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 Susan Spungen

Susan Spungen has had many careers: restaurant cook and caterer, Martha Stewart’s culinary right hand for a dozen years, food stylist (for T
Magazine and others). In recent years, she’s brought the meals in the top food movies to life, from the duck en croute for “Julie & Julia” (even
Jacques Pépin approved) to the plot-advancing croissants in “It’s Complicated” and now the Roman feasts in “Eat Pray Love,” which opens
today. The Moment caught up with Spungen over a cappuccino at Bluebird Coffee to find out how she kept her pasta from outshining Julia
Roberts, and to get her tips for dining in Rome.

How did you go from magazines to movie styling?

Honestly, Amanda Hesser was the link. Amanda was part of the script of “Julie & Julia,” and so Nora Ephron knew her, and when she was
getting ready to do the movie, she said — I’m imitating what I think Nora probably said to Amanda – “Who should I get to do the food for the
movie?” And I think Amanda may have just said me. Nora contacted me herself, and when I heard what the movie was, I was like, “Of course, I
definitely want to do it!” I don’t know anything about making a movie, but this seemed like a great way to start.

And then they just kept coming.

After “It’s Complicated,” I was just like, “Ugh, I need a break from this,” and before long, the phone rang, and it was someone calling about “Eat
Pray Love.” There were four little words: Three weeks in Rome. So I was like, I gotta do it.

Was it easy to go from magazines to film?

It’s just a slightly different application of the things I’ve done. My older restaurant skills for production have come into play. And when you’ve
done magazine food styling, it’s kind of just like one little perfect plate — but I also know how to make 50 cakes. You never have to make 50
cakes for print, but for a movie you do — often. For instance, there was a scene in “Julie & Julia” where she had to cut the cake, and all you see
in the final cut is her cutting the cake and serving it to someone. But that shot had to be done from multiple angles, and multiple takes at each
angle — we needed a new cake each time. Or if you have something like when Meryl Streep is cutting a leg off a chicken angrily in “It’s
Complicated” — Alec Baldwin walked in — we needed a new chicken every time. We have 6 to 10 takes, at 4 to 5 different angles … and there’s
your 50 chickens right there.
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Courtesy of Columbia Pictures Preparing Carciofi
alla Romana for the film.

Where are you making all of this?

The other two I did on a sound stage; we had our own kitchen. On “Eat Pray Love,” I didn’t have a home base, because most of the locations
were in the center of Rome, and most of them were restaurants or at Julia’s apartment. So we were pretty much on the fly the whole time. I had a
refrigerated truck, which was really my home base. But the one big day we had to cook all day for a scene — the biggest scene always happens
on the first day — I had to do this big sort of restaurant scene, six to eight people at the table, a lot of food on the table. We had a mobile kitchen,
a truck, but it was too big to bring into Rome. So there was a day we didn’t have to be on set, and we were prepping, and we were basically in an
underpass near a parking lot kind of in the projects … somewhere in the outskirts of Rome.

What kind of food were you making for “Eat Pray Love”?

Pretty straightforward, typically Roman food. So this one big first day, we had bucatini all’amatriciana, we had spaghetti alla carbonara, trippa
alla romana, veal saltimbocca, we had carciofi alla giudia — Rome’s greatest hits. For a restaurant scene, we had, like, 25 extras, 6 actors, it was
about 100 degrees out … and they put us in a kitchen down the street instead of the one in the restaurant we were working in. We had to trek up a
hill, over the cobblestones to get the food to the set. And on top of that, there were, like, 100 tourists and paparazzi standing in between me and
the set.

How do you get dishes like the veal saltimbocca and the carciofi to hold?

The carciofi holds well, and actually, the veal isn’t bad either. It’s the pasta.

What are some tricks you use to refresh the pasta?

I mean, oil is my best friend. I have a little water sprayer. Always mist. …



How did the actors respond to the food?

Well, it’s not always their favorite. Chris Messina on “Julie & Julia” was really into eating, and so was everyone really, on that movie. But that
was that movie. I felt like there wasn’t a lot of enthusiasm for actual eating [on “Eat Pray Love”], but it was really partly the weather. I mean,
they were wearing a lot of sweaters and leather, it was supposed to be fall, and I’m being kind when I said it was 100 degrees — you know how it
gets in Rome? Even the makeup artist was trying to keep them from getting sweaty. I was trying to keep the food moist, and they were trying to
keep the actors dry, which was really — it was a job.

So how was the marketing there? Where did you like to go?

We mostly went to Testaccio, where most tourists don’t go. Near Testaccio there’s a fantastic store called Volpetti, which is like a beautiful
salumeria, but they sell baked goods, cheese, oh my God. … They have beautiful porcini there.

Who’s been the foodiest actor you’ve worked with?

Probably Stanley Tucci. I mean, he actually wasn’t doing much in food in “Julie & Julia” … but Meryl loved food, too. I mean, she claims not to
be a cook, but she’s a cook. One day, I gave her one of the chickens to take home, and she said, “Oh, I made a soup out of it.” And you know, if
you don’t know how to cook, you don’t know how to make a soup out of a chicken.

So how does it feel to be the person who has worked on the three biggest food movies in the last three years?

Well, I didn’t do “I Am Love.”

SUSAN SPUNGEN’S ROME RESTAURANTS

Alberto Pica, Via della Seggiola, 12. Had the best wild strawberry gelato here.

Antica Pesa, Via Garibaldi, 18. A combination of traditional and more modern food. Supposedly a celebrity haunt, but it seemed pretty down-to-
earth.

Giolitti, Via Uffici del Vicario, 40. An old classic for gelato. Try the rice and chocolate flavors.

Le Mani in Pasta, Via dei Genovesi, 37. Off the beaten track in Trastevere, but worth the trip. Mostly locals, and excellent food.

Pierluigi, Piazza dé Ricci, 144. Really popular and good for people watching.

Roscioli, Via dei Giubbonari, 21. Really fabulous bakery and restaurant for lunch or dinner. If you go at lunch, they will bring out a big thing of
risotto — and within minutes it’s gone.

San Crispino, Via della Panetteria, 42. For inventive, modern gelato.

Sangallo ai Coronari, Via dei Coronari, 180. More creative cuisine combined with traditional. Nice patio.
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