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          ‘Italian cuisine is delicious, and the Roman most of all.’




          Giulio Andreotti, Il Divo
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    Introduction




    There were only eight million stories in The Naked City. Rome has so many more.




    Wander its graffiti-ravaged, gorgeous streets, wait for a sweaty bus, watch any movie made here, and there’s a faint chance of vertigo. The problem is that there’s just too much Rome, extending limitlessly in every direction – especially backwards. Glowing and crumbling, sublime and sinister, this lodestone of our collective imagination cannot easily be comprehended in a single lifetime. No book can hope to squeeze it all in. The best one can do is to get a taste of the place. Hence this little volume.




    It’s a book about Rome and food. Yet it is not exactly a book about Roman food. Rather than write a restaurant guide, a recipe collection or an academic study, I hit on something else.




    The idea came to me when my friend Boris took me to the kingdom of tiramisu (described in Chapter XIV). I’d lived in Rome for a couple of years by this time but it had never before hit me that the Roman way of food is profoundly different from ours. Romans think about and discuss the subject all the time. Yet they are not foodies in the English sense of being gourmets or conspicuous consumers. Rather, every aspect of life is – and always has been – pickled in alimentation.




    Disturbances in the food world proved even more fascinating. The mirror to Rome’s history of indulgence and pleasures lies in its no-less potent traditions of hunger, poverty and asceticism.




    Since all things are connected to all other things, I found that looking at the city this way opened strange and intriguing vistas. Viewed in the correct historical perspective, a plastic cup of cold water can give us a glimpse of the cosmos. A mushroom can be made of concrete. Vegetables become erotic. A pizza restaurant provides an encounter with the Pope’s personal executioner.




    The end result is a portrait of the city, but a very partial and particular one. It’s my view of Rome. So there’s lots of history, and strange saints, and films and Jews and politics and paintings. I won’t tell you anything about pasta all’amatriciana, but if you want to pick up information about snails or doves I think I can help.




    What follows, then, is a series of linked explorations of Roman food, hunger, history and culture. Digestion turned into digression. Alimentation and alienation were more closely connected than I ever imagined. Food became my route, my passage through Rome. I hope it gives you something to chew on.




    David Winner




    Rome, August 2011








  



    


    




    I: The Water




    The thin November sun is fading as we push through crowds in front of the Trevi Fountain. Every day, travellers from around the world gather here to enact the solemn and significant ritual of taking silly pictures of each other. Because this is a Sunday, the tiny piazza is even more packed than usual.




    ‘My goodness!’ The square is dominated by a sheer wall of curly, creamy marble. Beneath pilasters and sculpted gods and horses, vast volumes of luminous water sparkle, splash and dance into the wide curved pool. The ideal way to approach the space is, of course, alone, at night, as Anita Ekberg did in La Dolce Vita. ‘Marcello! Come here . . .!’ But Michele Del Re, professor of criminal law, gives barely a glance to either the movie landmark or the showy fountains. He is headed for a more obscure treasure: a modest drinking fountain almost hidden in an alcove to the back and right. Among his many accomplishments the dark-eyed Del Re is an authority on Buddhism, the life of Casanova, links between crime and Satanism . . . and the waters of Rome.




    For this water is not like water elsewhere. It first bubbled from an ancient spring named after a pagan maiden and was brought here by the right-hand man of the emperor Augustus. The water here may, in fact, be the most remarkable on the planet. Into it is distilled the essence of the city’s soul, its ancient laws, culture and philosophy. To sip this stuff will be to taste the essence of Western civilization itself.




    Just as well I’ve brought along a little plastic cup.




    One of the Bangladeshi street traders working the crowd points a plastic gun at us and fires gaudy bubbles of detergent and trapped air. For just a few euros we could own this remarkable device! Erm, no, I don’t think we need one of those. Now our way is blocked by a group of Japanese women taking turns to pose in front of Neptune, God of the Sea. Giggling Roman teenagers, backs to the edge of the water, hurl coins over their shoulders, for luck.




    Finally the professor and I reach our destination, the little drinking fountain ignored by everyone else. I take from my bag the cup I’ve brought for the occasion from Spizzico’s pizza restaurant. I lean in and try to catch water from the fountain’s two strange jets. The flow is so strong it just splashes straight out of the cup and all over me. Eventually I collect enough and carefully hand the cup to the professor. He is a small, dark man, dapper in a velvet-collared hunting jacket. His large expressive eyes twinkle. He steadies himself, sips the water much as a wine taster might savour a Mouton-Rothschild. He smiles the enigmatic smile I’ve seen often on the face of his daughter.




    ‘Well?’ I ask.




    ‘Well what?’ he says.




    ‘How does it taste?’




    ‘Ahh. It tastes . . . of the cosmos!’




    When I first came to live in Rome I found it a bleak and arid place. I’d lived in Amsterdam for four years and the transition was traumatic. The Dutch capital has water, water everywhere with hundreds of canals and air so moist the light glows. Rome seemed bathed mainly in heat, noise and traffic. Objectively, I noted, its huge quantities of marble, gold and dusty architecture somehow added up to ‘beautiful’. Mostly, though, Rome just made me anxious.




    The problem was in me. I suffer from a kind of psychic hydrophilia, an obsessive need to see or feel the presence of water, preferably in large quantities. In its absence, my soul aches; I know no peace. In London the feeling can get so bad I sometimes drive, in the middle of the night, to Little Venice or Whitestone Pond just to sit and stare at the reflection of street lights in the tiny waves. Even in my old Amsterdam apartment I used to squeeze up tight to the window just to see a microscopic patch of canal at the end of the street.




    Rome has no canals. And its one great public water space, the River Tiber, can be downright nasty. In my first week, against advice, I visited the riverbank at Ostiense, expecting a café or two, sleepy river views, trees, cheery locals on bicycles. What I got was graffiti, garbage, the smell of urine . . . and an odd-looking dog with short legs and a long tail running towards me on the towpath: a rat, with a body about a foot long.




    The Tiber may be one of the most famous rivers in the world. But, thanks to a history associating it with inundation and disease, Romans despise it and treat it as a criminal. Imprisoned by massive containment walls inside the city, the Tiber is trapped thirty metres below street level and has all the charm and status of a swirling sewer.




    Thus it took me a while to adjust to and appreciate the fact that Rome is every bit as watery a city as Amsterdam – perhaps even more so. It’s just that Rome’s aquatic soul reveals itself in unexpected ways. Its water doesn’t flow in great channels or hang around, dark and listless. Rather, it is deployed in tiny, potent, sparkling bursts. Rome derives delight from a wholly man-made water-form: the fountain.




    In little piazzas across the city, water leaps, spurts and gushes from the mouths of stone beasts. It drips, cascades and prances in and out of marble basins and polished granite seashells. Even the city’s churches and basilicas are awash: there’s ‘holy water’ in baptismal fonts and in the little marble acquasantiere at every entrance. At Christmas, by custom, every Roman crib is decorated with running water. Each street in the metropolis has its little spout dispensing cool spring water all year round, 24/7, entirely for free. Romans insist the water from these nasoni (so-named because the taps look like big noses) is the best in the world for drinking. In the piazzas of the city centre stand hundreds of baroque marble fountains, each one ‘a poem in water and stone’.




    And why this panoply? Because of the ancient Romans, of course.




    We think of the Pantheon or Colosseum as the structures that best exemplify ancient Rome. But they’re not. The true essence of old Rome, its pulsing heart, its throbbing lymphatic system, was its astounding network of aqueducts. Indeed, the ancient city was even more watery than the modern one; its entire civilization and culture were drenched with reverence for the stuff. Romans considered water the foundation of all things. It held sway over earth and fire, ‘challenged possession of the very heavens’ and lay at the core of Roman laws, beliefs and sense of identity. Especially crucial was the idea of water as res communes – a common thing, shared freely. In the early Republic, the punishment for murder was not death but something worse: the criminal was banned from receiving water.




    After all, water is the source of all life. As General Ripper told Mandrake: ‘Seven tenths of this earth’s surface is water. Why . . . seventy per cent of you is water.’




    Rome, of course, was not the first ancient civilization to treat water with respect and intelligence. The Minoans had flushing toilets by 1700 BC. The first aqueduct in history was built by the Assyrians fully 400 years before Rome had the idea. But Romans took water technology to an unprecedented level, building aqueducts and other water-works throughout their empire on a scale and with a vision unmatched until the nineteenth century. And at the very heart of this empire, in Rome itself, they made a water culture unlike any in history, extravagantly mixing the sacral and the scatological, combining pomp with purity.




    For Rome’s lowliest plebs there were hundreds of fountains decorated with statues and columns dispensing water for drinking, washing and cooking. Water served religious functions, made the city’s gardens bloom, flushed its public latrines and filled the vast ‘water theatres’ in which emperors bloodily re-enacted naval battles with thousands of men fighting to the death. Most important of all was the system of public baths. These noisy, vibrant pleasure palaces, decked with gold, marble and mosaics, serviced by armies of slaves and equipped with ever-burning furnaces, lubricated the city’s social, psychic, medical and sexual life. People organized their lives at baths, fought at the baths, were sent by doctors to be cured at the baths, met prostitutes at the baths, got robbed at the baths. Sometimes they even just bathed there. The entire population was addicted. By the early third century, when Emperor Caracalla built his staggeringly opulent (and still-standing) complex in the south of the city, baths had devoured vast tracts and were drinking most of the aqueduct supply.




    The aqueducts kept this water-world going, bringing fresh supplies surging ceaselessly from lakes and springs up to fifty kilometres away to every part of the city. Mostly, aqueduct water flowed underground in channels cut by hand through living rock. Sometimes, it was borne aloft on fabulous curving arcades, some of which survive today in Aqueducts Park near the Cinecittà studios. Ancient contemporaries were astounded by it all. ‘So great is the amount of water brought by the aqueducts that veritable rivers run through the city,’ said the Greek writer Strabo. And Frontinus, one-time governor of Britain, later head of Rome’s water system and author of by far the most important book on the subject, De Aquaeducto Urbis Romae, declared the aqueducts greater than the Pyramids of Egypt.




    In total eleven great aqueducts were built by various consuls and emperors over 500 years, as well as dozens of smaller channels. (The modern city survives on six.) Inevitably the system failed to survive the collapse of Roman power. During a siege in 537 a Goth king called Vitiges tore open the main aqueducts. Subsequently Rome’s population plummeted, the baths died, a cluttered new mediaeval city later grew up on the bend of the Tiber, and the countryside south of Rome, swamped by water from the stricken aqueducts, turned malarial. Eventually, though, the waters of Rome returned. Frontinus’ book turned up in an abbey in 1429 and inspired the popes to recreate the spirit if not every detail of the Roman system. Sixtus V cannibalized some of the old aqueducts to create his new one, the Acqua Felice. Until the high-capacity Acqua Peschiera was finished in 1980, most of Rome’s water system essentially followed the routes and principles of the Caesars. There was one crucial difference, though. Where the emperors consolidated their power and delighted the people by building baths, the popes pulled off much the same trick by commissioning artists like Bernini to create amazing fountains.




    Water was many things to the Romans, but it was never mundane. In his book The Natural History the writer Pliny the Elder, who died in the volcanic eruption that destroyed Pompeii, described waters with phenomenal properties: waters to cure sterility or insanity, to kill or burn, to aid memory or produce forgetfulness. There was water to cause laughter and weeping, foretell the future, even to cure love.




    Perhaps that’s why I’m here today. Years ago I was keen on the professor’s daughter. She spoke often about her illustrious dad, but I got to meet him only last summer at a sweltering summer dinner at his book-lined house at the foot of Monte Mario. We ate in the garden, arms and faces smeared with citronella to ward off mosquitoes. We had a priest, a political journalist and about a thousand cicadas for company and, late in the evening, Michele began to share some thoughts on his latest research into esoteric aspects of Rome’s water system.




    Why, he’d been wondering, did so many ancient cultures believe that water carried the essence of ‘the feminine principle’? How had this idea soaked through all subsequent thought and language? As he talked, he drew a sequence of letters, pictograms and hieroglyphs from various languages, including Chinese, ancient Egyptian and even the mysterious script of the vanished Etruscans. He showed us how each character was a symbolic wave, the sequence becoming ever more stylized until it culminated in the Latin letter ‘M’.




    ‘See how similar these characters are? In each language, this shape represents water, and in each case it is also part of the most important word in the language: “mother”. In Latin, we have mater. In Italian it is mamma. Now look at these in English . . .’ On his paper he wrote two more words: memory and mummy. ‘See how many waves are here. These words are almost made of water!’ We talked until late that night, and he offered to guide me to the heart of Rome’s watery mysteries. Some weeks later it was clear that a plan had emerged. Michele had decided to introduce me to the oldest virgin in the city.




    Thus, early this morning, I found myself standing with him on a Renaissance balcony gazing down onto one of the least-known but most sublime sights of Rome: the sunken garden of the Villa Giulia. Calm and almost infinitely beautiful, it’s also a place where cross-currents of the past seem to swirl suddenly into a riptide and gently drag you way out of your depth. For the last century, the villa has housed the world’s greatest collection of Etruscan artefacts. That’s several hundred evocative years of prehistory for starters. But there’s more, for this is where antiquity and modernity meet and fuse in a mist of unlikely sensuality.




    The villa was built by Pope Julius III, the last of a line of great Renaissance popes. Legendary aesthete and patron of the arts, he had scandalized the city by making his seventeen-year-old boyfriend a cardinal. In 1550, wanting something nice for his lovely new home, Julius commanded a small hole to be cut in the fabled and recently rediscovered Aqua Virgo, by then known by its Italian name, Acqua Vergine. It was like cutting a hole in time itself.




    When it was built back in 19 BC, the Virgo had been Rome’s fourth and newest aqueduct. Constructed and paid for by Marcus Agrippa, second-most powerful man in the world after his friend the Emperor Augustus, it was named after the young girl who revealed its source waters to some thirsty soldiers. Later the Virgo would be endlessly celebrated for its taste, but Agrippa wanted its water for his fancy new baths complex on the Field of Mars (or Campo Marzio), built right next door to one of his other new ventures, a mega-temple called the Pantheon. Even then, the Virgo was an engineering marvel. For most of its twenty-one kilometres it ran underground. Powered by gravity, water in the channel dropped precisely thirty-two centimetres per kilometre – just enough to keep it flowing at perfect speed. The structure was also destined to be the only aqueduct in the city to survive everything that history would throw at it. It came virtually unscathed through the Fall and multiple destructions of Rome, through the Dark Ages, even through the systematic mediaeval plunder of classical sites for building materials.




    . . . And now the old girl was poised for a comeback. Pope Julius decided to welcome her to the edge of Rome with a nymphaeum, a water shrine in the ancient manner, yet more spectacular than any antiquity had seen. The Florentine architect Bartolomeo Ammanati was commissioned and duly delivered a cool erotic masterpiece: the Fontana dell’Acqua Vergine. Old water now gurgled through marble grottoes to a pond full of lilies and goldfish guarded by bare-breasted nymphs. Here, the Pope spent long summer days eating picnics under the gaze of Neptune and river gods.




    Today the nymphaeum looks wonderful. But the symbolism is making my head spin. Why, at the height of the Counter Reformation, with all Europe ripped by war over competing interpretations of Christianity . . . Why, in such a context, would a pope, even a pope partial to the shagging of teenage boys, dabble so shamelessly with the paganism of antiquity? Michele has an answer: during the Renaissance, knowledge of the ancient became culturally crucial. And Julius was nothing if not a deeply cultured pope. ‘This place is one of the important places where the old Greek and Roman tradition re-emerges. They started to re-use the old gods.’ Even so, he’s tickled by the sheer cheery idolatry of the place: ‘Look at all the stuff about Neptune! And look at the style of this place! Remember: a nymphaeum is a home of the nymphs! That makes it even more pagan!’




    This is just the first stop on Michele’s ambitious mystery tour. He plans to reveal the secrets of Rome’s water by showing me all the fabulous fountains now driven by Virgo water. We will end, where the aqueduct now ends (and where this chapter began) at the Trevi – the most famous of them all.




    Academic books on Rome’s water can be desperately dry and encrusted with arcane detail on masonry and piping techniques, cubic capacities, castella and fistula stamps. As befits a man who travels the world studying religious ritual, Michele is much more fun and tirelessly enthusiastic, his thoughts turning effortlessly to universal questions of spirituality and belief. ‘Every stone in Rome has a story,’ he declares, and he seems to know most of them.




    He explains: ‘The central idea of the Romans was “aquas disjunco, populus conjunct” – “divide the waters to unite the people”. It was very marvellous, and it explains why the enemies of Rome did not resist longer than they did. Every Roman emperor would enact this principle. When they arrived in a little town, say, in Africa, the first thing they did was build an aqueduct for the town. The water was a bene comune, something for all of the people. Even slaves had the right to the air and to the water. It is an extremely modern concept. Only now do we say again that water is a common good.’




    We head through the Villa Borghese, all golden, dripping dead leaves and crunchy gravel, to marvel at the Virgo-fuelled fountains of the Piazza del Popolo (‘the most perfect square of the world, like a symphony by Beethoven!’). Here, everything – the fountains, the statues, even the trident-shaped layout of the roads leading out of the square between legendary twin churches – everything is dedicated to Neptune, a god with whom Romans were not, traditionally, on good terms. ‘Oh yes, and over there, under that walnut tree, is where the Devil lives.’ What? ‘Oh yes! He is imprisoned under the roots of the tree . . . according to the legend!’




    As we walk on towards more treasures, Michele reminds me that Rome was founded on hills near its river rather than on it. Much flowed from this. Although Tiber water was fit to drink, the local volcanic landscape had plenty of accessible natural springs and wells and the earliest Romans preferred water from these sources. The habit persisted, as did the first associations with spirituality and health. In the Roman mind and language, rivers and the sea were male, but springs, each of which had its own personality, were feminine and nurturing. To be bathed in their waters was to be purified, and this purification always implied symbolic rebirth (the idea later melded easily with Jewish rituals of purification to create Christian baptism).




    We head on via the dry Fountain of the Cannonball (fired in a whimsical moment by Queen Christina of Sweden, apparently) and reach the Barcaccia, Bernini’s gorgeous boat-shaped fountain at the Spanish Steps. It’s just under the window of the room where the poet John Keats, thinking Rome to be a supremely healthy city, came to die of consumption. Now, Michele is keen to show me equally magnificent fountains in the Piazza Colonna, the Piazza Navona, the Via del Babuino, the square beside the Pantheon . . . But I protest. I already know all these fountains. And I know they’re all magnificent! And now I know where their water comes from, too . . . So why not let’s go and actually drink some of the stuff? He looks disappointed, but only for a moment. ‘You won’t be disappointed,’ he says. ‘Vergine water is fantastic!’




    This has been a core belief among Romans for centuries. The emperor Nero preferred his water to be first boiled, then poured into a glass and cooled in snow, but he was mad. Most Romans liked their water running. This idea persists. For most of the twentieth century, Roman housewives instinctively preferred water to drip from their kitchen taps, as if something terrible would happen in the heart of their home if the tap stopped. Roman pride in the ancient waters still sells. Not much except the name links the popular modern bottled brand called Claudia (‘the water of the Gods’) with the most important of the ancient aqueducts, the Aqua Claudia, built by the emperor Claudius. The aqueduct delivered water from the east; the water in the bottles comes from north. But who cares? According to the label, this water ‘has always been appreciated by whoever knows how to enjoy life. Its unmistakable taste has tickled the palate and the spirit of the Romans for centuries’. Then there’s Egeria, named after the water nymph who lived by a spring south of the city and gave Rome its first legal code. According to legend, Numa Pompilius, Rome’s second king, fell in love with her. She then taught him to be wise and guided him in every detail in his lawmaking. The king died, as mortals do, but Egeria lived on, adapting to each new age. In Republican Rome she was associated with fecundity and childbirth. Later, as Rome fell under Greek cultural influence, she became a Muse. An ancient nymphaeum in her name exists in the Caffarella Park and she dwells now in green plastic bottles, manifesting in both naturale (still) and frizzante (fizzy) guises. Apparently she’s terrific for digestion.




    To the Ancient Roman palate, the best drinking water was ‘cool and wholesome’: transparent, clean, odourless, and unflavoured. Latin writers debated the merits and potential health benefits of ‘light’ water. Groundwater, from springs or brought by aqueduct, was preferred to water from rivers. Water stored in cisterns was known to spoil, and stagnant surface water was simply beneath contempt. Pliny reckoned the two aqueducts with the nicest waters were the Aqua Marcia, finished in 140 BC, and the Virgo. Water from the Virgo was cool, soft and pure. Pliny described it as ‘the most celebrated water throughout the whole world, and the one to which our city gives the palm for coolness and salubrity’. Restored in the nineteenth century as the Acqua Pia Antica Marcia, it now flows into the city in two channels running side by side, the Old and the New. Since the sixteenth century Romans have called it ‘Trevi Water’ and all the best people drank it. In the days of the Grand Tour English visitors insisted on making tea with Trevi Water; Michelangelo kept five jars of the stuff in his cellar.




    And . . . Here we are, at last, right beside the Trevi Fountain. It’s turning chilly, but this water tastes of the cosmos!




    Now it’s my turn to sip. I close my eyes, put the cup to my lips. And it’s . . . Well, it’s, um . . . A bit cold, obviously – which is quite nice. And, er . . . smooth, as in not fizzy. And it’s a bit, well . . . tasteless, actually. I’m not sure how to put this. ‘When you say “cosmos”, do you mean the big thing with planets, or the New York football team from the 1970s?’ Michele gives me his mock not-angry-just-very-disappointed look then smiles: ‘When we drink water, it is always a union with the cosmic presence of the water. It gives us a different but essential knowledge, not only with our brain but also our body. To drink water is to know again from our ego to the world. We don’t just connect we participate. We enter the world, and the cosmos, which is born from the water.’




    No Roman – not Marcus Agrippa, nor any of the popes or Michelangelo, or even the Emperor Claudius himself – could have put it more nicely.








  



    


    




    II: The Feast




    

      

        

          ‘You’re grotesque. Grotesque and disgusting! Why do you eat if you’re not hungry? It’s ridiculous!




          La Grande Bouffe


        


      


    




    The seed for the most scabrous, disturbing but oddly beautiful film ever made by Romans about food was planted in an eatery far, far away. One Sunday in the early seventies the anarchic film-maker Marco Ferreri, mischievous genius and fearless fatty, found himself, as he often did, in Paris with a group of friends, including the actor Ugo Tognazzi. They decided on lunch at Prunier near the Arc de Triomphe and enjoyed a generously portioned meal that lasted well into the afternoon. When the time came to leave, most of the men were so stuffed they could barely move, but Ferreri had a more pressing worry: ‘What are we going to eat tonight?’ Someone suggested pasta, he agreed and they all staggered back to a friend’s apartment where Tognazzi, a renowned chef as well as one of Italy’s best-loved romantic-comedy performers, started cooking immediately. They carried on eating late into the night. Next day, Ferreri woke in a state of excitement. ‘What do you think about making a movie about what we did yesterday?’ he asked. ‘We already wrote the script! Four people lock themselves up somewhere to eat. They eat and fuck to death! It’s called La Grande Bouffe!’ He rushed to his producer’s that afternoon. By evening the contract was signed.




    Of all Rome’s post-war cinematic geniuses, the darkly subversive Ferreri is the most neglected but the most intriguing on the subject of food. An unhappy child, he grew up in Milan and got a job in a drinks factory where he was allowed to make short promotional films. In the late forties, as the post-war film boom got under way, he moved to Rome and hung out with other aspiring writers, actors and directors at the Trattoria Otello on Via della Croce (it’s still going strong). Friends of the time remembered him as a Milanese boy with an ‘Ancient Roman mask’. In photographs he resembles a bizarre combination of cherub, gargoyle and emperor, with mesmeric eyes set in a plump face framed by a Solzhenitsyn beard. He rarely discussed his childhood except in terms of a troubled relationship with his mother (who was also large) and amused his friends by eating huge quantities of spaghetti, meat and cakes followed by equally large helpings of salad (‘so as not to get fat’). He had, said one acquaintance, ‘blue crying eyes and a bitter smile ready to turn into a complaint about an overcooked steak or a salad not properly dressed’.




    Ferreri tried acting and production and made plenty of friends. But he never quite fitted into a Roman film world still dominated by the spirit of neo-realism. Realism didn’t interest Ferreri; he preferred the fantastical and darkly allegorical. By the late fifties, when he briefly edited a film-theory magazine, Rome’s economy and mood were shifting and the city stood on the brink of its filmic golden age. American money was flooding into the ‘Hollywood on the Tiber’ at Cinecittà. The ‘sword ’n’ sandal’ boom was under way and Fellini and Antonioni were limbering up for their medium-altering masterpieces La Dolce Vita and L’Avventura. Rome was a heady place to be a young film-maker. So Ferreri left town. His move from the city of ‘the sweet life’ to the Spain of Franco and Fascism proved surprisingly liberating. Ferreri’s imagination meshed with ancient Spanish traditions of the grotesque and fantastical and, in Barcelona, he hooked up with Rafael Azcona, a Bunuelist scriptwriter, who became a lifelong friend. Azcona and Ferreri would work together on seventeen films, including La Grande Bouffe. They made three small movies together in Spain before Ferreri returned to Rome in 1961 to direct the ‘adultery’ section of a portmanteau film called Italians in Love.




    Now Ferreri was properly on his way. Over the next few years he made increasingly wild black comedies satirizing bourgeois society and hinting at his more anarchic and primal obsessions. Most of his films revolve around food, sex and death. His view of relationships between men and women is bleak, and he believes civilization is at the point of collapse. One Italian critic praised him for his ‘humour, poetry, cruelty and love’. Another denounced his ‘insolence, repugnance and misogyny’.




    Either way, few directors ever deployed such peculiar recurring motifs. Dogs, for example, often appear in Ferreri movies, representing the animal side of humanity and usually linked with death. The seaside is a place of murder and escape. Ferreri often shows us the dome of St Peter’s, sometimes in ruins. He also alludes to Ancient Rome, generally as an emblem of decay, excess and false memory. As we shall see, this notion of overeating as an evocation of imperial Rome would be a subtext in La Grande Bouffe. This was spelled out more explicitly in Bye Bye Monkey, where the apocalyptic climax takes place in a kitschy ‘Waxwork Museum of Ancient Rome’. The owner fraudulently claims to be saving civilization from decadence and ruin. He sexually exploits the young while reciting speeches from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, and models himself on the emperor Nero. After an upsetting scene involving rats and a pet monkey, the entire worthless edifice is burned to the ground.




    Ferreri was also in the habit of playing one film against another. In La Grande Bouffe, for example, four men die while one woman survives. In the earlier The Harem it was the other way around. The central character is a young architect called Margherita (like the Neapolitan queen and the simple pizza which bears her name). Margherita is the epitome of a liberated Italian New Woman of the sixties. Beautiful and strong, she avoids committing herself to any of the four men in her life, but eventually they turn on her. First they force her to make them a meal, then they insult her cooking skills and throw spaghetti in her face. Finally, they kill her by pushing her off a cliff. (According to Carroll Baker, who played her, this was originally planned as a comedy but Ferreri lost his nerve and played it straight.)




    Meanwhile, Ferreri was building relationships with the world-class actors who would appear in La Grande Bouffe. The key performer was chocolate-voiced Ugo Tognazzi, a close friend with whom he first worked in 1963. Previously, Tognazzi was known as the suave, warm-hearted star of light romantic comedies and TV variety shows. For Queen Bee, Ferreri made him a middle-aged bachelor, working in sight of the Vatican, who marries an innocent-seeming girl from a respectable family. She proceeds to emasculate and eventually kill him with sex. The following year, in Ape Woman, Ferreri cast Tognazzi again, this time as a bully who exploits an unusually hairy woman by putting her in a freak show, causes her death, then falls in love with her corpse. In The Audience (1972) Tognazzi plays a policeman who helps destroy an innocent fool who wants to meet the Pope. Tognazzi does not only steal the man’s wife: he even takes over his kitchen, too.




    In the mid-sixties the great Marcello Mastroianni joined the troupe. ‘Ferreri is a director who leaves space for the actor,’ Mastroianni later wrote in his autobiography, I Remember, Yes, I Remember. ‘For me he has a great quality: he says little. My relationship with him is made of very long silences, which are absolutely refreshing. But we understand each other in these silences. I like his vision of the world, of things, of people, always seeing further than one’s nose. He’s original. I like him very much also as a friend. He’s affectionate.’ In The Man with Five Balls, the first of their five films together, Mastroianni plays a businessman with an absurd obsession: trying to figure out the point at which balloons burst. When his wife leaves him he starts sharing his meals with his St Bernard dog. One evening he realizes he will never solve his balloon problem, so he jumps through the window to his death and lands by chance on the car of passing Ugo Tognazzi. Tognazzi is very upset about this – because his car is ruined. Upstairs, the dog finishes Mastroianni’s dinner. In Liza Mastroianni lives alone on an island with a dog until Catherine Deneuve turns up on a yacht. Deneuve first kills the dog then becomes the dog. She wears its collar, sits in a corner and begs for scraps of food. Neither man nor woman can escape this horrible relationship, so they starve to death. Back in the big city, Mastroianni’s abandoned wife and daughter assuage their pain by gorging themselves.




    Ferreri’s critical breakthrough came in 1969, with Dillinger is Dead, thanks in part to an astonishing freewheeling performance by another great actor, Michel Piccoli, as the terminally bored owner of a gas-mask factory in Rome’s Fascist-built suburb, EUR. Piccoli comes home to find his wife – Anita Pallenberg – in bed with a migraine. He brings her pills and a hot-water bottle then spends a whimsical night cooking, eating, watching home movies and seducing the maid (by the simple ploy of feeding her slices of water melon). In the kitchen he finds an old revolver, which he cleans with olive oil, paints red with white polka dots and uses to mime suicide. At dawn he goes to the bedroom, covers Pallenberg with pillows and calmly shoots her three times in the head. He then drives from Rome to the sea and gets a job as a cook on a yacht bound for Tahiti. The film, made in the wake of the 1968 ‘revolution’, caused a scandal. According to Piccoli, who is on screen continually, improvising with almost no dialogue, it was about the desperation of a solitary man who has ‘made it’ but ‘is caught between despair, suicide, insomnia and dream’.




    Ferreri could act a bit himself, too, and often made cameo appearances in friends’ films and his own. In Pigsty, Pasolini’s deeply weird parable of Fascism, Ferreri appears as an industrialist. Probably his strangest performance was as a corpse (a victim of a mysterious global plague) in his own film Seed of Man. Like Bye Bye Monkey, this film features a museum to a vanished civilization – but this time it’s ours. Exhibits include a fridge, a television, a parmesan cheese and a pile of Cirio tinned tomatoes. This, by the way, is the first film in which Ferreri dabbled with cannibalism. A wife kills her husband’s lover on a beach then serves one of the legs, cooked very rare. ‘This is good meat,’ says the husband. ‘What is it?’ ‘Just enjoy,’ says the wife, and gives him a kiss. (In the later Meat, a man in another beach house kills his lover, puts her in the fridge and eats her one slice at a time, and in How Good the Whites Are a group of European aid-workers bringing charity to the Sahel get eaten by locals, though only after a night of wild sex.)




    By the early seventies, as film-writer R. T. Witcombe said, Ferreri had become obsessed with the idea that modern society was ‘in its death-throes, gorging, consuming itself to extinction’. This was to be the principal theme of La Grande Bouffe. But the film also reflects Ferreri’s own problematic relationship with food. Some time before shooting started he spent several weeks in a Swiss overeating clinic. He also visited a clinic in Brittany that specialized in extreme-slimming diets based on vegetables and infusions. Such treatments never worked, though, because Ferreri always made sure to eat lots of sweets, cream and chocolate cakes.




    Thus we come at last to La Grande Bouffe (known in Italian as La Grande Abuffata and in English as Blow Out). This extraordinary film follows four successful middle-aged friends as they get together for a ‘gastronomic seminar’ in a suburban Paris villa. It’s often considered a French movie but its heart is pure old Rome. The villa looks like the one on the hill in Psycho, but what’s most striking is the daring displayed by Ferreri’s actors. It’s hard to picture modern stars being as fearless or as free as Mastroianni, Tognazzi, Piccoli and Philippe Noiret (appearing in his first Ferreri film, and later loved for his performances for other directors in Cinema Paradiso and Il Postino). Each man plays a character named after himself. Marcello is an airline pilot, Ugo a chef, Michel a TV executive, Philippe a breast-obsessed diabetic judge. They plan to eat themselves to death, but they never say why.




    On their first day together terrifying quantities of food arrive in two large vans. One, refrigerated, is full of prime meat. The other overflows with vegetables, fruit, groceries and fish. We see at least half a dozen whole pigs and hear an inventory: ten dozen guinea-hens ‘fed on grain and juniper’, suckling pigs, three dozen young roosters, twenty dozen chickens, ten salt-marsh lambs, ‘a fierce wild boar ready for all the subtlest marinades’, ‘two superb soft-eyed deer’, flesh redolent of the perfume of the forest. There are oysters, too, and blood pudding, and sausages, and chocolate, and fine wines, and champagne, and cheeses, and much else besides. The garden pond and a glass tank in the kitchen are both fully stocked with live fish. Geese and pheasant wander around the house and the decaying ornamental garden. Hens get drunk on Armagnac. There’s plenty of prime beef as well. ‘You’ll see how much fun it is to cut up,’ says Ugo. Michel does a sort of pagan dance, holding aloft a cow’s head and reciting the soliloquy from Hamlet. ‘The feast begins . . .’ says a grim-looking Marcello.




    And so it does. Amid the faintly rotting splendour of the villa artfully stuffed with paintings and chintzy bric-a-brac, the men begin to chew, chomp, suck and drink continuously. Some of the time they sit at the dinner table or in the kitchen. Other times they recline on gold cushions like Roman emperors. There’s light relief when Ugo does an uncanny impersonation of Marlon Brando in The Godfather. Michel puts on a leotard to perform ballet exercises at the barre, though after a few days this becomes impossible. There’s plenty of sex, too, and naked women decorate the food. But three prostitutes the men hire soon leave in disgust, vomiting (a healthy response) and escaping. ‘You’re grotesque,’ says one of the girls. ‘Grotesque and disgusting! Why do you eat if you’re not hungry? It’s ridiculous!’




    Much of the food is French, but Ugo pointedly makes a pizza, and a spectacular tagliatelle, and speaks in Italian to a pig he is spit-roasting. Marcello brings in a tortellini with cream mushrooms. (This reflected off-screen friendship: Ferreri, Tognazzi and Mastroianni often got together in Paris to eat ‘Italian-style’, usually with Tognazzi cooking.) When Michel, bloated with gas, takes to his bed, Ugo whips up a gigantic ‘medicinal’ chestnut purée and chides him in a parody of a doting mother: ‘If you don’t eat you won’t die.’ Michel, in fact, is pretty obsessed with chestnuts – a reference, presumably, to the legendary ‘Ballet of the Chestnuts’ (also known as the ‘Borgia Orgy’) which took place at the Vatican in 1501. This involved a search for chestnuts by naked prostitutes and cash prizes for the cardinals who had the most sex.




    Back in the villa, the men’s physical condition swiftly deteriorates. Marcello goes to the bathroom to ‘freshen up’ and inadvertently triggers a fountain of shit that explodes from the toilet bowl. The sight of him screaming and covered in the stuff particularly shocked Italian filmgoers. ‘It’s the universal deluge,’ says Michel. ‘The smell – we’ll never be rid of it,’ says Ugo mournfully.




    Only one person in the house, an innocent-looking schoolteacher called Andréa (French actress Andréa Ferréol), is destined to survive this debauchery. She arrives for dinner on the second night and never leaves. Revealing prodigious appetites of her own, she is soon serenely out-eating and out-fucking all the men in the house. Ferréol was uneasy about the part but accepted because she didn’t want to miss doing a film with some of Europe’s biggest stars. Disturbingly, before filming, Ferreri asked her to fatten for the part. Every time she thought she’d eaten enough, Ferreri wanted more. None of the other actors put on weight. At first Andréa seems to be a sainted whore of a kind fairly common in Italian cinema. But it’s not long before she reveals a darker aspect. When she and Philippe go to slaughter some turkeys in the garden, she seems disappointed to learn he has never, as a judge, sent anyone to the guillotine. She picks up his sword and, like some latter-day Mastro Titta, chops off a turkey’s head. Now she becomes an angel of death, coaxing, seducing, goading and guiding the men to oblivion.




    The deaths, when they finally come, are among the oddest in cinema. Fetishist Marcello, an impotent sex maniac, freezes in the seat of his beloved antique blue Bugatti, one of the few places he can get an erection. (Later we notice a dog has taken his place in the car seat.) Michel, troubled by increasingly painful and debilitating build-up of intestinal gases, eventually farts to death. There are no funerals, though. Philippe and Ugo set their friends’ corpses upright in a big fridge and press on. The garden begins to fill with stray dogs. Ugo’s demise is the most outrageous. As chef of the group, he’s done most of the cooking. Now he produces his final masterpiece: a gigantic duck and chicken pâté in the shape of the dome of St Peter’s. This, he insists is a work of poetry. ‘It’s shit poetry,’ says Philippe, who refuses to eat it. Ugo therefore eats the whole thing on his own. By nightfall he can barely sit upright. Sweating, he reclines on a gold cushion on the kitchen table while Philippe feeds him the last pieces of the dome and Andréa, eyes filled with tears, masturbates him to a terminal climax. Ugo’s orgasm and death are simultaneous. Next day, it’s the turn of Philippe, a diabetic with a breast-fixation, for whom Andréa makes a ‘very sweet and very good’ tit-shaped blancmange. He dies in Andréa’s arms as another white van full of prime meat arrives. Andréa gently pushes away his corpse and tells the delivery men to leave the meat in garden, which is now overrun by howling dogs.




    Had all this been shot flamboyantly by an Argento or a Fellini, La Grande Bouffe would probably be so gross as to be unwatchable. But Ferreri underplays everything. His shooting style is elegant and relaxed, helped no end by Philippe Sarde’s seductive, melancholy score, which Michel picks out on a piano. Mastroianni later said the atmosphere on set was like being at ‘a feast or a joyful funeral’. Tognazzi recalled that he enjoyed the smell of food at first but the pleasure was soon replaced by a sense of desolation. ‘The moment came when all these fragrances turned to be annoying and then nauseating.’ Ferreri, he explained, ‘let the cake rot by itself, filming his story chronologically, and killing off characters in the order in which his actors had to go to their next jobs. Yet each fictional death produced real anguish. ‘It wasn’t about acting; we lived the loneliness,’ said Tognazzi. ‘When it was my turn, Noiret was shocked. “Don’t die,” he told me. “I’m scared!”’ For Piccoli, however, the experience was a delight: ‘At the time Ferreri was considered a political danger, a mental danger, a sexual danger. You never heard about four men who got together to kill themselves by eating! We had fun in being the grotesque puppets of grief, in order to die in climaxing; to die with an animality, not to die of mental despair . . . Of course we had read the script, but as soon as the shoot began nobody looked at it again. We were inventing incessantly, while remaining very attentive to Ferreri, but he too was paying attention to our pranks. Ferreri had a very deep imagination. He was a man of freedom of creation and he understood that we entered into his game with a lot of pleasure.’




    The film was a worldwide art-house smash hit but critics couldn’t agree on a verdict. Was it a sick affront to public decency, a nihilistic joke or a satire on the bourgeoisie? The film never explains why the men want to die and nor, in subsequent interviews, did Ferreri. All he would say was that it was a ‘physiological’ film about ‘the only tragic reality, the body’. In Tognazzi’s view it was about consumerism, loss of faith and the modern existential crisis. Piccoli observed: ‘Meat, food, and sex were always very prominent in Ferreri’s cinema; they become rituals for killing time.’




    La Grande Bouffe was the highpoint of Ferreri’s career. His later films – Tales of Ordinary Madness, Diary of a Vice and the rest – were widely assumed to be mere attempts to shock. Critics became increasingly hostile, audiences stayed away and Ferreri died of a heart attack in 1996. More recently, though, there has been a reappraisal. A hagiographic documentary, Marco Ferreri: The Director Who Saw the Future, appeared in Italy in 2007, as did a book, Marco Ferreri: A Milanese in Rome, which included a glowing foreword by the Mayor of Rome. A forthcoming study by a feminist professor at Sapienza University may be less complimentary.




    Meanwhile another critic, Maurizio Viano, had made an interesting discovery about La Grande Bouffe: the apparently randomly placed props in the film, especially paintings on the wall of the villa, were in fact clues suggesting, among other things, a link to the ancient ‘humoural’ system of the ancient Greek-Roman physician Galen. Galen worked in second century Rome and his work influenced medicine until the Renaissance. Viano explains: ‘[La Grande Bouffe] uses iconological characteristics sanctioned by centuries of woodcuts, engravings, drawings and paintings. The four temperaments originate in the four bodily fluids thought to circulate in the human body. They also correspond to the four elements: melancholic, black bile, earth; choleric, yellow bile, fire; sanguine, blood, air; and phlegmatic, phlegm, water [. . .] In perfect keeping with classical-mediaeval thought, [La Grande Bouffe] ranks the sanguine on top and the melancholic at the bottom.’ Michel, for example, represents air. His ‘flatulence is a textual necessity and not gratuitous provocation’. Marcello, represents fire (he loves engines) and is linked to bile and faeces.




    Going a little further back, it seems pretty clear the film not only refers to but re-enacts debauches of imperial Rome. Specifically, it evokes the era when, as food historian Patrick Faas puts it, Rome – not unlike the Western materialist society Ferreri disliked in the 1970s – became the ‘stomach of the world’.




    Imperial Rome gorged itself on the produce of empire and slaughtered and ate so much of North Africa’s wildlife that many species became extinct. The gold cushions and covers in La Grande Bouffe recall the third-century Emperor Elagabalus (also known as Heliogabalus) who ‘covered his couches with golden coverlets’ and ‘abandoned himself to the grossest pleasures’ [Gibbon]. In the crowded field of debauched Ancient Romans Elagabalus stands out. Just fourteen years old when he ascended the throne, he displayed an astonishing appetite for food and sex. Even when everyone in the city aspired to gastronomic excess, Elagabalus took the biscotto. He thought nothing of blowing three million sesterces on a single meal and ate twenty-two meat courses at a sitting (each course naturally followed by a quick time-out to ‘dally’ with women). Because exoticism was prized above all, Elagabalus ate camel heels, nightingale tongues, flamingo brains and pheasant heads and once served the heads of several hundred ostriches. Even his animals ate luxuriously: goose livers for the dogs, rare grapes for horses, parrots for his pet lions. Like Mastroianni’s character in La Grande Bouffe, the emperor’s appetite for food was inseparable from his obsessive sexuality, yet, as Gibbon tells us, ‘the extremity of his activities were insufficient to satisfy the impotence of his passions’. Marcello in La Grande Bouffe sniffs panties and wears them on his head before he can have sex with the whores; Elagabalus dressed in drag to lecture the whores of Rome ‘on various kinds of postures and debaucheries’. Marcello is turned on by his little blue Bugatti. Elagabalus had gold-encrusted chariots pulled by lions, tigers and elephants, and rode around naked in a wheelbarrow dragged by teams of beautiful naked women. For trips out of Rome, the young emperor travelled in a 600-wagon convoy. (One wagon for him and the rest for his ‘lusty partners in depravity’.) Obviously, as in La Grande Bouffe, fun on this scale couldn’t last. Elagabalus was murdered in a toilet by his guards who then stuffed the body into a sewer and threw it in the Tiber.




    Elagabalus spent more than anyone, but his tastes were by no means unique. Alarming combinations of food, sex and death were pretty much routine. Juvenal, in one of his satires, derided those ‘whose sole reason for living lies in their palate’ and spent more than they could afford on the fanciest foods. Even a widely admired emperor like Claudius (builder of aqueducts, conqueror of Britain, mild-mannered hero of I, Claudius) regularly laid on banquets for hundreds of guests and was ‘ready to eat and drink at any time or in any place’. He ‘set no bounds to his libidinous intercourse with women’ and enjoyed watching tortures and executions. His predecessor Tiberius once insisted on being served by naked waitresses. Caligula, Domitian and Nero were all famed for blow-outs that involved too much food, exotic sex and, often, death. Plautianus, the consiglieri to the emperor Septimius Severus, ‘became the most sensual of men; for he would gorge himself at banquets and vomit as he ate’. His boss also ‘prided himself especially on his largesse’ and, for the wedding of his son Caracalla, threw a banquet featuring ‘the customary cooked viands but also uncooked meat and sundry animals still alive’.
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