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INTRODUCTION





THE ART OF DOING NOTHING



I WAS BORN AND RAISED IN ITALY, IN THE MIDDLE OF TWO VERY DIFFERENT CULTURES.



My mother is an American, completely in awe of everything Italian. In contrast, my father, a man from the deep Italian south, takes all of the country’s beauty and traditions for granted. As for me, growing up in Rome, I took after my father: all the beauty, ancient history and good food that surrounded me were nothing special. As a six-year-old, I didn’t think twice about the fact that my classroom in kindergarten overlooked the Colosseum. When the lady in the cafeteria served a different kind of mouthwatering pasta every day for lunch, it was no big deal. And spending endless afternoons running around cobblestoned piazzas, playing hide and seek around the sixteenth-century fountain with my friends after school? Totally normal.

But when school let out for the summer, the city became too hot and – like every other Roman family – we left town to escape the heat. From June to September you’d find me in the countryside in Umbria, where we have a farmhouse, or by the sea in rural Puglia, near my father’s family. And it is only now that I realise how much these two places have shaped my personality and the way I live today – just as much as my ‘real’ life growing up in the city of Rome.

Umbria is a tiny region right in the middle of Italy, known as ‘the green heart’ because it touches no coastline. Its luscious green hills and winding valleys made it the perfect landscape for me to experience Dolce Far Niente, the sweet art of doing nothing, at a very young age. Summer holidays – which were a full three months – were spent at our restored farmhouse on the outskirts of a tiny village. My most vivid memories are of mornings spent at our neighbours’ home, just down the dirt road. My mother would drop me off there, along with my sister, Emma, every day right before breakfast. Being a writer, my mother worked from home, so her writing time came while we were out. My father, an architect, would commute back and forth to his office in Rome.
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Emma and I couldn’t wait to be dropped off every morning at our neighbours’ very much working farm, filled with an extended family and animals. Once we were there, Daniela, our babysitter, would join in our very special routine which has stuck with me ever since: a long, slow breakfast with Sandra (Daniela’s mum) on the front porch. Then it was time for ‘chores’. The first stop was going to the chicken coop to pick eggs with Settimio (Daniela’s father), then taking a walk to her Uncle Angelo’s to say hi to the cows and sheep before walking to the stream-fed fountain to visit her aunt, Lina, while she washed the family’s laundry by hand. The highlight of the day (and you’ll see this will be a recurring theme in this book) was heading back to Sandra’s kitchen where we’d pick out a pasta shape for lunch. While Sandra made us lunch, Settimio would take us to sit on the ceppa, a homemade stoop under a big, shady tree. Finally, Sandra would shout ‘a tavola’ out the window, and we all gathered for lunch, my sister and I smiling and chatting about our long morning and all the people and animals we had seen.

The pace of the days was always slow (very slow), and what our summers there taught us was that you should never be rushed. The best things in life need to be enjoyed slowly, and with a smile.

Like all Italian families, we also spent some time at the sea. During the final weeks of the summer holidays, when my father closed up his office, we packed our bags and made the long journey south to the region of Puglia, which is the heel of the ‘boot’ that is Italy. My father was born and raised there, and it’s known for some of the most gorgeous beaches, small white towns, luscious cheeses and the freshest, tastiest vegetables in the whole country. My family would meet up with my paternal grandparents at the very tip of the region to spend a full ten days at the beach – eating, napping and playing the last summer days away.

If I failed to appreciate all this as a child, as I grew older, I realised just how lucky I was. The more time I spent away from Italy (summers studying abroad throughout high school, followed by university in England), the more I understood that looking at the Colosseum during breaktimes at school, picking eggs with a family of farmers in the middle of Umbria and eating freshly picked watermelon on one of the most beautiful beaches in Italy were really quite extraordinary.

After high school, I made the decision to move to London to get a university degree. While I loved the novelty and rush of the big city, along with all the wonderful opportunities London was giving me, I also missed Italy with all my heart: the endless Sunday lunches with my family, meeting my childhood friends for a drink before dinner, walking around my neighbourhood and seeing familiar faces on every corner, drinking coffee each morning at the place I had been going to since I was a baby and the absolutely gorgeous architecture and art at every turn. I understood, for the first time, that I had grown up in an open-air museum filled with beauty. So I finished my degree, packed my bags and said goodbye to London. I was going back to R(h)ome.

After a couple years back in Rome, I finally managed to turn my love for Italy into a full-time job: together with my mother, Elizabeth Minchilli, I lead food tours around my favourite neighbourhoods in Rome, the places where I grew up, running around as a child. I wanted to share all the things I previously took for granted with people from all over the world. And funnily enough, most of the things I love about Rome have to do with food: old-fashioned bakeries, cookie shops, open-air markets, local men sitting outside coffee bars playing cards. But it’s never just the food I am sharing. It’s everything that surrounds every bite we take: the culture and way of life.
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But while this Italian way of life is attractive to many people who dream about architectural beauty, seemingly endless meals, music and gorgeous little towns, it is also sometimes criticised. I often hear people say that Italians are lazy, that they don’t like to work. And terms like la dolce vita, sprezzatura, la grande bellezza and Dolce Far Niente feature in countless movies, books and conversations.

In today’s world, most of us have made too much space for things we don’t actually need, constantly inviting clutter into our physical and psychological space. Keeping busy often makes us feel important and purposeful. If we are not occupied all the time, we tend to feel useless or lazy. To be considered successful, we must produce something. Status is reflected in the amount of running around we do, the number of items checked off our to-do lists.

But Italians have a different approach. Most understand that keeping constantly busy often leads to anxiety, stress-related diseases and burnout. Dolce Far Niente – ‘the sweet art of doing nothing’ – is a state of complete idleness or blissful relaxation. Italians have figured out a way of being in the moment with such joy and blissfulness that they are not ‘looking forward’ to anything else. And while they may seem lazy from the outside, what I hope to convey with this book is that when they are apparently ‘doing nothing’, they are actually doing a lot.

Over the years, I’ve slowly learned that when Italians take a full lunch break with friends in the middle of the week, long aperitivi at the end of the day or spend their Sundays just lounging in the sun, they are not ‘doing nothing’. They have learned that fallow time is necessary to grow and produce – anything from children to a successful business. To work better, we need to rest, laugh, read and reconnect. We should not feel embarrassed when ‘doing nothing’, but think of it as an important tool that helps us to enjoy the best life we can possibly have.

Yet it is precisely this art of ‘doing nothing’ that so frequently comes under fire from both Italians themselves and people abroad.

This misconception became most apparent to me through a negative response to some of the pictures on my Instagram page. (I should mention that Instagram has become a wonderful tool for me to show the world the Italy that I love and grew up with – everything from my neighbourhood, my favourite vendor at the market and the postman I have known all my life, to the barista who has been making me coffee every morning for the past twenty-nine years, all of whom I consider national treasures.) At first glance, my pictures might all seem very similar: men or women from all over Italy just sitting around, apparently doing nothing. But on closer inspection, you will see that every one of them has a story (I write a caption and story below each photograph), and that man who is seemingly doing nothing is actually taking a break after years and years of back-breaking work. Still, some people feel I am showing an Italy that isn’t real, an Italy made of older lazy people who don’t work. To them, I should be showing a younger Italy, the one that puts on a suit and tie every morning and commutes to an office.

While at first I felt hurt, I almost immediately realised that none of the people I’ve photographed have been staged or set up, and so they are very much part of the ‘real’ Italy. This is exactly the Italy I grew up with, the one I love and the one I show my clients on my food tours. I also realised that while Italy is, of course, a modern country with offices and people in suits and ties, it also manages to keep old traditions alive – all thanks to these older people I photograph. These men and women, living in their small towns, doing what they have done for years, make up my Italy.

The art of ‘Dolce Far Niente’ has been around since the Roman Empire, and even though Italy is very different from north to south, this is the one aspect of life that brings everyone together, no matter their age or the region they grew up in.








WHAT DOLCE FAR NIENTE MEANS TO ME



SINCE THE CONCEPT OF DOLCE FAR NIENTE IS SO BROAD AND SO ALL-ENCOMPASSING, IT WAS DIFFICULT AT FIRST TO KNOW HOW TO CONVEY IT IN AN ORGANISED WAY. BUT I FINALLY SAW THAT THE ART OF DOING NOTHING COULD BEST BE EXPLAINED BY LOOKING AT WHAT ARE, FOR ME, THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT ASPECTS OF ITALIAN LIFE: FOOD; FAMILY AND FRIENDS; AND LEISURE.



So, after a brief dip into Italy’s past and its geography, we will explore food – probably the cornerstone of Italian life: Sunday lunches, shopping at the market, eating with the seasons, pasta, pizza, wine and cheese. Since food is so central to Italian culture, and I am typically Italian when it comes to food, it’s no wonder that this is also the longest chapter in the book. And hardly surprising too, given that – in true ‘Dolce Far Niente’ style – I’ve managed to successfully transform my love for food into my work. In this chapter, I will explain what it’s like to cook and eat in Italy, and also give you tips and recipes on how to bring some of that delicious magic into your own home.

Next come family and friends. The time that Italians spend with both family and friends – which, to an outsider, can seem like ‘doing nothing’ – forms the foundation of their sense of contentment. All Italians have a deep understanding about the value of tight family bonds, how friendships will often last a lifetime and the importance of growing old surrounded by love. Tied in with this is the role of women in Italy and, most significantly, the god-like figure known as la mamma. Through understanding why family and friends are so central to an Italian’s everyday life, I hope that you will be inspired to create and maintain stronger bonds with your own loved ones.
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Italians take their downtime very seriously. So in the final chapter, ‘Leisure’, I explore how Italians have perfected the art of relaxing when not working (and often while working); activities like going to the beach, taking long walks, meeting for a coffee or drink, listening to music and playing endless card games are not just add-ons, but essential aspects of daily life. After a lifetime in Italy, I have come to know countless ways in which Italians like to relax, drawing a clear line between work and fun, while at the same time combining them, so both become enjoyable. As well as describing such ‘activities’, I will also give you a few tips on how you can adopt some of them and blend them into your own daily life.
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