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Introduction

Step inside a Parisian café and you enter a world both timeless and dazzlingly alive.
The clink of porcelain cups mingles with laughter spilling out onto sunlit terraces; the
aroma of dark roast coffee blends with the perfume of fresh croissants and the
possibility of conversation. From the gleaming mirror-lined salons of the grand
boulevards to the worn banquettes of hidden neighborhood bistros, cafés are woven
into the very fabric of Paris. They are not merely places to drink coffee, but stages
upon which daily life, big ideas, and artistic experiments unfold. In Paris, a café is
never just a café—it is a vital organ in the beating heart of the city.

The story of Parisian café culture begins in the swirling mists of the 17th century,
when the novelty of coffee swept through a city hungry for new flavors and new forms
of sociability. What started as a medicinal curiosity soon found a home in lively
establishments open to all who could afford a cup, ushering in an era when news,
opinions, and rumors flowed as freely as the coffee itself. Here, ordinary Parisians
gained entry into vibrant “public spheres,” gathering not just to drink, but to think—to
argue, to laugh, to dream.

It was within the low-lit walls of these cafés that the intellectual currents of the
Enlightenment found fresh energy. Philosophers, revolutionaries, and artists nursed
endless cups, their words and arguments spilling onto pages that would change the
course of history. Cafés hosted radical debates, clandestine meetings, and literary
salons that blurred social divisions and fueled a spirit of transformation. Even today,
the echo of Voltaire’s wit and Diderot’s restless inquiry feels present in the hum of
spirited conversation.

Yet café culture is not confined to history’s grand dramas. It pulses through the lived
experience of generations: the painter sketching alone at a marble table, the lovers
lingering over a final glass of wine, the friends debating politics late into the night, the
solitary figure observing it all from behind a newspaper. Cafés are laboratories of taste
and style, playgrounds for flaneurs and aspiring poets, and refuges for anyone in
search of inspiration, companionship, or a sense of belonging. Their terraced chairs
face outward, inviting the world to become a theater, each passerby a story.

As Paris has changed—streets reshaped, empires risen and fallen, fashions come and
gone—its cafés have remained essential, constantly reinvented to match the spirit of
their age. From the bohemian excess of Montmartre, to the existentialist debates in
Saint-Germain, to the screen-lit glow of the contemporary “neo-café,” these
establishments have endured as places where creativity, dissent, and everyday joys
intersect. They are at once resilient and fragile, their survival a testament to both
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tradition and the city’s relentless invention.

This book is an invitation to wander the streets of Paris, to listen in on the
conversations that shaped revolutions and masterpieces, and to savor the small rituals
that turn a simple cup of coffee into an emblem of culture, community, and possibility.
Whether you are a traveler in search of authenticity, a lover of art and ideas, or merely
someone enchanted by the promise of a table for one on a bustling boulevard, Café
Society welcomes you—pull up a chair, and let the story begin.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Arrival of Coffee in Paris: Exotic
Elixirs and Early Enthusiasm

Before the ornate marble tables and the bustling terraces, before the intellectual
debates and the artistic manifestos, coffee itself had to make its grand entrance into
the dazzling, yet often insular, world of 17th-century Paris. It was a journey from
distant lands, a tale of trade routes, royal courts, and an emerging public thirst for
something new. For centuries, this dark, aromatic beverage had been known in the
East, a staple in the vibrant coffeehouses of Constantinople and Cairo, where it fueled
lively discussions and spiritual contemplation. Now, it was time for the French capital
to receive its first taste of this exotic elixir.

The earliest whispers of coffee in France arrived via the bustling port of Marseille,
where Venetian merchants, adept at the spice trade, introduced it as early as 1644 or
1657. These initial introductions were tentative, a mere trickle of beans into a nation
more accustomed to wine and traditional herbal infusions. For a time, coffee remained
a curiosity, a rare luxury appreciated by a select few. It was cultivated by botanists in
tropical glasshouses at the "Jardin du Roi," or Royal Garden. Initially, it was perceived
more as a medicinal "liqueur" than a delightful beverage, often prepared with a heavy
hand, lacking the refinement that would later define French brewing techniques.

The pivotal moment for coffee's Parisian debut came in 1669, when Suleyman Aga,
the ambassador from Sultan Mehmed IV of the Ottoman Empire, arrived in Paris. He
was sent to the court of King Louis X1V, bringing with him not only diplomatic
overtures but also sacks of the precious coffee beans. The ambassador described
coffee as a "magical beverage," especially when combined with small amounts of
cloves, cardamom seeds, and the then-expensive sugar, which was sold by the ounce
in apothecaries. To complete the exotic experience, Suleyman Aga also brought along
the traditional apparatus for preparing Turkish coffee, including delicate china dishes
and embroidered muslin napkins.

This lavish introduction at the Sun King's court undoubtedly piqued the interest of the
Parisian elite. Louis XIV, ever on the hunt for novel experiences, was reportedly
enchanted by the powerful aroma and unique taste of the drink. The aristocrats, keen
to emulate their monarch, quickly adopted coffee as a symbol of refinement and
status. At this stage, however, coffee remained largely confined to royal salons and
the homes of the wealthy, a rarefied pleasure far removed from the everyday lives of
ordinary Parisians. It was a drink of kings and courtiers, a testament to global trade
and a new marker of sophisticated taste. In fact, Louis XIV even cultivated his own
coffee beans in greenhouses at Versailles, personally roasting and grinding them to
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serve to his guests. In 1714, a coffee tree presented to him by the Dutch for the Jardin
des Plantes further solidified royal interest.

Yet, for coffee to truly embed itself in the fabric of Parisian life, it needed to move
beyond the exclusive confines of the aristocracy. The street, the fairground, the
bustling public spaces of the city—these would be coffee's true proving ground. And it
was there, in 1672, that an Armenian named Pascal stepped onto the scene, setting
up a simple booth at the bustling Saint-Germain Fair.

Pascal's enterprise was humble but revolutionary. From a tent, he offered the novel
beverage to the fair's throngs, supplemented by Turkish waiter boys who navigated
the crowds, peddling small cups on trays. The Saint-Germain Fair, held during the first
two months of spring on a large open plot near the Latin Quarter, was a vibrant
melting pot of commerce and entertainment. On chilly Parisian days, the fragrant
steam of freshly brewed coffee proved an irresistible draw, encouraging many a sale.
Pascal's booth, a temporary hut, also sold Oriental smoking supplies, further adding to
its exotic appeal. This venture, however modest, marked the first public sale of coffee
in Paris, a crucial step in transforming a regal curiosity into a popular commodity.

Riding on the success of his fair booth, Pascal soon attempted to establish a more
permanent presence, opening a store on the Right Bank near what is now Quai du
Louvre. Other Armenians, like Maliban and the Persian Grégoire, followed suit, opening
similar establishments in the Oriental style. However, these early attempts at fixed
coffeehouses were not particularly successful, perhaps a sign that Parisians were not
yet ready for a dedicated space solely for coffee consumption. For a while, "Le
Candio," Armenian coffee vendors, could still be seen selling pots of hot coffee in the
streets, bringing the burgeoning coffee trend directly to the people.

Despite these early faltering steps, coffee was slowly but surely taking hold. It had
already made its way into the imperial court and aristocratic salons, and now, albeit
gradually, it was permeating the streets of Paris. The seed had been planted, and the
exotic elixir was beginning to shed its reputation as a mere foreign novelty. It was
moving from the exclusive realm of the elite to the more democratic sphere of public
consumption, setting the stage for the true birth of Parisian café culture.
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