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Coffeeshops in Japan
A. Martin Cohen

Coffee is such an important item in international trade that it
would be most surprising if it did not have great social influence
in addition to its economic importance. Through the medium
of the coffeeshops, the beverage which Shakespeare called “water
with berries in it” acts as a social catalyst, energizer, and lubri-
cant of untold significance. Despite the still-strong Japanese
preference for green tea, the coffeeshop is apparently even more
of an outstanding component of cities and city life in Japan
than in the West.

In the highly urbanized, and increasingly dehumamzed society
of Tokyo, Osaka, or any other urban area, the coffeeshop offers
atmosphere, a certain degree of privacy for conversation, study,
reflection, girl-watching, music appreciation, or just for waiting
some time and getting away from hum-drum daily routines.

Office girls who have finished their little lunchboxes of ninety
per cent rice at their desk, and head for a nearby coffeeshop,
may not remove the penitentiary-gray dusters they wear in the
office, but their faces become enlivened when they re-enter a
personal world with a cup of coffee or “lemon tea” and the
accompanying gossip. For the businessmen, a sales call is always
vulnerable to interruptions in the form of a ringing telephone or
ordinary business matters, so the move is made to a coffeeshop.

And then we have the phenomenon termed * morning service.”
To explain this to a Westerner one must first cite the impres-
sive figures showing vast numbers of office workers living in
“apato,” the Japanese term for rented room, with limited or no
cooking facilities, and then, after providing himr with first-hand
experience of the energy-consuming crush hours of morning com-
mutation, he will understand the importance of a mid-morning
breakfast or second breakfast—which is what “ morning service ”
is. After punching a time clock and doing some work, the
“apato” dwellers head for cafés and morning service, consisting
of one egg, two slices of toast, and a cup of coffee.

Values associated with, and usages of, coffeeshops in Japan
necessarily reflect the contemporary Japanese culture, and in that
respect they remind one of the comment about modern Japan
herself : Japan is both Far East and Far West. Thus, Tokyo,
and the city’s coffeeshops, are the most Oriental of the Occident,
and most Occidental of the Orient.

Vienna today has about 500 old-style coffeeshops, but Tokyo
must have several hundred which, although they may look absurd
to the Viennese, owe their names and a varying portion of their
decor to Viennese inspiration. There are, of course, some cof-
feeshops where the purely Japanese design details predominate,
but in general, the better designed, newer coffeeshops are more
international than Japanese in appearance. And then, in some
cases, we are faced with a hodge-podge of outlandish architectural
details, a nightmare of Disneyland where nothing is real. Such

architectural abortions are quite the opposite of those contained
in this book.



The editors of this book have selected thirty of the best con-
temporary coffeehouses—from the viewpoint of architectural de-
sign, interior and exterior. Being both an incessant coffee drinker
and one having a strong interest in design matters, it was to
my great regret that the editors did not invite me to visit all of
these cafés, to sample the coffee and service, and savor the mood,
or study the design. So I can not attempt to comment on the
design of these cafés, but instead of quite willing to trust in the
judgement of the editors. The photographs and information about
coffeehouses speak for themselves; here I am bound by the
strictures of editorial directive to consider the societal aspects of
coffeehouses, and be more general in approach. '

The appeal of the coffeechouses to foreign visitors should also
incorporate the humanity the coffeehouses contain. Several years
ago, the New York Times Tokyo correspondent, who was later
promoted to managing editor, wrote that the greatest thing about
Tokyo was its people, and their dynamism. In Rome, or Paris,
or London, and even New York, one may take the trouble to rise
at dawn and go to a select spot in the city to see how a great
city wakes up. Without a single soul, there is beauty to be
found at any number of places, especially in better, older parts
of those cities. But Tokyo at dawn is not beautiful anywhere
at all; it is only attractive when it is filled with people, going
about their business. If the Japan Travel Bureau, or one of its
competitors, was reaily interested in introducing the “ real” Japan,
they should start a coffeehouse tour. Enough of boring Great
Buddha in Kamakura! Enough of Olympic leftovers! Enough
of the Imperial Palace Plaza! Tourists should meet the Japanese
people, not be coercively shown even great works of architecture
which stand mute, unable to comminicate what the average
person today thinks, wishes, or fears. Take a microbus of blue-
eyed ” visitors to a Shinjuku coffeehouse, and let them speak,
through an interpreter, to a hippie, or to a political activist. Go’
then to a Kanda coffeeshop, and let them hear the complaints
of the students. And to the Ginza, that fantastic melange of
stores, restaurants, bars, and electro-graphic art, and so on.

Many of the better Japaneses coffeehouses are, in a way, like
Japanese-made brandy. The brandy made by S company is very
much like French brandy—200 per cent so! It has twice the
aroma of French brandy, and twice the flavor. It is not easy
to explain this hyper-reaction or hyper-sensitivity, but somehow
the dynamism, and the general enthusiasm, of the Japanese seems
to explain part of it. For all the ancient history and customs
of this land, it is changing rapidly, powerfully. Why, in London
city officials talked for years about a multi-level plaza at Piccadil-
ly—but in the interim one was built, in Tokyo’s Shinjuku.

It would seem as if insular Japan, so distant from the roots
of Occidental tradition, and a child prodigy among nations, is at
times so bent upon becoming a part of the stream of world
culture that they out-do the French in making French cognac,
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and out-do the West in making places to drink coffee as well.

Insatiable is the Japanese thirst for Occidental culture, and
foreign visitors are quick to lament the inattention of the people
to their own traditions. But this is not a dry museum of natural
history, it is a living culture, and if old traditions wither, sad as
it may be, so too are new ones born—and one such tradition is the
coffeeshop. There, the Japanese office worker may pay, for one
cup of coffee, the same as he paid for a company cafeteria lunch,
but he can buy atmosphere, or music, or privacy. There, in the
design, he can savor the Japanese skill of attentiveness and dex-
terity with small details. Just as the simple act of drinking a
cup of tea has, in Japanese hands, been elevated to ademanding
spiritual and aesthetic exercise, the simple act of drinking a cup
of coffee too, in a different cultural context, been constructively
enhanced and given value. Coffee and coffechouses—without them,
Japanese cities just wouldn’t be the same.
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