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“B
y night I like to dress to the nines, but I 
feel like I cook like a cavewoman,” Lisa 
Dahl jokes. The award-winning chef and 
restaurateur is dressed in kitchen whites 

much of the time, presiding over food preparation in 
her four Sedona, Arizona restaurants. It’s at the newest 
of these—Mariposa Latin Inspired Grill—that the fire 
comes in, with most entrees cooked in a wood-fired oven 
or over a parrilla grill. Here, at the hearth, Dahl activates 
what might indeed be elemental knowledge, a balance of 
masculine and feminine qualities that also define Dahl, 
in the kitchen and out.

Once out of the kitchen and greeting guests at 
Mariposa, Dahl & Di Luca Ristorante Italiano, Cucina 
Rustica, or Pisa Lisa, the restaurateur expresses a life-
long affair with fashion through her personal sense of 
style. In fact, one patron, some years ago, thanked her 
for “bringing glamor” to Sedona. However, the feminine 
element she brings to the business involves more than 
dress. Dahl approaches every aspect of life and work with 
openness and an unabashed heart. She is unafraid to talk 
about feelings, including the cataclysm and subsequent 
spiritual path that brought her to Sedona 20 years ago. 

Food and fashion have held equal claim to Dahl’s atten-

tion since her childhood in Indianapolis. Her mother 
owned several high-fashion shops, and Lisa’s reward for 
good behavior often took the form of dress-up excursions 
and new clothes. Her eye for keeping up with trends 
became apparent as a teenager, and she went on to spend 
20 years in the fashion industry following in her mother’s 
footsteps by working with clothing, accessory, and shoe 
designers. “Clothes are an expression of how I feel,” 
she says, adding that the body, like a restaurant, is just 
another canvas to play with color and design. 

Dahl also grew up learning a love for cooking the 
simple, fresh food prepared by her mother, grandmother, 
and Barbara, a nanny from Georgia who started worked 
for the family when Lisa was young. “I don’t know how 
I would have been introduced to soul food without 
Barbara,” she says. “Now, even Italian food I think of as 
‘soul’ food—which for me means cooking with love.”

By the 1990s, Dahl was living in San Francisco with 
her young adult son, Justin Wesley Jones, and ready to 
switch tracks. The two shared a love for food, music, and 
dancing, and dreamed of opening an all-natural fast-food 
restaurant. “We were dialing into something novel at the 
time,” she says. “Maybe it would have happened, maybe 
not.” On March 27, 1994, an event took place that erased 
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the dream and radically changed Dahl’s 
life. While riding a bicycle he borrowed 
from his mother, Justin witnessed a man 
stealing a backpack from a fellow with a 
cane. Justin chased the thief and when he 
caught up with him, was stabbed to death. 
He was 23.

After the loss of her only child, Dahl 
remembered Sedona. She’d been there 
once, and recalled a place of beauty and 
serenity, one where perhaps she could 
heal. She moved there in 1995 and with 
a partner (whom she later bought out) 
opened Dahl & Di Luca. In 2012, AAA 
rated Dahl & Di Luca among the top five 
most romantic restaurants in the nation. 
The honor speaks to Dahl’s approach to 
the restaurant experience and her own 
highly romantic personality. Every ele-
ment of dining out, she believes, should 
be a sensory pleasure that makes the 
everyday world disappear. “When you 
leave one of my restaurants I want you to 
feel that something has touched you on 
more than one level,” she says.

In 2003 Dahl opened her second res-
taurant, Cucina Rustica, featuring “rustic 
Italian” cuisine in an Old World villa atmo-
sphere with antique Italian doors and win-
dows along with fireplaces and fountains 
in warm, rich hues. While Dahl is not a 
certified interior designer, her restaurants 
reflect a vision and perfectionism that she 
works with artists and artisans to accom-
plish. “With each restaurant, I’ve had a 
love affair with that creative process, the 
same thing that happens with the food,” 
she says. All her restaurants also contain a 
small memorial—a nicho, shrine, or men-
tion on the menu—to Justin, whom she 
considers a muse. “It’s like he’s co-creator 
of each of these spaces,” she says.

When Dahl opened Pisa Lisa in 2012, 
she transformed a former Pizza Hut 
building into a top-rated wood-fired piz-
zeria. Her aim, she says, was to access 
the “happy factor that brings out the 
kid in everyone.” Whimsical, tongue-in-
cheek photo collages by local muralist and 
mixed-media artist Ann Rhinehart liven 
the walls, including one of Dahl making 
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Dahl’s design goal for her second Sedona restaurant, Cucina Rustica, shown in the bottom two  
photos, was to recreate an authentic Italian atmosphere with an emphasis on the romantic.  
Top: Mariposa’s indoor and outdoor seating accommodates 350 diners.

Clockwise from top left: Milanese-
style vitello osso buco with lemon-
zested mashed potatoes at Dahl & 
Di Luca; Dahl gathers fresh organic 
herbs from raised-bed planters 
at Mariposa; yellowtail tuna ter-
rine with avocado pico de gallo at 
Cucina Rustica; Cassata Siciliana, a 
Mariposa dessert featuring candied 
citrus and chocolate-chip ricotta.
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The High Note
Rhythm, Blues , Jazz, Latin & Rock

Open 7pm Wednesday - Sunday
132 West Water Street, Santa Fe

www.highnotesantafe.com

An elegant, warm, old school
nightclub featuring signature

craft cocktails  select wines,
draft beers... and dancing to

the very best Jazz, R&B, Blues,
and Rock  in the Southwest!
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At the casual wood-fired pizzeria Pisa Lisa, decor includes photo collages by Ann Rhinehart. Pizza specialties are made from organic ingredients. 

a pizza while wearing a wreath of mush-
rooms on her head. “As an artist, I really 
appreciate Lisa letting me go,” Rhinehart 
says. For Dahl, there’s mutual inspiration 
in the process. “You have to give them 
freedom to express who they are. It has to 
be someone who can ignite a flame in you 
and vice versa,” she says. 

There’s a similar spirit of creativity 
among her staff. When hiring new serv-
ers, she wants to know about their hobbies 
and lives. “I enjoy when they’re express-
ing themselves on a soul level,” she says. 
“And I love it when someone can take 
on a poetic style using their own words, 
even when describing a dish.” Dahl’s 
collaborative efforts have included work-
ing with photographer Janise Witt on a 
food and travel book, The Elixir of Life. 
The coffee-table-format book tells Dahl’s 
personal story and documents a food 
and wine visit to Tuscany alongside lav-
ishly photographed recipes. It earned the 
2011 Gold Medal Independent Publisher 
Book Awards (IPPY) for Cookbook of the 
Year. Dahl is planning a second book, A 
Romance with Food, based on the travels 
to Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay that 
inspired Mariposa’s cuisine.

The massive main door at Mariposa—
through which thousands of diners have 
walked since the restaurant opened in 

2015—was created by Dahl and Tucson 
artist Zee Haag. The abstract butterfly 
design in translucent quartz crystal, rusted 
steel, watermelon tourmaline, and other 
gemstones was one of numerous ideas the 
artist presented to Dahl during the design 
process. “She was very particular, so we 
had to explore every aspect of the potential 
for the door,” Haag says. In the end, the 
multiton door is a balance of mass and 
transparency, solid yet ethereal in the 350-
seat, architecturally striking space. 

Built of stone, steel, and expanses of 
glass, Mariposa commands a bluff with 
views of Sedona’s famed red rock forma-
tions. “We created elements in the overall 
strength of the architecture to be able to 
hold its own with the austere physical 
terrain,” Dahl says. “But I also needed to 
feel at home in a place so powerful. So 
we counterbalanced it with the form and 
elusive symbol of the butterfly.” 

Likewise, the chef and restaurateur 
finds herself at home in a field dominated 
by men, including 98 percent of the kitch-
en staff in all four of her restaurants. Her 
drive, self-assurance, and experience allow 
her to hold her own. After opening each 
restaurant, Dahl spent almost all her time 
in the kitchen of the newest establish-
ment, refining and improving menus and 
recipes and training staff. “I have to work 

in the kitchen until I get it right,” she says. 
Now Mariposa’s kitchen is the focus 

of her daytime hours. Then, each night, 
she changes out of her chef’s whites and 
moves from one restaurant to the next, 
greeting guests, checking on food, and 
inspecting plating. This spring she took 
what was for her a big step and hired a cor-
porate sous chef, who started at Mariposa 
and then began working with the other 
restaurants to help achieve Dahl’s goals.

Dahl herself sometimes wonders how 
she does it all. But she has her own word 
for the enthusiasm that keeps her charged, 
and considers herself a “passionista.” It’s 
a combination of fashion and passion, 
and all the glamor, romance, vitality, and 
dauntlessness the words imply. “I’m 
equally devoted to culinary arts, design 
and décor, and feminine aspects in my 
world. Passionista expresses all that floats 
my boat,” she says. Her passion extends 
to her employees, their families, and the 
Sedona community, where her restau-
rants often host well-attended fundraisers. 

“It’s much more than just running 
restaurants. It’s a business of humanity, a 
calling, a sense of gratitude and being in 
the moment,” she says. “It’s wonderfully 
insane. I’m seriously devoted to this craft. 
I don’t think I’d trade it for anything in 
the world.” R
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