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Introduction by René Redzepi
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The Test Kitchen office in the greenhouse.


I still remember the first time I heard Ferran Adrià talk about cooking in terms of language. He said: “Techniques and ingredients are like letters—each one you learn gives you another piece of the alphabet. The more of them you have, the deeper, richer the sentences you can write.”

That idea struck me like lightning. It made me think about my own vocabulary, about how limited it was, and how much more there was to learn. Since then I’ve thought of every new sauce, every strange broth, every oddball fermentation that we’ve made at Noma as another letter in the pantry. Over two decades we’ve gathered hundreds of these “letters.” Together they’ve become our words, our grammar, our poetry. This book is that vocabulary written down for the first time.

The Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges once imagined a library that contained every book that could ever exist, built from only twenty-five characters. If an entire universe can be made from so few letters, imagine what happens when your alphabet runs into the hundreds. That’s what we’ve been doing at Noma: adding letter after letter, building a language of flavour.

A language like this is never built by one person alone. It has taken the work, imagination, and persistence of hundreds of people. And a book like this doesn’t, even though my name is on the cover, belong only to me. Believe me when I say this: It’s simply the way the world works, a name to lean on. But in reality there could have been dozens of names on that cover.

I guess it all started with Torsten Vildgaard and me, fooling around after hours, one, two, three in the morning, building the next menu. Back then Noma was small, a handful of us in the kitchen, and all the new work had to happen when the doors were shut. Then Søren Westh joined, full of energy. He had a more research-driven approach, where Torsten and I were intuitive, and that balance became the seed of what would grow into the Test Kitchen.

The second big turning point for the Test Kitchen came with Thomas Frebel. His energy, drive, and curiosity gave us a tremendous push. Today he is a partner at Noma, and together with Peter Kreiner and me, we run Noma side by side.

The third phase of the Test Kitchen is led by Mette Søberg; this is the period we are still in. Mette became a central pillar alongside Junichi Takahashi, Riccardo Canella, Mirek Anderson, Rosio Sanchez, and Nate French (an excellent organizational mind who helped make this book a reality).

But there’s also Toni Toivanen from Finland, Stu Stalker and Sam Nutter from Newcastle. Malcolm Livingston II (and his daughter Elli!), Álvaro de Juan Sánchez, Gaute Schartau Berrefjord, Mattias Shikatani, and the wizardry of Dhriti Arora. Each of them helped shape this place, and the recipes in this book belong to them, too. This is more than a thank-you . . . it is a deep acknowledgment. Indeed, incredible people have passed through the kitchen doors. Some stayed briefly, others much longer, but each left behind a piece—sometimes a cornerstone, sometimes just a single tile. Together they made the puzzle whole.

When this book is finally in your hands, Noma will have entered its twenty-third year of life. In the beginning we didn’t have much. We had ingredients, yes, but not yet the knowledge of how to turn a carrot into a leather, how to coax seaweed into a sauce with the depth of a meat stock, how to transform an ant into a marinade. We didn’t know how to find spice in our own region, or even what a spice could be. Out of necessity we began inventing. We needed something that could bring a dish together, something that could bridge one raw ingredient to another.

Slowly, through trial and error, a library of flavours emerged. Hundreds, maybe thousands of items, if you count them all. Some tiny adjustments, others so transformative they became essential. A touch of pine salt can make a dish. A little piece of Noma roasted umami salt on just about anything will make it better than before. Savory fudges, smoked butters, raisin-dark reductions pulled from seaweed, mushrooms, or berries.

These flavours are bridge builders. They are the invisible architecture of deliciousness. And though many of them were born out of scarcity, over time they became our language.

With each year, each season, each journey to somewhere in the world for a pop-up, we’ve added to that repertoire. We’ve spent years, even decades, perfecting some of these flavours. They are all in this book: the good ones, the favorites, the ones that truly make a difference.

In the end, this is a book about flavour. But flavour is never just about taste. It’s about time and place. It’s about the people who shaped it, the failures that led to it, and the stubbornness that kept us searching when nothing worked. It’s about how a handful of curious minds, working together over years, can build a language from scratch. This is the Noma pantry.

[image: Image]
Mette Søberg and René Redzepi in the Test Kitchen.








What Actually Is Flavour?
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Fridges full of flavour.


Inspiration for a new dish at Noma is often sparked by simple curiosity: What happens if we put a pine cone in lye? Can we make something taste like beeswax without the wax? Can we make these sea cucumber gonads into something tasty? (The answer was yes, by the way.) Our creativity is also driven by a desire to surprise and delight our diners, to create something authentic. What if we hid smoke-kissed grilled king crab leg underneath a pile of dried autumn leaves on the plate, so the diner could “forage”?

But no matter what our process is, flavour is our ultimate goal.

But what is flavour? Our good friend, former colleague, and co-creator of the first permanent iteration of our Fermentation Lab (in not-so-permanent shipping containers) Dr. Arielle Johnson explains in her book Flavorama that flavour is actually two things, intrinsically linked: taste and aroma.

Taste begins, not surprisingly, in our mouths. Our tongues are full of tiny receptors that accept taste molecules and signal to us that they have found one (or more) of the five tastes: salty, sweet, sour, bitter, and umami. From an evolutionary perspective, each taste held its own key to human survival. Salt is a mineral essential to muscle function and blood flow. Sweet signals something that will give us energy to continue to hunt and/or gather. Sour is a taste that is associated with healthy vitamins. Bitter is a danger signal of something that could poison us. Umami is the taste that signifies the presence of proteins, essential ingredients to repair and build muscle.

These five tastes alone, however, don’t equal flavour. Flavour needs aroma—what an ingredient smells like. Aroma provides the nuances that, when combined with the basic tastes, are perceived by our brains as flavours—what food actually tastes like. Coupled with aroma, five basic tastes become countless unique flavours.

Aroma receptors (we’ve got about four hundred of them) are connected to our brains as part of the olfactory bulb. Aroma molecules connect with those receptors when we put food in our mouths and chew; the molecules drift up through our nasal cavity until they encounter the receptors. The olfactory bulb funnels the aromas directly to the part of our brain where they are processed into smells, as many as ten thousand distinct ones. We may think we’re tasting flavour with our mouths, but flavour is a team effort of mouth and nose.

The task of the Noma Test Kitchen, and anyone trying to create good food, is to mine the world around them to coax out the flavours. A little bit of science is a valuable tool in that task.

In chemistry, the phrase “like dissolves like” describes a nifty way to figure out the best way to extract flavour from an ingredient, whether you’re creating a complex sauce or simply capturing the flavour of rose petals in summer to use later. The “like” here refers to whether a substance is polar or nonpolar.

First, let’s take a (quick) moment to talk about electrons. Certain molecules are termed “polar” because their electrons are arranged such that one side is negatively charged and the other is positively charged (and we don’t need to understand what “charged” means). Water molecules, for example, are polar, and will easily attract and stick to other polar molecules. Polar molecules are also described as hydrophilic, or “water-loving,” meaning they will readily mix with other water-based compounds.

Fat molecules, on the other hand, have a much more rigid structure thanks to their long chains of hydrogen and carbon, which naturally discourage the bunching of electrons. There are no “poles,” and therefore fat is classified as “nonpolar.” Nonpolar molecules are hydrophobic, meaning “water-fearing,” part of the reason water and oil do not mix.

Most aroma compounds are nonpolar, making fat an excellent medium for extracting (dissolving) aromas, leading to delicious substances such as rose oil or smoked butter. The five basic tastes, on the other hand, are polar, so you can extract these compounds more efficiently with water or another polar liquid, such as umami-rich dashi.

The “like dissolves like” principle isn’t absolute, however; nonpolar compounds can dissolve into polar solutions and vice versa, but the extraction won’t be as efficient as when you’re combining “likes.” And to complicate matters slightly (but to give the chef more options), alcohol and vinegar can dissolve both polar and nonpolar molecules fairly effectively.

The point of knowing about polarity is simply to know that you can enhance some flavours by cooking your ingredient in or mixing it with water and other flavours by doing the same with a fat.
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Honeycomb from our beehives.
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Chefs at work in the Test Kitchen (left); a dish of wild beach plants (right).
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