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SURELY YO U REMEMBER the scene: After 
midnight, the morning of the fina l exam. Ash­
tray fu ll (" I onl y smoke during finals, Mom."), 

coffee POl empty as your head , which you tried des­
perately to c ram with fac ts and concepts as you read 
over your com ic books one m ore time. 

Comic books? 
No kiddin g. Some things are a little diffe rent now, 

at least in J ohn Ahern 's Italia n 103 class. Ahem is 
getting serious about Italian comic books, and his 
reasons apperu' quite sound. 

Ahern' s former students were return ing from trips 
to ItaJ y with mixed reviews of their college language 
training. Sure, they could speak Ita lian and di scu ss 
Dante and Machiave lli , but they couldn 't talk to 
a n Italian abou t !taly because they knew nothing of 
the dis tinct ly Italian experi ences ol'the last 30 years. 
Many things taken for gr a nted in ltal y were beyond 
their compreh ension. Ahern began designing a third 
sem es ter readin g course that would help fill t he void 
in Americans' knowled ge 01' modern Ita ly. 

" I was readin g a n Ita li a n magazine called Chris­
tian Fmrdly ," Ahern says, "and I saw an a l' ticle on 
the role comic books are playing in sch ools in Ital y. 
They have a tradition of the comic book as an art 
form which we don't h ave. I looked a t some of the 
thtngs they were u sing to teach Ita lian kids about 
the history oftl1e pas t 30 yea rs . This period is so con­
trover siaJ in Ita ly that they n'y not to teach it in school 
because they don't want to awake old bitte rness. 
Contemporary Ita lia n history is not even taught at 
Italian unive l'sities. But there is a series of comic 
books that deal with these subjects . I found them iJ1-
form ative, graphically well done - a nd J liked them 
because they could put a n American student in much 
the same position h e would find himself in h ad h e 
been an Italian. " 

1 n order to u se the books as langu age teaching aids, 
Ahern h ad to provide exercises, vocabularies a nd 
notes. He is well-qualified for th e task. H e earned hi s 
BA in English and Latin at Harvard and hi s PhD in 
Italian at Indiana. He lived for three years in Italy 
and is m arried to a n Italian woman. The Aherns 
spend three months every year in Ita ly while J ohn 
teach es in the Indiana University summer program 
at Bologna and his wife visits her family. 

Most of the comic book stories are exploit-suspense 
stories about Resistance heroes. They are exciti ng, 
and Ahern knows from past experience that students 
often read more than the assigned pages just to see 
how the story ends. 

"The strange disadvantage to comic books," Ahern 
says, " is tha t the Ita lian in them is far more difficult 
than that in an ordinary short story or nove l because 
it is so idiomatic. " 

Comic books provide only abou t a third of the 
course material though. Students stmt by reading 
folk tales collected by scholars from people Hving in 
the Italian countryside. 

"These s tories h ave lasted because they m'e grip-

ping," Ahern says. "They are fasc inating; they' re 
amusin g; they express the values of the people in 
the countTy. They are hard to put down once yOll stru~t 
them. And they are relatively quick a nd easy." 

After the folk tales come children 's stories by the 
Italian author Rodari, a winner of the prestigious 
Hans Christian Andersen Award for children 's lit­
erature, whose work has been translated into more 
than 20 languages. 

"He's toved and read by children all over Ita ly," 
says Ahern. "These stories transmit specific social 
values. There is a space travel story, caUed 'The 
Cosmic Chicken ,' about future shock, a bou t h ow 
children should prepare themselves to live in the 
world of the future and not in the world of their par ­
ents' pasl. " 

When the students have cut their teeth on chil ­
dren 's stories, they mo ve on to the comic books about 
the Resistance and the Fascist years . They also read 
a nd hear folk songs and Fascist populru: music of the 
period a nd compare them. And they will read a col­
lec tion of le tters by lla li ans cond emned to death by 
the Nazis and Fascists. The letters come f'l'Om all 
levels of Itall an society a nd each is prefaced with a 
short biogra phy of the writer . 

"Th ey have a great fascination," Ahem says. "This 
is not somethin g cooked up by some professor. This 
is written by a man or woman who was going to be 
shot a nd knew il. And by foUowing those biographies, 
you lea rn a lot of social background ." 

The final segment of the course is devoted to a short 
novel by Calvino, a n intern ational ly famou s Italian 
author and a former Resis ta nce fighter himself. 
While the novel is not set durin g the Res istance, it 
deal s w ith ("he valuesof'wru' and peace and is written 
for people who have just lived thmugh that period of 
Ita lian history . 

THE COURSE IS satisfying because the parts all 
fit toge ther and they lead the student to Italian 
lite ra ture over the same pa th a native Italian 

would follow. The novel the s tudents ultimately read 
refers to folk tales they encountered earlier in the 
course. The comic books make allusions to the folk 
songs and popula r music. The le tters were wlitten 
by relatives of people still living in Italy , a nd the let­
ter writers m'e now local folk heroes , a lthough theh' 
names may never appear in a history book. 

"A course of thi s kind should give a bToad exposure 
to many kinds of Italian ," Ahern says. "A student 
who com pletes this course will realize that for Itali­
ans living today, the most important experience of 
this century is what happened fTom 1939 to 1946." 

Ahern' s Italian 103 offers a ne w approach to the 
third semes ter foreign language readin g course. It is 
being offered for the fu'st time this semester , so it is 
too soon to judge its success . But certainly Ahern's 
students will have a different understandin g of ital­
ian than if they h ad read only a collection of stories 
and poems. - Dave Holman 
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