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Introduction 

We live in an era of E-ZPass highway lanes, instant messaging, and even microwave pizza. In the spirit of these hyperactive times, then, here are some great ways to speak Italian quickly and effectively while divertendoti (amusing yourself).

Go to Italian-speaking places: You’ve always wanted to visit your grandmother’s hometown in Sicily. And that travel guide description of the Pompeii ruins left you breathless. The fastest way to speak Italian is to travel to Italy and submerge yourself in the language. If you visit Italy not only will you get to see Roman ruins, Renaissance masterpieces, and Raffaello’s paintings, but you’ll also learn how to roll your rrrs!

Listen to radio and TV: One of the key skills in language acquisition is comprehending the spoken language. Nowadays many cable companies broadcast at least an hour a day of Italian programming, typically a news feed from RAI, the state television channel. In addition, there are many Italian radio stations that can be accessed via the Internet such as Radio Marte.

Use stickers: Learning a language requires creativity— so why not try something that will amuse your family and friends! Grab a pad of self-stick notes and write the Italian word for everything in your house—plaster your kitchen, living room, garage—even the gatto! Whenever you see the sticker, say the name aloud until it becomes automatic. It’s a terrific way to increase your vocabulary.

No matter what method you prefer, remember to bring along this book, Learn Italian in a Hurry. There’s a key to pronunciation so you can learn your ABCs (open wide and say ahh!), and a vocabulary guide with hundreds of definitions. There are essential Italian phrases to help expand your word power and tables to conjugate verbs pronto. And there are sections on the essentials, such as telling time, greeting people, and asking for directions. It’s all arranged to help you develop a foundation for advancing quickly in the language, and designed to make learning Italian fun and easy!


01 / Beginning Italian 

Learn Your ABCs and How to Pronounce Them 

Twenty-one letters is all it takes to produce the sweet, lyrical language affectionately called la bella lingua (the beautiful language). Using the Roman alphabet and with the addition of acute and grave accents (which will be explained later in this chapter), native Italian speakers are able to argue passionately about their favorite soccer team, discuss the latest elections, or order gnocchi genovese while sounding like characters in a Verdi opera.

What happened to the other five letters that are common in other languages using the Roman alphabet? They’re found in foreign words that have infiltrated Italian, and are pronounced approximately as they are in the original language.
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	Letter
	Italian Name
	Example



	j	 

	i lungo, i lunga	 

	jolly, jazz




	k	 

	cappa	 

	kimono, poker




	w	 

	doppia vu, vu dopio	 

	sandwich, welter




	x	 

	ics	 

	box, unisex




	y	 

	ipsilion, i greco	 

	sexy, yoga






For help in spelling and pronouncing words in Italian, here’s a simple rule: What you hear is what you get. Italian is a phonetic language, which means most words are pronounced as they are written. The Italian words cane, mane, and pane will always rhyme (compare the English triplet “chalice,” “police,” and “lice,” and you will see that you’ve got it easy). Another point to keep in mind is enunciation. Native Italian speakers open their mouths wide—not just to shout, but to get those big, round, vowel sounds. For example, if you want to pronounce the Italian letter a, just open wide and say “aahh!”

Consonants and Vowels 

Italian pronunciation might pose some difficulties for the beginner. Yet it is very regular, and once the rules are understood it is easy to pronounce each word correctly. As you can see from the next table, most Italian consonants are similar in pronunciation to their English counterparts. The consonants c and g are the only exceptions, because they vary according to the letters that follow them. Here are a few basic pronunciation rules for these two consonants:

[image: r3] When c appears before e or i, it sounds like “ch” in the English word “church.” In the contraction c’è (there is), pronounced “cheh,” the letter c also has the same “soft c” sound. In all other cases, it has a sound similar to the English “k.”

[image: r3] When g appears before e or i, it sounds like “g” in the English word “general.” When it appears before n, it sounds like the “ny” in “canyon.” When it appears in the combination gli, it sounds like “ll” in the English word “million.” In all other cases, it has a sound like the “g” in “good.”

Double the Consonants, Double the Fun 

In Italian, double consonants are pronounced much more forcefully than single consonants. Although it may not be obvious at first, a trained ear will notice the difference. Make it a point to listen to native speakers pronounce these words.

Any consonant except h can be doubled. With double f, l, m, n, r, s, and v, the sound is prolonged; with double b, c, d, g, p, and t, the stop is stronger than for the single consonant. Double z is pronounced almost the same as single z. Double s is always unvoiced—in other words, spoken as a single s.

[image: r2] Common Single and Double-Consonant Words 

[image: 9781598695502_0011_001]

Attenzione! Yes, there is a difference in the pronunciation between penne and pene. When you order a bowl of that flavorful tube-shaped pasta, the cameriere (waiter) may gently nudge you and repeat PEN-neh, pronouncing the n longer and more emphatically, to emphasize the correct word choice. (Penne refers to the fact that the pasta is shaped like quills. Pene is the Italian word for “penis.”)

I’d Like to Buy a Vowel Please 

Italian vowels are short, clear cut, and are never drawn out—the “glide” with which English vowels frequently end should be avoided. It should be noted that a, i, and u are always pronounced the same way; e and o, on the other hand, have an open and a closed sound that may vary from one part of Italy to the other.

[image: r3] Open e in cello, lento, and è sounds like the English “met.”

[image: r3] Closed e in sete, bene, pepe, and vede sounds like the English “cake.”

[image: r3] Open o in cosa, costa, and donna sounds like the English “cost.”

[image: r3] Closed o in dopo, mondo, molto, dove, and sole sounds like the English “bone.”

When to Stress and When Not to Stress 

Usually, the stress in Italian words falls on the next-to-last syllable. A few typical words that follow this general rule are listed in the table below.

[image: r2] Words with Stress on the Next-to-Last Syllable 
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When the stress falls on the last syllable, the final vowel is accented—usually with a grave (downward-pointing) accent. The grave accent also appears in a few miscellaneous words. A few representative words with the grave accent on the last syllable are listed in the table below.

[image: r2] Words with Stress on the Last Syllable 

[image: 9781598695502_0013_001]

Grave and acute (upward-pointing) accent marks are also used with single-syllable words in order to distinguish them from others that have the same spelling but a different meaning.

[image: r2] Single-Syllable Words 
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Traditionally, the grave (downward-pointing) accent has been used on the accented final vowels à and ò, while the acute (upward-pointing) accent was placed on all other final vowels. Today, there is a growing trend to disregard this rule, especially in nonformal publications, and only use the grave accent: for instance, perchè instead of perché, or anzichè instead of anziché.

Punctuation 

Now that you’ve learned your ABCs, you’re probably dreaming of sitting in an olive grove, sipping Chianti, nibbling on pecorino cheese, and writing love poetry in Italian. Becoming the next Petrarca will take more than just fancy words and lots of passion. You’ll need orthographic marks and punctuation too! Orthography is the representation of the sounds of a language by written or printed symbols, usually accent marks. Punctuation marks are those dots, dashes, and squiggles that denote pauses, questions, and other patterns of speech. While you may not use all of these on a regular basis, being able to refer to them in Italian will get you that much closer to captivating your Laura (Petrarca’s heartthrob and the lucky recipient of his 365 love poems, one for every day of the year). Refer to the following table for a list of segni d’interpunzione (punctuation marks).

[image: r2] Punctuations Marks 








	Mark
	Name



	,	 

	la virgola




	( )	 

	le parentesi tonde




	.	 

	il punto; punto fermo




	[ ]	 

	le parentesi quadre




	;	 

	il punto e virgola




	}	 

	le sgraffe




	:	 

	due punti




	*	 

	l’asterisco




	. . .	 

	i puntini di sospensione




	´	 

	l’accento acuto (upward-pointing accent)




	`	 

	l’accento grave (downward-pointing accent)




	?	 

	il punto interrogativo




	!	 

	il punto esclamativo




	'	 

	l’apostrofo




	-	 

	il trattino




	/	 

	la sbarretta




	—	 

	la lineetta




	'' ''	 

	le virgolette






Numbers and Counting 

You might find cardinal (counting) numbers the most useful to know—you will need them to express time, record dates, do math, interpret recipe amounts, and, of course, count. In Italian, cardinal numbers are written as one word. Use the following table to memorize numbers from 1 to 100.

[image: r2] Italian Cardinal Numbers 1–100 









	Number
	Name
	Pronunciation



	1	 

	uno	 

	OO-noh




	2	 

	due	 

	DOO-eh




	3	 

	tre	 

	TREH




	4	 

	quattro	 

	KWAHT-troh




	5	 

	cinque	 

	CHEEN-kweh




	6	 

	sei	 

	SEH-ee




	7	 

	sette	 

	SET-teh




	8	 

	otto	 

	OHT-toh




	9	 

	nove	 

	NOH-veh




	10	 

	dieci	 

	dee-EH-chee




	11	 

	undici	 

	OON-dee-chee




	12	 

	dodici	 

	DOH-dee-chee




	13	 

	tredici	 

	TREH-dee-chee




	14	 

	quattordici	 

	kwaht-TOR-dee-chee




	15	 

	quindici	 

	KWEEN-dee-chee




	16	 

	sedici	 

	SEH-dee-chee




	17	 

	diciassette	 

	dee-chahs-SET-teh




	18	 

	diciotto	 

	dee-CHOHT-toh




	19	 

	diciannove	 

	dee-chahn-NOH-veh




	20	 

	venti	 

	VEN-tee




	21	 

	ventuno	 

	ven-TOO-noh




	22	 

	ventidue	 

	ven-tee-DOO-eh




	23	 

	ventitré	 

	ven-tee-TREH




	24	 

	ventiquattro	 

	ven-tee-KWAHT-troh




	25	 

	venticinque	 

	ven-tee-CHEEN-kweh




	26	 

	ventisei	 

	ven-tee-SEH-ee




	27	 

	ventisette	 

	ven-tee-SET-teh




	28	 

	ventotto	 

	ven-TOHT-toh




	29	 

	ventinove	 

	ven-tee-NOH-veh




	30	 

	trenta	 

	TREN-tah




	40	 

	quaranta	 

	kwah-RAHN-tah




	50	 

	cinquanta	 

	cheen-KWAHN-tah




	60	 

	sessanta	 

	ses-SAHN-tah




	70	 

	settanta	 

	set-TAHN-ta




	80	 

	ottanta	 

	oht-TAHN-ta




	90	 

	novanta	 

	noh-VAHN-tah




	100	 

	cento	 

	CHEN-toh






The numbers venti, trenta, quaranta, cinquanta, and so on drop the final vowel when combined with uno and otto. Tre is written without an accent, but ventitré, trenta-tré, and so on do require an accent mark.

Beyond 100 

Do you remember those good old days before the euro’s arrival in Italy when you would pay a few thousand lire for a cappuccino and biscotti? Tourists needed more than just the numbers up to 100 to get around.

Lire are history, but learning numbers greater than 100 might still prove useful. Though they might seem unwieldy, after a bit of practice you’ll be rolling them off your tongue like a pro.
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	Number
	Name
	Pronunciation



	100	 

	cento	 

	CHEN-toh




	101	 

	centouno/centuno	 

	cheh-toh-OO-noh/chehn-TOO-noh




	150	 

	centocinquanta	 

	cheh-toh-cheen-KWAHN-tah




	200	 

	duecento	 

	doo-eh-CHEN-toh




	300	 

	trecento	 

	treh-CHEN-toh




	400	 

	quattrocento	 

	kwaht-troh-CHEN-toh




	500	 

	cinquecento	 

	cheen-kweh-CHEN-toh




	600	 

	seicento	 

	seh-ee-CHEN-toh




	700	 

	settecento	 

	set-teh-CHEN-toh




	800	 

	ottocento	 

	oht-toh-CHEN-toh




	900	 

	novecento	 

	noh-veh-CHEN-toh




	1.000	 

	mille	 

	MEEL-leh




	1.001	 

	milleuno	 

	meel-leh-OO-noh




	1.200	 

	milleduecento	 

	meel-leh-doo-eh-CHEN-toh




	2.000	 

	duemila	 

	doo-eh-MEE-lah




	10.000	 

	diecimila	 

	dee-eh-chee-MEE-lah




	15.000	 

	quindicimila	 

	kween-dee-chee-MEE-lah




	100.000	 

	centomila	 

	chen-toh-mee-leh




	1.000.000	 

	un milione	 

	OON mee-lee-OH-neh




	2.000.000	 

	due milioni	 

	DOO-eh mee-lee-OH-neh




	1.000.000.000	 

	un miliardo	 

	OON mee-lee-ARE-doh






Did you notice? When Italians write down numbers as digits, they use the period to denote breaks between thousands, and the comma to indicate the decimal point—the exact opposite of what you’re used to doing in English.

Ordinal Numbers 

You can place items in “order” with ordinal numbers. For instance, il primo is the first course on a menu and il secondo is the second course. Vittorio Emanuele III, who ruled the unified Italian nation from 1900 to 1946, was the third king with that name. Pope Paul V (1605–1621) was the fifth pope with the name Paul. When used with the numerical succession of kings, popes, and emperors, the ordinal numbers are capitalized:



[image: r3] Vittorio Emanuele Secondo (Vittorio Emanuele II) 

[image: r3] Leone Nono (Leone IX) 

[image: r3] Carlo Quinto (Carlo V) 

[image: r3] diciottesimo secolo (eighteenth century) 
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	English
	Italian



	first	 

	primo




	second	 

	secondo




	third	 

	terzo




	fourth	 

	quarto




	fifth	 

	quinto




	sixth	 

	sesto




	seventh	 

	settimo




	eighth	 

	ottavo




	ninth	 

	nono




	tenth	 

	decimo




	eleventh	 

	undicesimo




	twelfth	 

	dodicesimo




	thirteenth	 

	tredicesimo




	fourteenth	 

	quattordicesimo




	fifteenth	 

	quindicesimo




	sixteenth	 

	sedicesimo




	seventeenth	 

	diciassettesimo




	eighteenth	 

	diciottesimo




	nineteenth	 

	diciannovesimo




	twentieth	 

	ventesimo




	twenty-first	 

	ventunesimo




	twenty-third	 

	ventitreesimo




	hundredth	 

	centesimo




	thousandth	 

	millesimo




	two thousandth	 

	duemillesimo




	three thousandth	 

	tremillesimo




	one millionth	 

	milionesimo






Notice the regularity of ordinal numbers beginning with undicesimo—the suffix –esimo is added to the cardinal numbers by dropping the final vowel of the cardinal number. The one exception includes numbers ending in –tré. Those numbers drop their accent and are unchanged when –esimo is added. Since Italian ordinal numbers function as adjectives, they must agree in gender and number with the nouns they modify: primo, prima, primi, prime. 

Italian in English, English in Italian 

Italian words have been migrating to English over the course of many centuries. Most musicians are familiar with terms such as bel canto, cello, mezzosoprano, pianoforte, and solo. Architecture has borrowed words like cupola, loggia, and stanza. If you like Italian food, there’s no avoiding mouth-watering ravioli, mozzarella, lasagne, vermicelli, or porcini. And in everyday culture we speak of camera-toting paparazzi, graffiti artists, gun-slinging mafia, and the urban ghetto. So your vocabulary already consists of many familiar words that are Italian. Figuria-moci! (Imagine that!)

Because of the growing influence of American culture, especially through the media, it’s a two-way linguistic street. So many English words have been adopted in Italian that there’s a name for them: Itangliano (highly anglicized Italian). These words include “club,” “flirt,” “shopping,” “spray,” and “style.” It might seem as if you hear more English than Italian spoken in the tourist-heavy cities of Florence, Rome, and Venice!

The Best Way to Learn Italian 

The Italian national soccer team, known as gli Azzurri because of the blue of their jerseys, has for years ranked among the top teams in the world. They’ve won the World Cup four times, Italian-born players routinely sign multimillion-dollar contracts for European teams, and the Italian soccer leagues offer some of the most talented competition anywhere. The overriding reason for their success? Practice, practice, practice. And that’s the secret to learning Italian or any other foreign language. Exercise your language muscles every day, and soon you too will be competing with the best of them.

The quickest and most effective way to learn Italian is the total-immersion method. This means traveling to Italy for an extended period, studying at any of the thousands of schools throughout the country, and speaking only Italian. Many programs include a home-stay component that enhances the cultural exchange. You literally eat, breathe, and dream in Italian.

Unfortunately, not everyone has the opportunity to spend weeks or months in Florence, Rome, or other Italian towns sipping espresso, touring ancient ruins, and taking language classes. There are other ways to learn Italian without leaving your hometown, wherever that may be.

You’ve already taken the most important step to learning Italian when you picked up this book, because the most important thing is to start studying! And any method is appropriate, whether it’s reading an Italian textbook, taking a language course online, at a university or local language school, completing workbook exercises, listening to a podcast, tape or CD, or conversing with a native Italian speaker. Spend some time every day reading, writing, speaking, and listening to Italian to become accustomed to the target language. Slowly but surely, your confidence will build, your vocabulary will expand, and you’ll be communicating in Italian. Maybe you’ll even start talking with your hands!


02 / Building Your Vocabulary 

Greetings and Goodbyes 

One of the best ways to practice your Italian is by greeting others on the street. Italians appreciate any attempt by others to speak their language, so go ahead and make the first move. Ingratiate yourself with the friendly sayings listed below.
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