
Sprezzatura

Sprezzatura. Say it out loud. Spreh-za-TOO-rah. Let it sit in your mouth for a second.
Sounds like something you'd want to eat, or drink, or steal. By the time you get to that
last syllable your hand is already moving on its own, thumb and forefinger pressed
together, shaking in the air like an old Italian grandma blessing the sauce on a Sunday,
or Tony Soprano about to make a point nobody's going to argue with. It's a word that
makes your mouth happy.

I've loved words since before I could read them. The sounds, the shapes, the way
certain ones lodge themselves so deep inside your ear that they become part of how you
think. I collect and obsess about words the way other people collect records or baseball
cards. I also get unreasonably excited about office supplies. Pens and paper and
notebooks and literally anything from Rhodia or Leuchtturm1917 because the physical
act of writing something down by hand on beautiful paper still feels like a small sacred
thing to me, and I will die on that hill. Of all the words I've ever collected and obsessed
over, sprezzatura is the one I'd save in a fire. That someone felt the need to invent it five
hundred years ago only makes it better.

That someone was Baldassare Castiglione, a 16th century Italian courtier who wrote the
first book of etiquette ever published, The Book of the Courtier. I came across the word
in my early teens, I can't remember exactly where, and it never left me. Castiglione
coined it to describe the quality that separates someone who is merely accomplished
from someone who makes you forget accomplishment is even part of the game. In his
words, paraphrased only slightly: "It is an art which does not seem to be an art. One
must avoid affectation and practice in all things; a certain sprezzatura, disdain or
carelessness, so as to conceal art, and make whatever is done or said appear to be
without effort and almost without any thought about it."

Sprezzatura is studied carelessness. Remember that phrase. It'll matter later. Another
common definition is earned effortlessness, and I think that's the one that captures it
best. You have worked so hard, for so long, at something, that the work itself
disappears into you. The effort is still there, of course, all of it, but it's been swallowed
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whole by the thing it produced, and what remains on the surface is grace, and nothing
but. What makes sprezzatura unbearably cool is its nonchalance. You did something
extraordinary, and you wear it like you just rolled out of bed. Once you internalize this
idea, you start seeing it everywhere. And the more you look, the more you realize it
doesn't always wear the same clothes.

The most obvious place to find sprezzatura is in performance. Three Mikes and a Miles
may sound like the name of a rap song, but for me they were sprezzatura in the flesh.
Michael Jackson in every live performance and music video he ever made, an unholy
coordination of limbs and rhythm and timing that looked, from where you were sitting,
like the music itself had taken human form. Michael Jordan pulling up for a fadeaway
with two defenders draped on him, tongue out, like he was bored. Mike Tyson in his
early fights, barely twenty years old, walking through grown men like they were
furniture, the youngest heavyweight champion in history and he looked like he'd
wandered in from the garden. And Miles Davis, who would turn his back on his
audience and ignore them completely while he played, somehow making you want him
more for it.

But sprezzatura also lives in craft. There's a famous Picasso story, probably apocryphal.
A woman approaches the artist at a market and asks him to draw something for her. He
sketches something small and beautiful in about thirty seconds and tells her it'll cost a
million dollars. She protests that it only took him half a minute. "No, ma'am," he
replies. "It took me thirty years." That's sprezzatura distilled into a single exchange.
Thirty years of effort, invisible. Thirty seconds of grace, unforgettable.

You find it on the page, too. David Foster Wallace, whose sentences read like casual,
rambling thought until you try to build one yourself and realize every clause is load-
bearing, every digression is structural, and the whole thing would collapse if you moved
a single comma. Good luck with that. Ann Patchett gets there through ferocious editing,
her prose so clean and seemingly inevitable that every word feels like it landed in the
only place it could possibly go. Her essays on process reveal that those sentences were
torn apart and rebuilt dozens of times before they achieved that feeling of inevitability.
You see the grace. The drafts are in the garbage where she left them.



And then there are versions where the stakes are higher than art. In the HBO series The
Pitt, Noah Wyle plays Dr. Michael "Robby" Robinavitch, the senior attending physician
in a Pittsburgh emergency room. If you've seen the show, you already know. Robby's
sprezzatura doesn't announce itself in a single scene. It accumulates. In the way he
reads a room mid-crisis while simultaneously teaching a resident. In the quiet "slower
tempo, slower tempo" he offers a medical student doing chest compressions. In the
improvised intubation during a mass shooting because the textbook approach won't
work and the patient is dying now. He moves through fifteen hours of chaos the way the
rest of us move through a trip to the grocery store. The younger doctors watch him and
you can see in their faces something close to awe. What they can't see are the years of
loss underneath that calm. The mentor he couldn't save during COVID. The patients
who died on his watch. The panic attack he has alone on the floor of a storage room
when the calm finally cracks. Robby's composure is real, and the cost of it is something
the interns will spend decades beginning to understand.

But sprezzatura has a patient side too, one that has nothing to do with performance. It
takes five years for a Chinese bamboo tree to break ground and show itself above the
surface. If you're the person trying to bring that bamboo tree into the world, you'll be
watering and whispering to something invisible for five long years where nothing
happens. Roughly sixteen hundred days of pouring water on dirt. Then, in the fifth
year, it explodes to visible life, growing ninety feet in six weeks. From the outside the
growth looks effortless, like it happened overnight. What that tree knows, and what
every person who has ever tended something they couldn't yet see knows, is that faith is
something you practice in the open, day after day, with no guarantee that anything is
growing. You wake up, you water the dirt, you do it again the next day. And the next.
For sixteen hundred days. There is a perverse stubbornness in that repetition that I
think the word sprezzatura, for all its nonchalant elegance, doesn't quite capture. The
grace comes after. The watering is where the living happens.

Now, back to Castiglione's phrase. Studied carelessness. The one I asked you to
remember. I never realized until now that this definition positions the nonchalance
itself as a kind of performance. The grace is real. The skill is real. But the appearance of
not trying? That part, it seems, is very much deliberate. You are choosing to conceal the
effort. And now I can't decide whether that's the most elegant thing a person can do or



whether it's a little bit of a con. Whether the willingness to let the work show, to let the
sweat be visible, to write the paragraph that still sounds like it was fought for, is its own
kind of integrity that sprezzatura, for all its beauty, asks you to abandon.

Maybe sprezzatura isn't a destination. Maybe it's a direction. You point yourself at it,
and the pointing changes how you move, and the movement changes what you make,
and what you make gets closer to grace without ever fully arriving. And maybe the gap
between where you are and where the word lives, that permanent distance between
effort and effortlessness, is where the best work actually happens.

I still love the word. I say it out loud sometimes for no reason. Spreh-za-TOO-rah. It
still makes my mouth happy. And I think I love it more now than when I first heard it. I
know that may sound strange given how much I just complicated my relationship with
the word, but that's the thing about complicated love. It weighs more. It's got all that
extra material in it, all that wanting and failing and understanding and still wanting,
and somehow the word carries it all.

That's a lot for one word to hold. But it's Italian, and if you've ever watched an old
Italian grandma carry four grocery bags, a purse, a grandchild, and a lit cigarette up
three flights of stairs without breaking a sweat, you'll know that the Italians have
always been better at this than the rest of us.

There's a longer, more personal story about why this word has always mattered to me
as much as it has. I'll tell it very soon.

#favorites #language
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