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THINKING ABOUT NELLA PIZZERIA
NAPOLETANA’S STUMBLES

Pizza Mind

By Michael Nagrant

NELLA P1zzeriA NAPOLETANA supposedly moved Mt.
Vesuvius to make your pizza. Or at least they had a few
tons of volcanic brick trucked in from the mountain to
build their pizza oven. | don’t know if there’s something in
the volcanic ash, a sort off pizza terroir that wafts in to the
crust, but it was important enough that chef/owner Nella
Grassano wouldn’t settle for using the wood-burning oven sitting in her partner Scott Harris’ (Mia Francesca)
basement to make her pizza. Likewise, the mozzarella di bufala and other ingredients she uses are imported
from Naples regularly. Considering all that attention to detail, I'm having a hard time understanding why no
one’s paying attention to the most important thing: the flavor and quality of the food coming out of the kitchen.

Why serve a caprese salad in the middle of November? The cherry tomatoes here aren’t bad, but they’re not
as prime as an early September heirloom Green Zebra dripping over your chin. Why not sub in a charcuterie
plate instead? To serve caprese salad out of season signals that a restaurant is more interested in its bottom
line than feeding people well.

I get the fact that Nella is an Italian pizza place, that people have certain expectations, but why bow to those
expectations? Many of those same people also want a deep-dish pie loaded with four pounds of cheese and
two pounds of sausage too, but Nella has no problem trying to change peoples minds by serving up a double-
zero-fine-durum-flour-crusted pizza lightly dressed and fired fast in withering heat, something before the emer-
gence of Spacca Napoli, Grassano’s old employer, no one in Chicago really thought much about.

Of course, maybe that’s the problem: the Nella folks aren’t thinking, they’re just recreating the Spacca Napoli
experience Vesuvian brick by Vesuvian brick. The antipasti menu is virtually the same, though Spacca Napoli
doesn’t serve calamari. Maybe that’s because you risk the cliché of overcooking it, which Nella does. Though
the basic chili-infused tomato dipping sauce served alongside the calamari is perky and interesting, drenching
the nicely coated but rubbery seafood only makes it taste like a Goodyear tire alla diavola.

Another dish that both Spacca and Nella serve is the Salmone Marinato. | prefer the version at Nella which
has a firmer white-balsamic-cured body girded with tangy capers and a nice garlicky punch. Though it’s dressed
with more oil than a Sports Illustrated swimsuit cover model, it was the best thing | ate.

Better than the pizza? Yep. It might seem disingenuous to bag on having tomatoes in a caprese salad out of
season, but allow for tomato sauce on a pizza. However, you can make pretty good sauce from high-quality
tomatoes harvested and canned at the peak of their ripeness almost any time of year, and the base sauce on
Nella’s pizza is pretty good, but that’s where the excitement ends.

On two separate visits the entire crust on four different pies was limper than an overweight octogenarian who
forgot to fulfill his Viagra prescription. But that’s what Neapolitan pizza crust is supposed to be like, you protest.
In the center, yes, but the perfect specimen is a study in contrasts of blistered, bubbling, high-rising, crispy
edges and a drippy center, or at least that’s what | liked about Spacca Napoli, or even the counterfeit knockoffs
at Wicker Park’s Tocco. Then again Spacca Napoli’s pies have also had performance anxiety from time to time.

My guess, having never cooked in a wood-burning oven, is that it’s a thin margin between incinerated and
underdone. With underdone, though, all you’re left with is an unsatisfying bubblegum chew, which means that
there’s still half an uneaten pie in my refrigerator from three days ago, which is saying a lot since cold pizza in
this house is lucky to make it past the midnight snack, and is always surely gone at breakfast.

Toppings vary in their quality. The imported cheese is creamy and the sausage has a good rustic body and
nostiril-pleasing fennel essence. The mushrooms, however, which are pre-cooked (you can see the entire prep
table thanks to a mirror mounted over the dining room that allows you to see the pizzas being made), glisten
with moisture in their stainless-steel holding tubs and are sweaty when they arrive on a cooked pie. Rapini,
which is bitterer than Alec Baldwin after his divorce from Kim Basinger, had a skunky weed-like funk. | thought
maybe they’d pan roasted it before putting it on the pizza, so | asked my server how it was prepared. She
responded, “Why, is it bitter? It was super bitter last week, but we thought we fixed it.”

While | clearly didn’t love my meals here, | like to make a distinction between places that just don’t care and
never will and those that are making mistakes | think they genuinely would like to fix. | get the feeling from
Nella’s reign at Spacca Napoli and her attention to setting up the joint she does care. There are some fun pho-
tos of Nella’s partners covered in flour near the kitchen that demonstrate, at least on the surface, that pizzeria
isn’t some food factory. But now it’s time to stop horsing around and start playing for real.
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READINGS

THU/10

Janice Metzger

The author discusses “What Would Jane
Say.”

Women and Children First Bookstore,
5233 N. Clark, (773)769-9299. 7:30pm.
Free.

SAT/12
=> Second City/Third Person

Featuring Jac Jemc, Vicki Gonia, Brian
Costello and Nicole Chakalis.

The Book Cellar, 4736 N. Lincoln,
(773)293-2665. 7pm. Free.

SUN/13

Colleen Taylor Sen

The author reads from “Curry: The Global
History.”

The Book Cellar, 4736 N. Lincoln,
(773)293-2665. 2pm. Free.

Myopic Poetry Series

Featuring poet Daryl Hine.

Myopic Books, 1564 N. Milwaukee, 773-
862-4482. 7pm. Free.

OUTwrite

Featuring author Gamina Oliver.
Center on Halsted and Horizons
Community, 3656 N. Halsted. 5pm. $5-
$10.

Sara Paretsky, Libby Fischer
Hellman

The authors read from their new work.
Women and Children First Bookstore,
5233 N. Clark, (773)769-9299. 5:30pm.
Free.

MON/14
=> Billy Lombardo, Tony Romano
The authors read from their work and
have a discussion with Booklist’s Donna
Seaman.

Harold Washington Library Center, 400 S.
State, (312)747-4300. 6pm. Free.

=> Homeroom Lecture Series: 101
Featuring Jay Ryan and Paul
Hornschemeijer.

The Hungry Brain, 2319 W. Belmont,
(773)935-2118. 9pm. $5 donation.

WED/16
Bookslut Reading Series
Featuring Daniel Nester.

Hopleaf Bar, 5148 N. Clark, (773)793-
9488. 7:30pm. Free.

MASSAGE

Open 7 Days 10 AM-11PM

Experienced
Chinese Masseuse
BODY MASSAGE &
TABLE SHOWER
SAUNA

537 W. 31st Street
Tel: 312.949.9551
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2205 W. Cermak Road
Tel: 773.376.5966
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Selected fashion shows, trunk shows,
sales and events appear below.

To submit listings email
stylecal@newcity.com. For expanded
coverage, visit boutiqueville.com.

THU/10

MidCoast Fashion Show

Mix Media Group’s first annual MidCoast
Fashion Show will highlight trends from the
east and west coast and everywhere in
between, premiering MidCoast style.
Suggested donation at the door is $20 with
a portion of the profits to the Autism
Speaks Foundation. Table reservations are
highly recommended; to set up, call Alison
at (312)733-2222. For complimentary cover
before 10:30pm, RSVP to info@lumen-
chicago.com. Lumen, 839 West Fulton
Market, 10pm.

The Snow Ball Holiday Celebration
An evening filled with holiday style, shop-
ping and socializing with non-stop, simulta-
neous fashion presentations on three run-
ways; over 40 holiday boutiques for men
and women; and cocktails in “The Red
Carpet Club” and “The Snow Ball Lounge.”
Complimentary admission, space is limited.
RSVP for guest list and for more info, by
visiting www.aredcarpetevent.com. The
Millennium Knickerbocker Hotel Chicago,
Crystal Ballroom, Michigan and Walton, 6-
opm.

SAT/12

Bucktown Holiday Art Show

The 11th annual art show with 100 artists
featuring original works of art. $2 admis-
sion. Go to bucktownpromotions.com/ for
more information, a listing of participating
artists and a free admission pass. Holstein
Park Fieldhouse, 2200 N. Oakley, 12-5pm.

The Handmade Market

A regular monthly crafter’s market, with
affordable handmade, mostly local items
from up and coming designers, jewelry
makers, and others. Makers are encour-
aged to demonstrate or make their prod-
ucts during the event.
www.handmadechicago.com. Free to the
public, 21+. The Empty Bottle, 1035 N.
Western, 12-4pm.

Rock n Shop Event

Rock n Shop is a concept, hybrid retail/live
music experience designed to explore the
fusion of fashion and music with a two-day
pop-up retail event. Shop local designers’
collections showcasing five apparel and
accessories designers. Open to the public.
Each weekend will feature new Chicago
designers, as well as local artists, DJs and
bands. Bice Restaurant, 158 E. Ontario
(Ontario/Michigan), 12-8pm. Also, SUN/13,
12-6pm. Also, SAT/19 and SUN/20.

TUE/15

The Hideout 10th Annual Holiday
Sale

Each year The Hideout invites a number of
Chicago artists to display their wares for
the holiday season. The sale will be held in
the backroom of The Hideout before The
Sanctified Grumblers plays their usual
Tuesday night show. (773)227-4433.
www.hideoutchicago.com. The Hideout,
1354 W. Wabansia (2 blocks north of North
Avenue,1 block east of Elston), 6-gpm.
Also, TUE/22.




