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Monda’s World

HNE evening in late June, as the sun

sat gver the postcard-porfect Bsland of

Capri and zeagulls ghded high above,

Annie Proulx sat om a divectors chair
in & small plagza. She was preparing to be
imbervieaed an part of & boatigue Hierary festi-
wal, e Conwersazionk, which in fs ssoond year
Is already aitracting more baldfacs namss .
than the gosip colummng, Mariin Amis, Cam-
pard in hand, slipped inmo the back row af he
m}'.u,udleum along with lan McEwan. Ethan
Coen, the tilm director and sometime short-
stary WEITEr, $41 nearbhy, wearing sunglasces,
The rest of the festival lineup = the nmeedises
Michas] Cunndngham, Colum MoCann, Clalre
Mes=ud and Chuck Palahniuk — wers expeciad
later in the week. This year's theme was
Ierature and the cinema. Theresaould be o
public interview each evening and free'time for
the authors each day, including a boat ride to s
private island,

Part Chih Med, pari “Charlie Rose,” the fes-
tival is e work of an [talian Impresario, Mew
Yark University film professor and salonnier
extranrdinsire, Antomio Manda — wh i2 argus
ably the most well-connected New York cultural
figgure yoar've nesver heard of. The Capri festival

A= the glamorous summer-vacation edilion of an
ongoing conversation Momda holds in his Upper
Wizl Side apartment, wheére major literary
and film Bpures mingle with Monda’s loss-
famaus friends and random Ballans “First
and foremodt, | think of my=ell a5 4 commami-
cator,” Manda sald in a recent interview, That
evenlng in Capri he grestod goosts in the plazza
— wll-healed lourisis with cashmers sweaters
borse] A cposs Lhelr {anmed shoubdeds, llalian
publishers, s few jparnakisls— witle amsering
constant calls om his cellphone,

Charmving nnd shghthy goofy, with dark-
framaed retro eveglasses that make him look
Like an extra in 1 Doboe Vita,” Monda, 46, 50
pree=man Tealian culiural ingtnewe: Tn Amenica,
he's a consunmimale pir Y-ghees, bat in Traly he's
an bmpericnt champhon of Angloghane wrilers
anud (el roakeers, Brgely through his inbeovicws
for the [nlkan daily La Repubidica, The Capr
Pestndn], arganiaed by Monda and the Maplhoes-
hased documentary producer Davide Axzolin,
iy b s e businie affair, hut i gets ez of
attentbon in the [tallan press and 1= financed
by the Italian government and several major
cnrporatisns

A g hest, Manda has a rare abiliby ta make
evieryone feal e the guest of lonor, And in his
workl almost everyone is. Last vear's festival
amtendess wWoeee no beds impressive: Naihan
Englander. Jeffroy' Eugenides, Jenathan Fran-
gien, Zaddle Smibth aod David Foster Wallace,

Al a press conference in Mew York earlier this
SUMIMar i announce this year's aurthars, Elis
Wiesel made an appearance. (Monda has known
him since the &s. when he interviesed him for
a documeniary on Jewish-Amertcan caliure, 5
Hpgering preaocupation.) A vide of 1ast year™s
procesdings was shown, in which writers talked
with candor and humor — Wallace cn how |
was his second trip to Europe, Smilth on e she
realined she'd never be a professipnal dancer,
Eugenkdes an how fikms for him widll never be asg
rich &5 nowels, Ol footage Tooked [T o toar
Est board promo: wrilers sunning themiselves on

a boat and playing keep-away with a flip-flop in
the paol af the five-star Hotel Punita Tragara

Rachel Donadio {5 o writer and editor at the
Book Review,

Az an interviewer, Monda has a light
tousch and o penchant for isking divect gox-
istential queesiions in the European man-
e “ Do you think images are replacing tho-
written word?" “Are you a pessimist or an
optimdse?™ “Coammant on Dostovevsky's ms.
seriion thal *If God doesi't exlst; everyihing is
permitied ' He's a vivid exemplar of Baly's
barcgue rhctoricil cubure, @ which playfully
meandering discission 5 often prized over con-
clusions. (Momtda's “Do You Betieve? Comersa-
tions on Crod aind Religion," a collection culled
from his interviews with Jane Fonda, Spike Lec,
Tonl Morrizan, 'Wiesel and others for La Repulb-
Blien, will appear in November Foom Yintage )

Maenda's effusive stybe caught the attention
of Wez Anderson, who cast Monda as himsell
in “The Life Aquatic,” which opens with a press
comlerence where Momdn interviews the Bill
Murray character. The special features on the
fim’s DVD include & "Tiks-style faux Intervlow
progran called “Mondo Momsda,” nwhich
Monda interviews Andersom and his coswriter,
Moah Baumbach. The parody, available on
Yo Tube, comes within an inch of Monda's
actual style. At one poing, he asks the two Lo
comment an G. K. Chesterton's assertion that
“afood 12 a man who has et cvorything bat his
reasen.” “I"ve never even eard of Chesterton,”
Anderson says. "Sotrmds mnade up” Baumbach
says “Wait, who i Chesterton?” Andersomn
says. “fs that a real questicn®”

In i same way & skillful choef might make
i week's mealy out of one roast, Moada often n-
terviews writers or directars for La Repubblica,
turmns the bxterview into part of a hook, nsks the
direciors Lo speak o hle ckass o ML, nnd
kwwites the intervicwess over for s meal Eng-
tamder recallz hisfirst dinner invitetion, bilked
A5 an eneting “with some-ratian film friends ™
It rohuic oS wire made; “Tathan, moet Ber-
aardo” Bernardo turmed cul W Be Bernardo
Bermobueed. Arthar Miller was w regular guest
before TS deanh in 2005, Philip Roth has been
kronn 10 siop By People who say i Do every-
thing™ resrrangs: thelr schedules o make it (o
Maonda's, Englander sakd “People have their
gifes. He's a gilved host. "

This spring, Monda said he would have a
loneh for Englander's new book, “The Mimnis-
Loy of Specinl Cases,” on o condition: that
Englander bring his moilver. He did, and she
mit Monda's rother, wha was visiting from
Rome, Rane in a city of catering. all gatherings
al Casa Monda feature the [talian horme cook-
ing of Monda’'s indefatigable wile, Jacqueline
Greaves. Monda {44 practicing Cathabic who
seaidls his three children T parechial schoal,
Bt that doesn’t get i the wiy of the goded life.
In a telephone interview, Eugenides said thal
an Caprt, Meorsda “seemed 1o have an ineredilsles
halancs that only an Ttlian comald gall alf,”

Monda comes from a well<connected fam-
Uy of liberal Catholic politickans. His father,
whio died of a heart attack when Monda was
15, was o lawyer, a Christian Demaocrat and a
ocnelime mayor of a small ety cutside Romae,
He also helped fnancd (Hm directors, inched-
it thie Taviand brothers. Monda worked as
i assistand for their 1082 film, “The Might
ol the Shoating Stars" Later, he worked on
tafevision documentarics and made a seml-
autabiographical likm, “Dicembre.” which
wan several prizes at the 1990 Venice Film
Festival, But then, in 1993, Monda's uncle, a.
high-ranking Christian Dembperat and cahifit
minisier named Riccando Misasi, was inwes-
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tigated for cormuption and Mafia (ies, Though
he was never arrested and the charges were
uktimately dropped, Misas's coreer never
recavered. His uncle’s {nkl from grace was
“the greatest dolore of my Hie, afoer my
father’s death,” Monda said. [E=osred him on
the ltalian justice system and made it decid-
ediy harder for him to bulld » career in [maiy
“Peophi Iooked al me lunny,”™ Mondn said

But his connections proved oseful in Mew
York, where e moved in 1904 with Jacguie
and their infant twin girls, Inexchange for
an aparimsent ina builling on the Upper East
Sidhe ownasel by m family {riend, Monda worked
as the superintendent. =1 was the worst super
in the world.™ e said. When he nesded help,

he'd pay the super next door. Meanwhile, Mon-
da bagan writing for La Bepubbliea and teach-

ing [ilm classes at the Tisch School af the Arts
al MOY.UL (Susan Sontag, whom he befriended
when he interdewed her for & Naples news.
paper, wrote A glowing hetter whenbe was up
for temure ki 2003, Sloce 1950 he's worked for
various lalian government entities promoting
Tealian film abroad,

Back on-Capri, the pleasures of Mondo
Monda didn’l disappeint. There were dinners
at seafood restanrants on the marins and case-
ally sleEant partics st the housos of local gen-
try, The writer Isabel Fonseca, who atiended
with her hoshband, Martin Amis, recalled one
afternoon excursion. “A beawtiful schooers
e 1% 40 the Bay of Positano and o lanch an a
private island belonging to a cheerful hatelier
amnd his salami heiress wife,” Fonseca wrole 1n
an e-mall meéssage: The boat had “acharming
nymphet among is crew, and the caplain was
a dead ringer for the Franco-Hellanlc singér
Cearpes Mousiaki™

In & way, the Capri festivalis g% own kind
of private island. As such, its not entirely
almed at the broad reading public. Still, Monda
has big plafts for the future. “My-dream is to
gol Cormec MoCartlry, Alice Munre and Philip
Roth ™ e said Thoss three rarely agres 16
public appearances, bl Monda hasn't given
up hope. After all, he sakd with a shoug, "1 think
they'd have fun.=
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