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In memory of Mum.
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INTRODUCTION

It’s not subtle, but no one ever booked a table at the Novak Restaurant expecting – or wanting – subtle. In an endless, glorious loop of tennis nostalgia – Novak-stalgia, if you must – wall-mounted televisions with the sound turned down low forever replay old matches, including his best bits from down the years. Novak Djokovic has, of course, recommended that you don’t watch TV while eating as that can expose your food to bad emotions, but he has made an exception for his own restaurant in Belgrade: there are only good vibes here.

Walking in, you pass the Djokovic water feature and, at the top of the stairs, you’re welcomed first by an outsize, terracotta warrior-style statue of the tennis player – impassive and somehow also knowing and unflappable – and then, secondly, by the maître d’. Much here is on a mega scale – because why not? – with gigantic glass cabinets showcasing some of Djokovic’s trophies. On the way to your table, you’re drawn to a framed motivational quote – ‘Make it Happen’ – surrounded by lit candles, giving those words the look of a piece of religious scripture. There’s also what appears to be a metal, three-dimensional sculpture of his logo. Almost every bit of wall space that isn’t taken up with televisions is filled with photographs of Djokovic hitting tennis balls and hoisting trophies.

A pillar is filled with hundreds of old tennis balls, perhaps even ones he once hit – almost as if all the toil and sweat from the practice court is propping this restaurant up. There’s even a bright, almost psychedelic piece of artwork of Djokovic as a small child swinging a racquet, a reminder of how this all began. Just in case you haven’t realized it yet, you’re lost in Novak Djokovic’s world (where gluten-free options are available).

If you’ve just landed in Belgrade and you’re searching for Djokovic – if you’re looking for a greater understanding of who he is and how he thinks – the Novak Restaurant is about as good a place as any to start. Fresh off the plane, you’re psychoanalysing a menu decorated with tennis balls. What does success taste like? That’s the question this restaurant is trying to answer. But, sitting here, eating your mushroom risotto, your tomato side salad and your Novak Tart and surrounded by the still and moving images of the player, you do start to wonder: who is getting into whose head here? It’s hard to think of another restaurant anywhere in the world that celebrates a public figure in this full-spectrum, multimedia way; harder still to bring to mind a restaurant like this which is owned by the star athlete and their family. None of this is meant to sound snide or snarky. It’s a fun, joyous space, the food’s good, and if you’re ever in Belgrade, you should go. The Novak Restaurant’s also – in a good way – quite overwhelming. It’s much more – so much more – than you had possibly imagined. But that’s also true of almost every element of Djokovic’s story.

Djokovic is the most successful tennis player in history. He’s the GOAT, the Greatest of All Time. That’s interesting in itself. Even more compelling is the way he has achieved that greatness: the bombs and the hardships in his backstory and his more recent experiences in a Melbourne ‘prison’, plus all the other psychological struggles that come with trying to win big. Plus, Djokovic is the most curious, unconventional and progressive of tennis players. Yes, Djokovic can slide and do the splits with more flexibility and panache than anyone else in tennis. There’s also no more accomplished returner of serve, thanks, in part to the Beatles’ back catalogue (more on that later). And yet the most fascinating thing about him isn’t how he moves or how he strikes the ball, but how he thinks. He has the most original mind in tennis, perhaps across all sports.

Maybe you already love Djokovic. You’re part of the #NoleFam. Or you’re not, but you’re intrigued by him all the same. Whatever your starting point, if you want to truly appreciate and understand modern tennis – and all its psychodrama – you’re going to need to poke around in Djokovic’s head. Searching for Novak means journeying, as deep as you can, inside his psyche.
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