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At it’s peak, Roberto donna’s il radicchio chain included five restaurants where 
diners could mix and match pasta and sauce without breaking the bank. Today, only 
the Capitol Hill and Arlington places survive: the Georgetown spot stands empty 
while the branches in Dupont Circle and Old Town Fairfax have been shuttered and 
reopened as new restaurants. Recently, I ventured out to sample the last two, both 
of which retained an Italian accent in the transition.  
 
“I want to lick the plate,” my friend whispers across the table at Vivo!, which opened 
in November, still a member of the Donna empire. Too bad my pal’s order of creamy 
polenta, enriched with melted, mildly nutty fontina cheese and set off with a perfect 
poached egg, is out of my reach, or he’d have some competition. But I am busy carving 
into a rotisserie chicken; scented with garlic and rosemary and partnered with 
delicious wrinkled roast potatoes and a fluff of greens, the bird is vanishing before 
his eyes.  This is the kind of deeply satisfying Italian cooking turned out by I matti chef 
Ivan Escobar that keeps people packed in like lifesavers on a Saturday night.  
 
I was eager to embrace Vivo!; its stretch of Dupont Circle desperately needs a 
restaurant whose cooking doesn’t taste like it came out of a package. Still, like the 
date who asks for your number but then fails to call, this spare storefront can be 
unpredictable.  One day, I returned to the office raving about the lusty, house made 
pork sausage, arranged around wilted fresh spinach; the next visit I am apologizing 
to my guest for its saltiness.  Anchovies spread with parsley sauce taste as if they, 
too, passed through a salt mine on their way to the table, while raviolini stuffed with 
roasted meat and vegetables go down both tough and dull.  A special of saffron 
tinged risotto with grilled shrimp are decent enough, but at $21.95, I want a better 
story to bring home—the kind of story I get later, in a lunch of hand made agnolotti, 
light pillows of pasta fattened with spinach and ricotta in a lovely, smooth 
mascarpone cream sauce.  
 
There’s more to admire. Vivo! Is among a handful of places I think about when I am 
hungry for blistered, thin crusted pizza from a wood stoked oven (an oven that 
brightens the setting with its flames). I’d also head in this direction for a grilled 
lamb steak, thin but succulent and accented with oregano and garlic. Minestrone, a 
soup of the day, but its deep, slanted yellow bowl is so attractive, I start rethinking 
my kitchenware. Who cares if elvis is singing in the background? The walls showcase 
a changing display of original art and the waiters endear themselves with their 
graciousness, even when the courses are slow coming to the table. Give me some 
more of that egg topped polenta, and Vivo! Starts living up to its translation: ALIVE! 
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