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B

orn in Castel di Sangro, a small town in the Central Italian
region of Abruzzo. His father had a historical pastry shop,
which was open from 1970 to 2000, until it was converted
into a restaurant. For Niko Romito it has always been a
place of the soul: this is where he spent many years of his
childhood, when he returned from Rome to Abruzzo for the
holidays.
This is where his passion for leavened products and
sourdough comes from. He used to eat the “bomba”, a
krapfen like pastry, which was the only thing he was happy
to eat every morning (now the same is converted into a
street food format).
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When his father suddenly passed away, his trattoria Reale
was just opened, and he decided to keep it open only
during the summer and then sell it in order to go back to
Rome and continue his life. At that time he was studying
economics at the university and he wanted to become a
broker. He had only five exams to take to complete his
degree and no culinary experience at all. His initial efforts
at Reale was driven largely by improvisation and survival
instinct, accompanied by a relentless research and a strong
entrepreneurial attitude.
It was the ultimate reason that made him decide to attempt
a career as a chef, he realized that he had to make a choice,
which life was putting him in front of a challenge which he
decided to face and together with his sister Cristiana, he
took over the family restaurant. It was sort of driven by an
inner instinct. He was not sure at all that he had taken the
right decision back then, nevertheless after the summer he
didn’t close the restaurant and decided to follow this path
going through a completely new experience, without any
safety net.
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This aspiring broker, self-taught cook with deep ties to his
territory, in just 7 years he received 3 Michelin stars, followed
by several more distinctions, such as the “Performance of the
Year” award from the Espresso Guide, the 84th place on The
World’s 50 Best Restaurants in 2016 and the “Dish of the
Year” award, with the highest score of “5 Hats”, from the
Espresso Guide in 2017.
EX.IT catches up with Niko Romito…
As a self-taught chef, you trained at some of the best kitchens,
how did it help you as a chef?
I am a self-taught chef. When I started the experience at
Reale, I immediately realized that I needed to acquire solid
technical and theoretical foundations so I took a couple of
short courses of cuisine while working in the kitchen. I spent
twenty days in Girona at El Celler de Can Roca (two Michelin
stars at the time, now three) and I realized that I needed to
change direction. My encounter with Valeria Piccini and her
husband Maurizio Menichetti at Da Caino (two Michelin stars)
in Montemerano (GR) has been fateful: the personal and
professional relationship that was born there still continues to
this day. I was incurably curious: every free moment I had was
spent in the pages of a book or at the table of one colleague
or another.

ROASTED SAVOY CABBAGE
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All these experiences, completely different
from each other, contributed to shape a new
vision of my cuisine”
“

Valeria taught me the value of working with local products
and producers, the meaning of respecting the essence of
raw materials and the importance of creating a familiar and
respectful atmosphere inside the restaurant among the staff.
From Roca’s brothers I learned how technology and
techniques can help you to transform a product according to
the idea you have in your mind and the inspiration you have
in that moment. I learned the importance of being able to
use equipment and tools in order to create a dish that follows
your inspiration.
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ONION REDUCTION WITH PARMIGIANO CHEESE AND TOASTED SAFFRON
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Who would you say is your mentor?

PIGEON AND PISTACHIO
PHOTO © ROBERTO SAMMARTINI

I studied a lot to figure out my career as a chef, I often visit
restaurants and colleagues, I took inspirations from chefs
with esteem but basically I have no mentors. I created my
original gastronomic language on my own along the years,
approaching cuisine with an attitude always curious, extremely
creative and always looking for the essence of ingredients
and the truth every dish has to tell.
Your cuisine highlights the purity of flavors in perfect harmony
on each plate…

“My cooking is founded on
study, experimentation and
technique, but it is only
through balance that extreme
complexity translates to
linearity”
46 - EX.IT August 2018

I rely extremely on a limited number of ingredients in order to
focus on radical essentiality: working in this way, the slightest
misalignment emphasizes eventual mistakes. Put simply,
when there’s no overabundance of flavours on the plate, all
is laid bare.
My cooking is founded on study, experimentation and
technique, but it is only through balance that extreme
complexity translates to linearity. All my dishes is in a millimetric
balance, and this balance is founded on different elements
of nature. Flavours and volumes, as well as temperatures,
structures and the ‘geography’ of the fork or spoon. How the
bite enters the mouth, how it interacts with the taste buds, how
it leaves the palate. Elements that prolong the aftertaste of a
given dish on the tongue, leaving perhaps a single flavour
in contact with the receptors for an extra second or two;
elements that generate a progression of flavours according
to a precise sequence.
It is only through balance that acidity pushed to the max can
evolve into sweetness; that a feminine touch can transmit a
masculine vibe; that the sobriety that evokes the purity of
certain childhood dishes can become elegantly sophisticated.

ALCOHOLIC MIXED WILD GREENS WITH ALMOND
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“I often say that my cuisine is not
complicated, which is not to say that
it is without significant complexity”
Your culinary philosophy, and take us through the process of creating a dish,
the inspiration behind the dish…
My food is often described as simple, this is very true, in the sense that it is
not complicated, which is not to say that it is without significant complexity.
Simplicity is a fundamental value to me. I often say that my cuisine is not
complicated, which is not to say that it is without significant complexity. In
cooking, complexity can be advantageous; complication never. By virtue of this
simplicity, or rather linearity, or essentiality, my food can be appreciated at the
intuitive level, without having to be decoded. It is no accident that my recipes
are enjoyed by both those with gastronomic training and those without. I work
from the ingredient, trying to awaken its intrinsic power rather than add it. I
don’t want the ingredient to get lost, but rather explode on the palate with all
its vitality.
Balance is also crucial, along with lightness and health. I want to provide our
customers with lightness rather than weigh them down, ensuring that after a
good number of courses they feel good, their palates still capable of perceiving
flavours and their digestion uncompromised. The ‘lightness quotient’ of my
dishes, however, is not the result of calculation. I don’t create food that is
balanced from the nutritional standpoint to satisfy a moral imperative of
healthy eating, sacrosanct though it be. The techniques I use lead me naturally
to create dishes that are neither sweet nor fat: my cooking is light and balanced
because only in this way can it express the ingredients to the maximum.
My dishes reflect my cooking philosophy, they speak on my behalf telling my
story. I strongly believe that creativity is something you have or you don’t, but it
does not remain constant; it comes in waves. My creativity finds its maximum
expression when I find the time to isolate myself in my kitchen and let all
the thoughts and reasoning that come from my travelling, from the people I
meet along the way, from my students, from the restaurants I see, the daily
experiences arouse and give me the right stimuli and feed my ideas. In the
kitchen theory and practise are always connected. Sometimes I start with taking
inspiration from the raw materials: textures, colours, flavours, everything can
inspire me but I do not have a precise idea of what to do until I start to
transform the ingredient. Other times I start from a theoretical assumption, like
a chromatic assonance or a specific technique that I want to apply to a specific
ingredient (In Gratinè cauliflower, for example, I used 8 different techniques
for only one ingredient).
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GRATINÈ COULIFLOWER
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“In constant pursuit of the
essential, of balance, of taste.
He is able to forge a culinary
grammar that is as unique
as it is personal”

Ingredients that inspire you and ingredients that you weren’t
able to master…
I work with many different ingredients, but in general I prefer
working with common ingredients, those things that people
eat on an everyday basis. I am very interested on structures
and textures that modify our perception of well-known
ingredients: that is to say, when the structure itself becomes
an ingredient. In “Roasted eggplant, tomato and peach
caramel” for example, you can feel the taste of the eggplant,
but the structure is completely different than normal.
Mastering ingredients…. there are many. Creating a dish
requires hundreds of tests, and until I am 100% convinced I
keep trying. It happened many times, but even all the efforts
that in the past I believed to have failed, become a stock of
knowledge that I could use in the future, so let’s say that every
experiment is worth trying.
What would you say is an overrated ingredient?
Like in any other field, also the food industry has its trends that
affect the selection of ingredients. I think that every ingredient
has its dignity and its importance in the gastronomic
landscape.
Special cooking techniques, equipment’s you particular enjoy
using …
I used in the past and I still use various techniques and
different tools: steam cooking, distiller, pressure cooking. At
the moment I am really fascinated by cooking with the fire,
using grilling techniques not exclusively but as a finishing part
of a more complex process of cooking.
ESSENZA
PHOTO © BRAMBILLA SERRANI
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Produce, Creativity or Technique…
All of them are very important, but the more relevant element
is the concept that lies behind. Like in an orchestra, the chef is
the director that has to coordinate and put together produce,
creativity and technique making them work harmoniously in
order to realize dishes that fulfil clients’ expectations and that
are coherent with the chef’s cooking philosophy.

FRESH RAVIOLI FILLED WITH CHICKEN
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REALE
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Your greatest influence in the kitchen…
I always say that the greatest luxury for me is living in
Abruzzo. My cuisine comes from this lonesome land, the local
producers, the mountain and its silence. My region runs deep
in my work, but what used to be a quite literal “presence”
(through an updating of the local gastronomic tradition, with
early dishes that were at the same time contemporary and
reassuring) has gradually shifted, an emancipation of sorts. I
still draw from my territory for the best products but today for
me Abruzzo mostly represents an ideal: it stands for focus,
respect and truth - applied to the ingredient.
Your earliest food memory, flavours from your childhood...
Produce from sheep-farming: cheese, vegetables (like
“orapi”, wild spinaches very famous in this part of Abruzzo),
stale bread used in many recipes from the pastoral tradition.
When I was a child I used to go to the shepherds shelters
along with my grandfather, and I still remember the flavours
of those great products.

PHOTO © BRAMBILLA SERRANI
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REALE - THE CELLAR
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CALF SWEETBREAD WITH CREAM, LEMON AND SALT
PHOTO © BRAMBILLA SERRANI
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“I have a team made of
people who think, choose,
create every day and share
my goals and dreams”

What keeps you motivated?

I’m always moved by a relentless curiosity and a constant
attitude to research, studying, experiment new things and
create new projects. In the space of few years I have developed
a diversified system in my monastery, Casadonna that beside
Reale restaurant comprises also a professional cooking
academy equipped with large workshops for the R&D into
new concepts and recipes. I enjoy training and gastronomy
education and, together with my team, have also created a
street food chain (Bomba), a casual dining format staffed
by graduates of my school (Spazio), and a gastronomicscientific protocol (Intelligenza Nutrizionale, “Nutritional
Intelligence”) for application to mass catering, hospitals,
schools, and canteens. I developed an unprecedent format
for Bulgari Hotels and Resorts all over the world (Il Ristorante
Niko Romito is now at the Bulgari Hotel of Beijing, Dubai,
Shanghai and soon in Milan), now we’re opening a bakery
to produce and distribute our bread in Italy and Europe (I’ve
been studying and researching on bread for more than 15
years) and a new project is about to be unveiled.
The Casadonna’s system is a continuous, self-sustainable
flow where a project that blossoms in one of the outer
sections generates ideas that flow back inwards and take root
at the Reale restaurant. All these projects are connected, it’s
a pattern that goes from top to bottom, outwards from the
centre, reaching a larger and larger public.
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Moreover, I have a team made of people who think, choose,
create every day and share my goals and dreams. Sometimes
I stop, I listen to them, I watch them working with boundless
energy and vibrant passion, and I am happy. That’s where
my dream mixes with theirs. I believe that sharing a goal is
the driving force that leads to the success of a project or an
idea, but it is the sharing of a dream that reverberates in a
disruptive way on the outside and that is inevitably perceived
by those who also enjoy it.

FRESH RAVIOLI FILLED WITH CHICKEN
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In the past years
how has cuisine changed
around the world...
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In recent years in Latin America a major gastronomic
revolution took place thanks to people like Martinez and
Acurio in Peru, Olvera in Mexico, Atala in Brazil. These
chefs have connected the gastronomic world of indigenous
populations to contemporary cuisine, creating a modern
cuisine with antique products, those of their original territories.
An important process, which through food has enhanced
the natives’ identity and their culture and at the same time
has created an absolutely original culinary language, not
repeatable elsewhere. Even in Australia, many chefs are
working well exploiting the incredible natural resources of
that marvelous, boundless land that has so much to offer.
When I was there in 2017 I experienced in person their
great attention to the raw material, the work on cooking and
structures, their direct approach to the kitchen. Other places
like Turkey, Portugal and Ireland are doing an important job
of promoting their gastronomic culture in the world starting
from the territory and its products and exploiting tourism.
There many young people employed in catering activities
transporting the culinary traditions of the country in the
contemporary gastronomic scene.
I think there is a growing interest about food in terms
of a deeper awareness of how food is related to health,
environment, about the interaction amongst all the actors in
the food chain. This means a broader knowledge of food in
terms of what it really is, and not only of how to cook it.
VEAL JELLY, DRIED PORCINI, ALMONDS AND BLACK TRUFFLES
PHOTO © BRAMBILLA SERRANI
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LICORICE GRANITA, WHITE VINEGAR, WHITE CHOCOLATE AND BALSAMIC VINEGAR
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“A chef must be curious,
devoted and zealant,
never stop studying”
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Being a chef is perceived as a glamorous profession, your
advice to chefs entering the kitchen for the first time…
I would say that being a chef is a hard job: you have to be
strongly motivated and very passionate to do it. It’s important
not to forget that food is culture, memory, link to a territory
and its products, link to the own roots. First of all a cook has
to understand his culinary background, and then let himslef
to be contaminated by other gastronomic cultures. I would
also say that a good chef is the one who works with the team
and always questions himself, taking his ego apart from
the kitchen and letting the ingredients enhance, using his
creativity taking into consideration taste, produce, territory.
Furthermore, a chef must be curious, devoted and zealant,
never stop studying.

ALMONDS, YOGURT, SAGE AND CANDIED LEMON
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