
The original setting for some of Italian film director Fellini’s 
most famous films, the ‘Riviera Romagnola’ and its elegant 
centrepiece, the Grand Hotel, retain their magic to this day, 
writes Isabel Conway

Renowned Italian film director 
Federico Fellini must have arisen 
from his grave to direct the scene 
unfolding in a Rimini seaside café 
before me. A voluptuous barmaid 
fluffs up her dark mane of hair, 
then adjusts her yellow top.  

As I sip my glass of Prosecco, a 
group of sharply dressed Italian males arrives. The 
leader flashes gold-nugget rings and a killer smile. His 
hair is slicked back and he’s wearing a knee-length 
frock coat. He leans over and kisses the barmaid on 
the lips. A fat brown envelope is passed across the 
counter and dropped in a leather bag carried by the 
second in command. 

Then the group is gone, without so much as gulp-
ing back a fast espresso or a drop of grappa. Make of 
this episode what you will, but I am on the verge of 
applause. I have arrived in Fellini’s Rimini in Italy. 

On a glorious sunny autumnal afternoon we check 
into Rimini’s extravagant Grand Hotel, where Felli-
ni’s fantasies first took flight. As a boy he hid among 
the potted plants of its terraces, spying on guests, 
watching glamorous women dance languidly in the 
arms of rich men in white tuxedos to music from 
American films. Everything that happened at the 
Grand Hotel fascinated him. It was all unattainable, 
and the start of Federico Fellini’s imaginary world, 
in which dream and reality mixed.  

A 15-kilometre-long beach unfolds on either side 
of the magnificent Art Nouveau-style Grand Hotel, 
along ‘Riviera Romagnola’, as the Italians call this 
long stretch of sandy coast, providing Fellini with 
much inspiration for his Oscar-winning movie Am-
arcord (in Rimini dialect: “I remember”) set in his 
hometown.

The movie held a mirror up to life’s absurdities and 
daily dramas, drawing on the characters of Fellini’s 
youth. Along this beach, and wandering the winding 
streets of the town, he recreated the legends of his 
adolescence. What would Fellini have made of the 
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Getting there: Firstly, see emiliaromagna.com. Ryanair (ryanair.
com) offers direct Dublin-Bologna winter flights, outgoing Thurs 
& Sun, returning Wed & Sun, from €59 one-way. KLM (klm.com) 
and Lufthansa (lufthansa.com) also operate flights from Dublin, 
with one stop, offering attractive return deals.

Why go: The heartland of 
central Italy, Emilia Romag-
na lies between the cold 
north of the Alps and the 
hot Mediterranean south, 
a region of rich agricultur-
al land, renowned for its 
fantastic food – Parma  
ham and Parmesan cheese 
both originate here and 
staples like wine and olive 
oil are top quality. Explore 

historic cities (Bologna tops the list) and treasures of Roman and 
Byzantine times, scenic hilltop villages like Sant Agata Feltria  
and Pennabilli, the Adriatic coastline and the beauty of the 
Apennines.

Don’t miss: Ravenna, less 
than an hour from Rimini, 
an art and history lovers’ 
paradise, boasting eight 
Unesco sites. Capital of the 
Western Empire (AD 402) 
after Rome’s power de-
clined, this charming town 
is renowned for its ex-
tensive mosaics, the most 
spectacular at Basilica San 
Vitale whose unadorned 
exterior belies the exquisite riches within, and Mausoleum Galla 
Placida whose fabulous ceiling inspired Cole Porter’s Night and 
Day and sixth-century Sant’Appolinare Nuovo featuring the 
world’s oldest mosaic scenes from the New Testament.  
    Take at least a day or longer to explore Rimini properly, enjoy-
ing an espresso, some stylish shopping and that great Italian 
pastime of people-watching – with perhaps a comic opera in situ 
– at pavement cafés around the stylish Corso shopping streets. 
Don’t forget a stop off at Piazza Carvour, dominated by Palazzo 
del Podesta and the magnificently rebuilt Galli theatre that’s 
sure to draw a new generation of opera fans to Rimini. Start 
your stroll at Italy’s oldest surviving triumphal arch, erected 
in 27 BC, crossing the thousands-of-years-old Tiberius Bridge 
to the old fishermen’s district of cobbled laneways and Fellini 
street art. 
    And while you’re here: within striking distance of Rimini, 
spend a night immersed in poetry and food at Collina Dei Poeti 
(collinadeipoeti.it) who specialise in agri-tourism, staying in 
lovely accommodation surrounded by olive groves and vine-
yards. Reserve a cooking class here (info@foodintour.it), discov-
ering the secrets of sublime pasta. Cooking class with dinner is 
from €45 each and B&B from €80 per double room.  
    Another Emilia Romagna must-do, come autumn, is a dis-
covery of Italian’s obsession with wrinkled, expensive truffles. 
Expeditions with truffle hunters are popular – we went on an 
exciting hunt with Cico the water spaniel near Sant’Agata Feltria 
where some of Italy’s best truffle festivals take place. After-
wards we enjoyed a girth-breaking six-course truffle menu at a 
lovely local restaurant named Tulipano Nero (€35). 

Other great places to eat include romantic hideaway Corte 
Cabiria, in old Ravenna (cabirianaravenna.it), Osteria de Borg 
(osteriadeborg.it) in the Borgo San Giuliano district of Rimini 
where Fellini spent much of his childhood, and award-winning 
emporium of serious gastronomy Al Bel Fico, in the village 
of  Pennabilli where we 
overnighted up the road in 
the comfortable reason-
ably priced Hotel il Duca 
del Montefeltro (hoteldu-
camontefeltro.it).  
    The view from Billi 
summit, meanwhile, which 
we trundled up for a bit of 
exercise to work off some 
of all the food and drink, 
looked strangely familiar. It 
turned out to be the back-
drop to the Mona Lisa.

Grand Hotel were he to return now, you find yourself 
wondering. 

He would certainly have noticed the colossal build-
ing’s sombre atmosphere, with only four people (us!) 
enjoying a late-night drink in the deserted cocktail 
bar. Arrive in high summer and you are drawn into 
a different vibe of glitz and high society, it’s said.

Stately reception rooms and marquees, their ter-
raced, tented walls flapping in the breeze, are empty. 
Tables and gilded chairs scattered around resemble 
a recent evacuation from an emptied wedding re-
ception or corporate event.

Hidden from the world outside by high railings, a 
pair of barmen stand to attention in the Grand Hotel’s 
gardens guarding a table laden with glasses and buck-
ets of champagne on ice, awaiting ‘private’ guests.

Returning from my personal Fellini tour of the 
surrounding promenades, these statue-like barmen 
are still guarding the bubbles. The guests – rally 
drivers and their entourage from San Marino – are 
running late. One barman shrugs: “You need a lot of 
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Left, Rimini is 
Europe’s largest 
beach resort and 
the seafront is 
lined with clubs, 
restaurants and 
bars 

patience in this job.”
Fellini often used the Grand Hotel as his film set. 

He had a permanent suite (room 315) comprising 
a sumptuous bedroom with the best views, and a 
salon attached, which was on standby for him after 
he made the big time.

Deborah, an elegant receptionist, takes us to the 
Fellini suite for a reverential snoop. This suite is the 
hotel’s most expensive accommodation, she informs 
us, hired at over €1,000 a night and in regular demand 
because of its famous associations.

While lacking a maroon Baroque Fellini ‘salon’, 
our own bedrooms are of a similar size and grandeur, 
though his bathroom is more luxurious and blingy, 
a companion notes. My balcony is bigger, looking 
long enough to land a Cessna plane.

Rimini is the largest beach resort in Europe. The 
seafront is lined with clubs, restaurants and bars. 
The Grand’s beach is a large private one, as are many 
more along the strip. The Grand Hotel is celebrating 
its 110th anniversary this year, and, according to an 
interesting short history, a woman from Ireland is 
credited with leading the fashion for sea-bathing 
in Rimini.

“The first famous sea-bather in history arrived 
in Rimini in the summer of 1790,” we are told, “the 
beautiful, young and exuberant Lady Elizabeth 

Kenneis, who had travelled from Ireland to marry 
Marques Rondanini of the Papal Court in Rome. The 
journals of the day reported that she stayed in Rimini 
15 days to immerse herself in the sea water.”

English sea-bathing, as it was then known, quickly 
caught on for its health and wellness benefits. Ri-
mini emerged as “the most beautiful beach in the 
world” and the Grand was crowned one of the most 
sumptuous establishments of the Belle Époque era.

Fellini’s Rimini comes vividly to life when you 
explore the warren of streets and laneways in the 
original fishermen’s quarter of the city where he 
once lived. Vibrant murals, illustrating scenes from 
some of his famous movies such as La Strada, Nights 
of Cabiria and La Dolce Vita, delight fans and also 
amuse curious visitors.

Don’t, for the time being, expect to walk into a 
Fellini museum in Rimini, to view the cinematic 
giant’s collection of Oscars or key exhibits from 
his personal library. But there’s good news for the 
future, all the same.

Plans are advanced for a Museo Fellini to develop 
at three locations around the city by 2020, a hundred 
years after his death. Some years ago, a row erupted 
between Fellini’s niece and the foundation dedicated 
to him, which marred his 90th commemorations. 
The struggle could have been plucked from his movie 
I Vitelloni, exposing as it did narrow small-town 
horizons and jealousies.

Part of the new museum will come to a well-
known spot: the Fulgor cinema in the centre of Ri-
mini, where Fellini’s movies are regularly shown and 
actors play out roles from them to keep the spirit and 
oeuvre of Fellini alive and well. 

The cinema is beautiful, with lots of Art Deco 
features, comfortable plush red seats and roman-
tic lighting: a fitting monument to the filmmaker. 
Aged seven or eight, Fellini sat on his father’s knee, 
watching the big screen movies from Hollywood. It 
was arguably an easier world to access back then and 
America was surely a friendlier place, as he put it: 
“The existence of another way of life – a country of 
wide open spaces and fantastic cities, a cross between 
Babylon and Mars.” ■

Rimini’s Grand Hotel, where a very young Fellini used to hide behind potted plants to watch the glamorous goings-on of locals and guests
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