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Legend and
Landmark
Owner Connie Larussa of
Dante & Luigi’s talks about
restoring a piece of 
Philadelphia’s history
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When did you first come on as owner of Dante 

& Luigi’s?

My husband and I bought the business and the 

building in 1996 with the intention of maintaining 

the original concept. Really, we bought it for 

two reasons. First, it’s a wonderful restoration 

opportunity. My husband is a builder, so he was 

very intrigued by it. Second, it’s a Philadelphia 

landmark. We wanted something we could preserve 

and maintain into the future.

Is it a challenge keeping the space as true to its 

original form as possible, while also moving forward 

with modernity?

Not really. Actually, restoring the space was a 

lot of fun. The restaurant is housed in two old 

townhouses from the 1850s, and we’ve slowly 

been renovating the building and returning it to its 

original glory. When we bought it in 1996, it was 

tired—nothing had been done to it in 50 years—so 

it was exciting to bring it back to life.

What is your role in the day-to-day operations of 

the restaurant?

[Laughs] Everything. My husband spends more time in 

the back of the house, while I manage the front. We 

have chefs, so we’re not working the line, but both my 

husband and I make sure the food is authentic and 

consistent. All of the recipes came from his family, so 

he knows what to look for. Meanwhile, I’m on the floor 

every night, making sure things run smoothly.

What are you most proud of about what you’ve done 

with the restaurant since 1996?

I think the most important thing is the food, and 

we have delicious food. You have to have good 

food or people won’t come back. When we came 

on, business was very slow. But we’ve turned 

things around and gone back to basics. We make 

everything from scratch—from stocks and sauces 

down to the smallest detail, like the croutons for the 

Caesar salad. It’s a traditional way to do things, and 

it sets us apart. There are few restaurants that take 

the time or money to do it right, but we do.

Is there a specific dish you’d call out as a favorite?

Oh gosh, that’s difficult. I think the Osso Buco is one 

of our signature dishes—and a personal favorite. 

Then the Lasagna, which is out of this world. I’d 

also call out the Perciatelli Genovese, which was 

something that was on the menu when we came 

here, but we’ve since changed a bit. It’s a delicious 

hollow tube pasta with a veal bolognese.

What’s one of your biggest challenges as owner?

Multi-tasking. If you’re going to be successful, you’re 

going to have to be hands on, and that means 

having your hands on everything. It’s a challenge to 

have a life and do this business successfully. You’re 

really married to the business. Fortunately, we have 

the time because our children are grown and no 

longer at home.

Ultimately, though, this is as satisfying a job as they 

come. We’re proud of it because of what we’ve been 

able to accomplish—we’ve turned a Philadelphia 

landmark into something beautiful and lasting.

As owner, what changes are you looking to 

implement in the next few years?

It’s funny, when we first took over the restaurant, 

business was slow. As soon as people found out 

that the restaurant had changed hands, they 

called me telling me not to change a thing. And, of 

course, we changed everything. Nothing drastic or 

quick, of course. But we made substantial changes 

behind the scenes, while striving to keep the 

highest possible standards.

At this point, though, we’re happy with where we 

are. We have restored all four of the dining rooms, 

updated old moldings, and made the space beautiful. 

But it’s all in an effort to return the building to its 

original character. We’re not trendy—and that’s the 

most important thing about this restaurant.

—Interview by Jeffrey Steen
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A DelectAble 

History
Marking
generations 
of success at 
Dante & luigi’s  By Jeffrey Steen
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Among the many citizens of history this city has welcomed, Italian-Americans 

have been some of its first—immigrants leaning on the hope and opportunity 

that only the New World could offer. In the early 20th century, they would 

arrive at the loading docks looking for work, scraps of paper pinned to their 

lapels, identifying their place of employment. And it was often at Dante & 

Luigi’s, a modest Italian restaurant, that they would be taken in, given a 

place to sleep, and a chance to work for a new life.

This unfettered hospitality is what has made Philadelphia the city that it is 

today. Part of that character is still the unwavering welcome and authentic 

Italian fare of the Dante & Luigi’s that was opened back in 1899. Little has 

changed since then: the menu brims with Sicilian classics, the brownstone 

setting sports much of its original charm, and the Italian gravy is as good 

as it ever was, its taste and aroma serving as a testament to the uniquely 

Italian love of fresh and simple cuisine.

It’s sometimes hard to believe that five generations can leave a restaurant 

unchanged, but that’s part of Dante & Luigi’s charm. 

“We approach things in a very traditional way,” Co-Owner Connie Larussa 

says. “As far as we know, we’re the oldest Italian restaurant in the U.S., 

and our recipes are a melding of the very early days of the restaurant and 

Larussa family recipes from Sicily.”

That’s not to say, of course, that there haven’t been some updates. Keen 

on restoring original features, Owners Michael and Connie LaRussa recently 

finished renovations that highlight exquisite original crown moldings, 

soaring arches, 15-foot ceilings, and the open feel captured in the original 

restaurant. Chandeliers reminiscent of the former century hang confidently 

in the renovated space, offering a sense of elegance matched well by the 

careful crafting of the menu.

“The renovations were not an effort to create a new restaurant feel,” Connie 

explains, “but rather to restore the building to its original elegance.”

The kitchen, meanwhile, is a well-choreographed dance of creation—

eliciting raves for the ever-popular Osso Buco (slow-roasted veal shanks) 

and a Lasagna that’s, to put it bluntly, the best you’ll find this side of 

the Atlantic. Truth be told, there’s no embellishment here, and there’s not 

much need for it. When you make comforts like light-as-a-feather Crêpe 

Manicotti, Ricotta Gnocchi, Seafood Cioppino, and Spaghetti and Meatballs 

with the flavor and satisfaction that Dante & Luigi’s does, what need do 

you have for pomp and circumstance?

But the centerpiece of the menu is unquestionably the gravy—an institution 

in itself. In Italian households, it’s universally debated who makes the 

best gravy, and the staff at Dante’s is constantly hearing back from their 

guests that their gravy is as good or better than their own families’. This 

reputation is not earned easily; the recipe belonging to Michael’s family calls 

Philadelphia is undeniably a city of history. It was in 

Independence Hall that our country was born; in her 

streets that rebellion sparked; and on her shores that 

refugee-seekers rested, eager for a new life. 
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...exquisite original crown moldings, soaring arches, 15-foot ceilings, and the open feel 
captured in the original restaurant...
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for the meat-based sauce to be slow-cooked, 

simmering for hours. This very special, time-

consuming, and costly process is something 

that’s not duplicated in any other restaurant. 

In fact, their customers love the gravy so much, 

they even jar and sell it so it can be enjoyed 

anytime or shared with anyone.

The simplicity and classic preparation of the food 

does not mean, however, that it’s taken lightly. 

Everything here is made in-house—from the 

stocks for the sauces to the spaghetti that beds 

the luscious meatballs. And wine is certainly no 

afterthought—the extensive list offers a perfectly 

paired selection for every price range. 

It’s true that Dante & Luigi’s is a standby for many 

Philadelphians—it’s practically older than the Liberty 

Bell. Situated in The Italian Market District, however, 

it has also brought in a lot of visitors, eager for an 

authentic Italian meal and a piece of local history. 

“People often come in because they hear about 

us from someone else who’s been here. We get 

a lot of word-of-mouth business, and it spreads 

fast. We’ve had many guests come in who got a 

recommendation from a passenger on their plane 

ride to Philadelphia,” Connie laughs.

And yet, even for locals, there are new offerings at 

Dante & Luigi’s that keep them coming back. The 

private dining and banquet facilities, for example, 

were completed in 2008 and offer a beautiful 

venue for events of all kinds. Even if you just stop 

in for dinner, Dante’s has maintained a friendly 

and communal atmosphere for decades, so you’ll 

always have the opportunity to spark up a lively 

conversation or meet someone new. 

This energy is no doubt part of the legacy built 

by Dante & Luigi’s, now and forever sewn into the 

fabric of the city. It’s this kind of welcome that 

has given Philadelphia’s oldest Italian restaurant 

a place in local and national history, and it’s an 

undying tradition of food and family that has kept 

it going strong for more than a century. 

No doubt there are many happy and historic 

years to come.

everything here is made in-
house—from the stocks for the 

sauces to the spaghetti that 
beds the luscious meatballs.
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DANTE & LUIGI'S South Philly
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www.d i n i ngou t . com

www.danteandluigis.com

762 South 10th Street
Philadelphia, PA 19147

PH: 215.922.9501
FAX: 215.922.3437

Tuesday-Thursday 11:30am-9:45pm
Friday 11:30am-10:30pm

Saturday 3-10:30pm
Sunday 3-9:45pm

Reservations Requested

Ability to Accommodate Large Parties
Credit Cards Accepted

Exceptional Wine List
Full Bar

Private Dining Room Available
Semi-Private Dining Room Available

Valet Parking Available Every Evening

How many restaurants can boast a 113-year history of consistently outstanding food?

Dante & Luigi’s proves itself to be the cornerstone of casual Italian dining in Philadelphia. As you enter

Philadelphia's OLDEST Italian restaurant, you can't help but be taken back to a simpler, less trendy time,

with a delicious dish of pasta, a melt-in-your-mouth Osso Buco, or a luscious Veal Rollantini. The upscale

Center City and Main Line crowds often share the dining rooms with South Philadelphia locals and

international tourists. The atmosphere of the 160-year-old townhouse is warm, inviting, and loud in a

wonderfully friendly way. Their commitment to tradition is what consistently delights generations of

customers. Old World tradition lives on at Dante & Luigi's.

sample menu selections

antipasto caldo::
Stuffed Whole Calamari   
Stuffed with crabmeat and sautéed in a marinara-seafood sauce

Steamed Mussels   
Prepared in a spicy marinara or bianco sauce

Eggplant Rollantini   
Batter-dipped and stuffed with ricotta cheese

Zuppa   
Escarole and pasta fagioli

pasta::
Rigatoni Carbonara   
Classic preparation of cream, egg, bacon, and cheese with peas and fresh tomato

Gnocchi Romano   
Homemade with ricotta and Romano cheeses in a creamy rosetta sauce

Baked Lasagna   
Homemade wide noodles layered with a mixture of meats and cheeses; topped
with Italian gravy

Perciatelli Genovese   
A Dante & Luigi's signature dish; veal bolognese sauce with white wine and a
touch of cream over thick, tube-shaped pasta

vitello::
Osso Buco   
Classic veal shank braised with vegetables over saffron rice

Sweet Breads   
Traditional Italian preparation with onion and mushrooms in a sherry wine demi-glace

pollo::
Chicken Cacciatori   
Sicilian style; bone-in with mushrooms, onion, and peppers; served in a marinara
sauce with a touch of sherry

pesce::
Seafood Cioppino   
Lobster tail, calamari, shrimp, mussels, and clams over linguini in a spicy marinara
or bianco sauce

porco::
Baked Stuffed Pork Chop   
10oz chop stuffed with prosciutto, spinach, and mozzarella cheese; topped with
mushroom demi-glace

agnello::
Lamb Stew   
Classic lamb stew with peas, potatoes, and carrots in a rich, brown sherry sauce

desserts::
Tiramisù   
Ours is a classic; lady fingers, mascarpone cheese, and creamy egg custard;
flavored with amaretto, espresso, and Kahlúa

Italian Cream Cake with Rum   


