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Interweaving Italian Language and Culture through Historically Distant Memories 
 
 
In the article “Bridging Language and History in an Advanced Italian Classroom: Perspectives 
on Medieval Florentine Narratives within their Context,” published in L2 Journal (4:1, 2012), I 
proposed an upper division didactic unit aimed at introducing medieval Florentine narratives into 
Italian language instruction. During the semester spent as a Berkeley Language Center Fellow in 
fall 2013, I further developed my former project incorporating such narratives into beginning 
level (first- and second-semester) Italian language courses.  

I envision the work conducted during the fellowship semester as a starting point for a 
much larger project whose ultimate aim is to compile a comprehensive Italian language 
curriculum. This curriculum consistently interweaves language with thematically cohesive early 
cultural materials, introducing materials of progressively increasing difficulty for the language 
learners. The present paper can be viewed as a bridge between my semester’s work and the 
future project. As such, it proposes some examples that would fit into the above-described 
curriculum for first- and second-semester Italian language courses, without being exhaustive in 
scope. 
 
Why medieval Florentine culture within an Italian language curriculum? 
 
The integration of cultural materials dating back to the earliest documented stages of a particular 
civilization presents particular obstacles to instructors eager to bridge language and culture in the 
L2 classroom. Indeed, despite their vital importance, the narratives explicitly and implicitly 
recounted by these materials pertain to a past so remote that language learners may experience 
great difficulty relating to them. This sense of alienation is only compounded by the tradition of 
presenting these cultural materials as self-contained artifacts rather than as directly relevant to 
learners’ personal experiences and interests. As such, these materials are also usually divorced 
from a wider discussion about their implications for the civic and individual identity of the target 
culture being studied as well as that of the students themselves. My project aims to bridge this 
gap along with the gap between language and culture commonly seen at the beginning stages of 
language instruction. 
 Few in the academic context would dispute the value of a solid intellectual and civic 
education in fostering the continuity between a culture’s heritage and its values. I take this point 
a step further, arguing that a deeply relevant L2 curriculum requires activities that contextualize 
the chosen examples while bridging the past and the present by engaging with learners’ 
experiences. While this paper presents examples drawn from a particular aspect of the Italian 
tradition, it does so keeping in mind a widely applicable model that can be replicated in L2 
courses within virtually any tradition. This model for the integration of cultural materials drawn 
from the distant past into the L2 curriculum thus views the selected materials as dynamically 
engaged with the historical context that gave rise to them and which they shaped in turn.  

As anyone familiar with college-level Italian language textbooks knows, several of the 
leading textbooks refer to famous literary and artistic instances of Florentine civilization. 
Unfortunately, all too often, they do so in a way that de-contextualizes them culturally and 
historically, presenting them as isolated examples to illustrate the language textbook’s purposes 
by reinforcing the chapter’s theme and/or the grammatical structures contained therein. The 
typical textbook presentation is symptomatic of the gaping chasm between language teaching, on 
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the one hand, and literature and culture teaching on the other. As a result, language instruction 
acquires an instrumental role, and language itself is reduced to a neutral communicative tool that 
can to be conveniently activated as determined by the situation. Yet approaching a centuries-old 
cultural example without any synchronic reference to its context implies the obfuscation of its 
depth of historical and universal meanings, along with any possibility of eliciting a lively cultural 
discussion among learners. I argue that the integration of textual, artistic, and other cultural 
materials within L2 teaching requires their contextualization within rich and meaningful 
networks of cultural references that resonate with learners’ emotions and values. 
 The implementation of carefully planned bridging activities linking the past with 
students’ contemporary experiences highlights the complex network of relationships in which 
identity, narrative, and history are embedded. The activities presented here foster critical and 
creative re-elaborations of the ways in which memory is understood and transmitted through a 
selection of cultural materials whose forms and contents can be applied to students’ personal 
experiences and cultural backgrounds. Thus students develop self-awareness and grow 
intellectually. It should be noted that the materials produced in the context of the medieval Italian 
communities offer a privileged starting point for discussing the relationships between 
individuals, the community, artistic production, and the urban context. Among the materials 
produced in the Italian medieval context, the Florentine ones stand out due to their particularly 
high level of literary and artistic sophistication. Indeed, these materials ultimately capture the 
attempt at representing the civic identity of a newly formed community where the developing 
cultural identity was fraught with tensions. Moreover, because modern Italian is based on the 
Florentine vernacular, these textual examples are not only more comprehensible to language 
learners, but also foster awareness of the language’s diachronic development. 
 It is also evident that any text written in the distant past offers the opportunity for 
discussion of language changes; instructors who intend to integrate such texts into a cohesive 
didactic unit should expect and encourage students to ask about and comment on these features. 
More specifically, this unit’s linguistic objectives include an increased understanding that the 
target language is flexible and dynamic, not only from the synchronic point of view of different 
registers and local variations, but also from the diachronic perspective of linguistic development. 
On an even more practical level, the activities offer students the opportunity to discuss and 
incorporate keywords and concepts drawn from the texts and from the surrounding historical and 
cultural discussion into their linguistic repertoire, enabling them to communicate with greater 
confidence about issues related to individual and collective identity. Such an approach reinforces 
the mutual connection between authors’ deliberate aesthetic choices and the poignancy of a 
specific word within a literary text. 
 It is precisely the struggle to redefine personal identity in a rapidly changing community 
that makes these materials so relevant to today’s university students within the increasingly 
diverse and multicultural American context. As a result, students develop new perspectives on 
their own experiences as individuals within a globalized and multilingual world in which it is 
often difficult to associate oneself with one particular city or community, even broadly 
conceived. This goal makes it particularly important to begin introducing culturally relevant 
material from the first semester of language instruction. In fact, I propose rethinking the concept 
of a “bridge course” connecting the first four semesters of “lower-level” grammar-based 
language instruction taught by graduate students and lecturers from the “upper division” 
literature and culture courses taught by tenured faculty. Rather, the examples presented here 
presuppose a model in which there is continuity between language, culture, and literature. 
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Examples of activities that can be incorporated into first-year Italian language instruction 
 
A common example of a beginning activity often presented in first-semester courses is an 
exercise relating to the asking and giving of directions for finding generic landmarks within an 
imaginary Italian city. The following image is taken from Chapter One of Prego! An 
Introduction to Italian, one of the most prevalent first-year Italian language textbooks used in 
North America. The landmarks in question are based on the vocabulary list at the beginning of 
the chapter, giving students the impression that the generic city has been built in the service of 
the grammatical and vocabulary curriculum, and thus curtailing their sense of curiosity in the 
language. 
 

 
The skills of asking for and providing directions within a city can be successfully built by 
replacing the generic city with a specific one with a cultural heritage dating back to medieval 
times, and the famous landmarks can be used in the activity, with the additional result of building 
an awareness of the historical and cultural heritage of a specific Italian city. Of course, students 
presented with landmarks such as the tower of Giotto and the Baptistery will not necessarily 
immediately grasp the cultural importance of these landmarks. However, because they are real-
life examples integrated into a cohesive curriculum whose thematic interest centers on medieval 
culture, students build cultural awareness over time.  

At the same time, the presence of real landmarks rather than generic places corresponding 
to the chapter’s vocabulary list is a catalyst for curiosity, and the curious student in today’s world 
possesses a variety of tools at his or her fingertips to investigate the matter further. The present 
example, “Welcome to Florence!” is a case in point. The generic map is replaced here with a 
map of downtown Florence’s medieval and Renaissance landmarks, depicted rather faithfully in 
terms that convey their uniqueness and the character of the city.  
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Whereas the exercise above requires students to find the generic landmarks, the current map can 
serve as a springboard for an activity requiring students to locate specific landmarks in relation 
to each other and to downtown Florence as a whole: 
 
Activity 1: 
This is a map of present-day downtown Florence. 
Find the following landmarks. Where are they? 
una piazza … una biblioteca… 
un palazzo … una cappella … 
un battistero … un duomo … 
un campanile … un museo …  
ROLE PLAY: You are in Piazza della Signoria and must go to Piazza del Duomo. Ask a 
classmate for directions (vai… avanti/indietro, dritto; gira... a destra/sinistra,…) 
 

This activity allows students to learn keywords and key skills within a cultural context. A 
second example is an activity that revolves around the discussion of a famous work of art 
produced and still today located in downtown Florence, with which students are now somewhat 
familiar with thanks to the map and activity above. This activity presupposes that students begin 
to use the nouns and adjectives presented in the course within a culturally relevant and real-
world context. 
 
Activity 2: 
HOMEWORK: Look on Google Images for works of art in the places you saw on the map. 
Answer the following questions: 
- What do you see in ... [place] ? 
- Describe the work of art overall. 
- Who / What is represented in the work of art? 
Use the adjectives: 
alto/basso, bello/brutto, 
antico/moderno, maschile/femminile... 
 
Example: 
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 - In Piazza della Signoria, I see a statue ... it represents David … The statue is ancient, tall and 
beautiful ... 
 

As students continue to build their language skills and learn about the culture, towards 
the end of the first semester or the beginning of the second semester they can be prepared for 
textual examples that can complement the visual examples they have already been exposed to. 
For example, in the case of Florence there is a wide body of medieval chronicles describing the 
city in unique and realistic terms, and it is possible to select brief and particularly interesting 
passages and adapt them for student use, in the context of the cohesive thematic unit: 
 
Activity 3: 
A famous chronicle written by a fourteenth-century Florentine, Dino Compagni, offers the 
following description of the city: 
 

Dirò la forma della nobile città, la quale è nella provincia di Toscana, edificata 
sotto il segno di Marte, ricca e larga d’imperiale fiume d’acqua dolce il quale 
divide la città quasi per mezo, con temperata aria, povera di terreno, abondante 
di buoni frutti, con cittadini superbi e discordevoli, e ricca di proibiti guadagni, 
temuta per sua grandeza, dalle città vicine, più che amata. 

 
1) Underline the adjectives, then transcribe them and record their meanings, using a dictionary if 
necessary. 
2) Who is “Marte” (the god Mars)? According to Compagni, what is the link between the pagan 
god Mars and the “cittadini superbi e discordevoli” (haughty and discordant citizens)? 
3) What resources make Florence “ricca” (rich)? 
 

In order to enhance students’ understanding of the cultural context that produced this text, 
it might be useful to show an image of the medieval manuscript of the chronicle, corresponding 
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to the passage in question. This visual image of the text would help students build an awareness 
of the continuity between image and text, language and context: 
 

 
 
 

Students can clearly view the title of the work on the top of the manuscript page, 
“Cronica di Dino Compagni.” The passage drawn from the manuscript for the activity appears 
on the page, beginning eight lines from the bottom. Adding another rich layer of historical and 
cultural meaning, the instructor can point out to students that the smudged ink and water stains 
bear witness to the flood that plagued Florence in 1961 and affected the building that housed the 
manuscript. The flood prompted grass-root efforts on the part of thousands of young people 
interested in preserving works of artistic and cultural value. This anecdote, along with the visual 
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evidence, can help students in their effort to bridge past and present, as well as mediate between 
cultures and languages. 
           An additional opportunity to bridge past and present offered by this text is that of 
discussing with students some of the changes undergone by the Italian language between the 
fourteenth century and the present. In fact, while modern Italian is much closer to fourteenth-
century Florentine than modern English is to fourteenth-century English, the passage in question 
exemplifies some differences. For example, some words which in modern Italian have double 
consonants appear here in single consonants: mez[z]o, ab[b]ondante, grandez[z]a.  

At this point, students have been exposed to a series of examples that begin to familiarize 
them with some aspects of the relationship between medieval Florence and its citizens. Students 
can enrich their awareness of this dynamic through exposure to works of art roughly 
contemporary to Dino Compagni’s chronicle that offer a particular perspective on the matter: 
 

 
 
Activity 4: 
This fresco is the earliest representation of Florence (XIVth C.), still visible in Florence today. 
1) Describe the city. Which colors are used? What are the buildings’ features? 
2) Can you identify any buildings you saw in the map of downtown Florence we studied earlier 
[provided again during this activity]? Which ones? 
Examples: il battistero …  
         il campanile … 
         il duomo … 
 
Now, look at the fresco in its entirety: 
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1) Describe the fresco. Who are the characters represented? 
2) Where is the city located within the fresco? Describe the city’s position in relation to the 
characters depicted (alto-basso, destra-sinistra …) 
3) How are Florence’s citizens represented? How does this compare to Dino Compagni’s 
description? 
 
As a follow-up activity connecting the in-class work to their own experience, students will select 
a visual representation of their city and present it in class. The selected photos, postcards, 
advertisements, online images and pictorial representations must represent particular aspects of 
the students’ cities, and their ensuing presentations will allow them to integrate nouns and 
adjectives which they learned through the unit on medieval Florence, at the same discussing the 
same theme of the relationship between city and citizen which emerges in the medieval texts and 
images the students have approached in class. 
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Concluding remarks 
 
The examples here are to be taken as part of a larger model, one that can be replicated by 
instructors of any language wishing to integrate materials related to the past into their 
curriculum. The considerations offered in this final section are offered for the benefit of 
instructors engaged in the creation of a cohesive unit suitable for integration into their language 
courses. 

First and foremost, it is crucial to select materials that are part of a recognizable linguistic 
and cultural tradition associated with the target language, so that students have a sense of the 
continuity between their language skills and the texts they are reading, as well as between the 
language and culture. It is generally preferable to choose examples that have acquired a 
particular resonance over the centuries, or which comprise a set of particularly powerful 
historical memories. In this way, students are more likely to perceive the materials as relevant 
and engaging, rather than arbitrary. 

The instructor is responsible for defining and providing the scope and context of the unit. 
This will enable students to develop linguistic, cultural, and historical skills that are reciprocally 
reinforcing and enriching. Moreover, in order not to fall into the trap of privileging content, no 
matter how interesting and engaging, over learning, instructors must clearly define the learning 
objectives for each step of the process and the unit as a whole. The overarching objectives will 
help the instructor ease students incrementally along from one step to the next.  

Along the same lines, the students’ engagement with materials relating to the past must be 
aimed at helping students bridge past and present, their own culture and the target culture, their 
own experience and that of others, rather than present the past for its own sake. As a result, 
students will gain increased understanding of issues that influence individual and cultural 
identity.  

While each instructor is likely to have a favorite author, mode or genre, it is vital for a unit of 
this sort to include a wide range of elements, comprised of interrelated and interwoven textual 
and visual examples, material culture, and, where relevant, music and film. As an additional 
advantage, the variety of materials presented increases students’ level of engagement while at the 
same time conveying a sense of linguistic and cultural complexity. This results in a higher level 
of student investment in critical re-assessment and re-elaboration of ideas. 

This model ultimately interweaves personal experience with engagement with the language, 
history and culture, fostering reflections and connections relating to self and other, as well as 
past and present. As students proceed through the unit, they increasingly build a sense of 
resonance with the contextualized presentation of materials pertaining to a historical past from 
which they may have initially felt alienated. Thus, this approach aims at integrating language, 
history, literature, and culture while developing and enhancing students’ own critical awareness 
in relation to the community or communities to which they feel connected. 
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