Marcus Samuelsson, Host of THE MEANING OF FOOD

Marcus Samuelsson is the executive chef and co-owner of Aquavit, the famed New York restaurant offering innovative interpretations of classic Scandinavian cuisine that marries the traditional with the contemporary. He also is the executive chef and co-owner of the newly opened Riingo, a Japanese-American fusion restaurant.

Born in Ethiopia in 1970, Samuelsson was orphaned at the age of three when his parents fell victim to a tuberculosis epidemic that raged through his homeland. He and his sister found refuge at a Swedish field hospital in nearby Addis Ababa, where they were taken in by a nurse who arranged for their adoption by a young Swedish couple from Götenberg, Sweden. Samuelsson describes his childhood on the west coast of Sweden as an idyllic time spent with family and close friends. At a young age, he discovered his passion for cooking alongside his grandmother, who was a professional cook. 

Samuelsson began his career in cooking by working at some local restaurants at night and attending classes by day at the Culinary Institute in Götenberg. Following his graduation, Samuelsson apprenticed in Switzerland and later in Austria, where he learned how to craft fine pastry. In 1991, he returned to Switzerland, where he met Aquavit owner Hûkan Swahn. Swahn selected the young chef for an eight-month apprenticeship at his acclaimed restaurant. Samuelsson later took a position at the renowned three-star Michelin restaurant, Georges Blanc, in Lyon, France. Samuelsson returned to New York to work at Aquavit when Swahn commissioned him to cook under then-executive chef Jan Sendel. Sendel and Samuelsson found they shared much in common and eagerly began to work on new menus. Sadly, the chefs were not able to pursue their ambitions together; just eight weeks after they began working as a team, Sendel died unexpectedly. Sendel had confided in Swahn that he intended to make young Samuelsson his sous chef; before long Samuelsson rose to the challenge. In May of 1995, Swahn formally appointed him executive chef of Aquavit.

Samuelsson has received more accolades than most chefs receive in a lifetime. He was the youngest chef ever to receive a three-star restaurant review from the New York Times (in 1995), and in 2001 Aquavit was awarded another three-star review from the Times. In 2003, Samuelsson received the great honor of “Best Chef: New York City” from the James Beard Foundation. In 1999, the James Beard Foundation also honored him as best “Rising Star Chef” and he was celebrated as one of “The Great Chefs of America” by the Culinary Institute of America. Samuelsson was also recognized by the World Economic Forum as one of the “Global Leaders for Tomorrow.”
Samuelsson’s cuisine continues to win national praise. He has been featured in numerous publications, including Gourmet, USA Today, Food & Wine, New York Times and Bon Appetit, and has appeared on ABC’s “Good Morning America,” Martha Stewart Living Television, CNN, The Food Network, The Discovery Channel, UPN’s “The Iron Chef USA” and many others.

