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Prologue


It’s a hot night, and the Eternal City is dead.


The Roman summer can feel like that. The concrete and marble and asphalt turn the streets into an oven, and any place you might think to go for relief is closed. The air is so thick it can stick in your throat—and good luck finding a doctor if it does.


It’s Ferragosto, the end-of-summer holiday, 1958, and anyone who can afford to escape town has, leaving only tourists, priests, politicians, and the unlucky ones who work for them.


Tazio Secchiaroli doesn’t exactly work for big shots, but he depends on them for a living. Slight, spry, starting to bald in his early thirties, he grew up about five miles from central Rome, where he now works photographing the comings and goings and lingerings and dallyings of celebrities and then selling the shots to newspapers and magazines—the more candid and sensational, the more lucrative. It’s his business to know who’s in town and, more important, who’s out on the town. And so, as almost every



night, he heads to a small stretch of road near the Villa Borghese, a hot spot that pulses, twitches, and seethes with enough energy to make it seem as if the whole city is crammed full and awake.


Few Romans visit Via Veneto. But for foreigners with money, especially those in the movie business, the north end of this wide boulevard, with its posh hotels and cafés and nightclubs, just up the hill from the Capuchin Catacombs, is the heart of modern Rome—which makes it important to some Romans as well.


Secchiaroli is among a throng of a dozen or so photographers who haunt the street seeking famous faces. Most nights, no matter if the rest of town is quiet, Via Veneto hums with movie stars, jet-setters, chancers, gigolos, noblemen, poets, dreamers. Just by being on the right corner and keeping alert, a guy with a sharp eye, a steady hand, and a Rolleiflex can make a month’s expenses in a single fortunate second.


This particular night, though, Secchiaroli and his chums scour sidewalk tables, barstools, taxi queues, and back alleys and come up empty. The movie people and their claques of hangers-on have fled the city. There’s not even a pretty girl newly come to Rome from the provinces to seek her fortune: É morto.


At midnight, the hunt bootless, their cameras unused, a few decide to go for dinner—and not in some overpriced Via Veneto tourist trap. They drive off in Pierluigi Praturlon’s Fiat, and then, a few hours later, return to make one last sweep of the strip before calling it a night.


They’re cruising slowly, looking for anybody worth spending a flashbulb on, when the pinch-faced Praturlon shouts, “There’s Farouk!” and hits the brakes.


And, in fact, there Farouk is, all three hundred pounds of him, the exiled Egyptian king who has made Rome his home and the tables of the Café de Paris, where he is now stationed, his court.



Inscrutable, gluttonous, distrustful of the press, Farouk passes time, between epic meals and trysts with prostitutes, staring out at the Via Veneto parade. He’s such a fixture on the street that nobody bothers to take his picture anymore. But on a night like this. . . .


Without a word, like a seasoned wolf pack, the photographers spill into the night. Praturlon parks in the middle of the street and strides toward Farouk, camera and flash firing; Umberto Guidotti gets close to the sidewalk terrace, which is bordered by boxes of potted flowers, and shoots; and Secchiaroli, the one they call Il Mitragliatrice Umana (“The Human Machine Gun”) in honor of his rapid-fire technique, leaps over the flower beds and gets one off from close-in: a full-on assault.


From out of the dark and quiet, Farouk and company are beset by blinding bursts of light, mechanical pops and hisses, darting figures. The king’s Albanian bodyguards react instinctively to what looks like an assassination attempt. They grab Secchiaroli but are immediately surprised by their boss, who has leapt from the table with impressive alacrity and is trying to get his hands on the camera. Giving Farouk room to move, the bodyguards loosen their grip on the photographer, who scoots free.


(Later, Secchiaroli will have a fine shot of the king seated against a stone wall, caught by surprise, staring right at the lens, just about to rouse to fury. But Guidotti will have the real prize: a blurry, shadowy photo of Farouk trying to wrestle Secchiaroli’s equipment away from him.)


A few cops show up, but by then the photographers have scattered. Not randomly, though: word has come that another Via Veneto stalwart, actress Ava Gardner, is arriving at Bricktop’s, a nearby nightclub, in the company of her current costar (and, it is whispered, inevitably, her lover), Tony Franciosa. As Franciosa is married, to another actress, Shelley Winters, this is potential gold.




Somehow, once again, Secchiaroli is first to arrive on the scene and gets closest to the center. He moves right in on Franciosa and bam! Again, flashes and crackles blind and startle the target, who clutches the nearest photographer, not Secchiaroli but Giancarlo Bonora. But Franciosa has no bodyguards, no chance: Bonora wriggles away, and the lot of them skitter off.


Now, though, there’s blood in the water, so presently they’re back, camped outside the nightclub, waiting to see who’ll emerge with whom. At about 4:30 in the morning, they’re disappointed: Ava comes out of Bricktop’s on the arm of her press agent; Franciosa follows some minutes later, all little smiles and waves of his hand: Bastardo.


Still, it’s not yet dawn, which means that there may yet be something going on. And what should fate serve up as the dessert of this impromptu three-course meal but Anthony Steel, the big-jawed, barrel-chested English action movie star as famous for his wife, Swedish sexpot Anita Ekberg, as for enjoying his drink and blowing his stack.


When Secchiaroli and company find him, Steel is already revved up, quarreling with Ekberg in a car idling at the valet station outside the Vecchia Roma restaurant. Again, flashes and pops, and, again, fury: Steel staggers from the car, fists clenched, lips pursed, gaze watery, knees buckled as if he’s just been socked on the snout. He lunges toward a nearby photographer, it doesn’t matter which, only to give up after a few uncertain strides, too drunk, simply, to do anything else.


The couple’s driver stares, stock-still, at a loss for protocol. Ekberg stays discreetly in the car. And Secchiaroli captures a perfect series of shots of Steel’s impotent rampage, easily the best stuff of the night. You could animate them with a Dixieland sound track and have a comedy hit; for sure they’ll make for a big sale.




The photographers call time on their work, their vigilance, instincts, and cheek well rewarded, the rising sun gilding them as they drive to their darkrooms and their beds.


Within days, word—and pictures—of their wild night makes their way all over Rome; then, via the tabloid media, throughout Italy; and then to France, England, Germany, even the U.S.A., where nothing quite like this spree has ever been heard of.


Rome is supposed to be dead in August; everyone says so.


But in August 1958 something is definitely happening in Rome.











Introduction


What can you possibly say about Rome?


That it’s eternal? That all roads lead to it? That it wasn’t built in a day? That when there you should do as the locals do?


Please.


For millennia, Rome has embodied and repelled every cliché, description, and act of comprehension or explanation applied to it.


As a city, it has been built and destroyed and rebuilt by—and has celebrated and signified and outlasted—caesars and barbarians and popes and Fascists and prophets and artists and pilgrims and schemers and migrants and lovers and fools.


As a symbol, it has contained almost infinite meaning, allure, and resonance, a vessel that appears entirely full and that nonetheless can absorb virtually anything poured into it. The concept of infinity may have been conceived in ancient Greece, but it arguably finds, like so many Greek inventions, its most apt instance



in Rome. “How many Romes there are,” sighed the English travel writer H. V. Morton in 1957, citing, among other Romes, the ecclesiatical, the diplomatic, the archaeological, the artistic, and the everyday. But, truly, he could have expressed the same sentiment any time during the previous two thousand years and been just as correct. Rome is eternal, all roads do lead to it, and the locals, with their daily acquaintance with depths of history, art, culture, religion, and eccentricity, really do offer a model for living, whether you are in Rome or not.


Rome has been a lodestar in the constellation of Western culture for thousands of years, partly because a certain nexus of lifestyle, manners, ethos, fashion, sensation, and art has coalesced in the city again and again, like a crystal or a reef, drawing and captivating the world’s attention. To live life alla Romana has meant different things at different times, but among those meanings has always been, surely, to live fully and sweetly, in beautiful form and happy company, with an attitude of knowing-but-not-entirely-caring, at a high rate, in plain view, steeped in confidence and élan and flair, and liable to cause jealous pangs everywhere else.


It was true in the time of Cicero; it was true in the time of Michelangelo; it was true in the time of Keats. And it was, improbably, true once again not long after World War II, when, the capital city of a nation that had just been defeated and disgraced in a conflict in which it had inarguably been one of the villains, Rome stood as a shining light of style, culture, and ways of living for the outside world.





In the immediate aftermath of the war, huge swaths of Rome were little more than strata of new ruins atop all the ruins that had come before: the Americans, the British, and the Germans had all bombed the city, completely devastating the San Lorenzo district,



just north of the main train station, and even striking Vatican City. Sizable portions of the population were homeless, jobless, hungry, or idle. The glories of the past were still intact—Rome was largely spared the far more devastating bombardment that was suffered by such industrial centers as Milan and Turin, partly because Pope Pius XII begged the world not to destroy the city. But to all eyes it appeared in most every way exactly what it was: a defeated capital, the seat of a vanquished empire, staggered, battered, bloodied.


And yet there were signs of vitality and even sparks of brightness.


In and around that rubble, a small group of filmmakers who had been active before the war created brave new works that explored the human struggles of the moment—actually got right down into them and painted them with vigorous respect for realism, with honesty and empathy. Their movies put a new face on a bruised nation and, almost incidentally, launched a new type of cinema that would become common the world over.


There were bona fide bohemians, freed of the overbearing yoke of fascism, creating demimondes in bars, cafés, and studios tucked into the center of the city: painters and sculptors and poets and novelists and musicians who had kept the flames of art kindled through the war, however dimly, and were ready to stoke them into a fire of making and sharing and being seen and heard and read.


There were other creators, of elegant and stylish things to wear—because it was Rome and Italy and how one looked mattered, as it always had since togas were the fashion. You could always, but always, count on a Roman at least to try to present a bella figura, a beautiful form, even when everything else in his or her life was a wreck.


There were renegade lifestylists, people who were intent on bringing to Rome some of the vitality that had invigorated Paris and Berlin and New York in previous decades but who had been



stifled by moralists and Blackshirts and the Catholic church, aristocrats and rebels and avant-gardists, often from other countries, other worlds, with a shared passion to avoid the usual thing and to embrace the sensual, the iconoclastic, the daring.


And there was a small clutch of young men with cameras and flash bulbs, freelance photographers whose depictions of the city and its people and its extravaganzas and its crimes and its sensations and, most of all, its celebrated visitors were greedily gobbled up by a media culture that, too, was operating with new vigor now that the pall cast by Benito Mussolini and his Fascist censors no longer loomed.


In the first years of Rome’s recovery from the war, these claques of innovators and strivers and revolutionaries worked on parallel, independent tracks; even those with an eye focused on more than one of them couldn’t see that they would soon converge. From that vantage, it wasn’t readily evident that there was a crescence, that something new was being created in more than one nook of the city or the culture, that there would soon come a blending, a catalysis, an explosive knocking-together of people and projects and incidents from all of these areas of activity into a single cultural moment—a boom. But it would happen, and all within a few square miles of the city, in its watering holes, studios, hotels, cafés, courthouses, darkrooms, and, famously, on one tree-lined boulevard mostly noted theretofore for being a place where very little worth noting ever happened. The things that would be done and made and, especially, photographed in Rome in those years would transform the city, at least in reputation, from the symbol of a vanquished empire into a font of new and enviable energies, artworks, ways of living.


It was a relatively sweet and naïve time when it was something of a novelty to peek into the actual private lives of celebrities (as



opposed to the public relations versions of their lives); when widely imitated ideas and tastes in everyday fashion came from the workshops of clothing designers; when the shooting of a movie could be an event in and of itself; when travel to a world capital was a once-in-a-lifetime dream; and when the idea that packs of photographers would roam a city at night attempting to capture images of famous faces in flagrante delicto was almost too unimaginable to be taken for real.


In later days, everything a bold-faced name said or did would be potential fodder for revelation, scuttlebutt, shaming; the dominant fashion influences emerged from the streets; the entertainment industry ballyhooed itself numbingly, endlessly; and the media, as pervasive as bacteria, pried into every niche and navel, feeding itself gluttonously and discarding the icons it created with all the ceremony and deference one might accord a used tissue.


But in the fifteen or twenty years after World War II, when filmmakers and movie stars and fashion designers and street photographers and hedonists were colliding in the cafés, nightclubs, salons, ateliers, back lots, and cobblestoned streets of Rome, the combination of those strains of culture—high and low, official and illicit, elegant and crass—was a unique and in many ways unprecedented blend. For a few years, Rome was, once again, the capital of the world—a new world, built of stardust and chic clothes and the titillation of scandal and the buzz of motor scooter engines and the flash of camera bulbs. Bits of it had existed elsewhere previously, even in Rome, but never before had it all come together in the particular form which it took in that place and time, a form that would still dominate popular culture more than a half century later.





This is the story of how that came to be, how an unlikely but inevitable collection of people, businesses, incidents, and artworks



combined into something that would be easily recognized later but had no precedence, no form, no name previously.


It’s a story that begins with a destitute man and his son looking for a bicycle, follows with a newspaperman on a Vespa scooting an errant princess through picturesque ruins, and ends with another newspaperman, among a throng of hungover aristocrats, staring at the bloated corpse of a sea monster on a wind-swept beach.


It’s a story of how a nation and its capital emerged from a decade of war—both global and civil—and, amid the loss and ruin and pain, gave rise to the contemporary mélange of glitter, scandal, commerce, style, and sensation that we recognize as “popular culture,” of how the city of the caesars and the popes and the Blackshirts managed, for a decade or so, to galvanize the world’s attention as a showcase of elegance, modernity, sophistication, license, and style.


It’s a story of film stars and race-car drivers; of fashion plates and paparazzi and slumming nobles; of murder and movies and celebrity and shadows; of rebirth and glory and decay; of Fiat convertibles and sharp lapels and plunging necklines and big sunglasses and endless cigarettes; of jazz and stripteases and parties until dawn; of a Rome as decadent, as world-wise, as sensual as that of Nero: the Eternal City, yes, of course, but very, very now.


It spans an era that ranged, on screen and in life, from The Bicycle Thief to Roman Holiday to La Dolce Vita; from the new looks in ski and beach clothes designed by Emilio Pucci to the classically luxurious couture gowns of Valentino; from the emergence of curvy Italian actresses typified by Gina Lollobrigida to the triumph of the Neapolitan ugly duckling Sophia Loren; from the laughable Latin lover Rossano Brazzi to the most reluctant and charming of leading men, Marcello Mastroianni; from the neorealism of Vittorio De Sica, Roberto Rossellini, and Luchino Visconti to the rococo



dreamscapes of Federico Fellini and the austere nightmares of Michelangelo Antonioni; from a few photographers taking pictures of a wedding and a murder trial to an omnipresent cadre of ravenous cameramen who’d stop at nothing to get a compromising photo; from a simple movie about the Resistance shot on stolen film stock to a gargantuan epic that would bankrupt a Hollywood studio; from an Italy that was staggered, bloodied, and decimated by war to an Italy that was swank enough and savvy enough to host the most modern Olympic games ever seen.


Throughout these years, as Rome’s position at the acme of modern style and high living and filmcraft grew increasingly evident, certain threads resonated like motifs in a symphony: the Roman love of personal beauty and self-presentation, of the bella figura and bellezza; the intricate back-and-forth symbiosis of Italy and America, in fashion, in cinema, in shared heritage; the inscrutability and immutability of Rome in and of itself, eternal not only because of its age but because some fundamental aspects of it would simply never change, no matter the vagaries of surface activity; and the birth of a new type of modern popular culture, where innovations in fashion and social manners, in the liveliest of twentieth-century arts, and in insatiable forms of news media all came together in a single petri dish, as it were, for the first time.


Si fueris Romae, Romano vivito more, said St. Ambrose centuries ago: “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”


And as easy as it might be to dismiss the sentiment as a cliché, it has, like so many clichés, a germ of truth. Romans, before St. Ambrose and often since, have had a knack for making people everywhere, whether they’ve ever been to Rome or not, want to live alla Romana. And in the years after World War II, between the bomb and the Beatles, they did it afresh in a way that still resonates today.
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In many ways, Rome would always be defined by ruin, by what has been left behind, by the layers of the past on top of which subsequent incarnations of the city have been built, often with bits and pieces cannibalized from the debris of prior civilizations and regimes. Etruscan Rome gave way to Imperial Rome and then, in turn, proto-Christian Rome and Papal Rome and Baroque Rome and Risorgimento Rome and Fascist Rome. Each epoch produced new strata of urbanization and architecture and culture and habit that became part of the Romes that followed, and those later Romes availed



themselves freely, in the manner of heirs everywhere, to the heritage and patrimony that lay literally at their feet. Ruins, to Romans, were a basic condition of life, neither wonders to be admired nor obstacles to be overcome: a given, an inheritance, a resource to feed upon in the creation of yet another new Rome.


In 1945, just as after invasions by Visigoths and Ostrogoths and Vandals and Huns, Rome was a fresh landscape of destruction, a war zone that had endured occupation by Nazis, incursion by the Allies, and, most grievously, a civil war between cadres of the Fascist Blackshirts and the Partisan Resistance. Like cities all across Europe, it had been pummeled from the air, as well as by artillery attacks, by small-scale street fighting, by vendettas and looting. It was a city depleted of resources: food, medicine, fuel, and building materials were all in short supply if not nonexistent; scores of thousands of the displaced from throughout Italy were living in shacks, cellars, vacant schools, barracks, even caves on the city’s outskirts; black marketeers of the most predatory sorts thrived (even salt was a precious commodity). Other sites on the Italian peninsula had, arguably, suffered more: the port city of Naples, the industrial center of Milan, and the medieval monastery town of Monte Cassino, virtually obliterated by Allied bombing. But Rome, as the capital city, was the most visible and palpable symbol of a nation brought to its knees in utter defeat.


It didn’t matter, on the level of simple humanity, that Italy had been one of the bad guys, a black-shirted antagonist on the world stage even before officially joining Germany in the Axis pact of 1939. Rendered in numbers, the war’s toll on the country was grave. A nation of 44.4 million, Italy lost 291,000 servicemen and 153,000 civilians as a direct result of the war. The survivors faced huge challenges in carrying forward. In cities with more than 50,000 residents, a total of 1.2 million homes had been destroyed; in Milan alone, nearly 70 percent of all housing was damaged or



obliterated; nationwide, nearly half the surviving domiciles had no functioning kitchens, and three-quarters had no indoor bathrooms (by one accounting, fewer than 7 percent of Italians lived in homes with the trifecta of electricity, running water, and flush toilets). Up and down the peninsula, 40 percent of bridges and railway lines were incapacitated or in ruins. A full third of Italy’s national wealth had been wiped off the books in less than a half dozen years, and the cost of living had increased more than twentyfold. When peacetime routines resumed, 20 percent of the workforce had no jobs to report to, and those who were lucky enough to find positions or return to their previous employment were working for wages roughly half those of prewar levels. Almost 95 percent of the ordinary family’s income went to pay for food, and even that was subsistence level: the average caloric intake of an Italian adult in the immediate aftermath of the war was three-quarters of what it had been twenty years earlier, with almost no meat or sugar included in the typical family’s regular diet.


The situation was as dire as the global depression of the 1930s had been, and it fomented political uncertainty. With Mussolini’s Fascist regime crushed, Italians had to choose among several paths in reconstituting their government: monarchy, democratic republic, and communism all seemed viable. The latter was, of course, anathema to the war’s Allied victors, who sought through various means to sway Italy and other recovering nations to the Western side of the incipient Cold War. The Americans, in particular, were keen to keep Italy in the democratic fold, and they were especially well suited to the job. Not only had the United States emerged from the war victorious, wealthy, and alliance minded, but it had strong ties to Italy thanks to the immigration surge of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when more than four million Italians arrived in American harbors—the largest influx from any European country, some four times



the number of Irish immigrants who came to the United States in the wake of the potato famine. Throwing in the historical curiosity that the Americas were discovered (so to speak) by one Italian (the Genoese Christopher Columbus) and named for another (the Florentine Amerigo Vespucci), adding the coincidence that among America’s cultural heroes were a singer (Frank Sinatra), a baseball player (Joe DiMaggio), and an elected official (Fiorello La Guardia) of Italian descent, and considering the American political and humanitarian will to help a hobbled nation back onto its feet, it was no surprise that Italy should be wooed into the Western fold with the twin lures of cultural kinship and raw economic incentive.


From the very end of the war, the United States supported Italy with food and medical aid, military assistance, management and manpower for reconstruction, and imports of raw materials, all of which helped the defeated nation’s hobbled economy back onto steady footing. When the European Recovery Program, better known as the Marshall Plan, began in earnest in early 1948, Italy was the third-highest recipient of U.S. funds (after Great Britain and France, both wartime allies). In its first four years, the Marshall Plan delivered upward of $1.2 billion in aid to Italy,1 helping the nation recover materially and, not coincidentally, helping to steer the Western-leaning Christian Democratic party into political power.2 Every boatload of grain and cotton and manufactured goods was a big occasion, and the U. S. ambassador to Italy, James Clement Dunn, celebrated the arrival of each hundredth ship with a ceremony and a speech. For more than a half century, Italians



had nurtured the myth of the immigrant going off to the States and returning home wealthy; now, in a sense, all of Italy was in the shoes of that fortunate pilgrim, enjoying American largesse without having to undertake the arduous journey to Ellis Island and back.


If it was easy to credit Italy’s American cousins with the nation’s turnaround toward recovery, it would also not be entirely true. Some forms of Marshall Plan aid were sparks for Italian industries that had managed to survive the war in something like viable form. For one, the textile industry, long a source of Italy’s economic strength and cultural influence, was ready to ramp up into productive gear soon after the fighting ended, and would become part of a lucrative symbiosis. American raw materials such as cotton and wool, shipped to Italy, would be transformed into fabrics and, later, styled into garments that became popular in, among many places around the world, America—a true win-win that spiraled upward for decades.


And there were other native industries that not only resulted in industrial growth but in improved quality of life for Italians—as well as in a new sort of cultural cachet for the nation that, somehow, would be almost entirely forgiven for its role in World War II not long after the last shots were fired. Among the most visible, in Italy and beyond, was the manufacture of motor vehicles, especially automobiles. Italian luxury and performance cars from such manufacturers as Alfa Romeo, Maserati, Lancia, and Isotta Fraschini were highly esteemed before the war and presently recovered much of their prestige. More impressive, the big daddy of Italian carmakers, Fiat,3 had been and would soon be again one of the largest producers of automobiles in the world, and Enzo Ferrari



was about to launch his world-conquering marque in the tiny town of Maranello, a few miles east of Bologna.


But those were small steps compared to an Italian innovation that combined practicality, affordability, style, and flair and achieved international renown. In 1946, the Piaggio company, which had produced locomotive and aviation equipment near Genoa since 1884, introduced a new product that turned personal transportation into something specifically and emphatically Italian. After a few designs were rejected, an aeronautical engineer named Corradino d’Ascanio crafted what patent papers referred to as a “motorcycle of a rational complexity of organs and elements combined with a frame with mudguards and a casing covering the whole mechanical part.” It was a motor scooter, built on an engine that had been conceived (but never used) as a starter for airplanes, and it was known commercially, when it hit the marketplace, as the Vespa (or “wasp”) for the buzzing sound of its motor.


With its sleek styling and low cost, the Vespa 98 (so named for the displacement of its engine) became a massive best seller throughout Italy and, soon, everywhere else. Its distinctive look—with a thin front shield connected by a flat floorboard to a rounded rear unit, where the saddle sat above an enclosed engine—was widely imitated and recognized as a symbol of Italian style, ingenuity, and vitality. The modern appearance of this new-generation motor scooter, like a comma on its back, was also practical. Because the rider didn’t straddle the engine like a horse but rather sat atop it somewhat daintily, and because its front shield offered some protection from the elements, the Vespa could be used by men in suits or women in skirts—by working grown-ups, in short. It was inexpensive (Piaggio was a pioneer among Italian companies in offering installment plans), and it was relatively easy to maintain or repair. Its characteristic playful appearance and rattling buzz soon



became familiar throughout Italy and Europe and beyond—one of the first true heralds of a youthful, fashionable new world.


Only a few thousand Vespas were sold in 1947, but that number rose every year. In 1956, not a decade after the first model was released, Piaggio marked the sale of its one millionth scooter, a figure boosted, no doubt, by the spectacle of the Hollywood stars Gregory Peck and Audrey Hepburn getting around town by scooter in Roman Holiday (1953). The second million took less than four years to sell. Other brands followed: Lambretta, founded in 1947, which produced a similarly popular line of motor scooters, and, three years later, Ducati, which began business by mounting small engines on bicycle frames before switching after several years to motorcycles. The other brands had their ardent adherents: there were Lambretta owners who wouldn’t be caught dead on a Piaggio scooter, and owners of all brands formed groups with identifying badges and codes of conduct vis-à-vis those who favored rival models. But the Vespa was the archetype and the eponym. And it was an epitome of Italian design and resourcefulness combining to turn what might have been liabilities (a rainy day scooter ride was no one’s idea of fun, and two was a crowd on the tiny seat) into an emblem of élan.


1 Equivalent to $11.9 billion in 2016; by 1962, the combination of Marshall funds, military support, and other contributions totaled some $5.5 billion, or $43.5 billion in 2016 dollars.


2 The Christian Democrats would lead or play a key role in every government formed in Italy into the twenty-first century.


3 The name is an acronym for Fabbrica Italiana Automobili Torino—roughly, the Italian Automobile Works of Turin.











[image: Images] “An Old River Among the Great Hotels”


The Rome of 1948 was hardly a likely site from which a new blend of modern popular culture might start to emerge. Four years after the city was liberated by the Allies, three years after the execution of Benito Mussolini, two years after the abolition of the monarchy, and the year after the enactment of a new constitution, Italy was remaking itself from scratch, and Rome was the place where many of the energies of reconstruction, especially the cultural energies, were born.


Birth—or, more properly, rebirth—was a fitting place to start. Some aspects of the economy and infrastructure



had been so decimated by the war that, to the casual eye, recovery seemed impossible. The government hadn’t been truly representative in a quarter century. The people had been sapped in spirit by decades of fascism and worn, maimed, and beaten down by warfare and occupation and resistance. And yet, in a sense, there was liberation in it: Italy would be permitted to govern, reconstruct, and redefine itself, on its own terms, in its own image, if it could.


It was hardly an overnight thing, but in 1948 enough of it had begun to gel that the outline of a future state, a future culture, could be seen. In April, the Marshall Plan, named after its chief architect and advocate, Secretary of State George Marshall, had been signed into law by President Harry Truman. That same month, the first properly democratic election held in Italy in more than twenty years led to the installation of the conservative Christian Democratic party, which netted a 48 percent plurality. In November, Vittorio De Sica’s masterly poignant Ladri di Biciclette (The Bicycle Thief), was released on Italian screens, forming with Roberto Rossellini’s Germany Year Zero and Luchino Visconti’s La Terra Trema a powerhouse trinity of movies revealing to the whole world the vitality of Italian cinema. The year saw the birth of the Centro Italiano della Moda, the Italian Fashion Institute, which aimed to unite the production of textiles with the creation of high fashion. It also saw the first racing victory of a car built by Enzo Ferrari in his quest to create the world’s finest Grand Prix vehicles. It saw Gino Bartali, the most beloved athlete in the beloved sport of cycling, win the Tour de France, an international triumph in which the entire Italian population could bask.


And on Via dei Condotti, in the shadow of Trinità dei Monti, in the Antico Caffè Greco, where Goethe and Keats and Liszt and Byron and Ibsen and Wagner and generations of Italian intellectuals and musicians and writers and painters had taken their coffee



and wine and leisure, an insurrection was underfoot. The Greco was like a museum, dating back to 1760 and hushed and reverent in a way that was at once charming and obsolete. “Everything is chaste and refined and measured,” the novelist Ugo Moretti recalled of the café. “It’s the atmosphere created by the old plush, or by the portraits of romantic souls hanging from the moldings or stuck in the frames of the mirrors, or by the sneezes of English poets that condition the air.” Like many things in Rome, the Greco was as it had always been, which was part of its allure. But things outside the café weren’t standing still, and Moretti and his artmad friends, who had survived the war and had begun to revive themselves as a community, could no longer feel at ease in a place that seemed so intent on eschewing the pulse of modernization.


So, on an unrecorded date in 1948, they revolted. En masse, they decided that the time of the Greco was over, and they decamped around the corner to Via del Babuino, the half-mile-long avenue that connected Piazza di Spagna to Piazza del Popolo. The place they chose to gather in, mere paces from the Spanish Steps, was a spot called Il Baretto, and the scruffy band of writers and painters associated with the neighborhood began to haunt it almost nonstop. Il Baretto became famous and even notorious in the coming years as the center of the first underground culture to blossom in Rome after the war—arguably its first of the twentieth century. Fascism had cost Rome the bohemian heyday that other European capitals—Paris, London, Berlin—had enjoyed in the 1920s and ’30s. Now, however, the city would have something to compete with decadent demimondes elsewhere, right in the bit of Rome that had, for centuries, been a hub of tourism, painting, fashion—an injection of iconoclasm, sensationalism, vice. By leaving a fusty old coffeehouse and making a new home in a dive bar, the gente al Babuino, as Moretti called them—the “people of



the Babuino”—were helping push their town and their nation into a new era.


The Baretto was extremely well situated to become the home of a new flavor of Roman culture. It was located1 in the midst of the Campo Marzio rione (or district) of the city, the traditional “foreigners’ quarter,” which was enlivened by a continual infusion of outsiders, with their imported ideas, clothes, and habits. It sat amid the fashion houses of the Piazza di Spagna and, more crucially, almost directly across the road from the southern end of Via Margutta, Rome’s equivalent of Paris’s Montmartre, London’s Chelsea, or New York’s Greenwich Village.


Via Margutta looked just the way an enclave of artists ought to. It was short—just a few hundred yards—and narrow and cobblestoned and lined with shade trees. The buildings were painted ocher and mustard and tomato and burnt orange and covered with ivy. They lined the Pincio hill side of the street without cross traffic, allowing pedestrians to walk the middle of the road freely and painters to set up easels outside without being interrupted too often by the flow of autos. It was almost too picturesque—one of those locations that would’ve been favored by artists as a subject even if they hadn’t lived there—and surprisingly hushed in comparison with Via del Babuino, where cars and trucks and taxis careered just a short block away. Via Margutta was home to low-priced cafés and framing shops and an artists’ club—the Associazione Artistica Internazionale (also known as the Circolo Artistico), which the young artists said they hated but secretly wished to belong to so that they could sit by its fireplaces in comfy chairs during the worst of the winter.


For several centuries, because it was built along a fetid stream



that ran down from the Pincio hill, Via Margutta had an unfashionable air, the site of stables for the palazzos of Via del Babuino and, later, the shops and living quarters of stonemasons, woodcarvers, and metalsmiths. Drawn by the tradition of artisans in the street and the very low rents, painters and sculptors—Italian and foreign—had begun to gravitate into Via Margutta as early as the eighteenth century, forming a thriving community and, over time, encouraging the establishment of art galleries and art supply shops and of bars, restaurants, and clubs catering to the creative class.


By 1948, Via Margutta and the surrounding area were uncontested as the mecca for artists aspiring to careers in Rome, and when Moretti and his chums decided that they would shun the Antico Caffè Greco, the street and the nearby Baretto became the focal point of the scene around them: a decadent, sensual, hardscrabble, melodramatic world infused with sex, booze, drugs, criminal undertones, the high and low comedy of people with great ambition and little money, and the youthful sense, so common after the war, of having the wind at one’s back and a dazzling, modern future ahead.


The Baretto wasn’t much to look at: ten or twelve tables, a mirror over the bar, a cross-eyed waiter; maybe forty customers could be accommodated comfortably. But in its heyday it felt there were as many as two hundred people in the place, according to Moretti, “as if its walls were elastic.” And the crowd consisted, almost entirely, of painters, writers, models, dilettantes, posturing existentialists, slumming aristocrats, bohemian foreigners, and local underworld types: drug dealers, prostitutes, pimps, thieves. For a few years, when Rome still seemed sleepy, destitute, mired in its past, the Baretto was undeniably up-to-date, a hot spot to rival anything New York or Paris could offer at the time.




The art crowd gravitated toward other spots: La Tazza d’Oro, another bar off Via dei Condotti, which also drew customers who had declared the Greco dead to them; Gelobar, not far from the Greco, a small tavern that would eventually be home to Rome’s first jukebox; Rosati and Canova, both in the Piazza del Popolo, long favored by a tonier crowd as well as by writers (per Moretti, Canova was “frequented by high-class intellectuals and hence by third-rate poets with the proofs of their new books in their pockets”); the restaurants Peppino’s, aka Filthy Peppino’s, where it was rumored that the dishes were cleaned by hungry cats, Taverna Margutta, which offered credit to artists, and Menghi’s, which also let artists run up tabs but was far more persistent in collecting payment; and Piccolo Slam and Siviglia, a pair of nightclubs in which the law was broken so frequently and openly that police raids were common and, in both cases, terminal.


But Baretto was the centerpiece of the scene, and it developed an international reputation. “The Baretto was so famous,” Moretti recalled, “that even foreign artists, especially those from Paris and New York, got off at the Stazione Termini, took a taxi, and said ‘Au Baretto’ or ‘To the Baretto’ to the driver, and there wasn’t a driver who didn’t know where to take them.” Even The New York Times took note of it, citing it, somewhat disingenuously, in a 1950 article on cheap dining options in Rome as “one of the little coffee shops which in Italy replace the corner drugstore (or at least the soda fountain).” Milk shakes were one of the few addictions in which the patrons of Baretto didn’t indulge, but the point was made: every bohemian in Rome, from all of the city’s blossoming creative fields, was, if only occasionally, on hand.





For those who found Baretto too louche, or the cafés on Piazza del Popolo too filled with third-raters, there was another redoubt



in which to idle and kibbitz and pass away the hours of a slightly more genteel bohemian life, a street not far from Piazza di Spagna but at a sufficient distance that there might as well have been a moat separating them.


Via Vittorio Veneto was a sinuous boulevard that began at the Piazza Barberini and rose toward the Porta Pinciana, the ancient city wall at the foot of Pincio hill. In ancient times, the area was part of an imperial park where, it was said, Messalina, the wife of the Emperor Claudius, held orgies. In the seventeenth century, the land was enclosed within the Villa Ludovisi, an immense private estate and garden built by a cardinal and frequented by nobility, clergymen, and wealthy foreigners. The commanding height, looking out over the city toward St. Peter’s and the setting sun, was an attraction—and it ensured that the villa was free, relatively, of the disease-carrying mosquitoes that plagued the low areas of the city around the Tiber. In 1873, no less a visitor than Henry James declared the Villa Ludovisi “the most delightful [place] in the world.”2


But a little more than a decade later, during a real estate boom that followed the unification of Italy into a single nation, developers carved the Villa Ludovisi into parcels and built a new neighborhood, the Ludovisi district, with streets named for the regions of the new country: Campania, Sardegna, Sicilia, Liguria, Friuli, Lazio, Toscana. The main drag, which ran north/south with a pair of doglegs—one right, one left—along its course, was named for the Veneto region, and its upper reaches, nearest the Aurelian wall of the old city, were lined with horse chestnut trees and large apartment blocks for working-class families, with shops and cafés on



the street level. (The “Vittorio,” or “victory,” of the street’s official name was added after World War I, in commemoration of an Italian military triumph at a town called, aptly enough, Vittorio Veneto, but nobody ever used the street’s whole name when talking or writing about or visiting it.)


By the end of the nineteenth century, the upper end of the street, which had been designed for low-cost housing, became, contrary to the intentions of city planners, home to a more monied set. In the apartment blocks, small flats were combined into larger apartments or, in several cases, refitted as hotel rooms, and the restaurants and places of business on the street became more elegant and expensive. Among the debuts of the era was the Hotel Excelsior, at the northeast corner of Via Veneto and Via Boncompagni, with a signature cupola on its rooftop and five-star accommodations within. And several other deluxe hostelries sprang up: the Hotel Ambasciatori, the Grand Hotel Flora, the Regina, the Savoia.


If the upper end of Via Veneto took on a bourgeois and cosmopolitan hue that reminded visitors of Paris, the lower end, with the older buildings, remained distinctly Roman. Almost at the very bottom, just off the Piazza Barberini, stood Santa Maria della Concezione dei Cappuccini, a church that dated back to the seventeenth century and was home to a famous cemetery where the bones of thousands of monks had been used to form sculptures, architectural features, and dioramas illustrating moral lessons (which, of course, few of the habitués of the boulevard ever heeded). Just up the street was the Ministry of Industry, filled with politicians, bureaucrats, and lobbyists, and farther uphill still, at the northernmost bend in the road, was the Palazzo Margherita, built after the breakup of the Villa Ludovisi and purchased in 1931 by the United States for use as its embassy, a function it would serve into the twenty-first century.




During World War II, Via Veneto and its hotels changed hands along with the rest of Italy. The Nazis took over the Grand Hotel Flora and the Hotel Excelsior while they occupied Rome, looting the hotels of paintings and silverware and hosting all-night parties that were occasionally punctuated by furniture flying out of windows into the street. When the Allies arrived in 1944, the Germans retreated to the Villa Borghese and were permitted to leave without a shot, in accordance with a twenty-four-hour ceasefire requested by the pope. For a time after that, the Allied troops commandeered the big hotels as headquarters, behaving similarly riotously but spending money and, if only by contrast with the Nazis, earning the affections of the locals.


With the end of the war, Via Veneto came slowly back to life as a posh street. Near the hotels there was a celebrated barbershop, which one famous patron thought of as “a comforting, nineteenth-century place,” so quiet that it resembled “a Swiss clinic for nervous disorders . . . an island in the pointless uproar of our lives.”3 But the street began, as well, to evince a small blush of bohemia. At the very top (and, technically, around the corner on Via di Porta Pinciana) was Mario’s Bar, one of the first spots in Rome to offer jazz regularly. Down the hill there was Zeppa’s, once a creamery but, by the late 1940s, the cheapest restaurant on the street, favored by students and by artists who, wandering over from the Campo Marzio, would often trade their work, to then be hung on the walls, for food and drink. A similarly long-haired atmosphere could be found at Rossetti’s bookshop, for a time the most celebrated spot on Via Veneto, which sat between the tony cafés and shops around it like a crusty old uncle at a noisy family gathering. Rossetti’s was



the daily haunt of a large number of the city’s best-known poets, novelists, and journalists, who took Via Veneto as their own and visited the cafés and bars along the street for meals or a drink or a coffee and then wandered back into the bookstore to gossip about the excesses and inanities they’d witnessed.


A staggering array of literary talent wandered up and down Via Veneto and spent hours sipping coffee and parsing one another’s arguments around tables at those cafés: Alberto Moravia, Carlo Levi, Giuseppe Ungaretti, Salvatore Quasimodo, Cesare Zavattini, Cesare Pavese, Mario Soldati, Natalia Ginzburg. Combined they would sell millions of books, start hundreds of critical debates, and win every single writing prize that Italy (and in the case of the Nobel laureate Quasimodo, the world) had to offer.


An early eyewitness to this Parnassus was the struggling journalist and cartoonist Federico Fellini, who arrived in Rome as this activity was reaching a boil. But he never felt entitled, with his paltry credentials and white canvas shoes, to eavesdrop on, much less add a word to, such rarefied conversations. For him, Via Veneto, with the arches of the Porta Pinciana at its top and its hushed cafés and grand hotels, was like a forbidden paradise. “To my scared provincial eyes,” he recalled, “it wasn’t even Rome—it was some fairy-tale vision, Monte Carlo or Baghdad.” He dared, he said, “put my nose into a café near Porta Pinciana only once,” and, immediately feeling himself regarded by the waiters as if he were Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp, he spun on his feet and left: too rich for his blood.


Among the most celebrated participants in the scene, and its greatest chronicler, was Ennio Flaiano, the gimlet-eyed journalist, novelist, playwright, screenwriter, essayist, and diarist who was born in 1910 in Pescara on the Adriatic coast of Abruzzi. Flaiano was one of those provincials who was destined to come to



the big city, which he did in 1922 as a student. After high school, he briefly studied architecture but quit, finding enough work as a journalist to make a living. He did military service in the African campaigns of the mid- to late 1930s and, after being demobilized, returned to Rome to marry, start a family, and resume his writing career.


Flaiano was the sort of cynic who perceived deeply and immediately the pretenses, follies, and failings of his fellow humans and yet nevertheless was almost compulsively drawn to be among them. He fashioned himself a twentieth-century Martial or Juvenal and, in their vein, composed pointed, acid, unforgettable adages about the foibles of modernity, humanity, and, especially, his countrymen and fellow Romans: “In Italy, the shortest line between two points is an arabesque”; “One trait of the Italians is to hasten to the conqueror’s aid”; “The Roman doesn’t need to feel that he is different from what he is to exalt himself; he admires himself enough already”; “Never was there a period so favorable to narcissists and exhibitionists. Where are the saints? We will have to content ourselves with dying in the odor of publicity”; “The hairs in the soup are always there even if they are invisible to the naked eye.”


When not pondering the dubious qualities of his fellow man or banging the typewriter or hustling for assignments, Flaiano passed days schmoozing with Levi, Soldati, and, especially, the poet Vincenzo Cardarelli along Via Veneto. He was paying bills with work as a freelance film critic, and, like many others, eventually found himself drawn into writing movies instead of writing about them. By the time the war shut down film production, he was making a name as a screenwriter, and when the Italian cinema revived, he was busily back at work.


But he always had eyes on a more indelible sort of fame. “‘To do cinema,’ for many, or for everybody, is a subsidiary and secondary



activity,” he wrote, and he spoke of his envy of Mario Soldati, who had two desks, one for screenwriting, one for writing fiction. Flaiano, too, had two desks, if only in his head, and on the more literary of them he wrote a novel, Tempo di Uccidere (literally Killing Time but translated into English as The Short Cut). On its publication in 1947, Flaiano received the very first Strega Prize, now considered the most prestigious award in Italian letters but at the time a matter of uncertain distinction, granted by a jury who were friendly with all the nominated writers and named for a liquor company whose owner happened to be a chum of the chief juror.


Flaiano never published another novel, perhaps because he was too busy writing movies. He was credited on a film per year from the war’s end until 1950, when he was among the screenwriters on Luci del Varietà, a whimsical story about a theatrical troupe that was codirected by Alberto Lattuada and, in his debut, Federico Fellini. It marked the first of ten films that Flaiano and Fellini would write together over a span of fifteen years—during which time Flaiano received a whopping fifty screen credits in total.


But at the dawn of that extraordinary period of creativity, Flaiano was just another of the literary boulevardiers who gravitated among the central meeting places of his clan: the Greco on Via dei Condotti (the more domesticated writers never quit it), Rosati and Canova on Piazza del Popolo, and the string of cafés along Via Veneto. There, Flaiano reveled in his regular encounters with Cardarelli, by then an aged figure always decked out in a fur-lined coat, scarf, and hat, no matter the weather or time of day.


Cardarelli had come to Rome as a young journalist at the dawn of the twentieth century and then, after decades, remade himself as a poet, and a prize-winning one: A book of his verse took the second Strega Prize, in 1948. He was living out his final years in a small flat off Via Veneto, and he passed his days shifting



between two spots: the one comfy chair in Rossetti’s bookshop and the table nearest the door of the Caffè Strega, where he took all his meals and was doted upon by the ownership, who charged him the old prices even when the street became famous and the customers the sort of folks who didn’t give a thought to money and might even have sniffed at bargains. Cardarelli had ceased writing, but he was a revered figure and an absolute staple of the scene. He could be caustic, belittling the purchases made by customers of Rossetti’s or engaging in banter with his chum the painter and cartoonist Amerigo Bartoli. Bartoli was a short man, and one day, asked by a mutual acquaintance how the painter was getting on, Cardarelli replied, “He’s not growing, he’s not growing! At night he’s nervous, he can’t sleep, so he paces back and forth underneath his bed!” Bartoli got his revenge with an even more famous jibe, introducing Cardarelli, three years his elder, as Italy’s “greatest dying poet.”


This was the sort of back-and-forth that Flaiano relished, and during the years of his ascent as a screenwriter, there was no better place for it than Via Veneto. By day and early evening, he would visit Rossetti’s; later he would wander up the hill to the string of cafes which had begun to dominate the strip: Caffè Rosati, Caffè Strega, Caffè Doney, and the Golden Gate. Like many such spots around the city, these offered outdoor seating at small tables that were protected from the sun by large umbrellas, adding a carnivalesque touch to the tree-lined boulevard and giving it an appearance that was even more deluxe and, in ways, for an ordinary Roman, unapproachable.





And there was another attraction on Via Veneto that no other street in Rome could offer: movie stars. Because there were modern luxury hotels at the top end of the street, because there was a Cook’s Travel store and offices of various airlines and cruise



companies near the bottom, because the American embassy was right there, because they had heard its praises sung by returning GIs, and because there were two dining spots nearby that replicated American menus and two nightclubs along the strip in a city in which such were scarce, wealthy foreigners, including Hollywood celebrities, would often encamp on Via Veneto, and the street became known as a place where Americans—and, especially, American movie stars—would stay and play.


Among the very first recorded recognitions that there was a bona fide international scene blossoming on Via Veneto appeared in the pages of The New York Times Magazine in August 1950, under the byline of Tennessee Williams, who wrote about his belief that Rome was the new Paris in an article entitled “A Writer’s Quest for Parnassus”:





In Rome there is only one street where people make a social practice of sitting on the sidewalk. That is Via Veneto. It seems, at times, to be given over almost entirely to Americans, streetwalkers, and boys picking up discarded cigarette butts. But it’s a beautiful street. It winds like an old river among the great hotels and the American Embassy and the fashionable places for Americans to sit in the sun.4





To some degree, this renown preceded the war: the posh hotels and cafés were so genteel and so distinct from much of Rome that Italian movie people had made the top end of the street into something of a clubhouse, much as the writers had colonized the lower half. In the Fascist era, gigolos and lounge lizards were known to



prowl Via Veneto looking for foreign women to prey upon, and the various cafés around the hotels became favored by movie producers as a hunting ground where they could meet investors, directors, and, especially, pretty girls who worked in nearby fashion houses or had come to the city to make a go at acting careers. After the war, this activity revived; Via Veneto was posh, if lowkey, and those impressive hotels had their bars and restaurants and cafés attached to them, and the street still held a gilded luster even as Italian filmmaking focused on heart-wrenching portraits of people who couldn’t afford so much as a coffee on such a high-toned street.


With the end of the 1940s, a few American film productions were based in Rome—costumers, as they were called in the trade, like Prince of Foxes, about intrigue among the Borgias—and the reputation of Via Veneto as a center of the international movie business, or at least the Roman corner of it, was established. The street began to be dotted with movie stars sipping espressos or browsing at the twenty-four-hour newsstand or simply strolling in the mild Roman air: Orson Welles, Tyrone Power, Eduardo Ciannelli. Wander up the street, especially at night, and you might bump into someone you’d only ever seen on a movie screen.





As the presence of Hollywood stars portended, Italy had begun to reclaim its long-standing status as a destination for travelers from abroad. That stature was boosted, if only inadvertently, when Pope Pius XII declared that the one-year period starting at Christmas 1949 would be a Holy Year, or Jubilee, calling Catholics to come to Rome for a variety of spiritual aims. Those who made the pilgrimage and who visited the city’s four basilicas would receive a special Jubilee indulgence. There would be scores of commemorative



masses and celebratory events. And the call went out around the world for the faithful to make the journey.


By November 1, 1950, some four million pilgrims had visited the city, including more than 100,000 Americans, many availing themselves of special tour packages offered by Catholic travel agencies. Those trips, in the days before jet travel, could take as long as two months, with side journeys throughout Italy, France, and other destinations tacked on. American magazines and newspapers ran travel guides to Rome, extolling the city’s beauty, history, holiness, and customs—and assuring readers that the natives were quite friendly despite the recent hostilities.


Among the spectacular sites that the pilgrims saw on their epochal trip—one that would become an icon of Rome and its postwar renaissance—was a new iteration of Roma Termini, the central train station that connected the city to the wider world. Located on the Esquiline hill, Termini got its name not from its status as a terminus (which, being in the middle of the country, it both was and was not), but because it sat across a piazza from the ruins of the Terme di Diocleziano, the Baths of Diocletian, the largest public bathhouse in ancient Rome. The station had operated in some form since the 1860s and had been updated several times, most recently in the midthirties during one of Mussolini’s building sprees. After the war, Termini, which had suffered bomb damage, required both repair and enlargement. An architectural competition was held, resulting in the selection of a hybrid design incorporating elements suggested by as many as seven designers. The result was a massive, low-slung, streamlined building composed of strong, flowing lines leading to a portico that opened onto the city and suggested the wing of a massive bird. It was dedicated on December 20, 1950, and would prove to be a launching point or fated destination for millions of vacationers, migrants, pilgrims,



politicians, clergymen, and dreamers; eventually it became the second busiest railway station in all of Europe, behind only the Gare du Nord in Paris.


Roma Termini was built, like so much of the city, on top of something old; the architectural brief called for preservation of Etruscan-period walls on the site. But it was unmistakably new and forward-looking. Step into or out of the station at any time, in any weather, coming or going, whatever your disposition, and you couldn’t deny the obvious declaration embodied in it: Rome was, once again, a center point.


The question remained, though: Of what?


1 And, as of 2016, still was.


2 And he was quite aware of those mosquitoes, which carried what was known as “Roman Fever,” the condition that killed the heroine of his novella Daisy Miller, who contracted it while dallying in the Colosseum by moonlight.


3 Another customer, Tennessee Williams, would immortalize the shop in The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone.


4 The democratic Williams also wrote fondly of a late-night joint called Caffè Notturno, not far from Via Veneto on the Piazzale Porta Pia, where he liked to sit and watch prostitutes, pimps, and thieves passing away the small hours.
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There would come a day when it would be impossible to think of fashion and not think of Italy: the catwalks of Milan; the acres of real estate in Manhattan and Tokyo dedicated to Italian clothing brands; the names of Armani and Versace and Prada and Dolce & Gabbana.


But there was a name that preceded them all and, in fact, made all those names possible: Giovanni Battista Giorgini, known to his friends as Bista.


He was born in 1898 to a family that owned marble quarries and sold stonecutting equipment in the Tuscan seaside town of Forte dei Marmi, about seventy-five



miles from Florence. His family line was venerable, and he looked the part of the Florentine gentleman he was. “[His] profile is reminiscent of certain knights that can be found in the paintings of the old Tuscan masters, with a falcon on the shoulder,” wrote a friend. He was courtly, well dressed, educated, worldly, and charming, but, in the eyes of another observer, “behind his gentle appearance there is a grip of steel.”


He left school to volunteer in the Great War and returned home to find that rather than be allowed to attend university he would have to enter the family business. That spelled doom to Giorgini. He wanted to travel the globe, to serve in the diplomatic corps. But that would require additional schooling, which his family could no longer afford. He persevered unhappily with his duties.


And then a lifeline: a cousin in Florence opened a ceramic export firm and offered him a job. He would still, in a way, be a diplomat. He would see the world, or parts of it, as a traveling salesman of fine Italian crafts. Within two years, he reckoned he knew the business well enough to set up shop on his own, selling a wide range of Italian-made products abroad: glassware, embroidery, leather, linens, ceramics. Starting in 1923, he regularly visited America, building a clientele of department stores and specialty shops and beginning to understand the American market, so alien in so many ways to Italy and yet, in its embrace of simplicity, ease, and value, not entirely dissimilar. He developed a real feel for what Americans liked. At the same time, traveling his own country to seek products to sell, he grew in his conviction that the quality and creativity of Italy’s craft work was unsurpassed; he wondered what sorts of Italian goods could be sold abroad, and he saw no ceiling.


The stock market crash of 1929 tempered his ambitions, but only in one direction; seeing that Americans could no longer splurge on Italian-made luxuries, he simply reversed his business model,



importing American-made goods into Italy and selling them in a shop in Florence. The business was eventually scuttled by another world war, and despite his age and the fact that he was now a father of three, Giorgini served again. When the Allies drove the Nazis out of Florence, he emerged on his feet once more, making his home, just outside of the city center, available as a headquarters for the victorious Americans. In turn, they licensed him to open a kind of minimall in the heart of Florence called the Allied Forces Gift Shop, a large space where Italian craft makers produced and sold their work to stupid-rich (by local standards) American and British soldiers. That enterprise was so popular that Allied command asked him to open similar enterprises in Milan and Trieste.


Once again, Giorgini had understood which products of Italian creativity and artisanship would find favor with American buyers. And when it was possible again to travel overseas, he put his combination of skills and connections to a more rigorous test. In his long drives around Italy seeking new products for his shops, he conceived a vision of Italian craft and inspiration that went beyond pottery and knickknacks and decor. He had an idea that there was a potential market in the United States for Italian clothing—and not just knitwear or accessories or cheap goods, either, but real haute couture.


But there was a problem: nobody, not even in Italy, had ever heard of Italian haute couture.





There was historical precedent to build on. As far back as the togas of the caesars, Italian clothing had influenced European dress in at least two important ways: the style and look of garments, which is to say, fashion; and the manufacture of textiles and the actual construction of clothing, which is to say, craft. In the Renaissance, production of and trade in textiles helped Florence



and Venice rise as European centers of power. Nobles, courtiers, and pretenders to their ranks all over the Continent imitated some aspect or other of Italian fashion, following the clothes worn by such tastemakers as Catherine de Médici and visible in the works of influential painters such as Botticelli and Raphael. Connoisseurs distinguished with prejudice between clothing made in the Italian style and clothing actually made in Italy, the latter being especially noted for the fineness of fabrics and other materials and the patent skill of the production. Not only was Italian clothing favored for its dash, flair, and beauty, but it was noted for its quality. On through the eighteenth century, Italy was a prolific source of fashion inspiration and direction for both women and men—witness that famed peacock of song, Yankee Doodle, who referred to the affectation of a feather stuck in his hat as “macaroni,” a slang term then denoting sartorial splendor alla italiana.


But fashion means change, and among the changes in the favored dress of Europeans after, roughly, the dawn of the Enlightenment was a shift from Italian to Parisian style, particularly in women’s apparel (men’s clothing, less obviously subject to whims and trends, retreated to relatively somber London). This was partly a question of the pursuit of novelty, partly a question of a collapse of Italian influence in political and cultural matters, partly, even, a question of concerted effort by French interests to pry away for themselves provenance over the world of haute couture (it’s no coincidence that the language of high fashion would be almost entirely French). Italy never lost its reputation for the quality of its materials, for its textiles, its leatherwork, its production of subsets of fashion such as shoes and hats and handbags. The phrase “Made in Italy” wasn’t only a badge of honor but the actual slogan of a concerted campaign of the Fascist government to promote the export of Italian crafts and goods. But save for those



connoisseurs who recognized the quality of Salvatore Ferragamo’s shoes or Guccio Gucci’s purses (to name two fashion concerns that thrived between the world wars), nobody with an interest in fashion as an art or a form of expression or a status symbol or a luxury business gave much thought to Italy as a place from which new looks and talents emerged. The one great Italian couturier of the 1920s and ’30s, for example, the Roman Elsa Schiaparelli, worked exclusively in Paris, never in her homeland. Fashion was a French thing; Italians, in contrast were mere makers.





Before he could remind the world that Italy was one of history’s great founts of fashion, Giorgini would have to remind Italians themselves. And as for haute couture, well, almost nobody in the country had the money for evening gowns or cocktail dresses, let alone anyplace to wear them. (A small handful of fashion shows held in Venice and Rome as early as 1947 were more akin to charity galas for the ultrawealthy than proper exhibitions of new creations intended to generate headlines and business beyond word of mouth.)


In his travels, though, Giorgini had seen a number of things that gave his inspiration life and nourishment. He knew that Italian textiles were among the finest in the world, certainly in Europe, and that the country’s textile factories had largely been spared destruction during the war, surviving more than 90 percent intact. He knew that there already were some Italian couturiers—often of noble origins with little inherited money—and that there was a larger group of fashion designers at work in virtually every sartorial métier, from swimwear to shoes to men’s suits to millinery to formal dresses. He knew that there was a real correlation between the clothing that Italian designers made for domestic clients and the taste and lifestyles of ordinary Americans.




At the same time, he knew, too, that the very idea of fashion was almost exclusively connected to Paris in the minds of buyers, retailers, and the press in both Italy and America. Most Italian designers—dressmakers, really—simply and slavishly reproduced the works of the great Parisian ateliers, albeit with very high standards of material and tailoring; they would physically trek to Paris to see the new collections, purchase (at dear prices) detailed instructions on how to reproduce them, and then return home to make them, without variation, for customers. There was no thought among either Italy’s clothiers or their clients that it was possible to achieve truly fine and truly fashionable results without passing through Paris. If Giorgini was going to share with the world the quality and style being offered by Italian clothiers, he would have a particularly daunting French dragon to slay.


Ironically, some of the groundwork on which he could build had been laid by, of all people, Benito Mussolini. Il Duce hated conceding precedence in any field, however frivolous, to outsiders.1 Among his government’s efforts to fortify Italian cultural identity were the establishment of a national fashion office (the Ente Nazionale della Moda Italiana); the imposition of strict quotas limiting reproduction of foreign designs; centralized control of textile and clothing manufacture; and even the publication of a government-sponsored fashion magazine, Bellezza. There was precedence, in short, for Giorgini’s vision of Italian fashion presenting itself to



the world with a single identity, and, as in other areas in which Italy was attempting to rebuild itself after the war, the foundation laid by fascism could be turned to serve a new kind of cultural and economic project.


In 1947, still peddling his grab bag of Italian goods, Giorgini made an unlikely inroad into the world of American museums with an exhibition of furniture, glassware, ceramics, and leather goods; entitled “Made in Italy,” the show toured the United States for several years. He reckoned he could likewise bring a group of Italian designers and their work to America for a similar showcase, and in 1950, he approached one of his best clients, the B. Altman department store in New York, asking if they would sponsor it. They declined.


So Giorgini devised a second plan, arguably more ambitious and far-fetched. He would round up a number of Italian designers and present their work in Italy—at his villa in Florence—in early 1951. And he would bring American eyes to the clothes by piggybacking on the annual February fashion shows in Paris, offering travel, lodging, and hospitality to buyers from the most prominent American department stores, who would be just seven hundred miles away and maybe charmed by the chance of visiting Florence. He knew that there was a real harmony between the clothing that was being designed and made in Italy and the taste of the American public, not only in the airy stratum of haute couture but in the more ordinary (and more price-friendly) realms of daily clothing and sportswear; a few Italian designers were even starting slowly to make small names for themselves abroad. Now he was going to extend himself, his reputation, even his home in an effort to get the rest of the world to see it as well.


All he needed were designers with work to show and customers to show it to. And he had just a few months to whip it all up.




[image: image]


Giorgini began a letter-writing campaign directed at American department store buyers and Italian designers. In writing to both groups, he bent the truth a bit, telling them, not entirely accurately, that their competitors and colleagues were already engaged to exhibit work or to attend as buyers.


To the Americans he sounded the notes that might be expected of a salesman who didn’t quite have a product on hand to sell, stressing his long association with their stores, his understanding of the buying habits of Americans, the high quality of Italian goods, and the chance he was offering them to be the first retailers in their markets with something truly new and exciting for customers—without ever detailing exactly what would be on display or which designers would be participating. The letters brimmed with confidence and the promise of marvels; the responses were polite, interested, even enthusiastic, but, to a one, noncommittal. Never discouraged, Giorgini kept the lines of communication open, even as the show was but a few weeks away.


To the Italians, he adopted a tenor more like that of a general rallying troops for a challenging campaign:





Since the United States is now quite well disposed toward Italy, it seems to me that the time has come to attempt to establish Italian fashion in that market. . . . We must organize a presentation of our own collections. . . . It all depends, therefore, on our determination to show that Italy, which has demonstrated her mastery in the field of fashion over the centuries, has preserved her genius and can still create style with a wholly genuine spirit.







Giorgini often delivered this pitch in person, appealing to a shared sense of national pride and insisting that the designers participate using wholly original work—no imitations of the French. He presented the opportunity as if he were a cousin trying to make the case that it would benefit the whole family. And, like many momentous family decisions, it incited much internecine struggle.


Among those he beseeched to join his crusade were the members of an actual family who were already, by some ways of reckoning, Italy’s best-known couturiers—all on the strength of a single dress worn one single time.


1 For example, Italians called soccer “calcio,” partly because Mussolini’s government insisted that the sport derived from an ancient Florentine game of that name and not from the English sport known virtually everywhere else—except in the United States—as football. To bolster this theory, which was hogwash, they revived the old game, which is more or less a brutish melee of two teams of twenty or so kitted out in fancy dress. It would still be played, in historical costume, mainly for tourists, as calcio storico, in the twenty-first century.
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