




Samuelsson's first restaurant outside of his native
culinary skills [he rose to fame with his uncanny
Ethiopian and Scandinavian fusion at Aquavit] and
everyone was ready to knock him down. I had to
rise to the 9ccasion."

Inspired by the word "Nisei," which means
second generation Japanese-American,
Samuelsson's offbeat hybrid menu includes
everything from short ribs to sushi. For interiors
that complement the !Joncept, Coben infused
traditional Japanese details into an American
bistro. Eastern materials (bamboo flooring, ebony
walls) are mixed with modern Western ones
(marble on stairs and the bar countertop~hanging
stainless steel light fixtures and bar stools, mOhair
and leather on furnishings, and a Corian sushi
bB:.r). "Everything is subtle. We didn't want
anything to be too Japanese or too American,"
he explains.

Other- cultural references are almost
imperceptible. Cherry red plaster walls are based
on the restaurant's Japanese name, meaning "red
apple." The Bento- Box, a semi -private booth in the
main dining room, is constructed from ebony wood
and upholstered with kimono-inspired fabric.
Upstairs in the mezzanine, a rice screen (rice
kernels between two pieces of glass held together
by a wood frame) runs down the center of the
dining room. And the\ striped Corian sushi bar
(inspired by '50s American muscle cars) reinvents
a traditional sushi bar because it's bare of sushi
cases that usually showcase ingredients and keep
customers at a small distance. "It's really the heart
and soul of the concept. It's a chef's counter. It
was the most complicated piece because it
required a strong participation from the sushi
chefs," Coben says.

Other treatments grow out of the space's
limitations. Photographs of light on dining room
walls and a medley of exposed-bulb fixtuI1es
overhead lower the 18-foot ceiling and brighten
windowless space. Little room was left for
bathrooms after the kitchen was moved forward
and expanded, so frosted glass doors (they reveal
a shadow of activity inside) make a design
statement without taking up space. In the lounge
with floor-to-ceiling windows, a velve~ curtain
gives a sense of enclosure and blocks out the
unattractive street and it~ fluorescent lights.
"People can peek in," Coben says, "but it doesn't
make the lounge the front porch of the hotel." hd
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