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The entrance to Clio is somewhat of a challenge.  There are steps whether at both entrances one on Commonwealth and the other Massachusetts Avenue.  We entered through the Hotel Eliot on Commonwealth walked down a flight of steps took a left into UNI the sushi bar associated with Clio and up a flight of steps to the head waiter’s station.  

 

UNI

This Sushi bar is a boite that could be lovely if it were not so packed.  The ceiling is low and I felt claustrophobic walking through it. I noticed 5 small women crunched up standing or sitting at a shelf, not big enough to be called a counter behind the head waiter.  I can only assume they were UNI over flow. At the end of our evening as we were leaving, I told Ann that I would not want to eat in UNI.  The diners all seemed to be wrapping themselves to take up less space as they hunched over the black topped tables.  No one looked comfortable.   

 

CLIO-THE ROOM  

The headwaiter’s greeting was friendly and welcoming.  As we moved through the room to our table I shuddered at the closeness of the tables particularly those next to a pedestal arrangement in the middle of the room.  A table for two was pressed against this container making the aisle very narrow.  Anyone seated there risked having coat tails in their soup, to say nothing of being bumped constantly and with no arm room to eat their dinner.  When I made the reservation I had requested a table in a quiet corner where I could converse with my dining companion.  I was so pleased when I saw our table I spoke out, “perfect”!  The head waiter said we pay attention to your requests.  We had, I would suggest, the best table in the room.  

 

The room is moderate in size and quietly decorated with beige upholstery and white mission-style columns.  I wonder when restaurant designers are going to realize velvet banquets are impossible to sidle into without getting your knickers into a twist.  Since the upholstery is starting to show its age, perhaps they will replace the fabric with silk.  As we were being seated the waiter thoughtfully offered to bring the table closer to my guest.  We ordered drinks and while we waited I looked around the room.  It is crowded, the tables for two people are so narrow that I realized that there was barely space for the over-sized plates on which most of the food was presented.  The party of four next to us appeared to be pressed against each other.

 

THE SERVICE 

Our waiter was cordial without being intrusive.  Once our drinks were served he left us to catch up and truly enjoy seeing each other.  After a decent interval he came and told us of the specials and again left us to make our decisions.  When we were ready to order he came quickly.  After he took our order the sommelier arrived to discuss our wine choices.  Because Ann wanted red wine and my preference was for different whites, we ordered our wines by the glass.  The sommelier made fine suggestions.

 

THE MENU

Our table off in the corner was close to perfect except for the lack of lighting.    I was tilting my menu towards the lamp on the waiter’s stand some feet away.  Reading the menu was difficult.  I admit my glasses need to be updated, but even so the lack of lighting was no help.

 

A restaurant of this quality should have a better menu writer.  If the menu is in a foreign language a translation makes sense not to embarrass guests who do not speak several languages.  But if it is in English it should be completely in English.  This menu listed merlu.  When we asked the waiter he said it was hake, a relative of cod and was a short for merluza the Spanish word for hake!  My first course was listed as escargots instead of snails.  The table settings are simple with only a small tea light on the table and simple stainless utensils.  

 

 

THE FOOD

The bread plate had the bread knife placed lengthwise to the plate instead of across the top so, unless you are left-handed, awkward to use.  The bread plate is saucer-shaped and when you tried to balance the knife on the plate the heavy handle kept sliding into the center of the plate.  It was rather frustrating. Bread was quite good.

 

Ann’s first course was the Yellowtail and Yellow Fin tuna which the waiter said had been on the menu since the restaurant opened.  It arrived in a dodecahedron bowl. It was a deep shape and trying to settle the utensils along the bowl when not using them was a bit of a challenge.  The squares of tuna were laid out in a checkerboard which was obscured by the sauce on top and a tube of something in the center.  We could not identify the tube material.  It looked as if it might have been fried rice paper.  It did not have much flavor.  The tuna was first class and Ann praised the dish.  

 

My order of snails with pork belly came in a chip and dip bowl.  The dip center was filled with a pile of small snails and a small cube of pork belly and the right hand side had a smear of sauce a single snail and another cube of fried pork belly.   The snails were quite small and mildly flavored.  The rouille-like sauce was delicious but so small a portion that you could not indulge each snail with it.  The sauce was delicious and I am sure I could have asked for more but a restaurant of this quality should not make that a necessity.  The pork belly was wonderful crispy outside, meltingly tender on the inside. Once again the shape of the plate made it difficult to return the utensils to the plate; they had to overhang the edges.  (If we had been seated at the table for two to my right, there would not have been room on the table to do that because the table was so narrow.)

 

Ann ordered the Organic Giorgionne chicken.  A deep plate once again.  I would have assumed that the chicken would be organic and I believe that the Giorgionne was the farm and not a variety of chicken.  It looked moist and Ann liked it greatly.  The portion was a generous size with a pile of assorted vegetables.  The dish was covered with a foam.  

 

I ordered the butter-basted lobster with fava beans and chanterelles.  There were two small lobster tails and two claws.  The lobster was perfectly cooked, delicate, tender and flavorful.  I would have liked more than the half dozen fava beans and the few chanterelles were indeed delicious.  This was also presented with a foam sprinkled with the anther of some flower.  Neither the foam nor the anther had any flavor.  The lobster tails were so small I wondered if they were legal.  As I looked at the dish I must admit I wondered if I really wanted a plate of soap suds.  I would suggest that the foam is a bit overdone, especially when it lacks flavor.  The fact that you can do something does not necessarily mean you ought to do it.  

 

We did not order dessert.  My regular coffee lacked body.

 

I should add that the only other time I had Chef Oringer’s food was when he was at Tosca in Hingham.  It was an event for the American Institute of Wine and Food.  I had had a glass of wine while waiting for us to be seated and was somewhat alarmed at being given a martini.  But one taste and I was ready to die and go to heaven.  It was a tomato water martini with cherry tomatoes instead of olives, a swirl of basil oil and I seem to remember some strands of spaghetti squash.  The other evening diners at a table near us were given those martini’s.  We were told that they are part of the tasting menu and can be ordered at any time.  My experience had been in early September with gloriously ripe tomatoes and I shall keep that thought in mind come September.  

 

This is an expensive restaurant and deserves diligent reviewing.  The time and thought that has gone into the dishes needs the respect and observation of the highest order.  I would give this restaurant a high mark for the food.  However the overcrowding made me feel uncomfortable.  Some of the presentations are just too precious.  Why do they tie the napkins in a string?  The food is sometimes so studied that nourishment has been overlooked. The over-sized plates make for pretty pictures but when they make the dining a challenge, I would recommend they reconsider them.  

 

So would I return?  Yes, but not in a heartbeat.  I would demand my corner table --almost in writing.  I would also think about whether I wanted to face the challenge of trying to corral and control my silver.  At these prices a restaurant should be looking at every nuance of the meal.  That means reasonable space between tables and table tops large enough to hold the plates comfortably.  The plates should allow for comfortable dining without having to hold the utensils in your hands for fear that they are going to slide into the food.  The exceptional food ends up as a background when these other problems exist. The food is well worth the trip but the other problems could make a fabulous meal a major disappointment.  

