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Introduction

			My gaze has long been drawn to the human milieu of a summer beach. I love the calm and the chaos. I love the quiet poetry of who we are beside the sea. I love the way a country’s maritime fringes gently reveal so much of the national character. Nowhere in the world is the chaos, the calm, the poetry, and the revelation as vital as in Italy.

			My first visit to Italy was by way of a semidetached terraced house in the wilds of British suburbia. My grandfather landed in Bari, capital of the Puglia region, after being posted in North Africa during World War II. He instantly fell in love with Italy, so much so that in Rome he was blessed by the pope. Back home in dreary England, he painted the family house with brilliant frescoes. He would never return to Italy, but the country lived on in his mind and in his home, where the Bay of Naples shimmered and shone across the bedroom walls.

			My first real experience of Italy was vivid and cinematic. I remember the almost lyrical quality of the light; my first bite into a rich, ripe Sicilian tomato; the elegance of the evening passeggiata, when a whole town would turn out to stroll along the main street; boats riding at anchor below the village of Positano. But what really stayed with me was the repose with which Italians appeared to move through life. I admired those long, unhurried lunches; the locals’ strong connection to family, community, and place; their quiet cultivation of ease and joy.

			The elegant Italian expression il dolce far niente translates as “the sweetness of doing nothing,” “sweet idleness.” In a world that is busier and noisier than ever, I wanted to explore the principles of this philosophy and ask what can be learned from this gentle way of life.

			An old film camera once belonging to my father held the answer. In spare moments on shoots and assignments, I’d slip away and photograph scenes: a quiet moment amid Naples’s chaotic city beaches, an afternoon pennichella (forty winks) beneath the hot August sun, colorful coastal towns and fishing villages, and most of all, people by the sea, at ease.

			The result is a photographic journey around Naples, the Aeolian Islands, Ischia, the Amalfi Coast and Capri, Sicily, Puglia, and the Egadi Islands, seven southern Italian seaside places that speak to me with the clearest voices. For each one, I’ve suggested a rule inspired by the region for those who wish to follow the way of il dolce far niente. It’s a playfully serious exercise, one that works best if you bear in mind the ultimate rule of dolce far niente enlightenment—that there are no rules.

			These pages are an ode to sweet idleness and the spirit of southern Italian summer. I hope that my photographs and words will help to transport those who enter here, to ignite nostalgia, to bring the spirit of the Italian summer into their hearts. Most of all, I hope they inspire the urge to slow down, to appreciate life just as it is.
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Chapter One

			Naples is a Pompeii that was never buried.

			—Curzio Malaparte

			
Naples

			Napoli
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The Naples Rule

			Find peace in chaos.

			Trovate la pace in mezzo al caos.
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			It’s late afternoon down on the Santa Lucia city beach. 

			Seen through the viewfinder of an old film camera, Napoli is a living, breathing diorama, a place of operatic outbursts, of raucous humor and quiet melancholy, but above all a place that appears to be governed, or ungoverned, by barely controlled chaos. Kids splash in the surf. Their parents keep half an eye on them while chatting about food and soccer. There’s beach clutter everywhere. Shoes, bags, bottles of water, an upturned boogie board with a pair of slides on top. A pigeon pecks around under the plastic chairs for panino crumbs. A tinny radio beams trashy Neapolitan pop music. The horns of cars stuck in yet another traffic jam on the coast road above blare in the background. Off-screen, an argument flares up. The scents of frying food and suntan lotion on hot skin carry on the light breeze.

			And yet, there always seems to be a way to filter out the crackle, to tune out your surroundings and into the sun’s warmth. To find peace amid the chaos. Bliss happens wherever you choose to create it.
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Lucy’s Naples

			I am not the first creative soul to be drawn to Naples by the quality of the light, by the vivid scenes of everyday life playing out against the backdrop of a looming volcano that is liable to awaken from its slumber at any moment. Poets and artists have been falling under the city’s spell for centuries, followed more recently by filmmakers and photographers, all attracted by the vitality of a city founded by Ancient Greeks and ruled by Romans, Byzantines, Normans, Aragons, and Spanish Bourbons.

			To understand just how ancient Naples is, consider its name. Toward the end of the sixth century BC, Greek exiles from Cuma laid the foundations of what they called Neapolis, literally meaning “new town,” on a site where their forebears had established a community a good two centuries before. That proto-Naples was called Partenope, after the siren of the same name, who according to one version of the legend threw herself into the sea and drowned when she failed to bewitch Ulysses with her song. She washed up on the coast where the city began in the eighth century BC, in the district today known as Santa Lucia.

			Still today, Santa Lucia distills the city’s essence, and many of the photos in this chapter were taken there. Neapolitans are welcoming, genuine, serious, courteous, happy, melancholy people, and the regulars at the Santa Lucia city beach display these qualities to a T. It was here, too, that I found inspiration for the first of seven tips for anyone who aspires to practice the art of il dolce far niente like a true southern Italian: “Find peace in chaos.” I have called these suggestions le regole—the rules—but there’s no need to follow them to the letter. As with so much in Italy, it’s the spirit that counts.
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			La Spiaggia di Santa Lucia

			It seems entirely appropriate that the district of Santa Lucia, where a legendary being with the head of a woman and the body of a bird supposedly met her end, should today host the city’s main beach. Napoletani like to mix up life and death, legend and reality.

			The seafront of Santa Lucia consists of a tumble of rocks that act as a breakwater, a tiny patch of sand, and a stone quay. It’s open to all, but even if it were a beach club, the only membership requirement would be to make sunbathing on a rock look like a refined art form. Nearby, the tiny fishing port known as Borgo Marinari, in the shadow of the Castel dell’Ovo, is where Neapolitans go to celebrate baptisms, christenings, and weddings over big plates of spaghetti alle vongole and jugs of Falanghina wine. It was also the main operational center of a once-flourishing cigarette smuggling trade, until the Neapolitan mafia—the Camorra—moved on to harder drugs. Before that, back in Roman times, this whole promontory was occupied by a vast villa complex, one that may have belonged to a rich former general, Lucullus, whose name became a byword for a life of luxury. Clandestine speedboats buzzing back and forth below the terrace of a trattoria where everyone is toasting the bride and groom, on land where an opulent Roman pleasure villa once stood: this too is very napoletano.

			On the beach, old men with mahogany skin catch small fish in net bags. They wear tiny trunks and slather themselves with suntan oil. Nearby, women gather on clusters of white plastic chairs. Gossip is dispatched and discussed with relish. Food is an important part of Santa Lucia beach culture. Sweet brioche cakes—the kind that are designed to be pulled apart with bare hands—are passed around. Come midday, the air is filled with  the sticky-sweet scent of figs. One of the men sings in a deep, operatic voice. Everyone applauds. Someone lights a cigarette, reaches for a noontime beer. It’s hot. A wooden sailing yacht makes for Capri.
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Uptown, Downtown 

			Naples is a city where rich and poor have long rubbed shoulders. In the historic center, counts, beggars, and market traders lived in close proximity, sometimes literally on top of each other. When the city began to spread, especially in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, areas sprang up where, at least on the surface, the social mix was far less varied. Working-class districts like Rione Luzzatti, the inspiration for the neighborhood where Lenù and Lila grow up in Elena Ferrante’s novel My Brilliant Friend, were mirrored by upscale suburbs like Posillipo. This elegant coastal enclave once hosted the seaside villas of the Roman aristocracy, who came here to practice and perfect the art of otium—restorative idleness. It is still a place of otium today, a well-heeled suburb with hazy views across to Capri, where beautifully coiffed signori sit around in cafés gossiping about absent friends.

			But even here, beaches offer a slice of life that is not reflected by the resident population. Sheer population pressure has made Neapolitan beach culture democratic by force of circumstance. Lively teenagers from less exalted suburbs descend on Posillipo astride Vespas. By what remains of the ancient Roman villa known as Palazzo degli Spiriti, boys dive from the ruins and pull up through roiling surf, sleek like otters. Girls with raven hair roll their eyes, check their phones, and make a point of being unimpressed. At Scoglione Marechiaro, a rocky beach accessible only by boat, the conversations of lazy bathers drift up to a series of cliffside restaurants, where la Napoli bene—the city’s smart set—take long, sun-drenched lunches. In the background, Vesuvius. Always Vesuvius.
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The Renaissance of La Sanità

			Naples is a city of safe corridors. One leads (in just twenty minutes by taxi) from the airport to the National Archaeological Museum. Another heads north from the museum to the Bourbon park, palace, and art collection of Capodimonte. Alarmed by the city’s reputation for crime and chaos, too many visitors take the “get in, see the art and antiquities, get out” approach. That’s understandable. But it’s also mistaken. In an annual survey of Italy’s most crime-ridden cities conducted by Italian daily newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore, Naples regularly places well behind Milan, Turin, Bologna, Rome, and Florence. And without leaving the “safe corridors,” you will never discover those districts where the authentic heart of the city beats—like La Sanità. In this fascinating warren of ancient lanes just north of the old city walls, washing is strung high above the streets like bunting. Lines display baby clothes, bedsheets, a pizza maker’s apron, summer dresses, the shirts of a whole junior soccer team. Entire life stories are hung out to dry in the sun. 

			La Sanità was long a place of burial, of cemeteries and catacombs. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when it was still largely a green valley, nobles like Ferdinando Sanfelice built ornate townhouses here, away from the bustle of the heavily built-up old town farther south. Soon, the fields, gardens, and orchards between these aristocratic palazzos were filled in by the houses of the city’s workers and grifters. By the nineteenth century, La Sanità had become one of the poorest districts of Naples, with a reputation as a no-go area.

			Today, however, La Sanità is turning itself around thanks to the efforts of locals who feel a deep connection with the area and are determined to show that its energy—a quality the district never lacked—can be harnessed in positive ways. You have only to visit the Catacombs of San Gennaro to see this in action. Tours of this fascinating labyrinth, used by the earliest Christians as a clandestine burial site, are led by young locals, supported and trained by a neighborhood nonprofit cooperative. Another success story for La Sanità is Concettina ai Tre Santi, a pizzeria run by a passionate young local chef named Ciro Oliva. It’s more difficult to get into than the hottest Michelin-starred restaurant. 
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Naples: 
The Inside Track

			
					Next time you’re in a Neapolitan bar, leave a caffè sospeso—a prepaid espresso—ready to be claimed by the next person who comes in and asks, “Is there a caffè sospeso for me?” It’s a great local tradition, one recently extended to pizzas by the enterprising pizzaiolo Ciro Oliva of Concettina ai Tre Santi.

					If you’re in town on the Saturday before the first Sunday in May, on September 19, or on December 15, take the time to witness the San Gennaro rites in the city’s duomo (cathedral). They center on the supposed liquefaction, on these exact dates, of the solidified blood of the saint, which is conserved in a vial in the cathedral. With links to pagan traditions, the “miracle” is fervently prayed for citywide. Very rarely, the blood fails to liquefy. This is considered to be a bad omen presaging earthquakes, eruptions, or other calamities.

					Leave the city’s noise, color, and chaos behind and take a tour of the eerily peaceful Galleria Borbonica, a series of underground tunnels that look incredibly ancient but in fact date only to the nineteenth century. One of the strangest sights in this twilight netherworld is a cohort of dusty Vespas and other motor scooters, left behind from the days when these galleries were used as storerooms for impounded vehicles by the local traffic police.

					Decide which side you are on in the city’s breakfast pastry divide. Are you a sfogliatella riccia person, favoring the multilayered fan-shaped style? Or do you give your vote to the frolla, the plainer shortcrust pastry version? Neapolitans are split pretty much down the middle, with very few who swing both riccia and frolla—though most agree that Attanasio, a bar-pasticceria near the train station, makes the best sfogliatelle in town (it’s so busy at peak times that they give out numbers). Whichever camp you support in the great sfogliatella debate, you’ll enjoy the same delicious ricotta, semolina, and candied peel filling. Buon appetito!
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