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If there is one cuisine that leaves me feeling I have enjoyed a satlsfymg meal thatis
both nourishing and good for me, it has to be Japanese.

Some ingredients and preparations may be unfamiliar to the Western palate, but an
open mind and an adventurous spirit will be well rewarded.

From the very different style of breakfast to sashimi and sushi, and the wonderful
variety of hot dishes, Japanese cuisine offers an extraordinary range of experiences.
A bento box provides carefully arranged samplings of different preparations;
omakase places the selection in the chef's hands; while robatayaki brings the theatre
of charcoal grilling into the dining experience.

What strikes me most is the attention given to the freshness and quality of
ingredients. We talk a great deal about this in professional kitchens, but in Japanese
cooking it is fundamental. Without good ingredients, even the most precise
technique has little to work with.

Then there is balance. Rice, soup, fish, vegetables, fermented foods and pickles may
each appear quite SH@ creale a remarkably satisfying meal.
This week, as we cOntin)/q. et ‘ ‘\(ﬁ al}Fl vour Systems, we explore
how precision, restrﬁ R R pO’ﬁlth A .i&se individual elements
into something gfé& er Hhrgytiue SUl al b8, \




Quiet flavours meet
N Kitchen Haiku Each ingredient finds its place
Balance fills the bowl
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This Week’s Focus

Japanese cuisine provides an excellent illustration of how flavour can be
developed without allowing any single element to dominate.

The principles of washoku, Japan's traditional food culture, place considerable
importance on seasonality, ingredient quality, preparation and the compositioj
of the meal.

The familiar ichiju-sansai approach-one soup and three dishes, accompanied
by rice and pickles-demonstrates how individual preparations can complemenit
one another.

A grilled fish may provide savoury richness; rice offers a gentle foundation;
miso soup contributes umami; vegetables add freshness; and pickles bring
acidity and texture.

The important lesson is not that every dish must be delicate. Japanese cooking
can also be rich, sweet, salty or intensely savoury.

Precision is knowing what each ingredient needs-and when enough is enough.
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@Flavour Lens
4 Profile
Clean, savoury, umami-rich, subtly sweet, occasionally acidic or bitter,
with carefully controlled aromatic intensity.

Behaviour
Builds flavour through ingredient quality, dashi, fermentation, controlled
seasoning, precise cooking and contrasting preparations.

Balance Role
Creates harmony through portion, temperature, texture, acidity, umami,
freshness and restraint.

Key Partners
Rice, kombu, katsuobushi, miso, soy sauce, sake, mirin, rice vinegar,
ginger, sesame, seaweed, fish, tofu and seasonal vegetables.
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Chef’s Insight

One of the most valuable lessons Japanese cuisine offers a chef is the
confidence to leave an ingredient alone.

Consider a piece of exceptionally fresh fish. Careful cutting, a little salt,
perhaps controlled heat and a suitable accompaniment may be all that is
required.

The same philosophy extends to presentation. Space on the plate, the
choice of vessel and the relationship between individual components all
contribute to the experience.

Of course, restraint should never be confused with a lack of complexity.
A clear dashi may appear simple, but extracting and balancing its
savoury character requires understanding and precision.

Good technique should reveal the ingredient, not conceal it.




Ingredient Spotlight

Dashi - A Foundation of Japanese Flavour Development

Dashi is one of the foundations of Japanese flavour development.
Common preparations use kombu, katsuobushi or other ingredients to
produce a broth that introduces savoury depth without the heaviness
associated with many Western stocks.

It forms the basis of miso soup, clear broths, simmered dishes, sauces
and numerous other preparations.

For the chef, dashi demonstrates an important principle: umami can
provide depth without overwhelming the identity of the principal
ingredient.

Japanese cuisine demonstrates that complexity does not always require
numerous ingredients or elaborate presentation.

Sometimes the greatest technical achievement is preserving the natural
character of an ingredient while making every accompanying element
contribute something worthwhile.

Global Flavour Systems Reference Chart

¢?Japanese Ingredient & Flavour Chart
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The System Defined

Ingredient integrity « Umami « Restraint « Technique « Harmony

Japanese flavour construction emphasises the natural character of
ingredients, supported by precise preparation, carefully developed umami
and complementary contrasts.

Balance is achieved not simply within an individual dish, but through the
relationship between

The Flavour Architecture
o1 Foundation - Rice, dashi and seasonal produce
02 Aromatics - Ginger, shiso, yuzu and spring onion
03 Depth - Kombu, katsuobushi, miso and soy
04 Balance - Vinegar, pickles and restrained sweetness
05 Freshness - Seasonal vegetables and clean finishes
06 Texture - Soft, crisp, tender and firm contrasts
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Kitchen Practice
The Japanese approach offers lessons for every professional kitchen.
¢ A tasting menu.
e A composed salad.
e A breakfast buffet.
o A simply grilled piece of fish.
Ingredient quality, precise preparation and thoughtful balance improve
them all.
Learn the system before borrowing the ingredients.

& Provence - Qil & Herbs Podcast
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Japanese flavour is built through precision, restraint and the careful balance of umami, sweetness, salinity,
acidity and texture.

Japanese cooking values clarity, restraint

and harmony. Rather than layering many

loud flavours, it seeks balance between p

savoury depth, freshness, salt, sweetness, ! DASHI SoY SAUCE
acidity and texture. Each element has S it L

a purpose and the whole meal feels

complete without excess.
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/ Kitchen Practice

1ecnnique: Select the preparation that best expresses the ingredient.
Steaming, grilling, simmering, frying and serving raw each require
different levels of intervention.

Timing: Control cooking times carefully. Tempura should remain crisp,
fish moist, rice properly rested and delicate garnishes fresh.

Common Mistakes: Excessive seasoning, overcomplicated presentation,
poorly cooked rice, over-reduced broths or combining too many
powerful flavours.

Professional Approach: Consider the complete meal. Assess flavour
intensity, portion, texture, temperature and visual balance rather than
judging each component in isolation.
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Pairing Logic

Dashi-tofu, mushrooms, seafood, vegetables, noodles Miso-fish,
aubergine, tofu, mushrooms, sesame Soy Sauce-rice, fish, meat, ginger,
mushrooms Rice Vinegar-cucumber, seaweed, seafood, pickles Sesame-
spinach, tofu, vegetables, noodles Yuzu-seafood, ponzu, clear broths,
delicate dressings Shiso-sashimi, rice, pickles, vegetables Mirin-
simmered dishes, glazes, tare, tamagoyaki

The guiding question: Does this ingredient strengthen the balance, or
merely add another flavour?




Traditional Japanese Breakfast-Asa Gohan

Offering a clear demonstrations of the Precision Balance System.
Rather than presenting a single elaborate dish, the meal brings together
several modest preparations, each contributing something different.
Our featured breakfast includes salt-grilled salmon (shiozake), delicately
rolled tamagoyaki, steamed short-grain rice (gohan), miso soup (miso
shiru), fermented soybeans (natto), Japanese pickles (tsukemono) and
roasted nori.

For a softer alternative, okayu, a gentle rice porridge, can replace the
steamed rice.

What This Dish Teaches -

The salmon provides savoury richness, while the tamagoyaki introduces
tender texture and gentle sweetness.

Steamed rice offers a neutral foundation. Miso soup contributes warmth and
umami; natto adds fermented depth; pickles provide acidity and crunch; and
nori brings a delicate marine character.

The contrast between warm and cool, soft and crisp, mild and intensely
savoury is deliberate.

No single component needs to dominate.

The balance belongs to the complete meal, not to any one dish.

Recipe: Japanese Breakfast - Asa Gohan
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i The Liquid Counterpoint

0 reshly brewed sencha is a natural partner for this breakfast, its vegetal
character and gentle astringency complementing the fish, rice and
fermented accompaniments.

é From the Kitchen

Cook the rice properly. Prepare the dashi carefully. Keep the nori crisp and
the pickles fresh.

Allow each element to contribute its intended character.

Small details determine the quality of the complete experience.

Professional Uses
The principles extend well beyond Japanese menus.
A balanced breakfast buffet, composed salad, tasting menu or executive
dining experience can all benefit from the same discipline: appropriate
portions, contrasting textures, thoughtful seasoning and careful
presentation.

Chef's Insight

Japanese cuisine demonstrates that complexity does not always require
numerous ingredients or elaborate presentation.

Sometimes the greatest technical achievement is preserving the natural
character of an ingredient while making every accompanying element
contribute something worthwhile.




Japan Regiogal Specialties
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| Tohoku

Dairy

Tohoku
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Sea urchin

Rice & ‘nﬂ-kk Kl:rll.m]:nu Wanko soba |

Hiroshima Okonomiyaki Fugu .
oysters g : Edo-style sushi ~ Monjayaki

Chugoku Kares

X

Shikoku

Kaiseki Takoyaki Kobe beef |

~ Sanuki udon Citrus Katsuo tataki

Goya Okinawa

.'- Okinawa champuru soba

Tonkotsu ramen Mentaiko

Chef’s Reflection
Precision creales consistency.
Restraint allows flavour to speak.
Balance brings the meal together.

Soy sauce

Awamori




Further Reading & Resources

From the Library
See flavour balance charts and acidity mapping in the
ChefsNotebooks archives.
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The Business of Being a Chef ¥ St
For a deeper understanding of flavour JCGHEF]

structure and kitchen systems, The Business
of Being a Chef provides useful operational
context alongside culinary insight.
&https://chefsnotebooks.com/books
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The Business of Being a Chef is the result of more than 30 years of
experience in hotels and restaurants throughout the world. Itis a
guide to managing the multiple business demands of today's
executive chef, encompassing diverse areas including cooking, taste,
food safety, human resources, finance, and sales & marketing,
amongst others. It is also a great resource for operations managers.
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