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 Y ou really need to have the tom-
ahawk steak. It’s 40 ounces of 

wet-aged rib-eye with the bone in. 
The chef will carve it.” The bright-
eyed server in a blue gingham shirt at 
Oak Steakhouse in Alpharetta, a 
posh suburb of Atlanta, had been 
told to sell a running daily special 
hard. And she did. We were, so to 
speak, primed. “Is there anything else 
you’d like to tell us about the steak?” 
I asked—all innocence, as I’m a 
restaurant reviewer in both Atlanta 
and Boston, my longtime home base. 
The waitress, temporarily thrown, 
reviewed her mental checklist of sales 
points. “Oh,” she added, “it’s $130.”

tiny, small, medium, and large plate 
sizes. “Table” dishes, portions so sub-
stantial they could be the table, in-
clude whole deep-fried black bass 
that looks as if it should be mounted 
on a rec-room wall; braised oxtail on 
a bone that might make Barney Rub-
ble blanch; and enough roasted pep-
pers stuffed with labneh, freekeh, 
and cracked whole green wheat to 
feed a refectory of Greek Orthodox 
monks observing Lent. Though the 
prices of the table dishes go as high as 
$65 for the oxtail, the idea doesn’t 
seem to be to easily boost the margin, 
as the insistent steakhouse’s upsell is.

So then what is the point? Not 

Large, flashy, pricey portions, the 
expectation of fine dining in the 
1960s and ’70s, are staging a come-
back. “For two” entrées, once the 
province of the Peking duck and 
Chateaubriand that would consum-
mate a deal or a date, have become as 
much of a staple on menus as appe-
tizers and dessert. Bigness has moved 
beyond steak, too, even if that’s 
where it will always be most preva-
lent. Take, for example, Fairsted 
Kitchen, a modest and quirky restau-
rant in Brookline, a liberal academic 
Brahmin redoubt beside Boston. It 
serves strictly locally sourced produce 
(even in the cocktails) in a myriad of 

By Corby Kummer

Supersized and flashy is what’s on the menu these days.

MY BIG FAT FANCY DINNER
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they’re also set forth by runners who 
practically throw them down with lit-
tle to no explanation. And the second 
course, which we imagined would ar-
rive after the first was cleared, came 
roughly 160 seconds after the first, 
when we were just unfolding our 
crepes and surveying the sauces. The 
$72 price seemed high to be dis-
patched and  dismissed—particularly 
after endless waits for a table.

D oes anyone get à deux serving 
right? To my palate, Cooks & 

Soldiers, an Atlanta restaurant spe-
cializing in Basque cuisine, does; their 
chuletón, a 2.2-pound bone-in rib-eye, 
is grilled in three stages, with long rests 
to let the juices distribute themselves. 
It’s worth every dollar of its $74 price 
tag. There are also restaurants like 
Keller’s French Laundry, in Napa, that 
attempt to be seamless from kitchen to 
table by saving some carving and 
finishing for the dining room. And 
some places never lost an eye for re-
strained, discreet quality. La Man-
geoire, on Manhattan’s East Side, 
still serves a $68 roast chicken for three 
that makes regulars swoon. Zuni Café, 
in San Francisco, still makes the coun-
try’s best roast chicken with bread 
salad steeped in the roasting juices—
always for two, always perfectly exe-
cuted, always generous at $49. 

That’s the kind of bigness I’ll wel-
come anytime: plates that are full-
sized, not mini or small or medium, 
and not table covering. But what I’ll 
really welcome are restaurants that 
dare to prepare restrained dishes that, 
without any labeling of small-teeny-
biggish-large, restore sanity to por-
tions. Asta, in Boston, features 
 Nordic-themed tasting menus that 
guilelessly include New England prov-
ender; helpings are small, satisfying, 
and served swiftly. The food is indul-
gent without being exaggerated. It’s 
the full expression of one experienced 
couple who spent years learning their 
trade. May they and their simple, orig-
inal restaurant have lots of company. ♦

restaurateur behind Nobu, about 
elaborate presentation and pouring 
sauce at the table, he said, “You think 
we trust the servers not to spill the 
sauce on the way out of the kitchen?”

At Dirty French, on New York’s 
Lower East Side, restaurateurs Mario 
Carbone, Rich Torrisi, and Jeff Zalaz-
nick make old-fashioned serving 
pieces part of the theater: pewter plat-
ters; footed cake trays for oily, garlicky 
flatbread; long sauceboats that look as 
if they’re from a cruise ship; salt and 
pepper cellars that the cooks fill with 
dabs of rémoulade and harissa. But 
old-fashioned service? Not so much.

The menu’s pièce de résistance is 

the $72 “chicken and crepes” in the 
“pour deux” section of the menu 
(along with côte de boeuf, which costs 
up to $135), “presented in two ser-
vices.” The chicken is very good: 
slices of moist white breast with 
crisped skin over a mustard cream 
sauce, delivered on an oval silver 
platter beside four classic French 
crepes folded in four; up to four 
sauces; and a chicken-shaped glass 
dish holding shaved radishes, thinly 
sliced peppers, and chopped herbs.

The “second service” is the roasted 
dark meat in a Chinese-spiced dry 
rub, the thigh and leg of which are 
fried and the drumstick of which is 
rather arresting with the claws on. 
Both courses are different, and, in 
their different ways, succulent. The 
accoutrements are charming. But 

necessarily better food or the argu-
ment that only full size delivers full 
flavor. After all, the big-sized and 
-priced tomahawk steaks at Oak 
Steakhouse weren’t nearly as good 
as the relatively tiny five-ounce 
tender loin, which cost only $25. 

Instead, the most benign, and 
even accurate, explanation for huge 
dishes is to share—to extend the idea 
of communal dining that was a sta-
ple of 1970s and ’80s back-to-the-
earth restaurants. But in the days of 
Chateaubriand for two, cooks and 
diners had an idea of what a single 
serving was, and what that looked 
like doubled. Now nobody knows. 
Part of the supersized-blindness 
problem is that chefs today feel they 
need to provide spectacle to pull in 
people who carry entertainment in 
their pockets. Small screens, in other 
words, can lead to big food. 

P resentation was always a part of 
the wow factor, whether it was 

through portion sizes, plating, or the 
sheer number of dishes on a table at 
once. But today diners are seeing 
overabundance in all these areas at 
the same time. Even before reality 
TV started putting a premium on 
tweezed turnip microgreens, chefs 
were turning plates into art. This was 
partly because nouvelle cuisine chefs 
introduced themselves for the first 
time as individual artists and celebri-
ties and partly out of self-defense. 

Thomas Keller points out that the 
classic French tradition that still held 
into the 1970s, when he began to 
train, reserved a good deal of carving, 
saucing, and finishing for the dining 
room. Then Paul Bocuse and others 
placed more emphasis on elaborate, 
careful single-plate arrangements 
that cut waiters out—on purpose, 
Keller says. “Paul took the food into 
the kitchen because there was such 
poor-quality training in the dining 
room,” he says. The distrust between 
kitchen and dining room continues. 
When I asked Drew Nieporent, a 

DINERS USED TO 

HAVE AN IDEA OF 

WHAT A SINGLE 

SERVING WAS, 

AND WHAT THAT 

LOOKED LIKE 

DOUBLED. NOW 

NOBODY KNOWS.


