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ingestion / liquid power
Merry White

Katsu tanaka lays out his wrenches and screwdrivers 
along the side of his italian espresso machine on the 
counter at Bear Pond in Shimokitazawa, a scrambly sort 
of hip neighborhood in tokyo. With these hand tools, 
he is about to start a short intense day of pulling shots. 
he’s very nice, very friendly, and very serious about 
coffee. each shot must be as perfect as he can get it, 
so after each one, he dismantles the handle and steam 
cleans every part before reassembling the works to draw 
another. the intensity of his concentration and diligence 
are, to an American observer, extreme. But it is how he 
makes coffee, great coffee, and he is pretty much done 
after twenty or twenty-five shots, even if it’s eleven in 
the morning. After that, he’ll only make you a pour-over 
(“hand pour” in Japanese). this is handmade espresso, 
as near as can be, the tweaking and the tiny adjustments 
made for each shot making coffee a craft, not a machine-
made product.
 the ironies of tanaka’s technique are evident:  
high artisanship in a land of high technology, in service 
to espresso in a land where the pour-over has been 
king for nearly a century. the concept of the handmade 
is a very important one in Japan—we would refer to it 
as “artisanal” but it is quite explicitly that it is made “by 
hand” that is crucial. in coffee it is absolutely central, 
and all the technology available in what is perhaps the 
most technological society on earth has not led to a bet-
ter “Mr. Coffee” but rather to better hand tools, such as 
simple-looking but profoundly engineered filter holders. 
For decades, espresso was not considered worthy of 
Japanese connoisseurs—not because of its foreign or 
italian origins but because the espresso machine, even 
the high-end La Marzocco, seemed to stand between 
the maker and his product, interfering with the dem-
onstration of his skill and dedication. A person making 
coffee demonstrates his or her kodawari—a patient 
perseverance, a palpable search for perfection through 
repetition and discipline. And it is through the hand, 
the arm, the breathing, and the complete focus of body 
and mind that this can be managed. this painstakingly 
prepared pour-over, as well as beverages such as cold 
brew, has accelerated the pace of coffee connoisseur-
ship in the US, the UK, and other ports of call.
 Coffee may not seem very Japanese, but it is— 
like coffee elsewhere in developed societies, it has 
become an indigenous habit and is now completely 
at home in Japan. it has lost what the anthropologist 
Koichi iwabuchi calls its “cultural odor,” just as it has  
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in the US where, however far the beans have traveled, 
coffee is hardly regarded as a foreign drink. Centuries 
after coffee came to the West, traveling from the Levant 
to central and western europe, its foreign origin as a cus-
tomary drink is largely ignored. And today most coffee 
in the world is drunk far from where it is grown; the only 
significant coffee-producing country that is also a major 
coffee-consuming country is Brazil. Wherever it lands, 
coffee settles and becomes local. in Japan, more is con-
sumed now in public social spaces, such as cafés, than 
tea. the iconic green tea will remain iconic, as a symbol 
of Japan’s cultural civility, but it is coffee that turns the 
social wheels.
 this has been going on for some time, long before 
the Seattle invasion of the 1990s, which affected 
Japan much as it did the rest of the developed world, 
and whose espresso-based “coffee desserts” such as 
the caramel macchiato are especially popular among 
young Japanese women. Portuguese Jesuit missionar-
ies served coffee in Japan in the 1500s, which had a 
more lasting effect than their attempts to convert the 
“heathens” who practiced Buddhism and Shintoism. 
At first, however, coffee was treated by the locals as a 
medicine, much as it was by some of the earliest english 
coffee-drinkers. After all, it was as bitter to them as the 
herbal remedies in the Japanese pharmacopeia. By the 
late seventeenth century, however, with a new influx of 
coffee from the Dutch traders in residence at Nagasaki, 
the brew took on a more secular cast and became one  
of the pleasures of everyday life. the chief means by 
which this took place was the use of coffee by the 
Japanese prostitutes of Nagasaki, introduced to cof-
fee by their Dutch clients. the women enjoyed their 
coffee sweetened with honey or rice syrup—and it had 
the functional benefit of keeping them alert: if they fell 
asleep, a customer could slip away without paying.

 By 1740, the Dutch had introduced the siphon cof-
fee apparatus, an invention from europe that changed 
Japanese coffee drinking and became a regular part 
of its repertory. the device is a two-chambered glass 
pot in which boiling water ascends from a bottom 
chamber through a tube to the top, where it is infused 
with ground coffee. the pot is removed from the heat, 
whereupon the reduced pressure in the bottom cham-
ber causes the finished coffee to descend back into it, 
ready to be poured. this demands the full attention of 
the maker, as nothing about it is “automatic”; it requires 
calculated timing and the machine can, if poorly assem-
bled, explode. Like the other mindful methods of coffee 
making, siphon coffee making is truly artisanal. today, 
Japan’s major coffee competitions include top siphoni-
stas who outstrip in importance espresso baristas as 
crowd pleasers—again, with more “hand” than machine 
in their operation. As people like tanaka begin to move 
espresso away from its earlier association with the 
“automatic” and the “industrial” to the artisanal and the 
handmade, you find Japanese barmen making fancy, 
even three-dimensional, latte art and calibrating their 
shots with painstaking kodawari. handmade, it is clear, 
can be translated into many contexts, even applied to 
things involving a machine. 
 Why didn’t green tea, nihoncha, move into the  
modern space of the café—or the chaya, the old 
teahouse, update itself as a modern social space, 
equipped with wifi? the story of the space where coffee 
is served is about social change in Japan, well beyond 
the beverages in question. Coffee stayed around, lurking 
a bit at the edges of the “closed society” that Japan was 
for over 250 years in the tokugawa Period, and came 
into its own after the 1850s, when Japan was “opened” 
to the rest of the world and sought to rapidly modern-
ize. tei ei-kei, a young man born in Nagasaki to Chinese 

Kodawari in a cup. The master brewing at Kyoto’s Hanafusa. 
Photo Kondo Minoru.

Drawing of Kahisakan, Japan’s first café, 1889. The illustration, 
by To Nakamura, accompanied an installment of Bizan Kawaka-
mi’s novel Kizakura Shiragiku, serialized in the magazine Bunko.
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parents, was sent to yale University so that he could 
be trained as an “internationalist” for the new era. By 
dint of very little studying but a lot of coffee drinking in 
New york’s coffeehouses, the young man flunked out 
of school. he came back to Japan through europe, his 
father generously giving him another chance to make 
something of himself. he enjoyed London’s coffeehouse 
culture and dreamed of making a space and a brew 
suited to the democratizing, debating spirit now alive in 
Japan. in tokyo’s Ueno hirokoji, tei ei-kei built Japan’s 
first real coffee spot in 1888, a large salon with comfort-
able leather chairs, mahogany tables and writing desks, 
napping rooms, and newspapers on racks—beyond  
the amenities of even London’s clubby coffeehouses. 
the attention he lavished on customers’ comforts soon 
put him out of business: keeping up with the amenities 
was impossible, especially when customers stayed all 
day for the price of one cup of coffee (one sen, one  
one-hundredth of a yen, low even for the day).
 Coffee is the reason to go to a Japanese café; 
hardly ever is there green tea on the premises, though 
black tea will be available. And rarely do you find coffee 
served in Japanese-style handleless teacups. these are 

nonoverlapping beverages. there are exceptions: in 
one “white-tablecloth” café in tokyo, arriving guests are 
offered a wet towel, a glass of ice water, and a handle-
less cup of green tea as they sit down, along with the 
coffee menu. the tea just means “welcome,” a hospi-
table salute to tide you over while you peruse the coffee 
menu. Green tea, synonymous with civility in Japan, 
exists in some trendy spots—almost never where there 
is serious coffee—in Starbucksian coffee styles: matcha-
cino or matcha-latte are sweet “dessert-like” beverages 
popular among young women.
 Why didn’t the chaya start serving coffee? tea 
spaces were old-fashioned and coffee synonymous with 
the “modern.” in the late nineteenth century, teahouses 
served people who had had family and trade affiliations 
with each other for generations and everyone knew 
everyone’s business—these places were intimate and 
patrolled behavior. What you did in the chaya certainly 
didn’t stay in the chaya. A coffeehouse was a different 
kind of place. here you might find merchants (at the bot-
tom of the social ladder in premodern times) hanging out 
with samurai, who had recently lost their status with the 
destruction of the feudal class system and now availed 

Coffee party held at the home of Akira Kono, founder of Japan’s Coffee Syphon Company, 1928. In 1925,  
the company became the first in Japan to manufacture and sell a vertically arranged siphon for making  
coffee. Courtesy Coffee Syphon Co., Ltd.. 
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themselves of the new democracy of the café. you could 
meet people you would not meet in the course of your 
usual rambles, and remake yourself as well. trying out 
modernity, being receptive to ideas, dress, music, and 
foods previously unknown, these were the offerings of 
cafés—not of the chaya. there were other attractions. 
the jokyuu, a young female café waitress, was a feature 
of life by about 1910. She was not a bar hostess—not 
a geisha, but an avatar of modernity in her art deco 
kimono, her western-style bobbed hair, and her possibly 
scandalous demeanor. By the mid-1920s, coffeehouses 
were haunted by lounge lizards and flappers, or mobo 
and moga (“modern boy” and “modern girl”) customers.
 Coffee today is well diversified. Drinking it is a nor-
mal part of a normal day, but there are choices. you can 
go to a neighborhood coffeehouse and have a “morning 
set,” a breakfast offering that is almost free with a cup of 
coffee—toast, salad, an egg. Many businesspeople set 
out for work after a cup of instant coffee at home, only to 
have a pour-over with breakfast at a café before stand-
ing on the train platform with a vending machine can of 
coffee in hand waiting for the train to work. All are “cof-
fee” but only that proper cup in a café would be called 
“regular,” an english word used in Japan to describe a 
brewed cup of coffee made from grounds using a filter, 
either by hand or with an apparatus.
 Cafés are also wildly idiosyncratic. there is no one 
Japanese café—either historically or today. there are 
some perennial styles: the ones for the old guys, with 
their brown Naugahyde seats, pressed tin ashtrays 
(yes, there’s still smoking in most cafés in Japan), and 
calls for burendo or the house blend coffee; the ones 
for euro-leaning artistic people with a gallery show on 
the walls, or walls on which to leave your own mark; 
cheerful ruffled cafés where housewives might take a 
morning break during shopping; student cafés where 
neo-Marxists contend nostalgically with slash-and-burn 
economists; old red-velvet cafés where sitting in uphol-
stered dark wood banquettes gives you a Viennese fin 
de siècle moment. 
 And then there are the sacred spaces where cof-
fee itself is the point, where you watch the barman or 
barwoman pour, in a single-drop flow, a perfect spiral 
in, spiral out, spiral in, over grounds contained in a 
wire-held flannel bag over your cup or a small wood-
necked glass pot. this is the coffee style, now branded 
as “Japanese,” that has traveled to America, the UK, 
Australia, and all points where coffee geekdom has 
developed. “Japanese coffee” is many things but, above 
all, it is technique and kodawari that are crucial—as 
well as the equipment. the Japanese hario and Kalita 

companies have exported coffee equipment to America 
and elsewhere for some time.
 the pour-over is now standard practice for many 
baristas in the US and elsewhere to the point where it 
has lost its “cultural odor” as Japanese. the dramatic 
siphon setup created by hario, with a halogen light in 
the heating base, is performance art. you can watch 
the show (do not think any of these coffees can be 
produced quickly) right at the counter at places like 
Prufrock on Leather Lane in London, or Jaho in Salem, 
Massachusetts, or Café Demitasse in Los Angeles.
 Japan is leading the coffee scene in many parts of 
the world: baristas from Japan participate in, and often 
win, world barista championships, and experts from 
America and elsewhere make pilgrimages to Japanese 
coffee experts. Japan is the third largest importer of 
coffee in the world. Beans from Kenya, ethiopia, and 
Brazil get vetted in Japan before they are released to 
the world market: if they can make it in Japan, they can 
make it anywhere. the importance of personal dedica-
tion, high standards, service, and customer knowledge 
in the coffee market there has created taste in every 
sense. Forget anime, manga, and hello Kitty, usually 
offered as the signal triumphs of “soft power,” the new 
form of global influence achieved not through economic 
clout but through the dissemination of social and cul-
tural artifacts. it is Japanese coffee, the nation’s “liquid 
power,” that rules.


