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FILM DIRECTOR SEEKS SOLITUDE, AWAY FROM URBAN CLUTTER, TO GET
DOWN TO SOME SCRIPTWRITING ... RETREATING TO THE TUSCAN
MONASTERY OF LA FRATERIA DI PADRE ELIGIO, ANTHONY MINGHELLA
FOUND A PLACE OF SPACE, SIMPLICITY AND CELESTIAL CUISINE.

HIS WAISTLINE WAS SOON FILLING QUT AS FAST AS HIS NOTEBOQOK

Fheotographs by Marco Valdiwia
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I ARRIVED WITH NO WAY OF MEASURING THE TIME; THERE WAS NO MUSIH

16

ETREAT AND FILGRIMAGE, hiding or walking, these
are a0 10 be the holidavs of choice, ['m con-
vinced of it. AL any moment we're all going to
be packing our rucksacks with chocolate and
trudging the 236 miles of hills and desert from
Sl-Jean-Pied-de-Port on the French side of the
Pyrences fo the Spanish city of Santiago de
Composiela. We'll do this with pariners and
fricnds  (I've ‘already roped in Michael
Ondaatje ). Or else we'll be holing up in monas-
Leries on our own

Iromic, in a magazine for-travellers, o be
writing about o vacation in which [ barely
moved for nine days. And equally ironic, now |
think about it. that having finishcd The Emglish
Patient, a film about & man marconed in 4 bed in
8 monastery, my present raft of projects all
reflect the same two themes — one stary about a
min alone in Naly, another about a walk of S0
miles across the Blue Ridge Mountains at the
end of the American Civil War, a third about a
woman who stops talking,

As Angust approached Tast vear, my wriling
life compressed into tiny spuris dignified by
neither quality nor quantity. 1 resolved w go
away and burrow, After due consultation 1 was
directed to a place that shelters intriguingly

under several names: La Frateria di Padre
Eligio, 1l Convento di San Franceseo or, rather
more oninous, Mondo X, Iis address, however,
wis unequivecal: 534040 Cetona, lealy,

The auguries were bad. 1t started with Rome's
Fiumicino airport. What would Leonarde da
Yinci - wlhose name the airpart borrows — have
made of same of its design features? Like many
things Italian, a brilliant idea is scuppered by
some unaccountable lapse m execution: beauti-
ful cars which are inclined 1o rust extremely
heautiful cars which are not inclined Lo start, At
Leonardo da Vingl, someone recently dreamed
up ingeniows airport trolleys which, when T was
bast there, would lock clegantly on to the escala-
tors connecling the labyrinth of terminals to the
parking huildings. These trolleys have slopped
working: most of them now limp along on mis-
shapen Lyres and you can no longer take them
om esealators, so there are currently no obvious
wiys 1o get vour lugeage to § cur. Visitors wrestle
for entry to the four-person disabled elevator,
and begin their stay in Traly (in the unforgentable
phrase of John Ardott) if not disgruntied, cer-
tainly not gruntle,

Leaving the car park in my rented Lancia, |
immediately ot into another mess I ingeried my
exit tickel a centimetre above the intended slor in
the machine controfling the barrer, where it
promptly slipped mto a perfectly shaped mistake

of a slot amd disappeared. There was a bution
marked ‘Help®, which T duly pressed and
embarked on & diskogue worthy of Moy Pyt
—my part of it all in tortured, halting Tralian,

“Prut your ticket into the slot.”

| put my ticket inte the wrong slot!

"Put your ticket into the slot

“Yes, but T pul my ticket into the wrang 4ot
there's a slot above the right slar which is the
wrong slor.

‘Put your ticket into the shet.

When I had approached the barrier there
wasn 't ancther vehicle to be seen; within seconds
there were a hundred, arriving magically 1o form
the one thing the entire nation s bred o despise:
a queus. As 1 wrestled with my faceless inter-
rogator, fis voice squawking rom the machine,
they commenced s murderous symphony o
physical pestures, shouts and horns, which is the
music of Talian motoring.

I had had no specific instructions about how
fovget to La Frateria di Padre Eligio and, in the
best tradition of such expeditions, the light was
Lailing a5 I ran out of landmarks an my map at
Cotong, a small and unremarkable town just
insiche Thscany which was enjoving some kind of
festival ax [ pottered through it, leoking for

clugs. Perhaps it was celebrating not being in
Umbria. Someone pointed down the road and
sugrested 1 find a left turn and, so armed, T drove
o, found a left tum and wound my way up and
up into the dark foreboding of a wooded hill,
convinced [ was lost. Suddenly T was confronted
by two young men in dinner sudts who asked me
it T wis me. which T was, and before 1 knew it |
was relieved of my car, lugzage and passport and
wis led, smiling, to my room and then to the
restatirant. [ was in a Ruth Rendell novel. Was it
coincidence that | had given away my watch the
previous day (o a friend who coveted it7 [ had
arnived with no way of measuring the tme; there
WHS [0 music; no television, no radio, no news-
papers, 0o phone. [ was in retreat.

The temperaiure had heen in the mid-Bis
when I lefl Rome, reminding me of my time
filming in Cinecitts in August, where my rented
apartment in the magnificent Palazzo Borghese
was only available, | soon realised. because of its
lack of air-conditioning The humidity was so
uribcarable that I was reduced 1o getting up in
the night to open the refrigerator door and
plunge my head into its Neeting chill. Only an
hour or two north, the climale was perfect. a
light breese cooling the room when T woke on
my first moming at La Frateria.

The monastery itsell dates from 1212, 0t is
absurdly pretty with its two courtyards Sguaring




NO PHONE. | WAS IN RETREAT




their wells, a row of ancient bells calling to work
or sounding for lunch or meetings, oversized
terracotta pots of scented orange and lemon
trees lining the paths and scarlet fashes of gera-
niwm peppenng the green, rimmed lawns. Then
there was the armada of fuffy miniature poo-
dles | was to call Bolognese — but can’t believe s
really their hreed-name — who patrol the prop-
erty like starlets in white fur coats and bring an
air of frivolity to the heavy peace by lounging
improbably in holy recepiackes or setting up a
ferogous din if the thunder rolls in. Only the
incomngruons blister of a helipad landing arele in
the very centre of the formal gardens hints that
this is no longer a religious instituiion.,

O THE PAST 20 YEaRS the monastery has served
as 4 Kind of rehabilitation centre for young peo

ple. These didor somen and women are here of
their own volition and will freely admit 1o the
drug or aleohol crisis or personal difficulty which
has led them 1o seek refuge i Mondo X, found-
@il by the charismatic Padre Eligio. He restored
thiz eonvent, and several others elsewhere in
Italy, to provide a haven for those whose lives
have [allen in on them and who need the res-
Loeative discipline of a community. They are nol
monks, although they live like monks; they e
not serving out a sentence {ther voluntary stay
in Mondo X seemed to range from 18 days to 18
years): and they fill their days from sunnise 1o
sunsel with work, Some parden, some cook,
some clean. There seems to be no hicrarchy, hittle
religion. but an enormously close atmosphere af

ONLY THE INCONGRUQUS BLISTER OF A HELIPAD HINTS THE

|n::|'|u,1\.!.ﬂ.'hi]1. l*«l-:'l'ﬂad:.' raises their voice, :III.'!Ihl:'llJ}-'
sEems (o ston At any point in any day, if [ wan-
dered around the grounds, | would happen upon
itwo ar three of them tending to somwething:
repairing a trellis raking, serubbing, They would
grect me with a quiet ‘Selve’ and continue.

The restaurant, where the service 15 Impecca-
Bk, seemed to have a waiter diner ratio of Iwo or
three toone, and al lunch, where 1 was frequent
Iy the only person eating, [ woukd experience &
|_|ui_¢:|_ bul constant udd_\- of attention — my I'|£||'.lb:iﬁ
replaced, my wine decanted. my water refilled,
my bread hasket refreshed — with 2 minimum of
fuss and an absolute absence of attitude, The
first time [ suggested that my bottle of Bruncllo
m'ip_hl, last me ['|1lm,|gll. dinner as well as lunch it
was carefully removed and recorked, until my
halits were anticipated and, sfter the ritual of
preparing the bottle and nnsing my geantic glass
with a stain of wine, encugh {or a large mouthfol
would be offersd 1o me and the botile whisked
away [or further investigation in the evening,

Writing this, [ am conscious of the possble
inference that Mondo X might have more in
common with Waco than o place 10 take a holi-
day, but |1:1I:i:i||::l| could be further from the truth.
It is evident that the half-dozen guest rooms
exist alongside the restaurant s a way of (nanc-
ing the community, butl they are, nevertheless,
comfortable and perfectly managed, and goests
are {ree Lo use the place as a conventional hotel
base for a touring holiday, a5 & retreat o work
o1 the Inner Being or, a5 1 did, simply to work.
Conhnued v Traveler's Filas pags 162
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I'd come to the monastery to wrile. My sereenplay. of Patricia
Highsmith's The Tidermed Mr Ripiey needed radical revision, Her
novel, set largely in ltaly, follows the fortune of its eponymous
American protagonist through a journey into purgatory, as he
exchanges his own identity for that of the man he has murdered.
Changiing iy own identity from film director to writer has involved
increasingly extreme strategies The contemplative fythms of Lo
Frateria worked perfectly, so dislocated was il from the other,
public life of telephones, meetings and distractions. Conversation
at the convent was also strictly limited 1o Ttalian which. for
me, meanl reducing discourse o
the level of the most banal
pleasamines. Somchow my meta-
balism also shul down as 1
Lok o my room, emerging only
al mealtimes and for a swift
circle around the grounds, 1 felt
as though [ was spending most
of my fime sleeping, and had
surrendered myselfl to & trance in
which, despite my own inertia, 1
was vicariously busy. T inhabited
Tom Ripley taking an oar 1o
Dickie Greenleafs head: 1T felt
my heavy body dragged down
the stone steps of the Palaeo
Borghese as Ripley disposes of
Freddie Miless corpse; 1 was
Marge Sherwood abundoned in
Mongibello, And more than
that. | was submerged in Patricia
Highzmiths world, in which
the protagonists cal alome in

Lo

Frateria

Ingie was determined by the presence of o massive internal
buttress and whose lintels were sulficiently low [ ensure & daily
and numbingly painful knock 1w the head), but mostly 1 write
abxoul the food, [t's lard 1o say enongh aboul the food in this
phace, The restaurant s as good as any I've ever encountered,
Each time [ sal down, vowing (o resist the rozary of courses,
protesting for a salad or the simplest of pastas. T would suceumb
1o ome liny, perfect dish after another. Their names lacing my
pages are & kind of poem o the monastery and iis kitchen:
affertate del convento; terrina di fegaio al micle ¢ folii; cren of
cipolia in lonells; tmballing d'orzo con olio extraverging
sforglintetta efi fichi: pisarei alle Placentina,

I have sometimes amused mysell with a varation on Desert
Fstand Dives that invalves food — Desert fsfirnd Dishes — cxcept thal
this game requires recalling the
eight meals [ would most like to
revisit, I think of Zen N'W3 in
Hampstead [or the crispy fried
duck: La Rosztia in Rome for its
slivers of raw, nmirinated fAsh;
the Lark Creck Inn in Marin,
California, for its  Sunday
brunch; The Ivy in Covent
Garden, Londen. lor the com-
fart and the comfort-food men;
Matsubisa 0 Los Angeles for
sushe and black cod:; Lame di
Luna in Pienza for the thick
coils of pled spaghelti and
suckling pig— but if there was
oaly one table allowed me, it
would be on the terrace of La
Frateria’s restaurant. 1 could
happly eat there for the rest
of my life, Mothing is elaborate
or grand or heavie the menu
changes daily. and there appears

THE NAMES OF ONE PERFECT DISH AFTER ANOTHER BEGAN TO LACE MY

restaurants and brood, solipsistic and becalmed in their dark
waters, where table manners maketh the man and a poor choice
of meal can condemn an unsuspecting guest o a vicions fate,

For hours [ would study the walinut trees whose profision of
branches pushed at the windows of my room or, when moved I
the intense and violent summer storms, seratehed and slapped
against the gless After a soaking they would setle to the
gymnastics of the team of squirrels who cach moming would
spring across thewr heavy leaves 1o stare a1 men while the mist
rose away from the valley and filled my panoramic view with 1he
glories of the Tuscan hills. [ had break fst on the terrace, always ol
the same hour, from an olivewood tray turned at the Frateria and
lillect with the garden's bounty - figs and jams - wonderful grana
amd pecorino cheeses, bread frosh from 1he medieval oven, and
coffee like bguorice, A knock alerted me 1o its readiness, ite
provider inviriably gone by the time I'd appeared,

My screenplay s punctualed with parenthetical entries
recording my impressions of the monasie v, snatches of
conversation, a description of my sparianly pleasant room (whose

1o be an infinite number of ways that its simple ingredients -
vegetables, olive vl, garlic, herbs, rice, pastas, cheeses, fruit - can
be rearrunged in fresh, tantalising combinations. Mast pleasures
in life are best shared, of eourse, and it was at dinner that [ mst
longed for company and would have dragged strangers in from
the street 1o share my cauliflower Gmbale, or my corn soulllé o
creammed omion in a tortella of weightless pastre or to confiem thal
my siwteo af e o Montatvine, the rice richly pinked by the
Bruneilo, was the food of the gods,

*Hipley war _l.'{rh;.lrg [Eed ;rar'.'r.'ur.lurarﬂ.lljfrrg Tuscions and ELFREIVE f e,
whatever ire Cirand Hotels specialine way, brogss of plheasanr or
petto di pollo, and perhars cannetlon o begin with, creamy seauce
el feficare prsii, med @ good Vidpalicella to sip while he dreamed
alrout his fuseere and plaied where e went from dere”

fatricin Highsmith would have approved of La Frateria, Re-
reading her novels there, Tealeulated that Marting was her Fivourite
word, Her characters are forever ordering grappa and espresso, or
standing at hars with & macchiato, their days defined by the tables




