
BELLA FIGURA
Stressed out, overweight and depressed in London,  

KAMIN MOHAMMADI healed herself by learning to live,  
love and eat the Italian way. Here she tells us how we can do it too 

T 

en years ago I moved to Florence by accident.  
It may seem unbelievable that one could relocate 
from one country to another without years 
of planning or taking a language lesson, but 
nonetheless, that is what happened to me.

My Florentine adventure started – as these 
things often do – one rainy day when I was pretty 

much at the end of my tether. I was sitting at my desk in London, 
gazing out at the colourless drizzle, sighing, as thousands of office 
workers across the city must have been doing also. When the email 
arrived from a friend proposing a week in the sun in Provence,  
I hesitated just for long enough to check the weather forecast before 
buying a ticket. There, on that last-minute dash to the sun, I met  
a fiercely stylish woman with white hair with a thick stripe of black 
running down the middle. The beautifully named Christobel was  

a writer, wife, mother to five children and, unbeknown to both  
of us that clear bright day, she was about to add another string  
to her bow – that of my fairy godmother.

That chance meeting was the reason why, some months later,  
I found myself queuing for a taxi outside Florence’s main train station 
with the address of Christobel’s holiday apartment in my hand. It was 
raining. With no umbrella, and a long queue ahead, I wondered if I had 

Finding la

made the right decision – I knew no one  
in Florence, did not speak a word of Italian 
and had nothing to do but try to write  
a book. Since Christobel’s suggestion that 
I should take some time out of my frazzled 
life in London to try writing in her flat  
in Florence for a few weeks, my job, my cat 
and my flat had all magically disappeared. 
For the first time in my adult life, I was 
without a fixed income or a home  
of my own, there on a one-way ticket.  
I felt like a piece of flotsam washed  
up in the Renaissance gutters.

At the flat, I sat at the kitchen window 
and gazed at a tall slim tower that 
overlooked the courtyard. It belonged 
to the neighbourhood church and, 
Christobel had told me, had once 
sheltered Michelangelo from some 
approaching army or other. As I squinted 
through the rain at its four bells and 
biscuit-coloured stone, I thought miserably 
that I too had run away as Michelangelo 
had all those centuries ago. Except that 
what I had run away from was not an actual army, but its 
modern equivalent – stress, burnout, chronic fatigue and 
unresolvable digestive problems that had made me sick. 
In the years I had been in my perfect job – a glamorous 
position heading up a glossy magazine for a prestigious 
publisher – I had gone from being a happy, sociable 
and slim girl to becoming a frowning, tired and grumpy 
editor with too many unreachable deadlines and targets, 
and not enough fun or boyfriends. What felt almost 
worse than the 14-hour days I regularly put in, was the 
inexplicable weight gain – in spite of a roster of health 
advisers, nutritionists and access to the latest exercise 
fads, nothing I did stopped the weight from piling  
on. The three dress sizes that I went up in the first year 

were compounded by skin that erupted  
in acne so pestilent that some days I literally 
didn’t know where to put my face.

I made changes – not positive ones.  
I stopped looking in the mirror. I walked  
up the stairs to my office to avoid the daily 
lift ride which, at the best of times, required 
nerves of steel, a pre-season designer 
wardrobe and the insouciance of Kate Moss 
to survive. I dressed in black shifts that 
may have been made by Prada but were 
shapeless nonetheless. I was shrouded by a 
deep tiredness that no nights of sleep could 
shake. And finally, I became depressed, 
spending the few precious hours I had off 
every week alone in my flat with my cat. 

I made my living from peddling hard-to-
attain perfection to other women, so the irony 

of my situation was not lost on me. 
But it wasn’t until I met Christobel, 
and, as if at her behest, all the 
things that had anchored me in 
London disappeared, that I took 
the hint life was so emphatically 
giving me, and decided to take  
a risk and step off the cliff. A cliff  
with a Renaissance face, but  
a cliff nonetheless.

Ten years later, I am still  
in Florence, married to the 
man I met at the end of my first 
year in Italy. Quite by accident, 
the combination of the golden 
Tuscan light, the beauty of the 
Renaissance town, the voluble 
character of the people and, 
perhaps most of all, the colours 
and noises of the fruit and 
vegetable market and the friends 
I made there who told me how 
to prepare the delicious produce 
in season, healed me. My stress 
drained away, my depression was 
slowly burnt off by the beauty 
and the daily practices that  
I learnt from my neighbours –  
of walking slowly, of looking 

up to notice the beauty, of taking time 
to savour a coffee – and joy in the simple 
rituals and street-corner chats, transformed 
not just my body and my spirit, but also  
the shape of my heart.

What I learnt about living, eating and 
loving in Florence I call the Bella Figura 
method – a nod to the Italian philosophy  
of making everything as beautiful as it 
can be, just for its own sake. A sort of 
Mediterranean mindfulness, it governs 
everything from how you walk down the 
street (with your head held high not buried 
in a smartphone), to how you dress (with 
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1MAKE LIKE  
SOPHIA LOREN 
Drink a spoonful of extra-

virgin olive oil four times a day
Loren uses nothing else to cook with 
and puts it on her skin and hair, and 
in the bath. Extra-virgin olive oil fights 
dangerous stomach fat and reduces risk 
of cardiovascular disease, diabetes and 
insulin sensitivity. Scientists found that  
in just four weeks of replacing other fats 
with extra-virgin olive oil, both visceral 
and deep belly fat was reduced. 

2MANGIA MANGIA
What and how to eat 
Natural and wholefoods are key. 

This is not a diet. Bella Figura is more about what  
we put into our bodies than what we don’t. We detox 
our cupboards instead of ourselves, eliminating 
anything that doesn’t bear any resemblance to its 
origins, or has E numbers, microwavable packaging 
and a sell-by date that exceeds our own expected 
lifetime. The Italians take pleasure in their food and 
this is what we should aim for. Their multi-course 
meals encourage eating slowly, and in the pause  
in between courses the brain has time to realise 
how full it is: the hormones that regulate appetite 
need about 20 minutes to reach the brain. Eating 
mindlessly in front of the computer gives not only less pleasure, but  
it overshoots the timing of the hormones, so it’s much easier to overeat.

3MUOVERSI
Get moving
Do as the Italians do and seize any opportunity to get moving – 

be it taking the stairs, doing the coffee run at work, or walking part of 
the way to the office with gusto. Better still, join a dance class: learning 
a new skill burns new pathways in your brain, and releases those 
feel-good hormones. It will give you a community, a new passion, have 
music pumping through your body (instead of cortisol) and dancing 
in hold will give you some of those ten embraces a day that scientists 
say release oxytocin and make you feel loving and compassionate.

4 COME BERE
How to drink 
Drink alcohol in moderation – a small glass of wine 

with dinner is the guide. A report suggests it is women 
with expensive homes and six-figure salaries who drink 

more than any other social group: up to two-thirds will 
drink more than the healthy limit. The bella figura 

demands we break this unhealthy relationship 
with alcohol. Remember that drinking  

to excess will make you pile on weight 
and stress out your skin as well as all the 

internal damage it is doing.

5LA PASSEGGIATA
Walking, seeing  
and being seen 

Walk with style. Good posture  
is all-important. Walk tall as if offering 

your heart up to the sky. Look up more: 
looking down at our smartphones is slackening our jawlines 

prematurely, sagging our faces, giving us jowls before they 
are due. Smile much more – research shows that if you 

smile genuinely enough and often enough you will release the 
feel-good hormone serotonin. Seek out your community; don’t 
be fooled by the remote connection offered by social media. 
Considering the difference between the Italian way  
of life – with its squares thronging with all the generations  
and the nightly passeggiata – and our own, it is perhaps  
no surprise that in the UK in 2016, 64.7 million antidepressant 
prescriptions were given out – nearly double that of a decade 

ago. Loneliness adversely affects the immune and 
cardiovascular systems and has been proven  
to be worse for one’s health than smoking.  
To be healthy we need to see our friends and 
family, visit our grannies, call up our aunts and 
cousins. So let’s go back to doing things together, 
even if it’s just a stroll in the park or a visit to the 
greengrocer. It may just save our lives.

6 FESTINA LENTE
In haste slowness
There’s practically nothing that can’t  

be improved by slowing down – even climbing the 
stairs deliberately instead of running has been 
proven to lose you an extra pound a month. Seek  
out nature as often as you can, be it a city park, a tree  
on your street, or some nearby wild place, wherever 

you can go to let your eyes soak up the green, a natural and 
effective way to de-stress. And consciously, at least once a week, 
contemplate beauty – be it a painting, an urban corner you love, 
a wide blue sky or the most exquisite of shoes. Do this quietly and 
without any purpose other than your pleasure. When I first arrived  
in Florence and my unhappiness was palpable, I was advised  
to ‘let the beauty heal you’. I think it did. And if you follow  
the simple tips of Bella Figura, it will do the same for you. n

Win a Bella Figura bundle including a Globe Trotter Propellor 
Overnight Bag, Bella Figura by Kamin Mohammadi (published 
by Bloomsbury) and a selection of Kamin’s Magic Balm. Visit 
countryandtownhouse.co.uk for details of how to enter. 

Live La Bella Figura 
Here’s some tips on how to make 
the Bella Figura work for you, 
wherever in the world you are

style rather than fashion), to how to manage your love life 
(with passion). It encompasses how to shop and what to eat, 
as well as showing how you can stay as slim as Italian women 
(statistically one of the slimmest in Europe) while still enjoying 
a glass of red wine and scoop of gelato. Knowing and living by 
the Bella Figura method, it comes as no surprise to me that 
the Bloomberg Global Health Index recently put Italy at the 
top of its list of the world’s healthiest countries.
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 Eat the Italian way 

Sophia Loren swears by extra-
virgin olive oil for keeping her 
happy, healthy and beautiful
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