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Vienna Coffeehouse Conversations 
An interview with Eugene Quinn by Gabriel Furmuzachi 

Eugene Quinn (http://spaceandplace.at/uber-uns/team/eugene-quinn/) is a Londoner who lives 
in Vienna. He is an urbanist, a DJ, one of the founding members of the social intervention group 
Space and Place (http://spaceandplace.at/). He is a rebellious optimist, as he puts it himself. One 
of his projects is the Vienna Coffeehouse Conversations (http://spaceandplace.at/vienna-
coffeehouse-conversations/). Inspired by An Intimate History of Humanity, a book by the English 
philosopher Theodore Zeldin, he tries to bring people together and give them the chance to have 
meaningful conversations about how they see the world and about life in Vienna. 

Where did you get the idea to do something like this? What made you think that people who do not 
know each other would happily sit together for a meal and talk not only about what it means to be 
a foreigner or a native in a city or in a country but also about their life and sometimes even about 
their hopes and fears? 

Vienna is not a city which welcomes strangers. The locals are shy, intellectual and full of angst. It 
can be difficult for incomers to make friends or understand the soul of the city. But I know that 
there is lots of curiosity amongst the Viennese about the international community here – 
specially the U.N. office – and so we wanted to create a forum where insiders and outsiders meet 
as equals. In an age of right-wing intolerance, we wanted to send out another message – that 
Vienna is engaged and modern and open to the world. And for travelers, there is a fashion to go 
beyond the cliches and discover the real life of locals, instead of Sissi and Schnitzel. 

What is your take on Theodore Zeldin's approach to life and human relationships? Many of his 
ideas about an alternative history of humanity are reflected in the special conversation menu which 
you hand out to everyone at the beginning.  

Using a menu of questions to open up dialogue between strangers is a beautiful idea from Zeldin. 
I am drawn to people who reflect on life and develop individual thoughts. And those are exactly 
the kind of people who come to our events. We get more women than men, average age around 
30, and people who read books and newspapers. Zeldin believes that the conversations we are 
having in 21st century are increasingly banal – about celebrities, sport or the weather.  

What kind of questions do you have on the conversation menu? Could you pick one and tell us why 
did you choose it and why do you think it is relevant? 
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The questions are designed to build into a biography of yourself. They are deeply private, and 
people are often surprised how much they speak about very personal, touching subjects. But the 
atmosphere of the evenings builds trust in mutual revelation. They say that the Austrians are no 
good at small talk, but very good at big talk. The questions mean that you go straight for issues of 
family, friendship, power, money and ethics. A typical question: “Which part of your life was a 
waste of time?” 

How do you get it funded? How many people are involved behind the scenes? 

The evenings make almost no money. That is not the aim. We want a colourful mix of people, so 
we try to keep the price cheap – students, pensioners, artists – all are welcome. 

How many people turn up usually and what kind of feedback do you get from them? 

We get between 15-30 people each month (once or twice we had 60). All the feedback we get can 
be read on Tripadvisor. We actually got an award from that website, because participants rate our 
event so highly. One man said that he had told the person in front of him more than anybody 
ever, except his wife! People continue to email answers to the questions to each other for weeks 
after the event. We have so far welcomed people from over 60 different nations to come along 
and get to know Vienna better. 

Were there people who were not happy with how the evening rolled? If so, what did they consider 
went wrong? 

Well we get feedback on Tripadvisor in Japanese or Cyrillic and it can be tricky to find out what 
they said. Even where the person sitting in front of you is not the kind you would normally be 
friends with, it can be very interesting to get an insight into their lives. We have all read about the 
dangers of surrounding yourself with people just like you, whether on Facebook or in your work. 
Real life is diverse and complex and fascinating. A few people get annoyed when we have too 
many outsiders, and someone from Saudi meets someone else from China, instead of meeting the 
locals. But most months we have more Viennese than visitors. 

How long is it since you've been living in Vienna? If you were to take part in a coffeehouse 
conversation, on which side of the table would you sit? Do you still find yourself a foreigner or do 
you think you have become a Viennese? 

Even if I like this city more than many of my Austrian friends, I will never be a Viennese. In fact, 
I am not sure it is so good for your mental health to be Viennese. There is a stylish melancholy 
here which is deeply troubling to us, optimistic Anglos. 
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