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Despite its Scandinavian roots, Noma proves 
TIME AND PLACE TRUMP ALL with pop-ups 
on two contrasting continents. 

Designed by La Metropolitana, dining chairs 
at Noma Mexico are made with material 
from the nearby Yucatán Peninsula. 

Custom tableware at Noma Australia is 
the work of local artist Paul Davis. 
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NOMA ON TOUR
 Tulum, MX — Sydney, AU
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The restaurant’s flooring takes cues from 
Western Australia’s salt lakes. 

Earth collected from different areas of Australia and 
compressed into blocks reflects the country’s landscape. 

NOMA – A PORTMANTEAU of two Danish 
words, nordisk and mad – means ‘Nordic 
food’. It may seem odd that a restaurant so 
obviously rooted in Nordic cuisine would 
want to open pop-ups in Australia and Mex-
ico, countries whose climates and cultures 
differ so greatly from those of Scandinavia. 
Stranger still that the temporary restaurants 
would seek to prioritize local ingredients, 
design and resources that veer so far from 
Noma’s roots. And yet, when you start to dig 
into head chef René Redzepi’s philosophy, it 
makes perfect sense.
 ‘The potato cannot be separated from 
the soil in which it has grown,’ we read in 
Redzepi’s book, Noma: Time and Place in 
Nordic Cuisine. ‘And, just like the tree and 
the potato, the meal on the plate is part of a 
bigger system.’ The introduction reveals the 
restaurant’s raison d’être: ‘The guests dining 
at Noma should feel a sensation of time and 
place in their very bones.’ For Redzepi, it 
starts with a single ingredient that he and his 
team explore to the nth degree. His attention 
to local ingredients is what earned him the 
top spot on the World’s 50 Best Restaurants 
four times between 2010 and 2014. 
 Noma Australia was open for 11 weeks 
in early 2016 and Noma Mexico for just seven 
weeks in the spring of 2017. Despite their 
short tenancies, each left a profound mark 
on the local community. Foolscap Studio in 
Australia and La Metropolitana in Mexico 
were responsible for the overall concepts, the 
interior architecture and many of the venues’ 
individual design elements.
 At Barangaroo in Sydney, Redzepi’s 
vision was to hold a mirror to Australia. 
‘Representing earth and water was our point 
of departure and the unifying concept from 
which we built the Noma narrative,’ says 
Adele Winteridge, founder and director of 
Foolscap Studio. Oxidized earth in varying 
colours, gathered from different parts of 
Australia, was compressed into blocks to 
express the monolithic earthiness of Aus-
tralia’s landscape. Crucially, it could also be 
returned to the land without leaving a large 
environmental footprint. Indoor flooring was 
inspired by Western Australia’s salt lakes, and 
outdoor flooring featured Australian granite. 
References to water included light, shadow, 
glass and a seafood-centred menu. Foolscap 
Studio codirector Dhiren Das says that ‘a 
sense of place was fundamental to what 
Redzepi wanted to achieve – a meeting point 
of land and water marked by fire’. Cooking, 
along with the ceiling’s charred finish, sug-
gested fire.
 The restaurant in Tulum, Mexico, was 
also defined by sense of place, a clearing in 
the jungle. ‘At the start, there was just sand, 
trees and plants,’ says Maria Pacheco, head 
designer at La Metropolitana. ‘We began 

sketching out the place, right there in the 
dirt. Our challenge was to keep the jungle 
mood intact but also to create the comfort of 
fine dining.’ Her words explain why so much 
of the restaurant was out of doors, under a 
canopy of leaves. Tents raised when it rained 
alluded to colourful Mexican tents sold at 
the local market. Heat, rain and bugs were all 
part of the Noma experience. The concrete-
ceilinged kitchen lacked gas, so everything 
had to be cooked using wood or charcoal. 
Only refrigeration and lighting required elec-
tricity. The rest of the space bore a striking 
resemblance to the surrounding jungle.
 At both pop-ups, most of the furniture 
and dining utensils were locally sourced, 
painstakingly researched in different parts of 
the country to find the perfect conceptual fit. 
‘René is always looking for coherence –  
a place where everything makes sense,’ says 
Mauricio Guerrero, partner at La Metro-
politana. Illumination installed in palms and 
other trees complemented lighting provided 
by candles and hanging lamps above the 
tables. Timber – such as chukum, berjeke »

Dhiren Das of Foolscap Studio refers to Australian light 
and shadow as ‘key elements’. A sheer shadow-casting 
curtain capitalizes on shifting light levels. 

Paul Barbera 
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Much of Noma Mexico is outdoors 
‘to keep the jungle mood intact’.

Traditional ceramic crockery includes plates made 
by local craftspeople in three Mexican villages.

The cooking style in Tulum corresponds to the amenities 
on hand: a kitchen without gas means everything is 
prepared using wood or charcoal. 

‘We began 
sketching 

out the 
place, right 

there in 
the dirt’

and tzalam – was used for furniture and 
woven yute for chairs – all made by Yucatán 
artisans. Crockery relied on local clay, and 
even the tortillas were handmade in tradi-
tional comals. 
 In Sydney, subtle lighting – less deco-
rative than task-oriented – allowed diners 
to connect with their plates. Local designers 
stepped in to fashion staff uniforms, and 
details down to flower arrangements and 
hand-thrown ceramics were researched 
through a local lens. Tasmanian wallaby pelts 
draped over the backs of chairs nodded to 
the animal skins at Noma Copenhagen, a 
handcrafted façade showcased spotted gum 
plywood, and handblown glasses completed 
the picture. ‘The gathering of materials and 
expertise mimics Noma’s cultivation pro-
cess,’ says Winteridge, who admires the way 
Redzepi and his team ‘foraged around the 
country to create a unique menu and dining 
experience’. 
 A sense of time is equally important: 
Sydney offered lunch and dinner sittings, and 
Tulum welcomed guests at 5:30 and 8 p.m. 
In both locations, the transition from day to 
evening was integral to the experience. ‘Aus-
tralian light and shadow were key elements,’ 
says Das. The architectural response to the 
shifting light included a wooden façade and  
a sheer shadow-casting curtain. 
 Local produce played a big role, too 
– something the restaurant will continue 
to promote in Noma 2.0, set to open in 

Copenhagen at the end of the year. Redzepi 
wants to abandon the convention of sealing 
a menu with a slice of meat or fish. The chefs 
in Copenhagen will cook with the seasons, 
harvesting ingredients predominantly from 
the sea during colder months, when little 
grows in the ground, and serving an abun-
dance of vegetables, plants and flowers when 
it’s warmer. 
 The world’s #1 restaurant departed as 
quickly as it arrived, but it made an indelible 
impact on Australia and Mexico in terms of 
cuisine, culture and communities. ‘René’s love 
of Mexico led him to explore parts of our 
country that we didn’t even know about,’ says 
Guerrero. ‘The chefs gained a great amount  
of knowledge that they can pass on to their 
colleagues. The Noma team was so enthusias-
tic about our country that we began to see  
it in a different way. Rene’s most important 
gift to us was his love and appreciation of  
our country.’ ●
noma.dk
foolscapstudio.com.au
lametropolitana.com.mx

Tulum
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