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'Trio stages
Ttalian classic

Bastianiches, Batali
pull out all stops at
Del Posto; landlord
dispute simmers

ARKING BACK to Ital-
ian palaces of 50 years
ago, Del Posto—the
brand-new restaurant
of Mario Batali and
the mother-son duetto of Lidia and
Joe Bastianich—is a retro sensation.

The trio has $12 million on the
line in an old Nabisco warehouse in
Chelsea. Their creation is so vast, el-
egant and old-fashioned in a Euro-
pean way that it is, in their words,
“counter-trend.” Del Posto is grand
dining theater, extravagant and op-
eratic at a time when that sort of
thing seems passé.

At this writing, its 22,000 square
feet oflandlord-laced turmoil is high-
ly operatic. Will the tenants pay more
than the original lease, or will the new
landlords, the city or both shutter the
place? For how long? Will the land-
lords ever get a table at Del Posto?

For all its offstage turmoil, Del
Posto offers luxurious space and
serenity for the mere 120 guests who
visit its main dining room. It has

grand staircases worthy of a Norma
Desmond descent; a gorgeous,
wraparound balcony; lush drapes;
and miles of rich woods, marble, car-
pet and leather. Piano music from
the lounge is audible, if not admired.
The Bastianiches and Mr. Batali,
working with architect Glen Coben
of Glen 8 Co., realize their vision of
a transporting experience, surround-
ing patrons with multilayered ambi-
ence and service to match. It does
wonders for the appetite to sce Lidia
whisking zabaglione at the huge mar-
ble service table in the dining room.
Dinper begins with a basket of
freshlybaked breads, and preappetiz-
ers such as teeny tortellini in capon
broth with prosciutto, or a small cup
of celery root, parsley and lemon soup.
As Mr. Batali works the tables, the
team led by hands-on chef Mark
Ladner treats Italian classics with re-
spect, finesse and modest taste
tweaking. Tempura-like fritto misto
of vegetables arrives with rusticbagna
cauda dipping sauce; fried calamari is
in a colorful toss with capers and
specks of red and green pepper. An-
tipasti ($13 to $19) are perfectly por-
tioned to leave room to explore pas-
tas before secondi or main courses.
A notable first would be the zesty
pleasure of seafood salad studded
with seaweed and borage. Impecca-

bly seasoned funghi misti plays art-
fully off chicory’s crisp tang. If deli-
cious grilled radicchio trevisano with
fondutareminds us of Babbo,sobeit.

Tastings of three pastas may be
shared by the whole table ($25 per
person) orenjoyed separately ($18 to
$30). The best orecchiette ever is
blended with fennel sausage, chard
and mostarda, a condiment of mus-
tard-cured diced citrus. Agnolotti dal
plin, a dry preparation of filled pasta
eaten with the fingers, is a novelty
less full-flavored than most others.

Risotto at $50 for two may seem

nsive, but as an early course it can
be shared by four. A large open dish is
spread with carrot purée and then la-
dled with rice simmered with Barolo
wine and Castelmagno, Piedmont’s
great cheese, for a tasteful medley.

A table of four may enjoy fully
accessorized entrées ($210 to $240)
such as rack of veal, leg of lamb, pork
loin, mixed grill or whole salt-baked
fish. If it’s two people sharing, there
are four dishes, such as superb
charred rib eye steak for two. Pre-
sented, then sliced tableside, it’s
served with escarole and artisanal
beans from Tuscany.

The unparalleled quality of in-
gredients and careful, thoughtful
cooking and presentation is evident
every step of the way. It shows in the
finest sources of fresh seafood and
game, the Batali thing for offal—
kidneys, sweetbreads and calf’s liver
here—plus intriguing desserts.

The zabaglione Lidia or Joe
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whipped may crown a poached pear
and pistachio meringue, or nap
warm fig pudding with pomegranate
sorbetto. Just when it’s clear you can
eat no more, pastry chef Tai Chop-
ping sends forth a prodigious num-
ber of petits fours on rolling carts.

Wine director Morgan Rich or-
chestrates wine pairings from a 41-
page list, decanting bottles and tem-
pering glasses—swirling a few drops
of wine to coat the surface before
pouringit. Thestrikinglylarge, beau-
tiful crystal goblets are hand-blown
in Slovenia in different styles for dif-
ferent red wines, as well as white ones.

Del Posto is the most. Oh, I
yearn to return.

COMMENTS? cnyb@crain.com



