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A MATTER OF TASTE: SERVING UP PAUL LIEBRANDT

By Adam Rabiner

The media feeds an image of the celebrity chef as cocksure and invariably nasty to
their sous-chefs and other kitchen underlings. The 2011 documentary A Matter of
Taste tracks the career of Chef Paul Liebrandt, the British transplant to New York who
gained fame in 2000 (when he was only 25) for a three-star (excellent) review of his
restaurant Atlas from New York Times critic William Grimes. By chronicling Liebrandt’s
ups and downs, hangups and insecurities, as well as his long road to redemption, the
film challenges some of the easy assumptions about the life of celebrated and talent-
ed masters of food.

You first see Liebrandt in a kitchen photo shoot wearing a white double-breasted jack-
et stained with a bloody handprint. A pig head sits nearby on the counter in a pool of
blood beside a green apple. Aware that he looks like a lunatic murderer at a crime
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scene, Liebrandt says, “I’m not a nutcase, I’m just an artist.” Liebrandt’s dishes, crea-
tive and unexpected combinations of ingredients like chocolate-covered scallops and
smoked bacon sorbet, plated beautifully with swirls of green, red and yellow sauces,
resemble paintings by Miro. His one-of-a-kind creations, lacking reference points,
mean that whether an invention is “good” or “bad” comes down to one’s palate and
whether a diner (or critic) likes it or not. One signature dish, a wasabi-apple sorbet
amuse-bouche, sounds precious and ridiculous, but almost everyone who had it
thought it was the best thing they ever tasted.

Liebrandt’s self-identity as an artist has drawbacks chronicled in the documentary. -
First, he quits Atlas over menu disputes and in December 2001 takes a job at Papil-
lon, a modest French bistro and bar. Immediately he elevates the pub menu to haute
cuisine, but in June 2002, due to a poor business climate, the owners are forced to re-
turn to more neighborhood-friendly burgers and fries. Liebrandt grins and bears it for
several months, but you can see his unhappiness, as he glances at the clock on the
wall and visibly wrestles with his underemployment. After three months of mounting
frustration, “his brain going to jelly,” as he puts it, he quits. Things aren’t going great
in his personal life either. “I am too nice,” he laments about not having a girlfriend. “I
get to the friend zone, not to the end zone.” 

A Matter of Taste pics up three years later, in December 2005. Liebrandt has opened
his own business and is now making ends meet as a food and drink consultant work-
ing on varied projects like gourmet marshmallows. Eventually he lands a gig as the
Chef Director of Gilt, located in the New York Palace Hotel, and quickly learns that
working with hoteliers, as opposed to experienced restaurateurs, has its own set of
problems. As he deals with the many rules that curtail his free expression, he cons-
tantly feels like his “balls are on the chopping block.”  

Despite these challenges he’s determined to earn another three-star review from the
New York Times whose new food critic, Frank Bruni, replaced Grimes in 2004. Much of
the tension and a driving theme in the documentary is the striving and effort required
to get a three-star (or higher) review. Of course, the creativity and genius of the che-



f—and their ability to not just prepare an excellent dish but also to tell a story or
evoke an emotion—matter. But so does the more prosaic stuff like 18-to-20-hour work-
days, exacting perfectionism executed with military-like precision and efficiency, a
clean and well-organized kitchen and to some degree the whims and tastes of the crit-
ic. 

Liebrandt parts ways with Gilt in January 2007 and laments that his career seems to
be going down the toilet and that he is not as economically stable as he should be at
his age. The portrait being drawn is less about the stereotypical tyrannical chef bark-
ing orders and screaming at his cowering staff than about how even those with great
talent still struggle to make their way in this extremely competitive and tough city. 

Eventually Liebrandt’s life gains some footing as he finds a girlfriend and teams up
with well-known restaurateur Drew Nieporent to open up Corton on the site of Drew’s
famous Montrachet in Tribeca. Will they sway Bruni to give them that coveted three
stars? Tune in to find out.

A Matter of Taste, June 13, 2023 @ 7:00 p.m.

Screening link: http://www.plowtoplatefilms.com/events/.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife Dina and two children, Elan and Ana.

ENVIRONMENTAL COMMITTEE SEEKS NEW MEMBERS

May 23, 2023

https://plowtoplatefilms.weebly.com/
https://linewaitersgazette.com/2023/05/23/environmental-committee-seeks-new-members-2/






The Food Coop’s Environmental Committee is looking for multiple new members!

The mission of the committee is to provide education, research and policy motivation
to ensure the Food Coop operates with fidelity to its official environmental policy,
which mandates that the Coop is to “support the best products and practices with re-
gard to the health, safety and preservation of humans, animals and the overall bio-
sphere.” You can learn more about the Environmental Committee’s history and activi-
ties on the Park Slope Food Coop Environmental Committee website.

The Committee meets approximately quarterly to set plans for action between meet-
ings. We are looking for members with education and/or professional experience in en-
vironmental topics relevant to the Food Coop’s operations and impact. If you’re inter-
ested, please send an email with a short description of your related experience to ps-
fc.environmental.committee@gmail.com.

THE VACCINE MANDATE AND THE PARK SLOPE FOOD COOP

May 23, 2023
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A Discussion with Joe Holtz

By Frank Haberle

On December 6, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced major expansions to the “Key to
NYC” program, the first-in-nation vaccination mandate for workers and customers at
indoor dining, fitness, entertainment and performance venues. In addition, the mayor
also announced a first-in-the-nation vaccine mandate for private-sector workers. The



mandate, which was to take effect on December 27, would apply to roughly 184,000
businesses—a list which includes all businesses, nonprofit entities and the Park Slope
Food Coop. At the time, December 6, the Mayor’s office announced that guidelines
would be released December 15—when released, the further guidelines specified that
interns and volunteers were included in the mandate. 



For the PSFC, this has required a fast and major overhaul of our own guidelines and



practices to ensure that we are in compliance with the new mandate. From the De-
cember 6 announcement, the PSFC’s 92 paid staff (71 full-time permanent staff, 8 per-
manent part-time, and 13 pandemic support staff) had to either vaccinate or apply for
an accommodation by December 27 (more than 90% were already compliant). Howev-
er, under the December 15 announcement, the mandate’s extension also would in-
clude working members (who are, under the City’s definition, ‘volunteers’).

“OUR MEMBER WORKERS ARE NOT REALLY EMPLOYEES AND THEY ARE NOT VOL-
UNTEERS—THEY SIGN UP FOR WORK SHIFTS VOLUNTARILY AND THEY SCHEDULE
THEMSELVES.”

GENERAL COORDINATOR JOE HOLTZ

The new mandates put the PSFC into a short turnaround window over the holidays to
work with staff and on-site working members to communicate and clarify the new re-
quirements and put systems in place to ensure that working members kept proof of
vaccination or had applied for an exemption. The Linewaiters’ Gazette spoke to Gener-
al Coordinator Joe Holtz to learn more about the PSFC’s experience with the man-
dates, how the PSFC responded and what this means to our workforce.



A Fast Turnaround

“As it was originally announced on December 6, the vaccine mandate was extended
to all private employers in New York City—even those with under 100 employees,”
Holtz recalled. “Because we currently have 92 employees, down from 200 in July, we
were not required by the Federal mandate [since overturned by the Supreme Court]
to have workers either get a vaccination or get tested weekly. The new NYC mandate
announced by de Blasio required that all workers get vaccinated or get a formal ac-
commodation for not being vaccinated. This announcement gave us three weeks to
meet with our staff and ensure that they understood and met the requirements. As
this only affected a small percentage of our staff, this did not pose a serious problem,
and all of our staff complied.

“The follow-up announcement on December 15, which defined what they meant by
‘workers,’ posed a much bigger problem for the PSFC,” Holtz continued. “By defini-
tion, a ‘worker’ under the mandate would include employees, interns, or volunteers.
Under their definition, our working members are essentially ‘volunteers.’ So, sudden-
ly, the PSFC was grappling with a serious challenge: how do we communicate to our



10,000 working members that they need to be vaccinated or apply for accommoda-
tion in two weeks, in order to work their shifts and stay active at the Coop?”





Holtz pointed out that, unlike the pre-COVID days of two years ago, “the PSFC has
worked to build out our member service, and we encouraged members to update
their email addresses and register with Member Services. So reaching out to mem-
bers to alert them was not as great a problem.” The Coop was able to email all mem-
bers and communicate in various ways. Announcements were made on the PSFC web-
site. But because of the holiday break and the rapid rise of Omicron, there was no
definite way to reach every Coop member. By December 27, a system was in place:
at the start of every work shift, working members must demonstrate that they have
proof on hand or have applied for an accommodation. This is the only way, should a
health inspector make an unannounced visit, that we can ensure that the PSFC is pro-
tected. At the same time, the mandate supports that more working members interact-
ing with each other, with staff and with shopping members on the Coop shopping
floors are vaccinated and that we are keeping our members safer from the spread of
COVID-19.

“PSFC IS FORMALLY A BUSINESS ENTITY IN NEW YORK CITY, AND WE HAVE TO
OBEY NEW YORK CITY MANDATES.”

GENERAL COORDINATOR JOE HOLTZ

“You could make the case that this was not a reasonable thing to ask,” Holtz said.
“Our member workers are not really employees and they are not volunteers—they
sign up for work shifts voluntarily and they schedule themselves. We don’t recognize
or refer to our member workers as ‘volunteers’—we see them as workers. But under
the City’s definition, they are ‘volunteers,’ even if we don’t like the word. When you
come to do a work shift, you are a ‘working member,’ not a volunteer. When you
come to shop, you are a ‘shopping member,’ not a ‘customer.’ And when you come to
the General Meeting and have your voice heard and vote on important topics, you are
an ‘owner member.’



Member Response

Holtz was asked if there has been member pushback on the vaccine mandate. “Some
members have definitely pushed back on this,” Holtz replied. “We’ve received some
phone calls and emails. One member said that it’s not officially law until the New York
City Council votes on it, that the Mayor does not have authority, and that we should ig-
nore the mandate until the City Council votes. But we’re not willing to take the risk of
having the PSFC closed down. Another member argued that they don’t believe this is
what the Coop stands for. I agree with them, but PSFC is formally a business entity in
New York City, and we have to obey New York City mandates. As an administrator of
the PSFC, my intent is not to put the PSFC at risk by not obeying this. Another mem-
ber is asking me to not comply, to make a stand. But that member can write an agen-
da item, and we can vote on it as a cooperative. In the meantime, the PSFC has to
obey rules and regulations in New York City, and we try to follow public health man-
dates and requirements.

“The most common refrain is to say, ‘I have a problem with these rules at the PSFC.’
But in this case, these are not the rules of the PSFC. These are the rules of New York
City.” Holtz recommends that PSFC members who have issues with this come to-
gether and communicate with one another. “We are truly a unique organization. But
when the Mayor included ‘volunteers’ in his mandate, he was probably thinking of
nonprofit groups that have 100 or 200 volunteers. But under the City of New York’s
definition, we have 10,000 volunteers. Does any other business or nonprofit entity in
NYC have this many?

“We tried to pound the message home to our members,” Holtz concluded. “Some peo-
ple are still deeply committed to not getting vaccinated. But the PSFC needs to follow
the public health guidelines. We want the PSFC to be a good public health citizen. We
want everyone here to be a part of preventing the spread of the disease.”




