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22CHEFS CORTNEY 
BURNS  & NICK BALLA 
OF BAR TARTINE

It Takes
by Karen Leibowitz

Bar Tartine in San Francisco, co-chefs Cortney 
Burns and Nick Balla work side by side to pro-

duce some of the most inventive, delicious, and 
acclaimed food in the city. Together, the couple are equal 
partners in a kitchen that is subtly redefining the meaning 
of everything from “chef ” to “dessert.” 

When Balla was named a chef of Bar Tartine in February 
2011, the local food press was immediately enamored of 
his personal take on California cuisine, which drew on his 
childhood memories of summers in Hungary and his years 
as a chef in Japanese restaurants. Since then, Balla has been 
praised by the James Beard Foundation, Esquire, and others. 
The fact that Burns is also chef at Bar Tartine is less well 
publicized. 

When I sat down with each of them recently to talk about 
their partnership and its evolution over the past four years, 
they both recalled how Burns originally came in to help 
butcher a goat and “never left.” At first, the collaboration 
was casual, but after a few months, Chad Robertson, who 
co-owns the restaurant with Liz Prueitt, suggested that 
Burns join the payroll. Over time, it became clear that both 
Burns and Balla were responsible for the success of the 
restaurant. At that point, Burns became Bar Tartine’s chef 
as well. Still, as Balla remarked, “Certain people have never 
figured that out even though they’ve been told and they’ve 
met her and they know her.” 

Part of the misunderstanding stems from the slow evolution 
of the chefs’ roles. At first, Burns held the title of Project 
Manager because she was building Bar Tartine’s larder with 

the ingredients that make the restaurant’s cuisine so dis-
tinctive. Burns made everything from kefir to salami. But as 
time passed, Burns felt, “I was doing so much that I needed 
to be seen.” Both chefs acknowledge an ongoing tension 
between respecting their partner’s contribution and crav-
ing recognition from the world at large. As Balla said, “It 
brings out the human weakness stuff” when he hears a diner 
praising Burns for pickles that he made, though he quickly 
clarified that the same sort of thing happens to her as well. 
For Burns, “It comes down to the titles that people put us 
under in the beginning. So if someone says that I do all of 
the fermenting, they’re going to assume that I made [the 
pickles]. People say, ‘Nick, this dish is great,’ and I’m like, ‘I 
fucking made that. My grandmother made that.’” 

There is certainly a gendered component to the misattribu-
tion of Burns and Balla’s shared work, yet Burns shies away 
from calling herself a feminist. “I don’t like titles in gener-
al. It’s too constricting. I believe there should be equality 
for women in every regard…I’ve always been much more of 
a doer. For me it’s not about screaming from the rooftops.” 
Balla, in contrast, says he is definitely a feminist, citing the 
years when his mother raised him alone as a positive in-
fluence. “You grow up with all these habits that you don’t 
necessarily realize are disempowering or aggressive or ma-
cho,” he said. “I guess the way I deal with it is I try to notice 
if I’m doing those things, and if I’m being aggressive or 
hurtful.”

Their working process has evolved into a mixture of collabo-
ration and independence. They talk through the entire menu 
together, but as Burns said, “at some point we have to divide 
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and conquer.” That’s how they wrote their book, Bar Tartine, 
which was released in November. Burns started the tech-
nique section while Balla began the recipe section; then they 
traded drafts and kept talking through every piece until the 
book was done. “There are times where we definitely call out 
our individual families or individual memories,” Burns said. 
However, the book as a whole expresses their shared orien-
tation toward cooking. There was a moment in the writing 
process when, according to Burns, they realized, “It would 
either have to come from one person’s voice, and that would 
make that person dominant, or we could choose to be equal. 
And so it came down to that.” The result is a cookbook full 
of personal details, written almost entirely in the first-per-
son plural, so that “we” trumps “I” in their narrative of Bar 
Tartine. 

Behind the scenes, Burns is a bit more invested in making 
pastries than Balla, but don’t call her a pastry chef. “When I 
was called a pastry chef, that used to make me upset,” Burns 
told me. “People just assume I’m the pastry chef or they as-
sume I run the front of the house because I’m female.” She 
is tired of the rigid categorization of people in a kitchen: 
“We’re all cooks. We just have different ingredients.” 

Just as Burns and Balla flip the script on feminine and mas-
culine kitchen stereotypes (for instance, she has made more 
sous-chefs cry than he has), they also like to blur the bound-
aries between sweet and savory dishes. “We approach the 

pastries very much like we approach savory food. They’re not 
too divergent,” Burns said. Likewise, they enjoy collapsing 
distinctions among culinary traditions. “People always want 
a simple explanation for everything,” Balla said. “That’s 
why we use the term ‘co-chef.’ There’s just no better way to 
describe it. Just like it is with our food. It’s Japanese, Hun-
garian, Danish, whatever we want. We still have not come 
up with a way to describe it—or our relationship. Every-
thing’s complicated.” 

As both a restaurant and a cookbook, Bar Tartine tells an 
important story of transcending categories. While the gen-
eral public may not be comfortable with the idea of two 
chefs working together as equals, Burns and Balla seem to 
understand each other perfectly. “We are both highly ener-
getic, highly driven, highly emotional people,” Balla said. 
“We both really want to work all the time. We want to build 
things for ourselves, for our careers, for our lives.” 

“Maybe that’s our personal life struggle, and luckily, we 
have the same one,” Burns said with a laugh. 

KAREN LEIBOWITZ IS A WRITER AND RESTAU-

RATEUR BASED IN SAN FRANCISCO. SHE IS CURRENTLY FINISHING 

A BOOK WITH CHEF DOMINIQUE CRENN AND STARTING A 

RESTAURANT WITH ANTHONY MYINT, BOTH OF WHICH SHOULD 

BE FORTHCOMING THIS YEAR.
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Brussels  Kraut
Fermenting whole Brussels sprouts preserves them far beyond their season. Our guests are always surprised when 
we have Brussels sprouts on the menu in July. This recipe gives them a sour flavor and retains their crunchy texture. 
They are great as a fresh pickle eaten on their own or in a salad, but we like them best cooked into soups.  

At the restaurant, we use 8-gallon/30-liter beer fermenters fitted with airlocks to keep the oxygen out while allow-
ing the carbon dioxide to escape and ceramic crocks outfitted with a water-trough or airlock-lid system. Containers 
with airlocks are not necessary as long as the pickles are monitored closely for mold growth while souring. The 
less air space at the top of the pickle container the better, so use the smallest pickling vessel possible when brine 
fermenting.

ADAPTED FROM BAR TARTINE: TECHNIQUES AND RECIPES

In an 8-quart/7.5-liter nonreactive container, dissolve the salt in the 
water. 

Add the Brussels sprouts and top them with a weight to keep them 
submerged. Seal the container, using a lid with an airlock (if you 
have one). If you have sealed it without an airlock, open the container 
every few days or so to release carbon dioxide buildup and check for 
mold. Place in a clean, well-protected, low-light place with an ambi-
ent temperature of 60°F/16°C to 68°F/20°C until the Brussels sprouts 
taste sour, about 12 weeks.

Transfer the Brussels sprouts and their brine to one or more nonreac-
tive airtight containers and refrigerate for up to 1 year. They are best 
if they are left to mature for 2 months before serving.

INGREDIENTS
MAKES 6 QUARTS/4.46 

KILOGRAMS

¾ CUPS/100 GRAMS 
KOSHER SALT 

3 QUARTS/ 720 
MILLILITERS COLD 

WATER

2 POUNDS/910 GRAMS 
BRUSSELS SPROUTS, 

BUTTS TRIMMED

11
22
33

INSTRUCTIONS


