Robert Wrigley, “Language Lessons” Commentary


In mid-March, 2023, my wife and I arrived at the village of Anacapri, on the isle of Capri, in Italy.  We were there to live and write.  Kim would continue work on an in-progress novel, and I would write poems.  I’d published a new book the previous year; I wasn’t sure what came next. For a while, just poems. 

I planned to explore Capri (it is one of the most majestic and beautiful places on earth) and to write about what I discovered in my explorations. We arrived on March 13 for a nine-week stay. It took a week or so to settle in, before we could get down to serious writing.  Then on March 27, the school shooting happened in Nashville, Tennessee, and instantly the long tenacious tentacle of the US infatuation—no, it’s more than that, it’s much darker than that—with guns reached out and grabbed me. For the rest of the stay in Anacapri, everything I wrote kept trying to be about the lunacy, and the tragedy, of guns in America. Or about the hopelessness and disgust it caused me to feel. It was not that there was anything new to say about the situation; on the other hand, in Anacapri, I was incapable of talking about it with anyone but Kim.  And what, after all, could we say to one another?

The result of those nine weeks of writing is “Language Lessons.” Over the years I’ve gotten marginally able to communicate in Italian. I can ask for a table by the window; I can ask for directions and mostly, or almost, follow them.  The news of the latest shooting was everywhere though, and it felt to me that our Anacaprese neighbors, knowing us American, looked at us with a particular kind of curiosity, and possibly a special kind of pity too. Maybe they wondered what it’s like, to live in place where a such a thing as a school shooting can only be called common. And, of course, of the inevitably of having to return to such a place.  It is worth noting that there has never been a school shooting in Italy. It terrifies me just to type that sentence.


