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INTRODUCTION


IN LOVE WITH ITALY Innamorata dell'Italia

Italians have often been described as true hedonists, and with good reason — they devote themselves to savoring all the pleasures and beauty life can offer, from food to fashion, sensuality to style, language to nature. And they do so in breathtaking surroundings, enjoying life to the fullest, with a passion unique to Italians. They eat with passion, they socialize with passion, they speak with passion, and, of course, they love with passion! In Italy, it doesn't matter if you're poor or you're not well educated or you live on the wrong side of the tracks — you still turn heads if you know how to flash a winning smile, cast a sultry glance, sway your hips in a sexy way, engage in witty repartee, dress with style or flair, and, above all, exude the sense that you are your own person and know your own worth.

But what is so special about the Italian way of living that makes it worth passing on? Well, adopting the Italian approach to life, enjoying the here and now and reveling in the pleasures to be found even in the most simple of pastimes, can potentially make you happier! And who doesn't want to be happier? Adopting the Italians' laid-back approach can encourage you to relax and devote more time to doing things you enjoy; emulating their eye for fashion means you can improve your style and increase your self-confidence; and cooking like an Italian means you will eat better and savor your food much more — without having to spend a fortune.

Last, but not least, loving like an Italian can raise your erotic passion to new heights. Just take a look at the way the current Italian Prime Minister, Silvio Berlusconi, behaves — flirting with young women and showering them with compliments. An eternal optimist, he's never deterred by the fact that he's in his seventies (or the fact that he has been married — though his second wife filed for divorce proceedings as news stories about his alleged dalliances profilerated). Age knows no barriers in Italy: you can be a prime contender as a gentiluomo (gentlemen), galante (chivalrous) and passionale (passionate), until your dying day. Naturally, the same applies to women too.

When American actor George Clooney was asked by a journalist at the Venice Film Festival why he had moved to Italy (he lives for a large part of the year in a villa on the shores of Lake Como), he recounted the following story as an explanation: “I was walking through the village at sunset one day and I saw a builder, still covered in plaster and wearing his overalls, carrying una bottiglia di vino (a bottle of wine) and a bunch of flowers. He was obviously going home to his woman and was taking her a small token of his affection. You would never see that in America!”

Since Italians devote their time to making the most of each sense to make their lives richer and better, this guide is organized into chapters covering each of the five senses: vista (sight), udito (hearing), tatto (touch), olfatto (smell), and gusto (taste). However, even all five senses don't fully encompass the fundamental facets of Italian life and love, so you'll find an additional “sixth sense,” dubbed la bella vita (the beautiful life). Within each chapter are sections touching on separate themes in the Italian attitude to loving and living, giving you l'Italia in tutti sensi (Italy, in all senses).

Every chapter is loaded with pointers on how to excite, enhance, or stimulate each particular sense, thus creating the beautiful life typical of a passionate Italian. You'll also find tips on language, style, cooking, and flirting that you can practice at home, as well as the lowdown on what awaits you should you decide to take the plunge and experience Italian life first-hand.

The ancient Roman dramatist and philosopher Lucius Annaeus Seneca famously said “La felicità è un bene vicinissimo, alla portata di tutti: basta fermarsi e raccoglierla” (happiness is a gift that is very close at hand to everyone: you just need to stop and grab it), and this guide is designed to help you do just that, in true Italian style.





ONE


LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT Amore a prima vista


[image: illustration]


Italy: the home of sumptuous art, gorgeous surroundings, and stylish dressers. The Italians' sense of vista (sight) is undoubtedly innundated with beauty all day, every day. This is a country with more than 2,000 years of practice in the art of creating and appreciating the finer things in life. Admiring bellezza (beauty) in all its forms — whether the human body, the natural world, or manmade objects — is so deeply engrained in Italians' everyday life that putting on a show is almost second nature to them.


DID YOU KNOW?

The city of Milan is considered by many to be the world's fashion capital for both men and women because of the marriage of luxury ready-to-wear collections and input from top-name designers, many based in the city. Milan is one of the four locations to host the major, high-profile fashion weeks (New York starts the season, followed by London, then Milan, and finally Paris) — a must-see event for any fashionista.



This chapter shows how developing an appreciation for beauty can enhance your life and relationships, whether it's sprucing up your wardrobe, engaging in flirtatious eye contact, or taking inspiration from the stars of Italy's silver screen.

CUTTING A DASH

Renowned the world over for their beauty, Italian women are admired for their voluptuous curves; large, flashing eyes; and long, silken locks. And Italy's men are a pretty good match, with their chiseled features, sultry looks, and dazzling smiles. One of the primary national “sports” in Italy is vedere e farsi vedere (to see and be seen). Most of Italian society revolves around this activity in one way or another. For example, the Italians' famous love for the passeggiata (stroll) is so widespread because people get to strut their stuff and watch other people strut theirs.

Closely linked to this mania of being seen is the importance placed on the bella figura. In Italy, you will hear this phrase used in many different contexts with slightly varied meanings, but here it signifies cutting a “fine figure,” or looking good (bella figura can also mean making the right impression or acting appropriately). Italians consider the opposite, a brutta figura (unkempt figure) to be highly shameful and embarrassing, and people will go to any length to avoid making this impression. This social pressure means Italians are expected to take pride in their looks, which should be in stagione (fashionable and up-to-date) and curato (carefully assembled), whatever the time of day and wherever you are going.

In any location where Italians gather, you will see them eyeing each other. Women look at other women and even men check each other out. They take in the overall picture, then verify the small details, such as the haircut, the nail polish color, or the brand of purse. Italian television also reflects this habit of looking each other up and down: TV camera shots sweep lingeringly upward from a person's feet — particularly if it's a woman — past her legs, slowing down over her torso to finally come to a stop on a close-up of her face. While general social pressure inevitably plays its part, the overriding factor in looking good for Italians is a genuine pride in their appearance. They always want to look their best and are happy to put in the effort to make sure they do.
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Don't Give Up!



Some Americans begin to pay less attention to their appearance once they are in a serious relationship or as they get older. In Italy, that's never the case! All Italian women — mothers, the elderly, wives — have their hair cut and colored, put on lipstick (rossetto) and makeup, use nail polish (smalto), wear heels, and sport low-cut tops. Even if you're eighty, this attire is not considered inappropriate in Italy, as long as it is worn with style, attitude, and confidence. It is also fairly common to see women wearing bikinis, even if they are over fifty or pregnant, whereas in many other countries the subliminal message for women over a certain age is, “You're too old (or large) for a bikini and must wear a one-piece bathing suit.”



A friend told us a story that perfectly sums up the Italians' priorities. She was learning to drive and came to a rotary where she had to stop for oncoming traffic. As she was waiting for a gap, the instructor said to her, “So, in Italy, who has right of way at a rotary?” She thought she had this one nailed and smugly replied, “People coming from left, because Italians drive on the right.” The driving instructor shook his head woefully and said, “No, no. Una bella donna [a beautiful woman] always has right of way at a rotary!”

AGE DOESN'T MATTER

This pursuit of beauty and bella figura is not only a pastime of the young. In Italy, you see many middle-aged or older people who si curano (take care of their appearance), undaunted by their age, strutting their style proudly. Ask yourself if you do this too, or if you've “given up” to some degree. Though you want to dress in an age-appropriate way, you can still put on a show no matter how old you are. Italians could not be accused of being ageist — their elderly population is still active in virtually all areas of society, and generally they don't “let themselves go.” A prime example is national icon Sophia Loren, who appeared as a seminude pinup for the famous Pirelli calendar at the age of seventy-two!


BECOME “EYE CANDY”


Glamorous, elegant, stylish, impeccable, and attractive: the list of adjectives describing the Italians' appearance is endless. How do they pull off being so (apparently) effortlessly chic and beautiful? Well, the first myth to quash is that this look is totally carefree; Italians go to great lengths to make sure they're well groomed — it's just that the fatica (effort) usually goes on behind the scenes. Unlike people in many other nations, who choose clothing and shoes predominantly for their functionality rather than their beauty, Italians prefer to turn their bodies into “eye candy” for all to admire. Why? It shows that they care about their appearance and that they want to present themselves in a way that reflects their personality, their tastes, and their style. The next time you think about throwing on a pair of sweats, ask yourself: Does this outfit make me feel beautiful? Smart? Self-confident? Is this the image of me I want the world to see? Whether going to an opera or the market, Italians strive to project the best image of themselves. How can you do the same thing in your own life? We'll talk about specific fashion tips shortly, but first, here are a few general ideas to consider.


Ask Your Partner for Help


Knowing which clothing best suits your figure is quite an art. But here's a tip you can pick up from Italians: Let your partner help you. Believe it or not, partners can really lend a hand with this, acting as a true, honest, and loving mirror to reflect how you appear to the outside world. Italian men are particularly skilled at appraising their lover's appearance, because they follow fashion trends and have an expert eye for beauty. They adore their lover's body for what it is, though they're not afraid to tell her if she needs to lose a few pounds, and may even give her tips on how to elegantly disguise that fact in the meantime! Even if your man isn't as fashion conscious as an Italian man, he can still tell you what he thinks you look best in and why. If you're not in a relationship right now, ask a trusted friend to give you an honest opinion.


Pietro Says

When you see a pretty woman who is well put together and walks with confidence, ti tira su (she gives you a lift — yes, in all senses of the word!). After all, it's a pleasure to look at someone who takes care of herself. Yes, you can criticize Italians for being too materialistic and obsessed with designer clothes, but try taking a page out of their book on the grooming front and make more of an effort when going out in public. It needn't take much and can boost your self-confidence knowing you're looking good.



In a world where women are justifiably campaigning for equal rights, asking for and taking advice from your lover about your appearance may seem like a step backward in time. But if the question is asked and answered with love, the result shouldn't be condescending or chauvinistic, but rather, genuine and heartfelt. You may even find the increased level of intimacy can supercharge your romance. Ask your partner to be honest instead of just throwing a passing glance and saying “You look great, honey!” Honesty can help you improve your appearance — and if your partner can't tell you how you really look, who can?


Splurge on Quality


Fads come and go, but certain general characteristics remain in the Italians' style of dressing. They are willing to spend money on well-tailored clothes, made of good quality fabrics that don't easily pill or fray. So before you grab three cheap shirts on sale for a total of $25, ask yourself if your money would be better spent on one high-quality $25 shirt.
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When to Visit Italy


Remember, Italy can get very hot from June to August (with peaks of more than 100°F), making it pretty exhausting and uncomfortable when you are trying to see all the sights along with the other sweaty tourists bravely sweltering in the heat. Many Italians “escape the city” in the summer, so some shops and restaurants may be closed per ferie (for vacation). Spring and autumn are welcoming seasons, and if you like fireworks, New Year's is a great time to visit. Italians love fuochi d'artificio, and everyone puts on pyrotechnic displays to herald the New Year, even launching them from their own terraces and balconies.




YOUR PARADISO


MUSIC BY MOONLIGHT

Apart from the many music festivals held in Italy (perhaps the most famous being the Sanremo Music Festival of Italian Song), in the summer virtually the whole country takes advantage of the good weather to turn the streets into one enormous open-air venue for concerts of all kinds. You can catch live music on stages erected on museum steps, in Roman ruins, beautiful gardens, the local piazza, ancient amphitheatres, and green parks. Most towns and cities hold summer seasons of live events, with food kiosks, bars, markets, and seating areas set up for the occasion, making concert going a total-sensorial experience. If you're headed to Italy, check the local tourist office to see what concerts are available in the area you're visiting.


Don't Follow the Crowd


It's also worth noting that Italy's rich tend to hide the fact they're rich — they dress smartly but avoid any overly ostentatious show of wealth. If you look closely, you will see that the sweater casually tied around his shoulders is pure cashmere or that the purse swinging from her wrist is by a top designer, but you have to look for these things, as they are not brazenly flashed about. Brand names are important to the Italians (as we'll discuss next), but more for the quality and the social cache they represent than for the amount of money they cost.


DID YOU KNOW?

For Capodanno (New Year's), it is traditional for highly superstitious Italians to wear red underwear, which they believe brings good luck. This applies not just to women but also to men and kids. In December, lingerie boutiques in Italy are crammed with all kinds of red underwear for him and her. Even though many people already have lots of red undies at home, the idea is to wear a new pair (bought for you by someone else) to usher in the new year.



ITALIANS AND THEIR DESIGNER CLOTHES

Italians are addicted to their designer labels. They consider their branded clothing to be a badge of pride, and indeed the “Made in Italy” trademark is synonymous with top quality fashion throughout the world. After all, how many other countries can boast police officers dressed in uniforms by Armani and national soccer teams wearing specially designed Dolce & Gabbana gear off the field? Italians are willing to fork out large wads of cash for their designer duds, and, if things are financially tough, they are even willing to buy a fake version of their beloved brand just to “keep up with the Joneses” and make sure they look like they can afford to be in fashion. (Recently, however, authorities have clamped down on counterfeited designer items because of copyright breaches and subsequent loss of profit for legitimate operators.)


Top-of-the-Line Italian Designers


Even the most threadbare list of top Italian fashion designers would read like a veritable who's who of the international fashion parade: Armani, Dolce & Gabbana, Gucci, Prada, and Valentino are just a few. They are all established giants; their garments dominate the international runways and are worn the world over. For those not well versed in the realm of Italian fashion designers, here is a basic guide to their style and which celebrities they dress.


ITALIAN DESIGNERS



	

Giorgio Armani: Worldwide institution, Hollywood darling, and multimillionaire with a fashion career spanning more than three decades. He first won a dedicated following with his signature unstructured jackets and both sexes adore him for his clean-cut tailoring. As worn by: Christian Bale, Cate Blanchett, George Clooney, Matt Damon, Jodie Foster, and Michelle Pfeiffer.



	

Roberto Cavalli: Known for his extravagant, over-the-top styles embellished with exotic printing techniques, leather and feathers, and oozing with sex appeal and glam rock. As worn by:Halle Berry, Jon Bon Jovi, Bono, Geri Halliwell, Lenny Kravitz, Alicia Keyes, Beyoncé Knowles, Lindsay Lohan, and Jennifer Lopez.



	

Dolce & Gabbana (Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana):Exquisite tailoring mixed with stylistic splashes with a particular nod to the style of Italian film legends, has made this fashion house a global brand leader. As worn by: Monica Bellucci, Robert Downey Jr., Joseph Fiennes, Angelina Jolie, Madonna, Kylie Minogue, and Isabella Rossellini.



	

Fendi: First specializing in furs and handbags, this brand has now expanded into such areas as menswear and sunglasses. Karl Lagerfeld contributes to the range as chief designer. As worn by: Jessica Alba, Eva Mendes, Sarah Jessica Parker, and Charlize Theron.



	

Salvatore Ferragamo: Though best known for impeccable handmade shoes, this retailer also sells leather goods and ready-to-wear lines for men. As worn by: 2008 Republican presidential candidate John McCain (who kicked up a stir on the campaign trail when spotted wearing a pair of Ferragamo Pregiato Moccasins, which cost more than $500).



	

Gucci: The iconic Gucci logo graces status symbol accessories and womenswear collections. As worn by: virtually every A-list celebrity, from Jackie Kennedy to Princess Diana, Sophia Loren to Madonna, and John Wayne to Jack Nicholson.



	

Missoni: Offers luxury knitwear made using traditional Italian handicraft techniques, organic materials, and bright colors. As worn by: Cameron Diaz, Demi Moore, and Sharon Stone.



	

Moschino: Fuses bold designs together with a dash of wit and whimsy to create fashion with an unusual twist. As worn by:Anna Friel, Gwyneth Paltrow, and Zara Phillips (granddaughter of Queen Elizabeth II).



	

La Perla: Coveted for sumptuous corsetry and beachwear this designer creates lingerie and underwear collections to die for using an expert knowledge of the female form. It also now offers a line of accessories. As worn by: Anjelica Houston and Daniel Craig (while playing 007 James Bond in the 2006 movie Casino Royale).



	

Prada: Literally fought over in stores, this superbrand expanded from bags and shoes to include mens- and womenswear collections. As worn by: Cameron Diaz, Maggie Gyllenhaal, Salma Hayek, and “the Devil,” of course!



	

Valentino (Valentino Garavani): Fashion idol revered by divas for more than four decades for his extravagant, flawlessly cut evening dresses known for their feminine lines and dramatic embellishments. As worn by: Jennifer Aniston, Joan Collins, Penelope Cruz, and Naomi Watts.



	

Bottega Veneta: This designer specializes in fine leather goods, in particular super-soft handmade bags. As worn by: Jessica Alba, Katie Holmes, Scarlett Johansson, Nicole Kidman, and Sarah Jessica Parker.



	

Versace: Adored for its use of bold colors and figure-hugging designs topped off with plenty of glamour, this line is now run by Donatella Versace, who took over after her brother Gianni was killed in 1996. She stated that her 2009 spring/summer mens-wear collection was inspired by newly elected American president Barack Obama, with clothes for “a relaxed man who doesn't need to flex muscles to show he has power.” As worn by: Halle Berry, Jamie Foxx, Elizabeth Hurley, Angelina Jolie, Madonna, Brad Pitt, and Catherine Zeta-Jones.



	

Ermenegildo Zegna: This brand is most famous for suits, but also offers shirts, ties, coats, and a whole range of men's accessories. Suits can be purchased either ready-to-wear or in the more expensive made-to-measure alternative. As worn by: Javier Bardem and Adrien Brody.







How to Find Top-Notch Italian Designer Clothes at a Discount



You may not be able to afford deluxe designer clothes at full price, but here are some tips for getting them at discounted rates:


	
Watch for sales and discounts at the designer's stores or websites, especially around Fashion Week, when you may find more promotions.



	
See if the designer offers a more affordable collection within their brand. For example, D& G labels cost less than full-blown Dolce & Gabbana items; Emporio Armani offers a more accessible sample of designer duds than Armani does; Moschino's Cheap & Chic line is actually more medium priced than really cheap, while the Love Moschino collection is more wallet friendly; and Miu Miu is Prada's answer to budget concerns.



	
Find vintage, second-hand designer clothes to save money, look good, and live a sustainable, eco-friendly recycling lifestyle.



	
Look online. The Internet has certainly made designer fashion more accessible to the masses thanks to online auctions.



	
Visit outlet stores or factory shops that are selling off last season's lines at heavily reduced prices.
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Clothes Need Care Too!



If you do spend serious money on top quality clothing, you should take good care of your investment. Italians would never be seen out in public in a garment that needs cleaning, ironing, or mending. Get into the Italian habit of caring for your clothes by always hanging them up, and ensuring they are clean and impeccably presentable before you don them to go out.




More Affordable Italian Designers


If the previous list of designers seems beyond your financial reach even on sale, there are plenty of other, more affordable Italian brands on the international fashion scene to help you recreate that attractive Italian-style appearance:


	
For more luxury women's clothes, particularly dresses and coats that are classic foundation wardrobe pieces transcending the latest fashion trends, try Max Mara (or its even more affordable youth offshoot, Max & Co.).




	
If you're looking for an elegant yet slightly more informal look, check out Blumarine.



	
If you want to look casual, you can do no better than popping into a branch of the Italian brand leader Benetton.



	
For stylish jeans and casual wear, try Diesel.



	
For something quirky and original, try Fiorucci, famous for being fun and anti-fashion.



	
If you want to hit the gym with a touch of Italian style, look for Elisabetta Rogiani, who's been making waves stateside with her sexy activewear that doubles as hip streetwear, worn by celebs like Pamela Anderson, Cameron Diaz, and Lucy Liu.





A LOW-COST WAY TO LOOK ITALIAN: USE COLOR APPROPRIATELY

Designers aside, you don't have to shell out a fortune to add some Italian style to your wardrobe. How? Adopt the creative way Italians use color and tone, and add a pop of bright, eye-catching shades to a plain outfit. The trick is to choose complementary tones that blend well together. For example, lime green and pink can look stunning, as can electric blue and orange. The trick is not to overdo it. Use one central color and then make a splash effect with another contrasting shade using accessories. Even jeans can look stylish if you choose a tailored pair that fit snugly, perhaps with a glitter design on the back pockets, combined with a simple, well cut pressed white shirt and a pair of brightly colored suede boots.

You can reduce the risk of creating an overly garish effect by accompanying a bright color with black or white. Don't wear too many overpatterned items at once, no matter what color they are, as they can be too busy. If bright color is not your thing, you can opt for neutral shades. Try teaming stone with white, and top the look off with a straw bag to add additional texture.

FIND CLOTHES THAT ACTUALLY FIT

Women's tops tend to be much more tightly fitted in Italy than in the States, and shirts are deliberately unbuttoned to almost indecent levels to emphasize cleavage. You probably don't want to go that far with your everyday look, however! The point is that clothes should fit you, and not be either ridiculously baggy or cutting off your circulation.

Try cleaning up your appearance by following these Italian-style dos and don'ts:










	

DON'T



	

DO






	
Wear hoodies


	

Wear tailored, well-cut sweaters or cardigans






	
Wear sloppy sweats


	

Wear a tailored pair of jeans and a fitted t-shirt






	
Wear large, boxy, shapeless boots or shoes


	

Wear pumps or boots with a small heel






	
Wear white sneakers or tennis shoes (unless you're at the gym or playing tennis)


	

Wear comfortable, stylish loafers






	
Wear flip flops around town (they're for the beach)


	

Wear strappy sandals with a small heel






	
Wear mini-shorts


	

Wear well-cut, just-above-the-knee shorts or capri pants






	
Wear overly patterned, baggy cutoff pants


	

Wear fitted pants in one color or with a simple, subtle design








FOCUS ON FOOTWEAR

For shoe lovers, Italy is a glimpse of heaven. Italians adore their scarpe (shoes) and make sure they have at least one pair in the very latest fashion. Italian footwear is distinguished for its wonderful style, highest levels of quality craftsmanship, softest leather, and innovative design. Many people come to Italy just for the shoes, leaving room in their suitcases so they can take home a couple of pairs of the latest models.



Women's High Heels


High heels (tacchi alti) dominate the women's market and are certainly not known for comfort. Italian women aren't just wearing their killer heels for the men; they're wearing them for “society.” It's all about style and creating a feminine silhouette to knock everyone dead. Practicality does not come into play at all. Italian women know full well that high heels arch the feet and elongate the legs to create a svelte shape, even when they're not at their slimmest. Heels are synonymous with sex appeal the world over because they exude an aura of power, sending subliminal messages that can trigger desire. Italian designers exploit the eroticism of high heels by emphasizing the elegant shape and sexy curve of the shoe.



One of the modern wonders of the world is watching Italian women serenely glide over the treacherous, ankle-breaking cobble-stones in four-inch heels as though it were the smoothest sidewalk on earth. These women don't even look down at the ground while they walk, never even seeming to be on the alert for cracks and crevices. How can you achieve that practically Olympic feat? It comes with years of practice and requires a true dedication to beauty over comfort.


Boots


Leather boots (stivali) come in all shapes and sizes, and are another staple in the Italian closet. Italian boots often make a dramatic statement, with brightly colored, butter-soft leather, buckles and laces, unusual prints, or eye-catching details. It all depends on that season's fashion. Boots are now being worn all year round, even in the summer. Hot-weather versions tend to be no higher than calf-length, in lighter-colored, softer suede, often punched through with prettily patterned (and highly strategic) holes.
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Take Care of Your Shoes!



Italians are careful to make sure their footwear is fit to be seen in public. Follow their example by always ensuring your shoes and boots are unscuffed and well polished. Also, keep up your footwear maintenance with regular heeling and soling. Don't wait until your shoes are so far worn at the heel that they're beyond repair.



ACCENT WITH ACCESSORIES

Finishing off an outfit with a designer purse, some striking — perhaps even fishnet — hose, an exotic scarf, classic jewelry, and the ubiquitous pair of sunglasses is a given for Italian women, who consider themselves virtually naked without these fundamental accessories. The trick is to carefully choose the colors of these items to match or create a contrast with the rest of your outfit. Even combining different shades with similar tones can look great (for example khaki, yellow, orange, and brown).
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