
T H E S T O R Y

The Salt Shell Is Not Seasoning — It Is an Oven

Salt-baking a whole fish is one of the oldest techniques in the Mediterranean

repertoire, and also one of the most misunderstood. The crust is not a marinade. The

salt does not pass through to the flesh. What happens inside the shell is a very specific

thermodynamic event: the hardened salt-and-egg-white dome becomes a convection

chamber that traps steam while applying dry conductive heat. The fish cooks from its

own moisture, at a temperature that rises gently from 60 °C at the flesh to 90 °C at

the skin — a perfect, unhurried, uniformly-timed poach.

When you crack the shell at the table — a single percussive hit with the back of a

serving spoon — a plume of saline steam rises from the split. Guests lean in. The skin

lifts away in one continuous sheet. Underneath, the flesh is the color of wet marble,

UMAM I

SPANISH · ANDALUSIAN (CÁDIZ / MÁLAGA COAST) · MAIN · CENTERPIECE

· DINNER-PARTY THEATER

Lubina a la Sal

Whole sea bass entombed in a hard-pack shell of coarse Atlantic

salt and egg white, roasted at 200 °C for twenty-two minutes.

You crack the shell at the table with the back of a spoon. The fish

arrives perfectly seasoned, perfectly moist, perfectly itself —

because the salt did not touch the flesh, it only insulated it.

Protein  Whole sea bass (lubina) — 1.2 to 1.5 kg, scaled but NOT gutted th

Serves  2-3 from a 1.2 kg fish · 4-5 from a 1.8 kg fish · scale fis

Difficulty  Intermediate

Active  15 min (pack the shell, crack at table)

Total  45 min (5 min prep · 5 min pack · 22 min oven · 8 min rest 



sliding off the pinbones with a gentle push from a plate edge. You spoon it onto warm

plates with a drizzle of Arbequina and a few capers. Nothing else. The fish is the point.

This is a technique that rewards good fish and punishes bad fish. A farmed

Mediterranean lubina (branzino) from a real fishmonger — gills bright red, flesh firm,

eyes clear — will be transcendent. A gray-gilled, fridge-tired imposter will taste like

wet cardboard with salt on it. Buy the fish from a vendor who knows your name. Pay

what it costs. Everything else is subtraction.

The old Cádiz rule: do not gut from the belly. Gill-and-gut through the gill plate and out

the mouth, leaving the belly cavity intact. A gutted-through-belly fish leaks juice into

the salt crust and the result is a soggy underside. This is the kind of detail that

separates a working fishmonger from a supermarket case.



A T A G L A N C E

Specs

PORTIONS

1.2-1.8 kg

whole fish ·

serves 2-5

KEY TECHNIQUE

Salt-crust

dry-poach

OVEN TEMP

200 °C

convection (or

215 °C

static bake)

COOK TIME

22 min per

1.2 kg ·

+4 min per

+300 g

INTERNAL TARGET

58-60 °C

at the spine

SALT RATIO

1.5 kg

salt : 1.2

kg fish : 1

egg white per

kg salt

DIFFICULTY

Intermediate

●●●○○

ACTIVE TIME

15 min (pack

+ crack)

VESSEL

Large sheet

pan (45 cm+)

or oval fish

tray

CUISINE

Spanish

Andalusian —

Cádiz /

Málaga coast

PAIRING

Manzanilla de

Sanlúcar

(chilled,

straight from

the solera)

RULE

Do NOT gut

through the

belly. Gill-gut

only. Skin ON.

Scales OFF.

U M A M I A D A P T A T I O N

What Changed & Why

Two tiers, one fish doctrine. The everyday version uses farmed Mediterranean

branzino (sold as 'loup de mer' or 'Mediterranean sea bass') from a decent

supermarket fish case. Still good — the salt crust is forgiving. The No Limits version

uses wild-caught Atlantic lubina from Honolulu Fish Co (yes, Atlantic, shipped overnight

from Hawaii — their connections span both oceans) or a Lodosa-sourced Spanish

lubina from a premium Miami fishmonger. The flavor difference is the difference

between a good-enough fish and a fish that tastes like the ocean remembered it.



CHANGE ORIGINAL UMAMI VERSION WHY
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I N G R E D I E N T S
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🔴 No Limits
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E Q U I P M E N T

Your Kit

Bosch oven with convection (Pablo ✓) — the convection evenness matters for the crust

Large sheet pan (45 cm+) or oval fish-shaped roasting tray

Parchment paper (to line the sheet pan — you MUST line it or the salt will fuse to the

metal)

Large mixing bowl (5 L+) for mixing salt and egg whites

Silicone spatula or sturdy wooden spoon

Serving spoon (heavy, with a sturdy back — this is what cracks the shell)

Boning knife or sharp fillet knife — for lifting the skin and filleting tableside
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Warmed serving platter

Small warmed ramekin for the finishing EVOO + capers

M I S E E N P L A C E

Before You Start

Confirm the fish is gill-gutted, NOT belly-gutted. If belly-gutted, the result suffers —

make peace with it and proceed. If gill-gutted, excellent — proceed.

Rinse the fish under cold water inside and out. Pat BONE-DRY with paper towels.

Moisture on the skin means moisture in the crust; the shell won't set hard.

Stuff the gill cavity (or body cavity if belly-gutted) with lemon slices and thyme. Not too

much — 2-3 slices + 3-4 sprigs. More is not better.

Preheat oven to 200 °C convection. True convection, not 'bake with fan.'

Line the sheet pan with parchment paper — crumple first, then flatten, so it sits flat

without curling.

Mix the salt crust: 1.5 kg coarse salt + 2 egg whites + enough cold water to reach a

wet-sand consistency (150-200 ml, added gradually). The mixture should hold shape

when squeezed but not drip.

Spread a 1 cm bed of salt mix on the parchment in the shape of the fish. The bed must

be as long as the fish.

M A K E - A H E A D

Timeline
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M E T H O D

The Cook

1 Phase 1 — Buy the Right Fish

1. Go to a real fishmonger. Not a supermarket case unless the supermarket has a

dedicated fishmonger behind the counter who will talk to you.

2. Ask for whole lubina or branzino. Size the fish to your guest count (1.2 kg for 2-3, 1.8

kg for 4-5).

3. Inspect: gills should be bright red (not brown, not gray). Eyes should be clear and

convex (not sunken, not cloudy). Skin should be slick and iridescent (not dry, not

dull). Flesh should spring back when pressed (a dent that stays = old fish).

4. Ask for it to be scaled thoroughly and gill-gutted (the innards pulled through the gill

plate, not through a belly incision). If the fishmonger doesn't know the difference, find

a different fishmonger.

5. Plan the cook for within 24 hours of purchase. Whole fish does not keep.

2 Phase 2 — Build the Salt Crust

1. In a large bowl, combine 1.5 kg coarse salt with 2 beaten egg whites.

2. Add cold water gradually (start with 150 ml) and mix with your hands until the mixture

holds shape when squeezed — like wet sand at a beach. If it drips, you've added too

much water; add more salt.

3. Line the sheet pan with crumpled parchment (crumple then flatten — keeps it from

curling in the oven).

4. Spread a 1 cm bed of salt mix on the parchment, roughly fish-shaped, slightly larger

than the fish. This is the foundation.

5. Lay the fish on the bed, skin-on, lemon/thyme stuffed inside.

6. Press the remaining salt mix onto and around the fish, forming a dome. Salt must

cover entirely — no skin showing, no gaps at the tail or head. Build it 1-1.5 cm

thick. The dome should be visible and firm.

7. Leave a small tuft of tail fin poking out of the salt — this is the traditional visual cue +

handle for the tableside reveal (but not strictly necessary).



3 Phase 3 — Roast

1. Oven at 200 °C convection.

2. Bake for 22 minutes per 1.2 kg fish. Add 4 minutes per 300 g over that baseline. So

1.5 kg = 26 min, 1.8 kg = 30 min.

3. Do NOT open the oven door during bake. The shell is hardening; opening the door

introduces humidity and softens the shell.

4. At the end of the bake time, the shell should be pale tan (not white anymore) with

visible hairline cracks. Tap the dome — it should sound hollow and firm, like a

ceramic pot. If it feels soft or gives under the tap, extend 3 minutes.

5. Remove from oven. Let the fish rest 8 minutes inside the shell — it keeps cooking.

This is how you get the temperature gradient to settle at 58-60 °C at the spine.

4 Phase 4 — Crack & Serve Tableside

1. Transfer the entire salt-encased fish (on the parchment) to a warmed serving platter.

Bring it to the table.

2. With the back of a heavy serving spoon, strike the dome once along the spine line.

One firm, confident hit. The shell cracks with a satisfying thud. (Do not use a knife —

you'll cut into the fish.)

3. Lift away the top shell in large chunks. A plume of saline steam rises. Guests lean in.

4. Use a boning knife to lift the skin in one continuous sheet, starting from the tail and

pulling toward the head. Discard the skin.

5. With a large spoon, lift the top fillet from the spine. The flesh should be opaque, firm,

and separate cleanly from the bones.

6. Lift out the spine (and ribcage attached) in one piece. The bottom fillet is now

exposed.

7. Plate the fillets on warmed plates. Dress immediately with Arbequina EVOO

(generous drizzle), capers, and a fleck of flaky salt. Serve with lemon wedges on the

side — but the fish shouldn't need lemon if the crust was built right.



Q U I C K R E F E R E N C E

Timing Cheat Sheet

STEP TIME CUE

undefined -24h undefined

undefined -30 min undefined

undefined -15 min undefined

undefined 0:00 undefined

undefined +0:03 undefined

undefined +0:05 undefined

undefined +0:27 undefined

undefined +0:35 undefined

undefined +0:36 undefined

T R O U B L E S H O O T I N G

Emergency Protocols

🚨 UNDEFINED

Proceed but expect a slightly soggy underside. Drain the cavity, pat cavity interior dry,

overstuff with lemon/thyme to absorb leaking moisture. Next time: better fishmonger.

🚨 UNDEFINED

Too little egg white or water. Mix in another egg white + 50 ml water, re-pack. If already

in the oven and soft at the 10-min mark, add 5 min at 220 °C.



🚨 UNDEFINED

Shell leaked steam. Either the dome had a gap you missed OR the cook was too short.

60 °C spine temp is your target — if you didn't probe, you're flying blind. Next time,

probe through the shell with an instant-read at 20 min.

🚨 UNDEFINED

You went past 60 °C internal. The fish continues cooking after you pull — pull 2 °C short

next time (56-58 °C). Serve with extra EVOO and call it a lesson.

🚨 UNDEFINED

Lubina has a pinbone row along the dorsal seam. Run a clean knife tip between the two

fillet halves to pop the pinbones out before plating. Do this behind the platter — guests

don't see it.

🚨 UNDEFINED

Probably a wet crust (too much water) or insufficient salt coverage. Patch the crack with

a paste of salt + egg white, return to oven for remaining time. Next time: drier mix,

thicker dome.

D E E P D I V E S

Technique Notes
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P A I R I N G

What to Drink

🍷 Wine — Traditional

Manzanilla de Sanlúcar — Valdespino, Hidalgo La Gitana, or Barbadillo Solear

The classical Andalusian service. Manzanilla's salinity, flor-aged complexity, and bone-

dry minerality are a mirror of the fish and the salt crust. Serve ice-cold (6-8 °C) in

copita glasses. Pour 60-90 ml per guest. No other wine does this job better.



🍷 Wine — Still White

Albariño from Rías Baixas — Do Ferreiro Cepas Vellas, Pazo Señoráns Colección, or

Adega Galegas

The Spanish white-wine alternative to Manzanilla. Saline-mineral, bright citrus, mature

Albariño has the texture to stand up to the fish without overwhelming it. Pick this if

your guests don't drink sherry. 10 °C service.

🍷 Wine — Non-Spanish

Chablis Premier Cru (Vaillons, Montée de Tonnerre) — Raveneau, Dauvissat, or William

Fèvre

If the guest count includes French-wine enthusiasts: Chablis is the mirror-image

pairing. Oyster-shell minerality, tight citric acid, no oak influence in 1er Cru. A great

bottle of Chablis makes this meal feel like a white-tablecloth restaurant.

C O N T E X T

Menu Ideas

This as Centerpiece

Perfect summer dinner-party main. Served tableside for theater. Plan the meal so the

fish arrives at the table before guests are fully seated — the crack and reveal work

best with guests' attention.

Opener (cold, contrasting)

Gazpacho (UMAMI-5 #?) in small chilled cups. Bright tomato acid prepares the palate;

the gentle, unaccented fish then shines by contrast.

Opener (raw seafood theater)

Kanpachi crudo (UMAMI-2 #?) with yuzu-shiso — raw-fish starter into salt-baked fish

main. All-seafood flow. Pairs exceptionally with Manzanilla throughout.



Side (Andalusian simplicity)

Tomate de la huerta with aged sherry vinegar + Arbequina + flaky salt. Or a simple

plate of blanched asparagus with allioli. Nothing more complex — do not compete

with the fish.

Downstream — Dessert

Tocino de cielo + espresso, or a simple plate of fresh seasonal fruit with a small

spoonful of aged Pedro Ximénez poured over. Keep dessert light; the memory should

be the fish.

Y O U R N O T E S

Cook Log

Session Notes

Date: __________ · Serves: ____ · Rating: __ / 5

Use this space to record what you changed, what worked, and what you'd do

differently next time. Your future self will thank you.

UMAMI Stop following recipes. Start understanding food.


