Lecture 2 (16 November 2009): Intermediality: Crossing Between Visual Arts and Literature

· The main theme: is intermedial nature of Karel Čapek’s travelogues - going back to the notion of vision / gaze – the first thing we notice when we read Čapek’s travelogue are illustrations, drawing and sketches. In this lecture we are going to analyze their functions, especially their meaning for the narrative. 

· The main question: are illustrations there only to embellish the text or do they represent an independent semantic sign which supplements and interacts with narrative? 

· the three main themes concerning the intermedial nature of Čapek’s travelogues. 

1. Why does he use visual devices and techniques in his travel writing?

2. Which visual devices does he use?

3. What is their function? 

-
The main premise: Čapek’s travelogue is a visual narrative - the narrative text employs different visual devices in order to depict the experience of travelling

-  the lecture structure: 1. summary of the previous lecture; 2. introduction to intermediality – the relationship between visual and textual; 3. intermedial features in Čapek’s travelogues and the analysis of Letters from England
1. Summary of Lecture 1:

Etymology: travel as a change of places but also labour and pain

In Literature:
· travel as the process of becoming, travel as a pilgrimage, a religious ritual which in the modern times became more profane
· travel, exploration, tourism
The Travel Genre:
· fluidity of travel (travel as a highly individual experience) – fluidity of the genre
· changes travellers bring: how do we change in face of other cultures? How does our perception of home change? Is “home” just a static idea, or does it change?
· Modern travel genre: simultaneity (as introduced by Apollinaire) of place and time, of visual and textual
· visual perception as the most important segment of travel writing. If travel means “to go and see places,” then the travel genre is not what we see but rather how we see it 

The Interwar Travel Writing:

· historical trauma of the First World War, scientific developments, especially in terms of transportation and communication

· in Britain: disappointment, identity crisis, “nowhere to go” (Fussel), creation of the intellectual diaspora

· in Czech Literature: “expansion” – the establishment of the independent First Czechoslovak Republic, writers and artists travelling in order to learn, proud to be Czech, exposing the Czech identity to the world in the travelogues – no cultural inferiority – Čapek as an example of this – no Occidentalism or Orientalism

2. intermediality
History:

· intermediality – a relationship and interaction between different media, in this case between visual and textual, an expanded notion of intertextuality. 
· The definition of “intermediality:” “Perhaps it would be useful to revive that obsolete English word ‘intermedial’, for, as we shall see, the allusions are more often than not to ‘texts’ in or from other media: images refer to novels and poems; poems and novels integrate paintings or prints; and pictures again might refer to musical pieces. ‘Intermediality’, then, is a particular form or area of intertextuality.” (Wagner, Peter, Reading Iconotexts, 12)

· a new and developing field cutting across literature and visual arts, humanities and social sciences

· the contemporary theory characteristic of the so called “visual turn” – increasing importance of examination on the power and influence the visual element plays in our life, science, media, literature and visual arts

· the intermediality challenges Aristotelian idea of mimesis, an imitation or a “true” reproduction of reality in the work of art.
·  Intermediality is a result of a long aesthetic tradition discussing relationship between visual arts and literature

· traditional aesthetic thought – visual only as spatial (able only to represent human bodies and objects), verbal as temporal and action-oriented

· concerned with the question whether preference should be given to visual arts or literature: who imitates whom? Was poetry the first or was it a painting? What can a painting achieve that poetry cannot? Where are the limits of artistic expression? 
· Horatius Flaccus Quintus’ The Art of Poetry (c. 18 BCE) - the classic definition of the visual as spatial and body-oriented and the verbal as temporal and action-oriented arts

-
Horace: Poems are like pictures: Horace, The Art of Poetry. (c.18 BCE; Trans. Burton Raffael. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1974)

 

Poems are like pictures: stand

And stare and some look better

Close up, some better

At a distance. There are things that shine

Better in the dark; things that shine

Only in bright light (where even critics

Can screw up their eyes and – with awful sight-

See): things

Pleasant the first time,

Others pleasant again and again.25

· Gotthold Eprahim Lessing’s study Laokoon: An Essay on the Limits of Art and Poetry (1766): “This is my point – if not, every feature which the descriptive poet uses can be used with like effect on the canvas or in the marble. Might perhaps every feature of which the artist avails himself prove equally effective in the work of the poet?

Unquestionably; for what we find beautiful in a work of art is not found beautiful by the eye but by our imagination through the eye. The picture in question may therefore be called up again in our imagination by arbitrary or natural signs, and thus also may arise at any time the corresponding pleasure, although not in corresponding degree.” 30

- the 20th century scholarship also recognizes the permanent parallel between the literature and visual, and continues in a similar manner to follow these links:
“A glance at an old tradition dating back as far as Homer’s description of Achilles’ shiedl will easily convince us that poetry and painting have constantly proceeded hand in hand, in a sisterly emulation of aims and means of expression.” (Praz, Mario. Mnemosyne 5)

· the modern theory of arts and artistic practice challenges traditional distinction between the visual and verbal – modern abstract art as an example as well as incorporation of photographs and illustrations in narrative 

· The modern theory of art emphasises that the nature of artistic work is to overcome its own limits by incorporating elements and techniques from other arts. 

· This is what Jan Mukařovský articulates in the interwar era, examining the semantic functions of perspectives and colours in different artistic movements. As he says, “a work of art always strives to overcome the “limits given by the material [of its own artistic medium], leaning once towards this and next time towards that [material] from other arts” (“The Essence” 233). He abolishes the traditional debates about particular nature and ability of arts to express only certain aspects of reality (that we previously discussed” because by overcoming the limits, or rather border crossing, “poetry and art of painting become more than ever sisters, while the qualitative difference between signs they use – here the word, there colour and line – recedes in the background (“K noetice” 311)

· Mukařovský emphasizes importance of the artistic material. The art is the art it is not mediocre, and because the novelty in art is its constant striving to overcome its own limits, and to try to constantly add new significance to the same material, such as new connotations to the words or colours. The power of art is thus in its creativity, in its ability to achieve something from nothing, new from old and traditional

· However, in spite of all efforts, says Mukařovský, a total liberation from the limits of the artistic material cannot occur. Instead, the recipient medium visibly changes during the transposition. Therefore we get “usual metaphorical clichés” such as the “musicality” of a poem or a painting, the “plasticity” of a poem or picture. (148-9) In our case, the recipient medium will be the genre of travel writing. We will analyse now how it changes by adopting the visual poetics.

Why would we like to make the narrative visual?

1. In order to explain something since the most of human perception is based on sight – we use our sight during the process of travelling. The example of this are language textbooks. The best method of learning is a direct association between the visual and verbal may be understood in modern terms as a manual for how to incorporate visual elements within a text. 

2. In order to make something picturesque, in other words to embellish, to give it a meaning, to make it more attractive or to draw someone’s attention (Medieval Illustration)
3. the impact of images is more direct and more general because they address a wider audience 
4. To authenticate our experience – this is especially important for the travel genre – to persuade the others to believe us that we travelled and that our representation of foreign places really corresponds to reality.

3. Intermedial features in Karel Čapek’s Travelogues:

- three visual devices which we will use for the examination of his text. All of them are central to the contemporary literary theory: pictorialism, ekphrasis, iconotext
1. Pictorialism: the use of colours or other visual signs in the. This is probably the most traditional and the most frequent mean of visual transformation of the text:

Example: powerpoint
What does this example tell us? Different meanings are assigned to the use of colour, what does this tells us in terms of fictionalising the travel narrative?

2. Iconotexts: explicitly visual elements such as illustrations, drawings and sketches, “the use of (by way of reference or allusion, in an explicit or implicit way) an image in a text or vice versa” (Wagner 11).
2. Ekhprasis: the narrative representation of art work, “a poetical and rhetorical device and a literary genre” (Wagner 11)

- a short overview of development of visual poetics in Karel Čapek’s travelogues:

Letters from Italy (1923) – the traveller travels through the history of Italian visual arts in order to examine how they depict ordinary, everyday life. He wants to avoid all routes prescribed by tourist guides and he does not want to depict the common places of Italian culture such as Roman monuments. He tries to find alternative routes and therefore changes his visual perspective: instead of the monuments, he is interested in photographic quality of the shadows they reflect; instead of prescribed routes, he prefers side streets and pretends that he is invisible. His experience of Italy is based on pictorialism and ekphrasis.

Letters from England (1924) – the use of illustrations, pictorialism, but no ekphrasis – the question is why?

A Trip to Spain (1930) – the use of illustrations, but also introduction of the elements of film – high avant-garde, the notion of dream, visual portrayal of the movement

Pictures from Holland (1932) – visual poetics in the title itself, development of all previous techniques plus introduction of mirroring as development of the notion of dream – simultaneous existence of present and past

Travel to the North (1936) – the use of all previous elements (static illustrations, pictorialism, but also introduction of the colored illustration as the explicit pictorial element)

Visual poetics of the Letters from England:

Why illustrations?

· praised by many Modernist and Avant-Garde artists as a new, albeit not entirely anti-traditional art. The return to illustration should be understood as a variation on the Avant-Garde return to so-called primitive art as yet another redefinition of the folkloric and a challenge to the limits of the canon of modern European art.
· although the beginnings of the book illustration have been often sought in the medieval illuminated manuscripts, modern theory of visual arts considers even Paleolithic cave art and Egyptian art as the origin of illustration
· intermediality in Čapek’s work cannot be considered without acknowledging his interest in so-called primitive or exotic art, which he shared with his brother Josef Čapek.  A writer, visual artist, and graphic designer, Josef Čapek developed an aesthetic theory of marginal forms in the visual arts, which preceded Karel Čapek’s poetics of comparable forms in literature. The Art of Natural Peoples (Umění přírodních národů) is Josef Čapek’s study on exotic arts that he conceived during his visit to Paris in 1910 and 1911. There, he became acquainted with Cubist painting, which drew its motifs not only from non-European art, but also from the collections of African art and Picasso’s works on this theme that he found in Trocadéro, where he was sketching. (Přírodních národů 9).
· caricature was attractive because of the lack of traditional psychological characterisation in it which subverted the Realist point of view by presenting an exaggerated and defamiliarized view of the represented objects


· in the 1940s, E. H. Gombrich emphasized caricatures as a comic art, which, from the times of Aristoteles’ Poetics, has “ranked as inferior” because “it was reproached for lack of content… considered incompatible with the ‘grand manner’ proper to the dignity of an artist;” and moreover “because a picture which tells a story is thought to be inferior to one which embodies the true artist’s ‘pure vision’” (3). The caricature has become praised for its ability to defamiliarize and to transform a human character into “a completely new and ridiculous figure which nevertheless resembles the original in a striking and surprising way”
· why there is no ekphrasis? Because contrary to Italy, where everything resembles a beautiful picture, all art in England is confined to museums and private collections, away from the streets, which are not made for viewing but for reaching one’s destination

· 1. pictorial representations, which he indicates in the subtitle of the travelogue – “for greater clarity guided by the author’s drawings”
 MISTAKE IN TRANSLATION – is his take on the previous knowledge and expectations of England he gained through the comedies, caricatures, and illustrations that he knew before he visited the island.
· defamiliarization of the experience, the traveller experiences Britain in a totally different way than he knew about it from the books - “simply cliffs and above them grows grass”
 (England 24; Anglické 74) ILLUSTRATION OF DOVER

-
also a popular feature of fictional and non-fictional children’s books, “intended not to stand alone as independent works of art but to contribute to the sequence and mood that advance the story” (Kümmerling-Meibauer, “Illustrations”). By incorporating his own illustrations and drawing into his literary texts, to a certain extent, Čapek’s address to his readers recalls that of treating them like children. In that way, the visual element of the travelogues becomes an extension of the child-like perspective
2. illustrations depicting art which has just become a mechanical reproduction. In England, there is no arts on the streets, but it is confined to museums, and it is a symbol of the country’s colonial past. The traveller walks through the exhibition halles of the British Empire Exhibition and witnesses the uniformity behind the richness of production from the English colonies. The accompanying illustration subverts the mechanical reproduction subsuming the creative richness of the empire in the caricature of the same armchair made in four different English colonies (ILLUSTRATION): (England 65; Anglické 102). The narrator sadly states how even the “primitive” arts lost its heterogeneity and become a mechanical product instead of art itself: There is no folk art anymore; the black man in Benin carves figures from elephants’ tusks as if he had studied at the Munich Academy and if you were to give him a piece of wood he would carve an armchair out of it. Well, good God, obviously he has ceased being a savage and has become – what, actually? – yes, he has become an employee of civilized industry” (England 66; Anglické 102-103).

4. Crossing the borders of the narrative text – fiction and non-fiction: imagined Ireland is also a part of the travel writing
5. illustrations crossings the border of visual arts – representation of noise which for the narrator is one of the main features of England. As the narrator says, it is just an attempt at imitation because the visual limitations of the image do not allow any auditory quality: in reality everything is even worse (England 39; Anglické 83). (ILLUSTRATION of TRAFFIC – Expressionism)

  -   Discovery of colours:

If illustrations are depicting the world without art and without the real tradition, then nature is the attempt of finding that tradition. The journey outside of England to Scotland becomes a new exploration of colours. After discovering that natural colours are the aesthetic essence of the Scottish landscape and tradition, the narrator uses green and blue extensively, as he did in Letters from Italy. On the Island of Skye, the blue colour turns into abstract blueness, which is impossible to express in all of its nuances because, similar to the blueness found in Italy, it symbolizes the beginnings of creation. The island itself is named after a synonym for heaven (Skye). The blueness changes the limits of colour, not only because it exists in all of its nuances, but also as it absorbs all other ranges of the spectrum: 

Once a week the sun shines and then the mountain peaks are revealed in all their inexpressible shades of blue. There are bluenesses which are azure, pearl, hazy or indigo, black, pink and green, bluenesses which are deep, tinged, similar to steam, to an air raid or to a mere memory of something beautifully blue. I saw all of these and countless other blues on the blue peaks of the Cuillin, but to top it all there was also a blue sky and a blue bay and this can’t be described at all. I tell you, unknown and heavenly virtues arose in me at the sight of this immense blueness. (England 103-104; Anglické 131)

For the traveller, Scotland represents “the end of life and the end of directions,” and it points to the conflicting character of imperialist Britain.
 While London as the centre of the Empire displays its power hosting colonial exhibitions and museums with the natural and artistic artifacts collected in the colonies and all around the world, Scotland, as the internal part of the Empire, with its landscapes and absence of humans, represents the Empire’s internal dissolution.
· Importance of artistic material:

- the narrator develops a link between nature and human society as the material acquires artistic functions and aestheticizes everyday life. For example, the symbol of Scotland is stone that folk artists use for sculptures and at the same time ordinary people for houses. Scotland itself becomes a stony land (země kamenná), with iron skies above it. The presence of man in Scotland is also marked by stone: in a deserted landscape only low artificial stony formations dividing the fields present evidence of the presence of man (England 100; Anglické 128)
- the natural essence of England are centuries old trees penetrating everyday life, growing in the parks, aestheticizing the life of people in the form of elegant club furniture or the construction of typical English houses (England 29; Anglické 76). Nature is what makes England “England” and it even influences political life in the country. Since the narrator focuses on artistic material rather than its function, the perspective shifts from institutions and symbols of power to the material from which that power is made. The narrator does not think that it is important to describe the institutions of power in England, but the construction of power solely supported by the trees garners his attention. As the narrator says, “Maybe these trees have a large influence on Toryism in England. I think that they preserve aristocratic instincts, historical precedent, conservatism, protectionism, golf, the House of Lords and other old and peculiar things.” (England 28-9)
� Čapek here refers to “greater clarity” (větší názornost) but that notion is lost in the English translation of Geoffrey Newsome that I use.  He translates the subtitle as: “with illustrations by the author.”  


� “To bílé jsou prostě skály, a nahoře roste tráva;”


� In his travelogue Čapek does not refer to Britain in general but he rather talks about it’s parts, England and Scotland.
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