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of local residents. The process was inclusive and 

welcoming for everyone in the neighborhood(s) and 

community(s). We and the families were equal and 

active co-creators of the project. 

A Painting For A Family Dinner eliminates the artificial 

separation between art and life in the place of 

the familial/familiar. A platform for exchange and 

conversation is provided, overcoming the distance 

that normally exists between artist(s) and audience 

by establishing an opportunity for engagement with 

enriched and expanded forms of sociality (inter- and 

intra-cultural.) 

This artistic intervention engages all participants 

in expanding the value and the meaning of social 

interaction -- as what engulfs the familial/familiar place 

of sharing time and food. The foundation of the project 

is the creation of a place or a moment where the public 

and the private spheres overlap and reformulate; art 

in the private space reshaping the public sphere itself. 

The other elements of the concept are “openness”; 

“openness” is about welcoming the possibilities of 

communication with a stranger.

Altogether, we had dinners with 39 families and here is 

our journey.

A Painting For A Family Dinner is a socially engaged 

artistic initiative, developed in different cultural contexts 

and continents. It started in Bat-Yam, Israel, 2008; it 

was continued in the Bronx, USA, 2012; Beijing, China, 

2013 and Lecce, Italy, 2013.

For A Painting For A Family Dinner project, we placed 

a call for participation in the media and via social 

networking sites to local residents: ”Husband and wife 

artist team are offering a painting in exchange for an 

invitation to a family dinner. Please, email or call for more 

info.”

When families responded to the call for participation, 

we visited as many homes as we could. Participation 

was based on a first-come first-served basis. There were 

no guidelines for our interactions, and we were open to 

any discussions that occurred. We created a painting for 

each occasion in advance. Each painting was a still life 

with fruits and “Thank You for Your Dinner!” written in the 

middle. At the end of each dinner, all participants were 

seated on a family couch, with the painting hung above 

the couch, for a family portrait--to be taken by a local 

photographer. The painting stayed with the family.

The project is not about a painting or a dinner, but about 

the displacement of the familial/familiar by virtue of 

artistic initiative. The project was embedded in the real 

life of the community, and depended on the participation 





A Painting For A Family Dinner

Bat Yam, Israel
2008 



Ad in the local Bat Yam newspaperIn early March 2008, we placed the 
following call for participation in a 
local Bat Yam newspaper:

“Husband and wife artist team are 
offering a painting in exchange for an 
invitation to a family dinner. Please 
email or call for more info.”

Between April 7 and April 12, we had 
dinners with six families all across 
Bat Yam and Tel Aviv.



MapSchedule



Ironically enough, the first household we were visiting 

belonged to Roni Weiszlovitz, a local policeman. During 

the dinner, there was plenty of time to answer our 

questions about the situation in Bat Yam. He assured 

us that ”everything is under control” and his colleagues 

“are working very hard to keep the city safe.” He is very 

proud to be a policeman, a Bat Yam resident and an 

Israeli, but his biggest pride is his family: his lovely wife 

Ada, and their two sons, Snir and Tal.

DINNER 1
We arrived in Tel Aviv a week before the official project 

date. In the few days that we were hanging out in Tel 

Aviv, we were discovering new things about Bat Yam. 

We knew that it is a costal city, home to 130,000 

people, and is a 15-minute drive from Tel Aviv’s center. 

But we didn’t know that the city is often looked down 

upon and has a bad reputation among locals, because 

of its run-down beach-side, immigrant populations 

and a high crime rate. It turns out that the Bat Yam 

municipality financed the International Biennale of 

Landscape Urbanism (our project was part of the 

biennale program) in order to turn that reputation 

around by promoting art and culture in the city.



Over a home cooked dinner, we talked about subjects 

like Israel and Israelis, politics and policies, food and art, 

the relationship between Bat Yam and Tel Aviv. On the 

table, we had baba ganoush, hummus, labneh, honey 

glazed chicken, Israeli wine, soda, pita bread, and more. 

Ada is a lovely woman—a good wife, caring mother, and 

office administrator with a real passion for art. Without 

a formal art education, she loves to paint and, in her 

words, “to make her life more beautiful.” Her subject 

matter varies from the famous Steve McCurry “Afghan 

Girl with bright green colored eyes” featured on the 

cover of the June 1985 issue of National Geographic 

Magazine, to a mural with Knuckles the Echidna (from 

the Sonic the Hedgehog cartoon) in the kids’ bedroom.



April 7, 2008

Jeff Bliumis, Ada Weiszlovitz, Snir Weiszlovitz, Tal 

Weiszlovitz, Roni Weiszlovitz, Alina Bliumis

Sweet dreams Tal.



The family lives in a ground floor open-plan apartment 

with a big outdoor garden inhabited by colorful 

characters.

DINNER 2
The next day, we visited the home of Guri Nadler, his 

wife Shiri Cnaani and their son Nadav. Shiri’s sister Roni 

also joined us for dinner. Guri and Shiri both received 

their Master’s degrees in the US. He is a graduate of 

Columbia University’s Graduate School of Architecture, 

Planning and Preservation, and she of Parsons School 

of Design, in Architectural Lighting Design. Since their 

return to Israel, he has worked in Strategic Planning and 

Development for the City of Bat Yam. Shiri is a textile 

and light designer. Her sister Roni is a photographer.



We talked about Bat Yam’s potentials: being a multi-

cultural costal town with a beautiful beach, its proximity 

to Tel Aviv, its relatively low real estate prices and its 

cultural initiatives. With the right planning, it could 

be the next up-and-coming destination for tourists 

and Israelis alike. Guri was optimistic, and with 

encouragement from his wife, was thinking to get more 

into politics in the future.

  

As hosts, they were easy going with cooking, talking, 

and eating. Everyone took their turn in holding little 

Nadav. We talked about their experience living in New 

York and their decision to come back to Israel, as well as 

Guri’s experience of working for the city of Bat Yam, the 

challenges the city is facing, the city’s bad reputation 

and possible strategies for turning it around. 



Meanwhile, put all the tahini ingredients except for the 

parsley in the food processor and blend until smooth. If 

it’s too thick, add water. Add in the chopped parsley at 

the end.

Plate the meatballs, the drizzle with tahini..

Guri’s Meatballs with Tahini recipei:

For meatballs:

1 1/2  pounds of ground turkey or beef (you could use 

veal to be authentic – but I’m not a fan of veal)

1 cup freshly chopped parsley

1 onion, grated (ask your husband to do this if grater + 

onion = you crying like a baby)

4 large garlic cloves, minced

1 large egg

3-4 tablespoons bread crumbs

salt and ground pepper to taste

1 teaspoon sumac 

1 teaspoon cumin

For tahini:

1 cup tahini paste (I use Joyva)

4 cloves garlic

1/4 cup fresh lemon juice

3/4 cup water

1 cup chopped parsley

salt to taste

Combine all ingredients for meatballs and then shape 

into oval-shaped balls. Heat a few tablespoons of 

vegetable oil in a frying pan—you are frying, not deep 

frying. Fry on high until firm and golden brown. Be sure 

to flip them frequently so they don’t burn on one side.



April 8, 2008

Jeff Bliumis, Shiri Cnaani, Guri Nadler, Nadav Cnaani 

Nadler, Roni Cnaani, Alina Bliumis

Sweet dreams Nadav.



Michal is passionate about art. She shared with us her 

collection of original works and posters and went from 

room to room telling us stories about every piece. She 

has a personal connection to these, which she received 

as gifts, from artist friends and family, or through travel.

DINNER 3
On the following day, we visited Michal Gitnik in a Tel 

Aviv hi-rise. She works for the British Council in Tel Aviv, 

and she invited her cousin and two friends to join us that 

evening.



We were all comfortably spread around the coffee table 

eating salads, hummus, and vegetable soup, talking, 

drinking wine and taking shots. The conversation was 

flowing from all directions with a few topics being 

discussed at the same time, interrupted by laughs and 

cheers of “L’Chaim” (Hebrew, meaning “to life”). The 

evening ended with a chocolate cake, baked specially for 

this occasion by Michal’s mother Mila.



April 9, 2008

Alina Bliumis, Matti Lohat, Michal Gitnik, Sigalit 

Layderman, Liam Fraunfurt, Jeff Bliumis

We had a chance to see Michal later that year in New 

York and kept in touch afterward. She is happily married 

with two kids now.



Miki:
“I was a quite active member in ‘couchsurfing,’ (www.
couchsurfing.org) which is a website/movement that 
supports getting to know other cultures by hosting 
(someone on your couch) or just meeting a person from a 
different country for coffee. I’m still a member there, but my 
active years were from December 2007 until somewhere 
in 2011, I would say. From September 2008 until March 
2009, I took a trip by myself in Europe. I visited 23 countries 
and never slept in a hotel, only at people’s homes via 
couchsurfing. It was amazing to see so many homes to 
meet so many types of people and to be able to share my 
experiences with my hosts at the end of each day. I’ve had 
mostly positive experiences. It might sound a bit bombastic, 
but at that time this experience restored my faith in human 
kind. When I came back to Israel, I continued to host (even 
met my best friend through one of the people I have hosted). 
All in all, I’ve stayed with and hosted over a 100 people 
from all over the world, mostly in and from Europe. I’ve also 
started a photo album on Facebook called ‘People on My 
Couch.’ Some images below.”

DINNER 4
Next day we visited Miki. She is a young theater 

producer, living by herself in a small apartment in Tel 

Aviv. Her brother Ron joined us for the evening. Both 

of them are very passionate individuals, with strong 

opinions on politics and the future of the country. In 

their personal life, they both are not settled. Ron just 

came back from the army service and wasn’t decisive 

on what to do next. Miki is interested in meeting new 

people and travelling, she is an active member of the 

couchsurfing movement.



Miki:
“I’m single and don’t have a partner or kids of my own. 
My family includes only my mother and my brother, and 
unfortunately I’m not in contact with them much these days. 
So I guess I’m my own unit now. It was fine when I lived in 
Germany, but in Israel it is a bit unusual, to put it mildly.
And about food—it’s kind of funny—I’ve started this insane 
recipe collection, folders and folders and folders divided 
into orderly categories. However, I don’t think that I have 
even once cooked anything from that huge recipe book. In 
general, I don’t cook. I live alone and I don’t even have an 
oven and definitely no special utensils or kitchenware.
In reality I go to the supermarket once every couple of 
weeks, buy lots of food, stock up, and eat it slowly. I also 
eat out a lot, a few times a week. So this is how I deal in my 
everyday life with the topic of food.”

Miki doesn’t cook so much—she mostly eats out, orders 

in, or buys prepared food. Miki prepared some dishes, 

bought some, and we just talked and talked. By the end 

of the evening, in their words, Ron was happy to get a 

free meal and Miki was happy to have a reason to clean 

her house and stock her fridge for the week (so no 

McDonald’s for her for the rest of the week).



April 10, 2008

Alina Bliumis, Miki Riess, Ron Konefka, Jeff Bliumis

Our contribution to Miki’s “People on My Couch” album.



Avigial is a kind woman with a big smile and an even 

bigger heart. For her Shabbat dinner, she invited her ex-

husband, their daughter, their son with his fiancée and 

two close friends that were a couple. We were about to 

experience “a perfect Shabbat dinner” in Avigial’s home: 

table cloths, candle lighting, blessings, wine, challah, 

countless dishes, as well as toasts, laughter, kisses 

and hugs.

DINNER 5
On the next day, a Friday, we were invited to a Shabbat 

dinner at Avigial’s home in Bat Yam.



What would a Shabbat dinner be without Zemirot? At 

the end of the evening, the family gathered together to 

sing “Shalom Aleichem.”
Shalom alechem malache ha-sharet malache elyon, mi-
melech malche ha-melachim Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu.
Bo’achem le-shalom malache ha-shalom malache elyon, mi-
melech malche ha-melachim Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu.
Barchuni le-shalom malache ha-shalom malache elyon, mi-
melech malche ha-melachim Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu.
Tzet’chem le-shalom malache ha-shalom malache elyon, 
mi-melech malche ha-melachim Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu.

Like a well-orchestrated performance, dishes came in a 

steady stream from the kitchen to the table, and were 

passed around with love and laughter.



April 11, 2008

Jeff Bliumis, Ya’ara, Rei, Arale, Avigial, Hagar, Miriam, 

David, Alina Bliumis



The family recently moved from Russia, and they are 

in the process of settling into their new home. Diana is 

taking nursing classes and Andrey is starting work as

a programmer. Despite striving to assimilate to their 

new environment, as many immigrants do, they hold on 

to their eating preferences. Their table was a perfect 

example of the Soviet holiday table: Olivier salad, beet 

salad, pickled tomatoes, chicken cutlets, and a plate 

of sliced salami. We felt as though we were in a time 

capsule or visiting our Russian-speaking relatives in 

New York.

DINNER 6
On the last day of the project, we visited Diana, Andrey, 

and their daughter Masha in Bat Yam.



Masha, 2008 and 2014New to the country, it is not easy for this young family—

studying, working, and making a living. But like other 

immigrants, Diana and Andrey make sure their young 

child is not aware of her parents’ difficulties and has a 

good and normal childhood.



April 12, 2008

Jeff Bliumis, Diana, Masha, Andrey, Alina Bliumis



A Painting For A Family Dinner, Bat Yam, Israel 

was produced by the Bat Yam Museum for 

Contemporary Art, Israel. 

Special thanks: Milana Gitzin-Adiram, Leah Abir and 

MOBY team. 

Toda raba to all the families.

Photographer: Dafna Gazit 

Dafna Gazit was born in Israel, lives and works in 

Tel Aviv. She is co-founder and a member in the 

cooperative, Alfred Contemporary Art organization.





A Painting For A Family Dinner

Bronx, NY, US
2012 



FlyerIn early March 2012, we placed the 
following call for participation via 
flyers and social networking sites to 
Bronx residents:

“Husband and wife artist team are 
offering a painting in exchange for an 
invitation to a family dinner. Please 
email or call for more info.”

Between March 24 and May 6, we 
had meals with thirteen families all 
over the Bronx.



MapSchedule



Liliya greeted us at the door, as Bohdan was in a store 

getting a few more things for the dinner. Their five-year-

old son Pavlo was busy talking to Superman on a toy 

phone.

DINNER 7
The first home we visited in the Bronx belonged to 

Bohdan, Liliya and their three kids. They lived in an 

apartment in a two story building in Riverdale.



Later on, their two teenage daughters and guests arrived 

and gathered around the table. The table included a 

combination of staple dishes from Russia (pickles, 

salads, cold cuts) and America (rotisserie chicken). 

Conversation was lively, as we all shared similar cultural 

backgrounds. We spoke about the past, present, and 

future of the post-Soviet society.

The apartment was a temporary residence which they 

have occupied for the last few years while Bohdan works 

at the Embassy of Ukraine in New York. In a few weeks, 

the family was going to relocate back to Ukraine, and 

then to another country from there. They didn’t know 

where Bohdan would be sent next.



March 24, 2012

Alina Bliumis, Natalia, Pavlo, Ani, Liliya, Pavlo, Bohdan, 

Inga Koroleva, Jeff Bliumis

The main surprise came after dinner when Bohdan 

played his music for us, a few tehno-trance tracks that 

he composed in his free time, and their two daughters 

started dancing in the kitchen. One could see that they 

practiced a lot and had a routine down.



Laura was finishing up in the kitchen as the two girls 

hung around and helped set up the table.
DINNER 8
We visited Laura and her two daughters, Emma and 

Josel, in a hi-rise modern building overlooking the 

Hudson River. Her husband works late during the week, 

so the girls often have dinner without him. We enjoyed a 

magnificent view of the river from their balcony. 



Dinner was served at the large table in the living room. 

As we sat we could enjoy watching a boat pass by on 

the river. The girls were a joy. They not only helped serve 

and clean up dinner, they were also a pleasure to talk 

to. After dinner, they shared their art and gymnastics 

routines.

  

Laura is a professional and health-conscious chef. She 

cooked honey glazed chicken, oven roasted butternut 

squash, tomato salad, bok choy and rice among other 

dishes. We loved her food, but couldn’t compete with 

her biggest fans—her daughters—who would not let 

even the last scrap in the roasting pan go to waste.



March 29, 2012

Alina Bliumis, Emma Simon, Laura Kaufman Simon, Josei 

Simon, Jeff Bliumis 



While we were busy meeting other guests, the table was 

set up in the traditional Garifuna way. The Garifuna are 

descendants of West African, Central African, Island 

Carib, and Arawak people with a big diaspora in the US. 

Sulma not only works for the Garifuna coalition in NY 

but also makes sure to preserve traditions at home. 

DINNER 9 
We were invited by Sulma and Maurice to the house 

of Sulma’s mother on Homer Avenue. Her mother was 

away on vacation, and the house was big enough to fit 

all the guests they hosted that night: extended family, 

Sulma’s godmother, friends and co-workers. The first 

thing we saw when we walked into the house was the 

godmother cooking in the kitchen, smashing plantains 

with a wooden stick in a big wooden pot.



We were ready for the next stage—dance lessons in the 

kitchen to Garifuna music. A wonderful evening, with 

many new things learned and experienced.

Some of her co-workers were there for the dinner, 

including coalition leader Jose Avila and his twin brother 

Thomas, whose birthdays we were honored to celebrate 

that day. The table was set with a classic Garifuna dish: 

Hudut. Hudut consists of fish cooked in a coconut broth 

and served with mashed plantains. Our hosts had to give 

us instructions on how to eat it. 



April 8, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Jose F. Avila, Ava Avila, Thomas A. Avila, 

Teofilo Garcia, Diega Jaime, Sulma Arzu-Brown, Bella 

Victoria Brown, Maurice Brown, Escolastico Arzu, 

Isidra Sabio, Dwight Dockery, Monica Bernardez, Suleni 

T. Sabio, Arzu Brown, Sparkle, Perla Gonzales, Alina 

Bliumis



The family lives in an apartment building near the 

Yankee Stadium. Maiysha is a dula, her husband is 

a musician. The apartment is full of books, musical 

instruments and the walls are covered with family 

photos.

DINNER 10
We visited Maiysha, her husband and their two sons, 

Jahsaia and Lohan.



Everyone gathered around the kitchen table, talking 

and serving themselves as they wished without any 

formalities.

Maiysha cooked pasta, which was waiting for us in a pot 

in the kitchen. 



April 10, 2012

Alina Bliumis, Jahsaia, Maiysha, Lohan, Jeff Bliumis



The living room on the first floor was occupied by two 

major structures: a huge doll house belonging to their 

daughter Charlotte, and a bird palace belonging to the 

two family members Betty and Lothar. 

DINNER 11 
We visited Ed and Gayle Snibble in a single-family house 

at Woodlawn, an Irish American neighborhood at the 

very north end of the Bronx. 



Gayle works in the communication department at the 

School of Visual Arts, where I got my BFA. Ed works at 

IBM. Gayle likes to experiment and to cook new dishes. 

Our food that evening was her take on Thai cuisine and 

was delicious.

Charlotte, age four, was first to grab our attention, 

wanting to show us her house. The walls were full of her 

drawings, alphabet letters and other visual educational 

materials. Even her table placemat was a map of the US.



April 15, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Gayle Snible, Charlotte Snible, Lambie, Ed 

Snible, Betty, Lothar, Alina Bliumis 

For a family portrait, Betty and Lothar seated 

comfortably on a wood shelf.



Little Briana entertained us by dancing, telling stories, 

singing songs, introducing her goldfish and giving us a 

tour of her pink-themed bedroom.

DINNER 12
We visited the home of Nicole, Luis and their daughter 

Briana at the Unionport section of the Bronx. Nicole 

is the founder of bronxmama.com, a lifestyle site for 

Bronx families, promoting family life and activities in 

the neighborhood. Luis is a chef at the Yankee Stadium 

food court.



Shazia T. Khan from NY1 joined us for the dinner to do 

a TV segment about the project. In conversation with 

Shazia, Luis joked that he was concerned and worried 

about strangers coming to the house, that they might 

be two starving artists who would empty the fridge. 

Luis cooked ravioli and chicken, the conversation was 

mostly about family living in the Bronx, with Nicole 

filling us in with her insights. 



April 16, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Nicole Perrino, Briana Geronimo, Luis 

Geronimo, Shazia T. Khan, Alina Bliumis 



Dinner included vegetable soup, spinach and cheese 

lasagna and ice cream, with many options for substitution.
DINNER 13
The next day, we visited the Hebrew Home, senior 

housing at Riverdale, located on 32-acres along the 

Hudson River with many structures and its own 

museum. We were to have dinner in the cafeteria with 

seven residents—six women and one man. Other tables 

were occupied by other seniors sitting by themselves or 

in groups. 



After dinner, one of the women named Alice invited us 

to see her room with cutouts of butterflies around her 

bed and framed family photos of her kids and grandkids 

everywhere—on the wall, on the bedside table and even 

laying on the pillow. A black-and-white picture of Martin 

Luther King delivering his “I have a dream” speech 

hung next to Obama delivering his “Change has come” 

speech. Alice also proudly showed us her window view 

of a sculpture of a bronze dog biting a tree, standing on 

two Greek-style white columns.

At our table, most conversations took place one-on-one 

rather than in groups, but sometimes comments came 

across the table, “B. you are talking too much,“ “She is 

always saying that, don’t believe her.” It seemed that we 

were part of a big family where everyone knew all about 

each other.



April 17, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Jeanette Gordon, Sherryl Minott, Alina 

Bliumis, Beth Mintz, Fay Weingarten, Howard A. Zeimer, 

Ruth Lasner, Alice Sebastian



Judy is an active and kind semi-retired ophthalmologist 

in the Bronx. Her daughter, son-in-law and their son 

were there, visiting from Philadelphia. Judy’s friends 

Mierle and Jack were also at the dinner.

DINNER 14
We were invited by Judy to join her family and friends 

for Shabbat dinner in a single-family old house in 

Riverdale. Because of tradition, we couldn’t take any 

photographs after sunset, and we only had time to sit for 

a family portrait. We would normally take the portrait at 

the end of dinner, but in this case we took it before. No 

other visual documentation was taken, but memories of 

the wonderful evening were etched in our minds.



“I am an artist. I am a woman. I am a wife. I am a mother. 
(Random order) I do a hell of a lot of washing, cleaning, 
cooking, renewing, supporting, preserving, etc. Also, (up 
to now separately) I ‘do’ Art. Now I will simply do these 
everyday things, and flush them up to consciousness, exhibit 
them, as Art.” 

-Mierle Laderman Ukeles, “Manifesto For Maintenance 

Art” 1969

In our first phone conversation to schedule a date 

and time to visit, I mentioned that I am originally 

from Minsk. Judy was so kind and considerate to look 

for a recipe and to cook a sorrel soup popular in my 

birthplace. There are many ways to cook it, and to my 

delight her recipe was exactly how my mother used to 

make it. To our even bigger surprise, we learned that 

Mierle was Mierle Laderman Ukeles, an artist that we 

are big fans of, and whom we wanted to meet for years. 

We had plenty of subjects to talk about.



April 27, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Avi B, Erin M, Alex, Judy G, Mierle 

Laderman Ukeles, Jack Ukeles, Alina Bliumis 



His older daughter was preparing place cards for the table.DINNER 15
We visited Sasha, Kendra and their two daughters for a 

lunch in a single-family home at Jerome Park neighborhood. 

Sasha met us holding his younger daughter. 



Our conversation focused on the education system in 

the US, mostly us asking questions about the charter 

school system and differences among public, charter 

and private schools.

Sasha grew up in Manhattan and moved to the Bronx 

to start a charter school and Kendra is a teacher in that 

school. Kendra was setting a table with a healthy choice 

of salads and vegetables.



April 27, 2012

Alina Bliumis, Sasha Wilson, Magnolia Sibley-Wilson, 

Delphinium Sibley-Wilson, Kendra Sibley, Jeff Bliumis



She lives with her Holland-born husband and two 

daughters. Her brother and her two friends joined us 

for the evening.

DINNER 16
Later that day, a 5-minute drive away, we visited Alicia 

Grullon for dinner. Alicia is a multidisciplinary artist, her 

work often involves communities and history, focusing 

on environmental, structural and social changes. 



By chance we found out that Alicia’s older daughter 

attends the charter school that Sasha Wilson started. 

Time passed quickly, and it was soon time to take a 

family portrait. With this dynamic group, it was not easy 

to get everyone to sit still.

We enjoyed playing and dancing with girls, talking to 

Alicia and her guests. Many parallel conversations took 

place in groups, with subjects ranging from traveling, 

arts, the environment, to Russian literature and 

education.



April 29, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Woorim Kim, Cesar A. Grullon, Eija 

Barends, Alicia Grullon, Johan Barends, Ignacio Cltoi, 

Elielle Barends, Alina Bliumis 



Father-in-law, Francisco “Paco” Lugovina is a Buddhist 

priest, a community organizer and activist in the Bronx 

since the sixties and a long-time resident of City Island. 

He is also a great storyteller. Every subject he touches 

becomes educational and exciting with humor and wit. 

Paco lives in the house with his wife Noemi. Her son, 

musician Manny “Megman” Oquendo, his wife Beatrice 

and their son Ezra live separately.

DINNER 17
We were invited by Beatrice to join her family at her 

in-laws’ family house at City Island. It would be our 

first visit to the island. City Island is a small island at 

the extreme western end of Long Island Sound and a 

neighborhood approximately 1.5 miles long by 0.5 miles 

wide. It is a little gem and a very special place, looking 

more like a fishing village than a Bronx neighborhood. 

Most of the houses are owned and not many rentals 

are available. We came a bit early to have some time to 

explore.



Paco is one of the long-time residents of City Island, 

called “clam diggers,” who try to preserve the island’s 

culture in the face of newcomers, called “mussel 

suckers.” 



May 5, 2012

Jeff Bliumis, Noemi Santana, Manny “Megman” 

Oquendo, Ezra Oquendo, Beatrice Tinio, Francisco 

“Paco” Lugovina, Alina Bliumis 

Manny “Megman” Oquendo gave us his music CD as a present 

before we left.



Sandra was helping in the kitchen while the boys set the 

table with colorful napkins and table mats.
DINNER 18
The next day, we visited the single-family home of the 

Soto family: Israel, Sandra and their two sons, Andres 

and Xavier. Israel is a history and social science teacher 

and Sandra is the principal of a Bronx high school that 

specializes in science and technology.



We talked about international politics, family life, history 

and enjoyed our time with this tight-knit family.

Israel’s passion is cooking and he definitely could 

make it his profession. The menu was thought through: 

ceviche, green salad, stuffed chicken and rice. 



May 6, 2012

Alina Bliumis, Andres Soto Burgos, Sandra Burgos 

Hidalgo, Xavier Soto Burgos, Israel Soto Duprey, Nena, 

Jeff Bliumis 



Manaswinee is a petite, active woman, and a Bronx 

Botanical Garden employee. Her interests definitely go 

beyond her family and job. She is involved in all kinds of 

activities and local initiatives from kayaking on the East 

River to bringing attention to the poor water quality, 

painting in her free time and running  the  local  

elementary school bake sales and clothing drives.

DINNER 19
For dinner that day, we had to travel across the Bronx 

to visit an apartment building near the Yankee Stadium 

where Thailand-born Manaswinee lives with her 

husband Hector and their four kids.



Manaswinee cooks mostly Thai food and the entire family 

seems to enjoy it.

Hector is a maintenance worker at the Statue of Liberty 

and a Vietnam War veteran. 



May 6, 2012

Alina Bliumis, Jeff Bliumis, Hector L. Lopez, Nicolas 

R. Provenzano, Leana J. Lopez, Narunee Meesawan, 

Manaswinee Meesawan, Astro Boy, Tera Meesawan 



A Painting for a Family Dinner, Bronx, NY, US 

was part of No Longer Empty’s “This Side of Paradise” 

exhibition and was on display at the Bronx Museum of 

the Arts NY, April 4 - June 4, 2012.

Special thanks: Manon Slome, Naomi Hersson-Ringskog, 

Jodie Dinapoli, NoLongerEmpty team, Holly Block, 

Sergio Bessa, Lia Zaaloff, Susan Chevlowe, Dasha 

Zibrova, Justine Parsons, Philip Haemmerle, Victoria 

Kupchinetsky (Voice of America), Rachel Corbett 

(Artnet), Shazia T. Khan (NY1), Tanyanika Samuels (the 

Daily News) and Bronx Channel 12.

Thank you to all the families.

Photographer: Anton Trofymov 

Anton Trofymov was born in Kiev, Ukraine and now lives 

in New York. He studied at the Kiev National University 

of Theatre, Film and Television.





A Painting For A Family Dinner

Beijing, China
2013 



In Beijing we were hosted by artist residency program 

at Inside-Out Art Museum. Yaya Hu was in charge 

of the AIR program, and helped us to place a call for 

participation with the families. China has its own social 

network web universe, since the social and news sites 

used by many other countries—such as Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter, the New York Times, Bloomberg, and 

the Wall Street Journal—are all blocked in China. 

Yaya’s email to us:

In early August 2013, we placed the 
following call for participation via social 
networking sites to Beijing residents:

“Husband and wife artist team are 
offering a painting in exchange for an 
invitation to a family dinner. Please 
email or call for more info.”

Between September 13 and September 21, 
we had meals with ten families all 
over Beijing.



MapsYaya tried her best to help us to prepare for the 

project and reach out to families. We managed well 

in the end, but it didn’t go without things getting “lost 

in translation” both linguistically and socially. We 

cherished all the mishaps. I took Yaya’s English-to-

Chinese translation of our project’s title “A Painting For 

A Family Dinner” and used Google to translate it back to 

English.



Mr. Cheng is an artist, a student of Zhang Wenxin, 

whose “social realism” painting style was extremely 

familiar to us, having both grown up and attended art 

school in the Former Soviet Union. Mr. Cheng loves to 

paint from nature. He also designs furniture, pottery and 

household objects.

DINNER 20
We are ready for our “Fresh Love Painting” project and 

on our way to visit our first family in Beijing.



There is a big emphasis on learning English for the 

younger generation—it is seen as a necessary skill, 

almost like technological knowledge, for success. 

Many of the Chinese families were very amused when 

I pointed out that many schools in New York are 

integrating the Chinese language into their programs in 

a similar way, considering it to be a key to success in the 

future economy. Until most Chinese people speak English 

and Americans speak Chinese, we will have to rely on 

the help of a translator. Meet Ms. Zeng, our wonderful 

translator-assistant for the Beijing project. The residency 

placed call for volunteers, and she replied. Ms. Zeng has 

a full-time office job, but after work she would meet and 

help us.

Soon after we arrived, Mr. Cheng’s wife Yang Xue Li 

arrived home from work late, having been stuck in 

traffic. We sat at the table and were joined by their 

teenage son, Cheng Tao Ning. The meal included many 

vegetable dishes followed by homemade dumplings. 

Cheng Tao Ning is learning English and was encouraged 

by his parents to practice. 



September 13, 2013

Alina Bliumis, Cici Zeng, Yang Xue Li, Cheng Le Yu, 

Cheng Tao Ning, Jeff Bliumis

After giving a painting to the family, we were pleasantly 

surprised by Mr. Cheng’s decision to add his signature 

to the back of the “Thank You” painting, emphasizing his 

active collaboration on the project. Time to go, and it is 

not even dark outside. Beijingren eat their dinners early.



Sanguo Cheng poured us some tea and showed his 

library to us. Slowly, we explored the rest of the house 

and the garden, and met other guests and family 

members.

DINNER 21
Next afternoon we were invited by Sanguo Cheng to his 

house in the suburbs of Beijing. At the entrance, we met 

the host, his wife Yanhong Kong and his mother-in-law Ji 

Qiong Yang.



Ji Qiong Yang made her signature squash and pumpkin 

soup. She started by growing the vegetables in her 

garden.

  

Meanwhile the most important family member Ji Qiong 

Yang was putting the final touches in preparing the 

feast. She was in charge, but other female relatives 

helped out.



September 14, 2013

Alina Bliumis, Sanquo Cheng, Yanhong Kong, JiQiong 

Yang, Yanjun Kong, Na meng, Dan Cheng, Yan Cheng, 

Chao Duan, ZiCheng Zhang, Cheng Jin Zhang, Ling Qing 

Yang, QiuWei Zhuang, Dian Dian, Jeff Bliumis

We were about to go, but not without presents, and here 

was an important lesson. You have to be careful what 

you praise in the Chinese households, because the host 

often gives it as a gift. We left with two ceramic jars of 

tea that we liked so much during the tea ceremony.



Li Zhiyan greeted us. Slippers are a must.DINNER 22
Later that day, after driving for 1.5 hours, we reached the 

apartment of Li Zhiyan and Liu Wenbin. The couple lives 

in the central part of the city in a brick, five-story house, 

similar to the apartment building where I grew up in 

Minsk. Popular during the Soviet era, those buildings are 

commonly found in the Former Soviet Union and Eastern 

Europe. From the moment we arrived in Beijing, the city 

planning reminded us a lot of Soviet-style buildings and 

highways with interchanges in the center of the city, 

like in Moscow. The signature part of the panel houses: 

there are several entrances. You have to look for signs, 

or count apartments to figure out which one you need. It 

took us a while, but we found it and were ready to go.



Liu Wenbin has to travel a lot because of his engineering 

work. He mentioned that his last trip was to Italy, but 

when we started praising Italian cuisine, he quickly 

replied that he tried it only once during his 7-day trip 

there. He didn’t like it and ate Chinese food for the rest 

of his stay in Italy. Chinese cuisine along with Chinese 

population has spread widely around the word, which 

could be a blessing or a curse for Mr. Liu. He pretty 

much will be able to stick to eating his native cuisine 

abroad, but at the same time will not have to push 

himself to taste anything new.

The host Liu Wenbin was busy in the kitchen. There 

were two parts of the kitchen: the original kitchen, 

and an expanded kitchen in the glass-walled balcony, 

where there was an extra stove with an exhaust. Liu 

Wenbin moved quickly between two spaces, utilizing 

both. Li Zhiyan and Liu Wenbin have a garden just 

outside of Beijing, which is where they get most of their 

vegetables. They are very picky about where they buy 

their other produce, and they try to make as much as 

they can on their own, including canned goods, pickles, 

and distillation. Jeff had the courage to try homemade 

80-proof vodka.



September 14, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Li Zhiyan, Liu Wenbin, Alina Bliumis



But it turned out to be just three of us—Carol’s husband 

had to take an emergency business trip, she was a little 

bit worried about it. We don’t have any definition of “the 

family” for our project, big or small, relatives or friends. 

The invitation to eat together is what mattered, and for 

that evening we were “the family.” Carol is a marketing 

professional and speaks perfect English.

DINNER 23
The next day, we planned to visit a husband and wife in 

a newly constructed building complex.



Even though she hosted by herself, we indirectly met 

her whole family. Her husband through their wedding 

photographs all over their apartment. Her father, who 

lives in a small town in another province, through the 

folded newspaper plates that he makes for his daughter 

and mails to her in Beijing. Plates are good for placing 

bones or pits during the meal. And Carol’s mother, 

through the food. Carol followed her mother recipes 

while also consulting with her on the phone.



September 15, 2013

Alina Bliumis, Carol Chang, Jeff Bliumis



Mother’s work on the wall. Alina is holding a portrait of 

her by her granddaughter Jing Chen, an art student
DINNER 24
Later that day, we went to visit Hanjun Guo and her 

family: her husband HaoXiang Chen, her sister Shengli 

Liu and her niece Wei Zhai. Wei Zhai, who was educated 

in and lived for many years in the US, was our translator 

for the evening. Their house was filled with books, 

antique furniture and photographs. Both of Hanjun 

Guo parents are traditional Chinese artists, her father 

Lingcang Liu passed away and her mother Muxi Guo is 

still alive and working, Hanjun Guo’s daughter Jing Chen 

is in art school.



Hanjun Guo is a very kind, gentle woman, and surrounds 

herself with antique and traditional art and she is savvy 

in social media use. We were still sitting at the table, 

while she took our photos and posted them on her blog.

As in a few other families we visited, both husband and 

wife were cooking alongside each other. We are not sure 

if cooking together is an activity for special occasions or 

everyday, but in this family, they have a competition for 

who cooks the best. The joke is that Hanjun Guo would 

stay all day in the kitchen and cook and HaoXiang Chen 

will cook something in five minutes and everyone would 

love his dish better. We loved his butter-fried shrimp, 

but to be fair, we loved all of her dishes as well.



Hanjun Guo’s Shredded Pork with Green Peppers recipe:

300 grams (0.66 lb) pork tenderloin 

100 grams (0.22 lb) green peppers 

5 grams (5/6 tsp) salt 

1 gram (1/4 tsp) MSG 

10 grams (2 tsp) mixture of cornstarch and water 

100 grams (7 tbsp) cooking oil 

1 egg white 

10 grams (2 tsp) cooking wine 

25 grams (1 1/2 tbsp) water

Cut the meat into thin strips 6 cm (2.4 inches) long and 

0.3 cm (0.12 inch) thick and wide. Put in a bowl. Add 1 g 

( 1/6 tsp) of salt and stir until mixture becomes sticky. 

Add the egg white and dry cornstarch and mix well. Cut 

the green peppers into strips of similar size to the meat.

Heat the oil to 110-135ºC (230-275ºF) and stir-fry the 

pork strips until they are done. Take out and drain off the 

oil.

Put 25 g (1 2/3 tbsp) of oil in the wok and stir-fry 

the strips of green peppers for one minute. Add the 

shredded pork, cooking wine, salt, MSG and water, and 

bring to boiling point. Put in the mixture of cornstarch 

and water to thicken the sauce. Take out and serve.



September 15, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, HaoXiang Chen, Hanjun Guo, Shengli Liu, 

Wei Zhai, Alina Bliumis



The family lives in a modern high-rise with a view of a 

park, which is considered a big luxury in Beijing. Her 

mother decorated the interior of the apartment in a 

traditional style with dark wood and red accents. Jun 

Shao is an editor for a TV station, so while we waited for 

her husband and son to come home, she gave us a quick 

guide to Chinese TV.

DINNER 25
Next day we went to meet Shao Jun and her family: her 

husband Dai Jing, her son Dai Mingyang, her father Shao 

Yingzhi and her mother Du Shuhua. Shao Jun met us 

outside so she could lead the way through her building 

complex, since it was hard to navigate.



Right after the meal, Du Shuhua invited us to follow her 

to the other room. As if we were not already impressed 

by her interior decoration skills, cooking and her 

handmade slippers, she wanted to show us her new 

hobby, playing guzheng. After owning a clothing store 

for many years, Du Shuhua retired and she learned how 

to play the guzheng. She played for us. It was beautiful. 

At the end of our visit, Du Shuhua thought about her 

next “undertaking” and promised to learn English by the 

time of our next visit.

Behind screen doors there is a kitchen where her parents 

were cooking dinner together. The dinner consisted of 

thin Chinese pancakes and various meat and vegetable 

fillings to go with them. After a quick introduction, we 

were excited to try all the combinations. To go with it, 

we had a homemade fermented, mildly alcoholic rice 

drink, jiuniang. Jiuniang is a sweet, soup-or-pudding-like 

dish in Chinese cuisine and is similar to an unfiltered 

rice wine.



September 16, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Shao Yingzhi, Du Shuhua, Dai Mingyang, 

Shao Jun, Dai Jing, Alina Bliumis



They just moved to Beijing, and were still trying to figure 

out how to live there. After about twenty minutes, her 

husband Zongxi Zhang arrived bringing some fruits and 

moon cakes. He placed the moon cakes on a plate right 

away and wanted us to try them.

DINNER 26
The following day, we were meeting a young family in 

Chaoyang District. Their apartment building is located 

on a narrow, busy street. The hostess Xunbo Guo came 

downstairs to meet us. Her husband was on his way 

home from work, so the three of us had a chat while we 

waited. Xunbo Guo was taking English classes and was 

happy to get to practice. 



Zongxi Zhang writes for an art magazine and was telling 

us a little bit about the alternative art scene in Beijing. 

As a couple that was new in Beijing, they were eager to 

meet artists and build a circle of peers. We discussed 

few artists and art movements and they introduced 

us to new names. We had to use Google Translate a 

lot that evening, but still managed to have interesting 

conversations and exchange information.

Our project in China had coincided with The Mid-

Autumn Festival, one of the four most important 

Chinese festivals. It is traditionally a harvest festival, 

but nowadays it is like Chinese Thanksgiving—a time 

for gatherings with family and friends. The festival is for 

lunar worship and moon watching, and moon cakes are 

regarded as an indispensable delicacy. 



September 17, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Xunbo Guo, Zongxi Zhang, Alina Bliumis



Mini is one accomplished woman—smart, full of energy, 

and finds time for a career, writing a book on Beijing real 

estate, and her family, home and friends.

DINNER 27
The next day, we had lunch at the home of Mini Li and 

her husband, Liangjun Xu, just outside of Beijing. She is 

a marketing director in a real estate property group, and 

he is a businessman.



Liangjun Xu is very supportive of his wife, and doesn’t 

mind that so much of their friends’ attentions go to 

her. He has his own fun area and a table to host. Here 

was our first lesson in Mahjong. The symbols are Peng, 

Bamboos, Dragons, Gang, Flowers, Chi, Eyes, Circles, 

and Seasons. Alina won. It’s what you called beginner’s 

luck or “good hosting.”

For lunch, her long-time friends joined us. They all knew 

each other from childhood, though they now lived as far 

away as Canada. Her friend living in Canada said that 

one highlight of coming home to Beijing is to see Mini 

and eat her signature dishes.



September 20, 2013

Alina Bliumis, May Ren, Abby Wang, Liangjun Xu, Mini 

Li, Eric Sun, Jeff Bliumis



Hutongs are full of tourists, but living conditions are 

quite primitive. This couple live in two tiny rooms: one 

is the entrance room, which has a fridge and a sink; the 

other has a bed, TV, bookshelves, and the dinning and 

office tables. The shared kitchen and toilet (shared by a 

few families) are in two different structures, across from 

the living structure.

DINNER 28
Later that day we were visiting a young couple living in 

Hutong: Cao Chao, a photographer, and Wu Xuan, an 

illustrator. They both just moved to Beijing and like most 

young new Beijingren from outside provinces, they are 

struggling to set up their new lives. Hutongs are alleys 

formed by rows of siheyuan, or traditional courtyard 

residences, commonly associated with northern Chinese 

cities, and most prominently Beijing. Since the mid-20th 

century, the number of Beijing hutongs has dropped 

dramatically as many have been demolished to make way 

for new roads and buildings. More recently, some hutongs 

have been designated as protected areas in an attempt to 

preserve this aspect of Chinese cultural history.



Cao Chao is a good cook and a photographer, here is 

what he said about his two passions:
“There is an old saying in China: ‘Shi Se Xing Ye’ (The desire 
for food and sex is part of human nature) Shi means food. 
Se not only refers to sex but also color. Those two things are 
my favorite: cooking and picturing their color. I think they 
are the same, all reflect your desire. Being a gastronome and 
photographer is the best choice in my life.”

Despite not having an ideal kitchen setting, Cao 

Chao considers himself to be a gastronome. He loves 

experimenting with food, and has a blog, “Cooked in 

Hutong.” We left Cao Chao in the kitchen and Wu 

Xuan gave us a quick guide to the touristic part of the 

hutong, full of souvenirs shops, eateries, bars and street 

performers. We are back and the food is ready.



September 20, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Cao Chao, Wu Xuan, Alina Bliumis



She is a single mother raising a teenage son, who wasn’t 

there when we came because he takes English classes 

on weekends. Ms. Qiu invited her friend, Zhang Hong Ya, 

also a single mother raising a teenage daughter. When 

we arrived, they were both cooking. 

DINNER 29
On our last day in Beijing, we visited Ms. Qiu home in 

the central part of the city. She lives with her son on the 

top floor of a high-rise building.



At lunch, we discussed the subject of being a single 

mother in Beijing. Both women are dedicated to raising 

their children a 100% and do everything they can to 

ensure their children’s success in the future, and pay a 

lot of attention to their education. 

We started with tea and a conversation. Later for the 

lunch, Ms. Qiu served soup and a range of side dishes.



September 21, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Zhang Hong Ya, XiaoMei Qiu, Alina Bliumis



A Painting For A Family Dinner, Beijing, China 

was produced with assistance from the Inside-Out Art 

Museum (IOAM) Artist Residency Programme, 

Beijing, China.

Special thanks: Yaya Hu, Cici Zeng, Richard Hsu, Mr 

Chen, Harry Qiu, Serena Qiu, David J. Petersen, Darina 

Karpov, Maya Benton, Christopher Phillip, Ying-Ying 

Lu, Teri Chan-Herner, Anna Moschovakis, Stanislas 

Bourgain, Justine Parsons, Philip Haemmerle, Di Di Lin, 

Victoria Kupchinetsky, Varvara Shavrova.

Xie xie to all the families.

Photographer: Du Yang 

Du Yang is a photographer based in Beijing. She 

graduated from Beijing Film Academy.





A Painting For A Family Dinner

Lecce, Italy
2013 



FlyerIn early September 2013, we placed 
the following call for participation to 
Lecce residents via local media, flyers 
and social networking sites:

“Husband and wife artist team are 
offering a painting in exchange for an 
invitation to a family dinner. Please 
email or call for more info.”

Between October 11 and October 17, 
we had meals with ten families all 
over Lecce and in the nearby area.



MapSchedule



Our hosts, Antonio and his girlfriend Annarita. Antonio’s 

brother Nicola joined us that evening.
DINNER 30
Our first day. We are ready.



The conversations circled around lifestyles in Lecce and 

Italian politics, with occasional jokes about Berlusconi. 

Even the choice of wine is a political statement for 

Antonio. Antonio’s choice of wine: Centopassi, Placido 

Rizzotto, Rosso. 

“Centopassi, a label of wines made in Sicily from vines 
grown on land confiscated from the Mafia. The red and 
white wines are produced by the Libera Terra Cooperative, 
founded by Don Luigi Ciotti, a priest who has been involved 
in the fight against organized crime in the south of Italy 
for many years. Ciotti was the driving force behind a 1995 
campaign to change the laws and turn confiscated Mafia 
property over to social use; he collected a million signatures 
through Libera. Placido Rizzotto (January 2, 1914 – March 
10, 1948) was an Italian socialist peasant and trade union 
leader from Corleone, who was assassinated by Sicilian 
Mafia boss Luciano Leggio.” 

Antonio and Annarita were on a mission to show us 

the best of Lecce and Italian hospitality. Each detail 

was thought through, and there were countless dishes 

and plate changes—spaghetti, oysters, beet salad, 

mozzarella, eggplants, and more.



October 11, 2013

Alina Bliumis, Antonio Giulio Baglivi, Annarita Candeca, 

Nicola Baglivi, Jeff Bliumis

Midnight, time to go.



Bust of Scipione Ammirato (October 7, 1531 – January 

11, 1601) in the Ammirato courtyard. The Ammirato 

Culture House (ACH) is a platform for research and 

reflection founded by a collective of artists, activists, 

scholars, organizations and individuals who collaborated 

on projects, locally and internationally. ACH is housed 

in a 16th century villa that was once the home of 

Renaissance Man Scipione Ammirato. 

DINNER 31
In Lecce, we were hosted by and received help with 

our project from Ammirato Culture House. Marcella, 

a girl with a big smile, was in charge of the operations 

and lives on the second floor of the Ammirato Culture 

House, next to the room where we were staying. During 

our second day in Lecce, Marcella took us for a short trip 

to a beach nearby. It was a cloudy and windy morning, 

so we had an espresso in an empty cafe on a deserted 

beach and headed back to the town. On the way back, 

Marcella asked us if she could participate in the project. 

Then, she parked the car, ran into a fish store and in 30 

minutes we met at the Ammirato kitchen.



Marcella’s family lives in a small village outside of Lecce. 

Homesick sometimes, she tries to make Ammirato 

cozy. She was most proud of her garden on the common 

terrace, which had various plants, tomatoes and herbs—

“her babies,” as she put it.

  

Marcella is expressive in the way she talks. That helped 

a lot because she doesn’t speak English and we don’t 

speak Italian. Face, hands, body gestures and Google 

translate were handy. We managed to communicate 

well, not only at the lunch but also in receiving her 

assistance throughout the project in Lecce.



October 12, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Mattia Epifani, Viviana Bello, Marcella 

Buttazzo, Luigi Negro, Federico Bollino, Mattia Soranzo, 

Francesco Lefons, Alina Bliumis

Later that day, the Ammirato family joined us for 

the portrait: Mattia Epifani, a video maker at Mood 

Production and the curator of Cinema Ammirato; 

Viviana Bello, a member of LILA (Lega Italiana Lotta 

Aids); Marcella Buttazzo, the resident Ammirato 

coordinator, and participant in Nasca Teatri; Luigi 

Negro, Ammirato’s co-founder and artistic co-director; 

Federico Bollino, a graphic designer; Mattia Soranzo, a 

video editor at Muud productions; Francesco Lefons, a 

journalist and the founder of 20 Cents on-line magazine 

and director of the animated film festival Scratch. They 

were all the co-workers and members of the Ammirato 

community, and all contributed to various initiatives or 

collaborations.



Mother Church is a typical example of the Leccese 

Baroque style.
DINNER 32
Born in Lecce, Alessia spent a few years studying in 

Spain and traveling, but finally returned to the Lecce 

area. She rents an apartment near Chiesa Matrice 

(Mother Church) in the little town of San Pietro in Lama, 

a 15-minute drive from Lecce.

Alessia: 
“The time in the village I’m living in tastes of past ages. 
Every day, I wake hearing the bell of the church beside my 
home. Every day, I get the impression that I’m waking up in 
a Rosi or De Sica movie. Outside, time is hanging. A man 
is waiting in an old fashioned car for his wife to come out 
of the church at the end of the Holy Mass. Everything looks 
quiet. Somebody looks outside from behind shutters. Others 
just don’t care about the dust of the time. My telephone 
alarm rings from far away. Everyday I wake twice.”



After dinner, the group went to a bar for a few drinks.Alessia invited her brother, Marco, and her two close 

friends, Valeria (an art writer) and Antonio (a journalist) 

for dinner. She was trying to stay away from traditional 

Italian cuisine, leaning instead toward more ethnic-

inspired choices of Thai rice with vegetables and 

chicken. Cultural diversity seems to be one of the things 

she misses most after settling in Lecce, even though 

she admits that the Lecce lifestyle is very comfortable. 



October 12, 2013

Alina Bliumis, Marco Rollo, Dean, Alessia Rollo, Valeria 

Raho, Antonio Peciccia, Jeff Bliumis



The celebration included a large group of people: 

relatives, old and new friends. Guests ranged from a 

Greek Orthodox priest to an Albanian fisherman family. 

The Pomaricos value traditions, but not formalities. 

Guests ate, drank, talked, read and napped. Hosts made 

sure everyone felt at home.

DINNER 33
The next day, October 13, we visited the Pomarico 

family. It was a 1pm lunch that happened to be a double 

birthday celebration of Gaetano Pomarico “Nino” and his 

friend Franco. Our hosts: Nino and Luciana Pomarico.



Nino and Luciana’s granddaughter Nina (in a framed 

photo) and her parents live in New York, but Nina 

spends summers at her grandparents’ house. 

Note from Nina‘s parents:
“Nina loves to make meatballs. We often make them when 
she has friends over, and everybody can help. For rolling 
the meat balls, or another version of it which is called 
Schiacciatine, you roll the ball in your palms and then 
you press the two palms together, like for a small fatty 
hamburger. We normally bake them in the oven with a bit 
oil and white wine. Nina loves getting her hands dirty and 
working with the sticky texture of grounded meat. And it is 
really helpful to have a group rolling them!”

Luciana is one of the most energetic and passionate 

individuals we have ever met. I am not sure what her 

occupation was, and even though she is retired now, we 

felt like she could still run a city or even a country.



Luciana’s Poor Man’s Meatball recipe:

1 pound stale country-style bread

1 1/2 cups milk 

2 large eggs 

1/2 cup grated pecorino or Parmigiano-Reggiano 

1 stalk of celery

1 clove garlic, thinly sliced 

Salt and pepper 

1 bay lea

2 cups basic tomato sauce

Soak stale bread in milk, or water; after soaking, remove 

the hard parts of the bread and squeeze; then add 

cheese, at least 2 eggs, a little garlic, salt to taste. Make 

beautiful balls with the hollow of the hand (not small, 

but substantial, the size of a walnut.) If intended for 

adults, you can add a little pepper. I put them in the 

oven at low temperature for 15 minutes. Then plunge 

into boiling tomato sauce that is on the liquid side, 

because the meatballs absorb a lot of sauce. To flavor 

the sauce, add a bay leaf and a stalk of celery. It’s not as 

complicated as it looks, and it is easy and suitable for 

children to have a full meal with only the meatballs.



October 13, 2013

Father Arsenios, Loredana Mangia, Luciana Pomarico, 

Gaetano Pomarico, Francesco Giordano, Anna Rita Della 

Bona, Gianni Colucci, Lory Della Bona, Giulio Colucci, 

Francesco Russo, Kaci Eduard, Brunga Vittoria, Brunga 

Luisa, Alina Bliumis, Jeff Bliumis



Gabriele (like many people we met in Lecce) has a 

passion for travel. Only last year alone he visited 

India, Tibet, and traveled 800 kilometers by bike from 

Santiago de Compostella in Spain to the Pyrenees 

Mountains at French border.

DINNER 34
At 7pm, we were first to leave the Pomarico house, 

and headed on our way to Gabriele’s home. Gabriele 

is an artist-turned-banker who lives in an old house in 

a little town by the sea called Frigole. The house had 

two perfectly symmetrical floors with a flat roof cut in 

the middle by an old worn-out stone stairway. Gabriele 

updated the house, including adding solar panels to 

the roof, but he left a number of old details. Now this 

bachelor pad with old architectural elements and its 

eccentric owner are famous in the town for summer 

pool parties.



Gabriele cooked a staple dish of Lecce region, Fave E 

Cicorie, or fava bean purée with chicory.

Gabriele invited a few friends over for dinner: his 

neighbor and friend Anna, and a couple, Massimiliano 

(an artist) and Simona.



Gabriele’s Fava Bean Purée With Chicory recipe:

300g dried fava beans, soaked overnight 

400g chicory

Good-quality extra virgin olive oil

Salt

The evening before: Remember to soak the dried Fava 

beans.

The day of:

Drain and rinse the Fava beans. Transfer them into a 

pan and cover abundantly with cold water. Add a pinch 

of salt and bring to the boil. Then lower the flame and 

simmer, half-covered, for about 3 hours. Add additional 

hot water only if necessary, but be careful that your 

Fava beans are always covered with water. Meanwhile, 

clean, wash and boil the chicory until tender. Drain it 

very well and put aside. After 3 hours switch off the 

gas and stir the Fava beans continuously with a wooden 

spoon adding the olive oil a little at a time. You will have 

a smooth and soft purée as you can see in the photo. 

Taste and add additional salt only if necessary.

Serve mashed Fava beans next to the boiled chicory, 

sprinkle with olive oil. Serve immediately.



October 13, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Massimiliano Manieri, Simona Schirinzi, 

Gabriele Molendini, Anna Lopalco, Alina Bliumis

4am, time to go.



Men in the kitchen.DINNER 35
The next day, we were meeting the Petrelli-Peruta 

family. They live down the street from Ammirato in the 

direction of the old town, and the family runs Caffè 

Letterario in the city center. It is a literary café stuffed 

with books, comics and magazines, and also hosts 

concerts, readings and other cultural events. Please 

meet Marica with her son Michele, her husband Marco, 

her brother Paolo and their dog Matilde.



Michele strategically woke up just in time for the 

dessert.

Four-year-old Michele briefly greets us, and is then 

taken for a nap, missing a lunch and our conversation 

about literature, the Lecce cultural scene and comparing 

experiences raising their four-year-old in Lecce and our 

four-year-old in New York, to the conclusion that the 

challenges are pretty much the same.



October 14, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Paolo La Peruta, Marica La Peruta, Marco 

Petrelli, Michele Ferdinando Petrelli, Matilde, Alina 

Bliumis



From Francesca’s email: 
“...as with every picture, this photo has a story behind it: the 
night Alessandro and I met we immediately clicked. This 
was in part due to something he did that I found very funny: 
there was a book presentation going on that evening and 
in the place where it was hosted there was offered wine; 
the owner of the place, seeing as there were not many wine 
glasses, in order to prevent running out of glasses because 
of people taking more than one, decided to tie up labels to 
the glasses so that one could write their name on it.  Ales-
sandro was one of the few who did that (write his name) 
and when he started talking to me and I saw the label I 
couldn't help laughing. The label with the name Ale G. 
reminded me of those children parties where they write their 
name on plastic cups. The reason I found that so hilarious 
and sweet at the same time was that he had followed the in-
structions as naively as a child would do during a party. :) “

DINNER 36
Later that day, we were meeting Francesca Nannini and 

Alessandro Gravili. These two lovebirds were both born 

in North Italy. After traveling and studying around the 

world from Tunisia to England, they picked Lecce for 

their love nest.



A gift from Francesca and Alessandro was a jar of chili-

infused olive oil.

Francesca has a degree in art history and Alessandro is a 

businessman. We talked about Lecce’s cultural scene, its 

limitations and its potential. Francesca felt that there’s 

a lot of potential for the cultural scene, especially now 

that Lecce is running for the European Capital of Culture 

in 2019. There are many initiatives and the “movida” 

(nightlife) is growing. The sad part of this is that Lecce 

is still deeply rooted in tradition, and while people seem 

open to new things, they tend to reject them or simply 

dismiss them as rubbish.



Francesca’s Chili-Infused Olive Oil recipe:

200g red hot peppers 

1 clove of garlic

2-3 leaves of mint 

Extra virgin olive oil 

Nut oil

White wine vinegar 

Salt

Preparation:

Cover the peppers with cooking salt and leave them for 

half a day. Wash them with water to get rid of the salt 

and then rinse them with white vinegar. Put the garlic 

clove and mint leaves in the jar, fill 1/4 of the jar with nut 

oil and 3/4 with extra virgin olive oil, and put the chili 

peppers into the jar.

Close the jar and keep it in a cool and dry place (no 

fridge though). The chili-infused oil is ready to be 

tasted! The more time passes the more the peppers will 

give stronger flavor to the oil :)



October 14, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Francesca Nannini, Alessandro Gravili, 

Alina Bliumis



Over dinner we touched on several subjects: urban 

politics, public education, literature, arts and social 

equality, constantly comparing public policies and state 

of living in the US to Italy, New York to Lecce.

DINNER 37
The next day, we were visiting Simona Cleopazzo, her 

husband and two kids. She also invited her good friend 

Melissa Perrone, her husband and their two kids. Simona 

is a writer and she leads a weekly Orti Di Guerra gruppo 

di lettura (Gardens Of War, reading group) at Ammirato. 

Melissa is a journalist.



The group, composed of people who are passionate 

about reading, focuses on individual reading of any 

text on an agreed topic, and then reading together to 

rediscover the telling, and listening. 

Each Gardens Of War reading group meeting has a 

theme. Here is a sample of the reading list for the 

subject “The Meat”: Madame Bovary by Gustave 

Flaubert, Butcher Equitalia by Giuseppe Cristaldi, Ragazzi 

di Vita by Pier Paolo Pasolini, Women Who Run With the 

Wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Why I Am A Vegetarian 

by Margherita Hack. Other reading group themes were: 

utopia, the desire, dream/reality, the absence, fear, 

parent/child, the journey, the death, the mother, heroes 

and/or bandits, south and sex.



Simona’s Vegan Chocolate Cake (Torta Al Cioccolato 

Vegana):

1 glass soy milk 

Half glass of olive oil

1 glass of sugar 

2 glasses of flour

1 cup of cocoa 

vanilla or nutmeg 

chopped walnuts

Pour soy milk into a bowl and add sugar. Mix well 

until the sugar has dissolved completely. Add cocoa, 

oil, nutmeg. Stir again and keep adding flour until the 

consistency of the dough resemble creamy yogurt. Add 

the walnuts.

Grease the pan with a little oil and add the dough. Leave 

in oven 30-40 minutes at a temperature of 340 -355 

degrees °F.



October 15, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Caterina Scaiera, Simona Cleopazzo, Micol 

Grasso, Danilo Scaiera, Melissa Perrone, Giuseppe 

Guerrieri, Ernesto Guerrieri, Edoardo Guerrieri, Alina 

Bliumis



All of that was served with grandma’s motto “eat or be 

eaten.”

 Nonna Tetta, “Eat or be eaten.”

 Jeff, ”I am not done yet.”

DINNER 38
Meet Gianluca Rollo. He was our translator in Lecce. 

We were invited to the house of his grandmother 

Nonna Tetta and his parents, Mirella and Giuseppe. 

Two of Gianluca’s friends, Giulia and Francesco, joined 

us that evening. We prepared for this evening for a 

week: Gianluca told us not to eat anything that day, 

and to come hungry, but still we were not ready for the 

hundred-dish feast of hand-made pasta, fava beans 

with chicory, grilled vegetables, arancini and homemade 

garden-grown limoncello. 



Here is a story from Gianluca:
“During summer, in July: time to prepare ‘Salsa’ (tomato 
sauce). Every year, all our relatives were in my house (in the 
big garden of the house of my grandmother) with millions 
of tomatoes to be transformed into Salsa. This was a ‘job’ 
we did among three days, so sometimes our relatives stayed 
in our house sleeping with us for all the weekend, having 
dinner in the garden between the tomatoes and all the 
instruments to prepare the sauce. I remember it as a great 
family moment.” 

And there was no question about who runs the house. 

At her age, Nonna Tetta is not only the glue for the 

family, full of energy, active in the kitchen, she is also 

often the center of attention and full of witty sayings 

that she shoots out with the speed of light. The 

homemade food in this Rollo family doesn’t start in the 

kitchen, it starts in the garden and is rooted in the family 

tradition.



Nonna Tetta’s Pasta with Garbanzo Beans recipe (Ciciri 

E Tria):

2/3 cup warm water

1 teaspoon sea salt

1 pound (3 1/2 cups) durum wheat flour, divided

1 pound dried chickpeas

1 onion

1 carrot

1 rib celery

1 tomatoes

Pasta (Tria): the pasta is made with flower and water, 

mixing them by hand. After mixing the pasta, roll it with 

a rolling pin, very thin. Check if it’s ready blowing under 

the pasta; if the pasta rises, it’s ready. After this, cut the 

pasta in lines, and cook it.

Ciciri: Put the garbanzo bean in a pot water the night 

before cooking them. Then, the following day, cook them 

with tomato, onion and a bit of celery.

When both are ready, mix pasta and garbanzo bean 

together in a pan with onion and oil.



October 16, 2013

Alina Bliumis, Giulia Ciccarese, Orlando, Sofia, Gianluca 

Rollo, Nonna Tetta, Mirella Aierba, Giuseppe Rollo, 

Francesco Maggiore, Jeff Bliumis



DINNER 39
On our last day in Lecce, we met Mirella Sacquegno, 

Beppe De Giovanni and their son.



During our conversation that evening, Berlusconi’s jokes 

about his love of “la patata” came up again. Finally Jeff 

asked what the word meant. It turns out “la patata” is 

Italian slang for “pussy.”



October 17, 2013

Jeff Bliumis, Mirella Sacquegno, Beppe De Giovanni, 

Alina Bliumis



A Painting For A Family Dinner, Lecce, Italy 

was produced by Ammirato Culture House (ACH), 

Lecce, Italy. 

Special thanks: Alessandra Pomarico, Marcella Buttazzo, 

Gianluca Rollo and Musagetes Foundation. 

Grazie mille to all the families.

Photographer: Alessia Rollo

Alessia Rollo was born and lives in Lecce. She studied 

Conceptual Photography in Madrid.




