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“An insider explains Italy, land of cheery dysfunction … Severgnini turned a fond eye on the United States in his last book, Ciao, America!, but this time around, on his home turf, he bites harder and deeper. The paradoxes of Italian life engage him. They bring out the reflective wit that, he argues, is native to most Italians and may be their most potent weapon in the struggle with bureaucracy and social dysfunction. Intertwined with native wit is a strong sense of self-esteem enjoyed by even the humblest Italian, as well as a fatal weakness for beauty and surface appeal, ‘la bella figura.’”

—New York Times

“Severgnini is intrigued by the perennial Italian paradox—of an ancient and sophisticated civilization that is also one of the most unruly and frivolous of Western nations… deft and vivid.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“Severgnini has a quirky mind of his own… Clearly La Bella Figura is not a travel book in the conventional sense, but rather Severgnini's entertaining and humorous observations on what it means to be Italian in Italy.”

—Chicago Tribune

“An ironic and insightful examination of the Italian mind… Packed with wonderful anecdotes and native wit, Severgnini's entertaining book illuminates what turns out to be a little-understood place and its people… Severgnini's observations about Italians are surprisingly objective; as well, they have the authority of an insider… Ultimately La Bella Figura is a snapshot of Italy today, its complexities, its indulgences and its paradoxes… This marvellously witty and perceptive book proves that understanding the minds of third-millennium Italians can be tricky.”

—The Globe and Mail

“Don't read this book—unless you have the courage to let Dottore Severgnini carve up your well-worn stereotypes about Italy. La Bella Figura proves that twenty-first-century Italians are more complicated than we thought. Sort of like Europeans. And Beppe loves them all.”

—Howard Tomb, author of Wicked Italian
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“A Bella Laugh… This wonderfully funny and perceptive book… now finds its way to the country that inspired it. What a pity it took so long to get here, but what a joy that it is here at last. Ciao, America! is fun from first page to last, pure and simple.”

—The Washington Post

“It's not easy to walk the thin line between Tocqueville's Democracy in America and Dave Barry's Only Travel Guide You'll Ever Need, but this memoir manages to do so admirably.”

—Booklist

“Severgnini is a master… Ciao, America! is a sardonic tale of cultural bewilderment, an incisive peek into the mundane obsession of our American existence that makes the commonplace seem not only insane but extremely funny.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A delightful read, full of wonderful anecdotes that capture the eye-opening absurdity of life in these United States.”

—Chicago Tribune

“It would be difficult not to like this delightful book.”

—Library Journal
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	    The airport, where we discover that Italians prefer exceptions to rules



	    The highway, or the psychopathology of the stoplight



	    The hotel, where singular people are not content with a double room





	SATURDAY
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	    The restaurant, one way of sitting in judgment



	    The store, the field of lost battles



	    The nightspot, where foxes turn into peacocks





	SUNDAY
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	    The condominium, a vertical space for oblique obsessions



	    The eat-in kitchen, the nerve center of domestic counterespionage



	    The bedroom, the bathroom, and how hard it is to find a space of your own





	MONDAY
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	    The train, where many talk, few listen, and everyone understands



	    The museum, beautiful women on the walls



	    Television, where the Semi-Undressed Signorina acquires a cloak of significance





	TUESDAY
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	    The countryside, where we show that Italians are the world's leading manufacturers of emotions



	    The Italian piazza, a tool with more cutting edges than a Swiss-army knife



	    The window, framing fantasies that are sometimes cut short by a shutter
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	    The bank, a confrontation of confidence and cold feet



	    The office, the opera house of orderly anarchy



	    The shopping mall, a taste of America delivered to your door
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	    The sidewalk, or on collective individualism



	    The automobile, and fumbling on the fold-down seats



	    The travel agency, where the nation flexes its flippancy and pampers its patriotism
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	    The waterfront, the convoluted charm of a liquid frontier



	    The beach, a bare outline



	    The garden, seclusion in bloom
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	    The barber, the newsstand, and the town as lifebelt



	    The monument. And yet it moves



	    School, the workshop where shared memories are made
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	    The church, where we will ruminate on the moral menu



	    The stadium, notes on social gastroenterology



	    The horizon. In other words, give us back Columbus
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The airport, where we discover that Italians prefer exceptions to rules

Being Italian is a full-time job. We never forget who we are, and we have fun confusing anyone who is looking on.

Don't trust the quick smiles, bright eyes, and elegance of many Italians. Be wary of everyone's poise. Italy is sexy. It offers instant attention and solace. But don't take Italy at face value. Or, rather, take it at face value if you want to, but don't complain later.

One American traveler wrote, “Italy is the land of human nature.” If this is true—and it certainly sounds convincing—exploring Italy is an adventure. You're going to need a map.

So you'll be staying for ten days? Here's the deal: We'll take a look at three locations on each day of your trip. They'll be classics, the sort of places that get talked about a lot, perhaps because they are so little known. We'll start with an airport, since we're here. Then I'll try to explain the rules of the road, the anarchy of the office, why people talk on trains, and the theatrical nature of hotel life. We'll sit in judgment at a restaurant and feel the sensory reassurance of a church. We'll visit Italy's televisual zoo and appreciate how important the beach is. We'll experience the solitude of the soccer stadium, and realize how crowded the bedroom feels. We'll note the vertical fixations of the apartment building, and the transverse democracy of the living room—or, rather, the eat-in kitchen. Ten days, thirty places. We've got to start somewhere if we want to find our way into the Italian mind.
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First of all, let's get one thing straight. Your Italy and our Italia are not the same thing. Italy is a soft drug peddled in predictable packages, such as hills in the sunset, olive groves, lemon trees, white wine, and raven-haired girls. Italia, on the other hand, is a maze. It's alluring, but complicated. In Italia, you can go round and round in circles for years. Which of course is great fun.

As they struggle to find a way out, many newcomers fall back on the views of past visitors. People like Goethe, Stendhal, Byron, and Twain always had an opinion about Italians, and couldn't wait to get home and write it down. Those authors are still quoted today, as if nothing had changed. This is not true. Some things have changed in our Italy. The problem is finding out what.

Almost all modern accounts of the country fall into one of two categories: chronicles of a love affair, or diaries of a disappointment. The former have an inferiority complex toward Italian home life, and usually feature one chapter on the importance of the family, and another on the excellence of Italian cooking. The diaries take a supercilious attitude toward Italian public life. Inevitably there is censure of Italian corruption, and a section on the Mafia.

By and large, the chronicles of love affairs are penned by American women, who display love without interest in their descriptions of a seasonal Eden, where the weather is good and the locals are charming. The diaries of disappointment tend to be produced by British men, who show interest without love. They describe a disturbing country populated by unreliable individuals and governed by a public administration from hell.

Yet Italy is far from hellish. It's got too much style. Neither is it heaven, of course, because it's too unruly. Let's just say that Italy is an offbeat purgatory, full of proud, tormented souls each of whom is convinced he or she has a hotline to the boss. It's the kind of place that can have you fuming and then purring in the space of a hundred meters, or the course of ten minutes. Italy is the only workshop in the world that can turn out both Botticellis and Berlusconis. People who live in Italy say they want to get out, but those who do escape all want to come back.

As you will understand, this is not the sort of country that is easy to explain. Particularly when you pack a few fantasies in your baggage, and Customs lets them through.
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Take this airport, for example. Whoever wrote that airports are nonplaces never visited Milan's Malpensa or Linate, or Rome's Fiumicino. Or, if they did pay a call, they must have been too busy avoiding people shouting into cell phones and not looking where they were going.

An airport in Italy is violently Italian. It's a zoo with air conditioning, where the animals don't bite and only the odd comment is likely to be poisonous. You have to know how to interpret the sounds and signals. Italy is a place where things are always about to happen. Generally, those things are unpredictable. For us, normality is an exception. Do you remember The Terminal? If the film had been set in Malpensa Airport, Tom Hanks wouldn't just have fallen in love with Catherine Zeta-Jones. He'd have founded a political party, promoted a referendum, opened a restaurant, and organized a farmers' market.

Look at the childlike joy on the faces of the people as they stroll into the shops. Note how inventive they are at thinking up ways to pass the time. Observe the deference to uniforms (any uniform, from passing pilots to cleaning staff). Authority has been making Italians uneasy for centuries, so we have developed an arsenal of countermeasures, from flattery to indifference, familiarity, complicity, apparent hostility, and feigned admiration. Study the emerging faces as the automatic doors of international arrivals open. They reveal an almost imperceptible hint of relief at getting past Customs. Obviously, almost all the arriving passengers have nothing to hide. It doesn't matter. There was a uniform, and now it's gone.

Note the relief giving way to affection as they retrieve their suitcases from the carousel. At the check-in desk, they weren't sure they would ever see their suitcases again, and did all they could to pass them off as hand luggage. Listen to the couples quarreling, their accusations lent extra ferocity by the embarrassment of performing in public (“Mario! You said you had the passports!”). Admire the rituals of the families coming back from holiday. These spoken exchanges—Mom wants to know where their son is; Dad shouts to the son; the son answers Dad; Dad tells Mom, who has disappeared in the meantime—are the same ones that echo in a New York hotel or a street market in London.

Malpensa encapsulates the nation. Only a naïve observer would mistake this for confusion. Actually, it's performance art. It's improvisation by gifted actors. No one believes for one minute he or she is an extra. Everyone's a star, no matter how modest the part. Federico Fellini would have made a good prime minister, if he'd wanted the job. It takes an outstanding director to govern the Italians.
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What else can you find out at an Italian airport? Well, Italians' signature quality—our passion for beauty—is in danger of becoming our number-one defect. All too often, it prevents us from choosing what is good.

Look at the cell-phone displays and the saleswomen perched on their stools. Many of them can't tell a cell phone from a remote control, but all are indisputably attractive. Do you know why the phone companies hire them instead of using skilled staff? Because that's what the public wants. People prefer good looks to good answers.

Think about it. There is a lesson to be learned. We are prepared to give up a lot for the sake of beauty, even when it doesn't come in a miniskirt. “Never judge a book by its cover” sounds like an oversimplification in Italian. We judge books by their covers, politicians by their smiles, professionals by their offices, secretaries by their posture, table lamps by their design, cars by their styling, and people by their title. It's no coincidence that one Italian in four is president of something. Look at the ads here in the airport. They're for cars, bags, and cosmetics. They don't say how good the products are. They tell us how irresistible we'll be if we buy them. As if we Italians needed that kind of reassurance.
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If this passion for beauty stopped at saleswomen, clothes, table lamps, and automobiles, it would be no big deal. Sadly, it spills over into morality and, I repeat, induces us to confuse what is beautiful with what is good. Only in Italian does there exist an expression like fare bella figura. Think about that. It's an aesthetic judgment—it means “to make a good figure”—which is not quite the same thing as making “a good impression.”

There's an elderly French lady in trouble over there. She's just collected two huge suitcases and can't find a baggage cart. If I went over and offered to help her, she'd probably accept. At that point, something curious would happen. I would split into two. While Beppe was being a Good Samaritan, Severgnini would observe the scene and offer congratulations. Beppe would then acknowledge his own compliment, and retire satisfied.

Ours is a sophisticated exhibitionism that has no need of an audience. Italians are psychologically self-sufficient. What's the problem? Well, we like nice gestures so much we prefer them to good behavior. Gestures gratify, but behaving takes an effort. Still, the sum of ten good deeds does not make a person good, just as ten sins do not necessarily add up to a sinner. Theologians distinguish between actum and habitus: a single incident is not as serious as a “habit,” or “practice.”

In other words, if you want to understand Italy, forget the guidebooks. Study theology.
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An aesthetic sense that sweeps ethics aside. A formidable instinct for beauty. That's the first of our weak points. But there are others, for we are also exceptional, intelligent, sociable, flexible, and sensitive. Offsetting these are our good qualities. We are hypercritical, stay-at-homes, so conciliatory and peace-loving we seem cowardly, and so generous we look naïve. Do you see why Italians are so disconcerting? What everyone else thinks of as virtues are our weaknesses, and vice versa.

As I was saying, we are exceptional, and that's not necessarily a good thing. Surprised? Listen to this. Two hours ago, you were on an Alitalia airbus. On other occasions, you've flown American Airlines or British Airways. Did you notice how the cabin staff behaved?

The Italian flight attendant sometimes takes her job title literally—the plane flies, she just attends. But she's always pleasant, elegant, and ladylike, so much so that she can appear intimidating. I remember one flight from Milan to New York. The Alitalia attendant, an attractive brunette from Naples, was strutting up and down like a model on a catwalk thirty thousand feet above the ground. The man sitting next to me glanced at her and asked me, “Do you think I might be able to get another coffee?” “Why ask me? Ask her,” I replied, nodding in the direction of the flight attendant. “How can I ask Sophia Loren for a coffee?” he whimpered. He was right. The good-looking attendant was putting on a fashion show in the sky, and no one dared to interrupt.

But then take a British flight attendant. You wouldn't mistake her for a model. She'll have very little makeup, and no jewelry. Often she is robustly built, and until recently would be sporting one of those little round hats that you only see on British cabin staff and New Jersey ice-cream vendors. Her heels are low, and her shoes are “sensible,” as they say in New York. Alitalia crews wear emerald green. British Airways has improbable combinations of red, white, and blue, or a mayonnaise-cum-apricot shade that nature felt no need to invent. The British woman is attentive, though. She comes back again and again, smiling all the time. She waits until your mouth is full, swoops on you from behind, and beams “Is everything all right?”

Then something happens. Let's say you spill your coffee on your pants. At that point, the two personalities undergo an abrupt transformation that—you've guessed it—sums up the respective national characters.

The British attendant stiffens. You have deviated from the pattern; you have done something you shouldn't have. All of a sudden, her inner nanny emerges. She doesn't say she's annoyed, but she lets you know.

The attractive Italian also undergoes a change. In an emergency, her detachment disappears. At times of crisis, what emerges is her inner mom, sister, confidante, friend, and lover. She takes off her jacket and actually helps you. Weak at, if not openly irritated by, routine administration, she comes into her own in exceptional circumstances that allow her to bring her personal skills to bear. Where did the ice goddess go? She melted. In her place is a smiling woman who is trying to be helpful.

Do you think some people might be tempted to spill their coffee on purpose the next time they fly Alitalia? Could be. A gorgeous Italian is worth a minor scalding.
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OK, let's go. Are you ready for the Italian jungle?


The highway, or the psychopathology of the stoplight

People say we're intelligent. It's true. The problem is that we want to be intelligent all the time. Foreigners' jaws drop at the incessant brainwaves, the constant flow of imagination, and the alternate bursts of perception and perfectionism. They are stunned by the fireworks display that is the Italian mind. Now, you can astound the English once an hour, the Americans every thirty minutes, and the French on the quarter-hour, but you can't amaze everyone every three minutes—it's upsetting for them. That's why in Italy rules are not obeyed as they are elsewhere. We think it's an insult to our intelligence to comply with a regulation. Obedience is boring. We want to think about it. We want to decide whether a particular law applies to our specific case. In that place, at that time.

Do you see that red light? It looks the same as any other red light anywhere in the world, but it's an Italian invention. It's not an order, as you might naïvely think. Nor is it a warning, as a superficial glance might suggest. It's actually an opportunity to reflect, and that reflection is hardly ever silly. Pointless, perhaps, but not silly.

When many Italians see a stoplight, their brain perceives no prohibition (Red! Stop! Do not pass!). Instead, they see a stimulus. OK, then. What kind of red is it? A pedestrian red? But it's seven in the morning. There are no pedestrians about this early. That means it's a negotiable red; it's a “not-quite-red.” So we can go. Or is it a red at an intersection? What kind of intersection? You can see what's coming here, and the road is clear. So it's not a red, it's an “almost red,” a “relative red.” What do we do? We think about it for a bit, then we go.

And what if it's a red at a dangerous intersection with traffic you can't see arriving at high speed? What kind of question is that? We stop, of course, and wait for the green light. In Florence, where we'll be going, they have an expression: rosso pieno (full red). Rosso (red) is a bureaucratic formula, and pieno (full) is a personal comment.

Note that these decisions are not taken lightly. They are the outcome of a logical process that almost always turns out to be accurate. When the reasoning fails, it's time to call the ambulance.

This is the Italian take on rules of whatever kind, regarding road discipline, the law, taxes, or personal behavior. If it is opportunism, it is an opportunism born of pride, not selfishness. The sculptor Benvenuto Cellini considered himself “above the law” because he was an artist. Most Italians don't go quite that far, but we do grant ourselves the right to interpret it. We don't accept the idea that a ban is a ban, or that a red light is a red light. Our reaction is “Let's talk about it.”
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Almost everywhere on the planet, cars stop at pedestrian crossings, most of the time. Where this doesn't happen, either they don't have crossings or they don't have roads. But Italy is a special case. We have roads, which are crowded, and crossings with faded stripes, yet cars rarely stop. They accelerate past, slow down, or swerve. They cut behind, or flit in front of advancing pedestrians, who feel like matadors without a sword to stab the bulls.

Every so often some saint, fool, or foreigner actually stops. Watch what happens. Other drivers behind brake, and make their irritation abundantly clear. They nearly had an accident, and what for? A pedestrian, who might have had the good grace to wait until the road was clear. The pedestrian assumes a pathetic air of gratitude, forgetting that he or she is exercising a right. Acknowledging only the concession, the rare privilege, the personal treatment, the pedestrian crosses and gives thanks. If male and behatted, he might doff his bonnet, bowing like a medieval peasant.

Thirty years ago, an American journalist pointed out that it's not chic to be a pedestrian in Italy: it's in bad taste. If there has been any change, it has been for the worse. In the brutal pecking order of the highway, Vespas have found a place above pedestrians and below cars; bicycles are the companions in misfortune of those on foot. Of course, cars have better brakes than they did thirty years ago. But there is little consolation in observing how well an ABS works when it stops a few inches from your ankles. Unless you are one of those people who come to Italy and find everything picturesque. In that case, you deserve anything that happens to you. I don't know if you've noticed, but anything is precisely what does happen on Italy's roads.
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If human beings express themselves with their vocal cords, tongue, eyes, and hands, said John Updike, cars use their horns and lights. A short toot means “Hi!” A longer one means “I hate you!” Flashing your lights means “After you.”

What can we say? Updike has written magisterial novels, but his automobile semantics is kindergarten stuff. Cast your eye around. Cars in Italy don't just talk. They make comments, insults, protests, insinuations, and lectures. They whisper, scream, object, inquire, whine, and express every nuance of human emotion. And we know what they're saying.

We compose symphonies on car horns. Nowadays, we use them less than we used to, but car horns are still expressive, allusive, and occasionally offensive. A short, sharp beep means “I saw that parking space first!” or “Wake up! The light just changed!” A longer, disconsolate note wails, “Who left this car in front of my garage door?” A brief intermittent chirping says, “Here I am,” to a child coming out of school. Some taxi drivers can even toot out displeasure or solidarity on the horn. They're not disturbing the peace. It's a sort of superfluous virtuosity, and it's not the only one in Italy.

And flashing headlights don't mean “After you.” To the contrary, they mean “I'm coming through.” Foreigners who fail to understand this message do so at their peril. Flashing headlights in the passing lane of the autostrada mean “Let me by!” And when there seems to be no reason for the flashing headlights, it means that a police patrol car is just around the corner. This is one of those rare occasions when Italians, happily hoodwinking the appointed authorities, pull together and show team spirit with total strangers. It's an uncivil civic spirit that someone ought to study.
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Observe the engagingly hysterical traffic, and admire the laid-back municipal police. Milan's traffic-free zone is busy with authorized local cars, furious motorists from the hinterland of Lombardy, confused drivers from the rest of Italy, and lost or sneaky Swiss. Just look at those lines of double-parked vehicles. One is sufficient to turn an avenue into an alley. Why don't the police do something? Well, they're tolerant types who have concluded that they can't fine the entire human race.

They don't make judgments based on unbending rules. They discuss the motorist's personal choices, displaying a flexibility unknown to police in other countries. Eavesdrop on one of their conversations. These are summary trials in miniature, with a prosecutor (the police officer), witnesses (another police officer, passersby), a defense lawyer (the wife), mitigating circumstances (“I live right across the street,” “I was just going to the pharmacy”), a summing up, and pronouncement of sentence. This weird sort of justice on the hoof—unlike the formal version, which has nine million trials awaiting a verdict and sees eight crimes in ten go unpunished— seems to work.

But tolerance is like wine: a little does you good, too much is harmful. Do you recall those cars hurtling down the fast lane? If you talked to their drivers, you'd discover that the speed limit on the autostrada—130 kilometers (about eighty miles) per hour—is not a number, it's an opportunity for debate. It would seem unlikely that the idiot flashing his lights at the car ahead could find any justification for his behavior. But he can. He quotes anthropology, psychology, the principles of kinetics and jurisprudence, imagining favorable interpretations and margins of error, as he places his hopes in the judge's discretion and the mercy of the court.

He ought to be arrested for driving like that, but he deserves a university chair for the way he argues. The listening police officer muses that perhaps he should be tolerant. So he lets the culprit go, thereby punishing the rest of us.
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At this point, being honest with oneself is the highest form of patriotism.



LUIGI BARZINI, The Italians
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