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S U N DAY  D I N N E R  N E V E R  goes out of style, says 
Lisa Caponigri, who has released her second cookbook 
on the subject. This is Sunday Dinner (Sterling Epicure, 
2019) takes a seasonal approach to this important meal, 
sharing 52 five-course menus from four of Italy’s most 
beloved regions. The book follows Caponigri’s Whatever 
Happened to Sunday Dinner: A Year of Italian Menus 
with 250 Recipes that Celebrate Family (Sterling Epicure, 
2012).
  The most recent cookbook features Winter in Piedmont, 
Spring in Campania, Summer in Sicily and Autumn in 
Tuscany. Caponigri, who has developed a line of prepared 
foods and sauces called Lisa’s Italian Kitchen, has also 
appeared on a variety of television shows. A resident of 
South Bend, Ind., she answers a few questions: 

What is your history with Italian food? It began when I 
was a child and I lived in and traveled extensively through 
Italy with my parents, who were both first generation 
Italian-Americans. Italian food was huge in our lives. I 
remember from a very young age just loving all Italian 
food, especially homemade pastas and sauces. Italian 
food is definitely very closely tied to all of the wonderful 
memories I have of driving around the hills of Italy with 
my parents and stopping at a small, family-run trattoria 
for a typical “pranzo” (lunch) of that region.

Where are your parents from? My father’s family is from 
a small village in the hills above Naples, where they are 
known all over Italy for their production of incredible 
Provolone cheese. We always had “piccante” (sharp 

 SUNDAY DINNER
Entrepreneur and cookbook author 

Lisa Caponigri provides year-round menus 

for this important family meal. 

By Tammy Minn
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provolone cheese) on our table as a nod to my father’s origins 
— he absolutely loved it! My mother’s family is Sicilian, from 
a beautiful seaside village in southwest Sicily where fresh fish, 
citrus fruit, eggplant and zucchini are very prominent in their 
diet.
 
Who taught you to cook? My Sicilian grandmother, Catherine 
Lione Franco, to whom I dedicated my first cookbook. These 
are some of the happiest memories of my childhood — being in 
the kitchen with her and learning how to make roasted peppers, 
lasagne, baked chicken — all of her specialties. We would talk 
for hours and she would tell me the stories of her childhood, 
living in Castelvetrano, Sicily with her mother and aunts, losing 
her vision at a young age, having to stay on Ellis Island all by 
herself at the age of 12 for six months as she had glaucoma since 
childhood and she was not allowed to enter the country until 
it was treated. Her parents were sent ahead to Manhattan and 
she later joined them. Tragedy just seemed to befall my Nana; 
her parents died just a few years after they arrived in America, 
yet she always had a smile on her face. She always taught me 
the “glass was half full,” she was always optimistic. I learned so 
much about life from her. She was an amazing woman. I miss 
her every day and I think of her every time I am in the kitchen. 
 
What made you decide to focus your books on Sunday dinners? 
I worked for many years in the corporate and academic sectors. 
My days were long and my children had a lot of activities during 
the week. So I made a rule: Sunday dinner was non-negotiable. 
We would start the day by cooking together; everyone had a 
spot in the kitchen and would be involved by chopping, stirring 
or sautéeing — whatever needed to be done. We laughed and 
talked about what had happened last week and what was 
coming up the next week. I’ve read so many articles that say 
the dinner table is the best place to communicate with your 
children — I’ve lived that my whole life and raised my children 
that way. My children are all adults now and they still say 
Sunday dinners are their happiest memories. I wanted to share 
this tradition with everyone and make it easier for all families 
to make Sunday their family dinner day.
 
What are your favorite memories of Sunday dinners while 
growing up? I loved Sunday dinners at my grandmother’s 
house. Usually some of my cousins were visiting or aunts and 
uncles — my Nana’s house was the gathering place for us all. 
At my parents’ house we also had wonderful Sunday dinners 
because we always included colleagues of my father’s who lived 
far from their families. I continued this tradition with my 
children by telling them they could never miss Sunday dinner, 
but they could invite whomever they liked to join us. I’ve always 
loved sharing our tradition of Sunday dinner with others and 
now maybe they make Sunday dinner in their own homes and 
use my cookbooks.

When did you decide to write cookbooks? As occurs with 
many people, after working for many years, I had a significant 
birthday! Sometimes these wake us up and we ask ourselves, 
“What do I really want to do with the rest of my life?” My 
children were grown and educated and my first passion has 
always been my family and Italian food. So I talked it over with 

my children and they said, “Mom, what you really love is making 
menus for Sunday dinner and no one does it like you do.” At 
first I was skeptical, because the Italian cookbook market is full 
and plentiful. But I realized, through my research, that no one 
did entire menus for Sunday dinner, yet everyone wants to eat 
Sunday dinner with their families. Sometimes, they just don’t 
know what to prepare, or what goes together. So I wrote my first 
book and, as they say, the rest is history. 
 
What made you decide to launch your own line of products? 
Actually, it was HSN (Home Shopping Network). After they 
saw my first book, they asked me if I would select entrees from 
it and produce them in frozen form and sell them on air. I did, 
and they have been a huge hit both on HSN and QVC. I then 
decided to expand my line of products, and I am most proud 
of my jarred sauces. Apart from being all organic, they are very 
authentic. My best seller is my Neapolitan Three Meat Sauce, a 
recipe from my paternal grandmother. 
 
Tell us more about your inspiring “Dream Team” and how you 
took four regions of Italy by storm to write the second book. 
When I wrote my second book, This Is Sunday Dinner, I really 
wanted the readers to know me and my Italian lifestyle and why 
I love certain regions of Italy so much. I wanted this book not 
to be just a book of pretty food, photographed and laid out by 
strangers, but the Italian lifestyle which I live every day. Certain 
things are very important to Italian women; family, for one. So 
my daughter, Felicia, was part of the Dream Team (the group 
of people who helped make the book happen). She will always 
tell me the truth about whether my recipes are clear, and if I 
am taking the reader to the authentic places I frequent in Italy. 
 The second thing that is very important to Italian women 
is living la bella figura and la bella vita. This means always 
looking our best, putting our best foot forward and enjoying 
every moment of life, and for this I certainly need my 
hairdresser, Veronica Kennedy Kyle. And lastly, I wanted my 
book to be beautiful and tell my story. I have worked with a 
local photographer, Kelly Rosenhagen, from my hometown 
on my website, my labels for my food, my family photos and 
my cookbooks. She is wonderful and I trust her to convey my 
message because she knows me so well. So with this Dream 
Team we went from north to south of Italy and we laughed and 
ate the whole way. It was wonderful!
 
Do you have a favorite autumn recipe from the book? Yes. My 
recipe in Menu 46 for Lisa’s Pork Loin with Fig and Chianti 
Sauce. Not only is this recipe delicious and very satisfying, but 
the sweetness of the figs with the hearty Chianti wine reduces 
the glaze to a velvety liquid. It is the perfect accent to a roast 
pork loin on a brisk autumn Sunday. I loved eating this dish 
in the heart of Chianti country on a fall day, and it has been a 
family favorite for years.
 
What’s next for you? So many things! I have plans for at least 
two more cookbooks, in addition to expanding my line of 
sauces. I am also developing a television show with all new 
menus on making Sunday dinner with your family. I plan on 
spending many years to come celebrating and sharing the 
authentic Italian lifestyle and food. n
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For the Fig and Chianti Sauce: 
 3 cups Chianti 
 2 cups vegetable broth 
 16 to 18 black figs, dried, chopped 
 4 sprigs fresh rosemary 
 6 tablespoons unsalted butter 
 1 teaspoon Sicilian sea salt, fine 
 1 ⁄2 teaspoon freshly ground black 
  pepper 
 1 (12-ounce) jar imported Italian fig   
  jam, such as Casa Guilia 

 For the Pork: 
 1 (5-pound) boneless pork loin 
 4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil 
 2 teaspoons freshly ground black   
  pepper 
 2 teaspoons Sicilian sea salt, fine   
 
 To make the Fig and Chianti sauce: 
In a medium-size saucepan combine 
the Chianti, vegetable broth, figs, and 
rosemary. Simmer the mixture over 
medium to high heat until it has reduced 
by half. Remove the rosemary (reserve it 
to use on the pork) and puree the mixture 
in a blender until it is smooth. Return 
the mixture to the saucepan and blend 
in the butter until it has melted. Add the 
salt and pepper to the sauce. Add 4 large 
tablespoons of the fig jam to the saucepan. 
Heat the sauce over low heat until the jam 
dissolves.

 To make the Pork: 
 Preheat the oven to 400°F. Cover the 
pork loin with the extra virgin olive oil, 
rosemary, salt, and pepper. Place the pork 
on a rack in a large 16- x 12-inch roasting 
pan and roast it for 1 hour. Slice the pork 
on a platter and pour the Fig and Chianti 
sauce over the top. 
 Makes 8 to 10 servings.

Lisa’s Pork Loin 
with Fig and 
Chianti Sauce
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Mushroom and Pecorino Tarts 

 1 package puff pastry (2 sheets) 
 6 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil 
 8 ounces cremini mushrooms 
 8 ounces white button mushrooms 
 4 tablespoons pine nuts 
 1 tablespoon oregano 
 1 teaspoon Sicilian sea salt, fine 
 1 ⁄2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper 
 1 cup Pecorino Romano, grated 

 Roll out the puff pastry. Cut each sheet into 8 squares.
 Preheat the oven to 400°F. Heat the olive oil in a large frying 
pan. Add the cremini and white button mushrooms and cook 
them over low heat until they are soft. Drain the mushrooms in 
a colander to dispose of all the liquid. Let the mushrooms cool. 
Transfer the mushrooms to a medium-size bowl. Mix in the pine 
nuts, oregano, and salt and pepper.
 Line two baking sheets or jelly roll pans with parchment paper 
or a silpat. Place the puff pastry squares on the baking sheets or 
jelly roll pans and prick the pastry with a fork 2 or 3 times. Place 
1–1 ½ teaspoons of the mushroom mixture on each of the squares, 
leaving a 1/2-inch border of the pastry uncovered. Place the 
grated cheese on top of the mushroom mixture. Bake the tarts in 
the oven for 10 minutes until the pastry is golden.
 Makes 4 servings.

Orange-Cherry Cake 
  Olive oil, for greasing the pan 
 1 cup unbleached flour, plus more for dusting the pan 
 1 cup sliced almonds 
 1 cup freshly squeezed orange juice 
 4 teaspoons grated orange zest
  1 ⁄2 cup extra virgin olive oil 
 2 eggs, separated 
 1 cup sugar 
 1 teaspoon almond extract 
 1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract 
 1 teaspoon baking powder 
 1 ⁄2 teaspoon Sicilian sea salt, fine 
 2 cups pitted dried cherries 
  
 Preheat the oven to 350°F.
 Oil and flour a 9-inch springform cake pan and line it with 
parchment paper. Brush the parchment paper with some olive oil 
and sprinkle the sliced almonds into the bottom of the cake pan.
 To make the batter: In a stand mixer or with a hand-held mixer, 
beat together the orange juice, orange zest, olive oil, egg yolks, 
sugar, almond extract, and vanilla extract. Add the 1 cup of flour, 
baking powder, and salt, and fold this mixture into the orange 
juice mixture.
 In a separate bowl, beat the egg whites until peaks form and 
fold them into the batter. Add the cherries. Pour the batter into 
the prepared pan and bake the cake for 45 minutes, or until a 
toothpick in the center comes out clean. Serve.
 Makes 8 to 10 servings.
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