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When Berlin takes time 
to celebrate its best 
chefs at the annual 

Berlin Master Chefs gala dinner, 
these prize-winning culinary art-
ists are usually asked to do the very 
thing they’re being honored for: 
cook. In 2015, Lukas Mraz – head 
chef at a hip Berlin restaurant at 
the time – was one such honoree. 
On that evening, he created some-
thing very special, namely a vegan 
tartar – albeit with a fried egg on 
top. A couple of courses later, he 
served a more traditional plate 
of warm beef tartar with brown 
butter, soy sauce, mushrooms and 
roasted onions. People have called 
Mraz a “wild young chef,” and that 
night he showed the dinner guests 
– almost all of them Berlin-based 
businessmen and businesswomen 
– just what contemporary cui-
sine could do. From that moment 
on, vegetarian and even vegan 
food culture has been considered 
socially acceptable in Berlin.

Today, roughly four years later, 
one might get the impression that 
the entire country has gone wild 
for meatless burgers. One US 
brand, in particular, has become a 
big hit. According to media reports, 
their burgers sell out the minute 
they hit the shelves at major 
German discount supermarkets.

Indeed, plant-based eating has 
now emerged as a lucrative new 
branch in the food industry, with 
producers using modern strate-
gies to expand their market share. 
However, as animal welfare, sus-
tainability and climate-friendly 
policies are all hot topics, conscien-
tious consumers point out that the 
plant-based burgers are shipped to 
Germany all the way from Califor-
nia – in copious amounts of pack-
aging to boot.

“Is this the new green schizo-
phrenia?” asked one blogger 
recently. “For me, eating vegan 
goes hand-in-hand with a con-
scious respect for our environ-
ment.”

Even though the popular US 
plant-based burgers do not fulfill 

those criteria, they’ve 
nevertheless struck 
a nerve among con-
sumers, in particular 
by calming their bad 
conscience and sug-
gesting a sensible 
handling of resources. 
And it’s true, these 
days everyone in 
Germany is aware of 
the extent to which 
industrial livestock 
production involving 
cattle, pigs and poul-
try damages the envi-
ronment.

The younger gen-
eration in particular 
is fighting to create 
a better and more 
just future. And the 
youngest among that 
group are now an 
aggressively courted 
target group in the 
food industry. Kids 
simply don’t want to 
eat meat anymore, 
especially when they 
find out where the 
sausage, schnitzel or 
burger comes from 
and that an animal 
had to die to get it 
there. “I don’t eat any-
thing that has eyes,” 
they say.

This often makes it 
difficult for families 
to keep the peace at 
dinner time. So it’s 
understandable that environmen-
tally conscious parents are grateful 
for any alternatives to meats and 
sausages, such as those churned 
out by Rügenwalder Mühle, one of 
Germany’s best-known meat prod-
uct manufacturers.

In Lower Saxony, Rügenwalder 
Mühle has been connected almost 
exclusively to meat products for 
the past 183 years. Since 2014, how-
ever, it has been producing vegetar-
ian alternatives designed to per-
fectly mimic meat. For example, 
supermarket chains now carry 
frozen vegan Mühlen steaks, veg-
etarian Mühlen ground beef and 
vegetarian Mühlen bratwurst. And 
revenues are growing fast. In fact, 

according to managing director 
Godo Röben, they’re increasing at 
the same rate as consumers’ envi-
ronmental consciousness.

Until only a few years ago, 
vegans and their missionary atti-
tude towards food consumption 
were still subject to ridicule from 
the majority of consumers. They 
had to buy their food in stores 
that sold exclusively vegan prod-
ucts, and some vegetarians con-
sidered themselves lucky if their 
carnivorous friends took them to 
a restaurant serving meat, even 
if they had to make do with just 
side dishes.

These days, vegans, vegetar-
ians and carnivores can enjoy a 

full dinner together, at least in 
big cities. Especially for health 
reasons, the idea of going with-
out meat every once in a while 
is catching on, and all the more 
so since prominent TV chefs like 
Sarah Wiener began campaigning 
for meatless alternatives.

Stefan Hentschel is a wizard 
with vegetables. He’s also head 
chef at the first and only German 
vegetarian restaurant to receive 
a Michelin star. Roughly 11 years 
ago, he helped build up Cookies 
Cream, a vegetarian restaurant 
belonging to Cookie, a committed 
vegetarian and long-standing stal-
wart of the Berlin club scene. At 
that time, scandals like mad cow 

disease had shaken 
consumers’ trust in 
the safety of the Big 
Food industry.

In its first year of 
business, Cookies 
Cream hosted count-
less guests from the 
club scene, on Tues-
days and Thursdays, 
in particular. They 
would eat at the 
restaurant and then 
take a flight of stairs 
directly to the adjoin-
ing club without 
having to wait in line. 
On the other days, 
back then, business 
was slow.

In Berlin’s sur-
rounding country-
side, things are still 
moving compara-
tively slowly. “In 
more rural regions,” 
notes Michael Köhle, 
“the idea of going 
without meat is not 
nearly as widespread 
as in the cities.” 
Köhle is the host at 
Herz & Niere, a res-
taurant chosen as 
2016 Host of the Year 
by the Berlin Master 
Chefs. In spite of 
its somewhat grisly 
name – it means 
heart and kidney 
in English but also 
alludes to a phrase 

meaning “to put to the acid test” 
– this Berlin locale is known to 
vegans, vegetarians and carni-
vores alike for using all parts of 
the plant or animal and foregoing 
industrial goods and replacement 
products. “On average, one-third 
of our guests order vegetarian,” 
says Köhle. “What was once an 
exception is now a part of every-
day life.”

This kind of peaceful coex-
istence is not the rule, how-
ever. For the majority of people 
in Germany, a good meal still 
includes a piece of meat. For the 
post-war generation, in particu-
lar, it remains an expression of 
a certain standard of living. And 

this applies especially to men. 
The German magazine Beef 
knows this and even advertises 
its monthly publications with the 
motto “Männer kochen anders” 
(men cook differently). For one 
restaurant opening, the magazine 
went so far as to ban women from 
participating – supposedly as an 
advertising gag.

Germany’s tradition of hearty 
food has yet another key element, 
namely the so-called “Brauhaus” 
or brew house. And now, even in 
this realm, Berlin is showing that 
it can do things differently. “We 
focus on vegetables,” says Ben 
Pommer of very popular BRLO 
Brwhouse, located at the edge of 
the always-crowded Gleisdrei-
eck park. “Vegetables are excit-
ing, vegetables are multifarious. 
With the help of different cook-
ing and preparation methods, you 
can make vegetables so amazing 
in terms of their texture, appear-
ance and taste that you won’t miss 
meat at all.” At Pommer’s brew-
ery, meat plays only a subordinate 
role. However, as so many of his 
guests eat meat on a daily basis, 
he still hears a lot of people say 
“wow” when they see the menu.

Hentschel is convinced that 
Berlin’s food tourism promises 
“more turnover than its party 
tourism.” Food lovers the world 
over continue to travel to Berlin 
to dine at every locale on their 
culinary hit list. And today, veg-
etables have acquired a new and 
more prominent status on that 
list, with many Michelin-star res-
taurants now offering a separate 
vegetarian menu.

Marketing experts for this kind 
of Berlin tourism love this trend. 
They now cleverly advertise the 
German capital as a “vegetarian 
and vegan hot spot.” Even meat-
loving Brazilians are said to have 
discovered the city as a culinary 
metropolis for vegetarian and 
vegan cuisine.

The Wurst is over
The German capital has emerged as a hot spot for vegetarian and vegan cuisine –  

as the city’s marketing bodies are happy to point out
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Foodie fantasies: Haute cuisine made vegan in Berlin

Circling the square
The brouhaha at Walter-Benjamin-Platz

A week ago, I set out on a subway 
for Charlottenburg, one of 
the swankier districts in Berlin 

and the birthplace of Walter Benjamin 
(1892–1940). My destination was the 
square named in honor of Benjamin, the 
German Jewish philosopher and cultural 
critic who ultimately took his own life in 
1940 rather than be captured and most 
likely killed by his Nazi pursuers. 

I was determined to get to the bottom 
of a controversy that’s surfaced of late in 
the German press. A recent edition of the 
German architectural journal ARCH+ had 
dedicated an entire issue to Rechte Räume– 
German for “right spaces” – which docu-
ments and elaborates on various corners 
of Europe that have a right-wing architec-
tural, and thus political, orientation. One 
essay was dedicated to Walter-Benjamin-
Platz. But how could this be? A square 
named for one of the great 20th-century 
Jewish intellectuals in the most liberal city 
in one of Europe’s most ardently anti-
fascist countries?

While most German print media out-
lets have weighed in on the merits of the 
Rechte Räume piece, including Der Spiegel, 
the Frankfurter Allgemeine, Die Zeit, and 
most Berlin dailies, few question that it’s 

taken so long for the controversy to come 
to the fore. Not long after arriving at the 
scene, I realized why. Two features of 
the site are mentioned in virtually all the 
reporting.

The first is the “bleak, cold and naked” 
(Stuttgarter Zeitung), exceedingly long pair 
of façades supported by Spartan colon-
nades that line the entirety of the square’s 
two sides that don’t face the street. While 
this upright linearity and stone complex-
ion undeniably recall the building style of 
the Nazis as well as the martial architec-
ture of most authoritarian regimes – espe-
cially Mussolini’s fascism – this general 
feeling the square exudes is not unique to 
Walter-Benjamin-Platz, in Berlin or even 
in Charlottenburg. After all, there are 
plenty of Nazi-era buildings that survived 
the war and have been repurposed by 
the state or are in private hands. And it’s 
also true that some individual elements 
of fascist architecture have not been thor-
oughly discounted by social or architec-
tural critics, so their mere employment is 
not a cause for immediate dismissal, but it 
certainly raises an eyebrow.

Especially when coupled with the 
second feature cited in the media, which 
is the focal point of all of the outrage – the 
engraving in a paving stone of three lines, 
translated into German, of an Ezra Pound 
poem:

A few facts to help the reader under-
stand why this has caused offense: Pound 
(1885–1972), an American, was an anti-
Semite, as he himself admitted late in life 
with regret; he was indicted (and acquit-
ted for reasons of insanity) by the US for 
treason, primarily for broadcasting propa-
ganda for Mussolini that included calls for 
a more successful pogrom targeting more 
powerful Jews than the “small Jews” usu-
ally killed, as well as his claim that “Adolf 
Hitler was a Jeanne d’Arc, a saint. He was 
a martyr”; “usura” is Italian for usury, the 
unethical lending of money with interest, 
which is an ancient stereotype for Jewish 

crime and a justification for pogroms; and, 
the poem is unattributed. 

The reason it took some time that day 
for me to feel the controversy I had read 
so much about was that the paving stone 
bearing the inscription is almost impossi-
ble to find. One yard wide and a foot long, 
it is positioned neither at the latitudinal 
or longitudinal center of a public space as 
long as a football field and about 25 yards 
wide. And for most of the day, the quote 
sits in the shade of an olive tree. After 
searching for 10 minutes, I gave up and 
asked a bookseller, whose shop is right on 
the square, and he politely gestured in the 
direction of the olive tree, and then it still 
took me a minute and some hollering by 
the man before I saw it at my feet. 

The poem’s lack of attribution and 
obscure location left me with the feeling 
that the quote was a sort of dog whistle 
for the right. Verena Hartbaum, the author 
of the ARCH+ piece, called it an “anti-
Semitic message in a bottle” smuggled 
into the German present from the time of 

Italian fascism. 
Hans Kollhoff, 
the architect 
of the Walter-
Benjamin-Platz 
project, when 
confronted in 
an interview 
with Der Spie-
gel, claimed that 
the poet blamed 
capitalism, not 
explicitly Jewish 
capitalists, for 
the world wars. 

He went on to say that the accusation of 
anti-Semitism is “preposterous and fully 
unacceptable,” and that “Pound was 
no anti-Semite.” Needless to say, this 
is hard to square with what we know 
about Pound.

The only thing more difficult to find 
on the site than the Pound quote was 
any information at all about Walter 
Benjamin, the honoree of the square 
– no engraving, no plaque, not even 
his years of birth and death. After cir-
cling the square once more, I stopped 
at the bakery directly on the square 
and asked the woman who served me 
a coffee: “Who was this Walter Benja-
min anyway?” “No idea,” she answered, 
“some German, I reckon.” If even some-
one who spends most their time work-
ing at Walter-Benjamin-Platz knows 
next to nothing about the man, perhaps 
a memorial plaque would be in order, 
and maybe, beside the Pound poem, 
this line from the end of his most cel-
ebrated essay, The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction (1935):

EMIL LEY 

WITH USURA HATH NO MAN  
A HOUSE OF GOOD STONE.

EACH BLOCK CUT SMOOTH  
AND WELL FITTING,

THAT DESIGN MIGHT COVER  
THEIR FACE.

ALL EFFORTS TO MAKE  
POLITICS AESTHETIC  
CULMINATE IN ONE THING: WAR.
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