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above: Turkish coffeehouse (miniature, 16th century)

below: the first known illustration of an English coffechouse (1674)

Coffee Houses
by Markus Hattstein

What is it that defines a “coffee house"? It's a difficult
question to answer and indeed one that can never be
answered definitively; for every coffee house since the
concept first emerged reflects the tastes and preferences
of the particular era and society in which it exists. Each
coffee house can therefore be read in some way as a
representation of its time and the history of coffee houses
as the story of changing, developing societies. Coffee
houses have always been more than simply a place to
drink coffee - they are places of social interaction where
information can be exchanged, ideas disseminated and
the latest fashions paraded.

The first coffee houses

The first coffee houses were reputedly established in
Constantinople (now Istanbul) in 15654. Modest shacks
or tents were erected with simple seating arrangements
- benches running along the walls or mats on the floor.
Copper pots filled with hot water were balanced on top of
tiled stoves whose fires burned continually — a sight still
common today in some Oriental countries. Guests looked
on while ground coffee was poured into the pot and the
beverage prepared. Coffee sellers could also be found
out on the streets, walking through cities offering the hot
beverage to interested passersby.

Coffee arrived in western Europe sometime after 1620
and began to revolutionize earlier drinking habits and
tastes. Within just a few years three new drinks — cof-
fee, tea and cocoa — had altered the drinking habits of
Europeans forever. The first coffee tavern was reputedly
established in Vienna in 1647, while coffee houses in Ox-
ford and London followed soon after, in 1650 and 1652
respectively. The first Dutch coffee house opened in The
Hague in 1673 and the first German varieties in Bremen
(1673) and Hamburg (1677) weren't far behind. Dark and

cramped beer taverns or shops, modified a little for their

new purpose, often served as premises for these early
enterprises. Known as “Caffee-Gewolbe” (“coffee vaults”)
or “Coffee-Stuben” (“coffee shops”), they were unorna-
mented and furnished with plain wooden tables which
were pushed together as necessary, and simple wooden
benches, later replaced by wooden chairs. At first, visitors
paid a fixed fee on entry (one penny in England), while
later it became common practice for a cashier to give out

tokens which were then cashed in for each cup of coffee.

Even in western Europe, the first coffee taverns were run
by Oriental immigrants — Greeks, Armenians, Turks and
Arabs, who faced fierce opposition from local guilds and
fought a bitter and highly competitive battle against beer
taverns and public houses. Vienna, later renowned for its
coffee houses, was the site of one such battle. The rumor
was spread by coffee house opponents that the imperial
spy Georg Franz Kolschitzky had stolen some sacks of
coffee beans (which the Viennese initially mistook for
camel feed) from the defeated Turks as they fled from
Vienna in 1683 and used them to open the first Vien-
nese coffee shop. Yet it was actually an Armenian called
Johannes Diodato who secured a monopoly in 1685
from Leopold | on the sale of coffee and tea in the city, a
privilege that lasted 20 years. Later, it was mostly English
and Dutch traders who ran the coffee houses in the towns
and cities of Europe.

Until the 19th century only men were allowed to enter
coffee houses (the female cashier being the sole excep-
tion), and indeed many cities and governments chose to
enshrine this custom in law. Yet as coffee houses became
increasingly well-established in European cities, so the
dissatisfaction with the “gin palace” culture of these male-
dominated institutions became increasingly vocal. This
dissatisfaction manifested itself at first in newly erected
coffee tents and pavilions as well as street taverns which
could meet a growing demand from coffee drinkers to

enjoy fresh air and a nice view along with their beverage.



left: scene in an English cotfeehouse. A gentleman
showered his opponent a hot cup of coffee in his face,

after both had different opinions in a debate

right: Jean Béraud, La Patisserie Gloppe, 1889

Oil on wood, 38 x 53 cm

Eventually, Viennese lawmakers recognized this need

and enshrined “Schanigarten” (pavement cafés) in law

as fenced garden areas located in front of each café and
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belonging to the café owner.

Soon after, the first sumptuously decorated, light-filled
coffee houses began to appear, spawning many others all
over Europe in a similarly ostentatious style. The interna-
tional standard was set with Café Procope (named after
its founder, the Sicilian Procopio Cultelli), established in
Paris in 1686, with its tables made from slabs of marble
and walls entirely of mirrors generating an illusion of vast-
ness (a feature still to be found in many modern coffee
shops). The desire among the social elite of the period
both to observe and to be observed had never been met
quite so flamboyantly as in Café Procope, which inspired
numerous similarly boastful coffee houses in the central
squares and streets of towns such as Venice. In 1720,
Caffé Florian opened its doors to coffee drinkers for

the first time and, before long, no self-respecting tourist
to the city could leave without paying a visit. From the
beginning of the 19th century, every coffee house that
took at least a little pride in itself decked out its rooms

with mirrored cabinets and luxurious, dainty interiors, so

that many establishments exuded the air of small Rococo

castles. The legendary Silberne Kaffeehaus (“Silver Coffee

House"), which was opened by Ignaz Neuner in Vienna in

1808, served coffee in silver pots, while some featured
coffee fountains or other ingenious technical gimmick

The desire among guests to read over their coffee led to
the introduction of more ight in most coftee houses — in
earlier days, guests had to pay a supplementary ct arge
for candles, while these were later provided as a matter of
course. As gas and then electric ight were invented, larger
coffee houses everywhere became some of the first pub-
lic institutions to make use of these innovations. It seem:

that a few coffee house owners even seemed to make it

their mission to overwhelm their guests with every pos-

sible modern luxury and grandiose feature. Perhaps the

most famous example is the golden clad Café New York

in Budapest, opened in 1894, reminiscent of a baroque

church with its twisted column: > interior

[60]
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From about 1850, chairs made from curved wood began

to dominate the interior of simpler coffee houses. Named

“Thonet" chairs after the furniture manufacturer Michael

Thonet, these have been a key element of classic coffee

house design ever since. More luxurious coffee house

sh "bent wood" chairs

After 1800, genuine coffee houses began to find them

elves facing competition. On the one hand, restaurant

began to spring up outside France ere the first of

stablishments had appeared) and many of them
now combined eating areas with a designated area for

erving coffee or even with their own coffee house. On

the other hand, hotels discovered their guests’ growing
taste for coffee and opened their own coffee rooms, at

the lounge of a hotel in England is called a “coffee room”,
a name that originates in the early days of hotels, when

hotel rooms were dark and sparsely furnished and all the

actvi

communal coffee room
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st with separate areas for men and women. Even today,

ties ot the quests, as well as meals, took place in the




The bourgeois coffee house
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in a Viennese coffee house without musical accompani-
ment from a string player, often influenced by “Schram-
melmusik’, a style of Viennese folk music named for the
composers Johann and Josef Schrammel. In the 19th and
early 20th centuries, waltzes by Strauss and other similarly
undemanding styles of music found particular favor
among the audiences of these new “concert cafés”. Caba-
ret and variety performances also found their way into
coffee houses at the end of the 19th century, while some
establishments were transformed into picture palaces in
the early 1900s for the new medium of film.

The emphasis on the bourgeois family in the Biedermeier
era led to the dissolution of “men only" coffee houses

in about 1870, replaced by family cafés that welcomed
women. The public coffee culture was revolutionized:

not only did cafés become the preferred destination for
Sunday family outings, but “women only" cafés began to
appear, often coupled with confectioners’ shops. Exquisite
cakes and sweet dainties were served alongside coffee,
while the coffee itself was refined and enhanced with a
range of added ingredients. Cafés became meeting points
for the card games and coffee parties of slightly older
ladies, mocked as “coffee aunts” or “coffee sisters”. Cafés
with specialty cakes became hugely popular, for example,
Café Sprungliin Zurich with its specialty chocolates, or
Café Prinzess in Regensburg (opened in 1686), reputedly
where individual filled chocolates (known in German as
“Pralinen") were invented. The bourgeois café was no
longer primarily a place for debates on politics and current
affairs, but rather the epitome of comfort and relaxation.
The presence of numerous cafés or coffee houses in
every town and city in Europe, most prominently in the
metropolises of the Habsburg Empire, was now taken for
granted. In 1900, more than 600 coffee houses could be
found in Vienna alone and more than 500 in Budapest.

The political coffee house and
the working class café

In almost all European countries during the development
of the coffee house, the instruments of state looked

mostly unfavorably on them — a result of the free discus-
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sion and debate that was enjoyed there and the subse-
quent development of increasing numbers of informed
citizens. In England — the leading coffee-drinking nation

in Europe before its citizens turned their attention to tea —
the coffee house had scarcely become established before
it became a central location for political quarrels between
various parties and societies. The liberal Whigs and the
conservative Tories each had their own preferred coffee
houses and, before long, the term “coffee house politician”
became widespread as a description of the self-important,
grumbling politician often found there. Returning from
exile in 1660, the Stuart King Charles Il soon recognized
the coffee house as a breeding ground for dissent and
banned coffee houses completely in 1675. He had not
reckoned, however, with the resulting uproar from both
coffee house owners and their patrons, and he was forced
to repeal the ban later that same year. In about 1700,
there were around 2,000 coffee houses in London, and in
1730, the author Henry Fielding created a box office hit
with his play, “The Coffee-House Politician”.

In pre-revolutionary France it was the parties who would
later initiate the French Revolution whose followers met
and developed their ideas in coffee houses; in 1789, Paris
alone could boast 800 of them. It was in the Parisian Café
de Foy that “Les Enragés” (“the Enraged Ones", a group of
radicals active during the French Revolution) agreed
on their demand for the universal arming of the people
and eventually founded the Jacobin Party, who met in vari~
ous coffee houses that then became known as ‘Jacobin
Cafés”. Many later popular speakers for the revolution,
such as the journalist Camille Desmoulins, tested their
ideas and rhetoric in front of coffee house audiences
before braving the larger, more critical audiences out on
the streets. In the late 1790s, leading politicians and party
representatives continued to meet regularly in Parisian

coffee houses.

German Jacobins, too, chose to gather in coffee houses,
most notably in Mainz, and this habit became so closely

associated with them that they were often described as

“Kaffeehauspolitiker” (coffee-house politicians) in police
reports.



esser Ury, evening at Cale Bauer, 1898

The famed “emigrant cafés” should also be mentioned in

| coffee houses iented mostly

the context of polit

by politically persecuted intellectuals from Germany, Italy,
Poland and Russia, most were located in France, although

a few could be found in other liberal countries such a:

England and Switzerland. Georg Blichner, Ferdinand Freilig-
rath and Wilhelm Weitling could often be found at such
cafés in Switzerland, and Heinrich Heine, Ludwig Borne,
Karl Marx and Giuseppe Mazzini in French coffee house

The “German Coffee House” in London became a meeting

point for German immigrants who had been forced to flee

of the 1848 Revolution, and the (

)
des Boulevards welcomed a similar clientele in Brussels
In Geneva, socialist Russian immigrants gathered in Café-

WRICT Mur‘\j host to key figures In lud-

The working classes needed a little more time before
they found their place in coffee house culture — it was an

institution that had long been reserved for the bourgeoisie

and the intelligentsia of European society. Socialist polit

ians, however, began to use coffee houses as locatior

for educating the lower classes, both in politics and more
jenerally — 1 method which also functioned as a means of
reducing the otherwise excessive consumption of alcoho

among the working classes in pubs and gin palaces. As a

result, many coffee houses became known as “proletar

cafés” or “people’s coffee hc aind village pubs began

offering coffee alongside alcohol or even became coffee
hops. In more urban areas, new coffee shops were built
pecifically for cab drivers and travelers, who drank their
morning coffee in these “Kaffeeklappen” (as they became
1“/“ ton x" 1, ‘/“’1.‘.“ amon ] E;"‘ Iners) v\\/‘ M’Lt"‘ 4 organiza-
tions and working class parties met reqgularly in locked
rooms in coffee houses, and even temperance societies
began to voice their approval of both cafés and coffee
fo tt

for their promotion of a healthier way of life none

fuelled by alcohol. After 1876 vast “people’s coffee halls'

began to open in every large industrial city, supported by
ite and ct

provision of ¢

were already




Congestion on one of the firs eSPresso bars in London

in the 1950s

left: Vincent van Gogh, Cafe Terrace at Night, 1
Oil on canvas, 81
right: Juan Gris, Man in the Cate, 191

Oil on canvas, 128



