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RBCI pe fo r s uccess ™ NEW YORK-In a city with thousands of choices of where to eat

= = * = dinner, restaurants have to make sure to offer diners an experi-

ence they can’t get elsewhere. And given the responsibility to
DeSIgn a Prlorlllv In create the atmosphere, from the entrance door on in, restau-
N Y k H rant designers have become almost as well known as the chefs

themselves, which is especially not surprising in food- and de-
sign-obsessed New York.

And that obsession goes down to the tabletop. “It’s always a
debate in the design process: What’s the tabletop going to be?”
said Cass Calder Smith, architect, CCS Architecture, New York
and San Francisco, and who has designed such restaurants as
Giorgione 508 and The Meeting House.

Many restaurants are going au naturel, dispensing with

, tablecloths and going with beautiful wood tables, but it can’t
just end there. Though this trend saves on doing laundry and is
the current style direction, “you can’t leave those tables bare,”
Smith said. “They’rebig, and they draw attention to the center
of the room.” As “people are a teeny bit uncomfortable” with
a completely naked table, there is usually some sort of table
covering, even ifit is small, like a square placemat by Chilewich.
Still, a bare or semi-bare table draws more attention to the din-
nerware, glassware and flatware on the table.

Restaurant design has trended toward more casual luxury,
and tabletop is mixed and matched more, even at the high-end,
with less adherence to five-piece place settings. “Before, [luxury
looks] came with formality,” Smith said. “Now it comes with
every level. It allows people to be a little more eclectic.”

As restaurant design filters over to residential kitchen de-
sign, though, the opposite is also true. Calling it “the domestica-
tion of appliances,” Smith said kitchens are taking on a more
industrial look that’s also simpler. Kitchen and dining rooms
are melding into one space, as “kitchens are spreading into the
house alittle bit.”

Speaking of space, the 320-seat restaurant Buddakan made
a big Pan-Asian splash when it opened earlier this year in the
Meatpacking District. Chef Michael Schulson helped decide
which dinnerware to use, after looking at “thousands and
thousands of samples.” And even though the decor is sumptu-
ous, he wanted the dinnerware to be simple, and chose a bone
white china pattern. “I didn’t want the china to take away from
the design. ... It’s not cheap but it allows my food to be beauti-
ful.” But such beauty comes with a price, as Schulson said the
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restaurant goes through $20,000 of
china a month. “The owner doesn’t
want to skimp,” he said.

But Schulson still likes to add col-
or now and then, and will use little
.. bowls in red or black, for example,
= oraChinese soup spoonin black. He
> also found someone to make a plas-
= tic plate that looks like glass with

. five holes in it for Buddakan’s taro
. lollipops. “We’ll [custom make] one
. or two dishes like that,” he said.
But smaller restaurants may be
© on the horizon. Though he had a
design hand in Buddakan, as well
- as other large restaurants such as
- Sasha and Del Posto, Glen Coben,
- architect and interior designer,
- Glen Coben & Co., now sees restau-

Above: Designed by The Rockwell Group, Nobu rants as shrinking'in size and becoming more intimate. “It’s
57 is an example of the style direction restaurants
are heading in, according to Cass Calder Smith.

still about design,” he said. “But the era of big restaurants is

waning.”
Left: '|"° ih°W°ase the f°¢:‘°_'» B“#daka"c‘l'\{e“t with Having designed the just opened 7 Square on West 49th Sreet
f,::l':‘;i, $l:o?())(gg T ehing a“;:ntll'f, anditgoes and Bistro Chat Noir on East 66th Street, Coben said, “These

two are not budget busters, but are more intimate,” he said.

exist, but for now the
pendulum is swinging in
the other direction.” Be-
sides offering an intimate
environment, however,
smaller restaurants are
also attractive to restau-
rateurs because of the
high costs in real estate,
construction and staffing,
he added.

Coben does see the
trend of restaurants hav-
ing bare tables still con-
tinuing, but “it depends
on the concept.” Overall,
“we’re seeing a lot more

“They’re meant to get more return visits, as opposed to being
a special-occasion place only. Those big restaurants will always
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done with tabletop,” he
added, as some restaurants prefer to use tablecloths only at
night or change the tabletop seasonally, for example. Restau-
rants used to just wrap plywood with padding and put a cloth
onit, and “now we are looking at tabletop more creatively—it
can be as simple as a butcher block or as exotic as inlay.”

Regarding tabletop, “the menu will dictate” which china,
pattern, flatware and stemware to use, Coben said. “It allows
for a consistency of vision.” At the restaurant La Puerta Azul
in Millbrook, N.Y., “we went with Fiesta ware, mixed and
matched with other things, including neutral charges. It just
all related.” — Allison Zisko contributed to this report.

Above: Cass Calder
Smith’s The Meeting
House in Amagan-
seft, N.Y,, brings
bare, simple design
to the table.

As Sasha’s upstairs dining room needed to be able to switch to a night-
club or event space, Glen Coben designed the area with loose seating.
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