


Recently, the chef Erez Komarovsky, 54 
years old, barrel-chested, with a clean-
shaven head and glasses, had the chef 

Matan Abrahams over for lunch at his home 
in the Upper Galilee in Israel. The meal was 
something Komarovksy had thrown together. 
Shrimp and crabs in the stone oven, which 
he mixed with some fennel stock and scallop 
sashimi. Monkfish carpaccio with burnt eggplant, 
baked artichokes with soft Hameiri cheese, and 
mackerel salad with labneh and radicchio that  
he grows in his garden. He also baked challah,  
to which he added oyster jus and seafood stock 
in place of the water that might usually go in the 
traditional Jewish bread. He stuck some oyster 
shells in as decoration. “It was so unique, so 
out of the box,” says Abrahams. “But if you think 
about it, it’s so simple, so logical—why not serve 
seafood bread with seafood?”

It seems so obvious, yet no one did it before 
Komarovsky. That seems to be the story of his 
culinary life. “Komarovsky is a son of a bitch in 
a way—everything he touches becomes gold,” 
says Abrahams, who got his start working for 
Komarovsky years ago. “He’s so casual and 
nonchalant, and then the product that comes 
out is mesmerizing.”

Komarovsky was born in Tel Aviv in 1962,  
the second of four children, to two Israeli 
parents. He grew up in an apartment building 
that was built by his grandfather in the now-
trendy city center, where he still stays when  
he comes to Tel Aviv. 

In some ways, Komarovsky’s culinary 
beginnings were defined by this building. On 
the second floor, his grandmother cooked the 

food of her native Poland. On the fourth floor, 
where he lived, his mom made what he calls 

“‘70s food”—schnitzel, pot roast, goulash, stuffed 
cabbage or peppers, pita pizza, noodles with 
cottage cheese and cinnamon. On the third floor 
was Esther, a worldly woman from Alexandria 
who spoke six languages, and took care of 
Komarovsky when his mother and grandmother 
were working. Esther fed him mulukhiya, a 
viscose stew made from leafy greens, burekitas, 
little savory pastries, okra, foul, and other flavors 
of the Egytian table. 

In the summers, Komarovsky would travel 
south to pick almonds in his father’s orchard, 
where he worked alongside Druze families who  
set up camp in the fields for about a month 
during the harvest. The men would hit the trees 
with large sticks, and the women and children 
would gather the fallen nuts from fabric that 
they’d laid out on the ground. 

“It was a very festive time,” recalls Komarovsky. 
“The men hunted rabbits and partridges, and they 
cooked lamb and goats. There, for the first time 
in my life, I was introduced not to urban life but 
to agricultural life, also not Jewish, but Druze 
from the north.” Komarovsky feasted on lamb 
cooked with yogurt and partridges stuffed with 
rice, and drank Arabic coffee for the first time.  

“I ate regular Israeli food coming from Poland at 
home; on the third floor I ate Egyptian food; in 
summers I ate Druze food,” says Komarovsky.  

“It changed my destiny and made me very open 
minded, culinary-wise.” 

He started cooking in high school, before 
heading to the army at the age of 18. That’s also 
around the same time that he told his parents 
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he was gay. “My father asked me if I want to go 
to therapy or something, and I said I don’t need 
therapy, but if you feel it is a problem, you go to 
therapy,” says Komarovsky. “I wasn’t apologetic 
about it.” 

Komarovsky did his mandatory duty during 
the 1982 Lebanon war and was in a tank that  
was hit by a Syrian missile and nearly killed.  

“The army in general was traumatic for me,” says 
Komarovsky. While he was in the military, he 
encountered discrimination for the first time. 
He was confronted by army security about a 
letter that he had written to a friend in which he 
mentioned that he found some men attractive. 

“He said, ‘Is this your handwriting?’ And I said it is. 
He didn’t beat around the bush. He said the army 
doesn’t need gay officers.” The experience shook 
Komarovsky, and shaped him. “It was the first 
time that I understood that I don’t want to take 
the middle road,” he says. “I don’t want to be part 
of the herd. I wanted to go my own way.”

Many Israelis leave the country after service, 
and Komarovsky enrolled in the Sorbonne in 
Paris to study philosophy, simultaneously taking 
classes at the Cordon Bleu. “Studying cooking in 
my very bourgeois milieu was considered to be a 
shame,” says Komarovsky. But he only lasted one 
semester at the Sorbonne. “I realized my libido is 
not in philosophy but in cooking.” After getting 
his culinary degree, he returned to Israel and 
opened a catering business at the age of 24. 

“I think the reason why I became 
entrepreneurial was because I was gay. I wanted 
to create my own atmosphere and control it,” 
says Komarovsky. He spent the next few years 
finding himself creatively. His catering evolved 
from fussy '80s things, like smoked salmon 
pinwheels with cream cheese, to the avant garde 
creations of Komarovsky’s Futurist Cooking 
Studio, inspired by Marinetti’s Futurist cookbook, 
which he encountered in Paris. “I wanted to 
shock everybody’s palate. It was not polite 
cooking. And not always tasty,” he says. “I cooked 
from my brain, not from my stomach. Unlike 
now, which is completely the opposite.”

At a dinner party, where he was serving 
raw fish and seaweed he’d dyed red (“red 
sea”), Komarovsky caught the attention of a 
Japanese businessman. “I was very young and 
very flamboyant with turquoise-colored hair, 
and he told me that the food is very interesting,” 
says Komarovsky. “Back then, in Israel, raw 
fish? Wow. He asked, what can he do for me? 
Without blinking I said I want to study cooking in 
Japan.” Three months later Komarovsky was in 

Gifu, between Osaka and Kyoto, studying kaiseki 
cuisine. “It was very hard,” he recalls. “Nobody 
spoke English in the kitchen.” 

When he returned to Israel, he cooked a 
week of Japanese dinners at the Pink Ladle, 
then Tel Aviv’s best restaurant, at a time when 
there wasn’t a single Japanese restaurant in 
the country. The Japanese ambassador came 
to eat dinner on the second night, along with 
Komarovsky’s benefactor. “My tempura was 
not perfect tempura, my sashimi was not the 
perfect sashimi, it was young and amateurish,” 
says Komarovsky. “I got the feeling from this 
businessman that I was not ready.”
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Soon after, in 1989, Komarovsky left Israel 
again, but this time for a more fruitful cultural 
exchange. He moved to California with his 
boyfriend Michael Gluzman, who was going to 
Berkeley for his PhD. They lived in the Lower 
Haight—“it was cool back then, very cool,” and 
their life was peak Berkeley. “I used to shop in the 
Berkeley Bowl,” says Komarovsky. “I went to the 
Cheese Board in front of Chez Panisse to eat my 
morning savory cheese roll and drink my coffee.” 
He started to work as a food stylist for chefs like 
Martin Yan, Wolfgang Puck, and Hugh Carpenter, 
and studied bread-baking at Metropolis and 
Acme in the East Bay. 

As he observed California’s culinary 
awakening first-hand, Komarovsky was impressed 
by how such diverse influences—Mexican, 
Japanese, Provençal, Chinese, Italian—converged 
into a single, coherent cuisine. “I understood 
there was a development in Israel that was 
influenced by all different food cultures from the 
diaspora as well as the local produce, exactly the 
way they did it in California,” says Komarovsky. 

“When I came back to Israel, I understood the 
potential.” In 1996, Komarovsky opened a bakery 
in Tel Aviv called Lehem Erez (“Erez’s Bread”), 
the first in Israel to sell sourdough, effectively 
kicking off the young country’s artisanal baking 

“I understood there 
was a development 
in Israel that was 
influenced by all 
different food cultures 
from the diaspora 
as well as the local 
produce, exactly 
 the way they did it  
in California.”
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movement, and planting the seeds of an Israeli 
culinary identity that continues to evolve. 

“He was the first one who did cakes with 
oranges and za’atar at the same time,”  says 
Ronit Vered, a food journalist with the Israeli 
newspaper Ha’aretz. “It sounded weird, but 
when Erez did it, it came out beautifully.” In 
addition to introducing the country to sourdough 
loaves, Komarovsky made breads with local 
ingredients—nigella seeds, sun-dried tomatoes, 
olives, eggplant, feta, green garlic. He also 
made Old World yeast cakes like babka and 
krantz, influenced by his grandmother, as well 
as homespun carrot cakes, lemon loaves, and 
other tea breads that, in Israel, were still a novelty. 
A year in, Komarovsky opened a restaurant as 

part of Lehem Erez. “I did what in retrospect was 
a California restaurant, but I introduced Israeli 
flavors,” says Komarovsky. “That means I did 
roasted eggplant in a wood-fired oven with fresh 
hyssop, tahini, olive oil, and garlic.” He took a 
page from Alice Waters’s playbook and even  
got a farmer to grow him baby greens. 

By 2008, Lehem Erez grew to twenty-seven 
locations that included restaurants, bakeries, 
and coffee shops. “It was too much for me,” 
says Komarovsky. “I did not like it anymore. It 
killed me.” That year, he sold his share of the 
company. “I moved to the north immediately,” 
says Komarovsky, referring to the home in 
Mitzpe Matat that he shares with Gluzman. “I 
had to recover from a very difficult two years. 
My business was too big, the economy was bad, 
there were all those big bombs in Tel Aviv and 
Jerusalem, nobody went out. It was a terrible 
year, then I decided it was not for me. I moved  
to the north, and I recovered.” 

Komarovsky worked with Druze builders 
to landscape the grounds and renovate his 
home, which happens to be forty minutes 
from Yarka, where the families who worked 
on his father’s almond orchard were from. 
Though he distanced himself from Lehem Erez, 
Komarovsky’s creativity persisted. He started 
teaching classes and continued to cater, which 
he now does full-time. When he’s cooking at his 
home in the Galilee, Komarovsky buys fish from 
Akko, an ancient town on the Mediterranean with 
an excellent market. Meat he gets from one of 
the nearby Christian villages. Somewhere along 
the way, he started to favor using his hands or 
a mortar and pestle, “my second hands,” over 
knives. He usually cooks the food in fire, in one 
of three wood-burning ovens. Komarovsky’s 
techniques look basic, rustic, but the results, 
like Matan Abrahams said, are sophisticated, 
beautifully calibrated, and, yes, gold.

Komarovsky is more or less a locavore in 
the Galilee, but when he cooks in Tel Aviv, his 
food takes on global influences. “When you go 
to a spice market in Tel Aviv, you see the Persian 
people selling their saffron and the Iraqis selling 
this and the Bulgarians and the Polish and the 
Russians,” says Komarovsky. “You see Asian  
stores in the Levinsky Market and in Carmel 
Market. It’s wonderful. Our cooking is not a 
religion. Japanese cooking is a religion. Italian 
cooking is a religion. Because there are so many  
traditions involved in Israel, at first we were a  
little confused. But we are not confused 
anymore. We have an audacious cuisine.” /// 
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