
CENTRE

DINNER

DINNER

Cul inary rev iews of 
cutt ing-edge restaurants 
in Miami,  New York, and 

Hong Kong.
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A TAVOLA!

By  Jack ie Cooperman

CENTRE DINNER

PH
O

TO
S

 C
O

U
R

TES
Y LA C

EN
TR

A
LE

. 

Move over Bata l i .  An 
authent ic Ita l ian empor ium 

ca l led La Centra le is coming 
to the shores of Miami.

On any given day, restaurateur Jacopo Giustiniani is 
obsessing about Cimbali espresso machines, Nea-
politan pizza dough digestibility, the wide range of 
ways to prepare fresh tomatoes, or the fl avor pro-
fi les of various olive oils. He’s a man on a mission: 
to open a massive Miami home for authentic Italian 
food and wine.

“We want our clients to feel like they’re really in 
Italy, without having to take a plane, without getting a 
passport, without the jet lag. Not everyone can afford 
a trip to Europe, but everyone can come here,” says 
the boyish Giustiniani, 36, speaking in the wood-pan-
eled dining room of Sant Ambroeus, the Manhattan 
restaurant affi liated with Felice Wine Bars, where he 
is cofounder and partner.

A Florentine native, Giustiniani has spent the 
past three years preparing to open La Centrale, a 
three-story, 40,000-square-foot food hall with three 
full-service restaurants, three bars, a café, a gelate-
ria and a dozen quick food and retail counters debut-
ing in Brickell City Centre late this fall. Partnering 
with hospitality veteran Matthias Kiehm, 50, Giustin-
iani moved last March from Manhattan to Coconut 
Grove, where he and his Italian wife are raising their 
toddler son and discovering the city’s cultural vivacity 
and natural beauty.

“I can get to Brickell on my bike, riding along the 
Bay. It’s really a dramatic change from living in New 
York,” he says. “There’s a great balance in Miami; 
the Latin infl uence is pronounced, but it’s still run as 

(OPPOSITE, ABOVE) The ground � oor food hall. A sketch of La Centrale’s main restaurant.88 89
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a very American city, so it works well. It’s also full of 
Europeans—Italians, French, Spanish—so there’s a 
very dynamic energy.” 

Brickell, with its newly built hotels, swank high-
rises, and offi ces make it a good fi t for La Centrale, 
say both Giustiniani and Kiehm, a onetime Ritz Carl-
ton and Four Seasons executive who previously ran 
Harrod’s food hall in London. According to the Miami 
Downtown Development Authority, Brickell’s popula-
tion has, in fact, swelled from 12,904 in 2000 to an 
estimated 35,000 in 2016, with workforce numbers 
rising in tandem. Neighborhood residents are mostly 
young, hungry professionals—and Giustiniani is bet-
ting on it, by building a robust takeout-and-delivery 
business. 

“We want to bring not only the quality but the 
Italian authenticity, which has been elusive in this 
country on a larger scale,” Kiehm says. Indeed, 
authenticity, and a respect for the immense diversity 
of Italy’s regional cuisines, are central to the proj-
ect. To achieve this, Giustiniani hired Urban Robot, a 
quartet of young Lincoln Road–based architects, and 
took them on a stupendously decadent fi eld trip, eat-
ing and drinking their way through some of the fi nest 
restaurants, wineries and markets in Milan, Liguria, 
Rome, and Florence.

The result: an ambitious plan to make each of La 
Centrale’s venues unique and region-specifi c, both 
in the menu and in the architecture. Visitors can sit 
under lemon trees in the Sicilian café and order can-
noli and almond, lemon and coffee granita dispensed 
from a cart, or head to a Tuscan-style meat restau-
rant with a deep list of Chiantis. La Centrale will also 
have a Pugliese cocktail bar, shaded by imported 
olive trees. A Ligurian fi sh-and-pasta restaurant will 
feature regional favorites such as branzino al sale, 
while a vegetable-focused restaurant will be set in 

an airy, glass-enclosed space inspired by the 19th 
century greenhouses of Veneto. 

The ground fl oor will be devoted to street food, 
with pizza and pasta counters, communal dining 
tables, a café, espresso kiosks and takeout entrée 
options such as eggplant parmigiana and lasagna. A 
market, inspired by Rome’s Campo di Fiori, will sell 
things like Savini truffl es from San Miniato, olive oil, 
pasta, jams, and honey. Though he’s still fi nalizing 
the selection, Giustiniani claims he will sell only prod-
ucts he uses in his own home kitchen.

La Centrale’s restaurants, plus a gelateria by 
Florentine favorite Venchi, will occupy the second 
fl oor. Unlike places like Eataly, Giustiniani says, La 
Centrale will be 70 percent restaurants and only 30 
percent retail-based. “The second fl oor is more ‘for-
mal’ restaurants, though none of it is pretentious or 
overly expensive,” Giustiniani explains. “Even in the 
fi sh and meat restaurants, we don’t expect meals to 
be more than fi fty dollars per person. We want to be 
very democratic, very accessible, and we’re not going 
in with any kind of arrogance.”

Arrogance, no. Epicurean vehemence, yes. The 
third fl oor will be an elaborate homage to Italian 
wines, with a wine shop, a wine cellar for private 
tastings, and a Tuscan wine bar tended by expert 
sommeliers. Also on the third fl oor, La Centrale will 
run informal culinary workshops and pasta-making 
demonstrations. 

For Giustiniani, the three fl oors, which he imag-
ines humming with sated diners and curious shop-
pers, represent a physical manifestation of his zeal 
for bringing real Italian food to his new Miami home. 

“Our fi eld is guided by passion,” he says. “You have to 
be guided by passion, which, for me, starts with the 
happiness of getting up in the morning to going out 
and discovering new things.”
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Renderings of the Mercato and café.
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