 
cuisine of TriBeCa's Corton is now a star on the screen as well. "A Matter of Taste," the new doc-
umentary by New York-based filmmaker Sally Rowe, made its world premiere here on Sunday—
tracking a decade of the chef 's struggle to reach the top of his profession.

Mr. Liebrandt said he didn't mind a camera in the kitchen all those years. "She's a friend," he 
said, chatting with moviegoers at a post-premiere reception. "I just get on with my life and do my 
thing. After the first five years it kind of warmed up." He smiled to show he wasn't entirely seri-
ous. He wasn't kidding about a planned barbecue jaunt to Smitty's, the legendary spot outside of 
Austin. "I'm really looking forward to this. Good food is good food."

—Steve Dollar

NY CULTURE  |  March 14, 2011
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