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My interview with Marigold Kitchen chef-owners Andrew Kochan and Tim Lanza begins like any 
other. I probe their background a bit and then their concept for the University City restaurant. 
Standard questions met by typical responses.

When I move on to another seemingly innocuous question about that night’s dinner menu, the 
exchange comes to an abrupt halt. Kochan and Lanza trade surreptitious glances, which are fol-
lowed by a long, uncomfortable pause.

“Uh, are you staying for dinner?” Kochan finally asks.
“We like to keep it a surprise,” Lanza fills in. “But since we’re transitioning to the spring menu 

soon, I suppose we can tell you a little.”
They did eventually relent. The recent attention, I guess, does warrant some circumspection. The 

new year wasn’t even underway and 2015 could already be described as a breakthrough for Lanza 
and Kochan, a Penn Valley native and a Haverford School graduate. In late December, Philadel-
phia Magazine ranked Marigold Kitchen 10th on its latest annual list of the 50 best restaurants in the 
city. (It was ranked second in the 2013 edition behind then-chef Robert Halpern. Kochan worked 
as his sous chef before partnering with Lanza and buying the restaurant.) 

As it turned out, they weren’t guarding the menu because I’m a journalist. It’s just what they do. 
“It’s meant to be a show,” Kochan says. “We bring out each course, describe it and answer any 

questions. The menu doesn’t appear until the end, presented with a treat to take with you. It’s a 
reminder that runs you through what you had and is meant to spark conversation.”

Turning yourself over to the chef (chefs, in this case), blindly and unconditionally, is fast becom-
ing the way of avant-garde restaurants across the country. The more interest we’ve come to show 
in our food, the more wildly talented chefs like Kochan and Lanza feel comfortable with showing 
you what they’re really capable of. 

For the sheer volume alone—14 courses—Marigold’s late-winter menu was impressive. It was 
a meticulously choreographed progression: warm pumpkin soup that smelled of cumin, veal 
sweetbreads in red-eye gravy, a single bite of a blood orange Creamsicle. You’re not so much 
uncomfortably full by the end as tired.

The Mystique  
is Justified

What’s for dinner is a 
closely guarded secret at 
University City’s Marigold 
Kitchen. Which would be 
an absolute turn-off if 
every course wasn’t worth 
a grand reveal. It is. So 
consider us happy to play 
along. By Mike Madaio
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“We’re very careful about planning the order, the portion sizes,” Lanza 
says. “We sit down in the restaurant, without our chef coats, and eat 
through the menu to make sure it works.”

Another reason for not offering a menu (or a choice) at the start of the 
dinner is because nothing’s quite as it seems. Those smoky veal sweet-
breads were one of my highlights, in part because it was an unfamiliar 
take on them. “They’re almost always served fried, so we stewed them 
in red-eye gravy and birch beer,” Kochan says. “It’s one of the things 
we love to do; take things you might be familiar with and do them a 
totally different way.”

The butternut squash nigri, 
which looked like sushi, but 
tasted like squash and green 
tomato, was one of the dinner’s 
low notes, but it still left me in-
trigued by their inventiveness.

At a restaurant of Marigold’s caliber, the food is expected to be re-
velatory. The trick is presenting it as such without coming across as 
pretentious. In hindsight, guarding the menu is one of the humbler 
approaches. It disarms preconceptions and forces you to consider the 
meal as a whole.

What I thought was the end of my dinner was not. One more plate 
emerges from the kitchen. Apparently, I’ve earned Kochan and Lanza’s 
trust (or, rather, they’ve come to realize when this article will be pub-
lished) because it’s a preview of their spring menu.* It doesn’t disap-
point. But they’ve made their point, so I’ll leave it at that.

Marigold Kitchen, 501 South 45th Street, University City; 
marigoldkitchenbyob.com.

MARIGOLD CHEF-OWNERS TIM LANZA, 

LEFT, AND ANDREW KOCHAN. OPENING 

PAGE: THE PREPARATION IS METICULOUS, 

THE RESULTS, UNEXPECTED.
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