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Introduction

Welcome to Copenhagen at the Table, a journey into the heart, history, and spirit of
one of the world’s most dynamic food cities. Over the last two decades, Copenhagen
has undergone a stunning renaissance, leaping from a relatively quiet Nordic capital to
a luminous epicenter of gastronomy recognized—and celebrated—around the globe.
This book aims to uncover not just the “what” of Copenhagen’s food, but the “how”
and “why”—to illuminate the stories, traditions, innovations, and ideals that have
brought Danish cuisine to the forefront of the modern culinary conversation.

The food of Copenhagen is both old and new, rooted in tradition yet boldly
experimental. The city’s tables tell stories that stretch from age-old peasant fields and
royal banquets to today’s street stalls and Michelin-starred restaurants. To understand
Copenhagen’s culinary soul, we must first look back: to the flavors that shaped the
city, its reliance on local farms and fisheries, its ingenious preservation methods, and
the subtle (and sometimes not-so-subtle) influences of trade and migration. Ancient
rye breads, pickled herring, and the iconic smgrrebrgd are not just sustenance—they
are vessels for memory and identity.

Yet, Copenhagen’s food culture is about much more than nostalgia. What defines this
city today is its adventurous approach to reimagining the familiar. Nowhere is this
more evident than in the New Nordic Cuisine movement, which sparked an
international revolution in how we think about local eating, responsible sourcing, and
creative cooking. Chefs like René Redzepi of Noma and their contemporaries have
inspired generations to rediscover the richness of Denmark’s fields, waters, and
forests, grounding innovation in a deep respect for place, people, and planet.

Equally important are the quiet, everyday rituals—meals prepared in Danish homes,
holiday traditions that blend comfort and ceremony, and the unique Danish embrace
of hygge, the art of creating togetherness through food. In Copenhagen, eating is
never just about filling the stomach. It is a gesture of hospitality, a celebration of the
seasons, a way of gathering, and an act of cultural preservation. Food is where
community, heritage, and hope for the future converge.

Throughout this book, you’ll meet the passionate individuals—chefs, bakers, market
vendors, foragers, and families—who infuse life and meaning into Copenhagen’s food
scene. You’'ll also find practical insights for experiencing the city as a food lover: from
navigating lively markets and seeking out classic dishes to joining in the communal
spirit of Danish mealtimes. Where relevant, evocative photography and recipe callouts
will invite you to see, taste, and try Copenhagen’s best for yourself.
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Copenhagen at the Table is for anyone curious about food as a way of understanding
people and place. Whether you are a seasoned traveler or an avid home cook, a lover
of history or an explorer of innovation, this book is designed to enrich your
appreciation of Denmark’s unique culinary tapestry. At a moment when global interest
in sustainable, meaningful, and joyful eating has never been higher, there is much the
world can learn from Copenhagen—and much pleasure to be had in simply sitting at
its table.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: Copenhagen’s Early
Foodways

Long before Copenhagen became a beacon of culinary innovation, its tables were set
by necessity, shaped by a harsh climate and the demanding rhythms of agrarian life.
To truly appreciate the city's meteoric rise in the gastronomic world, we must first
journey back to its earliest foodways, to a time when survival dictated the menu and
ingenuity was the most prized ingredient. Imagine a landscape where fertile soil was a
precious commodity, where long winters tested the limits of endurance, and where the
bounty of the sea offered both salvation and peril. This was the crucible in which
Denmark’s foundational cuisine was forged, a cuisine that would, over centuries,
evolve into the rich tapestry we see today.

Copenhagen, initially a small fishing village known as "Havn" (Harbor), grew out of its
strategic position on the @resund strait, a vital waterway for trade and defense. Its
early inhabitants, like most of Denmark's population, were peasants, their lives
intimately tethered to the land and the sea. Their diet was one of pragmatism and
resilience, deeply reliant on what could be cultivated, raised, or harvested nearby. It
was a world away from the delicate presentations and exotic ingredients of modern
fine dining, yet it laid the indispensable groundwork for everything that followed.

The bedrock of this early Danish diet was, perhaps unsurprisingly, carbohydrates.
Potatoes, introduced relatively late to Europe but quickly embraced for their hardiness
and caloric value, became a ubiquitous staple. They were boiled, mashed, and fried,
often serving as the main component of a meal, offering a simple, filling energy
source. Alongside potatoes, rye bread, or rugbred, held an almost sacred place. This
dense, dark, and remarkably durable bread was not merely a side dish; it was often
the plate itself, a sturdy foundation for whatever meager toppings were available. The
process of baking rugbragd was a laborious one, involving sourdough starters passed
down through generations, a testament to its central role in daily life.

Beyond these core starches, various cabbages were a common sight on early Danish
tables. Cabbage, with its ability to withstand colder temperatures and its versatility in
cooking, provided essential nutrients during the long, lean months. It could be boiled,
stewed, or pickled, offering a much-needed source of vitamins when other fresh
produce was scarce. Together with fish and pork, these formed the triumvirate of
peasant sustenance. Fish, abundant in the surrounding waters, was a primary protein
source, whether fresh, salted, or dried. Pork, a relatively easy animal to raise and
process, provided fat and meat that could be preserved through smoking or salting,
ensuring sustenance through the winter.
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The rhythm of the seasons dictated everything. Summer and autumn brought a
welcome, albeit brief, period of abundance. Grains like barley, used not only for bread
but also for brewing beer—a safer and often more nutritious drink than water in many
early settlements—were harvested and stored. Dried peas were another vital pantry
item, forming the basis of hearty soups that warmed bodies and stretched meager
supplies. The reliance on long-lasting dry goods and preserved meats speaks volumes
about the constant struggle against scarcity and the foresight required to survive.

Before the industrial revolution truly took hold in the latter half of the 19th century,
Danish kitchens were remarkably self-sufficient. Most Danes resided in rural areas,
their days consumed by farming and the preparation of food from their own harvests.
Cooking techniques were rudimentary but effective, centered around open fires or
simple hearths. The focus was on maximizing flavor and nutrition from limited
ingredients, often through slow cooking, boiling, and, crucially, preservation. Smoking,
salting, drying, and pickling were not culinary choices; they were necessities that
bridged the gaps between harvest seasons and ensured food security.

The notion of a "Danish dish" in these early times was less about a specific recipe and
more about a collection of ingredients and methods commonly employed. Meals were
communal, often eaten from a shared pot, fostering a sense of togetherness born of
shared hardship. The act of eating was not just about physical nourishment; it was a
daily ritual that reinforced community bonds and marked the passage of time.

Even in these early, seemingly isolated foodways, external influences were subtly at
play. Trade routes, however rudimentary, brought new ingredients and ideas. Spices,
for instance, were not entirely unknown. Cinnamon, cardamom, nutmeg, and black
pepper, now commonplace in Danish pastries and traditional dishes, can trace their
lineage back to the Middle Ages, and some historians even suggest their presence in
Viking-era Scandinavia. While certainly not everyday items for the average peasant,
their presence, however rare, hints at a nascent culinary curiosity and a connection to
a wider world beyond the immediate fields and fjords.

The advent of the Industrial Revolution in the late 19th century marked a significant
turning point, even for a predominantly agrarian society. As more people moved to
urban centers like Copenhagen, access to fresh meat and vegetables gradually
increased. New technologies like the wood-burning stove and the meat grinder,
though seemingly simple, revolutionized home cooking. They allowed for more
consistent heat, more complex preparations, and the creation of new dishes previously
impossible or impractical. While rugbred and potatoes remained fundamental, the diet
slowly began to diversify, offering more variety and slightly less reliance on strictly
preserved foods.

Yet, the core principles of frugality, resourcefulness, and a deep respect for
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ingredients remained. These values, born of centuries of necessity, would continue to
underpin Danish cuisine even as it moved into an era of greater abundance and
sophistication. The peasant's table, with its humble yet hearty fare, was the true
crucible of Danish culinary identity, shaping not only what people ate but how they
thought about food and its place in their lives.

This foundational period, where climate, agriculture, and limited trade dictated daily
meals, laid the groundwork for everything Copenhagen’s food scene would become. It
instilled a deep appreciation for local produce, an understanding of preservation, and
a culinary resilience that would prove invaluable through changing times. From these
humble beginnings, a rich and complex food culture would eventually emerge, paving
the way for the vibrant markets, beloved traditional dishes, and groundbreaking
innovations that define Copenhagen at the table today.
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