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Karel Čapek, Letters from England (1924), translated by ()

Karel Čapek was a Czech journalist and writer, who earned his international reputation for his plays R.U.R. (1920), where a word robot was used for the first time and The Insect Play (Ze Ze života hmyzu, 1921), becoming along with Jaroslav Hašek one of the first world-renowned Czech authors. 
Letters from England is not the only travelogue Čapek wrote, but it belongs to the group of six travelogues, five of them depicting Čapek’s European travels (Letters from Italy, 1923; Letters from England, 1924; A Trip to Spain, 1930; Images from Holland, 1932; Journey to the North, 1936) and the sixth, Images from Homeland, published posthumously in 1958, describing the travel through his homeland.

Even though Čapek’s travelogues form the central part of his opus, and the theme of travel is present throughout his fiction in terms of intertextual relationship with the travelogues, they seem to be totally forgotten in his scholarship. 

The most importantly, Čapek’s travel writing crosses numerous borders: it challenges the differences between home and abroad, between the traveller and his audience, and between literature, visual arts and film. In this way Čapek’s travelogues give insight into the aesthetics of the interwar era, where the travel was considered one of the most popular themes, and the traditional genre of travelogue was challenged by interaction between literature, visual arts and film. 

Also, Čapek’s travelogues give insight into the aesthetics of the interwar era, where the travel was considered one of the most popular themes, and the traditional genre of travelogue was challenged by interaction between literature, visual arts and film. 

Lecture programme (Weds 10/11; Tues 17/11, Wed 18/11)

1. Travel writing and border crossings: introduction to travel writing, some basic hypotheses for the consideration of the genre, the interwar poetics of travel writing and Čapek’s travel opus

2. Intermediality and intermedial crossings in Letters from England. Introduction to intermedial studies: visual elements of the language, ekphrasis, iconotext. What is the role of visual arts in Letters from England? How would we describe interaction between visual (illustrations) and textual signs in the text? Is the role of illustrations only to embellish the text? How does Čapek see England and Scotland in terms of visual arts?

3. Narratological crossings in Letters from England. Introduction to skaz and first person narration. How does the use of these narrative forms affect the structure of the travelogue, especially the traditional distances between the traveller and his audience, between home and abroad, between foreign and domestic? 

(i) General 

What is travelling and why does it matter?
The most general definition of travel is: 
a. Etymologically:
- many different meanings of travel
· Oxford Dictionary of English (www.oed.com): 1. etymologically the most archaic form travail, relates the trope of travel with pain and movement: meaning “labour, toil; suffering, labour of child-birth;” 2a. the action of travelling or journeying; 2b. An act of travelling or journey; 3. c. pl. (ellipt.) ‘Account of occurrences and observations of a journey into foreign parts’ (J.).  d. transf. Passage of anything in its course or path, or over a distance; movement.
· cognate Spanish verb trabajar (to work), Portuguese verb trabalhar, French verb travailler (to work) and Italian travagliare.
· Other European languages prefer words derived from that for “road:” Latin via, for instance, giving viaggio, voyage, viaje, viajem in Italian, French, Spanish and Portuguese. In like fashion, Polish droga, Czech and Slovak cesta, Hungarian ut, Romanian drum, Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian put and Bulgarian put can equally refer to the road, the route or itinerary, or the journey. In some languages the word is then expanded to indicate a more performative meaning (…) This certainly suggests some kind of process, if not rite, associated with the passage. (“Towards a Natural History of East European Travel Writing,” Alex Drace-Francis in: Under Eastern Eyes, 3)
· In some Slavic languages, Czech included, the notion of travel, present in the noun pout´ relates etymologically not only to travel but also to the Biblical notion of pilgrimage: putování. Dictionary of Literary Czech defines pout´ as: 1. equivalent to cesta (travel), 2. pilgrimage. It is also an euphemism for the word to die: skončit svou životní pout´ - to end life journey. The two terms that the Dictionary of Literary Czech refers as to similar to pout are anabaze – (Xenophon), an expedition from a coastline up into the interior of a country and odyssey (Homer) – a long and erratic journey, marked by numerous obstacles 
· In his study Abroad Paul Fussell returns to a definition of travel as labour, but connects it with an arduous study, a creative, almost academic process of providing evidence of the travel. In this way he relates the process of travel with the activity of writing, which is the point of departure of postmodern definitions of travel we will discuss and use as a methodological tool in this course. In Fussell’s word’s: “Etymologically a traveler is one who suffers travail, a word deriving in its turn from Latin tripalium, a torture instrument consisting of three stakes designed to rack the body. Before the development of tourism, travel was conceived to be like study, and its fruits were considered to be the adornment of the mind and the formation of the judgment. The traveller was a student of what he sought, and he was assisted by aids like the 34 volumes of the Medieval Town Series, now, significantly, out of print. One by-product of real travel was something that has virtually disappeared, the travel book as a record of an inquiry and a report of the effect of the inquiry on the mind and imagination of the traveler” (39). 
· Paul Fussell expands this definition and discusses the theme of travel within the group of the three interconnected terms: exploration, travel and tourism. Even though they are interchangeable and slippery, each of them belongs to a certain age in modern history: exploration to Renaissance, travel to the bourgeois age, and tourism to the proletarian movement. As he says, “What we recognize as tourism in its contemporary form was making inroads on travel as early as the mid-nineteenth century, when Thomas Cook (1841) got the bright idea of shipping sight-seeing groups to the Continent, and though the Renaissance is over, there are still a few explorers. Tarzan’s British father Lord Greystoke was exploring Africa in the twentieth century while tourists were being herded around the Place de’l Opera (Abroad: 48)
· Fussell’s connection between the act of travelling and the activity of writing leads us to additional definition of the genre and points to its complexity:
b. In Literature: 

-
the notion of travel closely related with the notion of telling / writing: “It is often said that travellers have stories to tell. Critics repeatedly point out how – from Herodotus to Odysseus to Marco Polo – travelers have returned home and started talking: spinning elaborate tales about their adventures, speaking of monsters, beauties, treasures, and harrowing escapes from danger. (Zilcosky, John. “Writing Travel” In: The Poetics and Politics of the Modern Journey. 3)
· “travelling as one of the oldest and largest cluster of metaphors in any language” (Percy Adams, Travel Literature and the Evolution of the Novel. p. 14)

· As Bakhtin argues, for traveller the journey is "the process of becoming" and "awareness of idea of oneself through experience of the other" (115).

· From the beginning of written cultures travel is closely related to literature, starting from the epic of Gilgamesh, the Bible and the European history of novel. The epic of Gilgamesh is a story about a king of Mesopotamian city of Uruk who builds its famous city walls after he returns from his journeys, which enlighten him with universal knowledge of the world and its wisdom. He, “who saw the wellspring, the foundations of the land,” who “saw what was secret and revealed what was hidden,” “who brought back tidings from before the flood” was able to create and improve his own world upon his return.

· Even the modern historiography is unthinkable without its relation to travel. Herodotus, the first modern historiographer, who lived in the fifth century B.C., travelled through many Mediterranean lands, especially Egypt, in order to gain knowledge and historical vision; he based his history on personal accounts and mythology, checked different resources and “ended with a book that is more than fish and fowl – a travel-novel history” (Adams, 45-46) 

· The Bible developed a metaphor of travel as pilgrimage, and human life as a journey towards divine; The Pilgrim's Progress (1678); and the centrality of the pilgrimage to Christianity produces much medieval travel writing as well as the framing device for Chaucer's Cantebury Tales. In many respect pilgrims were ancestors of modern tourists: a catering industry grew up to look after them, they followed set routes, and the sites they visited were packaged for them. Introduction. In: The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing. Ed. Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002: 2
· The great discoveries of the era of Humanism and Renaissance intensified a need for travelling and extended the interest for the newly discovered, exotic destinations. Among big names of travel literature were Aphra Benn (Oroonoko, 1688), Daniel Defoe with his Moll Flanders, Fielding, Abbe Prevost (Voyages du capitaine Lade, Manon Lescaut), Jonathan Swift (Gulliver), Chateaubriand (Atala, Rene), Voltaire, Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Flaubert’s travels to Egypt, Baudleaire’s strolls through Paris, his flaneur…
· Modern journeys become increasingly more fictional, such as James Joyce’s Ulysess or T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land
c. The travel-writing genre:

· the travel-writing genre has become one of the most popular postmodern genres and a frequent topic of theoretical discussions because of flexibility of its political and aesthetic connotations; “Immigrants, exiles, refugees, soldiers, students, scholars, artists, business travellers, and tourists have been the key actors in a global story of unremitting movement. (Koshar, Rudy. German Travel Cultures, 6)
· all cultures are “travelling cultures” (Clifford, 1997: 17-46), cultural identity is “the result of negotiation and intercultural transfer, for the powerful as well as the powerless, for ‘natives as well as strangers” (Koshar, 7)

· “travellers move through “intercultures” or “contact zones” (Pratt 1992) where national, class, and gender identities are affirmed but potentially also destabilized or modified” (Koshar, 7)

· the postmodern, and especially postcolonial theory often relate travel writing with the notion of gaze, of a traveller who goes to see the world for different reasons, but makes conclusions and analysis about it from his own point of view, creating in such a way many times highly ideological narrative

· The postmodern idea of travel draws from Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) to expand the theme of travel to the notion of gaze as the narrative, political and cultural appropriation of the world of a different, often exotic, culture. This notion also encouraged the interdisciplinary approach to the theme of travelling, bringing together postcolonial criticism, gender politics, questions of identity as well as transculturation in the postmodern world. For Postmodernists, the process of travelling assimilated and equates writing with political and cultural theory, and finds in its etymology an explicit link between the loss of home and intellectual production

· Return to etymology and play with the idea of travel as leaving home: Manfred Pfister notices the etymological connection between travel and theory in ancient Greek (3) and James Clifford articulates it as “The Greek term theorein: a practice to travel and observation, a man sent by the polis to another city to witness a religious ceremony. ‘Theory’ is a product of displacement, comparison, a certain distance. To theorize, one leaves home” (Clifford, 177)

· of extreme importance for the cultural studies as it represents different types of border crossings: crossings between different countries, identities, cultures, memory and reality, traditions, arts, fiction and non-fiction, genres

· Michael Kowalewski: Travel writing involves border crossings both literal and figurative. The first-person nonfictional narratives that form the heart of the genre usually display what Bill Buford terms a “generic androgyny,” which is not easily categorized. Travel writing borrows freely from the memoir, journalism, letters, guidebooks, confessional narrative, and, most important, fiction. 7

· Travel writing absorbs different narrative styles and genres, “In much the same way that travel itself can be seen as a somewhat fluid experience, so too can travel writing be regarded as a relatively open-ended and versatile form, notwithstanding the closure that occurs in some of its more rigidly conventional examples  (Glenn Hooper and Tim Youngs, Introduction. In: Perspectives on Travel Writing. 3)
· Travel writing is not a genre, but comprises texts, both predominantly fictional and non-fictional, that have travel as their main theme. (…) Indeed, even the presence of a non-fictional dominant is a complicated matter since ideas about non-fiction change over time (Glen Hooper and Tim Youngs. Introduction. In: Perspectives on Travel Writing. 3)
· Jan Borm points to the complexity and difficulties arising with use of the term travel writing, especially because of its constant crossings with fiction, and lists some possible solutions to this problem: The terms he lists are “travel book,” “travel narrative,” “journeywork,” “travel memory,” “travel story,” “travelogue,” “metatravelogue,” “traveller's tale,” “travel journey,” or simply “travels” (The Travels of Sir John Mandeville), and, in a different vein, “travel writing,” “travel literature,” “the literature of travel” and “the travel genre.”   
(ii) Travel in the Interwar Era
· the idea of travel as an escape:
· in Britain:
Paul Fussell starts his study about the interwar travellers with the metaphor of oranges. The first association we have of oranges are their colour which signifies warmth, and in relation to that, the warm and usually exotic places where they grow. For the interwar British travellers, oranges had similar meaning. As Fussell says, “In 1916 oranges, like other exotic things, such as ships that had to travel by sea, were excessively rare in England.” (3) There were many songs sailors would sign about them, but at the time when Europe was recovering from the First World War, oranges, just like other “tropical motifs” started signifying an escape and a dream about distant, warm, and exotic places, far away from history, from the trenches, from poverty and pain. In fact, as Fussell writes, the British interwar generation felt that there was nowhere to go in Britain, and writers, in search of their own identity and solitude were leaving for other places, which in the end resulted in creation of intellectual diaspora.
· Also, another important development after the Great War were scientific discoveries and explorations, especially in terms of communications and mass transport, especially rail and aero. Also, it was the time of a great development of tourism, which represented a temporary escape from work, problems, home, and one’s own identity, and the most importantly alienation. That was the time when first tourist guide books were written, such as German Baedekers or James Cook tours. John Zilcosky writes about this in his book on the travel theme in Kafka, where he mentions the tours in relation with the travels to Palestine, the Promised Land. As he says, “the average man could repeat Moses’ failed journey to Canaan, but this time with success. Baedeker promised what God withheld.” (Kafka’s Travels, 7)
- 
Travel writing in this period becomes increasingly aware of globalization – not a word used but a condition that was widely recognized – and the resulting mixtures of cultures and people it brought with it. At the same time, many writers became increasingly anxious about the condition and value of modern Western civilisation: was it and the white race degenerating? Might there be an alternative elsewhere? (Helen Carr, “Modernism and Travel: 1880-1940” In: The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing). 73
-
By the interwar years, which saw a surge in the popularity of travel and travel writing, the literary travel book had become the dominant form: many of the best known examples of the genre were written by writers equally or better known for their fiction or poetry (Helen Carr, “Modernism and Travel: 1880-1940: 75)
 

- in the Czech Literature:
- 
While in Britain there seems to be disappointment and writers and intellectuals travelled in search of their lost identity, in the Czech Republic travel was a sign of cultural and historical changes of other kind. The end of the First World War was for the Czechs also the beginning of their independence, as the Austro-Hungarian Empire was abolished in 1918 and the independent First Czechoslovak Republic was established. For Czechs, as well as for other Slavic peoples, the abolishment of the Empire meant independence and being proud for achieving their own national and cultural identity as well as the state. 

- 
While for Britain the travel meant going elsewhere in search of identity, for the Czech writers and intellectuals travel, especially for Karel Čapek, whose name is often related in the scholarship with the cultural identity of the First Republic, the travel meant going elsewhere to learn, to explore, but also to transpose the international poetics into their own literary and artistic canon, in other words, it was an attempt of establishing and showing to the world their own literary and artistic tradition, what Czechness is all about. Unlike before, where they have to prove their Czechness because they did not have their political independence, now they could play with the notion, and show it to the world.
-
There were many literary movements in the interwar era, but we will focus on the theme of travel in one of them. Poetism is a specifically Czech avant-garde movement, the group was formed in 1924 by writers, artists, and theorists from Prague and Brno. The main theorist of the movement was Karel Teige, who extensively wrote on aesthetics, film as a new, just emerging art, and architecture. 
- 
In his famous manifest of Poetism, Teige defines the movement as “the art of life, the art of being alive and living life,” it is the art that does not live in the galleries of in private collections but “outside in the streets, in the architectures of the cities, in the refreshing green of the parks, in the bustle of the harbors and the workings of industry which sustain us and our living environments.” (…) “It utilizes film and aviation, radio, technology, optical and acoustic inventions, sport, dance, circus and the music-hall – places of daily inventions and perpetual improvisation.” And in the end: We sought out in films, the circus, sport, tourism, and in life itself the expressive possibilities which were not to be found in mere pictures and poems… the poetry of Sunday afternoons, holiday outings, lively cafes, the intoxication of alcohol, lively tabloids and spa-town promenades and the poetry of quiet, night, calm and peace.” 
-
The travel is important for him because this theme exoticises…. And many poets actually wrote about it.
-
The Czech avant-garde found its inspiration in the Western avant-garde movements, especially French. Czech artists and writers, Čapek included in his young days, used to travel to France for artistic inspiration. Probably the most important French poetic figure for them was Apollinaire, who mentions Prague in his poem Zone, translated to Czech by Čapek. At this point it is important to mention that Zone made a big influence on Czech poetry and prose with its poetics of simultanité - simultaneity of different cultures, times, and places. In the poem the poet travels from the streets of Paris, through different places in Europe, in order to escape from pain of unfortunate love. 
-
Teige’s manifest shows us the phenomenon typical of the Czech and European avant-gardes in general. I don’t want to talk about political aspects of the avant-garde movement, but we will focus on literature only, especially on the concept of simultaneity. The avant-garde is typical of breaking the boundaries between different genres and arts. In first instance, we talk about intergeneric changes, while in second it is about intermedial phenomenon. Since travel itself is a form of crossing, the theme proved to be extremely suitable for this type of arts. Many intergeneric forms arised, such as picture poetry, typography and collages. The postcards seemed to be very appropriate as an experimental artistic material, because they represented a simultaneous connection between visual and textual sign, both representing a far away country and greetings from someone who we know. The more importantly, the theme of travel wended its way into them and led to some interesting conclusions. As you can see from the enclosed examples, it was travelling to exotic places.
-
Teige presented optical speech signs from the broader culture of popular media in such picture-poems as Travel Postcard (1923) and Departure for Cythera (1923-24), where he adds shading and a small railing to the armature of overlapping planes to create stairways. As in Jindřich Štyrský's White Star Line (1923), words and images complement one another to evoke the theme of travel, favored by the Devetsil poets and artists. Having found Hans Richter's abstract films of pulsating forms intriguing but lacking in contact with living experience, Teige envisioned Departure for Cythera in motion, as 'one moment of a lyrical film,' where boats disappear into the distance, and the crane turns. Travel Postcard presents the words 'greetings from a journey' across a map juxtaposed with a photograph of stellar constellations. An actual envelope and a postcard addressed to his colleague, the poet Jaroslav Seifert, photographs of a coastal city and of binoculars, as well as a gouache rendering of a flag make up a composition evoking displacement across time and space. Juxtaposed maps and photographs embody the themes of travel and adventure in Jindřich Štyrský's Souvenir (1924) and Pantomima (1924), as well as in the works of Jiří Jelínek and the now-lost collages of actor, and eventual leader of the Liberated Theater, Jiří Voskovec" (62). (Timothy Benson, Exchange and Transformation)
Context, themes, examples

(iii) Čapek

-
Why did he travel and how did he change the travel genre?

-
Čapek didn’t officially belong among the Poetists, but this is not important for this lecture. What matters is that the similar trope of travel exists in his travelogues.

-
I have already said that he wrote five travelogues, starting with Italy in 1923, England and Scotland in 1924, Spain in 1930, Holland in 1932, and Scandinavian countries in 1936. 
-
he travelled because he wanted to find a cultural undercurrent which is common to all European countries. He found it in folk culture, in the history of arts, especially representation of ordinary, everyday life in visual arts, he also found it in the way different countries treated artistic production (this will be visible on the example of England), he found them in relationship between nature and humans, as well as in specific national traditions

-
his search of the cultural undercurrent was again the avant-garde heritage since the avant-garde artists returned to the so called primitive arts for inspiration and ideological purposes; however, he did not have to go far to find them, he found them at the very close proximity in Europe
Čapek and Letters from England
-
Čapek travelled to England because he was invited to give a lecture in PEN Club, and the travelogue was originally published in the form of articles in Lidove noviny daily, for which he worked as an editor. The travelogue made him instantly famous at home and abroad, and after the first edition of his Letters from England was published, the second edition appeared only 14 days later. In general, Čapek was very famous in the interwar Britain, not only for his travelogue, but even more for his plays, which were frequently staged in the leading theatres of London. He also befriended and corresponded with British intellectuals and writers, such as G. K. Chesterton or Galsworthy. The travelogue was also reviewed in different English newspapers, and many times he was accused of the superficial analysis of the social and historical context of the country, EXAMPLES: what do you think about it?

-
The Manchester Guardian Weekly noted Čapek’s visit to the PEN club in 1924 and announced his plans to travel through England. The writer famous abroad for his Insect Play and R.U.R dislikes the urban atmosphere of London and “thinks the Tubes are terrible – the quintessence of Robotism”

- 
For Spectator Literary Supplement the Czech traveler resembles a “rustic” figure within the alienated Anglo-Saxon civilization. He is amazed at the visual quality of architecture and ladscapes yet lacking the in-depth sociological perspective: “His sociological deductions are superficial; the whole culture of England is scarcely touched upon except in its visual appeal” (Wertheimer 659).
· However, what I would like to argue is that Čapek’s main attention was not only to describe what Britain is like, but also to see how his own cultural identity scores in comparison with the country that enjoys centuries of independence, culture, and literature. 

· Here we can take into account the theories that would posit Čapek as an East European traveller who travels to the West in order to admire it, the so called Occidentalism. However, I personally think that Čapek was very proud of his own identity and did not feel threatened by the presence of the great culture. 

· Also, if we keep in mind that the notion of travel is closely related to the act of writing, then we can argue that Čapek’s played with the genre, especially with borders and distances between the home and the foreign place, between the narrator and his audience, and between different arts

-
In the next two lectures we are going to explore this subject by taking into consideration the following oppositions:

What clashes in his representation of Britain are his expectations of what Britain is like (what he previously knew and what he read), and of what Britain really is. 
-
The role and position of culture and arts in the British society: Where is the position of arts and how is the culture treated?

-
The role of the nature: what is the difference between culture and nature, and where does Čapek search for the “original” essence of Britain?

-
And finally, how does he perceive his own identity in relation to the identity of the foreign place, which in this case is Britain? Does he feel threatened or inferior? Is he really a Czech peasant whom he mentions once in the text?

-
Think for the next time: about illustrations – is their purpose only to embellish, or to add a new dimension to the narrative?
Find different functions of illustrations in the text from the visual point of view

Notes to the students: course materials – some of them will be put on Moodle, some of them in 
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