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Preface

As Japan emerged from postwar reconstruction into the “economic miracle,” I went to Tokyo for the first time. I was very young, I had my first passport, and Japan was my first foreign country. I took my first flight to get there. In the 1960s you might still see dirt roads and radish patches in what are now ultramodern parts of the city. You could still roam back-streets without risk of annihilation by cars or motorcycles, and houses were built low and open—when the amado shutter-doors came down in the morning, neighbors could watch over one another easily, children could play, and old people could sit in the sun or mend clothing or shuck beans in the quiet lanes. But traffic and unfamiliar goods and people were beginning to penetrate these premodern villagelike spaces. The Olympic Games of 1964 brought the construction of new subway lines, new public sports pavilions, luxury air-conditioned hotels, and the city began to lose its neighborhood boundedness as unbounded economic energy pulled people into public spaces where they shopped, walked, and consumed. One such space, the coffeehouse, had become popular at least fifty years before but restored its function as a social place after the war in a flurry of new and older forms, antedating the arrival of American café styles by at least four decades.

Then as now, my primary place of residence in Japan was a café, a place of respite and refueling and, as we will see, many other functions. Then it might have been the Vienna, a four-story velvet extravaganza, where kaffee Wien was served with Mozart amid gilt chairs and filigreed balconies, or it might have been a neighborhood café, redolent of male friendship, old cigarettes, and smelly feet. But the café memory from
that era that still gives me a frisson was the late-night scene at an avant-garde coffeehouse.

For a very young person it was exciting enough to be hurtling along in a 1948 Occupation-era Pontiac spewing oily smoke through the dark city streets at screeching speed. But then we arrived at a half-underground cavelike café, and we were asked to remove all of our clothing. The walls were hung with plain white sheets of paper, and customers were asked to strip. Our bodies were swabbed with big, soft, tickly brushes dunked in bright blue paint, and we were encouraged to press ourselves against the sheets. I do not remember how the coffee tasted; I only remember thinking, I'm not in Minnesota…. To me, it all seemed darkly glamorous—Tokyo seemed far ahead of the West—or the Midwest—as I knew it.

Many years later—in 2007—I found myself in Paris at a retrospective show of the work of the 1940s and 1950s artist Yves Klein, where there was a creaky video of a performance almost exactly like the one I had witnessed in Tokyo, only instead of the random body shapes of Tokyo café-dwellers, the blue-painted bodies were those of elegant Parisian models. With the help of a curator there I found that the event I had witnessed in Tokyo years before was an act of retrospective homage to the much earlier visit of Yves Klein to Tokyo. Thus my adventure in the Japanese café had been avant-garde for me, but it would have been nostalgic arrière-garde for the older and clued-in. Today there are still many novelties to witness from the seat of a Japanese café, but now most are domestic rather than imported. Besides housing the exceptional, they are homes for predictable, ordinary comforts as well. Coffee, and the café itself, have brought a new framing of public and private, new opportunities for experiments in personal identities, and a place where old assignments of value, status, and class may be ignored. As we will see, coffee is the drink of Japanese “modernity” as well as of “democracy,” as both developed over the past 130 years.

From my first séancelike session at a dark beatnik-era coffeehouse in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to a seat at another today outdoors in the bright sunshine, life has been coffee-drenched and café-dotted. In those 1960s coffeehouses I tried to fit in as a young girl, dressed “correctly” in a black turtleneck jersey, taking in the cool jazz and the dark coffee, hoping my uncool excitement didn't show. People around me had their eyes half-closed, drawing on harsh Gauloise cigarettes as they listened with spiritual reverence to recorded music. In Japan, every experience was a novel challenge except for the one place I could recognize—the café.

It will be clear that my own experiences color my observation of the
cafés described here. Experience filtered through memory over a considerable period of time may form a questionable set of data for the more scientific anthropologist. In part, my descriptions mimic the nostalgia of older café dwellers in Japan who see cafés as places for memory themselves.

At first I saw them through the lens of my previous readings on Japan, as textbook examples of fastidious, service-oriented, socially conformist Japanese culture. But very quickly other observations took over, and my realization that I, too, sloppy and unconventional in Japanese terms, was very much at home in them spoke not to their “Western” qualities but to more universal requirements of urban life. The functions of a Japanese café of course related to sociocultural factors and understandings that were particular to Japan, or to Tokyo, or to the neighborhood, or even to the person at the next table. But somehow the differences between this customer's experience and mine were clarified by the similarities.

My experience of cafés long antedated the period of research and preparation devoted to this book. The earlier visits to cafés, during other research sojourns, are recorded more in memory than in deliberate data gathering, and yet they may illustrate features later discovered to be salient in the larger picture of the café. I was not always in a duck blind observing the wildlife, either: my stance was just like that of Japanese visitors to the cafés—there to watch and take note, if not physically take notes, that is, except for the times one seeks not to notice.

The anthropologist is an interpreter, a guide, and through her experience takes you farther than the step-back-and-disappear mode taught to us in the past. I am not the first person to note this, nor is it altogether a contemporary view. Anthropologists in the past, like Hortense Powdermaker or Rosalie Wax, investigated their own states of mind and body as they conducted fieldwork—though often these were relegated to texts separate from their ethnographies. How we treat memory and experience in our interpretive frames may differ—my own may appear to romanticize the Japanese café, for example, as it reflects the romance of the café inherent in its branding, marketing, and usage—but we cannot deny their importance.

It is easy to find sentimental defenders of such cafés as this book describes. In fact, the author herself might seem to be one of them. Certainly in terms of time in the seat, I have earned my stripes as a café denizen in Japan. And the uses of observation, experience, and memory are prime tools in the anthropologist's kit. This is not a memoir, however, but a treatment of the urban phenomena of coffee and the café in Japan with observations drawn from more than forty years there. The
descriptions, though, should not be taken as nostalgic temps-jadis references—cafés do not need loyal defenders. And there is no deficit in the present to be lamented through references to the past. The remaining “historical” cafés do not represent models for the present, though they may occasionally inspire contemporary ambience. The most salient facts about cafés in Japan are their resilience and shape-shifting, their availability for social connection as well as solitude, and the often desirable absence of form and obligation they offer. The need for such features varies over time and across individuals, even across the hours of a given day. Cafés continue to be active and changing sites of social change and personal taste, locations that may serve both as windows on urban life and as engines driving new cultural phenomena.

During dissertation fieldwork in Tokyo and during all of my subsequent stays in Japan, cafés have been where I go to recoup, to write up interviews I've just conducted, to wait during the gap between meetings, and to observe what I can of social, personal, and public life. Paying attention to the place and people there over time became an object in itself. Eventually, I knew, I would have to write about them. My deliberate—rather than accidental—fieldwork in Japanese cafés extended to interviews with people in the Japanese (and Japanese Brazilian) coffee industry, with coffee historians, and most with café owners and customers. Between 2002 and 2009 I also gathered industry and café historical data; followed Japanese-style cafés to other parts of Asia, Europe, and America; and interviewed overseas Japanese coffee experts as well.

The personal and social uses of the Japanese café are many. How they conjoin with Japanese ideas of service, taste, and space, role and identity, ideas of creativity and expression will underlie the story of coffeehouses and the coffee that is imbibed there. Although I hesitate to declare them unique, the café stories here say something about exceptional aspects of the Japanese coffee place in spaces that are normal and ordinary to most of the contemporary world, each in its own way and according to its social, cultural, and historical setting. So too the café, and coffee, in Japan are local and unremarkable. What brought me to them was the familiar; what kept me in them were the utterly fascinating distinctions.

 

NOTE: In this book Japanese names are presented in the Japanese style, with surname or family name preceding given name. This book will use doubling (uu, oo, etc.) instead of macrons in the transliteration of long vowels.





CHAPTER 1

Coffee in Public

Cafés in Urban Japan

It is 6:30 in the morning on a Tokyo Saturday in a café near a subway entrance in a commercial and entertainment district. The visitor is up early, having flown across too many time zones the day before, and has been out for a walk. People emerging from the subway for a day of work are in the café too, sleepily drinking their first cup of coffee. In the same coffeehouse there are disheveled young people in club gear, blearily having a coffee for the road before they creep down the stairs into the subway to go home. The café is a meeting point between the night people and the day people for this brief moment, a spot in time that illustrates some of the diverse uses of coffee places as staples of urban life in Japan. In the café, among other illuminations of life in the city, you see night move to day.

The handover of the city from night people to day people is visible evidence of at least one need for the café. The subway does not run all night, nor do buses, allowing taxis to raise their rates significantly after about 11:00 P.M. Those out for the evening may easily find themselves out for the night. Clubs accommodate by staying open until 5:00 A.M. or later, with often the headliner music group coming onstage after 3:00 in the morning. The dedicated fans stay on too and encounter their opposite numbers—the morning workers—in a gentle culture clash in the early coffeehouses.

[image: images]

FIGURE 1. Efish café. Photograph by Kondo Minoru.

LIFE MANAGEMENT IN URBAN CAFÉS

The coffeehouse helps manage lives: it supports the various schedules of city dwellers, provides respite and social safety in its space, and offers refreshment and the demonstration of taste, in several senses. In its history and in its persistence, the space has shown such uses as the Japanese city welcomes or demands, and has introduced some of its own. The coffeehouse, by its very name, is about coffee, but that is the only universally defining quality—cafés are as diverse as neighborhoods, clienteles, and social changes have made them.

In a modernist café on the banks of the Kamo River in Kyoto, two students let their coffee grow cold as they struggle to prepare an assignment. They demonstrate another use of the ubiquitous café in Japan today, and only one experience of the coffee that scents the space. In a mahogany-dark semibasement in Shinbashi, Tokyo, a man in his mid nineties commands silence as a guest lifts a religiously crafted brew made from aged beans, Yemen Mokka harvested in 1992. Opposite a prestigious private women's university in a posh Tokyo neighborhood, in an ivy-covered coffee shop, two well-bred ladies share alumnae memories over coffee served in translucent German porcelain cups. At an outdoor table of a Starbucks in Kyoto, a young woman sips a decaf caramel macchiato carefully, not to disturb her lipstick as she waits for her
date, an American student. And three retired construction workers in Nagoya sit at a table in a sepia-toned 1960s café, sharing space as they have shared their long work lives.

In cafés there is space where performances of personal and social modernities—in the forms of choice and expression—may be seen. There the lines between “individual” and “community” are drawn lightly, and the freedom to be anonymous can be indulged.

The café provides a site for ordinary as well as extraordinary interactions, as it has since its arrival in Japan in the late nineteenth century. Coffee is foreign in origin, but by the early twentieth century it had become culturally naturalized as Japanese and epitomizes the café, as surprising as this may be to those who assume that green tea predominates. The surprises do not end there. Another is that Japan is now the third largest coffee-consuming country in the world, evidence not only of its popularity but also of the structural efficacy of the Japanese coffee industry.1 The linked history and ethnographic complexities of coffee and coffeehouse in Japan treated in this book will provide context and a time line for social and cultural change. From the beginning, the Japanese café was more than a cup of coffee and a coffee maker. It has always been something more than the drink on offer.2

The clubby paneled rooms of the Kahiichakan, Japan's famous first café, gave way to today's homey kissaten, but their history is not a straight-line story. Changing tastes and social trends have created branches and offshoots from the root spaces of the café. The places we call cafés persist as their malleable forms continue to reflect the multiple personal, social, and spatial requirements of their times, and do so as thoroughly Japanese spaces but ones with no expectations of thoroughly “Japanese” behavior. Among many reflections they offer is that “Western” and “modern,” concepts conflated in the late nineteenth century, began to diverge as “modern” began to take on a Japanese identity. The café began as Western and modern and became Japanese-modern very quickly.

There would be no cafés without coffee and no coffee without the cafés in Japan. The two have inseparably merged together. Coffee now appears elsewhere, of course, in offices and homes and in the ubiquitous vending machines, but the relation between the beverage and the place is foundational: coffee built the café and did not arrive in teahouses.

Cafés in Japan have been the locus of community, of continuity in relationships and the creation of new ones.3 They have witnessed innovation, subversion, and transgression in old and new urban cultures,
politics, and individual lives. Cafés are where the foreign and the domestic in art, literature, and ideas have found seats, starting when European influences arrived in Japan in the late nineteenth century. Back to cafés also came expatriate Japanese political activists, artists, writers, and musicians who had sojourned in cosmopolitan Shanghai and European capitals. Soon after their introduction, cafés in Japan became local, and though they hosted foreign ideas and arts, they lost any Western cultural odor they might have had.4 The café is itself fluid and protean and can become what people want and need it to be. It is paradoxically both a space for the performance of cultural givens—service, for example, is as significant, though perhaps not as meticulous, as service in a traditional inn—and it is a place for respite from the demands of cultural performances. It is a place where such givens might be ignored—or contested. It is also the place where, for the price of a cup of coffee, anyone can go.

In this study of the Japanese café its functions as an urban public space are central, as is that cup of coffee. Cafés and coffeehouses exist even in the smallest Japanese town, but it is the urban experience that demonstrates the café's diversity and transformation over time. The cafés here described are various: neither are they all “urban villages” or communities providing society in response to anomic mass culture, nor are they always escapes from the tight constraints of villagelike communities. Rather, cafés are a vital and generative force in the creation and display of new paradigms of civility, aesthetics, and to some degree self-transformation among their clienteles. Since the late nineteenth century, new ideas and new public performances of style and culture have emerged from the café—not always in manifestations welcome to official society. As novel spaces, cafés might breed unorthodox behavior. As one commentator said, if the police records refer frequently to a café, you can be sure something interesting is happening there.5

The drink that characterized these new spaces quickly became a “normal” beverage: like the café itself, coffee subtly lost its foreignness. Providing what one café historian in Japan calls “dry inebriation,” it was also seen as the drink of thoughtfulness, of solace, and it became associated more than any other drink with being “private in public.”6 Unlike alcoholic drinks in Japan, coffee can accompany a pleasurable solitude.

Tea had been a drink for social engagement, and the chaya (teahouse) was a gathering place, usually for people already acquainted with one another. Chaya first appeared as roadside refreshment stands. Cafés were created in Japan about the time that modern transport created nodes and hubs of commerce and entertainment and had similar functions
for travelers, but they did not simply take over the functions of the chaya. They introduced coffee as well as novel cultural and social forms and, as Donald Richie notes, represented a “window on the world.”7 They introduced a place where identities were not confined by older social codes—it has been said that they introduced democracy itself.

Some commodities and trends arriving in Japan from Western sources have held on to their foreign identity, their “scent,” even as they became part of ordinary life. The dining room table, the man's dress suit were “Western” until the postwar years. Coffee, however, became Japanese quickly. Coffee, I suggest, represents Japan's connection to the outside world in its complexity and contradictions, in its production, importation, and consumption. The coffee industry itself promoted assimilation as first Japanese farmers in Brazil, then entrepreneurs and commercial enterprises brought coffee to urban consumers in a concerted campaign to make it a part of their daily lives. At the end of the nineteenth century Brazilian agricultural policy-makers, developing coffee as a colonial crop with beans brought by the Portuguese, chose Japan as their first targeted overseas market. From the early 1900s coffee, a drink for every day, became a commonplace and Japanese beverage. The expansion of the world's coffee industries, I will argue, was in its early days closely related to the rise of coffee drinking in Japan. Japanese coffee workers in Brazil, in concert with the aspirations of the Brazilian coffee industries, made Japan a world-beating destination for beans and taste.

This book treats the history of coffee in Japan from its earliest days to its contemporary functions: from its use as a medicine among Japanese near foreign settlements and as a stimulant by the seventeenth-century prostitutes of Nagasaki to its ordinary—and extraordinary—consumption today. What sets Japanese coffee apart, at its highest levels, is the high degree of seriousness among specialty coffee importers and processors, surpassing that of most Western counterparts. “Japanese coffee”—meaning the selection, technologies, processes, and especially care taken by the roaster and maker—have begun to travel, along with Japanese-style cafés now popular in mainland Asia, in Europe, and on the east and west coasts of the United States.

Coffee shops in Japan run the gamut from inexpensive chain stores such as Doutor to the height of seriousness in cafés where the owner-master guides the making of each cup of coffee. Sa-chan, whom we will see in her café in Kyoto, makes every cup of coffee herself, taking the time it takes from choosing the beans and grinding them to the slow pour of a fine stream of hot water over the cloth filter holding the grounds. Between these poles there are neighborhood coffee shops where almost everyone knows your name, gallery cafés where the work of local artists is on show, and manga coffee shops where the coffee is secondary to access to comic books. There are outliers too, quirky places such as one where you can sip coffee while your bare feet, submerged in water, are “pedicured” by tiny flesh-eating fish.

The first coffeehouse chain in the world, the Paulista group, was created in Tokyo and Osaka in 1907, appealing to young West-leaning customers, with its Brazilian decor and French-style service. Today, however, the Japanese coffee-lover prefers local independent shops to the chain stores, whether Seattle-based or local. As one habitué of independent cafés said, “There is no character in a Tully's café.” The Japanese café frequenter overseas misses his coffeehouse when he sits in the disorienting anonymity of a chain shop in Chicago or Rome and wonders where he is.

Local spaces now attract younger customers who might have sought out Seattle stores in the recent past. By 2003, the decline of such shops reflected a change in consumer choices, away from slick and repetitious locales toward places where the owner may express his own sensibility. Seiichiro Samejima, a consumption analyst in Tokyo, said, “The Starbucks boom is over in Japan,” noting that Starbucks was then cutting its new store openings by one-third.8 Young women now find one-off smart or cozy cafés in fashion and style magazines that offer a curriculum in street cool; young men might follow the women or, from word of mouth or a hobbyist inclination, seek out places that might enhance or reflect their own identity. One man in his late twenties said that as a student he had one café for study and another for dating; now he has fifteen or twenty—for various things, including several, he says, for the taste of their coffee, which had not interested him when he was younger. And rising numbers of older people find regular seats in niches of their own—seldom in the anonymity of the chain stores but in independent cafés, determined by taste, social needs, and their budget.

As urban and social changes have broken through the polite fiction of Japan as a homogeneous, harmonious, and consensus-driven society, the importance of the café in allowing or filling gaps—social, temporal, institutional, and personal—increases.9 The elderly, now forming just under one-quarter of the population, enjoyed coffee as a small indulgence when they were young in postwar reconstruction and now reside in cafés where their coevals congregate. The furiitaa, part-time, freelance young workers, rely on cafés as workspaces and offices very different
from those of their salaryman fathers. The unemployed can spend hours there, sometimes filling out job applications and sometimes simply sitting. The café is, as we shall see, a safe place to be private in public when privacy itself can be socially problematic and when there are few times and spaces for being alone. And of course men and women can meet in public spaces like these with impunity—flaunting social mores safely—as they have since the time of the first cafés of the early 1900s.

Cafés are educational spaces where innovations in technology, body, and mind are displayed. The Japanese version of the flapper, the moga (modern girl), in the late 1910s and early 1920s was a fashion plate educating the café public in her novel style of clothing—and leg-crossing. More recent objects for learning might include the latest recorded music, organic foods, or works of art. The uses of social media are not immediately obvious in Japanese cafés, but that is because they are usually miniaturized. One rarely sees laptops in independent cafés, and wi-fi spaces are limited, but there are many people with smartphones, MP3s, and iPods, making the “community” extend beyond the walls of the café. There may be music, but it will rarely blare: most café dwellers seem to prefer quiet.

This book's treatment of coffee and the café in Japan will engage four approaches: the social history of cafés; the ethnographic treatment of cafés as urban spaces; the development of coffee as a commercial industry; and the culture of coffee itself, including coffee as object of work, connoisseurship, and artisanal practice. Together these four approaches trace a narrative line, beginning with the first tastings of coffee brought by missionaries and traders in the sixteenth century, and the first coffee-house's appearance in the 1880s. The stories are intensely personal, the author's own and those of her respondents and colleagues, but the story has global reach and scholarly import, as it merges experience, observation, memory, and historical data. The story of the first coffeehouse in Japan illuminates the later paths coffee and the café have taken in Japan. In every era since, coffeehouses have reflected the concerns and needs of urban life, just as this one did in the Meiji era.

THE FIRST JAPANESE COFFEEHOUSE: TEI EI-KEI AND THE KAHIICHAKAN

A brick monument surmounted by a large white coffee cup sits in a small garden to the right side of the Tokyo head office of the Sanyo Electric Company in Ueno. This monument was erected April 13, 2008, exactly
120 years after the founding of Japan's first coffeehouse of record in 1888. Tei Ei-kei, known in Japanese as Nishimura Tsurukichi, was the creator and “master” of the Kahiichakan (sometimes transliterated as Kahiisakan), which has acquired an almost legendary status as the first café in Japan.10 Coffee itself had arrived in Japan much earlier, but the story of Tei Ei-kei's bastion of taste and culture established the association of coffee with a particular kind of modern urban style and place. This monument demonstrates the power of coffee in Japan today more than it does the eminence, or success, of the original coffeehouse.

[image: images]

FIGURE 2. Monument to Tei Ei-kei at the former site of his Kachiichakan coffeehouse in Tokyo. Photograph by the author.

Tei Ei-kei's story has taken on a hagiographic quality: he has become
iconic as the “first coffeehouse master” of Japan. His travails and failures cast him and coffee itself in a minor key, a melancholic frame (a mood lens commonly seen as desirable in café history). Tei Ei-kei was born in 1859 in Nagasaki to a man known as Tomosuke, but the man who adopted and named him was Tei Ei-nei (the foster son of Tomosuke, a complicated relationship indeed), a Taiwanese secretary in Japan's Foreign Ministry, who spoke Chinese, Japanese, and English. Tei Ei-kei learned Chinese in Beijing as a child in 1865 and French in Kyoto in 1872, and he studied English as well from his early childhood. He spoke and read four languages by the age of fourteen. His father, hoping to improve his chances for success, which might have been limited by his actual and adoptive ancestry, sent him at the age of sixteen to Yale University in America. In principle this was a wise move during the period of rapid change, when “modern” and “Western” were nearly synonymous and definitely desirable. Unfortunately for the security of his future but fortunately for Japanese coffee history, he was either sickly (in some accounts kidney disease is mentioned) or party-loving (trips to New York City coffeehouses for entertainment are noted in his biography) and had to leave Yale in 1879 without finishing his studies.

During his time in America, Tei Ei-kei had developed a taste for coffee, and on a slow trip home through Europe he visited London's popular coffeehouses, such as Langbourne Coffee-House on Fenchurch Street and Café Royal in Piccadilly. At this time in London tea was overtaking coffee as a “national” drink, as the tea trade in Britain's colonies promoted home consumption of this import over coffee. Here was a paradoxical case of cultural exchange taking place, thanks to the accidents of colonialism and its scrambling of experience and commodities: Tei Ei-kei had picked up the taste for coffee in America, where people had forsworn the tea of their former overlords, and picked up the love of coffee environments in England, where the population had all but forsworn coffee.

After Tei Ei-kei returned to Japan he spent a few years teaching—apparently he was a talented teacher—at what is now Okayama University, but then went to work in the Ministry of Finance in Tokyo. In 1883 he married Suga Toshiko, who died of tuberculosis three years later, leaving Tei Ei-kei with a son. After this tragedy, he faced more bad luck: he lost his job and later his house was consumed by fire, in 1887. After marrying his wife's sister, Tokuko, he built a two-story Western-style house and in 1888, at the age of thirty, opened the Kahiichakan. Remembering the style and services of clublike coffeehouses in England, Tei Ei-kei created a place of masculine amenities.

At the time, all things “Western” had great cachet. The Rokumeikan (Deer Cry Pavilion) was an elite establishment where Western manners and fashions were showcased. This building, designed by Josiah Conder and finished in 1883, housed elaborate balls and entertainments and became a stage for the performance of manners, clothing—top hats, tails, and ball gowns—and other aspects of elite Western society. This was the era of bunmei kaika (civilization and enlightenment) in Japan, when both meant “Western.” Tei Ei-kei, according to his friend Terashita Tatsuo, decided to “do something for the younger generation by opening a coffeehouse, which would be a space to share knowledge, a social salon where ordinary people, students, and youths could gather…not like the Rokumeikan where Western things are only superficial.”11 He wanted more than a waltz as evidence of cultural integration.

His vision came from empathy with the indulged customer rather than from the strategies of a canny businessman; the practicalities of management eluded him. He saw himself in the seats of his café, and dreamed of an attractive superfluity of amenities: he provided newspapers, comfortable leather chairs, billiard tables, writing desks and supplies, baths, and nap rooms—all for the nominal price of one cup of coffee, 1 sen 5 ri, or coffee with milk, 2 sen. Modern (Western) smoking paraphernalia were also provided, and it was here that tobacco and coffee first found their public affinity for each other, as tobacco (originally brought to Japan by Portuguese in 1601 in the form of cigars) was also associated with this male social space. A man could stay all day writing letters, chatting, napping, or conducting business. The place was very popular among aspiring cosmopolitans from merchant-class backgrounds as well as among younger samurai who could join them now, no longer constrained or privileged by the class restrictions of the Tokugawa period. Amenity-rich and cash-poor, the Kahiichakan went bankrupt in 1893, only five years after its founding.

His second wife, like her sister, had died of tuberculosis in 1890, and, depressed and underoccupied, Tei Ei-kei dabbled in speculation—at which he apparently was no better than at café management—and, deep in debt, he tried to kill himself. A friend found his suicide note, stopped him in time, and, obtaining papers for him, found passage for him to America under the name of Nishimura Tsurukichi, to start a new life in Seattle. Attempting to run a small shop there (said to have sold dry goods and coffee), but sinking to dishwasher status, he died there at thirty-six years of age on July 17, 1895. His grave in Lakeview Cemetery, inscribed with his Japanese name of T. Nishimura, is now visited
by Japanese coffee aficionados and Japanese coffee industry leaders. The hindsight ironies of a Chinese gentleman establishing the first popular coffeehouse in Japan, drawn from a model learned in London, failing from its success, and then ending his days in the future corporate capital of specialty coffee in America, are many. That he learned coffee in America, its spaces in tea-drinking England, and helped to make it the most popular social beverage in tea-identified Japan is only one of these. On the Tokyo monument where the Kahiichakan once stood is a portrait of a pleasant, mustachioed but weak-featured young man, whose dream, in spite of his personal failures, became a success. He saw what modern people needed and gave it to them, but without having the skills of modern business himself, he could not sustain it.

NEW CAFÉS FOR NEW URBANITES

Cafés in the late Meiji (1868–1912) and early Taisho (1912–1926) periods responded to needs for public personal space. While some were showpieces of modernity and demonstrations of the Western world, such as the café at the Third National Exposition for the Encouragement of Industry in 1890, most cafés had more everyday uses. Work and family life were changing, diverging in their functions, opportunities, and social and psychological influences. Work for men in families not engaged in agriculture or a family enterprise separated them from the house and its routines and expectations. In factory or office the employee was expected to commit himself to the place and schedule of the workplace. At home such men might be tended by their families and be isolated from them as their identity as worker outside the house often took precedence over their identity as father or household head. As for the British factory worker or the French bureaucrat, for the Japanese worker, home might be refuge but the café (or pub) was restoration.

The uses of city spaces were changing as well, as people from rural or provincial areas of Japan arrived for work, settled, created, and were served by areas of commerce and lines of transportation. As public spaces, cafés catered to people of different origins and interests. By the early 1900s, following on the Edo-period entertainment districts (sakariba) where the wonders of the city were on display, there were coffeehouses where newly arrived rural migrants went to hear their own provincial dialects and learn the ropes of city life.

Sakariba, the “animated spaces” where a new urban vernacular was created, had proliferated in larger cities well before modernization. These
included small public spaces carved out of corners where several lanes intersected—an open space where yatai (tent-shacks where simple foods like noodles were made and sold) were set up at night or small stalls where you could have services performed such as shoe repair while you ate and drank. A sakariba could also be an area where the small roads between bars, restaurants, and cafés acted as gathering spaces for those who frequented the entertainments or just imbibed their atmosphere. Sakariba held out the allure of “slumming” to middle- and upper-class urbanites as they began or ended a glamorous evening with a drink on stools at a yakitoriya under the tracks, or found casual entertainment (buskers) or sex (tiny brothels) in the downscale leisure zones. These pocket spaces seemingly appeared and disappeared overnight, persisting especially in times when such informal arrangements were needed, such as the immediate postwar era of black-market goods and during the influx of new migrant labor in the 1980s and 1990s.

The café is a shape-shifter. Its persistence is due to its malleability. What has been called the “third space,” not-home, not-work, has changed to conform to changes in the other two spaces, as work has become portable, household chores less demanding, and people more mobile.12 The fluidity of a café contrasts markedly with the fixed and more specific functions of a bathhouse, a classroom, an office, or a temple. The status of a person's place in a coffeehouse is not at risk; to maintain it does not usually require regular visits, a personal relationship with the staff or with a coterie of fellow customers. Cafés are, as Foucault notes, “hetero-topic” locations whose many uses and functions reveal changes in economic conditions, social forms, and aesthetic experience.13 These spaces might serve as seats for transient flaneurs, or anomic places contrasting with the overdetermined, hypernomic social frame in which most Japanese urban people live.

The world of the café in Japan has thus included both continuity and novelty in its attractions. The constant factor is the coffee-designated space for respite, stimulation, or possibly interactions different from those of ordinary life; the novelty lies in the trends and functions the café has responded to, amplified, or introduced. In postwar Japan, for example, “democratization”—or the discussion of what that could possibly mean—found a stage in the cafés near Nagata-cho in Tokyo, where the ordinary politics of backstage deal-making moved. From the late 1960s into the 1970s, experiments in all directions—from the artistic avant-garde (such as the blue paint event described earlier) to back-to-the-earth greens, anti–Security Treaty demonstrators, experimental musicians,
radical feminism, and the sexual revolution—were witnessed in cafés. In the cafés surrounding Tokyo University during the late 1960s, student activists would repair to regroup and tend to the effects of tear gas during encounters with the police. Cafés there now host nostalgic reunions of the veterans of the movement.

Cafés are not necessarily locations of social or cultural resistance. In fact, the ordinary kissaten might support rather than subvert the status quo by providing a low-key zone for restoration where a person can regain the energy to return to work in the “establishment.” The stress released by a personal or social time-out in a café might otherwise result in poor productivity or in active subversion of oppressive work conditions; the café might be said to allow the sometimes deadening or exploitative work of one's official life to continue. One reported use of the café speaks to a kind of work management employers do not favor: contrary to the notion of workaholism in Japan, some salaried workers whose overtime pay rate is attractive might spend hours of day-time doing very little at a café away from the office, only to return just before quitting time to “start” work at a higher rate of pay. The functions served by the Japanese café are seen elsewhere, but the move from social to personal uses has a long history.

PUBLIC DRINKING IN JAPAN: FROM CHAYA TO KOOHII HAUSU

The European coffeehouse, seditious or comforting, was a place of multiple functions and changeable moods. It had its precursors in taverns, but the Japanese koohii hausu was more closely related to the teahouses built alongside the roads where travelers could be refreshed—at first, by just water and a rest space, but as tea became more generally available, identified by that beverage. From the middle of the Edo period, teahouses, ninai chaya, were rest stops in the precinct of a shrine or in front of a temple. Different types of chaya appeared, such as koshikake chaya (wayside respite huts), which served tea and dango (sweet dumplings). As Donald Shively describes the more elegant seventeenth-century chaya, they were “tasteful parlors for drinking and dining, where dancing girls and other entertainers could be summoned.”14 Iro chaya might also offer sexual play with waitresses—these establishments belonged to the class of services called “water trades,” mizushobai, associated with entertainment, especially with sex. Tebiki chaya (introduction teahouses) were available in the red-light districts, and shibai chaya (theater tea
stalls) provided food and drink to spectators of public events. The only chaya remaining today whose traditions come from this period are the sumo chaya, the service places where sumo wrestling tickets and refreshments and omiyage (souvenirs) are provided by the Nihon Sumo Kyokai (Japan Sumo Association). They are based in local community networks, offer services to regular fans, and echo in their assumptions of community the older mizushobai trades. They reflect the conventions of the sakariba, the older neighborhood social and entertainment spaces.

Such sakariba housed small neighborhood theaters, the taishu engeki (People's Theaters), which offered vaudeville-style shows, low humor, and convivial crowds—at low ticket prices. There were also noodle stands, sake shops, and small restaurants, and sometimes street buskers. Sakariba were not “trendy” spaces; they were rather conservative—a new style of show, though it might attract customers, would be viewed skeptically by local denizens. Chaya and, later, milk halls, where milk flavored with coffee was served, were treats for ordinary people—and for students for whom this kind of slumming was both entertaining and affordable.

Chaya of the roadside variety gradually became fixed urban sites of recreation. Almost exclusively male in clientele, chaya were places where one was known, not anonymous, and where one went to share space, tea, and talk. Like the Turkish kahvehane, these were sites for close relationships between host and guests, in which the host took responsibility for the welfare of the guest, noted absences, and nurtured connections. Chaya were places where bonds or alliances between families were attended to, where neighborhood information—or gossip—was exchanged, where breaches were created or healed. These basically homogeneous sites offered the play of distinctions within a narrow range. Teahouse nicknames sometimes replaced family names. Based on personal attributes such as facial features (Big Nose) or speech idiosyncrasies (Bumpkin Mouth), these nicknames became playful signs of membership in the chaya, where the boundaries of polite behavior could be stretched—and where what was said might be left there or at least not “count.” The bars of contemporary Japan now provide this fictive freedom, in which the white-collar worker can engage colleagues and superiors with impunity—for the most part. Coffeehouses, where alcohol is rarely served, do not offer this service.

Why chaya gave way to coffeehouses, instead of the two becoming noncompeting niche-filling institutions, is a story of urban change and modernization as well as a story of beverages. By the middle of the nineteenth-century the merchant class, at the bottom of the status ladder of fixed classes, had gained cultural and economic power incommensurate with its official low rank. The presence of merchants as consumers drove the refreshment and entertainment services, and gradually the production of artistic goods as well. Attempts to control merchants since the seventeenth century had included sumptuary laws forbidding the display of economic resources, restricting for example the eating of certain foods and the wearing of silk in public to samurai and to the aristocracy.15 These were last-ditch measures to protect the status system; by the early nineteenth century, that system was increasingly out of tune with social and economic realities.

Eventually, such restrictions could not hold, and by the beginning of the Meiji era they had become anachronistic, as merchants, freed from the rigidities of the class system, began to display and, more significantly, to use their economic power. They were the leading force in creating an urban culture, the chonin culture of the old capital, Kyoto, and the expansive city lifestyle and tastes of Edo merchants. Elite experiences of urban culture became narrower as taste became the precinct of a larger, less exclusive population.16 These merchants had engaged openly in the worlds of entertainment and indulgence, and unlike the samurai, who had to visit mizushobai establishments in mufti, the merchants “owned” the spaces publicly.

The rising middle class, with enhanced financial power, could indulge itself in new arenas of consumption. The teahouses of the city, much like the kahvehane in modernizing Turkey, seemed old and conservative, the haunts of earlier generations of men. The “new men” were looking for public spaces in which to display themselves and communicate new things. And soon, “new women” would join them. The coffeehouse and a new beverage to consume there were just around the corner. By the end of the nineteenth century, coffee would begin to eclipse tea in modern public spaces, and its novelty became part of the urban landscape.

The first Japanese coffeehouse—the Kahiichakan—appeared at a time of rapid political, social, and urban change. Edo had become Tokyo (the Eastern Capital), and the concentration of state symbol (in the person of the emperor) and of state power (in bureaucracy, army, and other institutions) in one place was a powerful stabilizer: Tokyo's centrality, both political and economic, became a given from the late nineteenth century on, as other areas were seen as the chihoo—the outlying regions. Before the Meiji era, Nagasaki and other ports of entry and trade were the places where foreign influences arrived first; but after the 1870s Tokyo's
role in “globalizing” Japan increased as it drew more goods and ideas from the West.

For urbanites, cafés of various types provided education in the new. “New” meant foods from the West, the use of tables and chairs, and a system of table service by waiters and waitresses. In some older coffee-houses, one bought a coupon for a coffee at a desk near the door and handed it to the barman. The place itself had no older tradition of social etiquette; free from the constraints of older patterns, visitors might explore newer fashions of behavior. Decommissioned samurai might mingle with formerly low-status merchants, and both would be equally engaged in the novel scene, and newly rich merchants and very poor former samurai might experience novel status incongruities in the café.

Industrialization in the late nineteenth century brought large numbers to Tokyo, who found industrial work through family connections or through recruiters. As Ezra Vogel has noted, kin-linked migration in Japanese industrialization was aided by the “stem family” structure, in which inheritance and responsibility for the continuation of the family went to one child only. Primogeniture in Japanese practice offered younger sons supported relocation to start branch families and to find work.17 Young women, brought for short periods to factories as dekasegi rodo (work away from home), were restricted to dormitories, not to be “urbanized” as ideally they were to be returned unchanged to their parents, ready for marriage in the countryside.

The laborers who sought comfort in cafés in this era were usually men. The coffeehouses at the turn of the twentieth century served workers as windows to the urban scene. Coffee came—in the 1860s—to the countryside in the form of a koohiito, a sugar ball mixed with coffee to be melted into hot water, but coffee places were novel to the rural migrant. The older chaya still served them as well, but now as urban rather than rural wayside stations. The ordinary newcomer was at first ill at ease in the city, and cafés or chaya were zones of comfort. There were no cafés in the rural areas. As one new to the city said, “it wasn't because of the coffee itself. It was because the kissaten was a clue (tegakari) to understand quickly the big city.”18 Some kissaten became destinations for people from particular regions—arrivals from Toohoku, for example, went to specific cafés where earlier migrants from the north-east gathered, and through these networks found information for survival and success in the city.

The Kahiichakan of the 1880s helped to establish a new style of public place in Japan. It bore no resemblance to the chaya, and was instead
a deliberate evocation of the new and the foreign. In the style of service, the beverage on offer, and most particularly in the diversity of its customers, the new coffeehouses were strikingly different from their teahouse precedents. The chaya as “village” where everyone knows your name gave way to the malleable space where you might define yourself in ways not known in your “village” and, at the same time, the space itself was constantly mutable. What was soon to follow, the trendy coffee bars and cabaret-type “passion palaces,” would tell of modernity and its redefinitions of public space, and the new people, above all women, who would create their own meanings in a space of relative equality.

Coffee in Japan in fact harks back to Portuguese and Dutch trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, to empire, missionaries, and colonial exchanges in the late 1800s, and, in the early twentieth century, to Western city life and urbanity. Coffee and its drinking are mobile phenomena: where it is grown is not where it is chiefly consumed, and its profile reflects third-world production and first-world drinking. The only producing country that is also a high-consuming country is Brazil. Coffee beans are moved, traded, and used in creating economic relationships and market flows. The roots of the urban café in Japan were watered by the rich café-scapes of imperial Hapsburg Vienna, cafés on Haussmann's grand boulevards in Paris, and the haunts of London's not-quite-clubbable eighteenth-century merchant class. In the early twentieth century Japan's coffee and cafés became Japanese, even as they were reminiscent of the Viennese grande époque, as in the red velvet seats of the Café Tsukiji in Kyoto. The coffee itself was not filtered through Europe as a secondary export: the establishment of a Brazil-to-Japan direct trade, the creation of a population of coffee aficionados, and the predictable and surprising localisms of the Japanese café were not simple derivations from abroad. Always changing to suit new tastes, social and economic conditions, and new people, the café has remained a constant in people's lives. Its adaptability is both the product of and reason for its persistence.

Given all these transformations and influences over time, there is no one “Japanese café.” Reduced to an essence, it might be a place where the space matters, the coffee counts, where for a time recreation and respite replace responsibility and repetition in ordinary life, or where that which cannot find an institutional “home” can find performance space. Or it may be, as one Japanese businessman said, a place where you go to do nothing—as he said, “Isn't that a good place?”

Cafés have demonstrated the mutability of Japanese culture and the
rigidities of cultural manifestations in institutional contexts. The café sits between the institutions that guide an urban person's life, and as a place apart has both the freedom to change and the power to fill the gaps in people's lives. This freedom and this function are what keep cafés important in the daily experiences of most people.

In conditions of constant social change, and most strikingly in times of economic and historical upheavals, people have found uses for cafés that underline the changes as well as accommodating them. The man who needs a place to sit to deal with his shame at being unemployed, the woman whose freelance work has no office, the student who cannot study in her crowded and noisy home are drawn to the coffeehouse. The café allows for social and personal uses, for meetings as well as for solitude. The multiplicity of functions served by the café demonstrates the plurality of situations and experiences and offers a definition of modern Japan itself, a place where the demands on people's energies and commitments are strong but where expression of the self continues also to demand outlets. In addition, the café is where spontaneous, untied events can happen, as well as programs of creative and artistic activities. The history of sociality and modernity in men's and women's lives can be tracked in the café, from the chaya of the water trades to the cabarets of the late 1920s, to the only-in-Japan capsule cybercafés. The public and private functions of the coffeehouse in Japan are full of the stories of change; the persistence of the café is due to its ability to move with its times and to its premise: it is a place where history is viewed but is not static.





CHAPTER 2

Japan's Cafés

Coffee and the Counterintuitive

COUNTERING PERCEPTIONS: COFFEE AS KING IN JAPAN

Japanese cafés offer correctives to received knowledge of the directions of modernity and globalization. What we learn in Japan about the uses of the café may be both similar to and at odds with our understandings of café society and globalization elsewhere, and what we imagine of Japan's public society and beverage consumption may prove to be different from our suppositions. There are four basic surprises in the stories. To begin with, the fact that Japan is a coffee-drinking society comes as a surprise to those who think tea is the predominant beverage. That Japan is now the third largest coffee importing country in the world might also shock. Next, learning that Japan was targeted in the late nineteenth century as the country that would jump-start the coffee industry of Brazil, today's largest producer of coffee beans, surprises the observer who might think that Japan's coffee boom piggybacked on that of the West. And finally, more recent newcomers to Japan might be surprised to learn that cafés in Japan were thriving long before the Seattle-driven coffee boom. In the late nineteenth century, cafés were already significant spaces in Japanese society, creating and promoting novelty, community, and a modern sort of public privacy. It is these surprises that transformed this work, which began as a social history of the Japanese café and became a treatment of urban public space and the
development of coffee itself: it became a study of what makes the ordinary extraordinary in contemporary Japanese culture.

[image: images]

FIGURE 3. Shinshindo in Kyoto. Photograph by Kondo Minoru.

Coffee and cafés demonstrate patterns of change in Japanese urban history and illuminate the role of Japan as an early agent of globalization for a world commodity now trading second only to oil. Japanese agents were early on the scene in Brazil, and soon expanded exports from there and other coffee-rich countries of origin. And Japanese cafés began quickly to diverge from the styles they first adopted from the West, adapting them to Japanese tastes and practices and developing the highest standards for coffee anywhere in the world. We in America can now drink coffee Japanese style, rather than imagining that they are drinking “our”coffee.

The ways in which Japanese people drink coffee and where they drink it are distinctive features of Japanese urban life. Japanese cities are densely populated, full of destination, duty, and distraction. The café offers society in place of isolation, or isolation when society is too demanding. The café in Japan does not represent an antidote to the social ills of the modern city—it is not the corrective to anonymity, as some have termed the café in America.1 In fact, a shift from social public space to private-in-public space as the significant use of the café seems to represent the opposite. In Japan, at any rate, being alone is what is a premium good, not being together.

There are reasons why most cafés in Japan are not laptop-friendly, reasons why Americans must seek long and hard for decaffeinated coffee in Japan, reasons why a coffee master in Japan will resist using an espresso machine, preferring to hand-drip one cup at a time. Among many other localisms of café cultures, these can be explained not as exotic or traditional Japanese traits, but as habits that have been shaped by a developing culture of coffee and by constantly changing social and economic conditions. Cultural change does not mean the obliteration of older cultural forms and their replacement with new cultural priorities. Japanese culture itself is inscribed with change, and not only in a struggle to preserve itself. Coffee and the café were little known in Japan in the late nineteenth century, but they were seamlessly adopted and became themselves culture generators and by doing so were saved from the transience of a fad. Jakob Norberg notes that it is the inchoate ambiguity of the café's form that accounts for its persistence.2 While displaying and creating novelties, cafés can also employ their ambiguous “culture” in accommodating the changing needs and desires of urbanites.

Japanese tea has a famously ritualized culture. Tea and its ways do not, however, provide the template for Japanese coffee drinking. The “way of coffee” itself may appear to us similar to the meticulous care given to powdered tea (matcha) in the tea ceremony, but it is a culture all its own, driven by supraordinate cultures of performance and behavior, ways of thinking and doing in work, as often novel as traditional.

COFFEE LOCATIONS

Since its first appearance as a “public” beverage, coffee has been a facilitator of social interactions. By the early 1500s in the Middle East, coffee drinking had become a public pastime.3 Coffee and companionship defined the coffee stand as a public space. The Arab coffeehouse—usually a tented stall surrounded by stools for sitting in a market area—had been a social institution since about the year 1000 when traders came back from Abyssinia bringing the beans, which they boiled into a drink called quahwa—“that which prevents sleep.” In Constantinople in 1475 the first Turkish kahvehane (sometimes rendered as kiva han) or coffee-house was created.

In Turkey cafés at first were conservative and primarily masculine locations. Early coffeehouses were places where one's social position might be created, recognized, or reinforced. The Constantinople coffee-house was a place for powerful elders, where younger men might be
granted patronage and learn the political strategies of their mentors. But its “open door” might also allow in those who would subvert that power, and cafés were sometimes closed down by officials who feared sedition—or any political or religious debate. Indeed, cafés witnessed assassinations. While other more “accidental” gathering places, such as public baths or market squares, were sources of information or gossip, attendance at a coffee establishment became all but required for business or civic participation. Village or neighborhood leaders could be so predictably found there that the kahvehane was like a little “city hall” where they regularly received petitioners.

By the end of the Ottoman Empire, during a period of modernization, the older kahvehane began to seem old-fashioned, “stagnant, sullied places” where the older men played cards, while European-style cafés attracted those seeking the cachet of modernity.4 The older kahvehane became passively rather than actively political as politicians used them as bases for recruitment rather than places where their power was generated or consolidated; the new cafés bred new thoughts—and new kinds of coffee, as Turkish coffee gave way there to European brews, drips, siphons, and later espresso. Older locations for coffee-drinking persisted, such as the hamam (the bathhouse) and the garden parties of wealthy, traditional families. The new coffeehouse implied freedom from at least some social conventions. Less hierarchical than the kahvehane, it was a secular place, different from the mosque, with options for diversion and a place for offering and receiving hospitality.

With Arab traders, coffee came to Venice, its first port of call in Europe. The earliest coffee shops in Europe appeared there in 1615 and later in Vienna, where coffee was carried by Turkish troops attempting to take the city in 1683. An officer, Franz George Kolshitsky, experienced in “the East,” was sent to penetrate Turkish lines to summon Polish troops on the other side. Left behind as the Turks fled were camels and stores of honey and coffee beans, which the Viennese at first took for camel fodder. Kolshitsky, knowing the value of coffee, bought up all the beans and started Vienna's first coffeehouse, the Blue Bottle, on the Domgasse immediately after the defeat in 1683.5

Before this, coffee had spread north to Paris and then to England—in 1645, the first Parisian café serving coffee was established. Nathaniel Canopius, a Cretan student at Oxford, is said to have drunk the first cup of coffee in England in his rooms, and in 1650, Jacob, a Jew from Turkey, established a coffee room there, frequented by students from Oxford's Balliol College. A native of Smyrna, Pasqua Rosee, was licensed to open
the first London coffeehouse (now the Jamaica Inn) in St. Michael's Alley, Cornhill, not far from St. Paul's in the City.

The popularity of these (at that time still very male) places in England was due not only to the coffee, a novelty at the time, but to the free mingling of people in a social space not defined by any determinant of class or rank—the ability to pay for the coffee was the equalizer. In addition, the availability of news made the coffeehouse quickly indispensable to men of business, trade, and banking. Samuel Pepys (1633–1703) reported in his diary every visit he made to a coffeehouse, who was there, and discussing what. He went three or four times per week for what he called the “sociality” of the places. In some cafés the daily newspapers were read aloud—in part to include everyone, especially those whose reading skills might not be acute, in the heated discussions of the day. You mingled with people you would not otherwise meet in the work of your day, and these accidents of meeting were valuable to Pepys; he learned something new with every visit.6

The coffeehouse became known as the “penny university,” where access to important knowledge could be had for the one-penny price of a cup of coffee. Not always a boon for those in power, the freedom of the coffeehouse for people of all ranks and interests and its ability to organize news and opinion became suspect. Charles II shut down the coffeehouses on December 23, 1675, but even the king had to yield to the importance of these “dangerous” places in the economy of England and sixteen days later, on January 8, they were reopened.7 Charles II's attempt to suppress the café was echoed a century later in Prussia when Frederick the Great forbade coffee except in licensed establishments. He saw it (and the places where it was consumed) as the engine driving antigovernmental activism and sent out Kaffee Schnufflers, men trained to sniff out coffee in illegal “speakeasies.”8

Other suspicions and aversions were associated with coffee. In seventeenth-century England a broadside was published, said to be written by women but most probably written by men in what was apparently a satirical protest against the brew: women were said to claim that their men under the influence of coffee lost ambition and, worse, their sexual potency. Other complaints or suspicions had to do with coffee's exotic origins—it was Levantine, associated with Turks, Arabs, and Jews, and its alien nature seemed to make it an “oriental” beverage—attractive to some, but dangerous to many. Later, its foreign origin helped to label it progressive and “modern.”9 A new beverage and its haunts might indeed need watching. And yet by 1700 coffeehouses were entrenched
in England: there were three thousand in London, while Paris had only six hundred.10

The coffeehouse of the English seventeenth century was vital as a source of shipping news, as runners would post cargo ship arrivals (and notices of ships lost at sea) for importers and insurers. Lloyd's, the famous insurance underwriters, was first a coffeehouse established on Tower Street near the docks in 1687. The second half of the seventeenth century was the era of colonial trade, with Dutch and English vying for supremacy in moving goods from their colonies. Knowledge of the sea routes, of types of goods, and volumes of goods on their journeys was very important for traders, and Lloyd's provided coffee and information for the men whose livelihoods depended on trade. The owner posted “Lloyd's List” on the wall, with gleanings from visiting sea captains (who had their own corner in the coffeehouse). He also provided writing equipment for deals made at his tables. Before mass publication of newspapers, places like Lloyd's facilitated transactions. The regulars here created in 1691 the Society of Lloyd's, insurance underwriters for colonial missions and for trade within Europe, which in turn became Lloyd's of London. This company has twice relocated since the seventeenth century but still retains the name of “waiter” for its porters in commemoration of its coffeehouse roots.

As Jürgen Habermas notes, the English coffeehouse of this era offered a unique service—that of open communication.11 In Japan, too, the advancement of commerce and communication in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was promoted in the coffeehouse, but as technologies of printing and transportation improved and replaced this function, coffeehouses did not disappear; instead, they served other needs—or created them. Coffeehouses, by then a mainstay of urban culture in Europe, America, and Japan, simply adjusted to new conditions. They became, with other changes in society and city life, locations where the modern could be observed and created.

Adjustability to different urban cultures was relatively simple. In Paris, the street vendor was a common sight and new products were frequently introduced by a transient food peddler. The first coffee purveyor of record in Paris was an Armenian door-to-door salesman named Pascal, who carried a kit with utensils for grinding and boiling the beans for cup service made to order. And while the English coffeehouse became a location important to trade and money, the French versions, such as Le Procope (founded by an Italian, Francisco Procopio dei Celtelli, in 1689) and others, were locations of “culture” as well as commerce. Paris
cafés were social and fashionable venues but also had political resonance. The Café Foy was a home for revolutionaries, and by the late eighteenth century cafés were under surveillance, first by the royalists and then by those worried about counterrevolutionaries.

Cafés in France were taken very seriously as leaders for a new era and shapers of new citizens. Summing up the importance of the café, Michelet, the chronicler of urban life, noted that coffee was “the great event which created new customs and even modified the human temperament.”12 From an open arena to a site for vital mercantile information to the “penny university,” the café came to represent civility itself.

In America coffee came to represent revolution. In the late eighteenth century after the Boston Tea Party, tea was no longer a politically correct beverage and coffeehouses became popular. The British had earlier begun to turn to tea, especially from British-owned colonial tea plantations in India and China. Coffee was thus a revolutionary choice in America, as tea resonated with England's colonial geography.

The intertwined histories of urban culture and the café in Europe and America are stories of change and of freedom in the space of liberality and bourgeois innovation. In Japan too, the arrival of the café, as we have seen, heralded more than options for personal choices.

CAFÉS IN SOCIAL CHANGE

The story of the uses of cafés in people's lives, as we will see, is a story of social change: for example, in the period of “modernization,” as families came to depend on the income of a salaried worker rather than on the production of the family as an enterprise, the home became a space apart, and the café came to fill a gap between home and work. This function is often called that of the “third space.” The café, as we will see, is a “third space” that offers what neither of the others offer, a place where the responsibilities of those primary locations have no weight and a place where the definitions of the individual are concomitantly lighter and more fluid. In workplaces strong pressure for performance and loyalty is brought to bear on individuals whose identity is wrapped up tightly in the organization. Home was a place of serious endeavor as well, as middle-class families struggled to place their young in paths leading to future middle-class success. The café can also be seen as an alternative community, not replacing either of the primary ones, but through supplying respite space it may actually facilitate or support participation in the spaces that “count.”

Ray Oldenburg defines “third” places as “the core settings of informal public life.”13 He uses the concept to describe regular and voluntary gatherings of people outside of home (his “first place”) and work (or school), the “second place” where you probably spend the most time. The third place, he says, is typified by four general attributes: it is free or inexpensive; it offers access to food and drink; it is within easy reach; and it houses regulars as well as new people. These places could be libraries, parks, hotel lobbies, or train stations in principle, but among all the options, Oldenburg chooses the café as the prime third place. Oldenburg's concept includes the idea that such places can fuel modern “civil society,” generating a sense of wider community and the collective generation of social responsibility. The coffeehouse in Japan did at several periods provide the locus for such a modern idea, but more recently it has provided instead a respite space from the demands of responsibilities of all kinds, a time-out, not a generative center of political and social change. Cafés can be sociable or places of solitude in public; they can help like-minded people create new ideas and events. But as we will see, the café's contemporary functions seem to have diversified, emphasizing its solatial power, its use as a retreat from the urban melee.

Cafés take on the coloring and functions of their eras as well as their cultures and locales. Japanese coffeehouses, constructed at different eras and under different historical conditions from those of their European and American counterparts, did not resemble the locus classicus of coffeehouse democracy, the site of the creation of transformative political ideas described by Habermas.14 Habermas located the emergence of a new public voice in England's eighteenth century in the English coffee-house, where a shared discursive space, the basic apparatus of a modern society, might be found. Information passed freely there, especially that encouraging trade and enterprise, regardless of whether it actually bridged the social gaps of the day. Before there were mass media, before there was mass transportation offering experiences of new goods and ideas, there was the coffeehouse and communication by the cup.

The availability of modern print and electronic media as modes of dissemination has not made the café obsolete; contemporary cafés in Europe, America, and Japan are useful assembly points for those who may desire to convene, newspapers and laptops included, to share space for a wide variety of reasons. It is this temporal, cultural, and social malleability, this multiplicity of function that makes cafés essential locations in modern societies.

Although in the 1920s some coffeehouses in Tokyo and in Osaka
were public stages for creative ideas and political debate, the primary function of the café as site of expression and change became more personal than political. Depending on the era, cafés in Japan have taken their shape as history and culture have dictated—and not as mirrors or emblems of either, rather as places where the official version of society is teased, challenged, or subverted. In contemporary Japan, where being alone in daily life is rare and perhaps problematic, and where casual meetings do not come easily, the café can offer the time and space for either society or legitimate solitude hard to find elsewhere. In Japan it is, among many other things we will note, a place to be publicly private, a social services center, a classroom for taste and consumption, a play-room, or a site of revolutionary creativity.

Japanese coffeehouses arrived in the late nineteenth century when in a rush of modernization and technological development newspapers and mass transportation also appeared. Unlike the London coffeehouse, these coffeehouses were thus not exclusively locations for political or financial news. What the visitor found were new tastes, behaviors, and public engagements. As Donald Richie pointed out, in the coffee shop “is where one first glimpses the foreign innovation that will shortly become Japanese. In the musical coffee shops you first heard Schoenberg, in the artistic coffeeshops you first saw a picture of a Giacometti…many of the pieces of various foreign cultures are lying there.”15 After all, what went on in the café was news enough. Similar to the London coffeehouse, the Japanese café has offered space for novelties: novel thought, taste, and material culture and discussions across social classes in a space where most aspects of conservative culture and role-borne responsibilities did not operate. What the coffeehouse in Japan has provided is both a public stage for performance of “unofficial” culture and a backstage where no performances at all need occur. The purchase of a cup and the securing of a seat in a café enables something not available in other sectors of a person's life. And it is at least partly about space itself, the actual as well as the symbolic.

Space is at a premium in Japan. The usual descriptor offered by Japanese, which is said to explain much of Japanese society and culture, is “we are a small island country.…” Living spaces are tiny by American or European standards, shops and offices are narrow, and walking on urban sidewalks is an exercise in avoidance, making paying attention a street survival skill. Space in which to be alone is even more rare.

In Japan, the café as a “third space” might offer an unmarked time and place for people whose time and activities are by other institutions
most deeply determined and consigned. While this might make them similar to cafés elsewhere, the marking of the individual in other contexts is such a strong determinant of activity and identity that the Japanese café has a persistent draw as a different sort of space from those in American and European cities. Being off-site and off-duty is highly desirable where site and duty commit a person so strongly. In addition, the Japanese café takes full advantage of the intrinsically protean quality of the place, and whatever its origins in England and Brazil, it soon took on Japanese functions, Japanese meanings, and Japanese coffee.

Recently the number of independent cafés in Japan has decreased, but this does not signify fewer customers for cafés or a growing use of chain coffee shops like Doutor or Starbucks (whose appearance simply created a new customer base rather than poaching on that of the independent cafés), and it does not mean that new ones are not opening constantly. More likely it represents a natural correction, as those who risked all by leaving salaried employment to open cafés in the economic bubble years of the early 1980s are now retiring, and in these less optimistic times their children are less eager to be independent of the security of mainstream occupations. And yet they themselves cannot do without their kissaten. In fact, the number of hopeful people taking “café management” courses is high.

Cafés have taken on many guises, depending on the taste of the owner. The café is the master's domain, where he (or sometimes she) can perform a demonstration of fastidious coffee-making, teaching and serving taste through complicated alchemies that turn beans to brew with great care. Cafés also reflect regional variation, differences in use by males and females, and age-grading. From the very masculine clublike space of the café in the 1880s in Tokyo to the spaces where men and women could be both customer and server in the 1920s, cafés gradually became more inclusive along other lines of distinction as well.

Cafés became miniature democracies, as they were for the most part socially unclassed. They also witnessed, and learned to take advantage of, changes in the use of time. As the white-collar labor force grew and unions protected the blue-collar worker from exploitative work hours, employees took their time out, and respites between work and home, at a café. Gradually the café also became a place where work and leisure activities met—where collegial meetings took place or where a worker might bring tasks to complete away from the oversight of managers. Students at all times have used cafés as study halls or places for testing
ideas, until in some areas school regulations made cafés off-limits for secondary school students. And finally, as homes became more private, less socially porous places, the kissaten or café became an intermediary institution in which casual or more deliberate social encounters could take place.

Transport also played a part in creating patterns of café use: train and subway stations were obvious places for coffeehouses, as customers could spend time waiting there for a train or for a traveler. As the “salaryman” white-collar worker needed decompression from the work of the day, or on his way to the office, the train station café became a main-stay in his life. As the place for a last good-bye after a night of drinking, or a more or less anonymous meeting place for a dating couple, the station café is a great assist to social life.

HOW CAFÉS DIVERGED: STYLE AND FUNCTION OVER TIME

The first cafés introduced English-style coffee to a wider clientele, mostly male and almost all rising middle-class urban customers. After 1907, as we will see in chapter 5, Brazilian coffee styles led the field. The Brazilian government had designated Japan as a principal overseas market for its coffees and returned Japanese Brazilians, often those who had migrated to Brazil to grow the coffee, brought the taste and culture of Brazil to Japan. The coffeehouse also demonstrated continental European styles, predominantly Viennese and Parisian. In the Taisho period, cafés began to serve alcohol and to offer the services of glamorous waitresses; it was then that the kissaten began to diverge from the café, which took on cabaret qualities. The latter were places of more gaiety and noise than the quiet kissaten, where no alcohol and no erotic waitresses disturbed the contemplative setting. These junkissa, or “pure kissaten,” were thus less attractive to lounge lizards and flappers. The junkissa were the haunts of artists, writers, and intellectuals, who took such places seriously as homes of argument and artistic display but who may also have repaired to the jollier cafés on occasion. After World War II, the kissaten recovered earlier than the cafés, for they served only coffee, which was at first easier to get than alcohol or food, both scarce until the mid 1950s.

A kissaten today serves coffee—that is its main offering. A café with a food license might serve anything at all, from curry rice to sandwiches to snack foods and pastries, but almost no café serves what would be culturally designated as a “meal.” The exception might be the “morning set”
served in cafés and kissaten. This breakfast is usually toast, egg, and salad, and never a miso soup, rice, and pickle indigenous Japanese breakfast. Kissaten are usually open early in the morning and serve breakfast until 11:00 A.M., and often older people will take a late breakfast as a lunch then.

At different times in the past 120 years the Japanese café has offered more than coffee, entertainment, public meetings, and private solace, for, depending on the era and many other variables, cafés have provided what the city dweller needs. This availability to changing conditions, this malleability, is related to the time and mode of the café's entry to Japan, the fact that it began as a new place, not directly inheriting the social space of the chaya.

The café's novelty, suggested and reinforced by its new uses of public space—new chairs, tables, and decor—and the new social beverage of coffee itself did not fix its identity. New things continued to happen. While cafés looked outward, at first to foreign ways, and brought in cultural novelties from the West, they were and continue to be spaces from which the novel is created and disseminated. They arrived at a time when a new bourgeois sensibility, a more mobile “urbanity” was taking shape in Japan, which could be displayed, viewed, tested, and modified in cafés. Especially after the great Kanto earthquake of 1923, the cities of Osaka and Tokyo became even more intensely “café” cities, and Tokyo especially a pacesetter in architecture and city streets. The destruction of much of Tokyo in the earthquake meant first an exodus of café and cabaret owners to Osaka—then in its boom period—and second, the construction of new cafés and public spaces in the reconstruction, making Tokyo a more geographically integrated city. Social behavior was also in flux; at times of change, a place apart from more rigid cultural coding has a strong advantage. Further, the relative classlessness of the café both permitted and demonstrated social mobility—or at least social diversity—at the time.

MODERN AND URBAN IN THE COFFEE PLACE

The café itself was noted in the 1920s as the symbol of modernity and place for the creation of ideas. As one commentator of the time said,“The café was even more significant than the Diet.”16 By this time, experiments in modern living included a wide variety of novelties both inside the home and outside. Modernization earlier in the Meiji period had meant national mobilization for economic and technological change, catching
up with the West and taking what was seen as useful in institutions and industrialization, but keeping “Western” influences in other sectors to a safe minimum. This selectivity in fact did not work as neatly as leaders might have wished. The phrase wakon yosai (Japanese spirit, Western technology) had a fine ring of cultural solidarity against the potential for incursions from outside into a newly imagined Japanese identity. But the actual preservation of the soul of Japan was to be managed through the adoption of those aspects of Western success and progress that could protect Japan against other aspects, such as values and behaviors.
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FIGURE 4. Café François in Kyoto. Photograph by Kondo Minoru.

The yearning to learn more of Western culture far overshot the desire to protect something as vague as “Japanese identity.” After the first imitative cafés re-created Europe in Japan in the 1880s, however, these novel locations and their novel beverage became unremarkably local, in an unintended but effective solution to the “modern but not Western” dilemma. Their novelties and comforts were givens in the urban person's life. One did not go to the café as an exotic space but rather as a functional and attractive place in one's ordinary life. Coffee and the places where it was drunk became Japanese—far faster than did other foodstuffs and attire, still called yoshoku and yofuku, Western foods and Western clothing. Coffee (written in characters or written in the syllabary for foreign-borrowed words) had naturalized by the early 1900s.

Carol Gluck has said that in the nineteenth century European modernity was one of the “available modernities” for Japan to adopt, but in the prevalent conditions a Japanese modernity, a pass given to the specific historical past of Japan, was the product of all the many changes Japan was undergoing.17 Gluck's idea of “improvisational modernity” might well describe the café as it underwent the determining changes of the Meiji and early Taisho periods. We are still in a state of this kind of modernity, generating novelty, creating new experiences, and, as Elise Tipton notes, the café continues to improvise.18

“Modern” in the late nineteenth century in Japan was a device by which Japan would save itself from foreign domination; it was a national security issue to upgrade Japan's institutions and potential through borrowing the forms of bureaucracies, education, the military, and health care. But soon after, a more ground-level set of modernities appeared.

Modernity, which at first expressed itself in the public eye with borrowed Western commodities and customs, could be on parade most easily in urban areas, while the countryside was effectively a place apart and “traditional.” The café in the city reflected and supported social mobility and the breakup of fixed class systems, while public spaces in the countryside such as village squares tended to reinforce social life as it had been. In the period of rapid industrialization between 1860 and 1890, the countryside came to the city as the population of workers for the factories was drawn from rural areas. The café was the logical place for these new migrants to learn city ways and comfortably observe, an inexpensive and novel drink in hand, how to get on in the world they'd just entered, so different from that of home.

Later the word café began to mean a continental European style of establishment and kissaten, an ordinary neighborhood locale. What was considered modan (“modern” in European design of the Bauhaus, modernist type) was represented in cafés where design and decor were selling points to customers coming to learn of the novel and the European. The furnishings of kissaten would also have been “modern”—tables and chairs of simple and functional make—but they would not profess a modan style by design and intention. In the postwar kissaten, brown leatherette seats, dark wood tables, and perhaps mirrors and dark wood on the walls, with pressed metal ashtrays, constituted “design.” In the intentional aesthetic of the postwar café, light wood, bright colors, and large windows, with “Scandinavian” or Bauhaus-style furniture, were settings, by the early 1960s, for the novel and avant-garde scenes of activities such as gallery shows, musical performances, and literary events.

If the Japanese café was present at the creation of modernization, is it now present at its demise? As Tipton and others have said, the café represents the bootstrapping “modern” of early twentieth-century Japan: is it now only a passive location of nostalgia, or does it now represent something different—a reflection of newer projects and other concerns? The catch-up era of the early twentieth century was quickly replaced by a rapidly changing and diverse set of Japanese cultural modernities. One can find all kinds of modern—in fact, a veritable historical catalog—in the cafés of Japan: the speakeasy-type café of the 1920s as evidence of a louche decadence; the evocation of Vienna as denominator of a public culture that slipped easily into Japan; the daring performance-art cafés of the postwar era, which made European existential and American “beat” cafés look tame by comparison; and now chain coffeehouses, reflecting the repetitive predictability of the mass market. But the cafés, except for Western chain stores like Starbucks, to most Japanese people are not “about Europe” or “about America”—they are completely Japanese.

WORK, FAMILY, AND NEW MEASURES OF VALUE

Public social spaces and acts of consumption may create novelties, but they also reflect social needs and change. What has been meant by “modern” and by “modernization” in Japan included both a new sense of time in education and industrial or bureaucratic labor and a new sense of family as a unit of consumption rather than a unit of production. In the 1870s, with the arrival of universal education, and later with industrialization, clocks began to measure and direct activity in work and school. By extension these institutions then governed the schedules of families as well. But there are gaps in place and time between home and the outside world that can be filled by active or passive participation in public spaces such as cafés.

Time as the measurement of work, hours on task, which measures and rewards the employee, also gives the café its temporal place in people's lives. Shibata Tokue describes the industrial city's timescape in terms of the flows of people at specific and predictable times of day, from the morning intake to the center of the city to the late-afternoon start of the movement out again.19 The clocks of corporations and commerce were synchronized: employees ate, drank, and purchased on their way to and from the workplace, moving to various outer hubs on the transport systems. Today, at each node in the networks of trains and buses, there are points of purchasing and entertainment, places where
people might seek recreation or respite. The rush hours of modern Japanese life siphon people from home to work but also in and out of less “designated” spaces, chief among which was and is the café. A look at cafés over the course of a normal day gives a sense of the importance of spaces like these in the schedules of life: early morning speed drinkers give way to housewives resting, then students and workers on times-out at lunch, and in the early to late afternoon older retired people wanting social time. Later visitors are postwork workers, and then the café might be a date location as well. Use also depends on the neighborhood: timing differs in residential neighborhoods.

One of the tensions of modernity lies in the distinction between home and work. The home becomes a setting apart from the exertions needed to support it. Home, as we will see in later chapters, has changed from a location of production, as in agrarian, craft, or small-trade families, to a place where family is maintained through outside labors. It is the location of reproduction, the place where children are raised to support themselves and their families (and their no longer productive parents in their old age), and where women find their domestic and maternal definition. The primary identity for most men is conferred by the workplace; in postwar Japan that workplace has sometimes had more call on him than his family has, leading to a separation of spheres of activity between men and women and often to stress when demands from work compete with those from home.20

In modern industrial and bureaucratic Japan, work was no longer hereditary in fact or form—a carpenter's son did not necessarily inherit the business and clientele when potentially more lucrative employment outside the home was available. Work now was earned through the credentials conferred on individuals measured through schooling. While large corporations framed virtue and success in more ideological ways, encouraging familistic bonding and ties of loyalty and obligation between worker and company, this did not change the ground-level understanding of the meaning of work. The corporate worker was encouraged to identify primarily with the workplace—as in the standard introduction, “I am Mitsubishi's Watanabe”—implying that work hours and paycheck alone did not define membership in the company or investment in the work product. Typically, however, the ideology behind corporate identity and the experiences of work did not match: support and solidarity, family style, were rare in the office and on the factory floor. Time away from work became time for a different sense of self. Time out is very important, even in the snippets available to the corporate worker who rarely takes
his full vacation allotment. Leisure may be found at the seat of a café. More than do bars, cafés receive brief visits for “free time.”

The compression of leisure—or rather, unassigned time—into a cup's worth of time is also important as travel time to work increases and domestic space shrinks. While commuting distances have become greater, people want places that allow respite and a chance for a transition. The café is thus part of the transport system, bridging schedules and allowing for the fine-tuning of one's arrival times. The typical Tokyo commuter has at least one hour each way to travel—and many have two—between home and work every day. In the travel itself, in the moments by which timing is perfected, the café has become the essential bridge.

The exigencies of work culture may also produce gaps of time. As one businessman said, “The way we live today, we couldn't do without the café.” He noted a special “cultural” use he considers vital to the enactment of business: if you have an appointment in Japan you must be absolutely on time, even a few minutes early. To be sure of that, you must arrive in the vicinity of your appointment even earlier. You will undoubtedly have fifteen or twenty minutes before arriving fresh and unharried at the precise moment. What but a café can fill that gap and smooth travel-worn nerves? To him, this simple fact of Japanese business etiquette alone may explain the ubiquity of cafés. Having pictures printed or shoes repaired, or waiting for the dentist? Cafés are where people wait in the Japanese city.

The café to some became a home away from home, where social and personal needs might be met—where a date might be made with a casual friend or a time-out taken for reading the newspaper. To some it was an escape from the demands of the home. Housewives might visit a café as a break in their shopping, or as a break from the solitude of home, either for a quiet moment in a place where they have no responsibilities or for a social moment with a friend. The privacy of the home could be protected, or its isolation vitiated, by a sojourn in a café.

At such times, you are not looking for distraction. The cup of coffee one buys to bide the time is sufficient purpose, as are the randomly read newspapers, magazines, and comics. Being in a space with no character is sometimes as important as being in a space whose character can entertain. This is the place, as Christine Yano noted, for “the true urbanite who knows the art of public loitering.”21 Being in a space where one has no identity can be a relief when the demands of one's other spaces are very great.

The cafés this book treats mark the urban shift from tight villagelike
neighborhood locales to more neutral territories or unmarked social spaces between public and private zones in individual lives. In older neighborhoods the café may be an extension of the close-knit relationships of the community, but in modern urban sites cafés are places apart, where movement rather than stasis, accidental rather than predictable meeting, and novelty rather than familiarity shape experience: cafés encourage the new while protecting the ordinary in people's lives.

Temple or shrine grounds have served and continue to provide some of the functions of secular public spaces—time out from chores for older people to sit together, play space for small children, and friendly meeting places for their mothers. Public baths have been sites for urban community too but are more specifically tied to the function of bathing. Public parks, zoos, and recreational grounds appeared in the Meiji period, and train stations and department stores could be meeting places. Today's train stations have specially designated meet points that mark this use, but one uses them only to connect and not as places for leisurely communication.

The experiences of the café reflected, in the middle of the twentieth century, a novel middle-class “modernity” gradually being created in juxtaposition to older Japanese frames of life. Japanese modernity was a product of convergences of industry, technology, media, and urban development. A dining room table was not simply a piece of furniture but a wedge for change in family behavior. Tastes in fashion, decor, and food were in flux, and the mixtures (flapperish bobbed hair with a louche kimono; an ivory-handled cane with tall wooden geta; ketchup on rice croquettes) might be transitional or new forms setting down more permanent roots in Japanese material culture.

Modernity in public spaces might be a third dimension cutting through a system where history and place lay out a two-dimensional map of change. The café, because of its inchoate form in an unmarked space, represents this third dimension, in which time and space are given new possibilities. The very fact that people who have no prior connection meet in the café, or sit in parallel to each other, with no personal connection, no introduction, no identity, makes it a modern space. That a woman could go there alone in 1923 made it historically modern. That one sat on chairs, not on floor matting, made it first Western, and then modern. That one chose coffee made it indisputably modern.

In Japan now, “modernity” is an aesthetic, a brand selling nostalgia for a time when the modern was an object of cultural construction. Modern is a specific historical style including fashion, goods, ideas,
and behaviors. Miriam Silverberg captured the confusion of modernity in the Taisho era in her discussion of the phenomenon called eroguronansensu—erotic, grotesque, and nonsensical—in the maelstrom of new ideas, of decadent posturing and lost souls.22 Modernity, then—especially among its protagonist artists, writers, and bohemians, some of whom we will meet later—meant the consumption of heterogeneous elements of culture, art, and behavior. It also referred to a state of mind that Mackie has called the “trance” of modernity.23 To call a café “modern” is to describe a café whose art, matchbooks, and furnishings are Japanese art deco, whether it is of that era or cast in that era's mold to channel nostalgic yearnings for a more poetic or glamorous urban age. The later modern of the postwar years included the Bauhaus minimalist aesthetic of the 1950s and 1960s, and this too has now become an object of retro café design: it's an irony that the Bauhaus minimalism was influenced by Japanese architecture.

Urbanity can be as difficult to define as modernism in Japan: we need both to understand and to distance ourselves from meanings given by Western usage, and it is as vagabond a term as modernity. Colloquially in the West, urbanity is a set of qualities demonstrated by a person who is urbane: it appears to mean sophistication, worldliness, cosmopolitanism, a suavity that goes with knowing the right moves in social situations, a sense of “style” that characterizes appearance, manners, and goods. These are qualities that might be attached to a boulevardier, a person who “owns the streets”—a flaneur, as Baudelaire and later Walter Benjamin would describe him.24 Certainly being “at home” in a city makes one urban if not urbane.

There are parallels to these meanings and understandings in Japan, notions of the person who is “urbane” that set him or her apart from the non–city person. The urbane person in Japan would not be parochial and would transcend the neighborhood, which by implication would be the narrow confines of a face-to-face community, to venture into more anonymous city spaces. Anonymity means “namelessness”; only outside your home spaces could you have no name.

CITY SPACES

Public social spaces are not universally available in modern cities. Important in modernity as places where one might be unknown to others, or free of the duties of known places, prior to the late nineteenth century such spaces in Japanese cities were few. Even today in Japan not all cities
have public spaces like these—few open piazzas, like San Marco in Venice, open market squares as in Dakar, parks for recreation like New York's Central Park, or official assembly points for public congregation like Tiananmen Square in Beijing. Modern cities might have railroad stations and shopping malls, huge vaulted hotel lobbies, and older spaces such as temple and shrine yards or the perimeters of the old imperial palaces. Japan's cities rarely have such central spaces; their urban landscapes tend toward small sites of face-to-face encounters, in part because of their density and in part because of their historical evolution.

Anywhere in the world, a city's shape relates to its original function and development, and its particular points of origin determine to some extent its later public spaces. Some cities demonstrate the expansion of regional periodic markets into fixed communities; some mark the development of services at points along routes of passage and pilgrimage, secular or sacred; some, like medieval or feudal cities, embody the power of a ruler who commands a domain; and yet others derive from the creation and protection of a valuable port for river or ocean transport. Sacred cities such as Mecca, Dazaifu in Japan, or Varanasi in India were created through the power of religious organizations to own and develop land used for spiritual centers, and pilgrimage routes leading to them literally enriched the population of such places. Getting together in public, or individually inhabiting these public spheres, could be deliberate or accidental, coerced or uncoerced. How they may be employed as places for “uncoerced” association, voluntary congregation or random appearances, is the key to the use of public space in contemporary Japan.

In Japan we see traces of older patterns of settlement. In Tokyo, created first as a castle town for the Shogun, there is a concentricity focused now on the imperial palace, with rings of services and production emanating outward from that center. In Kyoto, an imperial city, we see the Chinese-style grid of streets and markets in which is planted, mandalalike, the old imperial palace. Kobe, a port city, focuses on the waterfront, and Osaka is laid out along its mercantile distribution artery, the river. Along old pilgrimage routes, towns grew up to serve the pious travelers, and along the routes created in the Edo period by local feudal lords who were forced to travel to and from the capital there were rest and refreshment stops that became vital commercial towns as well.

Cities combine deliberate construction and planning with accidental creation. In this way they may be both “natural” and “manmade” sites, and the spaces and their uses are related to the manner of their development. Like cities themselves, most public space in Japan has been created by use rather than by design, just as footpaths created over generations of walking may eventually become roads for vehicular traffic. Few open spaces of more deliberate construction existed before the Meiji era, when the appurtenances of a nation-state were learned from Western capitals. A public park, a zoo, Western-style public museums, an open square, a boulevard—these would come only with the importation of such ideas learned by the first official emissaries to Europe and America in the 1870s.

In Tokyo, the Champs-Élysées prefigured the boulevard of Omote-sando, the “front entrance” to the Meiji Shrine built in 1920. Similarly, the Eiffel Tower later was echoed in the Tokyo Tower, and Shinjuku Gyoen, formerly an imperial park built in 1906 but now a national park, recalled French formal gardens and London's Regent's Park, while Ueno Park grew out of a Tokugawa-era temple space, boosted by the arrival of the railroad in the late nineteenth century, and collected in the 1920s national museums, a zoo, and other Western-style urban amenities.

Public parks, wide-pathed Shinto shrines such as the Meiji Shrine in Tokyo, were nineteenth- and early twentieth-century creations. The public spaces of Japan, which were traditionally such places as temple grounds or market areas, have always been used for a range of unofficial purposes. These ordinary spaces evolved: a space in front of a door on a sunny day used for sitting might with the addition of a bench or a pair of stools become a neighborhood locus for sociability. The most fluid—and also the most “located”—public spaces are small in scale and spontaneously created.

As the primary, foundational function of a place recedes (fewer people visiting temples for prayer, streets becoming noisy or dusty, or money for upkeep of a monument falling away) the people who live nearby, expanding from the narrow confines of their homes, tend to make at least temporary use of available turf. In Japan, where urban homes are typically small and increasingly private, social life has to move out—to outdoor spaces in fine weather, to shopping streets, parks, and dusty temple yards, now often the playgrounds for temple nursery schools. These accommodate spontaneous or semispontaneous meetings, along with acquaintances that are mostly restricted to the space itself. More deliberate meetings can be convened in the next layer of public space, places where a choice is made to meet, such as the café.

Saskia Sassen's discussion of “global cities” places New York, London, and Tokyo within a model of connection and change: in her view,
a global city is one where four attributes can be seen. Such a city has a vital role in the world economy, and it is a focal location for financial services, a producer of innovations, and a market for selling those innovations.25 Global cities share these functions but, I would add, accommodate them quite differently. Tokyo's old inner-city spaces, for example, display remarkable endurance in the face of transformations in the economy that pull Tokyo's neighborhoods out of a traditional merchant/ shop model and into a “global” frame of meaning—from two-story shop-plus-home residences to high-rise luxury condominiums. It is likely that, having resisted the pulls of modern affluence, such neighborhoods might also resist the pushes of decline. Outmigration has not threatened them much, either; what might endanger them in the future are the aging population and the low birthrate, but even in hard times, many of these neighborhoods are revitalizing without gentrifying.

Another way in which Japanese cities do not resemble the “global” model is in consumption: there is still a strong pattern of buying “local”—on foot or on bicycle—in shops near one's home. Although there are now large discount stores, there are few shopping malls in outlying areas catering to car-bound consumers, though urban families with cars may on weekends travel to them if buying big-ticket items such as appliances or furniture. A walk or bike ride to the local shotengai, the traditional neighborhood cluster of shops, is a daily event for most housewives. The shopping street is the neighborhood's gossip and information core—maintained as much from the habit of daily shopping as from the need of people to connect with those who know them. And in that cluster there will be a café. The “national” and the “global” coexist with these local spaces but do not dominate the experience of urban life for most middle-class people. The shopping street is a place of local relationships as well as the stuff of daily consumption, and it, like its cafés, emerges as a natural outgrowth of neighborhood.

Cafés are alive and well. After the bubble economy of the 1980s burst in the early 1990s, coffeehouses were the places where inexpensive pleasures were still affordable. While other entertainments might be curtailed, going out for coffee was not: it was beyond reproach or, for most, financial constraint. A decline in numbers of cafés, as noted above, is not a decline in interest. It appears now that a new generation of coffee-loving, café-dreaming youth is opening novel coffeehouses: there are organic, esunikku (“ethnic”), and gallery-style cafés opening everywhere, and Web sites constructing and extending their audiences. There are new bookstore cafés, bakery cafés, and cat and dog cafés (where pets are welcome
or available for petting); there are quirky “maid cafés” where geek tourists gather to see their favorite cartoon characters embodied; and there is the ashiyu café, where with a cup of coffee at hand you sit comfortably soaking your feet in a soothing hot mineral bath. At some hot springs resorts you may even have your feet “pedicured” by small flesh-eating fish while sipping a cup of coffee. There are the evocative retro cafés, where young people engage the styles, music, and decor of the early postwar kissaten. Nothing gets lost; new things do not replace but add to the plethora of possibilities in the café. Its social functions reflect what is happening in Japanese society and thus have changed over time. In the next chapter, a review of cafés in eras of modernization demonstrates both their essential malleability and their capacity to grasp and predict what will happen next.
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