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Abstract: Coffea canephora, or Robusta, plays an important role in the Italian coffee scene, particularly
in the preparation of espresso, contributing to the coffee’s intense flavor and rich crema. But why
do Italians prefer this type of coffee? Why does this preference not emerge in the same way in
neighboring countries such as Germany, France, Austria, and even Spain? And why are there so
many differences in coffee tastes among regions within Italy? The northern part of the country prefers
lighter and longer coffees with a major presence of Arabica, while southern regions prefer shorter
and darker coffees with a larger presence of Robusta. This kaleidoscopic coffee culture traces back to
historical events linked to the introduction of coffee beans in Italy and to its varied regional landscape.
Within the folds of history lie the origins that have shaped the Italian coffee identity. This journey
presents an intriguing case study.
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1. Introduction

Coffea canephora, commonly known as Robusta, plays a crucial role in Italian coffee
culture, particularly in crafting espresso, contributing to the coffee’s intense flavor and rich
crema. The preference for Robusta in espresso blends varies significantly with regional
tastes within Italy. The north favors the delicate notes of Arabica beans while the south
prefers the robust, bitter profiles that Robusta enhances, which is reflected in the darker
crema and fuller body of the coffee. This regional variance not only reflects Italy’s coffee
history but also embodies the country’s diverse culinary tastes.

2. Materials and Methods

This study employs a historical analysis approach to understand the regional varia-
tions in Italian coffee culture. Through examining historical records, trade documents, and
cultural texts, the introduction and evolution of coffee preferences across different Italian
regions is traced.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Northern Italy

In the northeastern part of the peninsula, coffee is characterized by its light roast,
striking a delicate balance between slight bitterness and aromatic notes of chocolate and
vanilla. This results in a harmoniously sweet cup with gentle acidity alongside fruity and
spicy undertones. Similarly, coffee from Piedmont is distinguished by its subtle bitterness
and robust body, embodying the region’s nuanced approach to coffee roasting and blending.
Milan is at the forefront of embracing global coffee trends, including ‘latte art’, cold brew,
and specialty coffee varieties. Milan also claims the origin of the internationally acclaimed
‘caffe latte’.
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3.2. Center and Southern Italy

Both Roman and Tuscan coffees share characteristics such as a robust body and a dis-
cernibly bitter taste, achieved through a blend of Robusta and Arabica. A defining feature
of Roman coffee is its rich brown ‘crema’ adorned with hints of dried fruit. Neapolitan
espresso is characterized by its profound intensity, dark hue, and rich aroma, crafted from
darkly roasted beans predominantly Robusta. This endows it with its hallmark robust body,
distinctively bitter flavor, and iconic brown crema. Neapolitan coffee distinguishes itself
not only through its unique preparation method but also through its cultural significance,
making it a distinct type of coffee [1].

3.3. Historical Context

To explain these differences, it is necessary to consider the historical background when
Italy was fragmented into several small states, allowing the coffee culture to spread at
different rates. Coffee was introduced to Italy through Venice in the 16th century, facilitated
by the city’s thriving trade with North Africa and the Middle East. One of the first Italian
coffee houses, Caffe Florian, opened in Venice in 1720 [2].

The Austrian influence on Italian coffee culture is significant, especially in the intro-
duction of coffee houses that opened from the northern part of the peninsula to Rome, such
as Caffe Greco, founded in 1760. The spread of coffee culture was initially slow due to
opposition from some religious figures who, citing its origins in the Muslim world, saw it
as religiously and culturally divergent from Christian Europe.

There was also a general distrust of new and foreign influences, especially those
associated with stimulant properties that could alter one’s state of mind.

In Naples and in the south of Italy, the introduction of coffee was slower and initially
flourished within small, exclusive circles of the aristocracy and intellectuals [3]. Here, apart
from the church’s skepticism, the dark color of coffee also contributed to superstitious
beliefs. The black color of coffee was associated with negative connotations, such as the
occult or forbidden substances. These beliefs made some Neapolitans reluctant to embrace
coffee in their daily lives [4,5].

3.4. The Role of Chocolate and Naples

To comprehend the evolution of these preferences and the contemporary prevalence
of Robusta coffee consumption among Italians, it is essential to undertake a comprehensive
examination of Italian history. For example, Naples and its history with chocolate play
significant roles [6]. When coffee began to spread, Neapolitans were already significant
consumers of chocolate. Records from 1771 indicate a considerably higher expenditure on
cocoa imports compared with coffee, nearly threefold [7].

This underscores the local palate’s preference for richer, creamier flavors. The history
of cocoa in Naples is part of a broader narrative about the introduction and evolution of
chocolate in Italy. Notably, Italians have innovated various chocolate dishes, including the
creation of the chocolate sorbet in Naples in the mid-1700s [8].

To achieve a creaminess similar to traditional chocolate drinks, local coffee producers
began blending ‘Arabica’ with some ‘Robusta’. This blend, preferred in Naples, differed
from the lighter Arabica coffee infusion favored in Trieste [9].

It was a success. This innovation encouraged roasters to increasingly use more Robusta
and to experiment with darker roasting processes.

Within the kingdom, particularly in the southern part of Italy, coffee began to be
appreciated across all segments of the population. After the unification of Italy and
subsequent emigration, the use of Robusta in coffee spread and was also appreciated in
other parts of the peninsula.

At the beginning of the 19th century, superstitions surrounding coffee had faded.
Coffee became a symbol of hospitality and friendship [10]. The Neapolitan innovation in
blending different types of coffee showcased the adaptability of coffee culture to local tastes
and highlighted the creativity in crafting a distinct coffee experience.
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4. Conclusions

In summary, the study of regional variations in Italian coffee culture reveals a rich
tapestry woven from historical influences and contemporary preferences. The distinct
preference for Robusta in the south and Arabica in the north reflects not only regional tastes
but also deep historical roots. The introduction of coffee through Venice, the influence of
Austrian coffee houses, and the unique cultural context of cities like Naples and Milan have
all played significant roles in shaping Italy’s coffee landscape.

The north’s inclination towards lighter, more delicate coffee blends contrasts with the
south’s preference for robust, intense flavors, highlighting Italy’s diverse culinary heritage.
This study underscores the importance of historical context in understanding contemporary
preferences and offers valuable insights into the broader cultural significance of coffee
in Italy.

Implications of these findings extend to both cultural historians and the coffee industry.
For historians, the intricate connection between regional history and coffee preferences
provides a deeper understanding of Italy’s cultural evolution. For the coffee industry,
recognizing these regional preferences can guide product development and marketing
strategies, ensuring they resonate with local tastes and traditions.

Future research could further explore the socio-economic factors influencing coffee
consumption patterns and the potential impact of globalization on regional coffee cultures.
Through pursuing further research into the historical and cultural aspects of coffee, a more
nuanced understanding of and appreciation for the multifaceted richness of Italian coffee
culture can be achieved.
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