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ABSTRACT 

Honors Arts and Letters (HAL) is a liberal arts major that aims to inspire critical 

thinking, open-mindedness, and the ability to "learn how to learn." HAL prepares students to 

think across multiple disciplines and obtain a broad awareness of the world by offering a 

rigorous curriculum and requiring both a study abroad experience and a thesis involving original 

research. The following thesis is an exploration of my study abroad experience in Florence, Italy 

and asserts that studying abroad is necessary for liberal arts students in order to experience a 

heightened awareness of the self and the world. I use photographs, I iterary and historical 

discourse, scholarly research, and my own personal observations to explain my learning progress 

from the classroom at Texas Tech University through my four months abroad. The thesis is 

divided into three different sections-the tourist frame of mind, the visual culture of Florence, 

and the "feel" of the city. Each section marks a transition point in my developing awareness as I 

moved from a superficial level of knowledge to a deeper understanding of the Italian culture 

through my daily engagement with Florence. The experiential learning that I underwent during 

my study abroad semester enhanced my liberal arts education by providing me with a well

rounded awareness of the world and demonstrates the necessity of real-world experiences in 

education. 
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INTRODUCTION 

What is Honors Arts and Letters? This very question scrolled across the marquee of my 

mind in plain, discernible letters as I opened a small brochure that was packaged together with 

information for new Honors Students at Texas Tech University. A quick glance down each page 

informed me of the new "broad-based" degree program offered by the Honors College that 

allowed students to follow a rigorous curriculum involving a range of subjects in the humanities 

and the sciences. Still uncertain about the meaning of Honors Arts and Letters and of my plans 

for the future, I tucked the brochure away along with the marquee message and continued 

preparing for my first semester of college. The small, discernable letters appeared once again in 

early November as I was invited by my professors to attend an information session for the 

Honors Arts and Letters degree program. I was eager to learn more about this new opportunity 

because I was unhappy with my first semester in the College of Mass Communications and 

wanted to invest my education in a challenging curriculum that would prepare me for graduate 

school. The HAL major promised a liberal arts education with a writing intensive discipline that 

would promote innovative thinking through "a wide range of intellectual and artistic 

experiences." The predominant theory of the liberal arts, that students should be critical thinkers 

who approach learning with an open mind, is precisely what attracted me to the new Honors 

College major. 

I soon realized that what I really wanted from my undergraduate experience was a 

challenging rubric that would improve my ability to learn how to learn. My desire to learn 

everything about everything was so overwhelming that I wanted to follow a degree plan that 

would allow me to stretch my knowledge across disciplines. I was among the first students to 



join the Honors Arts and Letters program and was especially enticed by the "hands on approach" 

that the then director of the program emphasized. In other words, the professors of each HAL 

course would be directly involved in weekly discussions and contact with the students as they 

progressed through the program. The courses were supposed to be linked and follow a certain 

focus each semester. For example, I, along with the two other students in the HAL major at the 

time, took U.S. History, Public Policy, and American Literature the first semester in order to 

focus on American studies and compare the similarities and differences that occurred across 

disciplines. We met once a week with the professors of each respective course in order to discuss 

the observed patterns and relationships that emerged from each subject. The rigorous curriculum 

would continue as each year emphasized a different area of focus, culminating in a study abroad 

experience and a thesis involving original research. 

One very appealing aspect of the Honors Arts and Letters major was the study abroad 

semester that was to take place the spring semester of my junior year. The idea of traveling to 

another country to live for a semester was fascinating because I had yet to leave the United 

States and was itching to "spread my wings." I began to consider the many possibilities for study 

abroad locations and what kind of impact the country of choice would have on my education. I 

strongly debated going to study in Paris, France because I was always drawn to the iconic Eiffel 

tower and the romantic ideal of the historic city. However, I heard many things from my oldest 

sister and other European travelers about the immense beauty and ancient treasures in Italy. The 

enticing Italian cuisine was in itself enough to draw me to the boot-shaped peninsula, Lo Sliva/e, 

which extends to the Mediterranean Sea in the South, but it was the beautiful pictures of the 

canals in Venice, St. Peter's Basilica in Rome, the enonnous Duomo in Florence, and the green 

hills and villas in Tuscany that encouraged me to research further this unique culture. My 
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cultural interest was soon fueled by the academic environment in which I was immersed during 

my second year in the Honors Arts and Letters program. 

The second year of HAL was designed to focus on Western Civilization; therefore, I 

enrolled in a foreign language course, two Honors Humanities courses, European Fine Arts, and 

the history of Western Civilization. It was during my beginning Italian language courses that my 

desire to travel to Italy grew because my professor Federica Tamburini was an Italian native and 

incorporated Italian culture into the daily language exercises. When learning the vocabulary for 

places and directions, the class studied a map of Italy and learned the names of cities and 

regions. During a lesson on entertainment and holidays, I learned aboutfesta della donna, which 

occurs on March 8th of each year to celebrate women's rights. Interestingly enough, I 

participated infesta della donna during my time in Florence and received the mimosa flower that 

is given to women in Italy on this holiday. I soon enhanced my knowledge of Italian culture by 

engaging in the Italian Club where weekly meetings at the coffee shop across from campus 

enabled me to practice my Italian and interact with my professor outside of class. The club 

hosted an Italian film showing once a month, helping me understand the importance Italians 

place on their food, family, and history. The two presentations that I gave for my beginning 

Italian courses allowed me to research further the culture of Italian food and coffee. Unlike the 

generic Italian food that we eat in America, the food in Italy is actually quite diverse and varies 

by region. For instance, the Florentines are fond of beef and prepare salt-less bread, while the 

Sicilians favor eggplants and fresh sea food. The pasta in the North is usually made fresh before 

a meal, but dry pasta is more common in the South. I also discovered that coffee is a necessity 

for most Italians, as it is usually consumed at breakfast and after large meals. Italians generally 

prefer a small cup of strong espresso or cappuccino. Authentic coffee is such a treasure in Italy 
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that it is one of the few developed nations without a single Starbucks. This early focus on 

modem Italian customs and language helped to strengthen my desire to experience this unique 

culture first-hand. 

In addition to this modem perspective of the Italian culture, I studied the rich historical 

and cultural influence that the Italian people have had on Western Civilization. I took part in Dr. 

Costica Bradatan's Honors Humanities course where I was able to learn more about the 

philosophy, art, and history of Classical Greece, which later influenced the ideals and practices 

of Ancient Rome, through readings, lectures, and class discussions. I particularly took interest in 

Greek and Roman theatre and wrote a term paper dealing with the origins of tragedy in relation 

to the Homeric epics. My study of Antiquity enabled me to understand the origins of Western 

values that gradually shaped my own culture in America. The Western ideals that reverberate 

through American society, especially in academia, became more evident during the second 

section of the Humanities course and the European Fine Arts course that I took in the spring. I 

was able to examine human interactions from the Renaissance up to the modem day by 

comparing historical information with my own everyday observations. I studied Michelangelo, 

Machiavelli, Brunelleschi and many others who played a significant role in the development of 

Renaissance ideals. It was the idea of the "Renaissance man," however, which truly fascinated 

me as I researched the works of Leonardo da Vinci who considered himself more of an engineer 

and scientist than an artist. Da Vinci was an inventor who was able to think across disciplines 

and use his artistic ability to represent visually his knowledge and theories about nature, God, the 

human anatomy, city plans, weaponry, math, music, architecture, and science. His multifaceted 

ability is reminiscent of the broad range of skills utilized in the Honors Arts and Letters program 

and influenced my desire to study the liberal arts and learn about multiple disciplines. Thus, with 
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a culmination of modern perspectives and historical influences, I chose to study abroad in the 

city that gave birth to the Renaissance and emanates with idealistic Italian beauty and modem 

Italian values-Florence, Italy. 

By the time the fall semester of my junior year arrived, I was almost bouncing off the 

walls with excitement, awaiting the arrival of my study abroad experience. I had been studying 

Italian history, geography, language, and culture and was more than ready to leave the country. I 

had high expectations of my study abroad experience, for I planned to travel and see as much of 

the world as possible during the period of four months. I began to fill out an application and 

paperwork for the Study Abroad Italy program, which sends students to Florence University of 

the Arts. The application process was much more extensive than I imagined, as there were many 

forms to fill out, financial aid and scholarships to apply for, and official documents such as visas 

to obtain. Once my application was accepted by Florence University of the Arts, I had to meet 

with different advisors around Tech to get approval for the courses that I wanted to take while in 

Florence. Exploring the classes offered by the Italian university was extremely exciting because 

many of the courses went beyond lectures in the classroom. Many classes included fieldtrips to 

museums or other historical sites where students would have the chance to experience the object 

of study in person, rather than in a book. For example, I enrolled in a Renaissance Art History 

course that included trips to the Galleria degli Uffizi or Santa Maria del Fiore where students 

could physically behold the piece of art or architectural structure being studied. The relevant 

dates, locations, artists, terms, and concepts would be discussed in the classroom, but the lessons 

would culminate in museum or on-site visits where the work of art could be studied in person. In 

addition, my Daily Life in Pompeii course offered a weekend trip to the actual sites of Pompeii 

and Herculaneum in order for students to experience first-hand the catastrophe that preserved 
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these Roman provinces. My study of Renaissance Art and the history of Pompeii would be 

further enhanced by the additional Italian Language and Italian Cinema courses. Both language 

courses would improve my ability to speak and understand Italian. Learning the Italian language 

would enable me to interact with local Florentines and, in turn, incorporate myself into the daily 

life of the city. 

Once the formalities of the application process were complete, I began to focus my 

attention on what I needed personally for my journey. I consulted past study abroad students and 

asked about living situations, travel advice, personal stories, possible problems to prepare for, 

banking options, and recommendations for restaurants or sites to see. I read the documents 

provided by the International Cultural Center, which explained culture shock, safety procedures, 

how to pack, and appropriate clothing options. One information packet warned that apartments in 

Italy lacked amenities that were common in America; therefore, I expected to Jive in a small, 

dirty apartment that had little-to-no comfort or privacy and noisy street traffic reverberating 

through each room (fortunately, this was not the case). I was also prepared to walk extensively 

and for communication difficulties to occur due to little Internet access and limited phone usage. 

My anticipation for discomfort and personal adjustment, however, did not hinder the levels of 

excitement that had been building up since my freshman year of college. I began to write down 

all of the places that I wanted to visit while in Italy, such as Venice, Rome, Pisa, and Siena. My 

plans for traveling expanded as I signed up for excursions offered by the university to Assisi, 

Umbria, Perugia, and Sicily. I also arranged trips to visit my oldest sister in Cambridge, England 

and a Spring Break trip to Greece and the Amalfi Coast. I wanted to utilize every moment that I 

was abroad to experience new places and significant landmarks that I had previously only read 
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about in books. I was ready to encounter unique situations and grow personally by partaking in a 

completely different way of life. 

Ultimately, I anticipated an opening of the mind which I believe to be the essential, 

culminating step for any liberal arts student who learns to think broadly across disciplines. Along 

with a mastery of multiple subjects, a liberal arts education 

has a liberating effect on the person receiving this education; it appeals to the 

higher ideals of human life and is not concerned with the necessity of learning 

specific methods and techniques for a trade or profession. Thus the liberal arts 

become less a list of subjects and more a general learning process that develops a 

person and makes that person an active, contributing member of society. I 

The liberal arts engender active, contributing members of society by supplying a broad 

knowledge-base that paves the way for critical thinking and open-mindedness. By engaging in 

critical thinking and open-mindedness, students will learn to think across disciplines and develop 

a wel1-rounded, broad understanding of the world. There is only so much one may learn from 

studying books and other scholarly documents; it is necessary for personal experience to occur so 

that the enhancement of individual learning and understanding may take place. Therefore, my 

understanding of the world through a liberal arts education would require a move beyond lessons 

in the classroom to active experiences with and within the world. I could continue to passively 

learn about Italian culture and history from my classes at Texas Tech, or I could actively 

I Gudmund R. Iversen, "Statistics in Liberal Arts Education," The American Statistician 39.1 (Feb. 1985): 

17. 
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immerse myself in the Italian way of life to experience a different world environment.2 Living in 

Italy for four months would require me to experience actively the culture and Western way of 

thinking that I had been studying about in the HAL major. My passive role as a student in a 

classroom would shift into that of an active observer, learning from my experiences of a new 

culture and place. My superficial level of knowledge about the Italian culture and the world 

would expand and grow as my personal experience in the world expanded. The amalgamation of 

my thoughts and personal experience would, in tum, allow me to reflect upon my engaged 

learning experience in Italy and formulate a reality in which I could apply my academic studies. 

Therefore, through a discussion of my personal experiences in Florence, Italy, which will be 

reinforced by personal observations, photographs, literary and historical discourse, and scholarly 

research, I am going to explain how a liberal arts education enables a well-rounded 

understanding of the world through the incorporation of a study abroad experience, or 

experiential learning. 

My study abroad experience in Florence will be explained through a reflection of my 

personal experiences and observations from my arrival into the city through my return home. 

The discussion will unfold with the analysis of how I learned from the surrounding environment, 

visual culture, city-atmosphere, and engagement with Italian locals. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan 

states, "experience thus implies the ability to learn from what one has undergone ... What can be 

known is a reality that is a construct of experience, a creation of feeling and thought.,,3 

Therefore, each section will convey the development of my feelings and thoughts as I gradually 

constructed the various elements of my experience into a more complete knowledge of the Italian 

2 Christopher Winch and John Gingell, Philosophy 0/ Education: The Key Concepts, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 81. 

3 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective o/Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2007), 9. 
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culture. My first state of awareness upon my arrival into Florence was that of a tourist. I was an 

outsider who was basing my cultural knowledge about the city on infonnation learned in my 

courses at Tech or the guidebooks that assist tourists traveling on vacation. My first course of 

action was to flock to the high art of the city by visiting Santa Maria del Fiore to gaze upon the 

famous Duomo. The new red camera that I opened for Christmas hung around my right wrist for 

my first few weeks in the city, as I took picture after picture of anything and everything. Through 

this discussion of my tourist mentality upon arriving in a new geographical place, I will discuss 

the history, trends, and my personal observations of tourism and the relationship of an outsider to 

the local Florentines. My observations of tourism will be divided into two categories-"theme 

park tourism" and "nature and place tourism." The theme park tourists are those fleeting visitors 

to a place who have little desire for experiencing a foreign culture and solely travel for a 

comfortable vacation experience. On the other hand, nature and place tourists want to immerse 

themselves into the local culture by eating authentic cultural cuisine, speaking the local 

language, and visiting locations that are off the beaten path. My connection to both fonns of 

tourism at the start of my semester abroad rendered an incomplete understanding of Italian 

culture, and I will discuss how [ overcame the mentality of a tourist by becoming familiar with 

my surroundings. 

My familiarity with Florence increased through my careful observations of the Italian 

visual culture. The observations of my surroundings became a catalyst for my transition from a 

tourist mentality to that of a temporary dweller. [ began to find my place within Florence by 

relying on a map less often and through my observation of more intimate details around the city. 

My veneration of Renaissance, high art, was soon contrasted by my increased awareness of the 

art of everyday life. My art history course enabled me to view academically the works of Giotto 
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in the Uffizi, the architecture of Santa Maria del Fiore, the great works of Michelangelo in the 

Bargello and the Accademia, and Donatello's Mary Magdalene. On the outskirts of museum 

lines and tourists attractions, however, Italian locals nonchalantly passed by historic monuments 

in the oblivion of daily routine. The daily life of local Florentines is evident in the graffiti on city 

structures, modem advertisements on large billboards, menus displayed outside restaurants, and 

colored pashmina scarves or inexpensive trinkets arranged on vendor'S carts. During an 

interview with Dr. Dennis Fehr, professor in the Texas Tech School of Art, I asked him about his 

experience teaching in Seville and how he was able to relate to his students the Spanish culture 

through art. Dr. Fehr explained that he took his students "to the museum too because [he] wanted 

them to see the fine art while [they] were there, but if anything [he] emphasized the art of the 

everyday, more even than the fine arts. And that is where [they] found how effectively art 

symbolizes cultural values.,,4 My experience with the Renaissance art in Florence and the 

everyday visual imagery allowed me to explore Italian history, religion, politics, fashion, and 

food. A clash of the historic and modem visual cultures often occurred as, for example, graffiti 

marked the walls of historic structures, taxi stands were positioned in squares around old 

cathedrals, and recent fashion trends were displayed in shop windows in contrast to sculptures 

and paintings displaying Renaissance garb. It was the understanding of both the past and current 

visual cultures of Florence that prepared me for comprehension of the city atmosphere as it 

functions daily. 

My comprehension of the city atmosphere occurred though my daily interactions of 

Florence and enabled me to "feel" the city atmosphere from the standpoint of a temporary 

dweller. I was able to understand Florence from the standpoint of a local because I had 

4 Dr. Dennis Fehr, professor in the Texas Tech School of Art, interviewed by author, 10 September 2008, 
Lubbock, TX, tape recording. 
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established a routine of going to class, the grocery store, and a few particular restaurants. I began 

to familiarize myself with the organization of the city and was able to observe the relationship 

between different sections of town. It was interesting to examine the historic sections of the city, 

which outsiders consider the actual Florence, to the modern buildings and large highways that 

are gradually spreading around the old, now non-existent, city walls. A portal from the old city 

wall still stands in the center of Piazza Beccaria as a reminder of the urban boundary that used to 

exist. I walked through the portal every day to reach my apartment on Viale Amendola, which 

happened to be outside of the former boundary that divided the ancient Florentine city from the 

modernity that now surrounds it. It was not, however, the defined city walls or new modem 

boundaries of Florence that unify the local citizens; it is the Italian piazza, or square, that 

embodies the Florentine community. The large public squares are placed in front of cathedrals, 

palaces, and other significant buildings and encourage the interaction of people. It was through 

my daily interaction with the urban environment, especially with the locals, that enabled me to 

fully construct and place a reality upon my experiences in Florence. 

My full comprehension of the Italian culture occurred during the final stage of my study 

abroad experience, or my departure from Florence. Upon my exit of the Italian city, I was able to 

reflect on my experiences in Florence and review the cultural knowledge that I had acquired. It 

was only after this departure from the city that I was able to recount the progression of my 

feelings and thoughts as I grew to know and understand the surrounding culture. Geographer Yi

Fu Tuan states, "long residence enables us to know a place intimately, yet its image may lack 

sharpness unless we can also see it from the outside and reflect upon our experience. Another 

place may lack the weight of reality because we know it only from the outside-through the eyes 
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as tourists, and from reading about it in a guidebook."s Likewise, the period of residence that I 

experienced in Florence enabled me to move beyond the superficial level of knowledge I had at 

the very beginning of my journey into a state of increased awareness about my surroundings and 

the world at journey's end. The final act of "sharpening" the details of my experiences allowed 

me to truly incorporate my experiential learning of a diverse culture with my previous 

knowledge from my liberal arts major. The experiential learning that I encountered by physically 

traveling to Florence and immersing myself in the Italian way of life allowed me to fully develop 

the critical thinking skills and open-mindedness that are necessary elements of a liberal arts 

education. The development of these liberal art elements, in tum, led to a desire to continually 

learn about the world and take an active role in society. 

5 Tuan, 18. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE TOURIST'S MIND FRAME: MY ARRIVAL INTO FLORENCE 

A tall stack of cardboard boxes labeled "books" came into view as I walked through my 

almost empty apartment bedroom for the last time before my departure to Florence. The crescive 

excitement about my journey abroad, which had infiltrated my every thought over the past few 

months, quickly transformed into anxiety as the day of departure from my home and family grew 

near. I glanced at a small pile of books next to the large silver suitcase on the floor. My gaze 

quickly fell upon one of my favorite works of literature, which was bound in a smooth, dark blue 

cover. I lifted the slender book from the pile and gazed down at the serene picture of two women 

that graced the front of the paperback. Thoughts of the heroine Lucy Honeychurch entered my 

mind as I pondered E. M. Forster's motivation for sending this young lady on a long sojourn to 

the beautiful Italy in his novel A Room with a View. Would I too be able to open the windows of 

my room, just as Lucy did every morning, and gaze upon the beautiful Tuscan hills and trees 

which create a backdrop for the Florentine marble churches and historic Arno River? I was 

curious about the experiences that I would have abroad. Would my time in Florence enhance my 

liberal arts education and improve my knowledge of Renaissance art and Classical Antiquity? 

Perhaps my role as a study abroad student would become analogous to the fictitious traveler 

Lucy Honeychurch who went "to Italy to study the tactile values of Giotto, or the corruption of 

the Papacy," but risked returning home "remembering nothing but the blue sky and the men and 

h I· d· ,,6 women wOlve un er It. 

My uncertainty about what experiences I would encounter during my four month stay in 

Florence grew immensely during the almost twenty-four hours of traveling that I endured from 

6E. M. Forster, A Room with a View (New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2005), 18. 
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my departure in Lubbock, Texas, to the moment the small plane landed on Italian soil. The 

movement from my comfortable home to an unknown environment was the first step in my 

journey to gain unique and personally edifying experiences. It is through the "act of moving" that 

"space and its attributes are directly experienced.,,7 My previous encounter with the Italian 

culture occurred through secondary sources that discussed the Italian culture, language, history, 

and beauty, including the fictitious account of Lucy Honeychurch and her fellow English 

tourists, but my physical movement to the place under study would sanction first-hand 

observations of the previously unknown. That is to say, my knowledge of place would precede 

and inform my experience.8 

A mixture of emotions occurred as I stepped off of the plane at the small Florence airport 

and walked to baggage claim with several other American students. After following quite a few 

students to the Study Abroad Italy personnel, I checked in and received a sticky green nametag 

that I was to place on my shirt. Reminded of my freshman orientation at Tech, I scanned the sea 

of unfamiliar faces, wondering which students I would get to know during my sojourn. A large 

bus stood idle on the side of the airport next to the taxi stand as study abroad students gradually 

trickled up the bus stairs to find a seat. While waiting for the bus to take us to the Florentine city 

center, I reached inside my bag and pulled out my trusty Italian guidebook to calm my nerves. I 

felt like Lucy with her Baedeker, searching for the best possible way to explore Florence and 

discover all of its treasures of art, history, monuments, and environs that Baedeker himself 

claimed "combine to render Florence one of the most interesting and attractive places in the 

world.,,9 

7 Tuan, 52. 
8 John Frow, "Tourism and the Semiotics of Nostalgia." October 57 (Summer, 1991): 125. 
9 Karl Baedeker, Northern Italy Including Leghorn. Florence. Ravenna. and Routes through Switzerland 

and Austria, 10th remodeled ed. Italy: Handbook for Travellers (Leipsic: Karl Baedeker, 1895), 395. 
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My first impression of the Tuscan city was mixed with feelings of excitement, 

exhaustion, and the unexpected. I anticipated an entire city of historic beauty and ancient 

architecture; however, my initial scenic experience displayed walls covered in graffiti, heaps of 

wood, old buildings, and an abundance of advertisement posters. Outside the bus window was a 

modern and bustling city with tall buildings and expansive highways. The historic Florence that 

had been romanticized in books and fi lms was absent from the plethora of narrow streets and 

multi-faceted buildings which permeated my field of vision. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan discusses 

the very mind frame that I was experiencing upon entering the city-space of Florence and states 

that cultures in far corners of the world tend to be romanticized and put "beyond the burden and 

erosion oftime ... Viewed from the familiar home, they are almost mythic places.")O 

My previous knowledge of Italy and reliance upon a guide book engraved an idealized 

and timeless image of Florence into my mind. It was not until the bus drove over a hill that I was 

able to catch a glimpse of the historic Florence with its magnificent Duomo stretching across the 

horizon. Even with the historic city center in sight, my idealized view of the city, which is home 

to the Renaissance, was still clouded by the modem cars and shops that surrounded famous 

monuments. My strong desire to see the renowned structures that I studied in class, read about in 

travel guides, and heard about from other travelers to Florence, corresponded with my feelings of 

confusion and disorientation because of my recent arrival to a foreign place. I was experiencing 

what I will call a "tourist attitude" where, with every glance and snap of my camera, I was 

absorbing the new culture around me. Traveling to places different from our own "affects 

identity, for we often define ourselves in reaction to others.,,11 My identification became that of a 

tourist because I was in a new location and had to redefine my role in Florence in relation to the 

10 Tuan, 122. 
II Susan L. Roberson, "Defining Travel: An Introduction," in Defining Travel: Diverse Visions, ed. Susan 

L. Roberson (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2001), xviii. 
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native Italians who occupied the city. I was not yet a dweller who knew the city well and had a 

daily routine. I was a foreigner who knew very little about the layout of the city and, other than 

my knowledge of common words and phrases, I was not able to speak the same language as the 

Florentine citizens. 

My relocation from home to a far away place may constitute my new identity as a 

foreigner, but what characteristics define my role as a tourist? What constitutes tourism? How 

does tourism fit within the notion of studying abroad to learn from another culture? The notion of 

traveling is not just a modern practice-traveling, which is now often defined as tourism, may be 

traced back through historical and literary sources. Understanding the evolution of traveling is 

necessary for making evident the role of the tourist in our current society. For instance, 

journeying to a foreign location began as a need for exploration of the unknown, then 

transformed into the more defined structure of traveling, and is now open to a majority of the 

modem world in the form of tourism. 12 Even before the need for exploration occurred, however, 

the journey may be traced back to Antiquity when epic stories about the travels and adventures 

of heroes were created. The wearisome travels of Odysseus were explained in detail through 

Homer's epic poem, the Odyssey, in Ancient Greece. The epic poem covers the journey of the 

hero from the shores of Troy after fighting the Trojan War to his home and kingdom in Ithaca. 

Travel is not pleasant for Odysseus because he encounters many obstacles and yearns for his 

family at home. As the story of Odysseus makes evident, the travel of ancient heroes was not 

leisurely and free as it is with modem tourism but was often a task of necessity and hardship that 

12 Marielle Risse, "White Knee Socks Versus Photojournalist Vests: Distinguishing Between Travelers and 
Tourists," in Travel Culture: Essays on What Makes Us Go, ed. Carol Traynor Williams (Westport, CT: Praeger, 

1998),47. 
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was decreed by a god or goddess. 13 The difficulty of traveling in Antiquity gradually became a 

voluntary departure through the noble quests of medieval knights, the journey of explorers and 

scientific expeditions in the postmedieval world, and the curious ventures of modem tourists. 14 

The door for the free traveler was gradually opened as new places were discovered, traveling 

technology advanced, and a curiosity for the "Other" grew. The transition from explorer, 

traveler, and tourist was fueled by a growing need for self-discovery that only a revealing 

journey to romanticized locat:ons could induce. The first mention of autonomy in travel was by 

William Wordsworth and the Romantics who valued the "indeterminacy of wandering" as a 

"source of freedom" and pleasure. 15 

The concept of autonomy in travel not only evolved into a new source of pleasure and 

leisure, but also opened the world of traveling to a wider array of people. The tradition of the 

journey for the individual hero is present in literary history in works such as Homer's Odyssey, 

Virgil's Aeneid, and Dante's Divine Comedy. The evolution of travel, as it becomes available to 

more people, is present in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, the poetics of William Wordsworth, and 

E. M. Forster's A Room with a View. Scholar Dean MacCannell discusses this progression of 

travel which "begins as the proper activity of a hero (Alexander the Great), develops into the 

goal of a socially organized group (the Crusaders), into the mark of status of an entire social 

class (the Grand Tour of the British 'gentlemen'), eventually becoming universal experience (the 

tourist).,,16 The historical patterns indicate that travel has gradually become available to more and 

more groups of people. Odysseus, Dante, the pilgrims, the Romantics, and Lucy Honeychurch 

13 Eric Leed, "The Ancients and the Moderns: From Suffering to Freedom," in Defining Travel: Diverse 
Visions, ed. Susan L. Roberson (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2001), 5. 

14 Ibid., 10. 
IS Ibid. 
16 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Schocken Books, 1976), 

5. 
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represent the evolution of travel from the privileged individual, established societal groups, 

particular social classes and gender, to the fairly universal notion of travel today. For instance, 

the ability of Lucy to travel to Italy in the early 1900s with only her cousin as a chaperon 

signifies the availability of travel to women. Prior to the inclusion of females in worldly 

excursions, travel was usually limited to affluent males. Women were denied for centuries the 

privilege and freedom to travel because of the supposed dangers that existed for independent 

females abroad. 17 Lucy's role as a traveler in Italy signifies a shift in traveling, as excursions 

became socially acceptable for women as well as men. The ability of both men and women to 

travel abroad led to a growing freedom of travel to more social classes. Through this growing 

autonomy, the modern tourists, with their guide books, cameras, and accessibility to new places, 

were born. 

The new tourist industry and increased availability of travel have become possible due to 

several recent factors of development. First of all, increased technology and globalization allow 

people to more readily journey across huge bodies of water to new continents in just a day. 

Travel time has been drastically cut "with the rise of jet travel in the 1960s ... and the increased 

use of private automobiles in North America and Europe.,,18 This ease of travel and 

communication with other countries has encouraged large numbers of people to plan vacations to 

distant places such as China, France, New York, or Italy. The age of mass tourism has also 

enabled more people, especially students, to travel abroad for a culturally enriching experience. 

The idea of students traveling to foreign cultures to enrich their education is not a modern 

concept. As mentioned previously, the availability of travel to an entire social class occurred 

17 Judith Adler, "Origins of Sightseeing," in Travel Culture: Essays on What Makes Us Go, ed. Carol 
Traynor Williams (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1998),3. 

18 Sharon Bohn Gmelch, "Why Tourism Matters," in Tourists and Tourism, ed. Sharon Bohn Gme\ch 
(Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 2004), 6. 
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are still present in modem study abroad programs.22 Students are no longer limited to elite males, 

and modem educational programs are now available to most students on college campuses. 

Furthermore, students have more freedom to choose what place in the world they want to visit. 

The multitude of study abroad choices means that students have more opportunities to interact 

with diverse world cultures. 

I have discussed the evolution of travel and tourism and outlined the transfonnation of 

travel into the study abroad programs that are a part of educational institutions today. It is 

necessary to take a closer look at the modem travel industry to understand the motivations that 

drive tourists and students abroad. The discussion will focus primarily on the modem tourist 

whose desire for fleeting doses of culture fonn an underlying base for study abroad students. 

First of all, it is difficult to define a tourist because the characteristics vary among the diverse 

travelers who embark on cultural journeys across the world. Interdisciplinary scholar John Frow 

specifies this vague topic, by breaking tourism down into two reasonably distinct categories. The 

first distinction classifies a tourist as a "faux voyageur" who is often "accused of a lack of 

interest in the culturally authentic.'.23 The "faux voyageur" was not as evident in my first 

observations of tourism in Florence because there were not as many foreign visitors to the city 

when I arrived in late January. For instance, I took my first trip to the Accademia, which houses 

Michelangelo's famous David, at the beginning of the semester in February. The visit was quick 

and simple, as I immediately walked into the museum and carefully strolled through the fairly 

empty rooms. The lines grew extremely long as the summer months approached, and I had to 

wait for an hour to enter the Accademia when I took my fiance and mom to see the David. The 

longer waiting periods outside of museums and cathedrals were due to the large influx of visitors 

22 Adler, 10. 
23 Frow, 127. 
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to the city who came for fleeting glances of the David or the Italian paintings in the Uffizi gallery 

(Fig. 1 ). Therefore, I began to observe the growing number of people in the city streets, the 

crowded trains and buses, and the long lines outside famous Florentine attractions. 

Figure 1. Long line of tourists outside the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence, Italy, 
photograph courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

My observations of the tourists in Florence who were only interested in fleeting glances 

of culture parallel John Frow's notion of the ''faux voyageur." These travelers, who do not seem 

to have a real desire to actually learn about the cultures that they visit, fit into the category of 

tourism that I will classify as "theme park tourism." Florence quickly transformed from a serene 

city during the first few weeks of my experience to a crowded historical exhibit for millions of 

viewers as the summer months approached. Vendor carts lined major streets and piazze (public 

squares), selling souvenirs and refreshments. Local artists frequently sat outside tourist 

attractions to sell minor artwork or sketch caricature portraits for those tourists willing to pay a 

decent fee (Fig. I. I). Like any theme park, an admission fee is required for a majority of the 
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Figure 1.1. Artist and caricature stands outside 
the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence, Italy, 
photograph courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

Florentine cathedrals and all of the museums. There 

are some locations in Florence, such as Palazzo Pitti , 

that offer ticket packages to view different 

collections in the large palace. For instance, I could 

pay ten euros to visit the Boboli Gardens at the back 

of the palace, or I could pay more money to view the 

gardens as well as the art collections in each wing of 

the building. Visitors to Florence also have the 

option to buy an Uffizi pass for one payment of forty 

euros that provides access to most museums, 

palaces, and art galleries in Florence. The admission 

fees at locations in Florence are similar to theme 

parks that require payment before allowing entry 

through the gates. 

In addition to the admission similarities between theme parks and Florentine attractions, 

both theme parks and visits to the museum involve standing in line for hours. A visit to the 

Uffizi, Santa Maria del Fiore, or the Accademia often involve standing in line for hours at a time 

for a brief glimpse at the famous Renaissance works. This is reminiscent of my family trips to 

Six Flags Over Texas where we stood in line for two hours to ride the three-minute long Titan or 

the two-minute long Mr. Freeze. After the ride was over, I rushed off with my family to the next 

ride to wait in a long line again. After standing in line for so many hours, the actual experience 

of the three-minute thrill rides was fleeting. In the same way, "theme park tourists" in Florence 

experience fleeting moments in front of famous works of art and quickly move on to the next 
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location. Thus, these fleeting visits only serve the purpose of affirming that each visitor has 

actually seen the David or stood next to the tomb of Michelangelo in Santa Croce. There is no 

time for thorough observations of history or culture because the top priority of "theme park 

tourists" is to ride as many rides as possible. These tourists are usually equipped with a camera 

and a trusty guidebook in hand as they hastily walk from historical monuments to famou<, works 

of art, just to tell friends or strangers that they walked inside the Vatican and personalh beheld 

Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel. 

The second form of tourism holds a more positive image and includes those who travel to 

experience new cultures and rediscover the beauty of environmental wonders. John Frow 

indicates that this second distinction of tourism is more complex and seeks to characterize this 

tourism "as a quest for, rather than a tum from, that authentic experience of the world available 

to the pre-industrial traveler. ,,24 Tourists who desire authentic experiences of a place and culture 

will often avoid the fleeting museum visits that are characteristic of "theme park tourists." The 

goal of seeking an authentic cultural experience does not involve a race from one historic 

monument to the next. During my time in Florence, I was able to observe this form of tourism, 

which I have termed "nature and place tourism," through many of the students that I encountered 

who were staying in Florence for an extended period of time. The tourists in this group visit new 

cities and countries on a frequent basis, not just to see the main attractions outlined in 

guidebooks, but to truly experience alternative cultures and appreciate places for their natural 

beauty and unique characteristics. In E. M. Forster's novel A Room with a View, Lucy 

Honeychurch depends on her guidebook for advice on what attractions to visit and descriptions 

of famous monuments, but she is reprimanded by a fellow traveler for using the guidebook 

instead of personal observations to observe Florence: "Tut, tut! Miss Lucy! I hope we shall soon 

24 Ibid., 127-128. 
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emancipate you from Baedeker. He does but touch the surface of things. As to the true Italy-he 

does not even dream it. The true Italy is only to be found by patient observation. ,,25 The "nature 

and place tourists" value more than the checklist of attractions that are outlined in guidebooks. 

These tourists generally organize their own travel agenda and make a point to search for new 

cultural treasures. For instance, many tourists who visit Pisa only come for half a day in order to 

behold the famous leaning tower. "Nature and place tourists" would plan to stay in the city for a 

few days to interact with the locals and explore the regions of Pisa that are not discussed in 

guidebooks. 

My motivation for calling this second form of tourism "nature and place tourism" 

occurred during an excursion with my oldest sister, Stephanie, to the Amalfi Coast. Looking at 

the tranquil blue waters of the Amalfi Coast, Stephanie mentioned that she would someday like 

to retire around the peaceful town of Positano (Fig. 1.2), where lemon trees are in abundance and 

the sun always makes an appearance. Stephanie makes a point to learn "survival phrases" in 

Italian, French, Spanish, or Greek in order to integrate herself among the locals because she truly 

wants to speak every language and experience the world outside of her comfort zone. This 

cultural desire was evident as we passed through the main port of Capri while waiters and 

vendors greeted us in English and attempted to win our business. Stephanie expressed her 

annoyance at the use of English on a foreign island because she wanted to experience every part 

of the Italian culture, especially the Italian language. The use of English in the tourist center of 

Capri was strained and used as another tactic to attract tourists. The language tactic is very 

refreshing to "theme park tourists" because they never have to step out of the comfort bubble in 

which they so willingly walk. 

25 Forster, 19. 
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Figure 1.2. Positano, Italy 

The use of English on the Island of Capri is an interesting development and one that 

differs slightly from the use of English in the city of Florence. In the regions of Florence that are 

outside the tourist centers, the use of English is less of a tactic and more of an impatience. I have 

walked into restaurants many times and attempted to use Italian, but many Florentines use 

English, despite my efforts, because they are too annoyed to listen to my mediocre Italian 

phrases. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan describes language as "revealing the intimate connecti vity 

among people, space, and time."26 It seems that my inability to speak the native language of the 

Italian people signifies the large gap that often exists between the connectivity of local people 

and tourists. It is the ''nature and place tourists" who spend time bridging the gap between 

themselves and the locals. A truly authentic cultural experience is not possible with the fleeting 

experiences of "theme park tourists" but requires the time and connectivity that "nature and place 

tourists" are willing to invest. 

26 Tuan, 126. 
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The gap that exists between the local Florentines and the tourists creates a negative aura 

for any fleeting visitor to the city. The Florentines are obviously annoyed with the millions of 

noisy invaders each year who do not know how to speak Italian and who crowd the narrow city 

streets. Despite their apparent irritation, Florentines still participate in the touristic enterprise by 

advertising services to tourists and accommodating other people's cultural needs. These are most 

evident in the food business where traditional Florentine dishes are altered to the tastes of the 

outsiders. The local Florentines are "helping to create, and making a living out of [the tourists'] 

desire for cultural novelty," as Uma Nanayan says of immigrants in America who open 

restaurants to appease the Western wish to experience India by dining with Indian cuisine. 27 

When my fiance, Zack, was visiting me in Florence, we decided to have lunch at a restaurant 

beside Santa Maria del Fiore where I ordered a four cheese pizza and Zack ordered chicken 

fettuccini alfredo. The fact that an alfredo dish was offered at this restaurant struck me as odd 

because I had yet to see this particular dish on a Florentine menu. The restaurant, due to its 

location in the major square, was adjusting its cuisine to the tastes of American tourists who so 

longingly enjoy this stereotypical Italian meal back home. The same is true of other restaurants 

located near tourist attractions such as the Palazzo Pitti where Stephanie and I ate one night on 

her visit to Florence. We walked through the front doors and took about five steps before a 

heavily accented voice asked "Two?" Immediately disappointed with the waiter's use of English, 

I calmly replied, "S;, due perfavore." We walked passed the dimly lit tables and posters in 

English that lined the walls. The accommodations that locals make for foreign visitors often 

confirm the desire for comfort and ease that "theme park tourists" exhibit. Seeking a truly 

27 Uma Narayan, Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions, and Third World Feminism (New York: 
Routledge, 1997), 180. 
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authentic cultural experience involves moving beyond comfort zones to a state of open

mindedness and desire to fully interact with a place and its people. 

Even though I had a strong desire to authentically experience a new culture upon my 

arrival in Florence, my initial mentality as a tourist fits more into the category of"theme park 

tourism" because I walked around the city at first with the stringent assistance of my guidebook 

and a camera on my wrist. When I left my apartment (Fig. 1.3) for the first time to explore the 

city, my tourist mentality was 

evident because I immediately 

walked to Santa Maria del Fiore 

in order to gaze upon the 

masterful Duomo of 

Brunelleschi. Nevertheless, I 

was not a complete "theme park 

tourist" because I still wanted to 

experience the authenticity of 

the Italian culture and learn the 
Figure 1.3. My apartment in Florence, Italy 

Italian language. In order for my role as a tourist to transition from the superficial level of a faux 

voyageur, I would have to spend time slowly observing Italian customs, the streets and buildings 

of Florence, and the language and interaction of local people. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan indicates 

a neighborhood is at first a confusion of images to the new resident; it is blurred 

space "out there." Learning to know the neighborhood requires the identification 

of significant localities, such as street corners and architectural landmarks, within 
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the neighborhood space. Objects and places are centers of value. They attract or 

repel in finely shaded degrees. To attend to them even momentarily is to 

acknowledge their reality and value.28 

To move beyond my mentality as a tourist, I would have to set aside my guidebook and carefully 

observe my surroundings. I began to familiarize myself with landmarks and particular street 

names so that I could walk around the city without a map. I quickly discovered that the nearest 

grocery store was around the comer from where I lived and that I could reach the Arno River if I 

turned left after exiting my apartment. Familiarizing myself with the space and organization of 

the city was the first step in moving beyond the superficial tourist mentality. I did not choose to 

study in Florence just to visit the David or see the Ponte Vecchio; I traveled to Florence to learn 

from the Italian culture and enhance my education. I wanted to actively seek out new experiences 

that would widen my general engagement with the world. 

28 Tuan, 17-18. 
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CHAPTER 2 

UNDERSTANDING THE ITALIAN CULTURE: ART AND THE 

"EVER YDA Y" FLORENCE 

One placid, clear evening in Florence, about half-way through my time abroad, I was 

strolling through the narrow, cobbled streets with my oldest sister, who had come to visit for a 

few days, and my two roommates. We walked beneath the black Florentine sky with no 

destination in mind, our only purpose being to enjoy the serene city atmosphere and each other's 

company. A slight tum away from the glistening water of the Amo River led us to the expansive 

Piazza della Signoria. The large public square, known for its long history of serving as the 

political sphere of Florence, is also the site of the Palazzo Vecchio, or "Old Palace." The 

magnificent building was slightly different on this particular evening as a large red banner 

cascaded from a second-story balcony. Large black letters were spread across the flowing fabric, 

proclaiming the message "Human Rights in Tibet." The English words, remaining prominent in 

my mind, held a strange, yet unique contrast to the historic palace that occupied the same space. 

My experience with contrasting visual sights, however, was not limited to this particular 

stroll through Piazza della Signoria. My transfonnation from the superficial mind-set of a tourist 

gradually allowed me more thorough observations of Florence and the city's visual culture. By 

using the term "visual culture," I am not only referring to works of modem and historic 

paintings, sculptures, and buildings, but also to everyday objects such as advertisement signs, 

cars, clothing, and graffiti. After several weeks of exploring the city, I began to move away from 

the tourist mentality by absorbing intimate details about Florence. The Florentine visual culture 

became increasingly evident as my familiarity with the urban surroundings increased and my 
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reliance upon a map and camera declined. I was no longer focused on a guidebook or a city map 

to direct me around the city because I was more familiar with the streets and the buildings that 

surrounded me. Because I was no longer walked with my head in a map, I was able to redirect 

my attention to the visual culture around me. I observed the modern cars and motorbikes driving 

next to Santa Maria del Fiore, the taxi stand in the piazza near Santa Croce, and the noisy street 

vendors arranged on two sides of San Lorenzo. The contrast between modern visual objects and 

ancient Renaissance works became more evident as I began to explore how the images I 

observed were significant to the Florentine culture. I was beginning to absorb the Florentine 

culture not only through the historic Renaissance art, but also through the less obvious visual 

culture on the streets. On a broader scale, I began to wonder what classifies visual elements as art 

and how exactly art influences culture. 

My first encounter with Italian art came in the form of historic paintings, sculptures, and 

structures that are considered masterpieces of the Renaissance. The meager foundation of my 

knowledge about Renaissance works such as Michelangelo's David and Brunelleschi's Duomo 

was laid by my coursework at Texas Tech in European Fine Arts and by my exploration of 

Italian guidebooks, films, and novels. Once my study abroad experience began in Florence, I 

became increasingly exposed to Italian art through a Renaissance Art History course and on-site 

visits to cathedrals, museums, and historical landmarks. Every Tuesday afternoon, I met a small 

group of students and my professor at various locations around the city to explore the works of 

Renaissance art that were discussed in our small classroom at Florence University of the Arts. 

Actually visiting the works of art discussed in lectures enabled me to place a sense of reality on 

each visual piece because viewing art from a particular time and place allows the viewer to 

recognize that images "articulate specific attitudes and forms, capture them, and thus also expand 

30 



the repertoire of that [culture].,,29 Viewing Renaissance art from my time and place in Florence 

allowed me to internalize the historic images and analyze them from a modern day perspective. 

Being able to view historic images from the present day, while learning about the images in 

class, permitted me to compare different artworks and trace the pattern of artistic expression 

throughout the Renaissance. Thus, my comparison of artworks and analysis of artistic trends 

facilitated a better understanding of Renaissance Florence by articulating particular cultural 

symbols from the large repertoire of the period. 

The robust and magnificent structure of the Duomo, which sits atop the green and pink 

marbled cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, is one example of a cultural symbol that helped me 

better understand Renaissance ideals. Since its completion in the fifteenth century, the Duomo 

(Fig. 2) has been one of the primary symbols of Florence and is one of the main attractions for 

visitors to the Italian city today. Author R. W .B. Lewis observes in his account of Florence that 

the Duomo served to create a single, unified Florence at the time it was created by organizing the 

city through "its architectural and urban structure.,,30 I observed the organizing and unifying 

characteristics of the Duomo during my many encounters with the Florentine structure. My 

observations of the large dome allowed me to trace the influence of the Duomo from the time it 

was built to the present-day Florence. For instance, I took note of the dome's influence on 

historic structures in Florence by observing the similar architecture of cathedrals such as San 

Lorenzo or the red-tiled roofs of other Italian buildings. The image in Figure 2.1 is a photograph 

that I took during my visit to the top of the Duomo and demonstrates the uniformity of Florentine 

architectural structures surrounding the famous dome. The photograph also demonstrates the 

fairly central position of the red-tiled dome in relation to the urban outline of the city. After 

29 Wama Oosterbaan, "The Images of Visual Culture: Assumptions, Definitions and Reality," in The Image 
Society: Essays on Visual Culture (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2002), 21. 

10 Lewis, 145. 
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several weeks of walking to class, the train station, the grocery store, and museums, I realized for 

myself that the position of the dome dictates the layout of the rest of the city. I could see the top 

of the dome from most locations in Florence, such as from the bedroom window of my fourth 

floor apartment on Viale Amendola, and I used it to guide me around the city on many 

occasions. The Duomo served as a beacon because once I located it on the Florentine skyline, I 

was able to orient myself with the urban layout of the city. 

In addition to my personal observations of Brunelleschi's Duomo, which allowed to me 

recognize the dome's urban and architectural significance over time, I gained a more in-depth 

understanding of the historic significance of the Florentine symbol in my Renaissance Art 

History course. My own visits to the Duomo were soon supplemented by informative lectures 

and discussions in the classroom about important Renaissance works. Discussion of Brunelleschi 

and his masterful dome began on the first class visit to Santa Maria del Fiore. We stood as a 

group in Piazza del Duomo and listened to our professor explain the history, form, and structure 

of the baptistery, bell tower, and cathedral. After hearing numerous dates, names of artists, and 

terms for architectural structures, the conversation turned to the enormous red-tiled dome, which 

was masterfully constructed by Filippo Brunelleschi from 1420-1436.31 No dome of this size had 

ever been attempted, and many were skeptical that the construction would be completed without 

obstacle. The building and completion "of the Duomo by Brunelleschi was, as has been 

frequently declared, an unparalleled feat of engineering as well as a fabulous architectural 

I· h ,,32 accomp 1S ment. 

31 Oosterbaan, 163. 
32 Lewis, 143. 
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Figure 2. Brunelleschi's Duomo, photograph courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

Figure 2.1. View of Florence, Italy from the top of the Duomo. 
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My professor continued to explain to the class that the architectural accomplishment was 

a significant development for Florence because of the dome's role in the advancement of 

Renaissance ideals. I mentioned previously that I was able to observe the architectural influence 

of the Duomo on other Florentine structures, but it was my research on the famous structure that 

gave me a deeper understanding of its place in Renaissance development. I discovered that 

Brunelleschi's inspiration for the architectural feat arose because of his desire to create perfectly 

engineered structures from his study and measurements of ancient architecture in Rome.33 In 

particular, Brunelleschi's use of ancient architecture and measurements led to his "mastery of the 

art of perspective, an art which he helped introduce into fifteenth-century Florence aesthetic ... 34 

The technique and form introduced by Brunelleschi's artistry when creating the Duomo, paved 

the way for the "rebirth," the literal meaning of Renaissance, of classical antiquity and the 

emphasis on humanity.35 The emphasis on humanity, or the individual, was spurred by 

Brunelleschi's work on the dome because the artistic focus no longer served religious purposes. 

When writing about Brunelleschi's task of building the Duomo, Giorgio Vasari writes that the 

magnificent dome runs the risk of challenging the heavens because of its height and constant 

reflection of the Tuscan sun.36 The dome's challenge of the heavens may be seen as a transition 

in the Renaissance towards the human as the central figure of artistic creativity. 

The knowledge that I acquired in class of the Duomo's symbolic importance during the 

Renaissance, in addition to my personal observations of the dome's architectural and urban 

influence, facilitated a deeper understanding of its cultural significance from the time it was built 

33 Frederick Hartt and David G. Wilkins, History of Italian Renaissance Art: Painting. Sculpture. 
Architecture, 6th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, Inc., 2007), 164. 

34 Lewis, 148. 
35 Michael Levey, Early Renaissance (New York: Penguin Books, 1987), 14-) 5. 
36 Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Artists, trans. Julia Conaway Bondanella and Peter Bondanella (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 138 
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to the present day. The combination of my personal observations with information learned in 

class also enabled me to gain a more complete understanding of the cultural significance of 

another famous Renaissance artwork-the David. Michelangelo's David, which now stands 

inside the Galleria dell' Accademia, also emits the Renaissance ideals of antiquity and humanism 

that flourished through the work of Brunelleschi. The first time I visited the David was not with a 

class or professor; I first entered the Accademia one day at the beginning of the semester with 

two of my roommates. The gallery was fairly stark in the chill of February, and I remember the 

awing effect of initially stepping foot into the corridor that now houses the large statue. The 

sixteen-foot statue looms at the end of the hall underneath a skylit rotunda, surrounded by light, 

seating areas, and, during tourist season, crowds of people. I slowly walked down the corridor, 

taking in the sight of various Michelangelo sculptures lining each wall, and eventually came to 

stand next to the platform where the David now rests. With my gaze directed upwards, I began to 

circle the statue and observe the realistically chiseled muscles in the David's arms, stomach, 

neck, and legs. Even the small bones and veins in each hand and foot were visible from my 

position on the floor. Michelangelo's ideal representation of the human form was completely 

breathtaking in person. 

My first encounter with the David was heavily influenced by my tourist mentality and 

desire to see the statue simply because it was a famous masterpiece. It was not until later in my 

semester abroad that I learned the information necessary to properly understand the David's 

significance to the city of Florence and the Renaissance. I did not get to visit the David with my 

class, but I was able to enhance my personal observation of the statue with my learning 

experiences in the classroom. I soon learned that the commission to sculpt the David was given 

to Michelangelo in 150 I when he began working on a huge block of marble that had already 
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been partially chiseled by the sculptor Agostino di Duccio.37 Sculpting from an already used slab 

of marble did not seem to prohibit Michelangelo's design for the statue. The sixteen foot 

sculpture was completed just three years later in 1504 and was originally designed to stand up 

high on one of the buttresses of Santa Maria del Fiore.38 The original plan for the sculpture to be 

placed on the main Florentine cathedral experienced wide scrutiny and resulted in an extensive 

debate about the proper location for Michelangelo's masterpiece. The deliberation ensued about 

whether the David should be placed on Santa Maria del Fiore, the religious sphere of Florence, 

or near Palazzo Vecchio, the civic arena of the city; however, the sculpture was eventually 

placed outside the Palazzo Vecchio as a symbol of political freedom from the Medici family who 

had held power in Florence for many generations. 39 A copy of the David now stands outside 

Palazzo Vecchio in place of Michelangelo's original sculpture (Fig. 2.2). 

The sculpture's representation of civic freedom in Florence is amplified by the David's 

significant contribution to the humanistic ideals of the Renaissance. The side view of the David 

in Figure 2.3 demonstrates Michelangelo's use of classical form with the nude figure, relaxed 

pose, defined muscles, and intense gaze. The David's ideal human form brought forth ideas from 

classical antiquity about the importance of the individual and the idea that "man must become 

more than man; he must aspire to be a god. ,,40 Therefore, Michelangelo's David became more 

than a secular symbol of power for the citizens of Florence. The statue also embraced the 

Renaissance concept that man could attain knowledge, such as knowledge of the divine, by 

recreating the natural world, especially the human body, through carefully crafted works of art. 

37 Hartt and Wilkins, 476-477. 
38 Ibid., 476. 
39 Lewis, 116. 
40 J. H. Plumb, The Italian Renaissance (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), 198. 
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Figure 2.2. Copy of the David outside Palazzo 
Vecchio, photograph courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

Figure 2 .3. Side view of the David replica, 
photograph courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

My encounter and study ofBrunelleschi's Duomo and Michelangelo's David, along with 

several other Renaissance works of high art, allowed me to better understand Renaissance 

Florence by focusing on the primary cultural symbols of the time. Each work of art is a part of a 

historic visual culture that gave me insight into the social , religious, and politic happenings 

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. My observations of each structure from present-day 

Florence enabled me to analyze the influence of the historic visual culture on the modern city. I 

was able to combine the information that I learned in my Renaissance Art History course with 

personal observations to trace the influence of the historic works over time. The historic visual 
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heritage of Florence, such as the Duomo and the David, now engage with the modern visual 

elements of the city to form a complete picture of the past and present Florence. 

The contrast of the historic Florentine visual culture with the modern visual culture is 

evident on almost every street and corner of the city. When I visited the Duomo, it was difficult 

not to notice the loud motor vehicles driving past the cathedral or the men and women located 

near Giotto's Campanile who offered to draw caricatures of people for several euros (Fig. 2.4). 

The modern visual elements are also present around 

the space that holds the David in the form of vendor 

carts and large metal detectors. I first observed the 

modern visual elements around the Accademia on a 

visit to the gallery with my mother, who was visiting 

me in Florence. While standing in a long line outside 

the Accadem ia, we passed one vendor who was selling 

colorful leather belts, bracelets, and Florentine 

souvenirs from his cart. Nearer to the entrance of the 

gallery a large postcard stand was in place for the 

tourists who had come to see the David. Hundreds of 

postcards were lined up in rows, displaying pictures of 

famous monuments and works of art in Florence and 

Figure 2.4. Caricature sign on the side of 
Santa Maria del Fiore, photograph courtesy of 
Zachary Hughes 

throughout Italy. I was especially interested by the presence of many postcards on the stand that 

depicted the David, for the original statue was just inside the nearby gallery. My observations of 

the modern visual culture continued once my mother and I entered the gallery and placed our 

bags on a scanning machine before walking through metal detectors. 
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The souvenir cart, postcard stand, replica images ofthe David, and the security 

equipment seem out of place when discussing art and visual culture, but these seemingly 

insignificant images played an important role in my understanding of the Florentine culture. The 

importance of observing a society's visual culture, both past and present, was reiterated in an 

interview I conducted with Dr. Dennis Fehr who, when asked how his Art History students were 

exposed to the Spanish culture in Seville, stated, "I can use the category of art, but it's not useful 

to us. We are going to use the category of visual culture, which includes art, but everything 

visual. .. By expanding our definition of art to include all visual culture, we were able to get at 

[the Spanish culture] better.,,41 It is the combination of the David and the images of vendors, 

postcards, and metal detectors that enabled me to appreciate what Florence once was and what it 

has become. If I focused only on the Renaissance images of Florence, I would only understand 

the Florentine culture of the past. On the other hand, if my observations were centered on the 

modem city, I would miss the colorful history of Florence that has shaped the lives and customs 

of the local people. My observations of Florence had to move beyond the superficial level of the 

tourist, whose focus is only directed towards famous images, to include all of the city's visible 

elements. As my time in Florence progressed, I began to note that my knowledge of the Italian 

culture and adjustment to the Florentine way of life would only fully be realized through 

observations of both the past and modem visual cultures. 

More visual elements of Florence became evident to me as I grew more familiar with the 

city through my daily walks around the public squares and narrow streets of Florence. On my 

stroll to class near Santa Croce or the train station across from Santa Maria Novella, I 

encountered many modem visual elements that speak to the Florentine lifestyle. For instance, 

neon signs illuminate shaded streets with the words pizzeria or trattoria. Menus sit on display 

41 Fehr, tape recording. 
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outside of restaurants in order to entice customers with delicious dishes. This beautiful city is 

lined with family-owned restaurants with unique food choices that are served with the careful 

touch ofItalian authenticity. The wide array of real Italian cuisine signifies the importance of 

food to the Italian people. When discussing the history of food in Tuscany, author Carole 

Counihan states, "Love of food was a legitimate sensual pleasure for Florentine men and women. 

They felt that they had a right to enjoy food and that eating with gusto was a licit form of self-

expression.,,42 I was able to experience the Italian self-expression in food by traveling to 

different regions in Italy and sampling the various cuisines. I learned from my dining 

experiences that Florence cuisine consisted of salt-less bread and was famous for the bistecca 

alia Fiorentina (beefsteak Florentine style). The cuisine that I sampled in the southern regions, 

such as Sicily and the city of Positano, consisted of more vegetable items and less meat. I was 

able to compare the food in different regions of Italy to the food in Florence because I 

experienced the Florentine cuisine on almost a daily basis. Fortunately, I moved past the fleeting 

experiences that tourists have with foreign cuisine to a state of familiarity of common local 

dishes. My growing experience and knowledge of different food customs around Italy also 

informed me of how food in Florence differs from my culture back home, which often prides 

itself on food quantity, as opposed to quality, and homogeneity, as opposed to variety. 

I also learned about the different food customs in Italy by observing the visual displays of 

food that are arranged in open markets, small shops, and on stands along the streets. The visual 

presentation of the popular Italian treat, gelato, which closely resembles ice cream, is in 

abundance throughout Florence. The numerous gelateria artfully arrange the flavorful gelato 

choices behind glass counters in elegantly designed mounds. I have seen cantaloupe slices 

42 Carole M. Counihan, Around the Tuscan Table: Food. Family. and Gender in Twentieth-Century 
Florence (New York: Routledge, 2004), 27. 
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tastefully positioned in the melone gelato or curled chocolate shavings carefully sprinkled on the 

cioccolato fondente flavor. Similar forms of colorful and artful displays are also found outside 

small produce stores in Florence where fruit and vegetable stands are set up right outside the 

door. The fruits and vegetables, which are grouped according to type, are carefully arranged in 

tall heaps of fresh goodness. During my Spring Break sojourn to the Amalfi Coast with my sister 

Stephanie, we spent a small amount of time exploring the coastal town of Sorrento. We 

encountered many colorful displays of fruit and were pleasantly surprised by the extremely large 

lemons and oranges that were in abundance in southern Italy. Figure 2.5 illustrates the 

importance of color, presentation, and freshness in outdoor public displays of food. I also 

experienced colorful displays of food inside the many Italian restaurants I visited while in Italy. 

Almost every main course and dessert was artfully arranged on an elegant white plate or bowl. 

The appealing display of the dessert crepe in the image below (Fig. 2.6) is just one example of 

the thoughtful presentation of food that I experienced in Italy. The importance of artful food 

presentation signified to me the importance of using food as a form of self-expression. By 

observing menus outside restaurants, beautiful displays of food, and the dining customs of local 

Florentines, I was better able to understand that food is an important element of the Italian 

culture. I became more willing to try new food dishes in order to expand my knowledge of 

Italian cuisine and absorb more of the customs that make Italy what it is today. 
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Figure 2 .5. Fruit display at the open market in Sorrento, Italy 

Figure 2.6 . Dessert crepe from Hemingway 's, a chocolate bar in Florence, 

Italy 

My knowledge of the Italian culture also grew by observing the multiple facets of the 

Florentine lifestyle that extend beyond the realm of food. Particularly, I observed the open 

clothing markets, designer fashion stores, and daily attire of local men and women. The open 
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market, often referred to as Mercato Centrale, surrounding the cathedral of San Lorenzo is lined 

with stands of vibrant pashmina scarves, sundry hats and bags, and fashionable Italian leather 

jackets and gloves. It was not uncommon to pass by the Prada store with its stark white floors 

and walls, which contrast with the few designer shoes and bags on display. On a pleasant stroll 

down Via de' Tomabuoni, a well-known shopping district in the center of historic Florence, I 

could easily find the famous fashion labels of Gucci, Dolce e Gabbana, Versace, Armani, and 

more. On one particular occasion, I took a bus with several American friends to a designer outlet, 

known as "The Mall," about half an hour from Florence. The outlet mall is well known for its 

discounted prices on designer labels that are usually outlandishly expensive. We were dropped 

off at a bus stop that seemed to stand alone in the middle of the Tuscan countryside. After a short 

walk, I was standing in the midst of numerous designer stores and bargain-hunting shoppers. 

Observing the carefully arranged stores, the clothing and accessory displays, and the striking 

contrast between the designer outlet and the Tuscan landscape was similar to observing a piece 

of art in a museum that was created with purpose. The designer outlet resembles an art museum 

because the stores and fashionable attire were arranged to be on display for passing viewers. 

Much like works of art represent the creative expression of an artist, the articles of clothing and 

accessories represent a personal means of expression for the people who wear them. Observing 

the available clothing options in stores and the purposeful fashion decisions of local Italians was 

a way for me to observe an expression of Italian culture through clothing. 

The influence and significance of fashion to the Italian people is palpable in the way that 

a majority of Italian men and women dress daily. The role of images, much like the visual 

culture of fashion in Florence, plays an ideological role by influencing the way that people see 
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and think about things, including their choices and daily interactions with others.43 The 

importance of fashion in the Florentine culture influenced the clothing choices of the locals and 

detennined what styles were socially acceptable. I often saw Italian women, who rarely left the 

house without having perfect hair and makeup, walking down the cobblestone streets of Florence 

in high heels and fashionable outfits. The local men were outfitted nicely as well in slacks and 

polished leather shoes. The Florentines value their appearance because they are constantly 

exposed to images of nice attire. Before my departure to Florence, I was actually advised not to 

pack jeans, flip-flops, or t-shirts because I would not fit in with the locals. As a tourist, I was 

unsure about the proper attire, but I started to wear clothing that resembled that of the local style 

as I grew familiar with the Florentine culture. I found that my choice of clothing had changed as 

I moved toward the state of being a dweller in Florence. The change in my clothing choice was 

another means for me to connect to the local people and experience the present Italian way of 

life. 

I was also able to connect to the local Florentines by observing a significant cultural 

element and form of self-expression that is often placed at the low end of the visual scale. I am 

referring to the graffiti that marks numerous building facades, dumpsters, and advertisement 

posters throughout Florence. The graffiti in Figure 2.7 marks a wall on Lungarno della Zecca 

Vecchia, a wide street that runs parallel to the Arno River. The graffiti is not on a wall in a run-

down portion of town but is prominent in broad daylight on a highly frequented Florentine street. 

I observed similar marks of graffiti on the historic bridges over the Amo, the walls at the train 

station, and advertising signs along the streets. Graffiti is even present on sacred buildings such 

as Santa Maria del Fiore on the interior of Brunelleschi's Duomo. I had the opportunity to climb 

43 Charles R. Garoian and Yvonne M. Gaudelius, Spectacle Pedagogy: Art, Politics, and Visual Culture 
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2008), 24. 
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over 400 steps to reach the very top of the Duomo, and I was able to see the numerous markings 

of graffiti, mostly names, dates, and small messages, that mark the walls on all sides on the stairs 

leading to the top. 

Encounters with seemingly insignificant graffiti, such as the names or dates scattered 

across a Renaissance structure, encourage the idea that graffiti is nothing more than vandalism. 

Author Mary Anne Staniszewski argues that graffiti is not just a defacement of property-the 

mark is significant because "the 'tag' or signature becomes the image.,,44 The image of the 

signature or tag then becomes the focus of observation. As an image that is available for the 

public to observe, graffiti becomes part of the community because it represents an individual 

from that community. Therefore, using graffiti becomes a form of self-expression that may 

depict something as simple as a name or identity. Graffiti that moves beyond signature images 

has the potential to reveal particular viewpoints on cultural elements, such as politics or social 

interactions. By observing the graffiti on my way to class each day or on the bridges that spread 

across the Amo River, I was able to gain insight into certain Florentine perspectives. Graffiti is 

oftentimes more than a simple defacement of property; it is purposefully constructed to give "a 

voice to those who do not have one.,,45 The image in Figure 2.8 is a good example of how graffiti 

in Florence signifies an individual's political viewpoint. The picture of George Bush with the 

word "terrorist" beneath it is a form of expression that allows a local Florentine to have a voice 

in American politics. By viewing graffiti images around Florence, I was able to observe the 

perspectives of locals who I may not have encountered otherwise. The graffiti provided me with 

a way to view forms of self-expression that revealed part of the Florentine culture. 

44 Mary Anne Staniszewski, Believing is Seeing: Creating the Culture of Art (New York: Penguin Books, 

1995), 108. 
45 Ibid. 
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Figure 2.7. Graffiti on Lungamo della Zecca Vecchia in Florence, Italy, 
photograph courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

Figure 2.8. Graffiti image of George Bush on side of building 
in Florence, Italy, photograph courtesy of Stephanie Alley 
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Figure 2.9. "Human Rights in 
Tibet" banner on Palazzo Vecchio, 
photograph courtesy of Stephanie 
Alley 



The red banner (Fig. 2.9) hanging from Palazzo Vecchio with the message, "Human 

Rights in Tibet," may be comparable to graffiti because of its location on a historic Florentine 

structure and the political agenda that it expresses. There is a high probability that many locals 

viewed the banner with contempt-as a defacement of a valued civic edifice. Why is it that the 

banner for human rights, a form of low or "everyday" art, is not viewed as a significant part of 

the Florentine visual culture? Visitors to Florence make an extra effort to walk through Palazzo 

Vecchio or tour the Italian art in the Uffizi, but it seems that little significance is placed on the 

visual culture of the "everyday," such as the human rights banner, graffiti, fashion, food, or even 

the smart cars and motor bikes. Art history books, travel guides, and a large number of people 

seem to place a higher significance on the Renaissance high art as one of the prime mechanisms 

through which the Italian culture is revealed. The contrast of high and low culture, reveals 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, is based on the schema of space imposed by humans who derive spatial 

organization and common terms "from the structure and values of the human body.,,46 The 

oppositely charged words, "high" and "low" are assigned their respective associations according 

to physical height; therefore, "whatever is superior or excellent is elevated.,,47 

The Renaissance works that I learned about and observed in my Renaissance Art History 

course, such as the Duomo and the David, are categorized as superior visual elements, and often 

as miraculous artistic feats, that shaped the culture and attitudes of Italian citizens during a 

particular time and place. The importance of these works, however, often overshadows the 

modem visual elements that play an equally significant role in revealing the Italian culture. 

Furthermore, by placing the Renaissance works on such a high pedestal of importance, it 

becomes easy to forget that the skillful paintings in cathedrals and the commissioned statues in 

46 Tuan, 36-37. 
47 Ibid., 37. 
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public spaces actually used to be the "everyday" visual culture for the people of the Renaissance. 

The objects that we classify as art were, during this time, "embedded in the fabric of everyday 

life.,,48 For example, the David was initially a visual symbol of political freedom for the 

Florentines and was observable outside Palazzo Vecchio from its completion in 1504 until it was 

moved to the Accademia in 1873.49 The David was a part of everyday life in Florence in a piazza 

that hosted political gatherings and social exchange. Moving the statue to an art gallery marks 

the transition of the David from an everyday visual symbol to an object in a museum that 

represents cultural values of the past. The transition of the David's role occurs because the statue 

"no longer participates in the life and history of the city, no longer embodies the city's battle for 

political freedom."so The David is the representation of a past Florence and culture that has 

evolved to hold new social customs, individual ideals, and political concerns. Michelangelo's 

David is now a significant artwork in a museum that is admired by scholars, students, and 

tourists for its skillful craft; the tall statue does not hold the same political message that it did in 

the past for modem viewers. I was awestruck on my first visit to the David by the statue's detail 

and beauty, but I was not initially aware of the David's historical significance. It was not until 

after my study of Renaissance Art History that I was able to use my observations of the David to 

uncover cultural values of the past. Understanding the cultural significance of the David during 

the past enabled me to comprehend what has shaped modem Italian society. 

Being able to recognize that Renaissance pieces of art used to be visual elements of 

everyday life was important for improving my knowledge of the past and present Florentine 

culture. I was able to place visual elements of Renaissance Florence in the context of their time 

period to allow for a more accurate observation of the society. I then used my understanding of 

48 Staniszewski, 39. 
49 Lewis, 118. 
so Ibid. 
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past Florence to recognize historical influences in the present-day city. The visual culture of 

Florence was able to 

supplement language by depicting areas of experience that words fail to frame; 

their use and effectiveness again vary from [person to person]. Art makes images 

of feeling so that feeling is accessible to contemplation and thought. .. By the light 

of their art we are privileged to savor experiences that would otherwise have 

faded beyond recall. 51 

If the category of art is expanded to include all visual culture of Florence, then the beautiful 

Renaissance paintings, sculpture and architecture, along with the colorful displays of fresh fruit 

and vivid expressions of fashion represent particular experiences of Italian culture that cannot be 

fully expressed in words. Donatello's masterfully crafted wooden sculpture of Mary Magdalene 

or the graffiti on the inside of Brunelleschi' s Duomo represent cultural concepts that may only be 

understood by careful observations. I could not rely on my brief knowledge of Italian 

Renaissance Art to incorporate myself into the Florentine lifestyle. In essence, my identity in 

Italy was determined by my ability to utilize the abundant visual culture of the Renaissance past 

and Florentine present. Being physically surrounded by the visual culture of Florence enabled me 

to contemplate the Italian culture in a way that was only possible through a familiarity of my 

surroundings. It was my gradual ability to recognize the cultural symbols of the historic Florence 

that enabled me to move beyond my initial state as a tourist and recognize the modern, everyday 

visual elements of Florence. I was no longer only concerned with seeing famous Renaissance 

works-I was developing a sense of everyday life in Florence through the visual culture. It was 

5J Tuan, 148. 
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my observations of the complete Florentine visual culture that moved my state of awareness 

beyond that ofa tourist to that ofa dweller who understood the daily workings of the Italian way 

of life. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GETIING TO KNOW FLORENCE: THE "FEEL" OF THE CITY 

Figure 3. View of Florence, Italy from Piazzale Michelangelo, photograph 
courtesy of Jennifer Houha 

A clear blue sky and green Tuscan hills formed the backdrop for the expanse of red-tiled 

roofs which permeated my vision as I scanned the historic city center of Florence. From my 

perch on Piazzale Michelangelo, I gazed over the steeple of Santa Maria Novella, the round 

domes on Santa Maria del Fiore and San Lorenzo, the medieval tower of Palazzo Vecchio, and 

the arches of the shop-covered Ponte Vecchio, or "Old Bridge." The path I walked to class, from 

my apartment near Piazza Beccaria to Florence University of the Arts near Santa Croce, was 

clearly visible, as well as the other Florentine streets that I walked daily. In fact, much of 

Florence is visible from the high location of Piazzale Michelangelo over the Amo River's south 

bank. 52 After a steep climb up numerous winding sets of stairs, which have been built into the 

52 Lewis, 107. 
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hillside, one may reach the expansive piazza that is primarily visited for the panoramic view of 

Florence (Fig. 3). 

Looking out from Piazzale Michelangelo, the clarity of the city's structure was 

comforting and self-assuring as I neared the final weeks of my time in Florence. The 

disorientation I had felt upon arrival was contrasted by my knowledge of where to buy groceries 

twice a week, how to get to the train station or use the bus, where to find the nearest A TM, and 

the quickest way to my favorite restaurant Baldoria. My daily walks around Florence to find a 

book store, a geiateria, a pharmacy, or a movie theater gradually enabled me to know my way 

around the city without the aid of a map. There were still certain nooks or narrow streets of 

Florence that were unfamiliar, but my daily routine became steady and comforting within the 

streets that I frequented. Upon my entrance into Florence, I was confronted with an environment 

that was large and unfamiliar and thus attempted "to move from discomfort of disorientation in 

such space to the comparative assurance of knowing [my] way about."s3 I found my way around 

Florence by means of repetition, such as walking down the same streets to get to class on Via 

Magliabechi or taking a stroll across the Ponte Vecchio with my roommates. I used the large 

Duomo, the tall tower of Palazzo Vecchio, the green waters of the Arno River, and other 

significant landmarks as vestiges to guide me around the city. 

Becoming familiar with the structure of a city is not attainable for fleeting visitors, such 

as tourists, who are not able to establish a comfortable routine. The repetition of walks to the 

grocery store, work, or school must be present in order for the complete environment of a place 

to be experienced. I could not fully experience Florence from my initial tourist state of mind 

because I had not yet established a routine of attending class four times a week or making 

53 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-World 
(Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993),28. 
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frequent trips to the grocery store. My close observation of the Florentine visual culture still did 

not entirely render a complete picture of the city. Observing the Renaissance visual culture as 

well as the modem visual elements allowed me to gain a more complete understanding of the 

customs of past and present Florence, but observations only render a partial experience of a 

place. To learn fully from the surrounding environment and culture, it was necessary for me to 

have an engaged experience of Florence. An engaged experience would entail daily interactions 

and adaptations to the local way of life. My observation of the Florentine visual culture would 

have to be supplemented by my engagement with the city and the locals as a temporary resident. 

By invoking my sense of touch, smell, and hearing to accompany my utilization of the visual, I 

would absorb each component part of the city's entirety. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan discusses the 

utilization of all senses, beyond observations, to obtain an integral feeling for an environment. 

He states: 

The visual quality of an environment is quickly tallied if one has the artist's eye. 

But the "feel" of a place takes longer to acquire. It is made up of experiences, 

mostly fleeting and undramatic, repeated day after day ... 1t is a unique blend of 

sight, sounds, and smells, a unique harmony of natural and artificial rhythms such 

as times of sunrise and sunset, of work and play. 54 

Using all of the senses to absorb an environment takes longer to develop than utilization of the 

visual. Therefore, I had to constantly engage each of my senses with the surrounding city as my 

time in Florence progressed. My semester-long habitation in Florence enabled me to use my 

daily routine of walking down the same streets or past the same landmarks to create a complete 

54 Tuan, 9. 
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picture of the city and its inhabitants. I was gradually able to know when night would fall, the 

type of smell in the air just before rain, or when my favorite stores would be closed. I became 

familiar with the sound of smart cars, motor bikes, trains, and the sound of live Italian music in 

the streets. On my way to class each day, I knew to hold my nose each time I turned onto Via di 

San Giuseppe because of the foul garbage odor that lingered around the corner dumpsters. I 

learned where to buy stamps for postcards or letters, where to get a ticket for the bus or train, and 

that it was common for locals to walk in the middle of the narrow streets. I interacted daily with 

Florentines-speaking to the doorman of my apartment, making friends with the owner of my 

favorite restaurant, Baldoria. In this way, I became a temporary dweller in the city and was able 

to establish a daily pattern among my surroundings. It was my daily interactions with Florence 

that enabled me truly to "feel" the city atmosphere. My feelings, or individual perceptions, of 

Florence were formed by the architectural structures, the preceding history, the layout of the 

buildings and allotment of open space, the diverse array of people, the complex sounds and 

multitude of smells, and the types of transportations utilized. It was the "feel" of the city that 

enhanced my overall perception of Florence and painted a complete picture of the colorful, 

vibrant culture whose complexity can only be captured through direct engagement. It was my 

direct engagement with the city that helped me become an integrated part of a colorful Florentine 

tableau. 

My first observation about the "feeling" of a place was made one weekend during my 

semester abroad as I visited my sister in Cambridge, England. The first morning in Cambridge, I 

made plans to meet my sister after her class to get some tea and scones from one of her favorite 

places there, Auntie's Tea Shop. I felt serene and safe as I passed quaint English-style homes, a 

small number of people, and lusciously green lawns and shrubbery. The peaceful ambiance was 
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heightened by the quiet atmosphere, with the faint sound of birds barely audible. After a train 

ride into London later that day, my feelings of serenity were soon supplanted by the chaos and 

unrest of a place where the city bustle is fast-paced. The constant shriek of car horns and the loud 

shouts from crowds of people filled the air with a dissonance that is not often experienced in 

smaller places such as Cambridge. The tall London buildings, casting long shadows, eclipsed the 

clear blue sky and sunshine that was clearly visible during my morning walk to meet my sister 

for tea. In addition, the fast pace of the train station and underground tube in London 

corresponded with the unrest that I experienced while observing the city. The notion of "feeling" 

a city emerged on my walk past Westminister Abbey and the buildings of Parliament as my sister 

paused and asked, "Have you ever stopped to feel a city?" It was at this moment that I began to 

compare my earlier walk in Cambridge to my venture around London. I contrasted my feelings 

of comfort in the smaller, quieter location of Cambridge with the expansive, active city-structure 

of London. My comfort in the smaller town of Cambridge had transfonned into anxiety as I 

ventured into London. 

My time spent in England was too brief to experience the complete atmosphere of each 

visited location, but I was able to affix my notions about the "feel" of a place to my daily 

interactions within Florence. As previously mentioned, the complete "feel" of an environment 

may be rendered once a daily routine of small activities is established. By encountering Florence 

in everyday life, I engaged "the [city] with all senses, interacting with others, with the 

materiality, and with the atmosphere of the place."ss The complexity of sights, sounds, and 

smells, which I absorbed daily through the senses, enabled me to grasp the physical structure of 

Florence. I became aware of the physical boundary that the Arno River creates between the city 

55 Lars Frers and Lars Meier, "Encountering Urban Places: Visual and Material Performances in the City," 
in Encountering Urban Places: Visual and Material Performances in the City, eds. Lars Frers and Lars Meier 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2007), 1. 
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regions on either side of the river, of the public spheres of each piazza, and the separation of 

Florence from the Tuscan hillsides. The layout of the buildings, the pattern of narrow roads, and 

the open spaces of the piazze became familiar to my daily routines, and it was my growing 

familiarity with the physical environment of Florence that would eventually lead to an even 

greater self-immersion into the cultural and conceptual elements of the Florentine lifestyle. 

My recognition of the physical structure of Florence really began later in the semester 

after my weekend sojourns by train or bus to other Italian cities. Each time I traveled past the 

city limits of Florence on the train, the historic architecture and narrow streets wou Id give way to 

a modem city. For instance, in the middle ofthe semester, I took a bus ride to the airport to pick 

up my fiance Zack who was visiting. The street that led to the airport gradually got larger and 

supported more traffic. The red-tiled roofs gradually gave way to taller, rectangle buildings used 

as apartments, hotels, or for businesses. Large construction cranes emerged above the skyline as 

new sections of the city were being created. Advertising posters and road signs directing traffic 

lined the street. This part of the city, which is, by bus, only twenty minutes away from where I 

lived, is modern and still developing. The more modem regions of Florence often hide in the 

shadow of the historic center and remain nothing more than an afterthought. The proximity and 

structural differences between the modem Florentine cityscape and the historic region where I 

lived demonstrate the multifaceted characteristics of a place that converge to emit the feel of an 

environment. An understanding of each city component is necessary in order for the complexity 

of an environment to be pieced together. Therefore, to "feel" the city of Florence, I would have 

to acquire an understanding of the past city as well as the structures of modernity. My trips to the 

airport only revealed a small segment of the metropolitan Florence, but the recognition that 

multiple city environments existed helped me to better understand Florence as a whole. My 
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growing role as a dweller in Florence allowed me to look into the city's shadows and uncover 

what often stood behind the Amolfian city center-the true "feeling" of Florence. 

The many structural characteristics of Florence, especially the convergence of the old and 

the new, became more evident as I began to find my way around the city. I mentioned earlier that 

much of Florence is visible from a vantage point on Piazzale Michelangelo. However, I was 

referring to the urban outline that contains the historic regions of the city-the image that most 

people associate with Florence. 56 The historic center of Florence is where most visitors to the 

city flock in order to visit the old cathedrals, Renaissance paintings and sculptures, palaces, and 

main public squares. The buildings are generally composed of red-tiled roofs, and the streets are 

often narrow and made of cobblestones. Most structures in this significant region of Florence, 

even the stones in the streets, contain ample history that can be traced back hundreds of years. 

The past, in essence, paved the way for the structures of Florence that exist today; therefore, the 

discussion of the city's structure will begin with the Amolfian city design that is still 

subconsciously extant in the minds of most visitors to Florence today. Amolfo di Camio was a 

well-known architect who began his designs for the Florentine wall-circuit at the end of the 

thirteenth century, completing the thick walls in 1284.57 Amolfo's masterful city wall created a 

new, redefined Florence that is still distinguishable today. The entire circuit, which became a 

great system of defense for the city, extended to about five and a half miles in length with thick 

walls, towers averaging seventy-five feet tall, and fifteen large gates decorated with family 

crests, frescoes, and sculptures.58 The walls no longer surround the city, but evidence of the 

historic circuit remains in the form of physical markers. Walking from my apartment on Viale 

Amendola through Piazza Beccaria, I passed almost daily through an old city portal that stands in 

56 Lewis, 36. 
57 Ibid., 95-97. 
58 Ibid. 
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isolation in the center of the square. The tall, lonely structure is now just a median for traffic and 

a gateway for pedestrians crossing the piazza. On several occasions, I stood beneath the stone 

archway of Porta alia Croce for protection from the heavy rain or for a shade-filled break from 

the warm Tuscan sun. It was very fascinating to discover that my residence in Florence was 

located outside the old city walls that mark the boundaries of the historic center. More remains of 

the Arnolfian wall-circuit exist around Florence (Fig. 3.1), but the lack of physical boundaries 

marks the convergence of historic Florence and the modem city. 

Figure 3.1. Amolfian wall-circuit, remnant of the old city wall on the 
Oltramo around the Boboli Gardens in Florence, Italy 

Out of the defined city of Arnolfo di Cambio, sprang forth the development of modern 

Florence. The city had been walled "for five hundred and sixty years; with its walls removed, it 

was no longer a distinct and integral urban reality. What had been the city now blurred with or 

faded into the outskirts, the suburbs, the rapidly filling periphery."59 The city limits of Florence 

are almost indistinguishable today as the highways outside Florence guide hoards of traffic in 

different directions. The green regions that have not yet been developed are lined with trees and 

shrubbery, blending with the outskirts of other nearby cities such as Fiesole. The physical 

boundary of Florence is less clear, as is the division between the historic city and the modem 

59 Ibid., 188 
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regions. The ambiguity of structural space is applicable for modem cities that are designed to 

regulate the free flow of people and to leave room for future city expansions. The need for 

defined space and the defense that was provided by the old walled-circuit is no longer necessary 

today. Thus, the contrasting structures of the Arnolfian historic center and modem Florence 

illustrate the gradual adaptation of Florentine culture to the changing environment over the years. 

Florence is an example of how "a place over time [becomes] the kind of space that we can now 

describe not as a simple linear development of style and practices, but as a constant interaction of 

past and present events enacted with an eye to the future.,,6o Understanding the atmosphere of a 

physical environment may be achieved by becoming familiar with the past and modem elements 

of a planned city. 

My daily interactions with the historic city center and visits to the outskirts of Florence 

enabled me to view the complexity of this Italian city as one entity with a multitude of faces. The 

many faces of Florence are especially evident within the physical boundaries of the city. In the 

medieval and Renaissance Florence, the city walls provided defense from outsiders and defined 

community for the enclosed citizens; however, the physical boundary of the walled-circuit could 

only provide an external measure for community and shared identity.61 The city boundaries 

defined what people and spaces of land were considered a part of Florence, but the sense of 

community was more symbolically defined by specific public spaces within the city walls that 

allowed for human interactions. The Florentine space that symbolically represents the shared 

identity of local people is the public sphere of the piazza. The Italian word piazza literally means 

"square" and is used to describe open, public spaces within towns and cities. A piazza generally 

60 Roger J. Crum and John T. Paoletti, "Introduction: Florence - The Dynamics of Space in a Renaissance 
City," in Renaissance Florence: A Social History, eds. Roger J. Crum and John T. Paoletti (New York: Cambridge 
Universitl Press, 2006), 8. 

I Stephen J. Milner, "The Florentine Piazza della Signori a as Practiced Place," in Renaissance Florence: A 
Social History, eds. Roger J. Crum and John T. Paoletti (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 83. 
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consists of a defined area of open space enclosed by buildings or large monuments where people 

gather and interact. Through the medieval period and the Renaissance, the piazza in Italy was "a 

place of communal imagination through which successive forms of spatial, institutional, social, 

and linguistic order were articulated and contested.,,62 The open space provides people the 

freedom to engage sociaHy, politically, or religiously, exchanging ideas, goods, or services. The 

Italian piazza "remained a 'place of invention' for the individual and society, an empty space at 

the heart of the city where both self and community were continually called into being.,,63 

A prominent piazza in Florence, which has been mentioned previously in this work, is the 

large open space of Piazza della Signoria (Fig. 3.2). My first encounter with the piazza occurred 

during the first few days of my arrival in Florence as I was exploring my new surroundings. As I 

was walking next to the Arno River one evening, I turned to walk through the horseshoe-shaped 

structure of the Galleria degli Uffizi, which houses some of the most significant paintings of the 

Renaissance. The light from the piazza caught my eye, and I soon emerged into a large open 

space full of people gathering in groups or simply passing through the square. I scanned the 

enclosed space of Piazza della Signoria and saw the towering Palazzo Vecchio adjacent to the 

Loggia della Signoria (Fig. 3.3). The Loggia is an arched, open structure that is used as a 

sculpture gallery for classical and Renaissance art. The rest of the piazza is bordered by tall 

buildings, several of which have restaurants on the ground floor. The modem eating places and 

businesses were later additions to the piazza, which originated in the thirteenth century during 

the dramatic feud between the Guelf and Ghibelline factions.64 Upon their victory over the 

Ghibellines, the Guelf faction "destroyed the towers built by their adversaries" and "further 

decreed that no new building could be erected" on the former Ghibelline terrain. Therefore, 

62 Ibid., 84. 
63 Ibid., 103. 
64 Maria Teresa Feraboli, City Squares of the World (Vercelli, Italy: White Star Publishers, 2007), 22. 
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structures were built around the destroyed Ghibelline territory, and the remaining open space is 

now known as Piazza della Signoria. Upon visiting the piazza, it is evident that the open space 

does not form the shape of a square, but the space instead forms an L-shape. The L-shape of the 

piazza is created because of the protruding structure of Palazzo Vecchio, which was completed 

in 1315 by the architect Amolfo di Cambio.65 The palazzo became the prime political spot in 

Florence, causing the entire piazza to become "the fulcrum of Florentine political power, 

separate from the religious seat of power in the [Duomo] site."66 

Figure 3.2. Piazza della Signoria, photograph courtesy of Jennifer Houha 

65 Marvin Trachtenberg, "What Brunelleschi Saw: Monument and Site at the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence." 
The Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 4 7. l (March, 1988): 14-15 . 

66 Feraboli, 24. 
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Figure 3.3. Loggia della Signoria, photograph courtesy of Jennifer Houha 

The site of the Duomo, or Santa Maria del Fiore, is connected to the Piazza della Signoria 

by the street Via dei Calzaiuoli. The religious building takes center stage in the Piazza del 

Duomo and is surrounded by its bell tower and octagonal baptistery. I visited the Piazza del 

Duomo on my first day in Florence and immediately took notice of the crowded public square 

and traffic-filled streets. The religious structures take their place in the center of the piazza, but 

people still have plenty of room to interact in the open space that exists around the massive 

cathedral. People gather on the cathedral steps to eat lunch or gelato, business is conducted on 

the street as vendors attempt to sell their merchandise, and local citizens enter the cathedral for 

prayer or religious services. The large piazza surrounding the Duomo cathedral experienced 

similar levels of human interaction during the period of the Renaissance. Many churches, 

including Santa Maria del Fiore in Piazza del Duomo, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 

were replaced by "massive new churches, surrounded with or fronted by expansive open space 

(piazze ) that were owned by the churches and put to particular liturgical , festive, and economic 
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uses."67 Even the religious sphere was used for more than just spiritual purposes. The use of 

public space was probably the best means for gathering large groups of people to engage 

socially, economically, religiously and politically. The domain of Piazza del Duomo was, in 

juxtaposition to Piazza della Signoria, a religious space; however, both piazze symbolized the 

unified identity and freedom of human interaction that occurred in the open spaces of Florence. 

Many other piazze in Florence, such as Piazza della Repubblica, Piazza di Santa Croce, and 

Piazza de' Pitti, provided a blank canvas of open space where social interactions occurred to give 

life and a defined sense of community to Florence. 

The human engagement that occurred in the piazze during the Renaissance is still present 

in the modem city. The physical boundaries of Florence have changed, but the symbolic role of 

the piazze as unifying places of a 

community still exists within the 

city structure today. The "squares 

continue to provide a vital role: 

they allow the public expression 

of social interaction that keeps 

the communal spirit and civil and 

social values of even the largest 
Figure 3.4. Children' s performance in Piazza della Signoria 

city alive."68 It was through my daily interactions with the modem piazze of Florence that I was 

able to experience the "communal spirit" of the city. For instance, a multitude of Florentines 

were gathered in Piazza della Signoria one afternoon in celebration of an Italian festival. A stage 

67 Robert W. Gaston, "Sacred Place and Liturgical Space: Florence 's Renaissance Churches," in 
Renaissance Florence: A Social History, eds. Roger J. Crum and John T. Paoletti (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2006), 331 . 
68 Feraboli, 157. 
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was set up in front of Palazzo Vecchio where a group of children were performing different 

songs for the crowd of people below (Fig. 3.4). Confetti scattered the ground, little children were 

dressed in costumes, and people talked loudly with smiles on their faces (Fig. 3.5). This festive 

display was contrasted by a political demonstration that I witnessed later in the semester as I 

walked through Piazza del Duomo. On election day in Florence, a long line of people marched 

around the piazza, shouting their political opinions and holding signs for onlookers to see. The 

best example of human interactions, however, is in the expansive open space known as Piazza di 

Santa Croce. I passed through the large public square nearly every day on my way to class . The 

piazza was always full of people 

sitting on benches or the steps of 

the cathedral, playing soccer in 

the center of the square, or 

listening to live music at an 

outdoor restaurant (Fig. 3.6). I 

spent several sunny afternoons on 

the steps of Santa Croce enjoying 
Figure 3.5. Celebration in Piazza della Signori a 

some gelato and observing the busy activity in the piazza. Towards the end of the semester, I 

was able to witness the arrival of an international market which occupied the piazza for about a 

week. The large public space was suddenly full of stands, each selling items from all over the 

world. The piazza resembled a fair with multiple booths, snacks, and noisy crowds. The crowds 

of people were able to socialize and experience international goods in the enclosed space of the 

piazza. My ability to observe daily the human interactions that occurred in the piazze of Florence 

enabled me to experience the community of the city. Because it is the feelings of community that 
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maintain and transform the atmosphere of a place, it was essential to my understanding of the 

Italian culture to daily encounter the physical structures and symbolic spaces of Florence by 

observing my surroundings, listening to the sounds of the city, and absorbing new or familiar 

scents. Every smell, sight, and sound that I absorbed during my time in Florence contributed to 

and shaped my "feel" of this beautiful Tuscan environment. 

Figure 3.6. Musicians playing live music in Piazza di Santa Croce, photograph 
courtesy of Zachary Hughes 

Once I attained familiarity with the physical and symbolic spaces of Florence, it was 

necessary to uncover the more complex cultural concepts that contribute to the "feel" of the city. 

As I mentioned earlier, the "feel" of a city is formed by architectural structures and the 

organization of buildings and open spaces, which comprise the physical elements of Florence. 

However, to internalize the "feel" of a city, interaction with the environment must move beyond 

the physical realm and the tangible senses. I had to utilize my internal senses, such as my 
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emotions and intuition, to "feel" the city's spiritual atmosphere. In order to establish a personal 

connection with Florence, I had to understand the spiritual atmosphere of the city. 

I discovered that the feelings of community and social identity in Florence are formed by 

the daily human interactions that occur in the physical space of the piazze, but it is the diverse 

array of the people themselves and their social engagement that form the spirit of Florence. The 

unique character of Florence is formed by "the rich relationships between those articulated 

spaces and the human encounters across the social spectrum."69 The complete "feel" and 

character of Florence became evident through my daily engagement with the structure of the city 

in addition to my interactions with the locals. Most days, when I either left from or returned to 

my apartment, I was able to interact with the doorman of the building. The friendly old 

gentleman spoke only Italian, but he always greeted me and smiled when he saw me. I even 

befriended the doorman's small, white dog, Chicca, who ran to greet me with a wagging tail each 

time I came back to the apartment. My interaction with the locals continued throughout the 

semester, especially as I began to frequent a small restaurant near Santa Croce called Baldoria. I 

eventually came to know the young Italian woman, Daniela, who owned and worked in the 

restaurant (Fig. 3.7). Daniela would inquire about my time abroad, whether my Italian was 

improving, and how long I would stay in Florence. I went to Baldoria on my birthday to 

celebrate with my roommates, and Daniela was kind enough to give me a free dessert with a 

birthday candle on top when I told her why we were celebrating (Fig. 3.8). My interactions with 

the locals continued as I went to the open markets and bought fruit from strangers or discussed 

travel arrangements with the workers at the train station. I continually had to be willing to 

"engage the 'Other' to secure" my own personal growth during my period of dwelling in 

69 Crum and Paoletti, 1. 
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Florence.70 My personal connection to the city was formed by my interactions with the local 

people and the relationships that I formed during my time abroad. Through the relationships that 

I formed with local Florentines, I became integrated into the Florentine community. 

Figure 3.7. Photograph with the owner ofBaldoria [in order from 
left to right: me, my roommate Sophie Pearson, and Daniela] 

Figure 3.8. Birthday cake at Baldoria in Florence, Italy 

70 Helen Liggett, "Urban Aesthetics and the Excess of Fact," in Encountering Urban Places: Visual and 
Material Performances in the City, eds. Lars Frers and Lars Meier (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 

2007), 21 . 
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It was the relationships and interactions with the Florentine people that really allowed me 

to feel the atmosphere of the city. The structures of the city, the forms of transportation used, and 

the sounds and smells were all made real through the people that I encountered on a daily basis. 

My ability to analyze encounters with local Florentines enabled me to analyze the "social and 

spatial construction of meanings and the powerful outcomes of the contestation of meanings in 

everyday activity.,,7! My gradual familiarity with the surroundings, my engagement with the 

spatial structure of Florence, and my daily interactions with locals enabled me to truly "feel" the 

city. The '"feel" of Florence, in tum, enabled me to internalize and comprehend the everyday 

observations that I accumulated during my time as a temporary dweller in Italy. 

11 Frers and Meier, 2. 
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CONCLUSION 

At four 0' clock in the morning on May 18, 2008, I took one last look around the room 

where I resided in Florence for almost four months. The small white desk in the corner was no 

longer occupied by pictures of my family, my laptop computer, or my books. The twin sized bed 

had been stripped of its white sheets and yellow comforter, and the closet door stood ajar, 

revealing a set of empty drawers and bare plastic hangers. My bags were now packed and placed 

neatly next to the door of my room. I slowly picked up my heavy baggage and proceeded 

through the apartment, down the elevator of the building, and out the front gate that faces the 

street. After saying goodbye to my roommates and shedding a few tears, I climbed into a van that 

would take me to the Amerigo Vespucci Airport in Florence for my early flight back home. As I 

rode through the streets of Florence for the last time of my study abroad experience, I tried to 

catch final glimpses of familiar landmarks, such as the Duomo and the Ponte Vecchio, in the 

faint early-morning light. Most ofthe city was still sleeping as I passed by empty streets and 

quiet public squares. The previously foreign nooks and narrow streets were now familiar places. 

Even though my yearning for home and family occupied my thoughts as I embarked on my long 

journey back to Lubbock, Texas, I already began to feel a slight sting of nostalgia for the place 

and culture that had taught me so much during the semester. 

My time in Florence was finally at its end, and I returned to my home as a changed 

person with a new awareness of the surrounding world. Once I stepped off the plane onto 

American soil, I was in a surreal state of mind because I was viewing the culture that I left four 

months ago through a new lens. The numerous chain food restaurants, tee shirt and flip-flop 

attire, and immersion into the English language no longer appeared to me as the only way of life 
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but as a set of customs that are common in the place that I call home. The journey between my 

departure from home and my moment of return enabled me to experience other places, and it was 

the experience of different places and cultures that influenced my new view of home. 72 I had to 

readjust to communicating only in English, driving everywhere as opposed to walking, using my 

credit card for transactions instead of euros, wearing shorts and flip-flops in contrast to boots and 

Italian scarves, and visiting one mega store for my shopping needs as opposed to five smaller, 

specialized shops. I also felt a new appreciation for my family and friends, the American food 

that was not available to me while in Florence, and the comfort of my own bed in my own room. 

Every small detail or activity at home, which failed to grab my attention before my study abroad 

adventure, was amplified upon my return because I was now able to make comparisons with an 

alternate culture and way of life. My interactions with the Florentine way of life prompted my 

increased awareness of the world because I was able to see that there are multiple ways ofliving 

and thinking. The awareness that I experienced upon my return and my new perspective of home 

gradually occurred over the course of my four months spent in Florence. 

Before my departure to Italy, I had a superficial level of knowledge of the Italian culture 

that came from reading books, attending classes, and watching films. I learned about Italian 

history in my two Humanities courses, the Renaissance in my European Fine Arts course, and 

modem Italian culture in my Italian language courses. I studied photographs in Italian 

guidebooks and read about the famous attractions in Florence. Courses at Texas Tech and the 

Italian guidebooks provided me with a shallow base of cultural knowledge about Florence. My 

initial state of awareness when I arrived in Florence was that of a tourist because I was an 

outsider who was unfamiliar with the local way of life. My role as a tourist was possible due to 

the evolution of travel from Antiquity to the modern day. Travel began as a mechanism for 

72 Casey, 294. 
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exploration and transformed into an activity of autonomy and leisure. The influence of autonomy 

on travel, such as the young independent men of the Grand Tours, led to traveling that was for 

educational purposes. The availability of travel for leisurely and learning experiences has led to 

two foons of tourism that I refer to as "theme park tourism" and "nature and place tourism." The 

first form of tourism involves travelers who make fleeting visits to foreign locations with no 

desire to experience the surrounding culture. The latter form of tourism involves those who want 

to learn more about the world by traveling to new places and absorbing the local customs. My 

initial place in Florence was more similar to "theme park tourism" because, although I had an 

overwhelming desire to learn from the Italian culture around me, I spent the first few weeks of 

my stay with a map of the city and a camera glued to my hand. In order to increase my 

awareness of the Italian culture, I had to familiarize myself with the city by carefully observing 

my surroundings. 

My careful observations of the Florentine visual culture allowed me to move beyond the 

superficial level of knowledge that I had as a tourist to a greater level of understanding of the 

Italian way of life. I became more familiar with the city and no longer relied on a map or took 

pictures of everything. My growing familiarity with the surroundings enabled me to observe 

closely the Florentine visual culture that was present in works of art, historic structures, local 

fashion, displays of native cuisine, modes of transportation, and areas of graffiti. I was able to 

witness the historic Florentine visual culture through site visits with my Renaissance Art History 

class to significant structures, such as Brunelleschi's Duomo, or during museum visits where I 

closely observed famous works of art such as the David. Important historical structures like the 

Duomo and the David are significant elements of visual culture because they reveal particular 

social, religious, and political customs that were prevalent in the past. During my close 
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observations of the historic visual culture of Florence, I also became aware of the modem visual 

elements that surround objects from the past. The cars driving by Santa Maria del Fiore, the 

elegant displays of food, the modem fashion trends, and the graffiti that mark many buildings are 

modem visual elements that contributed to my increased understanding of the current Florentine 

customs. Despite the superiority that is often placed on Renaissance works of high art, an equal 

understanding of both the past and present visual cultures of Florence was necessary for me to 

obtain a more complete awareness of Italian culture. 

The observations that I made of Florence allowed me to experience the city on a more 

familiar level, but my experience of place was still only partial. To learn fully from the 

surrounding foreign culture, I had to immerse myself in the daily city life and acquire the "feel" 

of Florence. To "feel" the city, it was necessary for me to establish a daily routine that was 

repeated over a long span of time. I had to become a temporary dweller in the city by adjusting to 

local customs, becoming familiar with the city structure, attending class, finding regular places to 

shop and eat, and interacting with the local Florentines. My familiarity with the structure of 

Florence began in a broad sense with the layout of the city boundaries, historic and present. I 

found that the true identity of Florence, however, is present within the physical boundaries of the 

city in the form of the piazza. The large public squares, which are generally located in front of 

churches or political buildings, encourage human interaction and embody the Florentine 

community. It was in the large public squares that I was able to interact daily with local people. 

The daily interactions with the city structure, the public spaces, and the Florentines enabled me 

to obtain a complete "feel" of the complex city atmosphere and culture. 

The three different stages of experience-the tourist with a superficial knowledge of 

place, the observer with an understanding of visual culture, and the dweller who "feels" the city 
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through daily routine--demonstrate the elements which were necessary for my complete 

immersion into a new culture and place. My engaged experience of Florence enabled me to move 

beyond the basic level of knowledge that I had acquired through courses in the Honors Arts and 

Letters major to a level of increased awareness about the world, especially concerning the Italian 

culture. My increased level of awareness was possible as I transformed the objective information 

that I acquired from books and classes before my departure into a subjective knowledge of the 

Italian culture by physically traveling to Florence and forming my own observations. The study 

abroad experience allowed for a subjective form of knowledge because I was able to internalize 

my active experiences of the Florentine way of life. When discussing the influence of external 

cultural symbols and languages, author and scholar Mary Anne Staniszewski explains, "To know 

oneself.-in a sense, to be, or to exist to oneself--one must enter culture. One must use cultural 

codes and languages. In this sense, your identity is founded upon that which is exterior to 

yourself.,,73 If my identity and knowledge of culture is founded upon what is exterior to myself, 

then I could not fully understand the Italian culture from my place at Texas Tech University. It 

was necessary to travel across the world to experience the cultural codes and customs of 

Florence in person. By internalizing the exterior environment of Florence, I was also able to 

increase my awareness of self and my role as an active member of the world. 

My new awareness of cultures beyond my own enabled me to develop an open-minded 

and well-rounded understanding of the world that is necessary for a liberal arts education. 

Because a liberal arts education emphasizes "learning how to learn" and being able to have an 

open mind that stretches across different disciplines, then the act of studying abroad to create 

awareness of the self and the world is a necessary component of my education. The form of 

learning that is required to produce critical thinkers and well-rounded individuals "is rarely at the 

73 Staniszewski, 35. 
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level of explicit and formal instruction.,,74 Thus, the most effective educational instruction for a 

liberal arts student is one that involves active and engaged learning experiences. 

Now as I sit at my desk looking through photographs from my time abroad, I am able to 

reflect on my experience in Florence, Italy and contemplate what I learned about myself and the 

surrounding world. I have train tickets to Rome, Venice, Pisa, and Lucca that remind me of the 

weekends that I traveled around Italy. The Uffizi pass that permitted my entry into Florentine 

museums and art galleries is still sitting in a wallet next to my passport. In addition, I can tum 

through the pages of my small, blue notebook and review the daily entries that index my 

activities for my four months in Florence. My reflection on items such as the photographs, the 

tickets, the Uffizi pass, and the journal entries allow me to review each event and begin to 

explain how each episode affected my personal development. A thorough reflection of what I 

experienced and what interactions took place has been necessary to allow for an articulation of 

what I learned. The ability to reflect on what has been learned from new experiences, much like 

this reflection of my time in Florence, is the final step in the experiential learning process that 

allows for a new self-awareness and understanding of diverse world cultures. I am now aware of 

how my experience in Florence aided my personal growth, and I am aware that true learning 

occurs when objective knowledge from the classroom is applied to real experiences in the world. 

74 Tuan, 199. 
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