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The Drink that Fueled the Revolution: Coffee Houses as Facilitators
of Revolutionary Culture and Political Agency

Amber Fill

Abstract

This essay investigates the central role of Parisian coffeehouses in shaping the
political culture of the French Revolution. In the 150 years leading up to 1789,
coffeehouses transformed from urban curiosities into vital institutions of
everyday sociability and intellectual exchange. This study demonstrates how
late eighteenth-century café culture, predominantly concentrated within the
district of the Palais Royal, fostered a distinct space for open discourse rooted
in Enlightenment principles of reason, moderation, and wit. Unlike the historic
tavern, the coffeehouse came to embody a respectable, sober alternative that
allowed for the subversion of Old Regime social hierarchies and the cross-class
intermixing of elites and commoners. During the revolutionary crisis, these
spaces mutated into hotbeds of political action, serving as strongholds for
political factions, laboratories for legislative "Motion Makers", and public
platforms for radical oratory. By analyzing pivotal moments, such as Camille
Desmoulins’ mobilization of the masses from the tables of the Café de Foy
preceding the storming of the Bastille, this essay argues that the Parisian
coffeehouse functioned as an indispensable arena of communication.
Ultimately, it was a critical, foundational component in the generation,
dissemination, and execution of radical revolutionary discourse.

This paper was originally written in the Fall semester of 2023 for Dr. Jill Walshaw’s HSTR
342B and was reworked for publication in The Ascendant Historian.
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In the 150 years leading up to 1789, coffee was popularised as a drink of choice
for the French upper classes. By the early days of the revolution, more than eight
hundred coffee houses were spread throughout Paris, creating a wide-reaching network
from which information was disseminated.” In an atmosphere ripe for political debate,
coffee houses, also referred to as cafés, thrived during the revolution, acting as a stage
for politicians to engage with the increasingly frustrated populace. This essay will
investigate what made coffee houses so central to the political culture of the French
Revolution. It will demonstrate how coffeehouses fostered new practices of sociability,
facilitated the exchange of political discourse, and gave political actors the opportunity
to influence large audiences.

To support this thesis, it is first necessary to examine how the café culture of late
eighteenth-century France laid the foundation for such fervent political discourse. Prior
to 1789, cofteehouses had two salient characteristics which made them appealing: they
were spaces of intellectual sociability and innovation. As spaces of conversation that
championed the principles of reason, political reform, and individual rights, Parisian
cafés allowed their patrons to leave behind traditions of the Old Regime and turn
towards the more innovative, secular knowledge of the Enlightenment.® During this

period, patrons of the coffeehouses were stable, and landed.*' Put simply, visitors of

" Eddy Kyle Gilpin, “Café Liberté: The Role of the Coffechouse in the French Revolution” in The Alexandrian 9,
no. 1, (Troy University, 2020).

%0 E. C. Spary, “The Place of Coffee” in Eating the Enlightenment: Food and the Sciences in Paris, 1670-1760.
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2012) 98.

8! Woodruff Smith, “From Coffeechouse to Parlour: The Consumption of Coffee, Tea, and Sugar in North-Western
Europe in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” in Consuming Habits: Global and Historical Perspectives on
How Cultures Define Drugs, ed. Jordan Goodman, Paul E. Lovejoy, and Andrew Sherratt (New York: Routledge,
2007) 150.
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coffeehouses were those who could afford, in both money and time, to frequently visit
and purchase beverages. The characteristic form of knowledge within the café was
satire, visible most clearly in the letters of men who frequented the coffeehouses.* This
genre was used as a literary weapon that was instrumental in dismantling the old regime,

12 dependent on a culture of esprit, understood as wit, mind, and spirit.® Cafés

and was al
were a space for open discourse — a characteristic crucial to the revolutionaries and key
to transforming it from an urban curiosity to an institution of everyday life.

The cafés of Paris were primarily concentrated in one key area: the Palais Royal.
Located in central Paris, the Palais Royal was a district owned by Philippe I, Duke of
Orleans, the younger brother of King Charles XIV. It was an enclosed courtyard, but
open to the public, and was quickly and widely popularised. With little police
surveillance, the public could engage in a variety of lively debates and activities that
disseminated and reflected Enlightenment values. By the summer of 1789, the Palais
Royal housed twenty-five cafés that had a central role in curating a dynamic atmosphere
within the courtyard. In this district, visitors could indulge in much more than just coffee
and conversation; the Parisian café scene was joined by other institutions like the tavern,

the residential hotel, the salon, and the boutique. It was also the home of restaurants,

booksellers, prostitutes, predominantly those categorised as active citizens in civil

2'W. Scott Haine, Jeffrey H. Jackson, and Leona. Rittner. “Bad Places: Sedition, Everyday Speech, and
Performance in the Café of Enlightenment Paris” in The Thinking Space : the Cafe as a Cultural Institution in
Paris, Italy, and Vienna. (London: Routledge, 2016) 74.

8 E. C. Spary, “The Place of Coffee”, 98.



Ascendant Historian | 33

society: men who were educated, respond notoriously forbidden books and texts.* These
contributed to the creation of a bustling atmosphere of urban social life.’

Despite its commercial similarities to other urban sites, cafés were distinct social
spaces. Its most similar counterpart was the tavern, the historic meeting place for
discussion. But, as conversation topics diversified from business and urban commerce to
more politically-charged discourse, the tavern was phased out in favour of the
coffeehouse, which embodied qualities of reason and respectability.® It wasn’t just the act
of gathering and consuming something considered ‘fashionable’ that made coffeehouses
respectable; coffee was seen as promoting * health, sobriety, moderation, and rationality
— all of which were ideal attributes of an Enlightened, respectable individual.* Taverns
were notorious for their violence and sexual license.”” Comparatively, coffeehouses were
supposed to promote rational discourse in an atmosphere of sobriety and balance, with
coffee being the drink of choice. When the revolution came, coffeehouses took on the
additional role of centres of political action. Arguably, the utility of the coffeehouse
could not have been found in any other institution.

In 1779, coffeehouses were described as the place “where one took coffee, tea,

chocolate; where one drank all sorts of liqueurs, and where one played chess, checkers,

8 Denise R. Diliberto, "Cafes and Pamphlets of the French Revolution: Critical Components in the Dissemination
of Revolutionary Discourse and Public Opinion." MA thesis, (Southern Illinois University, 2018) 1. ” Denise R.
Diliberto, "Cafes and Pamphlets of the French Revolution” 12.
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87 James Van Horn Melton,“Drinking in Public: taverns and coffeehouses” in The Rise of the Public in
Enlightenment Europe. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) 237.
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[and] dominoes.”® It was also a space where public reading thrived.® This continued into
1789, in which they became thinking spaces where intellect superseded social hierarchy.
Avid café-goer Alain Réne Le Sage acknowledges this, explaining, “people of every
condition... nobles and commoners... beaux esprit and idiots... willy-nilly ... engag[e]
with one another, each in proportion to his intelligence”.” Cafés were a gathering space
for every strata of French society, from the elites congregating inside to the lower classes
gathered in groups outside, listening to orators.'* In the Palais Royal, social orders were
blurred, with both elites and commoners frequently visiting its institutions. Each
establishment had a different demographic of patrons.”s The Dutch café was primarily
the haunt of the Jacobins, the Café de Valois was frequented by the Feuillants, the Café
?IChartres was the domain of the royalists and aristocrats, and the Royal Drummer was
notorious for its low-class and raucous crowds (see fig. 1).”

Despite having noticeably different target demographics, the cafés of Paris were
places where different classes mixed. They served all walks of society, acting as a
gathering place for their representatives and thus, making them an establishment unique

to the revolution.” As

8 Pierre-Thomas-Nicolas Hurtaut and Magny, Dictionnaire historique de la ville de Paris et de ses environs, dans
lequel on trouve la Description des Monuments & Curiosités de cette Capitale ... 4 vols (Paris: Chez Moutard,
1779), 11, 10.

% Thierry Rigogne, “Readers and Reading in Cafés, 1660—1800.” in French historical studies 41, no. 3. (2018) 475.
% Alain René Le Sage, “La valise trouvée” in Oeuvres Completes, vol.12 (Paris: Renouard, 1821) 210. ™ Robert W.
Thurston, Jonathan Morris, and Shawn Steiman, “Coffeechouse Formats Through the Centuries” in Coffee: A
Comprehensive Guide to the Bean, the Beverage, and the Industry (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2013) 228.

%! For a large, yet far from exhaustive list of cafés in Paris during the eighteenth century, see William H. Ukers
“History of the Early Parisian Coffee Houses” in All About Coffee, The Tea and Coffee Trade Journal Company,
New York, 1922, 101-102.
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Camille Desmoulins described this diverse Parisian café scene,
“['T]hose with stentorian voices take it in turns to speak every evening. They
stand on tables, people band together to listen to their speeches. They read out the

most powerful writing of the day on current affairs. The silence is broken only by
shouts of ‘bravo’ for the most stirring parts.”*

This intermixing was also suggested by the Marquis of Ferrieres, who in his memoirs
stated, “Here a man is drafting a reform of the Constitution; another is reading a
pamphlet aloud; at another table, someone is taking the ministers to task; everybody is
talking; each person has his own little audience that listens very attentively to him.”*
This image of the café as a place of socialisation, political discourse, and public
participation is displayed in prints from the period.. Fig. 2. showcases intellectual men
gathered in Café de Manouri, participating in both discussion and games like chess.

An outlier among the cafés was the Café du Caveau, known as being a quiet place
with no orator. Instead, groups of politicians gathered with no particular leader to discuss
matters of the hour (see fig. 3). The politicians who frequented this establishment were
often described as “Motion Makers,” the groups of people responsible for writing
motions to the National Assembly.”* These ideas behind these motions could often be
traced back to the debates within the café, intrinsically linking the two. Because of this,
Café du Caveau was one of several cafés where the fury of the French Revolution was

truly felt, at both its inception and during the terror.”

% Camille Desmoulins, “Camille to Jean-Nicolas, Undated between June 24 and July 12, 1789,” in Letters, trans.
Simone Remy, Melkam Live Journal.

% Charles-Eli de Ferriéres, “Memoirs of the Marquis de Ferriéres,” in Jean Robiquet, Daily Life in the French
Revolution, trans., James Kirkup, (NY: Macmillan, 1964) 4.

% W. Scott Haine, “Bad Places: Sedition, Everyday Speech, and Performance in the Café of Enlightenment Paris”
74.

97 Eddy Kyle Gilpin, “Café Liberté”, 2.
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The political culture of the revolution depended on private areas where matters
could be discussed and problematised. Cafés, due to their aforementioned enlightened
atmosphere, were the perfect places for knowledge to be exchanged. Because of this,
they were also targets of criticism. Traveler Arthur Young paints a vivid scene of the
Parisian café in his writing, describing it critically as hotbeds of sedition.

... The coffee-houses in the Palais Royal present yet more singular and
astonishing spectacles; they are not only crowded within, but other expectant
crowds are at the doors and windows, listening a gorge deployé to certain orators,
who from chairs or tables harangue each his little audience: the eagerness with
which they are heard, and the thunder of applause they receive for every
sentiment of more than common hardiness or violence against the present
government, cannot easily be imagined. I am all amazement at the ministry
permitting such nests and hotbeds of sedition and revolt, which disseminate
amongst the people, every hour, principles that by and by must be opposed with

vigour, and therefore it seems little short of madness to allow the propagation at
present.®

Arguably, the burgeoning image of the coffeehouse as a place of revolt and political
fervour further added to its appeal. The revolutionaries did not attempt to rectify the
portrayal of the café in the media; instead, they used the changing perception of the
institution to their advantage. Cafés were morphing into the ideal location for the
incitement of revolt.

The first cafe founded in Paris, and arguably one of the most important in the
revolution, was Café de Procope. Opened in 1689 by Frangois Procopio as a limonadier,
or “lemonade salesman,” it soon introduced a new way of making and consuming coffee
to enlightened Paris.” He combined coffee with extravagant, exotic decor inspired by the

Ottomans that drew intellectuals in. As such, Café de Procope was the first French

% Arthur Young, Arthur Youngs Travels in France, 153-154.
9 E. C. Spary, “The Place of Coffee”, 110.
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adaptation of a Middle Eastern coffeehouse.'® It attracted a significant amount of notable
clientele and was widely known as a literary salon, with its visitors consisting of authors,
actors, and musicians."”" One hundred years after its opening, the topics of discussion
were drastically different, moving from Enlightenment discoveries and exotic wonders
to a hunger for revolution.” This shift is evident when looking at its patrons; some of the
café’s early visitors of note were Voltaire, Diderot, and Franklin, while in the later
revolutionary years, its clientele extended to the likes of Marat, Robespierre, Danton,
Hébert, and Desmoulins.' Because of its clientele, Café de Procope was a centre of
political discourse. It was just one of many cafés in the Palais Royal to become central to
rebellion.

It was in the Palais Royal that the seed of revolution was planted. On July 12,
1789, the young journalist Camille Desmoulins shared a fiery speech that ignited the
crowd’s growing anger against the monarchy. This was not unprovoked: one day prior,
on July 11, 1789, the popular finance minister Jacques Necker was dismissed.'® This
incited waves of protest that brought the news to the cafés of the Palais Royal.
Responding to the tension, Desmoulins successfully rallied the large crowds, and from

the tables of the Café de Foy, unified his audience in rebellion. This instigated the attack

1% Julia Landweber, “‘This Marvelous Bean’: Adopting Coffee into Old Regime French Culture and Diet.” in
French historical studies 38, no. 2, (2015) 201.

1" Denise R. Diliberto, "Cafes and Pamphlets of the French Revolution” 5.

% Thierry Rigogne, “Readers and Reading in Cafés, 1660—1800.”, 477.

192 Denise R. Diliberto, "Cafes and Pamphlets of the French Revolution” 6.

1% Hans-Jiirgen Liisebrink and Rolf. Reichardt, “The Storming of the Bastille: The Historical Event as Collective
Symbolic Action” in The Bastille: a History of a Symbol of Despotism and Freedom; Translated by Norbert
Schiirer. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997) 39.
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on the Esplanade de Invalides where rioters gained arms, which were used at the

storming of the Bastille that occurred just three days later.'™

Desmoulins is depicted as a charismatic revolutionary inciting the masses, while
the crowd is portrayed as disorderly and chaotic with arms and hats raised in political
fervor, showing the typical chaos of a café courtyard.! Orators could easily direct and
engage with the crowds, sharing debates from within the café, news from gazettes, or
royal proclamations. This further confirms how coffeehouses were important sites for
sociability, intellectual exchange, and political activity.

The rowdiness of the rebel crowds taking on the Bastille has been widely
illustrated, but can most fervently be described by those who were imprisoned during the
insurgence. For example, Jean Jacques Calet, a long-term prisoner, describes the event as
such:

About four o’clock in the morning, I heard, what I had never before heard during

my whole infamous imprisonment, a variety of voices under my window, and

presently, the cry “to arms.” ... The noise however did not end here; I then
concluded that some of the prisoners had actually risen against their keepers, and
on hearing the firing of a musquet was more than ever confirmed in my opinion,
that this must have been the cafe [de Foy]. ...In less than an hour I heard a much
greater uproar, and a shout of “Viva la liberte,” Liberty forever... from the

mouths of forty brave insurgents who were but a small part of the assertors of the
glorious emancipating of France.'*

The storming of the Bastille was a momentous occasion, one which some historians

claim was the beginning of the revolution. It is not coincidental that it started with a

1% Hans-Jiirgen Liisebrink and Rolf. Reichardt, “The Storming of the Bastille: The Historical Event as Collective
Symbolic Action”, 48.

1% Denise R. Diliberto, "Cafes and Pamphlets of the French Revolution” 10.

19 Jean Jacques Calet, A true and minute account of the destruction of the Bastille, Eighteenth Century Collections

Online, 13.
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café. The Café de Foy was a prime location for orators to announce news; thus, it was a
place where the illiterate would gather in large numbers.

In the early days of the revolution, the cafés of the Palais Royal were rapidly
politicised. Café culture was a fusion of street theatre through oration, the exchange of
knowledge, political pamphleteering, and the transformation of violent language into
revolutionary rhetoric. In summary, eighteenth-century coffeehouses were centres of
political radicalism. Not only were they a physical representation of the enlightened
ideals of respectability, rationality, and the desire for an expansion of knowledge; they
allowed the mixing of classes, showing how social mobility was changing. They gave
political clubs private spaces to debate and plan political motives, and became a place
where lower classes could gather and participate in revolutionary politics. This was all
supported by the fact that the Palais Royal was an area with minimal police surveillance,
allowing more freedom of speech and action, and providing an ideal place to rally the
masses. In all, the cafés functioned as an arena of communication and served as a critical

component in the production and dissemination of revolutionary discourse in Paris.
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Fig 1. The Royal Drummer. Started originally as a tavern, this hostelry added coffee to its cuisine and
became famous in the reign of Louis XV. The illustration is from an early print used to advertise the
“Royal Drummer’s” attractions, from Ukers, William H. “History of the Early Parisian Coffee Houses”

in All About Coftee, The Tea and Coffee Trade Journal Company, New York, 1922, 91.
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Fig 2. Interior of Manouri’s
cafe’, by Vaujuas. Red
chalk drawing, ca. 1770.

' Paris, Musée Carnavalet.
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Fig 3. People in Cafe du Caveau in
Paris in August 1789 during the
French Revolution, engraving.
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