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			A tutti gli italiani che hanno condiviso la loro lingua—
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TO ALL THE ITALIANS WHO HAVE SHARED THEIR LANGUAGE—AND THEIR LIFE—WITH ME

		

	
		
			
				Il cor di tutte
Cose alfin sente sazietà, del sonno,
Della danza, del canto e dell’amore,
Piacer più cari che il parlar di lingua,
Ma sazietà di lingua il cor non sente.

			

			
				Of all things, the heart grows sated—
Of sleep, of love, of sweet song, and merry
   dance—
Things which give more pleasure than the
   tongue does in speech,
And yet of the tongue the heart is never sated.

			

			
				GIACOMO LEOPARDI, 1798–1837
Italian poet, essayist, and philosopher
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I am neither a linguist nor a scholar, but throughout La Bella Lingua, I have tried to use the most widely accepted forms of Italian spelling and punctuation. If I have committed any strafalcioni, the Italian word for blatant linguistic blunders, I apologize. The fault is entirely mine. La colpa è solo mia.
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			“LEARNING A NEW LANGUAGE IS LIKE GROWING a new head,” a European friend told me long ago. “You see with new eyes, hear with new ears, speak with a new tongue.” Neuroimaging has proved her right: the mental gymnastics of groping for even the simplest words in a different language ignites brand-new clusters of neurons and synapses. And so I, lacking a single drop of Italian blood, can nonetheless claim something utterly, wholly, irrevocably Italian as my own: the language hot spots that have been growing steadily deep within my brain for more than a quarter-century.

			Never did I—a sensible woman of sturdy Polish peasant stock—expect to become madly, gladly, giddily besotted with the world’s most luscious language. But when I traveled through Italy on a mostly mute maiden voyage, Italians had talked constantly to, at, and around me. Yearning for a few words to offer in return, I decided to study their language.

			My first teacher was an intense young woman from the Abruzzi who had recently moved with her new American husband to San Francisco. She insisted that I repeat an Italian sentence that translated into “I am going into the corridor to smoke a cigarette.”

			“But I don’t smoke,” I objected.

			“Italians smoke,” she countered. “Signora, questa frase è importante.”

			“It’s not important to me,” I persisted. “I am never, ever going into a corridor in Italy to smoke.”

			She sighed. I changed the subject and asked her what she missed most about Italy. “La piazza,” she said as wistfully as if it were the name of a loved one left behind. After a few seconds, she added, “La domenica.”

			“Sundays?”

			“When you go to Mamma’s.” She began to sob. Shortly thereafter she packed up and returned to Italy.

			My next teacher, an aspiring actress who taught Italian to local children, displayed picture books of baby ducks and puppies. When I balked at learning ninnananne (lullabies), she handed me off to her father, who taught Italian at the local community college. Tony, a trim Neapolitan who biked over the hills to my home, would break into arias, dropping to one knee to serenade me with “E lucevan le stelle” and “Che gelida manina.” One day, arriving in a fierce rainstorm, he shook himself dry on the doormat and unforgettably taught me a new word by proclaiming himself inzuppato—literally “dunked in the soup.”

			Soon I was a goner, inebriated with Italian’s sounds, lovesick for its phrases. My next classroom was a Sausalito bungalow festooned with so many cherubs and hearts that I thought of its voluptuous owner as la mia Valentina. A Romana (and professional chef) of indeterminate age with henna hair and a full figure Italians might describe as abbondante, she served me delectable merende (snacks) and juicy tales of long-ago lovers.

			“Aspetta!” (“Wait!”), Valentina would prompt as she eased the cork from a bottle of prosecco and then sighed at the sound of its pop. “Viene!” (“She comes!”) From her I learned my first smattering of parolacce, or naughty words, as well as slang for various anatomical parts. I have never looked at a fig in the same way since.

			At the ItaLingua Institute, a warm and welcoming pezzo d’Italia (piece of Italy) in the Bay Area, I took seminars on opera, art, manners, poetry, architecture, wine, and cinema. In grammar workshops with its native-born teachers, I paddled through Italian’s treacherous tenses, trying to navigate the confounding conditional and the slippery subjunctive. With even greater effort I struggled to corral its impish pronouns, which flit from the front to the back of sentences, disappear entirely, or latch on to verbs like fleas to a cat’s ear.

			Crossing the line from tourist to scholar, I decided I was ready to study in Italy. However, the first teacher I had arranged to study with developed a leg cramp while swimming off the Amalfi coast. A Sicilian prince sailing nearby swept her onto his private yacht—and then into a castello by the sea. She never again gave lessons—or, for all I know, decamped from her royal digs. I had better luck at a private school in a Renaissance villa in Assisi, where a distinguished professor, Angelo Chiuchiù, headed a faculty of striking young women (who did indeed excuse themselves to smoke cigarettes in the corridor).

			Although my basic grammar skills earned an encouraging “Complimenti!,” il professore grimaced at my accent. “Non è bello,” he said, recounting an anecdote about Richard Strauss, who told an orchestra that they were playing all the right notes yet not making music. I must have looked crestfallen, for he hastened to assure me that this was “un problemino,” a teeny-tiny problem. All that I had to do was talk with more Italians.

			Returning to Italy every year since then, I improved my Italian in the most tried-and-true way: by tripping over my tongue and learning from my mistakes. At Camponeschi, our favorite restaurant in Rome, the waiters giggled when they overheard me describe the wonderful view from our apartment terrace of the roofs of Rome. Instead of the masculine tetti (roofs, pronounced tet-tee), I had used the feminine slang tette (tits, pronounced tet-tay).

			After other embarrassing slips, I learned to hold double consonants for three beats to avoid saying “ano” (anus—and its cruder forms) instead of “anno” (year). On a boat we chartered to Sardinia I invited our co-captains Ferruccio and Erasmo (an Italian George Clooney look-alike) to accompany us to dinner in Porto Rotondo because after so much time together I feared that my husband was getting bored—except I said that he was getting boring. (It made for an interesting three days at sea.)

			Somewhere en route to fluency, I turned into Diana, pronounced Dee-ahn-aah, and entered a parallel universe where I wear my heels higher and my necklines lower, dance barefoot under the Tuscan moon, and swim in island coves so blue that the Italians say the color twice: azzurro-azzurro. Best of all, I have realized how right the British author E. M. Forster was when he urged visitors to drop “that awful tourist idea that Italy’s only a museum of antiquities and art.” “Love and understand the Italians,” he urged, “for the people are more marvelous than the land.” Indeed they are—and I have had the good fortune both to love and understand some of them and to be loved and understood in return.

			In our stays at historic Monte Vibiano Vecchio, which produces outstanding Umbrian wines and olive oil, Lina, our adopted nonna (grandmother), showed me and my daughter, Julia, whom she dubbed her coccolona (cuddly one), how to impastare our hands with dough and roll pici, the local pasta, to cook on the cantankerous old stove she calls la bestia. Its gracious owners, Andrea and Lorenzo Fasola Bologna, taught us not just the names but the tastes of wines made with Sangiovese, Syrah, Sagrantino, Merlot, and Montepulciano grapes.

			My friend Carla Nutti, a va-va-voom gorgeous blonde, instructed me in how to bargain with vendors at the Sunday flea market on the Tiber and how to negotiate Rome’s slippery cobblestones in heels (you shift your weight to the ball of the foot as if tiptoeing). On shimmering Sunday afternoons, she and I would sit on a shady terrace as she read me poems by Giacomo Leopardi, a brooding nineteenth-century intellectual whose words seemed to dance in the breeze.

			Being married to a psychiatrist turned out to be an even greater advantage in Italy than it is in the United States. Although many Italians might never go (or admit going) to a psichiatra, they relish the opportunity to tell their stories to one. Long before my husband, Bob, could capisce un’ acca (understand an h) in their language, Italians would pour out their souls to me to translate for him. Bob, an accomplished nodder, listened empathically. “Mi dica” (“Tell me”), he’d say. “Ho capito.” (“I understand.”) When my Italian wasn’t nimble enough to translate his advice, I’d offer my own—for better or worse.

			This, I came to learn, is in itself italianissimo (very, very, very Italian). At grand rounds at the medical school of the University of Pisa, Galileo’s alma mater, Dottor Giovanni Cassano stepped to the lectern to introduce Bob as the day’s speaker. Deeply tanned, with spiky silver hair and gleaming white teeth, Italy’s best-known psychiatrist exuded the same charisma as the celebrities who have flocked to his care. Although they had met before, he had obviously never read Bob’s curriculum vitae.

			“Dottor Hales,” he began in Italian, “graduated from West Point, the United States Military Academy, in 1970.” He paused and reflected, “at the time of the Vietnam War.” He then observed that my husband had trained as a paracadutista (parachutist). As he skimmed ahead, his face suddenly lit up.

			“Dottor Hales,” he announced dramatically, “parachuted into Vietnam and won the highest military honors and many medals for his bravery.”

			“Che eroe!” a young doctor behind me murmured in admiration. Not comprehending a word, my husband, whose only assignment outside the continental United States had been in Hawaii, nodded, as if in modest recognition. Struggling not to laugh, I applauded the Italian knack for reassembling mere facts into a far more intriguing fiction.

			The madly ambitious idea of a book about a language other than my own grew out of a fiction-writing group I belonged to for several years. I wrote a rather dreadful novel called “Becoming Italian” about the adventures of a group of students, interspersed with notes on the language. Character, plot, and dialogue didn’t much interest me; writing about Italian was the most fun I’d ever had with a word-processing program.

			Although my Italian could keep me afloat in friendly conversations, I realized I would need much more intensive study to manage interviews and research. And so I arranged private lessons in Florence, the cradle of the language. Some American friends joked that the entire undertaking seemed a ruse to spend more time in Italy, especially when I mentioned il mio palazzo—not really mine, of course, but the Palazzo Magnani Feroni, a boutique hotel in a sixteenth-century palace in the charming neighborhood of San Frediano. I arrived in a cold, rainy March, and the managers—all beautiful, dynamic young women—upgraded me from a studio to a suite named Beatrice (for Dante’s muse), with lavishly decorated ceilings, Venetian chandeliers, and handmade soaps presented like jewels in a velvet-lined case so each guest could choose a favored scent.

			Best of all, I could climb a sixty-step staircase to the terrace of a medieval tower with a 360-degree view of Florence’s spectacular skyline and distant hills. Last year Bob and I celebrated our thirtieth wedding anniversary on this magical perch with a romantic dinner for two, a cake with our names entwined with hearts, and an exquisite bouquet that was a special gift from the lovely ladies who have been my cheerleaders from the very beginning of this project.

			I found another cheerleader and coconspirator in San Francisco, Alessandra Cattani, the diction tutor for the San Francisco Opera. A Romana who migrated to the United States years ago, she taught me Italian the way Italians learn the language—through fairy tales, comic books, epic poems, classic novels, operas, folk songs, movies, newspapers, and hours and hours of chatting (chiacchierare) in Italian.

			I began each session with a mantra: “Sono italiana, sono italiana, sono italiana” (“I am Italian, I am Italian, I am Italian”). I must see with Italian eyes, Alessandra would remind me, hear with Italian ears, speak with Italian rhythms.

			“How would you say, ‘Give me a kiss’?” Alessandra asked one day.

			“Dammi un bacio,” I replied, somewhat taken aback by the query.

			“No, no, no,” she chastised gently, explaining that the combination of n and b strikes an Italian ear as molto brutta, so I must run them together into an m.

			“Dammi umbacio!” I dutifully repeated, although this phrase seemed even less likely to enter my conversations in Italy than the one that would excuse me to smoke in the hallway.

			I was wrong. One of the many Italians who coached me in their language asked for a kiss (and, yes, he said umbacio) the first time we met. When I pulled away, he added the irresistible kicker, “But I’m eighty-seven!” Born into the Sicilian aristocracy, Ignazio Leone fled as a boy with his family to Florence during World War II. By listening to the state-sponsored radio, he taught himself perfectly enunciated Italian. In conversations with him at Libri d’Arte, his antique shop near the Ponte Vecchio, I learned the words for, and the stories behind, his heirloom jewelry, rare books, archaeological oddities, antique dolls, and other treasures.

			Rather than contacting perfect strangers and asking them questions (as I have done routinely as a journalist in the United States), I had to find sources the Italian way—by building a network, conversation by conversation, person by person, friend by friend. I doubted if I’d ever hear back from a real VIP (Italians pronounce this abbreviation veep). But one evening as Bob and I were taking our usual passeggiata through Rome’s tranquil Borghese gardens, I heard the squillo, or ring, of my tiny Italian telefonino in his trouser pocket.

			“Your pants are ringing!” I said, taking the phone from him to talk to our friend Roberto, whose call I was expecting.

			“Ciao, Roberto!” I said merrily.

			“Ma, Diana, sei proprio brava! Come sai il mio nome?” (“But Diana, you are really great. How did you know my name?”)

			It wasn’t our friend Roberto, but the voice sounded oddly familiar. As I struggled to keep up with his rapid-fire Italian, I realized that the caller was the actor Roberto Benigni, a friend of a friend of a friend’s. “If you love my language,” he declared, “I love you.”

			When I began interviewing linguists, historian’s, and scholars at Italy’s leading language institutions, such as L’Accademia della Crusca and the Società Dante Alighieri, Lucilla Pizzolli, a young collaborator, gasped that I was being “un po’ audace”—a bit daring. I agreed and spent days preparing for each interview. As extra insurance, I wore great shoes (always Italian) and wrapped myself in an elegant black shawl (which I came to think of as my magic cape) so I could, at the least, fare bella figura (make a good impression).

			In time all of Italy became my schoolhouse, and virtually every Italian I met—from the ebullient Contessa Maria-Vittoria Rimbotti, who advised me to stop thinking about the language and just live in it, to a comic cast of cabbies—became a tutor. In Verona, at the home of Maestro Maurizio Barbacini, his beautiful wife, Antonella, a soprano who has performed opera’s leading roles, soared into an aria to illustrate how lyrics and music blend together. Clutching a candle in the Colosseum on Good Friday, I listened to one of the most moving lessons I’ve ever had in any language: dramatic interpretations by professional actors of the gospel descriptions of Christ’s suffering on the via crucis (the way of the cross)—a phrase Italians use, ironically and not, for any difficult path.

			My greatest resources turned out to be the Italians themselves, their deep pride in their native tongue, and their infinite patience with those who try to learn it. In contrast to the French, who praise an impeccable speaker for having une langue châtiée, which literally means “a punished tongue,” an Italian friend gave me the highest of compliments when he said that my Italian had progressed from being involto (rolled tight, like cannelloni) to disinvolto, as loose and easy, in his words, as a lasagna noodle. Then he taught me a delightful Italian tongue twister (scioglilingua):

			
				Al pozzo dei pazzi c’era una pazza
che lavava una pezza mangiando una pizza.
Arriva un pazzo e butta la pazza, la pezza,
E la pizza nel pozzo dei pazzi.

			

			
				At the well of the crazies, there was a crazy woman
Who was washing a rag eating pizza.
A crazy man arrives and throws the crazy woman, the rag,
and the pizza into the well of the crazies.

			

			Italians say that someone who acquires a new language “possesses” it. In my case, Italian possesses me. With Italian racing like blood through my veins, I do indeed see with different eyes, hear with different ears, and drink in the world with all my senses—an experience Italian encapsulates in the word sentire.

			“Sei proprio italiana” (“You really are Italian”), Roberto Scio, the owner of Il Pellicano, the seaside hotel we’ve returned to annually for twenty years, assures me—not because of the language, he notes, but of what I’ve learned from it: come far sorridere l’anima (how to make the soul smile).

			In La Bella Lingua—a true opera amorosa, a labor of love—I invite you to come along on my idiosyncratic journey through what I consider the world’s most loved and lovable language. I have cherry-picked the liveliest parts of Italian’s history and the golden eras of its literature, art, music, movies, and culture. In these pages, you will meet the people, visit the places, read the words, behold the paintings, hear the music, taste the meals, watch the movies, and discover the secrets that bring joy to my soul—and, I hope, to yours.

			Cominciamo! Let’s get started!
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		WHEN I ARRIVED IN ITALY FOR THE FIRST TIME in 1983 I knew only one Italian sentence: “Mi dispiace, ma non parlo italiano” (“I’m sorry, but I don’t speak Italian”). In my first minutes in the country, I repeated it half a dozen times, with ever-mounting panic in my voice, interspersed with pleas of “Stop this train!” Other passengers responded with concerned looks and torrents of incomprehensible Italian. Only the weary conductor followed my gaze as I pointed to my forlorn black suitcase, which the porter had left behind on the platform in Domodossola.

		“La sua valigia?” (“Your suitcase?”)

		“Sì.” I nodded, frantic that I would never be reunited with it again.

		“Non c’è problema,” he announced loudly. “Domani mattina a Milano.”

		The faces encircling me smiled in relief. “Domani mattina,” they repeated reassuringly. “Domani mattina.”

		Settling into my seat, I rolled the melodious syllables around my mouth. Yes, as soon as I arrived in Milan, I would find Signor Domani Mattina, and he would somehow retrieve my bag. In the colossal bleakness of the Milan station, I threaded my way down massive stone staircases. Late on a Sunday afternoon, everything was closed. I rushed to a man in a blue custodial uniform and entreated, “Signor Domani Mattina?”

		“No, signorina,” he said, looking confused. I whipped out my pocket English-Italian dictionary to find the Italian word for “where,” which I mispronounced as if it were the English name of a gentle white bird: “Dove?”

		“Doh-VAY!” he boomed before breaking into laughter. “No, signorina, the day after today. Domani mattina.”

		My quest for the quixotic “Mr. Tomorrow Morning” launched my journey into the Italian language. Throughout that first semisilent excursion in Italy, I delighted in the beauty of what I saw, but I craved comprehension of what I heard. I wanted to understand the waiter’s quip when he set down my cappuccino, the barzelletta (funny story) the shopkeeper told with a wink, the verbal embraces couples exchanged as they strolled at twilight. And so, unlike Italophiles who trek through frescoed churches or restore rustic farmhouses, I chose to inhabit the language, as bawdy as it is beautiful, as zesty a linguistic stew as the peppery puttanesca sauce named for Italy’s notorious ladies of the night.

		Over the last quarter-century, I have devoted countless hours and effort—enough, if applied to more practical pursuits, for the down payment on a villa in Umbria—to the wiliest of Western tongues. I have studied Italian in every way I could find—from Berlitz to books, with CDs and podcasts, in private tutorials and conversation groups, and during what some might deem unconscionable amounts of time in Italy.

		I’ve come to think of Italian as a briccone—a lovable rascal, a clever, twinkle-eyed scamp that you can’t resist even when it plays you for the fool. Croce e delizia, torment and delight, Verdi’s Violetta sang of love. The same holds true for the language his operas carried on golden wings. Yet, to an extent I never dreamed possible, Italian has become not just a passion and a pleasure but a passport into Italy’s storia—a word that means both “history” and “story.”

		As a country Italy makes no sense. Think of it: a spiny peninsula stretching from snowcapped Alps to sun baked islands, spattered with stone villages bound by ancient allegiances, a mosaic of dialects, cuisines, and cultures united into a nation barely a century and a half ago. Metternich dismissed it as a “geographic expression.” Too long to be a nation, sniffed Napoleon. Possible to govern, growled Mussolini, but useless to try. The real Italy resides somewhere beyond blood or borders in what President Carlo Azeglio Ciampi has called “la nostra prima patria” (“our first fatherland”)—its language.

		And what a language it is! Italian, handcrafted by poets and wordsmiths, embodies its native speakers’ greatest genius: the ability to transform anything—from marble to melody, from the humble noodle to life itself—into a joyous art. English, like a big black felt-nosed Magic Marker, declares itself in bold statements and blunt talk. Italian’s sleek, fine-pointed quill twirls into delicate curlicues and dramatic flourishes. While other tongues do little more than speak, this lyrical language thrills the ear, beguiles the mind, captivates the heart, enraptures the soul, and comes closer than any other idiom to expressing the essence of what it means to be human.

		Centuries before there was an Italy, there was Italian. Its roots date back nearly three millennia. According to legend, in 753 B.C., Romulus, son of the god Mars and a vestal virgin, after killing his twin brother, Remus, founded a settlement for his band of itinerant shepherds and farmers on the hills above the Tiber. Their utterances evolved into the volgare (from the Latin sermo vulgaris, for the people’s common speech), the rough-and-ready spoken vernacular. Scrappy street Latin, not the classical, cadenced rhetoric of Caesar and Cicero, gave rise to all the Romance languages, including Italian, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Romanian.

		The first miracle of Italian is its survival. No government mandated its use. No mighty empire promoted it as an official language. No conquering armies or armadas trumpeted it to distant lands. Brutally divided, invaded, and conquered, the Mediterranean peninsula remained a patchwork of dialects, often as different from one another as French from Spanish or English from Italian. Sailors from Genoa couldn’t understand—or be understood by—merchants from Venice or farmers from Friuli. Florentines living in il centro, the heart of the city, couldn’t speak the dialect of San Frediano, my favorite neighborhood, on the other side of the Arno.

		Italian as we know it was created, not born. With the same thunderbolt genius that would transform art in the Renaissance, writers of fourteenth-century Florence—Dante first and foremost—crafted the effervescent Tuscan vernacular into a language rich and powerful enough to sweep down from heaven and up from hell. This priceless living legacy, no less than Petrarch’s poetry, Michelangelo’s sculptures, Verdi’s operas, Fellini’s movies, or Valentino’s dresses, is an artistic masterwork.

		Through centuries of often brutal foreign domination, words remained all that Italy’s people could claim as their own. “When a people has lost homeland and liberty, their language takes the place of a nation and of everything,” observed Luigi Settembrini, a nineteenth-century Neapolitan “professor of eloquence” who dedicated his life to the language that came to define Western civilization. “Italians” gave the name “America” (a tribute to the Florentine navigator Amerigo Vespucci) to Americans; created the first universities, law and medical schools, banks, and public libraries; taught diplomacy and manners to Europe; showed the French how to eat with a fork; mapped the moon (in the 1600s); split the atom; produced the first modern histories, satires, sonnets, and travelogues; invented the battery, barometer, radio, and thermometer; and bestowed on the world the eternal gift of music.

		Yet as a national spoken tongue, Italian, practically born yesterday, is nuovissimo (very, very new), says the noted linguist Giuseppe Patota in an interview in his apartment in Rome. Rallying for one nation united by one language, Italians won their country’s independence in 1861, almost a century later than the United States. At the time four in five of its citizens were illiterate. Fewer than 10 percent spoke Italian exclusively or with greater ease than a local dialect. Not until 1996—135 years after unification—did more than half of Italians report using italiano standard (the national language) rather than dialect outside their homes. Word by word, generation by generation, village by village, the people of the peninsula became Italian speakers.

		Ever-growing numbers of people around the world are trying to do the same. English may be the language everyone needs to know, but Italian is the language people want to learn. With only an estimated 60 to 63 million native speakers (compared to a whopping 1.8 billion who claim at least a little English), Italian barely eclipses Urdu, Pakistan’s official language, for nineteenth place as a spoken tongue. Yet Italian ranks fourth among the world’s most studied languages—after English, Spanish, and French. In the United States, Italian has become the fastest-growing language taught in colleges and universities. So popular is the “new French,” as the New York Times dubbed it, that parents—and not just those of Italian descent—are sending toddlers to piccole scuole (little schools) to learn it.

		This trend mystifies many. When I mentioned my Italian studies to a venture capitalist in San Francisco, he asked if I could have chosen a less practical language. I might have cited Urdu, but I saw his point. My husband can unfurl his college French (or at least a few tattered remnants of it) everywhere from Paris to Polynesia, and Spanish unlocks the keys to an entire atlas of nations. Only four countries other than Italy—Switzerland, Croatia, San Marino, and Slovenia, along with the Vatican—recognize Italian as an official language. No scientific society, multinational trade association, or global enterprise, even if based in Italy, requires Italian as its lingua franca. And certainly tourists can get by with a smile and a ciao in a country that has been serving, seducing, and satisfying foreigners for centuries.

		So why do so many people want to study Italian? “I suspect it is because Italy and the Italian language are perceived as beautiful, fun, and sexy,” observed Stephen Brockman, a professor at Carnegie Mellon University, in a recent essay called “A Defense of European Languages,” adding, “And why not? I can’t see anything wrong with that.” The Italian newspaper La Repubblica, reporting on the boom in Italian courses at American universities, cited the soaring popularity of Italian food, fashion, art, architecture, music, and culture and noted that Americans see Italian “come una lingua polisensoriale capace di aprire le porte al bello” (“as a multi sensory language able to open the gates to beauty”).

		I bring the question of Italian’s eternal appeal to the language’s oldest and most prestigious champion: the Società Dante Alighieri, founded in 1889, with some five hundred branches spanning the globe, from Australia to Argentina to Nepal to Croatia. Its offices in Rome’s Palazzo Medici, once the ornate home of the Florentine ambassador, are a shrine to the language, with shelves of leather-bound volumes lining the walls of the high-ceilinged rooms, and busts of Dante and other literary giants mounted on pedestals.

		In these hallowed halls, Luca Serianni, a renowned professor of the history of the Italian language at Rome’s La Sapienza University and one of the Società’s consiglieri, tells me that the foreigners thronging to Italian classes around the globe are seeking more than vocabulary and grammar. “You cannot separate our language from our culture,” he explains. “When you learn Italian, you enter our history, our art, our music, our traditions.”

		In fact, you enter the Italian soul. Acclaimed as the most musical of tongues, Italian is also the most emotionally expressive. Its primal sounds—virtually identical to those that once roared through Roman amphitheaters and forums—strike a chord in our universal linguistic DNA.

		“Pronto!” (“Ready!”), Italians say when they answer the telephone. And ready they are—to talk, laugh, curse, debate, woo, sing, lament. Their native tongue conveys a sense of something coming alive. Its sinewy verbs flex like muscoli (muscles), from a Latin word for “little mice,” scampering under the skin. In Italy the ubiquitous @ in e-mail addresses mischievously curls into a chiocciola, or snail, just as a spiral staircase spins into a scala a chiocciola. Rome’s local dialect describes a tightwad as someone with pockets in the shape of a snail.

		Even ordinary things—such as a towel (asciugamano) or handkerchief (fazzoletto)—sound better in Italian. The reasons start with its vigorous vocali, or vowels, which look like their English counterparts but sound quite different. In my first formal class in Italian, the teacher had us look in a mirror as we mouthed a-e-i-o-u in the flat English manner and then in the more emphatic Italian style, with the vowels puffing our cheeks, tugging at our lips, and loosening our jaws.

		An Italian a slides up from the throat into an ecstatic “aaaah.” Its e (pronounced like a hard English a) cheers like the hearty “ay” at the end of hip-hip-hooray. The i (which sounds like an English e) glides with the glee of the double e in bee. The o (an English o on steroids) is as perfectly round as the red circle Giotto painted in a single stroke for a pope demanding a sample of his work. The macho u (deeper, stronger, and longer than its English counterpart) lunges into the air like a penalty kick from Italy’s world-champion soccer team, the Azzurri (the Blues).

		Sounds of all sorts take on different accents in Italian. Rather than with a sloppy “ah-choo,” an Italian sneezes with a daintier “eccì.” Italian distinuishes between the sound of swallowing water (glu glu glu) and chewing food (gnam gnam gnam). Bells ring din don dan. Trains ciuff-ciuff. Motors vrum-vrum. Clocks tic-tac. Guns fire with a pim pum pam. A telephone’s busy signal stutters tuu tuu tuu. Over the years I’ve been awakened by little birds that cip cip cip, dogs that abbaiano, roosters that go chicchirichì, and crickets that cri-cri-cri. In the morning, Bambola, the mangy stray cat who has become my pet at the villa we rent every summer, curls onto my lap and fa le fusa (purrs).

		A color becomes more than a hue in Italian. A giallo (yellow) refers to a mystery—in life, literature, or movies—because thrillers traditionally had yellow covers. A Telefono Azzurro (blue telephone) is a hotline for abused children; a settimana bianca (white week), a ski holiday in winter; and a matrimonio in bianco (white wedding), an unconsummated and ostensibly unhappy marriage. While Americans who overspend their budgets wind up in the red, Italians go to the green (al verde), an expression that dates back to the time when the base of a candle was painted green. When the flame burned down to the green, people, presumably out of money to buy another, ran out of light as well. According to another etymological explanation, al verde refers to the hapless state of a gambler who has lost everything—il proprio gruzzoletto, his hard-earned life savings—and sees only the bare playing table, traditionally green, in front of him.

		Prince Charming always appears as Principe azzurro (the blue prince). Viola (purple) triggers so much apprehension that the wife of the Italian consul in San Francisco stopped our interview to ask me to switch to a different pen. Italians, she explained, associate purple with Lent, when drapes of that color shroud church statues. For many centuries, theaters closed during this penitential season so actors and singers lost their jobs and incomes. Because of their misfortune, unlucky purple became a color to avoid.

		Italians basic word chest, as tallied in a recent dictionary, totals a measly 200,000, compared to English’s 600,000 (not counting technical terms). But with a prefix here and a suffix there, Italian words multiply like fruit flies. Fischiare (whistle) sounds merry enough, but fischiettare means “whistling with joy.” No one wants to be vecchio (old), but invecchiare (to become old) loses its sting—and, according to an Italian proverb, no one does so al tavol0 (at table). Sooner or later we all may end up in a garbuglio, or muddle, but stumbling through the syllables of ingarbugliarsi is sure “to get (you) muddled.” A sign outside a rustic osteria (a tavern serving simple food) summarized its entire menu in three variations on a single word: pranzo (lunch)—fifteen euro; pranzetto (lighter lunch)—ten euro; pranzettino (bite to eat)—five euro.

		I might never have appreciated such linguistic finesse if not for Niccolò Tommaseo, a nineteenth-century essayist and iconoclast (arrested and exiled for his political views) whose passions included women and words. He demonstrated his devotion to the latter by compiling the Dizonario dei sinonimi, an encyclopedic narrative dictionary of Italian synonyms, published in 1830, and unmatched in any other language and literature. Italian alone, he contended—and in particular the Tuscan dialect that shaped the language—captures life’s sfumature (nuances), the same word Italian uses for Leonardo’s subtle brushstrokes.

		“It is worth learning Italian just for the pleasure of reading Tommaseo’s dictionary,” Maurizio Borghi, a visiting professor from Milan, tells me during an interview at the University of California, Berkeley. Rather than compiling a straightforward list of words, Tommaseo played with Italian’s treasure chest of metaphors and diminutives in a mammoth collection of 3,579 synonyms, from abbacare (to daydream) to zuppa (soup). As soon as I read a sampling, I pegged him as a kindred soul, as captivated as I by the ability of Italian words to take flight, soar, spin, dip, and pirouette with incomparable flair.

		Take, for instance, Tommaseo’s entry on Italy’s national pastime (past and present): flirting, which translates into fare la civetta, or “make like an owl.” Only Italian distinguishes between a civettino, a precocious boy flattering a pretty woman; a civettone, a boorish lout doing the same; a civettina, an innocent coquette; and a civettuola, a brazen hussy. A giovanotto di prima barba (a boy who starts flirting even before growing a beard) may turn out to be a damerino (dandy), a zerbino (doormat), a zerbinetto (lady-killer), or a zerbinotto (a fop too old for such foolishness). If he becomes a cicisbeo, he joins a long line of Italian men who flagrantly courted married women.

		I’ve met every one of these varieties over the years. On my first trip to Florence, I was craning out the window of a taxi to take in the Duomo’s multistriped magnificence when I felt a hand sliding up my skirt.

		“What are you doing?” I snapped at the young driver.

		“Just looking,” he responded in English, although that’s not what he was doing. (Italians picked up this phrase, I later learned, from the standard American reply to a shopkeeper’s offer of help.) For the most part, Italian flirts keep their hands to themselves and rely on their looks—and their lines. Most have complimented my eyes, a quite ordinary green that passes unnoticed in the United States but grabs attention on the streets of Florence. A few years ago at a festive reception in that city, two men behind me—never thinking I might understand Italian—began debating whether my eyes were the color of giada (jade) or smeraldo (emerald). When one seemed to imply that I had an artificial eye, I couldn’t stay silent any longer.

		“No, no, no, signora,” the speaker protested, explaining that to him my eyes seemed made of porcelain, created by an artist greater even than those of his native city. “Bellini” (“little beauties”), he added, using one of the ubiquitous diminutives that sweeten the language like the heaps of sugar Italians add to a thimbleful of espresso.

		Vento (wind) melts into venticello (a nice little breeze); caldo (hot) snuggles into calduccio (nice and warm). When an Italian stuffs cash in appreciation or anticipation of a favor into an envelope, a busta becomes a welcome bustarella. A tiny tail at the end of the word transforms the coarse culo into culetto (a sweet little baby bottom) or culoni (big butts), a popular nickname for Americans. The Italian physicist Enrico Fermi (1901–1954) added the term neutrino (little neutral one) for a particle even smaller than the neutron, to the scientific lexicon. In music prestissimo means a little faster than presto (fast) and andantino not as slow as andante (slow).

		Although endings such as -ino, -otto, or -ello are generally endearing, my Italian friends warn me to beware of anyone asking for a little anything, whether it’s a tiny little moment of your time (attimino), a peck of a kiss (bacino), or a bit of help (aiutino). Bigger (indicated with-one as in torrione for big tower) isn’t necessarily better. Italians mistrust a parolone (a big meaningless word) in the mouths of politicians and scoff at sporcaccioni (dirty old men). Suffixes such as -astro, -ucolo, or -accio also spell trouble. No one wants to hire an avvocatuccio (small-time lawyer), read the works of a poetucolo (untalented poet), wear a cappellaccio (ugly hat), or drive on a stradaccia (bad road).

		Just about everything that can be said has been said in Italian—then rephrased, edited, modified, synthesized, and polished to a verbal gleam. It’s no wonder that a single Italian word can reveal more than an entire English paragraph. A headline in Rome captures the misadventures of Britney Spears with a nickname: la scandalosa. A historian’s description of Machiavelli as a mangiapreti (priest-eater) neatly sums up the master strategist’s religious views. An Italian friend winces and blames “il colpo della strega” (the strike of a witch, a fitting term for
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