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T has been a Swedish sum-

mer here in New York. There

seem to be Stieg Larsson

novels on every fourth lap on
the D train choogling over the
Manhattan Bridge, on every third
iPad glowing in the dark of the jit-
ney driving east on the Long Is-
land Expressway toward Mon-
tauk.

Meanwhile, over on East 55th
Street, in a series of dining rooms
on the ground floor of an ugly
skyscraper next door to the Fri-
ars Club, a new executive chef,
Marcus Jernmark, is settling into
his clogs at Aquavit, the Scandi-
navian restaurant long associat-
ed with the celebrity chef Marcus
Samuelsson, who formally left
the kitchen there in May. Mr.
Jernmark, 28, a former head chef
for the Swedish consulate in New
York, had been the restaurant’s
second in command.

Aguavit is now 23. It has been
in this location since 2005, when it
moved east from the Rockefeller
Townhouses, across Fifth Ave-
nue.

Up front is a bistro serving fair-
ly traditional Swedish food:
meatballs and gravlax. In back,
past a long bar, is a formal dining
room. It is comfortable if slightly
shopworn back there, a company
boardroom and meeting space,
replete with chic wooden plates
and scarred wooden floors.
Mikael Blomkvist, the hero of the
Larsson novels, might arrive at
any moment to blow smoke in the
face of a criminal plutocrat.

Gone are the fireworks of the
Samuelsson era, the high-wire
act of matching Scandinavian
food to French technique and the
flavors of Africa, Asia and the
Middle East. (Ruth Reichl of The
New York Times awarded the
restaurant three stars in 1995,
William Grimes did so again in

2001; in 1988, before Mr. Samu-
elsson’s arrival, the restaurant
was given two stars by Bryan
Miller.)

Aquavit's dining room can be
somewhat lonely these days, only
a little more than half full at peak
hours. There is a sour scent to
some of the passageways, the
sort that flowers cannot battle.

But Mr. Jernmark has moved
the menu toward a quiet, season-
al intensity that is well worth in-
vestigating. Mr. Samuelsson’s
cooking used international flair
to introduce Scandinavian flavors
to Americans who knew only of
Midwestern smorgasbords. Mr.
Jernmark’s take is at once more
modest and difficult, the taste of a
Sweden proud of its traditions, its
larder and the bounty of its sea,
fields and lakes.

He smokes sweetbreads in hay,
for instance, turning them black
and menacing, then serves them
as an appetizer alongside a pars-
nip purée, with fava beans,
grilled bread and an apple-cider
sauce, A slice reveals a white the
color of clouds high over a sea-
weed-draped shore. The flavors
combine with force and severity,
offering sweetness, the crunch of
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65 East 55th Sireet (Madison Avenue),
Midtown; (212) 307-7311; aquavit.org.
ATMOSPHERE A corporate Sweden,
devoid of girls with dragon tattoos.
SOUND LEVEL Moderate up front and in
the bar, quite hushed at the moment in the
main dining room.

RECOMMENDED DISHES Herring,
oysters, hay-smoked sweelbreads,
venison tartare, seared scallops, arctic
char, Berkshire pork, Arclic Circle dessert.
WINE LIST There are some excellent and
affordable wines here, from regions as
non-Scandinavian as Germany and
Argentina. The sommalier, Roberta
Canche, is a helplul resource in this
regard,

PRICE RANGE Bistro appetizers, $9 to
$13; entrees, $14 to $26. Three-course
prix fixe dinner in dining room, $78;

seven-course tasting menu, $105.
HOURS Lunch, Sunday to Friday, noon lo
2:30 p.m,; Saturday, bisiro only, noon o
2:30 p.m.. Dinner. daily. 5:30 to 10:30 p.m.
RESERVATIONS Recommended, at least
aweek ahead.,

CREDIT CARDS All major cards,
'WHEELCHAIR ACCESS The main dining
room (5 on the same level as the entrance.
The restrooms are large.

'WHAT THE STARS MEAN Ratings range
from zero to four stars and reflect the
reviewer’s reaction o food, ambience and
service, with price taken into
consideralion. Menu listings and prices
ara subject 1o change.

PAST REVIEWS from The Times with
additional capsule reviews:

nytimes.com/diming

salt, the chalkiness of char.

Mr. Jernmark is not quite for-
aging for the felt of reindeer ant-
lers or serving lye-cured fish
cheese with lingonberry dress-
ing, as if to reinvent Swedish
cooking. But he does offer an ap-
petizer of funky venison tartare,
with wood sorrel and huckleber-
ries to provide tartness high in
the mouth, and capers and a truf-
fle-y mustard vinaigrette to bal-
ance it.

And if Beau Soleil oysters are
not Swedish, they do maintain
the spirit of the region, dressed
with a little apple, some pickled
rhubarb and a dollop of paddle-
fish caviar. Only a brook trout
poached in brown butter with sea
urchin roe, English peas and a
lemon pearl sago, a sort of tapi-
oca pearl out of Southeast Asia,
offers a hint that Mr. Jernmark
has not abandoned Mr. Samu-
elsson’s restless cosmopolitan-
ism entirely.

(MNor all his signature dishes.
The restaurant’s excellent Arctic
Circle dessert, which pairs a
goat-cheese parfait with blue-
berry sorbet, remains.)

Naturally there is herring. Mr.

Jernmark is a master of the bait-
fish form. A herring degustation
plate should start any meal at the
restaurant, served with impossi-
bly sweet boiled peanut potatoes,
bits of crispy bread and some
hard, salty Vasterbotten cheese.

Begin, perhaps, with the
creamy horseradish version, pale
and fiery, or with a ruddier,
plump, mustard-hued fillet. Mr.
Jernmark serves herring topped
with pickled ramps; with bits of
crayfish; wrapped around gher-
kins; or drizzled with more of
that brown butter; with roasted
yellow beets, a tiny quail egg, red
onion, sour cream.

Consumed in the traditional
style, with glasses of Carlsberg
beer and shots of Linie aquavit
from Norway, nutty with caraway
and herbs, these little bites make
it difficult not to see the wisdom
of the restaurant’s new-tradition-
alist approach. (Though you can
easily ditch the beer and aqua-
vits, and signal to a sommelier
for help; the restaurant’s wine
list spans a few continents, and is
reasonably affordable and well
paired to the menu.)

The entrees continue Mr. Jern-
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JOHN LEI FOR THE NEW YORK TIWES
LINGONBERRIES FOREVER At Aquavit in Midtown, the kitchen is now run by Marcus Jernmark.
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mark's theme, though they are
not as successful as the appetiz-
ers. He does very well with fish.
There is an exceptional dish of
seared scallops, fat and sweet,
with butter-poached lobster, sau-
erkraut, quinoa and oyster vinai-
grette. (The butter-poached lob-
ster only matters insofar as it
sells, and has since Thomas Kel-
ler originated the preparation in
1994.)

And a seared arctic char, with
cauliflower, salted hazelnuts and
a feather-light horseradish emul-
sion, is wildly flavorful if a little
overcomplicated in its prepara-
tion (the char is fennel-cured)
and plating (it looks like a low-
rider car).

Lamb with mustard greens, a
soft artichoke stew and garlic
stems, is light and gamy, and no-
table most for its treatment of the
delicate artichoke hearts. Butitis
a dish that would be better with
less meat. A pairing of strip steak
and braised short ribs falls, into
the same camp. The beef falls
heavily and short of its accompa-
niments — parsley root and a pile
of mushroom duxelles,

Better is a duck-breast roulade
with potato dumplings known as
kroppkakor, along with rainbow
Swiss chard, peas and a lingon-
berry sauce. And a huge fist of
pork loin, with a sweet-corn
cream, summery succotash and
pool of foie gras broth, might
have done well at the royal wed-
ding reception, this June, of the
Duke and Duchess of Vastergot-
land.

Mr. Jernmark and his staff are
cooking and serving excellent
food at Aquavit, bold and honest.
It is time for the restaurant’s
owners to match their commit-
ment, and to freshen up the din-
ing rooms.

“What people call success is
only preparation for the next fail-
ure,” Strindberg wrote in'"A
Dream Play” This is as true of
restaurants as anywhere else.



