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When we were asked to do a book on Italy, we were both honored and a bit wary. Does the world really need another? How can we capture, in just 288 pages, all the variety our country has to offer?

Italy packs an insane wealth of geography into a slender, 301,000-square-kilometer peninsula: an Alpine wall to the north, an Apennine spine down the center, and contact with three seas (Adriatic, Tyrrhenian, and Ionian) creating 7,900 kilometers of coastline. Twenty regions contain 60 UNESCO World Heritage Sites and over 1,500 islands. In just a few hours, the scenery can jump from glaciers to black-sand beaches, rice paddies to olive groves, gilded Renaissance cities to hilltop hamlets.

Our goal as an editorial platform has always been to show that Italy is far more complex than the clichés suggest; to let our readers learn and be surprised by an Italy that has a thousand sfaccettature (facets), and in doing so, shift attention from the overvisited to the overlooked.

For our first book, we wanted to take on this challenge from a photographic perspective, showcasing the country with 20 independent photographers—each selected to represent one region with which they have personal ties. This is Italy seen not through the lens of those on holiday or commissioned professionals seeking the “wow” shot, but through the eyes of those who live here and have captured, naturally and intuitively, specific places over time. As such, they bring us into their respective corners of each region—the cities/towns/provinces/islands they know intimately—an approach which reflects the way we believe our country should be experienced: slowly, in fragments, without the hastiness to see everything at once. Working with the photographers, and drawing on both archive and new photography, we curated these pages to document not only landscapes but also ways of life, beginning in the north with Trentino-Alto Adige and concluding in the south with Sicily.

As a nation, Italy is relatively young—it was only unified in 1861—which means that its history as a Mediterranean crossroads more often defines who Italians are than what Italy is. French, Slovenian, Habsburg, Ancient Roman, Austro-Hungarian, Greek, Arab, Norman, Spanish—traces of all these dominions still echo in the country’s food, architecture, traditions, and sensibilities. Across the peninsula, Italian coexists with over 30 recognized languages and dialects (among them Sardinian, Ladin, Neapolitan, Sicilian, and Friulian), each a reminder that Italy is a palimpsest, a puzzle of distinct, deeply rooted identities. Each piece has its own shape, and only together do they render the full picture of italianità.

The scent of burning wood drifting from the hills into Florence’s narrow streets already reveals the Tuscan character. Here, people greet each other with ci si and call their father babbo, the Tuscan gorgia aspirating consonants; they serve beans prepared every which way and soups that begin with yesterday’s bread. But cross into Umbria and the hills turn softer and brighter like the shades of green, c’s become clear and hard, and bloody, flash-grilled bistecche are replaced by sumptuous slow-cooked porchetta. Two neighboring regions, already so different; now imagine how many more nuances there are from north to south, east to west.

Still, there are certain things that unite us: meals the country over follow antipasti, primi, secondi, dolci; the village festivals always celebrate some saint or another; and speaking with these 20 photographers has put into context just how obsessed we Italians all are with the sea. Apparently, cicadas are the utterly inescapable summer soundtrack all over the country.

And it’s all so infinitely beautiful. So beautiful that we Italians, habituated to its daily magnificence, sometimes forget how beautiful Italy is. Meanwhile, beyond our borders, the world continues to look at us through a narrow lens, too often flattening our country into one-dimension. Through this book, we hope that Italians will see the familiar in a new light and non-Italians will glimpse the country as it really is.

So, how does Italy feel? Like seeing the Milky Way blaze through the dark nights of Basilicata; like the moment the fog lifts from Lombardy’s oft-gray skies; like the snappy chill of Friuli’s Bora wind; like towels stiffened by salt on Liguria’s rocky beaches; like the cacophony of a Sicilian market; like the whiffy brackishness of the Venetian lagoon; like discovering that not only does Molise exist, it also puts the joke to shame; like the excitement of hiking Vesuvius, an active volcano—and, yes, maybe the fear of it too.

However, the feeling that most universally pervades the country, and these photos, is nostalgia; or better, as the Neapolitans would say, appucundria—that peculiar bittersweet tug between sweetness and sorrow, of longing but not the gutting kind.

Translating our country into a single volume would be impossible (a hundred wouldn’t even suffice), so what follows is just the tip of the peninsular iceberg—if you haven’t gotten the picture by now.

Grazie e alla prossima,

Marina Serena Cacciapuoti

Creative Director & Founder of Italy Segreta




TRENTINO-ALTO ADIGE

“A borderland, a place where different elements meet and intertwine in many ways.”

through the lens of
Alessandro Cristofoletti

[image: A person in their underwear leaps feet first with arms spread wide into a lake. The lake is surrounded by sloping hills covered in conical trees. Two more people are swimming in the lake.]

Dawn in the Dolomites: gray towers thin into the sky, and the air tastes mineral, almost salty (a reminder that these cliffs were once seafloor); larch resin sweetens it. Cowbells clack from a meadow far below. Shadows fall in curtained ribbons between spires, and then the light arrives—in Ladin, enrosadöra—a flush that inks every edge rose and apricot. The gondola cables sing as the wind changes. Somewhere in a rifugio, a morning fire crackles. The Dolomites are weight and weather and dream at once, a city of stone that asks you, at every switchback, to decide what’s real.



The mountain range is certainly Trentino-Alto Adige’s most iconic feature, but it’s only the start. Beyond them are wildflower-filled meadows, larch forests and apple valleys, and the shores of Lake Garda—“which those coming from the north consider the gateway to the Mediterranean,” says Alessandro Cristofoletti. Over the course of a decade, the Trentino-Alto Adige native has photographed all of these places, to show how the region is a “mosaic of seasons and different locations.”

“Variety and diversity, for me, are the key words here,” he explains, calling Trentino-Alto Adige “a borderland, a place where different elements meet and intertwine in many ways.”

Part of the Austrian (and then Austro-Hungarian) Empire until 1919, Trentino-Alto Adige holds three identities in one landscape: Italian, German, and Ladin—a people and Rhaeto-Romance language clustered in a handful of high, northerly valleys. With the rising national movements of the late 19th century, Italian irredentism pulled Trentino toward the Kingdom of Italy, while German-Tyrolean identity consolidated in the north under Habsburg rule. The new fault lines turned the mountains into a frontier when World War I came. “Even today, on ridgelines at 3,000 meters, you can see the remains of barracks and the tunnels where soldiers spent entire months, even in the dead of winter, waiting to assault the enemy front.”

Born and raised between San Michele and Salorno, towns of a few thousand along the Adige Valley, the photographer notes how the eight kilometers of uninterrupted orchards and vineyards between the two masked the divide between cultural worlds. “The first is in Trentino—where only Italian is spoken, the architecture is Italian, the magazines at the bar are Italian, and people play Briscola—while the second is in Alto Adige [Südtirol, in German], where German is spoken, the architecture is Central European, people read the Dolomiten, and play Watten.” He lived in the former, but went to school in the latter, and as a child, he felt he was “crossing the border several times a day.” There was nowhere where it was more visible than the playground. “Both elementary and middle schools were split into German and Italian sections with a shared playground for recess—which meant that break time often turned into all-out brawls with the others, the Germans, our sworn enemies—kids no one had ever introduced us to and whose language we didn’t understand.”

This is partially why Cristofoletti has brought the concept of borders into his work as a photographer, framing them as possible spaces of encounter rather than walls. He’s traveled much of Italy and the world “to see how frontiers are interpreted elsewhere, not so much as a barrier or wall that cuts a road in two, but as a limit—that is, as the possibility or impossibility of creating a relationship between us and whoever is on the other side.”

“We can trade punches with the German kid we share recess with, or go talk to him and get to know him. It’s up to us.”

Cristofoletti is now focused on finding similarities among peoples of all kinds. “I’m drawn to stories that carry the potential of the archetype,” as he puts it. “My work—my challenge—is to find stories, even small ones, and tell them to reveal their universality.”

For many, Cristofoletti’s own story is relatable too: his paternal grandfather was a farmer and woodsman, and his maternal one was a carpenter. “They were concrete people, with hands full of calluses and splinters—men who knew how to ‘make things.’ Part of me is exactly like that, loves this way of being in the world, and feels at home here, far from noise and unnecessary trappings.”

At the same time, he says, another part “suffered from the lack of something fundamental—something at the crossroads of mystery, art, and adventure.” He fed that hunger with “books, music, and films,” until director Werner Herzog inspired his creative direction: “I realized that the stories that made me shake with emotion were the ones I wanted to live in my own skin; little by little I came out of my shell. But it took me a while—I was very shy back then.”

“Brasa coerta—literally ‘embers covered under ash.’ It’s said here of someone who appears calm but hides a very lively character or inner world,” says Cristofoletti. “I identify with it a lot, and I think many Trentini do too: people who from the outside seem shy or introverted compared to the stereotype of the expansive Italian, but who, in the right conditions, reveal an uncommon passion.” His photos also seem to have this quality of being simultaneously “calm” and “lively”: enrosadöra slipping across mountain faces; kids jumping on an alpine trampoline; the upper deck of the ferry cutting across Lake Garda.

His first photographic job came in 2012, when he was asked to shoot Dolomites hiking itineraries to promote tourism; he bought his first camera the day before departure. Yet, after a few years of the same, he found little of himself in what he was doing. “It was something already seen—not necessarily false, but not entirely true either, especially because the aim of tourism communication isn’t exactly to convey a territory’s complexity, with its lights, shadows, and contrasts,” he says. “Over the years I haven’t stopped photographing mountains, but I’ve metaphorically sought others—changing not so much the places as my gaze. I’ve allowed myself to put much more of myself into the photographs, and the photographs have shown me much more of who I am, like a kind of mirror. I’ve grown along with them, as if we were traveling companions.”

His happiest nights in Trentino-Alto Adige are also spent in the mountains, in a bivouac with friends. They walk until a free hut appears, light the stove, open a bottle, cook polenta with sausages, sleep. At dawn, he steps outside and maybe—only maybe—takes the picture. “Only if it’s worth it, only if stepping outside makes you say, ‘Wait—let me run back in and grab the camera.’”

[image: A view of the flat tops of rocky Dolomites covered in a thick layer of snow. The orange sun illuminates the Dolomites. A stone hut is nestled close to the mountain wall in the foreground.]
[image: People sit on plastic chairs on the deck of a boat that is sailing across a lake, look at the views of the mountains around them, and take pictures.]
[image: Workers clean the panels and walls of a bratwurst stand on the corner of a road. A cyclist lounges on a bench at the table of a restaurant next to the stand.]
At 2,757 meters, Passo dello Stelvio is Italy’s highest paved mountain pass—a 19th-century feat built by the Austrian Empire to link Lombardy with Alto Adige. Its signature geometry—48 numbered hairpins climbing from Prato allo Stelvio and a vertiginous run toward Bormio—has made it a rite of passage for cyclists and a recurring Cima Coppi of the Giro d’Italia.

[image: Children jump on a trampoline that is placed on a grassy base of the short slope of a hill. A dirt and stone path leads up the slope.]
“If I close my eyes, I see green. But not just any green. Every time I come back here, I notice that the green draped along the mountainsides is, how can I put it, greener than the greens I see elsewhere—a ‘green+.’ And at that point I know I’m home.”

[image: Two sticks, wrapped in red-and-white tape, lean against the walls of a church. A patch of water is on the floor in one corner, between the sticks.]
Warning: do not pass close to the walls, due to the danger of falling snow. The church of Ortisei, Val Gardena.

[image: Two photos of a sailboat sailing along Lake Molveno as the sun shines bright and people standing on top of a ridge overlooking Lake Molveno, with the basin drained and the edges of the lake visible.]
Around 3,000 years ago, an Iron Age landslide formed Lake Molveno, submerging a forest that was rediscovered during the building of a hydroelectric reservoir in 1951—complete with trees still rooted to the ground and even axe marks from ancient inhabitants. The sight is revealed only when the basin is drained, every 10 years, as it was for this photo.

[image: A thick tree trunk in a forest has thick roots that are lifted slightly above the ground and some protrusions at the base, resembling the eyes and beak of a bird.]
[image: Rancher Lorenzo guides a young cow through a fence gate on a farm. Other cows are gathered near the gate, while some graze the grassy field in the background.]
Rancher Lorenzo of Malga Movlina: “When they say living in the mountains means living free, they’re very wrong. You get up at 4:30 AM and milk the goats, then the cows. You take the animals to pasture, come back, make cheese. If by chance one ends up in a ravine or eaten by a bear, you have to go looking for it at night. There are no holidays or days off. My wife is in the valley about to give birth to my first child, and I’m here, taking the cows to pasture. It’s a hundred times better than sitting behind a desk and smiling on command though.”

[image: ]
Conceived in 1936 by two friends at a mountain refuge, the Sentiero delle Bocchette—one of the Dolomites’ defining vie ferrate—connects the high-altitude shelters of the Brenta Dolomites along natural rock ledges. With few resources between the wars, legendary mountaineers hand-carved the path, fixing steel cables and iron ladders and hauling explosives by mule and on their backs for more than 1,000 meters of gain.

[image: Two photos of the façade of the red-and-white building of Passo Sella and a lone building in the distance with the roof covered by snow in a snowy landscape.]



LOMBARDY

“It seems to me that the aspiration to be something else is a typical characteristic of Milan, and perhaps of the rest of Lombardy as well.”

through the lens of
Federico Ciamei

[image: A view of fishes of different types and colors swimming near the rocky bed of a lake. The rocky bed has different types of kelp and other fauna.]

Italy’s most populous and relentlessly busy region, Lombardy moves at a brisk clip.



Home to one-sixth of the Italian population, despite accounting for less than a tenth of the country’s land area, the region sits between the Alpine wall and the tributaries that rush to the Po river, its northern rim a chain of glacial lakes from west to east: Maggiore and Lugano (both shared with Switzerland), then Como, Iseo, Idro, and Garda. South of the lakes, the plain turns to productive cow pastures and dairies—Grana Padano on the Po, Taleggio in the Bergamasque valleys, Gorgonzola from the Milanese, Bitto in Valtellina. Steel, furniture, and textiles, among other goods, are produced in the lower parts of Bergamo, while its Città Alta is still ringed by Venetian walls. Monza boasts mainland Europe’s oldest racetrack, and Cremona, the birthplace of the violin, continues to raise luthiers who carve the stringed instrument from spruce and maple.


And then there’s Milan.



Where the country’s industry and ambition converge—a city of serious finance and fashion—Milan, as the cliché goes, is a cold, gray place of fog and smog. “In Rome, we always thought poorly of Milan,” photographer and Roman native Federico Ciamei admits. “The two cities have long been rivals.”

But after moving to Italy’s





[image: A woman in a beige coat and a scarf stands in front of a glass wall and looks out at the shorter buildings outside.]
[image: ]
Of Europe’s old tram fleets, Milan’s is one of the few that never retired. The 1928 orange-and-cream Carrelli models, which have kept the wooden seats and brass handles, remain in daily service.

[image: Four people traverse a canal by motorized rowboat. People walk on the sidewalk by the side of the canal. Brick buildings are in the background.]
The Navigli formed an engineered web of canals linking Milan to the Po and to the sea. Leonardo da Vinci helped design their locks, and barges carried marble for the Duomo straight into the city’s center.

[image: A statue of a warrior in plume helmet, metal armor, shield, sword, and chainmail is on a pedestal in a park in the foreground. People lie on blankets on the grass or visit restaurants in the background.]
[image: Two people use paddleboards across Lake Maggiore. Lush green slopes of hills with buildings at their base are in the background.]
Shared by Italy and Switzerland, Lake Maggiore became a playground for Milan’s industrial elite in the early 1900s. Their Liberty-style villas and gardens of camellias and palms can still be seen along its western shore.

[image: A fountain comprises of a mosaic sculpture of a fish on waves. Thin jets of water shoot from the nozzles around the sculpture.]
[image: Two wooden cabins in yellow and orange are side-by-side. Each cabin has a door handle and three holes at the top.]
[image: A long table is arranged with glasses of orange-colored drinks, bowls of ice, and plates of orange wedges. Two waiters look under the table.]
The modern aperitivo was invented in Milan in the 1860s, when Gaspare Campari opened his café in the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II and started serving his eponymous bitter liqueur before dinner. A century later, the city rebranded its habit with the slogan Milano da Bere—“Milan to drink”—and exported the idea of leisure as lifestyle.

[image: Palm trees, banana plants, hibiscus plants, and other fauna grow in the foreground and the façade of a gothic church with spires is in the background.]
[image: A wooden frame is installed at the edge of a pond. The pond is surrounded by plants and trees. Construction cranes and tall buildings are in the background.]
[image: People sit on rocks around a lake or swim in the lake. Trees and lush green slopes of hills surround the lake.]
[image: A person sits on the edge of a lake and fishes using a fishing rod. A child swims close by with the help of an inflatable swimming ring. A dam and a bridge are in the background.]
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