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Tell us a bt about your work.

I have a background in product design.
You can do so much in this industry,
because everything, in a sense, is a product.
Tableware—everything that happens around
the table—is actually design. Many of these
things were designed a very long time ago,
when we started shaping knives and plates,
those were the first designs. The stories,
things that are tradition based, have always
interested me.

When I attended Salone del Mobile in Milano
(the largest furniture design trade fair in the
world), I was overwhelmed. On one hand,
I thought this is great, look at everything I
can do as a product designer. However, after
attending a couple of times, I started realizing
the production process that lays behind every
single product, and seeing the massive amount
of things that are created every year, another
new collection, this and that. So much in the
trade made me realise I didn’t actually want to
be part of it. My first inspiration came from
Holland, where I found designers working
with food as their design matenal. I realized
that was what I had been waiting for.

Why is food design so much more important
than we normally realize?

As a chef, among other things, you style plates.
Having a background as a designer made me
ahways think of what happens outside of the
plate; the chairs, ambience, how people feel.
A big part of my design studies was finding
solutions to problems, using certain materi-
als, creating things for a certain purpose and
fulfilling that purpose. I wouldn’t just make a
chair, I would create a chair to make someone
feel comfortable, or to serve a more specific
purpose. Being trained in this field makes me
look at these topics from a broader range. The
story 1s an element that is very important to
me. I think you can tell a story simply with

a dish—but the story becomes much more
significant and understandable if you include
everything else. Including the matenal of the
plate itself, or asking—does there even need
to be a plate? Not being trained as a chef, in
4 restaurant context, grves me less limitations
because normally you may learn; oh that 1s the
etiquette, and this is how you should do it,
and this is how you shouldn't do it. Not being
professionally trained in the kitchen means I
can be more courageous.

You mentioned not necessarily needing a
plate, what would that look like?

Plates haven’t always been here, but people
have always eaten. It’s not a new invention.
Sometimes we need to think about where we
come from, how we got here, where are we
nowr When we look at different cultures, we
see that we don’t all eat in the same way. We
can eat with natural materials that we find
in nature, or maybe we don’t need a plate at
all because we are all sharing from a big pot.
These are exactly the experiences that speak
to you, much more than anything else.

Eating 1s an international language, 1t 1s
internationally understood. When I was in
Thailand for instance, which was quite some
time ago, we were in the forest, with local peo-
ple. We came with nothing to the forest, just
a few maternials for the whole day, and I asked
myself—is this what we are surviving onr—
but they got everything from the forest. This
memory imprinted itself in me, because they
were creating pots from bamboo on the spot
and cutting banana leaves to sit and eat on.
The meal was full, rich, beautifully decorated
so to speak. We came with nothing, and cre-
ated no waste. Anything can become a plate,
vour hand can become the plate.

I was Living in the mountains, with com-
munities that are not Thai. They have their
own tribes and aren’t acknowledged by Thai
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culture. They are so rich in their own culture,
they could live completely independently,
but what often happens to tabes all over the
world, is their land is taken away, their trads-
tional ways of living are somehow not made
possible anymore, they find themselves nnem-
ployed, and it results in many social problems,
things that would never occur if you didn’t
deprive people of their culture.

They were very proud people. Very poor,
money wise, but other than that, I would say I
haven’t met many people that were much more
rich in culture than they were. They were also
super generous, which is something I kept
realizing in my travels, that people who own
very little are often very generous with food.
They want to invite you in, share everything
they have, and that’s a beautiful memory that
stays with me.

It's shocking, isn't it7 So many UN resolu-
tions, so many countries agreeing to their

terms and still people are prevented to live
in the way their ancestors have—in the way
they want to. How do you incorporate these
memories, and encourage change through
design experience? Hon do you get people to
consume more mindfully?

I create experiences that are interactive. I
think it’s very important that people are not
just sitting, consuming or receiving. For me,
eating 1s an expenence of its own, but I also
want to include the senses that we have for-
gotten to use; smelling, touching. Often, we
just eat without giving it any attention. I want
to create attention, and put little obstacles in
throughout the dinner expenience. It’s easy to
serve three courses on a plate, but it is much
more fun to hang something from the celing,
or have people dig somethung out. I approach
it like a story, kind of like a plot. I ask myself
what story I want to tell, what I need in order
to create the feeling I'm after. How can I
make people feel that they are harvesting

something? How can I make people under-
stand the importance of biodiversity; that
there are all these different vanieties of apples
for example. Even when the topic iso't neces-
sanly fun in itself, ike chmate change, dinner
still needs to be fun.

Give us an example of one of these experi-
ences. Bring me to one of these rooms, fo the
obstacles, eating food from the ceiling, what
would that look like?

Our dining experiences use the entire space,
so when people enter, there is this moment of
awe—everything looks beautiful, it looks like
edible decoration, but it 1s my way of showing
that food is beautiful. I don’t need extra mate-
nals or decorations because the food itself 1s
already perfectly beautiful and becomes the
decoration.

I have worked with apples a couple of times,
because apples are a fruit that are traditional
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to this area of Germany. We have more than
2,000 varieties that will become extinct if we
don’t take care of them. It’s a topic that we
can discuss, discover and experience along
the way. Today, people just go and buy apples
from the supermarkets, they don’t go and buy
a, let’s say, Boskoop, Goldparmine, Renette or
Gravensteiner —all these vaneties have differ-
ent names—they just go and buy an apple. I
wanted to teach people about biodiversity, and
to show them that apples can be tart, sour,
sweet, good for eating... but not only for eat-
g fresh. Back in the day, we had apples that
were for storing, to be consumed in winter
when there was nothing else. So, they wouldn’t
actually be ready to eat until they had been
kept in the basement for two months or so.
There is a difference between an apple that
1s ready to eat and an apple that needs to be
turned into something.

What are some other examples of how you
get people to use their senses?
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I really enjoy it when people eat with their hands, it’s very
simple but 1t 1s something so memorable for most people.
It’s easy to take the cutlery away, but it’s not so easy to make
people feel comfortable eating this way. So, that’s my job,
to make people feel comfortable in the unusual I do thus
project where we cook things in clay. We get root vegetables,
because the roots come from the soil, they grow inside the
soil, and it helps us discuss the topic of soil and its fertility.
It’s something that we need to talk more about—because
most people don’t think of soil as a precious thing, but it is.
If we don’t have fertile soil, then we won’t have food tomor-
row So for this project, we use root vegetables that are from
the soil and cook them in clay, which is also soil. Digging the
root vegetables directly from the soil, and then eating them
in their entirety, as a whole carrot, without chopping them or
discarding any part is an experience which stays with people.
Sometimes we just serve them with dips which are made of
the usually discarded parts, like the leaves of carrot or beets
for instance. Showing a whole root-to-stalk approach. It’s a
course that’s very enjoyable because it 1s very playful. It also
wouldn’t make sense to serve it with cutlery since it’s really
about digging and the soil.

Sometimes we will serve things on fresh compost—similar
to how you eat oysters served on ice cubes—well, it’s like
that, but instead of ice cubes we serve the food on soil. The
compost gives it a nice smell (fresh compost actually smells
like forest soul), but it’s also a learning expeniment, because
you ask: 1s 1t durty? No, it’s not. If you lay something on soil,
it doesn’t harm it. If I put an apple on some soil and I pick
the apple up, I can eat it, I don’ have to wash it with a brush
or clean it, it’s not sticky or dirty, it’s just there.

How are eating rituals connected to eating sustainably?

I actually teach a course series titled, “Rethinking Eating
Rituals™ and I believe it’s a topic that 1s very important.
Nowadays, we need to challenge traditions. For instance,
meat, 1s this really something we needr We have Christmas
traditions, where we eat a whole Christmas goose. Most peo-
ple think they need to eat a big piece of meat to enjoy the
holiday. Is this up to date? I don’t believe so. This tradition is
from times when meat was precious. The goose was actually
growing all year, around you and your family, and during the
holidays you would eat it together. But nowadays, people eat
meat every single day, it 1sn’t special anymore. It’s probably
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more special to eat a big heap of vegetables
on Christmas day, to take the time to create
something very delicious with your loved
ones. This ritual, or tradition, is something
I would ask people to question; to re-think,
and the reverse too. We need to rethink and
bring back rituals that have been forgotten.
For instance, dishes that take a lot of time to
make. We also need to rethink our values. For
Christmas, we need to ask what is the essence
of this day, what is the thing we should cele-
brater It’s no longer plentiful plates, because
most of us have plentiful plates everyday. Itis
the coming together, spending time together.

ly stressed trying to get

, then you consume the
meal for 30 minutes and become so atz;ffed
that Christnas is over. It becomes a tr
tion of over consumption—and not
gifts, but food, alcohol, thing. I think
that in order to push back from this flawed
tradition, people often opt out of gnrmg gifts
or making a big celebration, which is some-
thing I struggle with because 1 love holidays.
I love the idea of making someone a gift
that you would make no one else, something
that represents them, and to then celebrate all
together. To push back against the traditions
we find inadequate, we don’t necessarily have
to get rid of holidays all together.

Yes, and eating only heavy things, this is
also something to rethink Our lifestyle has
changed. In the past, you would eat all your
calories at Christmas time because it’s a day
where you aren’t working all day on the land,
or chopping wood, you would eat all the heavy
foods that you usually aren’t able to. Another
thing is recalling seasons. There is always
something new to eat every month. In winter,
people buy the same things they do in sum-
mer because they forget about winter foods.
We need to re-learn a lot of things that should

be obvious but aren’t, a lot of things that were
normal even just one hundred years ago.

You spoke about the international language
of food, can you go into that more, how do

you see food as connecting us across bound-

aries of culture, landscape, and space?

I believe, first of all, it also connects gen-
erations. We are often separated from our
grandparents nowadays, but if we cook
together, then we have a lot to talk about.
We can talk about recipc-s we can learn from
them, and you also give someone the feeling
of being needed, whuch 1s so nice. In the con-
text of recipes, you can learn a lot from older
generations, knowledge that is so important
to learn, because soon it may be gone. Also,
when traveling, if you show interest in food
culture, there is no one that won’t want to tell
you about their own traditions. When going to
markets, asking people; what is this vegetable,
T've never seen it; what should I do with itP—
especially farmers who gave so much love
to growing them, they will tell you so much,
because they are so proud; they will tell you
more recipes than you can try. If someone
prepares a traditional dish for you, they feel
a connection to it and they will tell that story
very proudly.

Food is such an important, and easy, way to

of German minds?

In German cuisine, we have lost a lot of tra-
ditional recipes. A big part of this is the wars.
When you lose a war, you often lose i ity
Most simply, many were killed, and with them
that know rdge_ New people come with new
influences, which isn’t a bad thing, but it is a
new influence, and we have missed returning
to our traditional recipes. A lot of people also
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fled to other countries, and when you go some-
where new, recipes change, they are adapted.
Let’s look at Germans that went to the
Americas. The food you find in these German
commumties 15 very different than it 1s here. It
1s also the case that, sometimes, traditions are
preserved very well in those communities—
even better than in Germany—because there
are no new influences, they want to ensure
they uphold tradition. In the United States,
there is a very och Jewish culture that we lost,
so all those recipes are also gone from our
culture. People like to cook pasta, they hike to
cook what is considered more modern, easier
food, less heavy; but not traditional German
dishes (most people don’t know a single trads-
tional dish from the region they are living in).
Nowadays, there is also a modern approach
on German food, but this trend is mostly
found in gastronomy.

What do you mean by gastronomy?

Restaurants and chefs do this now, a modern
take on traditional recipes that nobody would
know how to cook at home. There is also an
interest in heirloom and older varieties of
vegetables. For instance salsify, or colorful
potatoes, things you will see on menus, but
not know what they are until after you eat
them. Even earlier today, I was at a farmers
market and I heard this couple say—ohhh thus
1s salsify, I would love to buy it, but I don’t
know what to do with it. There are things
that are becoming fashionable to eat. These
trends start in restaurants and they allow peo-
ple to become nterested in cooking them at
home. People become more open to trying
things because they have eaten them already.
I thunk that chefs and designers have a really
important responsibility and role because the
choices they make will be replicated. When
the product is good, and people like it, they
will be interested in finding out more about
it. I believe that as a chef you have a lot of
power to educate.

Avre there any events or workshops that you
have done which focus on traditional German
food, something that was lost in history?

I had a project called Tales of Taste. It was a
dinner series on the story of wild, forgotten
foods. The menu started in the middle ages,
when i1t was normal to eat wild food, when we
didn’t cultrvate very much yet, so it was a thing
no one would question. Our second chapter
was dunng wartimes. People consumed wild
foods often because they had to eat what they
could find, the market shelves were empty,
but people still had to survive, so what did
they eat” Foraged food. And the third chapter
was today. If you look at most of the world’s
best restaurants night now, there 1s usually wild
food on the menu. There has been a shift,
where we find something more special than
an imported lobster or salmon.

What are some examples of foods found in
the first chapter?

In the middle ages, people would eat a lot of
cereals, or if they ate meat, they would use
up every single part of the animal. There also
wasn't much of a difference between salty and
sweet—desserts didn’t really exist, because
you would cook much more with fruits, so
flavours were different. Also textures were
different. Cooking techniques were simpler,
people would cook things for a very long time
to not miss out on any vitamins or fats, things
like stews and porridges; salty pornidges were
something that was eaten a lot in the middle
ages.

I've heard you mention that food habits have
replaced religious beltefs, what do you mean
by that?

People have always believed in something, and
they will always believe in something, it’s just
in our nature. Today, religious belief and what
the church says is becoming something that

many people don’t agree with. So they look
for something new When you look for a sys-
tem of belief, you search for something thatis
healing. The church tries to offer healing, but
often its practice 1s not a very contemporary
approach. Food can also promuse healing, but
in a way that can be very confusing; what is
and 1sn’t healthy. It also promises to aclueve
certain goals with certain eating rituals. You
need something to hold onto, to believe in—
so you eat. When you go to a church, temple,
mosque, to any place of worship where you
believe in something, you follow a certain way
of thinking, and political attitudes. When you
go there, you are surrounded by like-minded
people. Equally, when you follow a certain
diet, you might, too, meet other people that
think and act in a similar manner, so it’s
actually pretty comparable in a way. Having
something to believe in, that you can hold
onto, that grves you values—to make a choice.

I have often thought about this, not in your
words of “food becoming religion,” but in
terms of food labels. Labeling our eating
habits becomes almost a blind following,
where whatever title you use to describe
yourself; vegan, vegetarian, becomes a
checklist of how you belong, as opposed to
something you choose during every meal.
In my onwn experience, I was vegetarian for
years and very briefly vegan. When I chose
fo start eating meat again, it was partially
based on wanting to reclaim ownership of
my decisions, to choose to not eat meat 29
days a month, and to eat it for 1. I wanted
to make that choice in that moment, not to
follow some title that I had given myself.
When you follow a checklist blindy, you do
just that, follow a checklist—Dbut the think-
ing stops there. Many vegetarians or vegans
will consume soy everyday. Most of that soy
isn't local, it's being shipped across the world,
and that mileage is so harmful to the envi-
romment. If you're a vegetarian for animal
righis this may not matter, but for all those

that are doing it for the environment, these
choices don’t often add up. In my case, I pre-
fer to make dectsions in the moment, with
thought into every food choice 1 make, rather
than as a rule.

Yes, I think making certain food choices or
following certamn rules is definitely something
which defines you as a being, more or less
consciously. It starts with how much time and
care you putinto the topic, where and how do
you shop, do you cook or eat out? Where do

you go, if you eat out?

Food and eating take up a big part of our
lives and 1t shapes us as we shape it. Shopping
and eating in a certain way also creates peer
groups, social connections, we might even call
it “modern tribes”
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