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Abstract: While positive aesthetic expressions, those of ‘beauty’ are often associated with travel 

literature, it is important to understand its corresponding antithesis, ugliness. As aesthetic factors can 
be a reason for one to undergo the process of travelling to another place, it should be proposed that 

ugliness, in its ability to subvert expectations, is a major player in the traveller’s experience. To see 

how it does that, we must first understand where does ugliness stand in relation to one’s view; 
exploring then the reactions to such a phenomenon. 
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WHOSE BEAUTY IS THIS? 

Travel Literature as a genre has a long history. Travel itself has been the foremost tool 

for cultural exchange, dating back even to the Roman Empire.1 As a means of facilitating 

cultural cross pollination then, we must position the figure of the traveller as a key agent in 

this process. The background of this figure is also of importance: who they were determined 

if and how they could travel in the first place. For example, placing ourselves in the British 

Isles, the first accounts of British travel writing can be considered those of the pilgrims on 

their way to Cambridge.2 With this example in mind we must realise the limiting factors of 

travel: safety and wealth. Safe roads meant easier travel, and with a lack of easy connections 

to the rest of Europe in the Middle Ages, travel itself became divided into two forms: travel 

inside of the Isles; pilgrimages and such, and travel outside of it. Travel limited to Britain 

meant it was readily accessible to those of all social classes, in contrast to the more expensive 

travel to Europe. Thus visiting the continent was reserved for the elites and the learned, for 

Europe’s heirs to play key roles as agents of both cultural exchange and in the political 

scene.3 

As time progressed travel became more accessible and a combination of increased 

safety and industrial development meant that the opportunity to travel abroad opened up 

more, even if only for those who could afford it. In the area of the Mediterranean, the average 

British person would not be found travelling there, for such an endeavour was the domain of 

the upper crust of British society during the 19th and 20th centuries.4 

 When trying to understand the standards for things such as beauty and goodness in 

art, it is important to remind ourselves who those making those standards are. By taking into 

account the social makeup of the British travellers in the Victorian and Edwardian Eras we 

will understand that it is the domain of the upper class, and as such they are those who were 

allowed to set the standards of what is beautiful, culturally relevant and acceptable. This issue 

should not be taken as a purely black and white one, however, for the travellers are merely 

                                                             
1 Ascari, Maurizio (2015), The Rise of the Grand Tour: Higher Education, Transcultural Desire and the Fear of 

Cultural Hybridisation, Linguæ & -Rivista di lingue e culture moderne (pp. 10) 
2 Korte, Barbara & Matthias, Caroline (2000), English Travel Writing From Pilgrimages to Postcolonial 

Exploration, Palgrave Macmillan 
3 Ascari, Maurizio (2015), The Rise of the Grand Tour: Higher Education, Transcultural Desire and the Fear of 

Cultural Hybridisation, Linguæ & -Rivista di lingue e culture moderne (pp. 9) 
4 Pemble, John (1987). The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and Edwardians in the South. New York: 

Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press. (Introduction) 
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products of their own cultures and thus innately biased towards their own cultural standards. 

As Ascari puts it: 

[…] the travellers’ experience of other countries encouraged transcultural attitudes, 

fostering a European consciousness, but it also resulted in the formation of stereotypes, 

reinforcing national and religious identities […]5 

Using the Victorians as a starting point, we must now understand what would the 

expectations of the Victorian traveller be and how would they be reflected back onto them by 

their travels. In his writings on the cultural sensibilities of Victorian society, William Madden 

identifies two opposing views in Early Victorian literature, that of the paradox of the “public” 

and the “private” voices of the writers6, where the “public” one is described as expressing a 

will to believe that dominated the dialogue between the writer and his audience, the bur- den 

of which was the attempt to find religious or moral or philosophical sanctions adequate to 

practical social needs and ideals.7 Comparatively, he notes that Middle Victorian literature 

retained the preachy nature of its Early sibling, only change being in tone.8 Thus the 

continual standard being that of a self-purported “objective” writer, who exists to moralize 

and educate their reader. 

In spite of the valued Victorian objectivity, we could argue, in fact, that travel writing 

is anything but. If we were to do an exercise of imagination and try and paint what a “purely 

objective” work of travel literature would look like, one would find that most often our minds 

float to simple descriptive passages. The traveller cannot be separated from their own culture, 

even when interacting with another. Even a traveller that only describes what they see is 

plagued by subjectivity, for what one considers to be “good” and “beautiful” and worth 

noticing is influenced by their upbringing, where objective and subjective elements are 

interwoven in them as travellers select information and deliver an image of reality according 

to their cultural parameters.9  

In this context, we can argue that travel writing isn’t just subject centred, but also 

author centred. It is a reflection of their own views and standards, an evolving genre that 

changes from writer to writer: 

This progress from  the  rhetoric  of objectivity  to the  rhetoric of subjectivity,  from 

the  masking to the unmasking  of  the author, characterizes the history of  travel literature, 

but also reveals, beyond its rhetorical oscillation, a permanent feature of the genre: authorial 

centrality. At the centre of the modern travel book lies the mediating consciousness that 

monitors the journey, reflects, confesses, and sometimes changes; travel literature as known 

today begins when such a consciousness textualizes its presence.10 

 

UGLINESS IS LIMINAL 

Ugliness is not just the opposite of beauty or its absence. It is a vast, encompassing 

term, representing the lack of unity, a nebulousness and a lack of borders11, that which is 

othered and has to exist in order for the self to be reflected against. What is reason, good and 

culturally acceptable is beautiful, and outside of it lies the other. To propose that ugliness is 

just a lack of pleasing aesthetics is limiting. Instead, we should see it as something more, the 

                                                             
5 Ascari, Maurizio (2015), The Rise of the Grand Tour: Higher Education, Transcultural Desire and the Fear of 

Cultural Hybridisation, Linguæ & -Rivista di lingue e culture moderne (pp. 9) 
6 Madden, William A. (1963) The Victorian Sensibility. Victorian Studies 7, no. 1: (pp.76)  
7 Idem. 
8 Ibit (pp.81) 
9 Cubeta, Germana (2002), Dickens and the Italians in ‚Pictures from Italy’, Palgrave Macmillan (pp.8)  
10 Cogeanu-Haraga, Oana. (2014). What Makes Travel Literature?. The International Journal of Humanities & 
Social Studies. 
11 Rosenkranz, Karl, and Sarah Haubner. (2011), Aesthetic of Ugliness. Log, no. 22 : (pp. 101–03).  
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boundary area between the stable, the accepted and the decayed and revolting. Ugliness is 

against reason for if reason is centred around the will to permanency, then the space which 

resists that drive will be vulnerable to mutability […]this dynamic converges in the place of 

decay, and so fulfils the embodied absence of reason.12 

Despite the inevitability of subjectivity “leaking” into one’s writing, travel writers still 

presented themselves through the lens of impartiality. In the context of works related to travel 

in Italy, there was already a pre-existing resistance to it. While for many Italy represented an 

exception to the British tendency to see other lands that were not their own as lacking in 

culture and enlightenment,13 others continued, due to cultural and political reasons, look 

down upon it. As noted from Ascari’s 2015 work, reservations to travel in general, let alone 

to Italy were already a thing in the 16th century where writers like Thomas Nashe and Roger 

Acsham stigmatize travelling – especially to Italy- as the decay from the original condition of 

national purity, of pristine Englishness, in other words as a form of contamination that 

endangers monstrosity.14 

As noted earlier, the traveller is the one who, through their actions, fosters both 

intercultural exchanged as well as stereotypes and attitudes. Perhaps it was from an excess of 

English zeal, the desire to dissuade any fears of foreign influences that lead, after a while, 

many later travel writers to focus on the aesthetically pleasing, beautiful, pieces of art, 

architecture and landscapes, eschewing the actual Italian people; an indifference that, over 

time would turn to outright negativity.15 

However, this should not be seen as a surprising development. As stated by Jeremy 

Black, the 17th – and even earlier- century English tourists were more inclined to feel a sense 

of inferiority when comparing Britain to Italy, a feeling that rectified itself with the advent of 

imperial expansion.16 In this context, Italy now exists as a liminal place, both famed for 

culture and its history, but also plagued by people deemed rude and impertinent; a wild race 

and the most miserable creatures imaginable.17 We should also be reminded in this context of 

Rome as it existed in the British Imperial mindset: 

In the debates about empire, “Greece” and “Rome” have to be seen as particular 

signifiers, markers of particular styles of empire and imperial rule, alternative possibilities in 

a “field” (in Bourdieu's sense) of empires as known from the familiar history of the ancient 

world. Because they were so well known, and because they were generally regarded as the 

joint parents of European civilization, Greece and Rome could be treated heuristically as 

antithetical examples or exemplars, regardless of their actual, “messy” reality.18 

Thus it should be proposed we, given the cultural context, see Italy as this liminal 

space, both ugly and beautiful form the Victorian traveller’s perspective. Its beauty lies in its 

past as a cradle of civilisation and imperial heartland. But, as stated earlier, reason and – by 

extension – beauty are tied to permanency. It is in the space of decay that Italy finds itself in 

the Victorians’ times, the remnants of its past contrasting with the at the time present state of 

                                                             
12 Trigg, Dylan (2006). The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of Reason. Peter 

Lang. (Introduction) 
13 Pemble, John (1987). The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and Edwardians in the South. New York: 

Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press. (pp. 60) 
14 Ascari, Maurizio (2015), The Rise of the Grand Tour: Higher Education, Transcultural Desire and the Fear 

of Cultural Hybridisation, Linguæ & -Rivista di lingue e culture moderne (pp. 21) 
15 Cubeta, Germana (2002), Dickens and the Italians in ‚Pictures from Italy’, Palgrave Macmillan (pp.15)  
16 Black, Jeremy (1996). Italy and the Grand Tour: The British Experience in the Eighteenth Century. Annali 

d’Italianistica 14 (pp. 533) 
17 Ibid. (pp.51-54) 
18 Kumar, Krishan (2012). Greece and Rome in the British Empire: Contrasting Role Models. Journal of British 

Studies 51, no. 1 (pp.82) 
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the nation creating that sense of liminality and unease, perhaps even instilling anxieties of 

imperial collapse in those that travelled it. 

 

THE DECAYED OTHER 

Said’s “Orient” is characterized as a setting created by European powers to contrast 

themselves with, a surrogate self.  While in the majority of postcolonial and oriental studies 

this refers to the geo-political regions found in the Asia and the Middle East, that does not 

mean its cannot be applied in an European setting. Indeed, if the history of inter-European 

politics have shown us anything is that the Western world is more than capable of othering 

based on vague cultural standards and political inclinations, as put by Ascari: 

[…] the early modern development of European consciousness pivoted on the 

interplay between intra- and extra-European differences, that is to say between the 

Reformation rift and the confrontation with the Ottoman Empire. These two faultlines are 

interestingly correlated, since due to the Turkish peril the frontiers of otherness shifted 

[…].19 

And yet, the consciousness always shifts. As writing continued, the focus on Italian 

architecture and the state of their cities came into view. The ugliness and the decay present 

are not objects of revulsion here, but of interest. In Italian hours, the decay of Venice is one 

of the things the writer draws attention too in quite the interesting manner. The misery of 

Venice stands there for all the world to see, writes Henry James; it is part of the spectacle—a 

thoroughgoing devotee of local colour might consistently say it is part of the pleasure.20 Here 

words such as “spectacle” and “pleasure” do the heavy lifting of the imagination. Decay is 

here a point of interest, if not the principle one, its liminality what attracts the tourist. Here 

we can draw from Trigg, whose idea of a decayed space is one that rouses the imagination21, 

where an uncanny dynamic emerges in which ruin and subject are recognized in each other. 

As the ruin mirrors the fragmentation of reason, so subjectivity bears witness to the future of 

rationality.22 However, we should note that in James’ Venice is not a place of ruins, but a 

lived one. Its decayed state contrasts with its status as being inhabited, placing it in a liminal 

area: a place that is dying and yet hosts life. This also leads us to consider the objectification 

of the city by James. Returning to Trigg, he notes the artifice: Because the ruin remains inert, 

it occupies the perfect position of verging towards dissolution, yet not entirely sliding into 

it.23Perhaps most telling of all is that James instead of appreciating the liminality of the space 

he’s visiting, objectifies it. By calling Venice a “museum” he not only transitions if from an 

inhabited medium into one meant for spectacle, but completely places it in stasis. The 

museum itself is a symbol of preservation, of the stasis of beauty-reason. Furthermore, it also 

encloses it and erases its human identity and places it into a category of indivisible homogeny 

and totality.24 

Italians and their architecture continued to be othered in travel literature. In relation to 

Ruskin’s writing in The Stones of Venice, Odgen argues that the author participates in 

orientalising and othering the southern European culture: 

                                                             
19 Ascari, Maurizio (2015), The Rise of the Grand Tour: Higher Education, Transcultural Desire and the Fear 

of Cultural Hybridisation, Linguæ & -Rivista di lingue e culture moderne (pp. 27) 
20 James, Henry  (1909) Italian Hours, Heinemann, London 
21 Trigg, Dylan (2006). The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of Reason. Peter 

Lang. (pp. 97) 
22 Idem. 
23 Ibid. (pp. 106) 
24 Salmoni, Steven (2005). Ghosts, Crowds, and Spectacles: Visions of Venetian Travel in Henry James’s 

‘Italian Hours.’ Journal of Narrative Theory, vol. 35, no. 3,( pp. 283) 
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Ruskin's hatred of Renaissance architecture has much to do with the fact that he 

considers its distinguishing features to be not simply the revival of Greek and Roman 

classicism, but also the infiltration and overabundance of "sensualist" (read "Oriental") 

influences upon the European creative mind.25 

Here we return to see that liminality: where the Renaissance exists both as a revival of 

what is deemed to be “western” civilisation, but also “infiltrated” by the other. Ogden 

continues by pointing out the tendency of Britain’s privileged classes […] to regard Italy as 

the diminished inheritor of Europe’s two proudest historical legacies, Classical Rome and 

the Renaissance city-state.26 It also important here to highlight the different ways in which 

Ruskin characterises Northern European architecture versus the Southern style. Ruskin’s 

language is loaded with suggestions to decay and decomposition, highlighting it as a 

transitive, liminal style. He separates the styles into three categories of aesthetics: Purists, 

Naturalists, and Sensualists, based on alignment with Western or non-Western principles. 

When associating Gothic with those three classes, Ruskin aligns them with Naturalism, the 

Western, something he also does with the Purists. The Sensualists, meanwhile are 

characterised thusly: 

The Purist, therefore, does not mend nature, but receives from nature and from God 

that which is good for him; while the Sensualist fills himself “with the husks that the swine 

did eat.” The three classes may, therefore, be likened to men reaping wheat, of which the 

Purists take the fine flour, and the Sensualists the chaff and straw, but the Naturalists take all 

home, and make their cake of the one, and their couch of the other.27 

Noticing the use of language, as stated earlier, we can see the association of the 

orientalised Sensualist with “husks”, “chaff”, “straw”; words that evoke the idea of remains, 

what is left behind once the raw matter has been properly processed and sorted. Remains are 

liminal things, no longer in their original state, but also not completely consumed either. 

Where James objectifies and seeks to impose stasis onto something that is opposed to it, 

Ruskin rejects it and the “languidity” he attributes to the East, as well as its influence over 

Venetian architecture.28 

 

CONCLUSION 

The idea of “beauty” is a construct. What it represents and who is something 

determined by the dominant culture. In the domain of travel literature, this refers to those 

who have the means and expendable income required to undertake the endeavour. Thus, it is 

through their lens that standards and ideas are formed. While what is considered beautiful or 

aesthetically pleasing by the dominant voices might change, at its core lies the fact that those 

values lie enclosed within certain parameters of what can and is accepted. By contrast 

ugliness lies outside of those conventional values and is intrinsically tied with the concept of 

decay.  

Beauty is the partner of reason, of stability and permanence. Change, decay, 

liminality, are the key elements that are tied to ugliness. What is decayed exists in a state of 

change, both “is” and “is not”; its foremost representative in the domain of literature being 

the ruin. 

                                                             
25 Ogden, D. (1997). The Architecture of Empire: “Oriental” Gothic and the Problem of British Identity in 

Ruskin’s Venice. Victorian Literature and Culture, 25(1), (pp. 114) 
26 Ibid.( pp. 115) 
27 Ruskin, J. (1903), The Stones of Venice. New York:Longmans, Green, and Co. 
28 Ogden, D. (1997). The Architecture of Empire: “Oriental” Gothic and the Problem of British Identity in 

Ruskin’s Venice. Victorian Literature and Culture, 25(1), (pp. 114) 
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As we’ve seen that what is considered worth noting by travellers is often set by the 

upper class, the elites of society, and creates a divide between the self and the other. The 

English tourist visiting Italy in the Victorian Era would have most likely carried with them 

those biases and thus explain why their tastes gravitated towards things such as landscape, 

architecture and works of art, things considered to have more permanence than the people, 

towards whom they developed a negative attitude. Even appreciation for the aesthetic of 

decay, such as in the case of Henry James, comes with a caveat, as it is removed from its 

living world, detached from the people and culture that affect it. James places it in stasis by 

not viewing it as a part of a living whole, an idea completely counter to the changing nature 

of decay. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Ascari, Maurizio (2015), The Rise of the Grand Tour: Higher Education, 

Transcultural Desire and the Fear of Cultural Hybridisation, Linguæ & -Rivista di lingue e 

culture moderne <https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/linguae/article/view/859/711 > 

Black, Jeremy (1996). Italy and the Grand Tour: The British Experience in the 

Eighteenth Century. Annali d’Italianistica 14 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/24007464 > 

Cogeanu-Haraga, Oana. (2014). What Makes Travel Literature?. The International 

Journal of Humanities & Social Studies   

< 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267097382_What_Makes_Travel_Literature > 

Cubeta, Germana (2002), Dickens and the Italians in ‚Pictures from Italy’, Palgrave 

Macmillan 

James, Henry (1909) Italian Hours, Heinemann, London < 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ > 

Korte, Barbara & Matthias, Caroline (2000), English Travel Writing From 

Pilgrimages to Postcolonial Exploration, Palgrave Macmillan 

Kumar, Krishan (2012). Greece and Rome in the British Empire: Contrasting Role 

Models. Journal of British Studies 51, no. 1 < http://www.jstor.org/stable/23265259 > 

Madden, William A. (1963) The Victorian Sensibility. Victorian Studies 7, no. 1 

Ogden, D. (1997). The Architecture of Empire: “Oriental” Gothic and the Problem of 

British Identity in Ruskin’s Venice. Victorian Literature and Culture, 25(1) 

Pemble, John (1987). The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and Edwardians in the 

South. New York: Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press 

Rosenkranz, Karl, and Sarah Haubner. (2011), Aesthetic of Ugliness. Log, no. 22 

<https://www.jstor.org/stable/41765715 > 

Ruskin, J. (1903), The Stones of Venice. New York:Longmans, Green, and Co. 

Salmoni, Steven  (2005), Ghosts, Crowds, and Spectacles: Visions of Venetian Travel 

in Henry James’s ‘Italian Hours.’ Journal of Narrative Theory, vol. 35, no. 3 

<http://www.jstor.org/stable/30225802> 

Trigg, Dylan (2006). The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the 

Absence of Reason. Peter Lang < https://philpapers.org/rec/TRITAO-3 > 

 

https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/linguae/article/view/859/711
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24007464
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267097382_What_Makes_Travel_Literature
https://www.gutenberg.org/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23265259
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41765715
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30225802
https://philpapers.org/rec/TRITAO-3

	TRAVEL LITERATURE AND THE LIMINALITY OF UGLINESS
	Laurențiu Boșog
	PhD Student, University of Craiova


