Italian Lesson

by John Martin Taylor


The narrow passageways that wind through the blackened medieval buildings always stank of dog shit and human piss. I was haunted by the mass of the buildings, and eager to capture them on film. In some areas of the old quarter of Genoa the streets are so tiny you can stretch your arms out and flatten both of your palms against the stone walls. The Genoese call them carruggi,  those little streets that snake down to the waterfront in the old walled part of the city where I used to live. When I first arrived, I learned more words in Genovese than in Italian, buying my apricots from one vendor, my eggs from another. They still spoke the peculiar dialect there, and the mushy sounds of  the language seemed to me more like French or Arabic than Italian. The food had a darker quality as well -- wilted greens and chickpeas, inky squids and flat breads pulled from ancient ovens down in the bowels of the centro storico, the old city center where I rented an apartment, six stories above the squalor. 

As an American, I was not only an anomaly, but also -- at least at first -- a welcome curiosity. I was invited in where people who had lived there all their lives never would have been.  My continued search for an open, sunny courtyard market that I had once found amidst the dark alleys and that I could never find again was frustrating, but I knew that the market was real. None of my Genoese friends could picture where I was talking about, but I had been there, for sure, and I had my purchases to prove it: antique Turkish candlesticks of tinned copper, precious saffron at half the normal price, and a miniature mosaic button from a Napoleonic uniform. 


I wandered those alleyways for hours every day, carrying my camera with me, but I was too awestruck by their ancient quality to take pictures. I also worked with available light, and there was little, if any. 
I haven’t been back to Genoa since they cleaned it up for the five-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of America. A thousand years of grime has now been scrubbed away, but when I lived there, there were still old snaggle-toothed whores, seventy if they were a day, beckoning me into doorways of beaded curtains. “Grazie, sono pede,” I’d say – “I’m gay” – but I could never make myself understood. I would stand mesmerized by the Fellini characters come to life, staring at the massive hands that fingered the top buttons of their plain black sweaters that barely concealed the vast expanses of cleavage packed into the same simple black dresses that the hip young college kids wore to the discos.

 “Dai, mainâ,” they would say – which sounded something like “Die, mind ya,” though I knew it meant, “Come on, sailor.” 


I knew I neither dressed the part of the homosexual nor acted it  (and if one thing unifies all of Italy, it’s body language), but I could never make the old prostitutes, with their dyed black hair and missing teeth, understand that I was not sexually interested in them. And I wouldn’t have wanted sex with anyone there in the old quarter, smelling as it did. 


Though I carried my camera in every alley of the old port the first six months I was there, I don’t think I took a dozen photographs. They call Genoa Il Bianco e Nero – the Black and White, and they say that it’s because of the alternating black and white layers of stones in the walls and columns of the medieval churches that punctuate the historic center. At high noon, though, when the sun actually penetrates through the slender spaces between the six- and seven-story buildings down to the stones of the streets, the light appears to flicker on and off as you meander through the ancient warren. It’s very easy to get disoriented, or lost. 

I removed a roll of color film that had been in my camera for months and switched to fast black and white, but I was afraid that it would be too grainy. The light of the Italian Riviera is justly famous for its piercingly clear quality. Blacks are pure -- twelve centuries of soot  on ardesian walls – and whites seem to hum, overwrought, like the local Rococo “singing” marble statues that will hold a note for several minutes when thumped.
I left the old city center to walk up on the fancy boulevard where the movie theatres and restaurants and expensive shops are. I picked up some vine charcoal at the pen merchant’s and had the local cartaio make me the whitest paper I could afford. Three weeks later, I spent half of my remaining money on 50 sheets of dingy, but toothy, drawing paper, a full meter long and two-thirds wide. 

I went to see the whores, with whom I had had a passing acquaintance for half a year, but they would have nothing to do with me. I offered to pay them to model. I wanted to draw their missing teeth that mimicked the black and white bands of stones on the medieval buildings.  I wanted to describe their breasts in charcoal on paper, ghostly white bulges bursting out of black dresses two sizes too small. I wanted to capture the city on film – so that you could smell the dog shit and feel the dizzying effect of the flickering noonday sun on the ancient steps leading down to the sea -- the bright Meditteranean abutting the city carved out of stone. 

The whores wouldn’t beckon me the way they had, though, and they slid into the shadows like the dogs who roamed the streets. Overnight, I had become unwelcome, and I found myself being denied access to even the most common trattorie where I had eaten several times a week for nearly a year. “E finito,” the owners would say, turning me away as they let others in.

I tried to find out why.

My art dealer told me it was Grenada – Reagan had just invaded the island nation and all of Europe was up in arms about it. I pointed out that I had, after all, left America precisely because he had been elected, and that I was an artist, not a soldier or politician. 

You’re not what you seem, he told me. We don’t care if you’re a homosexual, but you should act it. We think it’s great that you’re a photographer, but you shouldn’t try to be a painter as well. And it’s not amusing to us that you used to be a chef. Why have you changed careers? You can’t just decide to become an artist. You’re born to it. It’s like being gay.

I couldn’t imagine why I would suddenly not be trusted just because I carried a sketchbook into the whore’s district, and said so. I reminded him that I had been carrying a camera there for nearly a year.

Yes, but you never took any pictures, did you? America invades Grenada, and you start carrying a sketchbook. Italians are friendly, but we’ve never trusted you Yanks. As long as the prostitutes thought that you were a sailor, you were welcome. A sailor has no home, but  “a woman in every port.” We say the same thing in Italian. 

I looked out the window down to the black-and-white-striped chapel that faced the little piazza below. The gallery was housed in a pompous Renaissance mansion that butted up next to the old medieval part of the city in a funny way, its first two stories part of the original – still intact – city fortress. The foreboding city walls and gates had been reconstructed several hundred years ago by wealthy families such as the Dorias and the Spinolas, to surround their fabulous new palaces that rose up above the streets of the artisans –  the indoratori (gilders), lanaiuoli (drapers), and macellai (butchers).
I thought of poor Lord Byron staying up in the Villa Bombrini – they called it Il Paradiso -- trying to impress the Count d’Orsay and his wife, Lady Blessington, and how all of his attempts, however poetic they seem today, were shrouded by his unfortunate personality.  I thought, too, of the slithery dark muddlings of Magnasco. Every Genoese highbrow I had met  held the painter in highest esteem. He was favored because he reveals nothing of the closeted society the city has for centuries prided itself on, as it  simultaneously protests that pride  is a cardinal sin. I remembered reading before I went there that Genoa has the lowest church attendance rate of any other Catholic community, and how the city is also called  La Superba – the Proud.
What should I do? I asked my dealer. 

Move, he said.

I went back out in the streets and pointed my camera up, unfocused, through the hovering bulky buildings toward the Ligurian sky and the pure crystalline light that haunted Shelley and D. H. Lawrence. I wanted to shoot the dichotomy, just the black and white, and nothing in between. The light flooded into the viewfinder and blinded me. I walked back to my apartment, deliriously capturing images I could not see. 

I sashayed past the whores and told them in perfect Italian that I was gay. One reached down into her dress and pulled at her monstrous breast until the fig-colored areola of her nipple showed. “Sook theece,” she said, winking at me. I pointed my camera up again at the bright white light carving paths through the Middle Ages. I refused to leave town. 
I went into the darkroom and stayed for months, printing the photographs of old Genoa so that the blacks were as dark and foreboding as I had always felt the caruggi to be, and the whites as purely liberating as Shelley had written. The images were both abstract and real, just what my dealer liked. He had given me an ultimatum: produce a show by the end of the summer or else.

I bought black figs and took them to the whores, asking them to help me find the open sunny courtyard market that  had haunted my dreams. They welcomed me again, as quickly as they had avoided me a month before. But I had become someone new to them:  not a john, but not their neighbor, either.

They told me there’s no such place in the old city, no well-lit place in the historic center.  I showed them the Napoleonic button and asked if they knew a dealer. They sent me to a flea market in a tiny piazza not far from where I lived, and yet one where I could never remember having gone.

The Turkish merchant was there, as was the saffron dealer. The man who had sold me the mosaic wanted to know where I had gotten it.

I looked long and hard at the space of the tiny, dark piazza and tried to imagine how I could have mistaken it for a sunny, open courtyard.  It was peopled by the same characters, but the setting seemed all wrong. I thought of Satyricon, a story I know well, and how I’m always confused by the order of the  scenes in the Fellini film: they’re never the way I remember them. To the merchants in the flea market, I, too, seemed to have changed appearance. Since they had seen me last, I had learned to speak a sort of Genovese-Italian; I also had become known as a photographer. Everyone thought I was from England. After several months in the darkroom, my skin had grown pale.

It was a cloudy day, and there was a maestrale blowing down on Genoa  from the  Appenines. There was talk of a mareggiata – a sort of  tidal wave – threatening the city.  I looked around the piazza and saw several women hanging out of windows, cranking their laundry in before the storm began. Something in my eidetic memory clicked – I could even hear a camera sound. I had a profound sense of déjà vu, but the dark piazza offered no clues. I heard the Turkish man say something about faggots, and when I turned to look, his hand was on his crotch. He jerked his chin forward and up in a come-hither gesture, reached in his pants pocket, and pulled out a deck of playing cards. The saffron seller packed up his little table and left. 

The Turkish guy thumbed through the cards and said,  “Eh?” 

I approached him and saw that the cards had Arabesque drawings of naked men and women on them. They could have been drawn by Beardsley. As he flipped though the deck, it flickered black and white, like an old silent film. I could smell his strong scent and the approaching storm. I covered my camera and said I had to go.

He asked me inside. It was starting to rain. He had tinned pots and hookahs hanging outside the door that opened onto the tiny piazza from a dark hallway. Wafts of stockfish and spice poured into the street. He was standing in the doorway, still fanning the cards. I noticed that his fingernails were dirty and that his eyes were blue. I asked him if I could take his picture.

He laughed and smiled. He said something about it being rude to stare, that people got the wrong idea. I told him I would pay him to pose for me. He sold me a tiny black-and-white television that was sitting in the hall. Come back tomorrow, he said, you can take my picture then. No charge. 

I ran home to my apartment, opening the small door within the large cathedral-like one just as the storm began. I had a letter from my best friend. He was dying of AIDS back in the states. If I wanted to see him, I would have to go home soon. I made pot after pot of stovetop espresso, and ate biscotti for the next few hours, watching “I Dream of Jeannie” on the little tv. “Strega per l’amore” they called it – “Witch for Love.” They don’t have separate words for “witch” and “genie.”  I had learned Genovese in the carruggi; I would learn Italian from Barbara Eden.

I slept late and awoke as the sun was directly overhead. I opened my camera bag and replaced the black and white film in the camera with the old roll of color that had stayed in the camera for months, with maybe a dozen shots exposed. I advanced the film beyond those exposures and went to see my Turkish model. I had stared at those blue eyes. I wanted to capture them.

When I arrived at the little piazza, it was abuzz with vendors. There must have been twenty dealers at the impromptu flea market. The man I had bought the mosaic from had more – some larger, and some more elaborate. They cost ten times what I had paid. “Topaz,” he said, though I knew it was glass paste, and possibly more valuable: Napoleon had paid to have it developed. 

There was excitement in the air, and the little market seemed much brighter than possible, a forty-foot square at the juncture of five carruggi, overshadowed by the six-story buildings. When a nearby church bell chimed noon, the dark little piazza filled with light. Sheets were hung out on the clotheslines than ran between the windows overhead. It looked like a stage set. It was mine.


I looked for my subject, the man with the blue eyes who had sold me the little tv. I realized that I had assumed that he was Turkish, but that I had no real reason to think that. He was certainly more Genoese than I, and his Italian wasn’t as filled with dialect as most of the other inhabitants of the old quarter. He was standing in his doorway again, flanked by newly polished copper and tin. He was clean-shaven. He had bathed with rosewater. 

In English, he said, “The television. It works?”


I had never heard any English in Genoa. Anywhere.

“Perfectly,” I said.


“E biano e nero,” he said.


I put my camera up in front of my face and focused on his lapis eyes. I shot his pride. In color. In Genoa. I promised him prints when I returned from the states.


A week later,  I took a train to Paris. I knew I wouldn’t be back to Genoa for a long time. I left  several mounted sets of oversized silver prints of my Genoa series with my dealer and told that him he had his show, to send me an invitation in the states. They were my last black-and-whites. I visited with old friends in the City of Light, and took color snapshots of barges filled with Japanese and Germans.


A week later I flew home, where I spent four or five hours a day for a month holding my friend’s hand as he slowly slipped away. My mother came by the hospital one day and took a picture of the two of us. It was the last shot on the old roll of color film that was still in my camera. That night, I dreamed about the man with the Turkish candlestick and the blue eyes, about the mosaic dealer and the old whores of the centro storico. The whores were in black and white, like “I Dream of Jeannie.”

Since my friend died,  I rarely take photographs and I never draw. My show in Genoa was a big success, but I have returned to cooking full time. I met a nice fellow from England who wants to open a Ligurian restaurant with me in Central London. He saw my show in Genoa. Like Byron and Shelley, he vacations there every year. He bought a series of the prints to decorate the restaurant with, then sought me out in the states. He was enamoured of my artwork, but what he found was a working chef. We’re now business partners. Around the corner from the building we’ve rented, there’s an antiquarian bookseller who has some old prints of the Italian Riviera and some handsome editions of Beardsley books. I told him about the deck of cards and he told me it was very rare, only a few survive, it was done for a few close friends. The only deck he had ever seen was on Corsica. It belonged to a dark man with piercingly blue eyes, the color of the water. The color of lapis. They had had sex in his stateroom.


I had the roll of color film developed, with the intention of giving the bookseller a print of his erstwhile lover. His image is superimposed on a bedsheet that hangs in the brightly lit piazza, a perfect double exposure I couldn’t have planned any better.

In Genoa they say that on a clear day you can see Corsica, but I never did.  I had to stop taking photos. I couldn’t even get a whore to understand what it was that I wanted.
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