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THE E XCHANGE

MASTER BUILDER  
Claus Meyer in 
front of his new 
food complex, The 
Standard, which 
opened in October.

BY JAY CHESHES   PHOTOGRAPHY BY ERIK OLSSON

Claus Meyer, former co-owner of the internationally acclaimed 
Noma and self-proclaimed founder of the New Nordic Cuisine, 
expands his culinary domain along Copenhagen’s waterfront

BOARDWALK EMPIRE
EPICUREAN TRAVEL

CLAUS MEYER—CHEF, TV personality, philan-
thropist, serial entrepreneur—is wandering 
through his new food-and-drink complex 
along the Copenhagen waterfront, still a 

construction site barely a month before its opening in 
October. The dusty shell will soon contain an upscale 
Indian restaurant, a jazz club, a casual bistro, and a 
high-end showcase for New Nordic cooking. “This 
thing is a monster,” he says, skirting past a tattooed 
worker applying a final coat of paint to the ceiling. 

The Standard, as the whole project is called, is a 
change of pace for Denmark’s most prominent food 
celebrity, a straightforward pleasure palace with 
no grand agenda. For years, Meyer has exuded the 
world-changing ambitions and natural charisma of 
Jamie Oliver, combined with the manic business drive 
of Richard Branson. In 1989, he became the host of a 
prime-time cooking show on Denmark’s national TV 
network that ran for six years. In 2003 he opened 
Noma with chef Rene Redzepi, the Copenhagen res-
taurant that would redefine Nordic cuisine. His empire 
in Denmark includes four bakeries, four delis, the res-
taurants Radio and Namnam, a small country hotel, 
an apple orchard, a vinegar brewery, and a vast chain 
of corporate canteens. His name is ubiquitous in the 
country, with Meyer labels on chocolate, flour, cof-
fee, jams, juices, beer and wine. Next year he hopes to 
make his mark on the U.S. too, with plans to launch a 
New Nordic food emporium in New York City.

In the last twenty years, through a mix of show-
manship, commerce, and grassroots campaigning, he’s 
had a tremendous impact on the way Danes eat—and 
become a divisive figure in the process, as a wealthy 
outspoken celebrity in a country where humility 
remains a national trait. “I’m much less interested in 
money than I am in doing great things,” Meyer insisted 
when we met for the first time last summer at the 
beautiful old house he shares with his three daughters, 
two dogs, and his wife, Christina Bengtsson, an inte-
rior designer who has collaborated on several of his 
ventures. “That’s why I run from one thing to the next. 
I’m not interested in opening my sixth or seventh bak-
ery, to me that’s just business.” His main motivation, 



2 WSJ. MAGA ZINE

G
X

T
T

X
R

 C
R

X
D

X
T

THE E XCHANGE EPICURE AN TRAVEL

he says, has always been moving his country’s food 
culture forward. But is he a man on a social mission, or 
simply a shrewd marketer who builds demand for his 
products without appearing to be a salesman?

 

BORN INTO A fractured home in southern 
Denmark in 1963 (his parents divorced when 
he was 14, and he does not see his father much), 
Meyer grew up in one of the “darkest periods 

of Danish food history,” he says, an era of frozen vegeta-
bles and tinned meats. He discovered fine cuisine for the 
first time while taking a teenage sabbatical from school 
in France. A baker in Gascony, who became the father 
figure he’d been missing, taught him to cook classic 
regional dishes like duck confit and beef bourguignon. 
He was seduced by the joie de vivre he encountered 
there and the slow pace of life. “I realized my country 
was sick,” he says. “People didn’t laugh, they didn’t eat 
together.” He was determined to change that.

Back in Denmark, Meyer convinced the dean of 
the Copenhagen University business school, where 
he’d enrolled, to let him take over the college canteen, 
serving 700 meals a day. His new quiches, tarts and 
crisp salads became an instant sensation. A restau-
rant soon followed, a popular brasserie with Meyer at 
the stove preparing elaborate French food. He was an 
athletic, charismatic young man—he’d been a badmin-
ton champion in high school—and quickly became a 
standout on the Copenhagen food scene.

So the invitation to audition for Danish TV didn’t 
come out of nowhere. The network had been looking 
for a fresh face to build a food show around. “I think 
I made boiled potatoes with parsley,” he says of the 
tryout, “but apparently I did it with a smile.”  Meyer’s 
Kitchen ran every week for 300 episodes until 1995, 
after which he landed a gig as an occasional co-host of 
an export program, New Scandinavian Cooking, which 
still airs on PBS.

In the early 90s, Meyer launched a formal club for 
chocolate lovers, defending consumers against what 
he refers to as “big corporations, colluding, to rape 
the very notion of chocolate.” He also began import-
ing Valrhona chocolate from France. A similar society 
promoting serious co!ee debuted with the launch of 
his Estate Co!ee brand, using beans from Brazil. He 
wrote books, too, on co!ee and chocolate. Both busi-
nesses thrived.

With Noma, Meyer was able to draw attention 
to the new style of locavore cooking developed by 
Redzepi, with its emphasis on foraged ingredients. 
A few months after the restaurant opened, in 2004, 
Meyer organized a grand symposium on “New Nordic 
Cuisine”—a term he came up with—unveiling a set of 
defining principles, a manifesto inspired by a similar 
document written by Basque chefs in the 1970s. “The 
aims of the New Nordic cuisine,” it begins, “are to 
express the purity, freshness, simplicity and ethics we 
wish to associate with our region.” Government minis-
ters from Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, all signed on 
to support it. And Noma had a movement it could lead.

Noma remains Meyer’s proudest achievement—the 
one project that’s brought him international acclaim. 
“Noma was about giving something back to the world,” 
he says. Which is why a recent split from the restau-
rant has hit him hard. Things had become so strained 

REPAST IS PRESENT Clockwise from far 
right: The Standard occupies a former customs 

house with views of Copenhagen harbor; the 
dining room at Studio, the flagship restaurant 

at The Standard run by former Noma chef 
Torsten Vildgaard; a dish from [Studio? tk tk tk 

tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk ingredients] 
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WORLDLY PALATE 
Clockwise from above: 
Meyer’s Namnam 
restaurant serves 
Singapore street food; 
Meyer and Redzepi 
in 2011, planning an 
outdoor food festival; 
a dish at Radio, with 
salmon, seaweed and 
cucumbers. 

CAMERA READY 
Clockwise from 
above: Meyer on 
New Scandinavian 
Cooking; Meyer’s 
marmalade brand; 
Noma’s entrance

“NOBODY CAN PREVENT ME FROM 
GIVING MY KNOWLEDGE AWAY, 
WHAT I LEARNED FROM CREATING 
NOMA AND THE NORDIC CUISINE 
MOVEMENT—NOBODY CAN TAKE 
THAT AWAY FROM ME.”

–CLAUS MEYER

between the two co-founders that, a few months ago, 
Redzepi threatened to walk out of the restaurant. As the 
chef himself told me, “I said, ‘It’s you or me, Claus.’” The 
two had been at odds for years, bickering about small 
things. Redzepi says his old partner had been trying 
to hijack the Noma brand. “I said to Claus, ‘You cannot 
associate Noma with your places,’” he says, “‘Noma is 
totally di!erent, totally independent, you cannot go 
out and use it in your world.’” He now rejects Meyer’s 
manifesto as a PR stunt that never had any influence 
on his cuisine. With the help of a new American inves-
tor, Redzepi is now the principal owner of Noma, after 
Meyer agreed to sell most of his once-majority stake. 
“For Rene’s growth and Noma’s growth I had to kind of 
write myself out of the story,” concedes Meyer.

While Meyer is an ace at getting new ventures 
started, by his own admission, he’s not always as 
good at following through to the end. Most of his 
holdings, including Noma, have run themselves after 
launch largely without his involvement. And, for a 
while, many had started to run themselves into the 
ground. “In 2008 we were close to going bankrupt” 
he says. “I had done too much spontaneously, and I 
didn’t care about operations.” A new CEO at his com-
pany has since helped turn things around, and with 
more cash to play with, he’s been able to push more 
of his social agenda.

Recently Meyer, who turned 50 this year, started the 
Melting Pot Foundation—an organization that teaches 
inmates how to cook.  “I realized I have maybe 10 or 15 
years left in the work market,” he says. “I wanted to 
find a better way, separate from my business, to give 
away my knowledge, my time, and some of my money.” 
In addition to working with prisoners, the organization 
holds fun runs for kids with unorthodox foods (insects, 
organ meats) set out to sample along the way.

Recently, in a cooking class at the maximum-secu-
rity Vridsløselille prison, an enormous guy with a 
shaved head and tattoos up and down his arms stud-
ied a recipe, from British chef Heston Blumenthal, 
for thrice cooked chips. “I’ve been struggling to get 
them right,” he said. Another inmate, in for his role 
in Denmark’s biggest heist, showed o! photos from a 
five-course dinner Meyer’s chefs had helped the class 

prepare when the prison opened its doors to the public 
for a pop-up restaurant.

Meyer spent eight weeks on camera here—for a 
reality TV show that aired last year—teaching another 
group of inmates to cook a Michelin-star level meal. 
The program unleashed a firestorm of criticism before 
the first episode even aired, when a young woman 
who’d been thrown out a window by her boyfriend 
(an ex-inmate Meyer had employed at his apple 
orchard) told her tale to the press. “She accused me, 
indirectly, of giving a hand to her assaulter,” he says. 
The outrage went viral, leading to boycotts of Meyer 
establishments. “I was attacked by 60 percent of the 
parliament in national debates,” he says. The show, 
when it debuted last year, became his best defense, 
showcasing the transformation of hardened crooks 
through cooking. Eager to prove it hadn’t been all 
about putting Claus Meyer on TV, his chefs continue 
to teach classes, untelevised, in three Danish prisons. 
“Some of the inmates thought I was there to celebrate 
myself,” says Meyer. “It was an uphill battle—they just 
didn’t want to be part of it—but in the end I won their 
hearts. I didn’t let anyone down. I never once made a 
promise I couldn’t keep.”

Though no stranger to controversy, Meyer takes 
every attack pretty hard. Rumblings about the New 
Nordic cuisine he’d championed being too xenopho-
bic have inspired him to adopt a more global outlook. 
Last year he opened Namnam, serving Singapore style 
street food. And this past summer he threw open the 
doors on his first overseas venture, Gustu—his founda-
tion’s latest project—in Bolivia’s high-altitude capital, 
La Paz. The two Danish chefs at the helm have been 
trying to create a sort of Andean Noma, using only 
ingredients indigenous to the region, while employing 
and training marginalized youth. The Bolivian food 
movement even has its own manifesto.

“I believe in Karma,” says Meyer. “I like the idea of 
giving something away without demanding anything 
back. Though Rene and I will not do other projects 
together with the Noma brand, nobody can prevent 
me from giving my knowledge away, what I learned 
from creating Noma and the Nordic cuisine move-
ment—nobody can take that away from me.” �


