Learning Italian in Florence
Immersion Language Study Includes Frustrations as Well as Rewards

By Kathryn Casey

ow're not Ialian, are you!™ a young

i Florenting woman leaned ino me

and asked. "No, I'm not” |
answered, “But how did you kow?”

I was taken aback at the thought that |
could be so obviously foreign. | was six
weeks into my B-week language program
at the Istitute Galileo Galibei and [ thought
| was masquerading as a Florentine pretty
well, I'd ducked into a neighborhood wine
bar and had just sat down with my glass
when the woman turned 1o me.

“I could tell by the way you walked in,”
she said. "You walked directly to the bar
andd looked straight ahead of you. Italian
women look around to see who's looking
at them."

1 was glad for the conversation, My life
in Florence had been lonely, 1'd arrived at
my amall apartment in the Via di Tripoli
tov find that 1 was a bit cut off from the
world because I didn’t have a TV (which
would have been enormously helpiul in
learning the language) and was unable o
dial out from my phone. | warded off
lonesomeness by staying in contact with
friends via email from one of Florence's
many Intermet cafes.

My first challenge, linguistically speak-
ing. was to wallpaper ower years of
Spanish, trading essers and sabers for
esseres and saperes, For the first two weeks,
when called upon to speak, 1 delivered a
polvglot pastiche.

I woke to the bells of Santa Croce.
Come mid-April, | would also wake
throughout the night to the sound of
IS |1|.|mi:||5 in my ears, The Armn
is a mosquito incubator; come sundown,
the creatures get in through the cracks of
old apartment buildings. Bug-killing
products fail 1o stop the pests that make
sleep a torment throughout the summer,

Journal entry, March 27: My tongue is
locked inside my head. I understand the
lessons well enough, but the route from
the Brain to the mouth 12 a tortuous one,
The ltalians open their mowths wide
when they speak. I realize thar [ should-
n't feel self-conscious abour proseancing
elaborately.
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Went to Vemice this weekend, and was
Sfavarred with Californtan co-travelers who
never tired of calling Bologna “baloney.” 1
left iy passport i Florence for safekeep-
intg, forgetting that you need one to register
at any hotel in fraly, At the Hotel
Colonlrina, I got the last room, thanks to
the fact that they still had my passpert on
record from five months age. I checked in
and went to see my friend Andrea,

In [taly, being married puts a damper
on one'’s dating life, but doesn't annihilate
it. Italians are not extremists. Over a
refreshing spremuta, Andrea swore that
now that he was married, he only had two
or three bovers per year.

Jowrnal entry, March 28: I ook a guided
tower foday, spossored by the Bstituto, of my
own neighborhood’s Basilica di Santa
Croce, Ieloved of Michelangelo. Our guide
drew our attemtion in particular o
Dosratelle’s statue of the Annunciation of

Make the Most of an
Intensive Language Course
By Nicole Rosenleaf Ritter

aking several intensive language courses

has taught me some simple ways to make
the mast af the experience—whether it's two
wieks in Paris or teo months in Guatemala:

+ Diecide what you want., If you lave a spe-
cific goal, like learning Japanese o commui-
cate with clients, you'll probably want
choose a schoal that caters to business learn-
ers. If you're taking survival Malian for fun,
vou can take a more relaxed approach,

» Research  your  accommodations
options. Most schools offer housing with a
family e intensify the language-learning
experbence. Homestays vary, and il you have
specific linguistic needs, if's best o talk w
your schoal before your arrival. The orgamiz-
ers should know which families have an
Enplish speaker to assist beginners, for exam-
ple, If you prefer more privacy, apt for anath-
er housing aption,

* Know your learning style before you go.
I'm a visual learner, 50 | know 1o bring plenty
of inddex cards to make homemade Aashcards
Other students might bring small tape
recorders b aid in their karning process.,

= Take the placement vest, [1s best bo be in
the level that works for you, whether it's high-

Mary, in which Mary's body is curved in a
way that expresses her simultaneous will-
ingress and reluctance o assume the bur-
den asked of her.

Florence is filled with Annunciations
Annunciations and mosquitoes.  The
Florentines once considered the moment of
Mary's acceptance of her role as the mother
of the savior to be the beginning of history.
Counting nine months’ backward from
Drecember 25, then, they assigned March 25
as the date of that beginning. March 25 was,
for centuries, the beginning of the
Florentine calendar, which has made i dif:
ficult for historians o identify birthdates
and trace documents,

Jeurnal entry, March 30 Two inferest-
ing things happen when one is learning a
language somewhat quickly. 1. The lessons
take abowr two days to sink o 20 What
wats hard becormes easy when one has to
meirve o, T8 ars if the mriind deciades in's time

er or lowwer than youn Iudm"jmllp imasimd.
And don't be afraid to ask 1o be moved 1o a
different level.

» Speak up—in and out of class, The anly
way b lbearn is to participate, regardless of
henw intimidated you might feel. IF you don't
ey, you'll mever improve. 1% especially
important o force yoursell 1o speak outside
the classroam. The risk is greater. but so are
the rewands.

+ Gt caltaral, Most schools offer films,
trips, lectares, and nosscadenic bessons (like
cooking, dance, or music) 10 complement
language courses, Don't pass wp the chance w
b invabred—it will teach you ahout the real-
world usage of the language.

= Do your homework. Sure it's a drag to
pull vut your Portuguese notebook on the
beach in Rio, but if you dont study, youTl end
up wasting your time and that of your teacher
and classaeates,

+ Make time for sloep, Learning a foreign
language In an immersion seiting s hand
work and you will be tred. Don't hesitate 1w
spplemem your nightly rest with some cat
naps—preferably outside the classroom.
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to stop struggling with what was new info
twe days ago in erder to make room for
miorye todary. For this reason, it really is pro-
ductive to mowe the student along, evwn
while she is less than master of the infor-
mation already covered.

My second instructor, Flena, told me
that | spoke Malian well and shoukdn't be
afraid 1o speak. She'd noticed 1 reverted 1o
English under duncss. | 10dd her that shop-
keepers  sometimes  answered me in
English. She assured me this was due less
to a desire to humble me than to an
assumption that | would prefer to speak
English, reminding me that Florence
relied on tourism.

remcmber the wornds for koc or on the mocks,
s 1 tried “wulbe pictre grandi,” or “on the big
stones.” Fortunately, he had a sense of
haermor, He asked me if 1'd like 0 order
something to eat, and | panicked. As far as |
coubd judge. I'd answered that | wasn't par-
ticularly famous, though | knew his cousin
was wery beief, bul thanks, amyway.
Bemused, be retired with a sample ~Progo,”
no doubt 10 consider more choscly my
observations about his bloodline. | keft 2 big
tip and wenit 10 buy another pair of dhocs,

Jowrnal ewtey, April 3 The promoun
form “ne” almost made me ory today.
That, combined with the future perfect
aind direct and indirect object changes and
tramsitive amd intransitive verbs, mearly
undid me. To sy nothing of polite verl
Sorens and prommens, [ have now forgotten
presend fenge and 90 peroent of mry alveady
limited Ialian vocaludary, Mistakes |
wonldn't ave made two weeks age in the
past perfect fende | am mow making with
regularity. Verk forms amd reflexive pro-
riares e analrift i vy mevid,

Sexwality is rampant kere. A plethora of
ads features variations on @ nel-very-sub-
thr “come-hither™ theme: Men and women
are shown topless or almost so with hands
beaded down their pants, Ovne mannedisin
evem saw fit fo have her ﬂyplmndy
unzipped. And since, being a mannequin,
she had a good figure (let's call her “she™),
the [talian men no doubt exercised them-
sebves on the sulroct of how best to elicit a
resportse from her,

My instructor told me that women in
their fifties came to Italy for sexual
adventures, sometimes even to pay the
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“gigoli” who hang around the Duomao.
She said that lulian men are newly
intimidated because women now want
quality scx, whereas before they expecied
livtle.
m_ln'md' entry, April 1% The unification
of Italy is a fullacy along the lines of the
idens of @ Usited States that is somehow
homogencous. The folks ar the Iatituto told
e they considered a trip to the South—rno
Sicily or Calabria, for example—te by a
frip b foreign countey. Milan is regarded
less as am Ttafinn city than as a European
ome alowg the lines of Zurich. My newest
aimad third fnstructor, Silvia, complaing,
morcover, that since the Tuscan drlect is
nl-r n‘n-!un lamguage, she's at a dissdvan-
when traveling o other regions of
Haly: The peopl f Naplescoul be ayin
disparaging things about her in the
Neapolitan dialect, but the'd have no way
af kmawing.

As far as | could
judge, I'd answered
that | wasn't
particularly famous,
though | knew his
cousin was very brief,
but thanks, anyway.
Bemused, he retired
with a simple “Prego.”

lalians are wery competitive within
reghons, and many fod saperior o the
southerners, although they'll admit tha
the Napolitani have a grest sense of
humor, albeit with a ssdness bencath i
and that the Sicilians are very warm when
they're ot criminals. The Florentines in
particular enjoy a superiority comples,
belicving they've cornered the market on
the befla figura, Silvia made it clear that
public behavior and language in Flosence
are a cut above that of the ret of laly. And
she, like others, believed that Florentines
have a keen sesthetic sense from hiving in
a ity that's host 1o much of the Western
world's greatest art and that boasts a kind
of understated and timeless urban beauty.

For Horentine women, that acsthetic
sense trandates into an obwesion with
one's “line” An ad on the backs of com-
muter busses could be loosely tranglated
“You don’t kid around about your line.”
They're not kidding. The sire labeled
“grande™ was thice sizes 100 small for me
in Florence, Cellulite and weight loss
creams and breast perker-uppers with
names like "Seno al Top™ leter the city's

erboristeric and farmacie, Italian designers
will discuss your “line” with a franknes
unhcard in the States, as did my friend
lanmi, a lesther designer who doggedly
talked me out of short jackets that falked to
cover my derricre.

Journal entry, April 21: The ground has
given way. [ read the paper and speak well.
1 gather clips of comversation on the street.
Fve fimally reatized thar “ne” is, in owe of
its imcarnations, the equiivalent of “of it" or
“for . The realization we dowlr would
hanee come eooner i Silvia gpoke o word of
English. Today I wsead “ne”™ twice in conver-
sation, and Silvia noticed both times,
What's moere, both times the bells of the
Ducmo rang. Of course, it alwo happens to
be Holy Thursday.

Silvia’s landscape was rich with charac-
ters, stories of whom she related during L
pancsa, the 30-minute break during which
we'd go for coffee and a more social chat:
the elderly woman from Los Angeles who
was deal and yellod bad Italian ot ber; the
Fremch woman who droned in 3 mono-
tone that made Sivia nod off: the rich
Chinese woman who wore big hats
around which Silvia had 10 duck to ask if
she understood the proncuns; the
Japanese student who, after three years,
spoke virtually mo Italian., She didn’t know
exactly why he was there because she still
coubdnt understand him; she did know
that his verson of carbonara called for
adding the cgg to the boiling water while
the spaghetti was cooking.

Journal entry, May 3: Today, Silvia told
mie she wars reallly sorry | was bearvineg. Thar
I was fectering on the odge of speaking
wiell, and that mow it was fust a matter of
practice to attain facility, She told me thar
if | wanted to, | probably could find work
heve as a writer, doing opimion pieces for

I made the mistake of askiveg alrout the
impersenal verlr form which 1'd seen in
my reading but hadn't covered in my
instruction, the use of the reflexive "u"
with the third person verb form, | had to
aik! Nevertheless, [ take heart in know-
ing that comprehension will come in fwo
ddiys.

Moreover, | knew that 1'd kearned maore
than the language, more than to go 1o
Hemingways for hot chocolate, Vivoli for
gelato, or Procacci for tiny truffle sand-
wiches that are nirvana. And | knew that
I'd be back.
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