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Introduction
Parisian cafés are as integral to the city’s fabric as the River Seine or the spires of
Notre-Dame. They are spaces where strangers become friends, where revolutions are
whispered into motion, and where artists, writers, and thinkers search for inspiration in
the swirl of a coffee cup. To sit at a café terrace, inhaling the aroma of fresh espresso
and listening to the murmur of the city, is to participate in a centuries-old ritual—one
that has shaped Paris, and in many ways, the world. This book, Café Society: Life,
Love, and Culture in Parisian Coffeehouses, invites you to step inside these storied
establishments, peeling back the layers of time to reveal the passions, debates, and
creative sparks kindled within their walls.

From the very moment coffee arrived in Paris in the seventeenth century, it brought
with it an air of novelty and excitement. The early cafés offered no ordinary social
gathering, but a space unlike any the city had seen: open to ideas, animated by
discussion, and utterly cosmopolitan in spirit. In these marble- and mirror-clad rooms,
philosophers of the Enlightenment like Voltaire and Diderot sipped their drinks and
debated the nature of liberty and reason. Cafés became known as “penny universities”
for their reputation as accessible centers of knowledge, democratizing the exchange
of ideas in a society on the cusp of transformation.

It was beneath the gilded ceilings and flickering gaslights of these cafés that
revolutions took root. Here, voices rose in heated argument, pamphlets were penned,
and the seeds of change were sown. During the French Revolution and the upheavals
that followed, cafés jostled at the center of political ferment—a tradition that endured
through the revolts, reforms, and riots of the following centuries. Yet, cafés were not
solely the domain of the politically charged; they were, and remain, refuges for
dreamers, artists, and everyday Parisians seeking comfort and community in their
neighborhoods.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Parisian café became the province of
those who would redefine culture itself. Impressionists haunted the smoky corners of
Montmartre, while the so-called Lost Generation—Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Stein—gave
voice to an unsettled postwar era. At Les Deux Magots and Café de Flore,
existentialists met to philosophize and compose, their words echoing over cups of
dark, bitter coffee. The stories of these cafés are as much about their famed clientele
as about the rituals and rhythms that define daily life: the pastries shared at breakfast,
the evening apéritif, the gentle art of people-watching from the terrace as the world
strolls by.

Yet, the story of the Parisian café is not only one of the past. Today, just as in
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centuries before, cafés thrive as both anchors of community and engines of change.
New generations of baristas, writers, and locals keep the tradition alive, innovating
and reinterpreting what it means to gather in these timeless spaces. Even as global
trends swirl through the city, the heart of café culture endures—inviting locals and
visitors alike to slow down, savor, and connect.

The Untold History and Enduring Legacy of the Paris Café is an exploration for the
curious traveler, the curious mind, and anyone who believes that places matter.
Through stories, vivid portraits, and historical insight, this book traces the arc of café
society from its earliest days to the present, celebrating the indelible mark it has
left—on Paris, on France, and on shared notions of conversation, creativity, and
community everywhere. Welcome to the world of the Parisian café. Your table awaits.
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CHAPTER ONE: The First Sip: Coffee’s Arrival in Paris
Before the grand boulevards and the iconic café terraces, Paris was a city of bustling
markets, narrow medieval streets, and the constant hum of human activity. The social
landscape was defined by the strictures of courtly life for the elite and the rhythms of
daily labor for the masses. Public spaces for gathering and discussion, beyond taverns
or private salons, were largely absent. Then, slowly but surely, a new, exotic beverage
began to trickle into the French capital, carried on the tides of global trade and
diplomatic intrigue. This dark, aromatic liquid, coffee, would prove to be a catalyst, not
just for a new kind of drink, but for an entirely new way of life in Paris.

Coffee, originating in the ancient lands of Ethiopia and cultivated extensively in
Arabia, had been a staple in the Middle East and Ottoman Empire for centuries, fueling
lively discussions in the coffeehouses of Istanbul and Damascus. Its journey to
Western Europe was gradual, often arriving via trading ports like Venice and Marseille.
While coffee made a fleeting appearance in Marseille as early as 1644, its presence in
Paris remained largely negligible for decades, used more for its perceived medicinal
properties by a select few of the French elite rather than as a social drink.

A more significant introduction to Parisian high society came in 1669 with the arrival of
Suleyman Aga, the ambassador from Ottoman Sultan Mehmed IV to the court of King
Louis XIV. For nearly a year, the ambassador captivated the French court with Turkish
customs, including the ceremonial serving of coffee. He brought with him sacks of
coffee beans and the intricate apparatus for its preparation, describing it as a "magical
beverage" when mixed with spices like cloves, cardamom, and sugar. This royal
exposure sparked a fleeting fascination, a kind of "Turkomania," among courtiers, and
the novelty briefly seeped into the streets of Paris.

However, these initial forays into Parisian coffee consumption were more a passing fad
than a cultural revolution. Early attempts to establish public coffee houses were often
short-lived. In 1672, an Armenian named Pascal set up a coffee booth at the Saint-
Germain fair, offering the beverage for sale from a tent, with Turkish waiters serving it
in small cups. While this marked an early public offering, the concept didn't
immediately take root as a lasting institution. The novelty of the "petit noir" — "little
black" cup of cheer — was intriguing, but the infrastructure and widespread appeal for
a dedicated coffee-drinking establishment were still developing.

The real turning point for Parisian coffee culture arrived with the visionary ambition of
an Italian immigrant, Francesco Procopio dei Coltelli. Born in Sicily in 1651, Procopio,
as he would become known in France, first honed his skills as a limonadier, a seller of
lemonades and other refreshments. He had learned the trade from Pascal, the very
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same Armenian who had attempted to sell coffee from his kiosk. When Pascal
departed for London in 1675, he left his stall to Procopio.

Procopio, a shrewd businessman with a keen eye for opportunity, saw the potential
beyond simple lemonade. He acquired a royal license to sell an array of exotic
delights, including spices, ice cream, barley water, and, crucially, coffee. In 1686, he
relocated his kiosk to Rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain-des-Prés, a bustling street that
would soon become even more prominent. It was here that he opened what is widely
considered the first true Parisian café: Café Procope.

Procopio understood that to attract a distinguished clientele, he needed to offer more
than just a drink; he needed to offer an experience. He transformed a former bath
house into a luxurious meeting place, a far cry from the humble stalls that had
previously offered coffee. The interior of Café Procope was designed to impress,
featuring crystal chandeliers that cast a warm glow, elegant wall mirrors that reflected
the fashionable crowd, and polished marble tables where patrons could comfortably
linger over their beverages.

This opulent setting was a deliberate departure from the common taverns and street
vendors. Procopio’s vision was to create a space that exuded an air of refined taste
and amusement, attracting a higher social stratum. The Café Procope quickly became
a magnet for Paris's intellectual and artistic community, laying the groundwork for the
café's enduring role as a hub of cultural life.

The timing of Café Procope's opening proved fortuitous. In 1689, the Comédie-
Française, France's national theater, opened its doors directly across the street. This
stroke of luck ensured a steady stream of actors, playwrights, and theatergoers who
would spill into the café between performances, turning it into a vibrant pre- and post-
show destination.

The initial offerings at Café Procope extended beyond just coffee. Patrons could enjoy
tea, hot chocolate, various liqueurs, and even ice cream, a relatively new and exciting
delicacy at the time. Procopio, in fact, is often credited with introducing Italian gelato
to Paris, even obtaining a royal license from Louis XIV for its production. This diverse
menu and luxurious ambiance attracted a clientele eager for novel experiences and
sophisticated refreshments.

The success of Café Procope was undeniable. It quickly established itself as a cultural
institution, a place where conversation flowed as freely as the coffee. The distinction it
offered, a public space for intellectual and social engagement that transcended the
confines of private homes or royal courts, was precisely what Paris needed. It was a
place for people to see and be seen, to exchange news and rumors, and to engage in
spirited debates.
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By the early 18th century, the seeds sown by Procopio had begun to blossom across
the city. By 1720, Paris boasted nearly 300 cafés. This number swelled dramatically to
1,000 by 1750, and by the close of the 1700s, almost 2,000 cafés dotted the Parisian
landscape. The proliferation of these establishments signaled a profound shift in
Parisian social life. What began as an exotic indulgence was rapidly transforming into
a deeply ingrained cultural habit.

The early Parisian cafés were not, however, entirely democratic spaces. While offering
a public alternative to aristocratic salons, their luxurious settings and prices often
limited their clientele to the wealthier segments of society. They were, in many ways,
a reflection of the emerging bourgeois class, eager for spaces that offered both
refinement and intellectual stimulation.

Nevertheless, the very existence of these public coffee houses represented a quiet
revolution. They provided a fertile ground for the exchange of ideas, a crucial element
in the intellectual ferment that would soon sweep across Europe. The warm, inviting
interiors, often filled with the rich aroma of coffee and the murmur of conversation,
fostered an atmosphere conducive to contemplation and discourse. It was in these
burgeoning establishments, inspired by the likes of Café Procope, that the Parisian
café truly began to forge its identity as more than just a place to drink, but as a vital
pulse of the city's intellectual and social life.
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