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Going Under
Lara Brunt dives into conversation with Nicolai Ellitsgaard, head chef 

of the world’s largest underwater restaurant
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In the tiny coastal community of 
Båly on the southernmost tip of 
Norway, a 34-metre-long concrete 

monolith juts out of the icy waters of 
the North Sea. Bolted to the seabed 
¿YH�DQG�D�KDOI�PHWUHV�EHORZ��WKH�
half-sunken structure houses Under, 
(XURSH¶V�¿UVW�XQGHUZDWHU�UHVWDXUDQW��
Guests enter by gangplank and 
descend an oak staircase to dine in 
IURQW�RI�D�ÀRRU�WR�FHLOLQJ�ZLQGRZ�
RIIHULQJ�PHVPHULVLQJ�YLHZV�RI�
IUROLFNLQJ�VHDOV�DQG�VFKRROV�RI�¿VK�

In Norwegian, ‘under’ means both 
‘below’ and ‘wonder’, and the eye-
FDWFKLQJ�EXLOGLQJ�FHUWDLQO\�LQYRNHV�
the latter. Designed by Snøhetta, the 
1RUZHJLDQ�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�¿UP�UHQRZQHG�
for the contemporary Alexandria 
Library in Egypt and the September 11 
Memorial in New York, the 1,600-tonne 
VWUXFWXUH�KDV�VOLJKWO\�FXUYHG��KDOI�
metre-thick walls to withstand the 
ZDWHU�SUHVVXUH�DQG�ZLOG�ZDYHV�

The building has a dual purpose: 
besides a 40-seat restaurant, it will 
DOVR�VHUYH�DV�D�PDULQH�UHVHDUFK�
centre, with the aim of educating 
WKH�SXEOLF�DERXW�WKH�ELRGLYHUVLW\�
of the sea. Textured concrete was 
chosen to encourage seaweed and 
molluscs to cling to its exterior, 
HYHQWXDOO\�FUHDWLQJ�DQ�DUWL¿FLDO�UHHI�
that will help purify the water and 
DWWUDFW�HYHQ�PRUH�PDULQH�OLIH�

Under is the brainchild of fourth-
generation hoteliers and brothers, 
Stig and Gaute Ubostad, who also 
RZQ�WKH�/LQGHVQHV�+DYKRWHOO��MXVW�
across the bay. The man charged 
ZLWK�GHOLYHULQJ�D�PHQX�WR�FRPSHWH�
ZLWK�WKH�YLHZ�LV�'DQLVK�FKHI�1LFRODL�
(OOLWVJDDUG��$�YHWHUDQ�RI�0LFKHOLQ�VWDU�
restaurants, Ellitsgaard was working 
at a restaurant in Kristiansand, 70kms 
HDVW�RI�%nO\��ZKHQ�KH�UHFHLYHG�D�FDOO�
from the brothers in late 2016.

“I was starting to get bored of 
FRRNLQJ�DQG�ZDQWHG�WR�¿QG�RXW�ZKDW�,�
wanted to do with my life and the rest 
of my career,” Ellitsgaard says. “We 
had a meeting and they showed me 
Snøhetta’s designs and talked about 
their ambitions for the restaurant. 
,�ZDV�MXVW�OLNH��µ:KRD��,�KDYH�WR�EH�
a part of this. Where do I sign?’”

Ellitsgaard spent the following year 
experimenting with ingredients and 
GLVKHV�IRU�WKH�QHZ�YHQWXUH��7KH���P�
krone (US$7.6m) restaurant opened 

ODVW�VSULQJ��RIIHULQJ�RQH��HYHU�FKDQJLQJ�
degustation menu that focuses on 
locally-caught, farmed and foraged 
ingredients. Ellitsgaard champions 
VXVWDLQDELOLW\�DQG�µJLOO�WR�¿Q¶�FRRNLQJ��
ZKLFK�XVHV�SDUWV�RI�WKH�¿VK�WKDW�DUH�
often discarded, to reduce food waste. 

“The owners had a lot of trust in me 
because we had the same philosophy. 
I don’t want to cook with things 
WKDW�ZH�GRQ¶W�KDYH�LQ�1RUZD\��IRU�
LQVWDQFH�IRLH�JUDV�RU�WUXIÀHV�WKDW�
ZH�KDYH�WR�À\�LQ��7KH�PRUH�ORFDO�LW�
can be, the better it is,” he says.

The Immersion menu consists of 
18 or 19 seasonal dishes, with diners 
RQO\�JLYHQ�D�ZULWWHQ�PHQX�DV�WKH\�
OHDYH��³,�UHDOO\�OLNH�WKH�HOHPHQW�RI�
surprise because we use some different 
things that nobody else is using, or 
maybe just a handful of restaurants 
DUH�XVLQJ��,W�JLYHV�PH�D�NLFN�WR�VKRZ�
people these ingredients that many 
take for granted,” says Ellitsgaard.

Dishes may include langoustines 
basted with fermented honey, 
brown crab head with sour cream 
and buckwheat koji, or Ellitsgaard’s 
WDNH�RQ�¿VNHSXGGLQJ��D�WUDGLWLRQDO�
1RUZHJLDQ�¿VKFDNH��³)LVNHSXGGLQJ�
LV�QRUPDOO\�VHUYHG�ZLWK�D�ZKLWH�VDXFH�
ÀDYRXUHG�ZLWK�RQLRQ��EXW�ZH�PDNH�
a sauce with mussel stock instead 
DQG�VHUYH�LW�LQ�DQ�RQLRQ�VR�\RX�JHW�
the onion smell, but not the intense 
WDVWH�´�WKH�FKHI�H[SODLQV��³:H�VHUYH�LW�
with herring roe, which many people 
RYHUORRN��WKDW�ZH�KDYH�DJHG�IRU�WZR�
PRQWKV�ZLWK�VDOW�DQG�WKHQ�SUHVHUYHG�
further in a wood-roasted onion oil.”

The menu also features lesser-known 
species that are frequently snubbed 
E\�GLQHUV�DQG�ORFDO�¿VKHUPHQ��³)RU�
instance, squat lobsters are a bycatch 
RI�ODQJRXVWLQH�DQG�VKULPS�¿VKLQJ�DQG�
QRUPDOO\�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�MXVW�WKURZ�
them back into the ocean, which I think 
is a shame,” says Ellitsgaard. “It took 
PH�DERXW����PRQWKV�WR�¿JXUH�RXW�KRZ�
we could get enough squat lobsters to 
include them on the menu, but now 
ZH�KDYH�D�UHDOO\�JRRG�V\VWHP�ZRUNLQJ�
ZLWK�RQH�ORFDO�¿VKHUPDQ�ZKR�KDV�����
WUDSV�WR�¿VK�IRU�>VTXDW�OREVWHUV@�IRU�XV�´

While Under celebrates the bounty of 

‘The Immersion menu consists of 18 or 19 
seasonal dishes, with diners only given a 
written menu as they leave’
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the sea, the menu also often includes 
dishes with meat and game. “We will 
KDYH�PHDW�RQ�WKH�PHQX�LI�LW�PDNHV�
sense and if the farmer has the same 
philosophy as us,” says Ellitsgaard. 
³,�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�VHUYH�DQ\�FRUQ�IHG�
beef where the animal has been 
standing in a one-square-metre space 
for eight months. I want to know the 
farmer and know the entire story, 
because if the animal has had a good 
life then the quality will be good.”

“At the moment,” he continues, 
³ZH�KDYH�WZR�GLVKHV�ZLWK�ZLOG�
range lamb on the menu, which we 
get from a local woman who rears 
them on an islet 30 minutes from 
here.” Building relationships with 
ORFDO�IDUPHUV�DQG�¿VKHUPHQ�LV�RQH�
of the most rewarding aspects of 
his job. “It’s fantastic,” he says.

Ellitsgaard admits his hyper-
local, hyper-seasonal approach can 
sometimes create challenges in the 
kitchen. New dishes typically take a 
PRQWK�RI�GHYHORSPHQW�EHIRUH�WKH\�
appear on the menu, but bad weather 
FDQ�LQWHUUXSW�WKH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�

LQJUHGLHQWV��³7KHQ�ZH�KDYH�WR�GR�WKH�
dish in maybe two days. But we always 
KDYH�VRPHWKLQJ�XS�RXU�VOHHYHV�LI�RQH�RI�
RXU�VXSSOLHUV�FDQQRW�GHOLYHU�VRPHWKLQJ��
DOWKRXJK�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�DUH�UHDOO\�
good at telling us about the weather 
forecast,” he says. “It is a little stressful, 
EXW�LW¶V�DOVR�H[FLWLQJ��<RX�DOZD\V�KDYH�
to be on top of your game, thinking of 
new ideas and being two steps ahead.”

Under’s remote location is another 
challenge. In the southern Lindesnes 
UHJLRQ��%nO\�LV�D�¿YH�KRXU�GULYH�IURP�
Oslo and more than an hour from 
Kristiansand, the nearest large city. 
So, who is coming to dine under the 
sea? “Our customers differ from day 
to day. In the beginning we had a lot 
of local people, but it’s interesting 
to see now that we’re getting more 
people from abroad. Yesterday, we 
had 50 per cent from abroad – from 
the US, Japan, China, Belgium and 
)UDQFH��:H�DOVR�KDYH�SHRSOH�FRPLQJ�
IURP�DOO�RYHU�1RUZD\��IURP�WKH�QRUWK�
to the south,” comments Ellitsgaard.
7KH�UHVWDXUDQW�VHUYHV�GLQQHU�IRXU�

QLJKWV�D�ZHHN��LQFUHDVLQJ�WR�¿YH�QLJKWV�

Opening pages: A dish from the menu 
© Stian Broch; exterior of restaurant © 
Marie Grini/ Bo Bedre Norg
This pages, clockwise from left:  Another 
dish from the menu © Stian Broch; 
interior of restaurant © Ivar Kvaal

in summer, but Ellitsgaard is keen to 
promote a healthy work-life balance 
among his staff. “We’re trying to show 
WKDW�\RX�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�ZRUN����KRXUV�
D�ZHHN�WR�KDYH�D�JRRG�UHVWDXUDQW��,W¶V�
D�GLI¿FXOW�JRDO��DQG�ZH�DUH�QRW�WKHUH�
yet, but we’re working really hard to 
DFKLHYH�WKLV�EHFDXVH�KDSS\�FKHIV�DUH�
healthy for a restaurant,” he says.

Meanwhile, a Michelin star – or two – 
is another major ambition. “Of course, 
it’s a big dream for us to get stars – 
there’s no secret about that anymore,” 
he says. “In the beginning, I didn’t 
really want to talk about it because 
\RX�QHYHU�UHDOO\�NQRZ�ZKDW�SHRSOH�ZLOO�
think about your food. But now, I think 
ZH�DUH�GH¿QLWHO\�DW�WKDW�OHYHO�DQG�ZH�
can start dreaming about it.” In this 
RWKHUZRUOGO\�HQYLURQPHQW��(OOLWVJDDUG¶V�
dream could soon come true.
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monolith juts out of the icy waters of 
the North Sea. Bolted to the seabed 
¿YH�DQG�D�KDOI�PHWUHV�EHORZ��WKH�
half-sunken structure houses Under, 
(XURSH¶V�¿UVW�XQGHUZDWHU�UHVWDXUDQW��
Guests enter by gangplank and 
descend an oak staircase to dine in 
IURQW�RI�D�ÀRRU�WR�FHLOLQJ�ZLQGRZ�
RIIHULQJ�PHVPHULVLQJ�YLHZV�RI�
IUROLFNLQJ�VHDOV�DQG�VFKRROV�RI�¿VK�

In Norwegian, ‘under’ means both 
‘below’ and ‘wonder’, and the eye-
FDWFKLQJ�EXLOGLQJ�FHUWDLQO\�LQYRNHV�
the latter. Designed by Snøhetta, the 
1RUZHJLDQ�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�¿UP�UHQRZQHG�
for the contemporary Alexandria 
Library in Egypt and the September 11 
Memorial in New York, the 1,600-tonne 
VWUXFWXUH�KDV�VOLJKWO\�FXUYHG��KDOI�
metre-thick walls to withstand the 
ZDWHU�SUHVVXUH�DQG�ZLOG�ZDYHV�

The building has a dual purpose: 
besides a 40-seat restaurant, it will 
DOVR�VHUYH�DV�D�PDULQH�UHVHDUFK�
centre, with the aim of educating 
WKH�SXEOLF�DERXW�WKH�ELRGLYHUVLW\�
of the sea. Textured concrete was 
chosen to encourage seaweed and 
molluscs to cling to its exterior, 
HYHQWXDOO\�FUHDWLQJ�DQ�DUWL¿FLDO�UHHI�
that will help purify the water and 
DWWUDFW�HYHQ�PRUH�PDULQH�OLIH�

Under is the brainchild of fourth-
generation hoteliers and brothers, 
Stig and Gaute Ubostad, who also 
RZQ�WKH�/LQGHVQHV�+DYKRWHOO��MXVW�
across the bay. The man charged 
ZLWK�GHOLYHULQJ�D�PHQX�WR�FRPSHWH�
ZLWK�WKH�YLHZ�LV�'DQLVK�FKHI�1LFRODL�
(OOLWVJDDUG��$�YHWHUDQ�RI�0LFKHOLQ�VWDU�
restaurants, Ellitsgaard was working 
at a restaurant in Kristiansand, 70kms 
HDVW�RI�%nO\��ZKHQ�KH�UHFHLYHG�D�FDOO�
from the brothers in late 2016.

“I was starting to get bored of 
FRRNLQJ�DQG�ZDQWHG�WR�¿QG�RXW�ZKDW�,�
wanted to do with my life and the rest 
of my career,” Ellitsgaard says. “We 
had a meeting and they showed me 
Snøhetta’s designs and talked about 
their ambitions for the restaurant. 
,�ZDV�MXVW�OLNH��µ:KRD��,�KDYH�WR�EH�
a part of this. Where do I sign?’”

Ellitsgaard spent the following year 
experimenting with ingredients and 
GLVKHV�IRU�WKH�QHZ�YHQWXUH��7KH���P�
krone (US$7.6m) restaurant opened 

ODVW�VSULQJ��RIIHULQJ�RQH��HYHU�FKDQJLQJ�
degustation menu that focuses on 
locally-caught, farmed and foraged 
ingredients. Ellitsgaard champions 
VXVWDLQDELOLW\�DQG�µJLOO�WR�¿Q¶�FRRNLQJ��
ZKLFK�XVHV�SDUWV�RI�WKH�¿VK�WKDW�DUH�
often discarded, to reduce food waste. 

“The owners had a lot of trust in me 
because we had the same philosophy. 
I don’t want to cook with things 
WKDW�ZH�GRQ¶W�KDYH�LQ�1RUZD\��IRU�
LQVWDQFH�IRLH�JUDV�RU�WUXIÀHV�WKDW�
ZH�KDYH�WR�À\�LQ��7KH�PRUH�ORFDO�LW�
can be, the better it is,” he says.

The Immersion menu consists of 
18 or 19 seasonal dishes, with diners 
RQO\�JLYHQ�D�ZULWWHQ�PHQX�DV�WKH\�
OHDYH��³,�UHDOO\�OLNH�WKH�HOHPHQW�RI�
surprise because we use some different 
things that nobody else is using, or 
maybe just a handful of restaurants 
DUH�XVLQJ��,W�JLYHV�PH�D�NLFN�WR�VKRZ�
people these ingredients that many 
take for granted,” says Ellitsgaard.

Dishes may include langoustines 
basted with fermented honey, 
brown crab head with sour cream 
and buckwheat koji, or Ellitsgaard’s 
WDNH�RQ�¿VNHSXGGLQJ��D�WUDGLWLRQDO�
1RUZHJLDQ�¿VKFDNH��³)LVNHSXGGLQJ�
LV�QRUPDOO\�VHUYHG�ZLWK�D�ZKLWH�VDXFH�
ÀDYRXUHG�ZLWK�RQLRQ��EXW�ZH�PDNH�
a sauce with mussel stock instead 
DQG�VHUYH�LW�LQ�DQ�RQLRQ�VR�\RX�JHW�
the onion smell, but not the intense 
WDVWH�´�WKH�FKHI�H[SODLQV��³:H�VHUYH�LW�
with herring roe, which many people 
RYHUORRN��WKDW�ZH�KDYH�DJHG�IRU�WZR�
PRQWKV�ZLWK�VDOW�DQG�WKHQ�SUHVHUYHG�
further in a wood-roasted onion oil.”

The menu also features lesser-known 
species that are frequently snubbed 
E\�GLQHUV�DQG�ORFDO�¿VKHUPHQ��³)RU�
instance, squat lobsters are a bycatch 
RI�ODQJRXVWLQH�DQG�VKULPS�¿VKLQJ�DQG�
QRUPDOO\�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�MXVW�WKURZ�
them back into the ocean, which I think 
is a shame,” says Ellitsgaard. “It took 
PH�DERXW����PRQWKV�WR�¿JXUH�RXW�KRZ�
we could get enough squat lobsters to 
include them on the menu, but now 
ZH�KDYH�D�UHDOO\�JRRG�V\VWHP�ZRUNLQJ�
ZLWK�RQH�ORFDO�¿VKHUPDQ�ZKR�KDV�����
WUDSV�WR�¿VK�IRU�>VTXDW�OREVWHUV@�IRU�XV�´

While Under celebrates the bounty of 

‘The Immersion menu consists of 18 or 19 
seasonal dishes, with diners only given a 
written menu as they leave’

69

the sea, the menu also often includes 
dishes with meat and game. “We will 
KDYH�PHDW�RQ�WKH�PHQX�LI�LW�PDNHV�
sense and if the farmer has the same 
philosophy as us,” says Ellitsgaard. 
³,�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�VHUYH�DQ\�FRUQ�IHG�
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KDYH�VRPHWKLQJ�XS�RXU�VOHHYHV�LI�RQH�RI�
RXU�VXSSOLHUV�FDQQRW�GHOLYHU�VRPHWKLQJ��
DOWKRXJK�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�DUH�UHDOO\�
good at telling us about the weather 
forecast,” he says. “It is a little stressful, 
EXW�LW¶V�DOVR�H[FLWLQJ��<RX�DOZD\V�KDYH�
to be on top of your game, thinking of 
new ideas and being two steps ahead.”

Under’s remote location is another 
challenge. In the southern Lindesnes 
UHJLRQ��%nO\�LV�D�¿YH�KRXU�GULYH�IURP�
Oslo and more than an hour from 
Kristiansand, the nearest large city. 
So, who is coming to dine under the 
sea? “Our customers differ from day 
to day. In the beginning we had a lot 
of local people, but it’s interesting 
to see now that we’re getting more 
people from abroad. Yesterday, we 
had 50 per cent from abroad – from 
the US, Japan, China, Belgium and 
)UDQFH��:H�DOVR�KDYH�SHRSOH�FRPLQJ�
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in summer, but Ellitsgaard is keen to 
promote a healthy work-life balance 
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D�GLI¿FXOW�JRDO��DQG�ZH�DUH�QRW�WKHUH�
yet, but we’re working really hard to 
DFKLHYH�WKLV�EHFDXVH�KDSS\�FKHIV�DUH�
healthy for a restaurant,” he says.

Meanwhile, a Michelin star – or two – 
is another major ambition. “Of course, 
it’s a big dream for us to get stars – 
there’s no secret about that anymore,” 
he says. “In the beginning, I didn’t 
really want to talk about it because 
\RX�QHYHU�UHDOO\�NQRZ�ZKDW�SHRSOH�ZLOO�
think about your food. But now, I think 
ZH�DUH�GH¿QLWHO\�DW�WKDW�OHYHO�DQG�ZH�
can start dreaming about it.” In this 
RWKHUZRUOGO\�HQYLURQPHQW��(OOLWVJDDUG¶V�
dream could soon come true.
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