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Introduction

Nestled along the banks of the Danube, Vienna shimmers not only as a city of imperial
splendor and musical genius, but as a living testament to that most European of
rituals: the art of lingering in a coffeehouse. To step into a Viennese café is to cross a
threshold into history, where time dilates, conversation crackles, porcelain clinks, and
the air is laced with the warm, steady hum of communal life. Here, amidst marble
tabletops, centuries-old walls, and the soft rustle of newspapers, café culture is not
merely a custom but a way of being—a thread woven through the fabric of Viennese
identity.

Vienna's coffeehouses are worlds unto themselves. They have offered haven to
princes and poets, revolutionaries and royalty, flaneurs and philosophers. These
spaces—graced with their signature blend of formality and comfort—have shaped not
just daily routines, but the very contours of modern intellectual and artistic life. In the
swirl of steam above a Melange, in the gentle crack of whipped cream atop an
Einspanner, reside stories of empires rising and falling, of secret rendezvous and
philosophical awakenings, and the eternal possibility of creative encounter.

What makes Vienna’s café culture endure with such resilience and romance? Perhaps
it is the permission granted to slow down—where, as UNESCO poetically observed,
“time and space are consumed, but only the coffee is found on the bill.” Or perhaps it
is the alchemy of tradition and innovation, where waiters in pressed waistcoats serve
both classic cakes and new conversations, and where the boundaries between public
and private seem to dissolve in a swirl of cigarette smoke and the clatter of chess
pieces.

This book invites you on a journey through the spirit of Vienna’s coffeehouses—from
the legendary tales of Turkish beans and daring entrepreneurs to the golden glow of
red velvet and crystal, through the dramas of history, the laughter of artists, and the
whispered confidences of late-night debates. Along the way, you will discover what
distinguishes a true Viennese café: the rituals of service, the unwritten codes of
etiquette, the signature cakes lovingly crafted, and the social language spoken in
every shared glance or nod across a crowded room.

Whether you are a seasoned traveler dreaming of marble round tables, a curious
reader drawn to Old World stories, or a lover of good coffee in search of inspiration,
this book traces the evolution of café culture as it lives and breathes in modern
Vienna. With historical anecdotes, practical tips, profiles of storied establishments, and
glimpses of a scene ever adapting yet eternally rooted, each chapter aims to capture
the magic that has beckoned generations—and continues to set Vienna aglow.
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So pour yourself a coffee, settle into your favorite chair, and journey with us into the
heart of a city where, when you enter a coffeehouse, you become part of an ongoing
story—one written in the aromas, conversations, and quiet moments that embody the
true spirit of Vienna.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Arrival of Coffee: From the
Ottoman Siege to Vienna’s First Café

The story of Vienna's enduring love affair with coffee is often recounted with a
dramatic flair, beginning with the thunderous backdrop of the Ottoman Empire's last
great push into Europe. In 1683, the Ottoman army laid siege to Vienna, a pivotal
moment that would ultimately reshape the geopolitical landscape of the continent. For
weeks, the city endured, its inhabitants teetering on the brink of despair as supplies
dwindled. It was in the chaotic aftermath of this siege that a legend, steeped in the
aroma of exotic beans, would take root and blossom into a culture.

As the Ottoman forces retreated, leaving behind their encampments in disarray, they
inadvertently left a curious bounty: sacks filled with dark, unfamiliar beans. To the
bewildered Viennese, these beans were an enigma, some even speculating they were
camel feed. This is where the tale introduces Jerzy Franciszek Kulczycki, a Polish
military officer, diplomat, and spy, who had lived in Ottoman captivity and was
intimately familiar with coffee.

According to the popular legend, Kulczycki, a true hero of the siege for his daring
missions to seek help, recognized the true value of these abandoned beans. As a
reward for his valor, King Jan Ill Sobieski of Poland, whose forces helped relieve the
siege, reportedly allowed Kulczycki to choose anything from the abandoned Ottoman
spoils. Eschewing gold or lavish fabrics, Kulczycki reputedly chose the sacks of what
others considered worthless beans.

With his newfound treasure, the legend claims Kulczycki opened Vienna's first
coffeehouse in 1683, supposedly named "The Hof zur Blauen Flasche" (The House
Under the Blue Bottle). He is credited with ingeniously adapting the strong Turkish
brew to European palates by adding milk and sugar, thus inventing what some
consider the precursor to the modern Viennese coffee tradition. For centuries, this
narrative has been celebrated, with Kulczycki memorialized in Viennese lore, his
image adorning some coffeehouse windows and a street named in his honor.

However, as with many captivating historical narratives, the full truth often reveals
layers beyond the popular myth. While Kulczycki certainly played a heroic role in the
Siege of Vienna, and likely went on to open a coffeehouse, historical research
suggests that the very first coffeehouse in Vienna was actually established two years
later, in 1685.

This honor, it turns out, belongs to an Armenian merchant and spy named Johannes
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Diodato (also known as Johannes Theodat or Owanes Astouatzatur). On January 17,
1685, Diodato was granted an imperial privilege by Emperor Leopold | to serve coffee,
and he opened his establishment in his home on Haarmarkt, now known as
Rotenturmstrasse 14. Diodato, with his background in Eastern trade and his likely
familiarity with coffee preparation from his Armenian origins, was well-positioned to
introduce this exotic beverage to the discerning Viennese.

Indeed, Diodato's coffeehouse quickly became a sensation, drawing in scholars,
nobles, and merchants eager to sample the dark, invigorating brew. It wasn't just a
place for a hot drink; it rapidly evolved into a lively hub where information flowed as
freely as the coffee itself. While the romantic tale of Kulczycki seizing coffee beans
from the battlefield continues to resonate with a certain poetic justice, the
documented reality points to Diodato as the true pioneer of Vienna's coffeehouse
scene.

Regardless of who first poured a cup for the Viennese public, the arrival of coffee
marked a significant turning point for the city. Before coffee, social gatherings often
revolved around wine cellars and beer houses. Coffee offered a new kind of social
lubricant, one that stimulated conversation and clear-headed discussion rather than
inebriation. Its unique properties, providing energy without dulling the senses, made it
an appealing alternative for intellectual pursuits and serious discourse.

The initial reception of coffee was, perhaps, not universally enthusiastic. The strong,
bitter taste of traditional Turkish coffee would have been quite a departure from the
accustomed beverages. It was the innovation of adding milk and sugar that truly
broadened its appeal and laid the groundwork for the distinctly Viennese coffee
variations that would emerge over time. This adaptation was crucial in transforming
coffee from a foreign curiosity into a beloved daily ritual.

The establishment of these early coffeehouses signaled the beginning of a profound
cultural shift. They were more than mere refreshment stops; they were nascent public
spaces that facilitated social interaction and the exchange of ideas. In a society where
private residences might have been small or crowded, these establishments offered a
comfortable "extended living room" for the Viennese, a concept that would become a
cornerstone of Viennese coffeehouse culture.

By the turn of the 18th century, the appeal of coffeehouses was undeniable, and their
numbers began to grow. Within fifteen years of Diodato's pioneering venture, at least
four more Greek-owned coffeehouses had been granted the privilege to serve coffee,
indicating a burgeoning demand for the new beverage. These early establishments,
though perhaps less grand than the opulent cafes of later centuries, laid the vital
groundwork for the rich and multifaceted coffeehouse culture that would soon define
Vienna.
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The introduction of coffee was also a testament to Vienna's position as a crossroads
between East and West. The Ottoman Empire, which had brought coffee to Europe,
unwittingly bequeathed a cultural legacy that would flourish in the very city it had
sought to conquer. This exotic import quickly became integrated into the fabric of
Viennese life, transforming leisure, social customs, and intellectual discourse.

The 17th century was a period of significant global trade and cultural exchange, and
coffee was very much a product of this interconnectedness. Originating in Ethiopia and
Yemen, coffee had spread across the Arab world and into the Ottoman Empire long
before it reached Europe. Venice, due to its strong mercantile ties with the East, was
one of the first European cities to embrace coffee, with its first coffeehouse opening
around 1645. From there, the spread across the continent was gradual but steady.

Vienna's distinct entry into this global coffee narrative, tied to the dramatic events of
the 1683 siege, provided a compelling origin story, even if the finer historical details
about the "first" coffeehouse were later refined. It added a layer of romanticism and
heroism to the everyday act of coffee drinking, embedding it deeply within the
Viennese psyche. The initial novelty of the dark, stimulating brew soon gave way to a
growing appreciation for its flavor and its power to foster camaraderie and
conversation.

This nascent stage of Viennese coffee culture was characterized by a sense of
discovery and adaptation. The early coffeehouse owners were not just serving a drink;
they were introducing a new way of life, a new social space. They were experimenting
with preparation methods, such as adding milk and sugar, to make coffee more
palatable to local tastes, paving the way for the diverse coffee specialties that would
become a hallmark of Viennese cafés.

The unwritten rules of lingering, so central to the modern Viennese coffeehouse
experience, began to take shape during these formative years. Even in the late 17th
and early 18th centuries, the coffeehouse was recognized as a place where one could
settle in, read, converse, and simply be. This leisurely pace, a stark contrast to the
quick consumption often associated with modern coffee habits, was intrinsic to its
appeal from the very beginning.

The atmosphere in these early establishments was undoubtedly different from the
ornate grandeur of later periods. They were likely simpler, more functional spaces, but
they offered a unique blend of privacy and public engagement. For men, who were the
primary patrons in these initial years, coffeehouses provided a sanctuary outside the
home, a place for business discussions, political debates, and recreational pursuits like
billiards and card games, even if the latter were sometimes officially frowned upon.

The seeds of Vienna's intellectual and artistic cafe scene were sown in these humble
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beginnings. While the famous literary and artistic circles would emerge much later, the
very act of providing newspapers for guests, as Café Kramer did as early as 1720,
demonstrates the early recognition of coffeehouses as centers for information and
discourse. This blending of leisure, news, and social interaction would become a
defining characteristic of Viennese coffeehouses.

The significance of these pioneering years cannot be overstated. They laid the cultural
and social foundation upon which the legendary Viennese coffeehouse tradition would
be built. From a curious import left behind by retreating armies, coffee quickly
transformed into a staple of Viennese life, fostering a unique social institution that
would, for centuries to come, draw people together, inspire creativity, and define the
very spirit of the city. The humble bean, once a mystery, was now firmly entrenched,
ready to brew a vibrant new chapter in Vienna’s story.
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