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He has scaled the heights of French
gastronomy, now Yannick Alleno
says it is time to reinvent fine dining

for a post-COVID age, both on the table
and in the kitchen. When the pandemic
hit, Alleno realized he had not stopped
moving since he first entered a profes-
sional kitchen at the age of 15. “I was on
life’s highway and running like a mad-
man,” the 52-year-old told AFP. 

The philosophy had always been: “You
arrive at 8am, you finish at 1am, and you
don’t have any choice in the matter.” That
approach was highly successful. His
modern twists on French classics and
scientific dissection of sauces has earned
him a glut of accolades.  He runs several
distinguished restaurants, including two-
Alleno Paris at Pavillon Ledoyen and Le
1947 in the Alps-with three Michelin stars.
But suddenly, with all of them shut by the
first coronavirus lockdown last spring, he
found himself effectively “unemployed”
for the first time, with space to reflect.

The result is a new book, “Tout doit
changer!” (Everything must change), that
serves as a manifesto for post-COVID
haute cuisine.  “It’s important to me that I
don’t reopen the restaurant like before,”
he told AFP. “I have the need today to
change our house and make it an
extreme example.”

Inclusivity 
In part, that means changing the way

his kitchens are run. “I’m tired of hearing
that restaurant work is difficult and
excluding.” He is introducing more flexi-
ble hours and “participatory planning” for
the 150 staff at Pavillon Ledoyen, and
wants to move towards an equal gender
split, starting immediately with his som-
meliers. Alleno is still trying to live down
criticism from a talk he gave in Paris two
years ago in which he said female roles in

restaurants were limited because “it’s a
woman’s DNA to bear children.” 

It was clear from the rest of his speech
that he meant kitchens should be more
flexible in allowing young mothers to jug-
gle their work and private lives, but he
knows the choice of words was a gaffe. “I
did something stupid, it was really inap-
propriate and unacceptable. I’ve apolo-
gized as much as I can... and I’ve decid-
ed to move on,” he said. He has taken
other steps towards greater inclusivity,
hiring three disabled staff at Pavillon
Ledoyen during the brief reprieve from
France’s lockdowns in the autumn.
Whether or not he will rein in his famously
harsh manner in the kitchen, which led to
accusations of bullying a few years ago,
remains to be seen. 

‘Monumental waste’ 
He is also planning big changes on

how customers will experience trips to his
restaurants. His big idea is to speak with
diners a few days earlier to discuss their
tastes, allergies and budget. This is a
way to prevent the “monumental waste”
that is generated in normal kitchens: “In
the past, we had to have 15 birds in the
fridge in case someone wanted one.”

It could also allow for nice but gim-
micky touches: “If you had white lilies for
your wedding day, we’ll try to put a bou-
quet of white lilies on your table for an
anniversary dinner and their initials on the
napkins.” And from a cooking point of
view, it gives Alleno’s teams even greater
scope to prepare their famous sauces,
while also tailoring the experience to an
ever-more demanding clientele. “We can
no longer impose a menu on guests,” he
said. — AFP 

It takes more than a pandemic to slow
down Daniel Barenboim, the legendary
pianist and Middle East peace activist,

who has been on stage for 71 years and
says he is always ready to “start again
from scratch”.  Ever the plain speaker, the
Argentina-born maestro is not hugely opti-
mistic about the twin passions in his life:
classical music and the Israel-Palestine
conflict.  “The importance of culture and
music has been decreasing over the last
40 years... Sometimes we have forgotten
that the spirit of the human being needs to
be fed,” the 78-year-old told AFP during a
visit to Aix-en-Provence, where he was
recording alongside another legendary
pianist and fellow Argentinian Martha
Argerich for its Easter Festival, forced
online this year.

“The main problem for the future of
musical life is not the post-corona situa-
tion, the problem is that there is no musical
education in schools.” Barenboim, who
was partly raised in Israel, is even more
dismissive of the prospects in that part of
the world, where he says: “There is actual-
ly not one person on either side that takes
to heart the future, and how can we learn
to live together.” In 2007, Barenboim
became the first person in the world to
hold both Israeli and Palestinian pass-
ports, having founded an orchestra and
musical academy with Palestinian-
American scholar Edward Said aimed at
fostering Middle Eastern talent. 

‘The greatest gift’ 
But faced with the gloom, he remains

tireless. His day job as musical director of
Germany’s state opera and orchestra, the
Staatsoper and Staatskapelle, which he
has held for 29 years, may have slowed

over the past year, but he has used the
time to record his fifth complete Beethoven
sonatas, launch an online music festival
and direct several streaming concerts. He
embodies restlessness. “I hate the word
career, I don’t like it,” he told AFP. “A
musician never arrives, routine is his great-
est enemy. Every time I play, I learn some-
thing new, little connections... 

“If I played a Mozart concerto yesterday
and I have to play it again today, I have to
start from zero and this is the greatest gift
a human being can have.” His efforts to
share that gift include establishing a
music-focused kindergarten in Berlin and
presenting a series of YouTube videos
about famous composers, “5 minutes
on...”, that have racked up hundreds of
thousands of views. Indefatigable he may
be, but Barenboim’s combative style is
chafing a little against the delicate sensi-
bilities of the current era. 

He welcomes the push for greater
diversity in classical music, for instance,
but warns against it leading to tokenism.
“There should be more black musicians no
question. There should be women con-
ductors, of course no question. The mis-
take is to say ‘We have a free date... we
must get a woman.’ No, we must get the
best possible candidate and if it is a
woman, we must take her. (Anything else
shows) a lack of respect to the woman
herself.”

‘Very uncomfortable’ 
He also found himself brought up on

charges of bullying colleagues at the
Staatskapelle in 2019. He put them down
to his “impatient” outbursts and they were
ultimately dismissed. Today, he recog-
nizes that “the definition of how to deal
with others has changed all over the
world”, and says “I obviously regret it” if he
has hurt anyone. But he finds political cor-
rectness hard to stomach.

“The main difficulty for me with it is that
it forces people, before they say or do
anything, to see how it will look... not to
think ‘I have an inner need to say this.’” He
recalls his own harsh musical education-
under storied French teacher Nadia
Boulanger-with fondness. He remembers
world-famous tango composer Astor
Piazzolla, then a fellow student of
Boulanger, in tears after she told him he
would never be more than a “second-rate
Stravinsky”. 

But he says it was also Boulanger who
told Piazzolla to work with the music from
his own country and develop it, which is
precisely what made him a star. “She
taught in a very uncomfortable way, which
is necessary,” said Barenboim. “I don’t
believe in comfortable teaching.” He takes
a similarly uncompromising look at his own
future.  Though he has been given the
baton for life in Berlin, he says: “I don’t
want to stay like a relic of the past... If the
orchestra changes its mind... I will free
them of this decision. “But so far, it seems
to work.” — AFP 
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