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ATHENS was a culinary backwater when Yiannis Baxevannis returned to Greece after years 

of training in France to be a chef. Escoffier was his muse back then. But in his new 

restaurant, Hytra, he has found inspiration in the foods of his homeland.  

''I wanted to do haute French cuisine when I came back here 12 years ago,'' said Mr. 

Baxevannis, who grew up on Crete, ''but Greek food just snuck up on me.''  

In the last 10 years or so, the Athens restaurant scene has followed the typical roller-coaster 

ride of every fast-changing society. For years, as the Greek economy took off, chefs scorned 

the old and traditional and embraced all that was new and foreign. Now, the economy is 

coming back to earth. And with an infusion of local pride from last year's summer Olympic 

Games, many chefs have returned, with a more seasoned eye, to take stock once again of 

tradition, to reinterpret and modernize it.  

Since Mr. Baxevannis opened Hytra, which means cooking pot, in the industrial-turned-

trendy area of Psirri, in the heart of Athens, he has applied classic techniques to aspects of 

the cuisine of his native Crete. He has also reinterpreted another Greek dining tradition: His 

tasting menu, which the restaurant promotes in favor of à la carte dining, is really a fine 

selection of meze, the small dishes that are like Greek tapas. He serves about 15 small plates 

for 45 euros (about $58), a good deal these days.  
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The meal begins with tiny green olives and raw baby wild greens from his native Crete, 

which accompany a shot glass of raki, the island's potent eau de vie. ''The French use foie 

gras and truffles when they want to do something special,'' Mr. Baxevannis said. ''We have 

dozens of exquisite wild herbs and greens here, and they are my idea of gourmet products.''  

The tasting menu starts with chickpeas braised with cumin and herbs. Mr. Baxevannis then 

serves the traditional fisherman's soup with a dollop of sea-green foam made with bitter 

wild chicory.  

A platter of four seafood dishes vary depending on the market and weather. Two of the best 

are red snapper fillet served with chervil or spinach and black-eyed pea broth and octopus 

stewed with Greek island seaweed. The meal ends with one of several elegant takes on 

traditional meat dishes, like lamb braised with lettuce and served with creamy egg-lemon 

sauce. His desserts also take a cue from tradition. Caramelized dried fruit souvlaki are served 

with a tangy yogurt-and-coffee mousse and pineapple-filled kataifi -- shredded-wheat 

pastries -- are served with a spiced honey syrup.  

Fish Fillets in Spinach and Black-Eyed Pea Broth  

Adapted from Yiannis Baxevannis  

Time: 1 hour  

3 ounces dried black-eyed peas  

1 cup fish stock or bottled clam juice  

Salt and freshly ground black pepper  

6 ounces fresh flat-leaf spinach, trimmed  

1/2 cup (loosely packed) basil leaves  

1 scant cup extra virgin olive oil  

1 1/2 to 2 pounds red snapper fillets, or other white-fleshed fish  

Juice of 1 large lemon  

1 scant teaspoon ground cumin  

1 scant teaspoon ground fennel.  

1. In a medium saucepan, combine black-eyed peas with 2 cups water. Place over high heat 

and bring to a boil. Reduce heat to medium-low and simmer until al dente, 35 to 40 minutes. 

Drain over a bowl, reserving water.  

2. In a wide saucepan, combine water from black-eyed peas with the fish stock. Season with 

salt to taste. Bring to a boil and add spinach and basil. Cover just until spinach wilts. Drain 

over a bowl, reserving pot juices.  



3. Transfer spinach and basil to a food processor. Add 1/3. cup olive oil and process until 

puréed; set aside. Return spinach juices to saucepan, bring to a boil, and poach fish fillets in 

liquid until opaque. Season to taste with salt and pepper.  

4. In a small bowl, whisk together 1/2 cup olive oil, lemon juice, cumin and fennel. Season 

with salt and pepper to taste.  

5. To serve, place several spoonfuls of black-eyed peas in each of six shallow bowls. Spoon a 

little spinach purée on top. Add a serving of fish and some of its cooking liquid. Drizzle with a 

little oil-and-lemon dressing, and serve.  

Yield: 6 servings.  

 

 


