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A celebration of nature and its food: Joia is a vegetarian restaurant in the centre
of Milan, awarded a Michelin star in 1996, and run by chef-patron Pietro Leemann

A NATURAL
PLAYER

Many years have passed since vegetarian
cooking was thought of as tasteless, unva-
ried, and even boring. Considered to be se-
cond-class cooking, a niche phenomenon
that put animal lovers against meat eaters, it
freed itself of its unjustly attributed role to
take on a new lease of life. Because vege-
tarian today not only means eating well but
also healthily and carefully. Especially if Pie-
tro Leeman is in the kitchen, star-winning
chef of the Joia restaurant, Milan, and spo-
kesman for natural haute cuisine. In other
words cooking made using greens, cereals,
fruits, fats, and dairy products, but no meat
or fish. Quality biological and biodynamic
raw materials, colours, forms, and aromas
are used to their full potential. The key pla-
yer is nature, taken as a point of reference
and a starting point in the search for health
and well being. His dishes, fully-fledged
works of art, are an ode to life and enjoy-
ment. For this Swiss cook, food brings peo-
ple together and breaks down cultural
barriers. It is a precious gift, and cooking a

great responsibility. Intense spirituality, intel-
lectual inquisitiveness and sharp sensitivity
distinguish this chef, whom many call a phi-
losopher. 
Let us begin with the concept of vege-
tarian cooking.
I am vegetarian out of ethical and moral con-
viction. It is a choice dictated by an aware-
ness of more healthy eating habits that gives
me, with my cooking, pleasure and well-
being. 
Natural haute cuisine. What does this
mean?
It means being close to nature, both in terms
of ingredients used and methods adopted
for the preparation of dishes. These are sim-
ple processes that do not denaturalise the
ingredient, rather they accompany and em-
phasise it. Natural also refers to ideas in
which there is a stylisation of nature that un-
derlines its importance. 
So is nature a point of reference and a
starting point for your work?
We are a part of nature and eating natural

food means coming as close as possible to
a condition of well-being. The menus are
balanced and give us natural tastes. The
very basis of taste must be natural, never
manipulated or altered by chemical pro-
ducts. A vegetarian dish provides more har-
monious pleasure because it is in tune with
nature: we are not what we eat, but it is
through what we eat that we are transfor-
med. 
What do you mean when you say "ela-
borate cooking is linked to material,
cultural and spiritual wealth"?
The three riches can be presented together
or alone, and in my dishes I try to represent
them all with the aim of giving well-being to
the body, mind and spirit. For a dish to be
good and natural it must possess these
three elements and offer a key of interpre-
tation that meets the expectations of all. We
can decide to eat for pleasure or we can ex-
perience food as a journey of awareness in
the knowledge that through our choices we
can determine our mental and physical well-
being. The act of eating can turn into pure
pleasure for those seeking material sati-
sfaction, and so a good dish will suffice; it
can become an intellectual experience for
those who use the restaurant as a breeding
ground of emotions, or else it can be raised
to a spiritual level and offer happiness.
Some of my dishes – Perseveranza, Virtù,
Serendipity – are also a vocal expression of
a spiritual idea, which calls for closer exami-
nation. 
What do you mean by that?
"Perseveranza" is my way of seeing this
value. The colour that best defines it is
green (green pasta, spinach and its stock)
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with red spots (tomato petals) that give it
power, and some white spots (the almond
sauce) for candour. The dish comprises four
ravioli, each one different, made without
eggs but with wheat gluten, which has the
same characteristics, and no dairy products.
This choice of ingredients makes the recipe
light and digestible, and is perfectly suited
to the concept of well-being in the broad
sense of the term. 
Let's talk about how your cooking is re-
presentative of well-being.
My dishes are clean, simple and represent
a specific group of elements that makes
choices easy. A balanced diet contains all in-
gredients. But today there are some ingre-
dients like eggs, fat, wheat, and dairy
products that are eaten frequently and in
large quantities. The result is a high number
of allergies and intolerance to certain foods.
Starting from here I have various tricks up
my sleeve for preparing dishes that are just
as tasty yet do not contain these elements.
For instance, instead of thickening mayon-
naise with normal flour I do it using corn or
rice flour. Furthermore, it is easier to stay in
good health if food is assimilated slowly by
our organism. Glucids that enter our orga-
nism quickly raise the level of insulin in the
blood, causing negative effects. For this rea-
son, instead of sugar I use honey, brown
sugar, fructose and so on. 
It is a great responsibility for a chef,
isn't it?
Absolutely. A good cook is one who knows
how to give a moment of pleasure with his

work, that feeling of gratification that enri-
ches the mind and the spirit. The act of coo-
king is important, as is the act of eating:
there is a big difference between food pre-
pared with love and care and food prepared
for the sake of it.
What are the underlying principles of
your cooking?
Non violence before anything else: the food
I serve is never the fruit of a violent act; were
it so it would determine its character. With
my food I seek to celebrate life and enjoy-
ment: death, in the kitchen, is associated to
the animal kingdom. Secondly, I use pro-
ducts that respect nature: the selection of
ingredients, which must be of the highest
quality, is carefully made. Finally my method
is to preserve the ingredient, without ever
denaturalising it. This means maintaining as
much of its energy as possible, which can
be achieved with rapid, simple and imme-
diate cooking processes. But also the com-
position of the menu has to respect a
balance between raw (rich in vitamins) and
cooked (more easily absorbed by our orga-
nism. 
How is a dish created?
I try to represent my ideas in an artistic and

expressive manner, and I start by using in-
gredients I am familiar with. Later on I take
a look at what tradition has to offer. Even the
most innovative dishes are in some way as-
sociated to our roots. The dialogue with the
client only takes place thanks to the use of
symbols which are a part of the same culture
and tradition. Otherwise there is a risk of
speaking different languages and not un-
derstanding each other. 
What makes a dish excellent?
First of all the ingredients, followed by the
balance obtained from the perfect gauging
of flavours. It must be linked to nature and
also to our roots. When I make a dish I ob-
serve tradition and take note. 
What is the role of the dessert in your
cooking?
It has an important place in my heart: I be-
came a chef thanks to a Russian Charlotte.
It was the year 1976 and the great cook and
gastronome Angelo Conti Rossi, a dear
friend of the family, invited to dinner, turned
up with a Bavarian vanilla cream crowned
with Savoy biscuits, obviously made by him.
I was fifteen at the time and I will never for-



2010 - www.pasticceriainternazionale.com - n. 1628

C
U

IS
IN

E

green pasta g 200
softened haricot beans g 50

carrots g 100
blood orange no. 1 ½

coppered tomatoes n. 2
early spinach g 50

spinach purée g 50
vegetable stock g 100

rice flour g 5
almond milk g 50

nutmeg g 1
corn flour g 2.5

sugar g 2.5
extra-virgin olive oil g 20

rosemary g 5
salt a.r.

Green pasta
flour g 50

wheat gluten g 15
dry spinach purée g 12

Blend the ingredients together, knead and allow to stand for half an hour.
Stretch out the pasta and cut to the desired shape. 

Grate the orange rind and cook the sugar with the petit boulé. Soak it
with the juice of all the oranges and reduce it to a syrup. Cut the peeled
carrots into thin slices and sweat them for half an hour with a little oil and
covered saucepan. Blend and flavour with the reduced orange juice. 
Cook the beans, blend them and pass them through a sieve. Flavour them
with the orange rind and chopped rosemary. Roll the pastry out to very thin
and prepare 4 cm diameter ravioli, filling half with the carrots and the other
with the beans. 
Boil the stock and thicken with the rice flour; add the spinach purée and
blend. Boil the almond milk with the nutmeg and thicken with corn flour.
Peel the tomatoes, cut them into quarters, remove the seeds and put them
to dry in a 75°C oven for 2 hours. 
Cook the ravioli for one minute in salted boiling water, then place them in
the spinach stock with the leaves of the early spinach; season with extra-
virgin olive oil and cook for another minute. 

Assembly
Place the ravioli in the dishes with little stock and the spinach leaves. Gar-
nish with tomato petals and add dashes of almond sauce. 

Pietro Leemann
Joia Restaurant – Milano 

www.joia.it

Perseveranza
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get that evening and that dessert: the per-
fume of the fragrant biscuits, the inebriating
aroma of the vanilla, and the full-bodied ca-
refully balanced taste. It was a sudden in-
spiration that marked my life. During a meal,
the moment of the dessert represents the
closure; it is the signature of the chef. Mo-
reover, I am extremely greedy. 
What makes a dessert special?
The balance between delicacy and li-
ghtness.
Is it possible to marry the concept of
well-being with dessert? 
There are many ingredients and many ways
of putting them together. You need to expe-
riment, learn to use little known or underu-
sed ingredients and alternate them with
more traditional ones. Soya milk, almond
milk, corn flour, fructose, honey, agar agar,
Mycryo (powder cocoa butter used as a thic-
kener) are just some of the ingredients I use.
In "Two steps forward and one back", the
cherry tart is served with a cream of quark
(fresh cheese, soft and slightly acid) mixed
with orange rind and a vanilla pod. On the
mascarpone obtained, decidedly lighter, a
layer of pastry is applied that is then broken
by the waiter at the moment of serving. The
vanilla sauce and the mango gelato ball
complete the dessert and emphasise the
contrast between the hot of the tart and the
cold of the ice cream. But well-being, un-
derstood as the union between body and
mind, is achieved also through other factors.

Which ones?
In "Memory", which represents the journey
of our childhood, new flavours and sensa-
tions experienced by children emerge:
cookies with cream of milk, gianduiotto,
condensed milk with biscuits, egg yolk
mixed with sugar, and the breakfast bi-
scuit. "At last there's rain" is the fresh
blend of strawberries, watermelon and rhu-
barb. The pink base, made using rhubarb
juice, receives the droplets of mint that re-
present rain. 
These are unforgettable memories linked
to unique experiences or pleasant sensa-
tions given to us by nature or by the mo-
ment. "Yellow pear" originated as a sort of
game of provocation: I used the kuchinaci,
a berry used in Japan to colour chestnuts,
giving the fruit an almost electric yellow co-
lour that contrasts with the red of the ra-
spberry and the green of the mint. And
then there is "The law of chance" in which
are poured like a cascade, in front of the
guests, the solid elements (coffee beans,
orange rind, pine kernels, apples, pineap-
ple, kiwi, and pistachio) followed by the co-
conut sauce and as a finishing touch the
mint leaves. A journey of flavours that con-
tinually change because with every spoon-
ful there are different combinations. 
"The apparent egg and its shell" is per-
haps your most representative dish:
why?
It is the symbol of birth, of life, it is a per-

fect shape. I offer it as an egg non egg that
maintains its shape yet becomes even
more important because it is not the ingre-
dient you are expecting. Every season has
its main player: pepper in summer, broccoli
in autumn, Jerusalem artichoke in winter, a
transparent gelatin with the first greens in
spring. As for egg, I hide it in a hot cube
that contains within it a soft egg yolk. Mo-
reover, in 1996 it became the motor of
Joia, marking an important moment. 
Is it the basic essentials that deter-
mine the quality of the product or is it
the personality of the chef that makes
the difference? 
The starting point and key player is the in-
gredient, the cook is a good performer. 
Raw materials and technique: which
one prevails?
You need good raw materials combined
with good technique. 
What is the sweet ingredient you pre-
fer to work with? 
Vanilla and all its derivatives. 
And the savoury ingredient?
Orange and sweet Hokkaido pumpkin in
Autumn, which I combine with ginger.
What should never be missing in your
kitchen?
The passion of chefs. 
Your dishes are artistic compositions.
Would it be right to call you an archi-
tect in the kitchen?
I like to give my dishes aesthetic appeal,
challenging, in a certain sense, the laws of
nature, as is the case with the square eggs.
No matter how natural it is, cooking will al-
ways be a human creation. Art, then, is a
form of expression that seeks to come clo-
ser to the divine. Care over the presenta-
tion of a dish goes hand in hand with care
over its preparation: the marriage is capa-
ble of raising food onto the spiritual plane. 
How do you see gastronomy ten years
from now?
The duality that currently exists in evolutio-
nary cooking will be heightened, careful
and balanced on a level footing with cultu-
ral development on the one hand, and de-
generative and involutional food, i.e.
industrial fast-food, on the other. 
What are your projects for the future?
I have open Joia Kitchen Bistrot, always in
Milano, a more informal proposal for young
people and anyone who wants to come clo-
ser to vegetarian cooking. 

Monica Onnis
Photos by Francesca Brambilla and Serena Serrani 

taken from the book "Joia 
I nuovi confini della cucina vegetariana" 

Giunti Editore www.giunti.it

Contatto e Consenso
(Contact and Consent).




