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Introduction

To step into a Buenos Aires café is to step inside the living heart of a city—its past and
present alive with the aroma of fresh coffee and the low hum of conversation. This
book is both a love letter to Buenos Aires’ storied coffeehouses and a field guide for
those who wish to understand the rhythms of daily life at their tables. In these pages,
you'll find not just bricks and marble, but the stories and spirit that make Buenos
Aires’ cafés unique in the world.

Across the globe, cafés are celebrated as sanctuaries of inspiration, but few cities
have woven them so intimately into the fabric of urban destiny as Buenos Aires. Here,
the café is more than a pit stop for caffeine. It is a second home, a theater, a
confessional, and sometimes a battleground where the ideas that shaped Argentina
were first exchanged. The notion of “café society” in Buenos Aires transcends mere
custom—it is both legacy and lifeblood.

Café culture in this city grew from vibrant roots: European immigrants brought with
them an abiding love for coffee and leisure, infusing the capital with a spirit that is
both cosmopolitan and distinctly Argentine. Over centuries, these cafés have stood as
witnesses to political revolutions, artistic awakenings, and generational change. From
gilded, chandeliered salons of the Belle Epoque to humble neighborhood spots, each
establishment holds a world within its walls, offering both locals and visitors a sense of
belonging and continuity.

Yet, the story of these cafés is more than a chronicle of history and architecture.
Buenos Aires’ coffeehouses are powerful engines of creativity, the birthplaces of
tangos, verses, and lifelong friendships. Around their tables, writers, poets, musicians,
and thinkers gathered to debate, dream, and dissent. Their legacies linger in the
patina on marble tabletops and the well-worn chairs, echoed in the city’s literature,
paintings, and cherished songs.

This book will guide you through the arteries of the city, from famed institutions like
Café Tortoni and Las Violetas to the modern “third wave” cafés sparking a new era of
taste and design. Along the journey, you'll meet café owners who guard age-old
recipes, artists who find inspiration in the clink of porcelain, and regulars who know
the solitude and solace that only a corner table can offer. You’ll taste signature drinks,
discover the rituals of breakfast and merienda, and learn how Buenos Aires’ café
etiquette defies the rush of modernity.

Whether you are a traveler seeking full-bodied stories with your morning espresso, a
coffee lover in pursuit of the perfect cortado, or a curious soul drawn by the alchemy
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of architecture, art, and aroma, this book invites you to linger. Open your senses, slow
your pace, and come savor the cafés that have shaped—and continue to shape—the
thrumming heart of Buenos Aires. Through every steaming cup, you’ll taste the
passions and dreams of a city alive.
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CHAPTER ONE: City of Cafés: The Origins of Buenos
Aires’ Coffee Culture

Buenos Aires, often called the “Paris of South America,” owes much of its
sophisticated charm and urban rhythm to a deeply ingrained café culture. It's a city
where the aroma of rich coffee mingles with the scent of old books and hushed
conversations, where every corner seems to harbor a welcoming haven. To truly grasp
the essence of Buenos Aires, one must understand that its cafés are not just places to
grab a quick brew; they are vital arteries, flowing with the city’s social, intellectual,
and daily life. They are, in essence, the soul of Buenos Aires.

The term "Portenos" refers to the residents of Buenos Aires, a name derived from the
city’s historical significance as a major port. This identity as a port city meant Buenos
Aires was a melting pot, especially from the 19th century onward, as waves of
European immigrants disembarked on its shores. These newcomers, predominantly
from Italy and Spain, brought with them more than just their belongings; they carried
their traditions, their languages, and, crucially, their café customs.

Coffee itself arrived in Argentina in the 18th century, a relatively quiet introduction at
first. But by the 19th century, this aromatic brew had become a daily staple, paving
the way for the proliferation of “cafeterias” across Buenos Aires. These early
establishments were far more than simple coffee shops; they quickly evolved into
bustling centers of intellectual, artistic, and political discourse. Imagine the scene:
revolutionaries plotting, poets reciting verses, writers sketching out their next
masterpiece, and politicians debating the future of a burgeoning nation, all over a
steaming cup. This rich legacy of coffeehouses as hubs for lively exchange continues
to thrive, making them essential social gathering spots and a quintessential aspect of
Argentine life.

The proliferation of cafés truly took off in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
coinciding with the massive influx of European immigrants. Between the 1860s and
the 1960s, over six million Europeans arrived in Argentina, with a significant portion
settling in Buenos Aires. These newcomers brought with them the strong café culture
prevalent in their homelands, transforming Buenos Aires into a city where meeting in a
café became a fundamental part of daily existence.

Many of these historic cafés have been bestowed with the prestigious "cafés y bares
notables" (notable cafés and bars) status by the city government. This designation
isn't just a fancy plaque; it's a recognition of their architectural significance and their
profound contribution to public life and cultural heritage. Today, there are over 70
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such listed establishments, each meticulously preserved, offering a charming journey
back in time for anyone who steps inside.

One of the most famous and oldest of these notable establishments is Café Tortoni,
which first opened its doors in 1858. Founded by a French-Basque immigrant, it was
named after a renowned Parisian café, and its elegant European, particularly Parisian,
style is still evident today. Its wood-paneled walls, stained-glass ceilings, and a
mixture of marble and oak furniture evoke the Belle Epoque, a golden age of arts and
culture. Café Tortoni quickly became, and remains, a symbol of the city.

Another jewel from this era is Las Violetas, which welcomed its first patrons in 1884.
This stunning Belle Epoque café is celebrated for its opulent 19th-century style,
boasting marble columns, bronze chandeliers, and vibrant stained-glass windows.
While a bit outside the immediate city center, it holds a special place in the hearts of
locals and is particularly famous for its afternoon tea and delectable sweets. These
grand establishments are testament to how seriously Buenos Aires took its burgeoning
café scene, investing in lavish interiors designed to foster ornate social hubs.

The coffee consumed in these early cafés, and still largely today, was heavily
influenced by Italian and Spanish traditions. Espresso served as the base for most
beverages, a stark contrast to the less common "café americano," or filtered coffee,
which has never truly caught on with Portefios. This preference for strong,
concentrated coffee reflects the European roots of the city's café culture.

The cafés of Buenos Aires quickly became more than just places to consume coffee;
they were extensions of home and office, serving a myriad of purposes for the city's
residents. Friends would gather for leisurely discussions, often spanning hours,
covering everything from politics to football to philosophy and personal anecdotes. Job
interviews were conducted, work meetings held, and even romantic encounters
blossomed within their walls. The unhurried pace is a defining characteristic of Buenos
Aires café culture; patrons are encouraged to linger for hours, even over just a single
drink, a stark contrast to the "to-go" mentality prevalent in many other parts of the
world. In Argentina, coffee and sandwiches are typically savored while seated,
embodying a slower, more deliberate approach to daily life.

This distinct unhurried pace is further emphasized by the unique service style of
traditional Argentine cafés. Waiters, often possessing exceptional memories, are
known for recalling complex orders by heart and even remembering regular
customers’ preferred drinks. Asking for the bill is an exercise in patience and subtle
signaling; waiters will rarely bring it unprompted, allowing patrons to truly settle in
and enjoy their time without feeling rushed. This embodies the very essence of the
Buenos Aires café: a space designed for lingering, for conversation, and for the simple,
profound pleasure of being present.
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