March 24 - 30, 2003
City as text. Perceptions of ›Italy‹ in books of travels and descriptions of Italian cities from the Renaissance to the early 19th century
Not only in the 19th century, but even today travelers to Rome are using Goethe’s »Travels in Italy« as their bible. As Wilhelm von Humboldt remarked about his contemporaries, they are nevertheless aware that Goethe’s letters do not so much contain reliable facts about the city of Rome, but rather the impressions, that made the city important to Goethe himself. To take one individual perception as the starting point to examine aesthetic experiences throughout generations of travelers is admittedly an approach specific to the history of German culture. On the other hand, this process is representative of the long history of cultural perceptions of Italy since the Renaissance. The example shows that any cultural communication and social action takes place in specified webs of significances (Clifford Geertz). 

Books of travels and descriptions of Italian cities by travelers from the 15th century (Conrad Celtis) to the early 19th century (Heinrich Heine) will be the focus of our discussion. We accordingly encourage such topics as the following: conceptions of city and nature, systems of cultural meaning, the emergence of modern identity and the role of the arts.    
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