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AN ITALIAN HOLIDAY IN THE LIBRARY 
by Charlotte P. Agelasto 

No ONE WOULD ALLEGE that reading travel books can entirely take the 
place of real travel, but it is a very delightful substitute. The country 
I love most and wish to know better is Italy, a country which has 
always held a particular attraction for the English, who have been said 
to be 'born with two ineradicable loves — one for the England that 
breeds them, and the other for the Italy that lures them', and the result 
has been a number of fascinating travel books, which I have gradually 
discovered, and obtained from the library. 

Quite by chance just before I paid my first visit to Italy, to 
Alassio on the Riviera, I found on the library shelf Cecil Roberts's 
Portal to Paradise, from which the above quotation was taken, a book 
written for the most part at Alassio, and I think this has remained my 
favourite travel book. The writer has a charming style, and he has 
discovered all sorts of interesting facts connected with this part of the 
Italian Riviera. He has also written And so to Rome, an equally 
attractive introduction to the Eternal City. 
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In time I read all I could find that D. H. Lawrence had written 
about Italy, both his actual travel books, Twilight in Italy, Etruscan 
Places and Sea and Sardinia, and the novels that are mainly or partly 
set in Italy, Aaron's Rod and The Lost Girl. From Lawrence I turned 
to Norman Douglas. His Old Calabria is well known, but I enjoyed 
just as much Alone, which is light-hearted and intimate. Richard 
Aldington said that these two, Lawrence and Douglas, are the two best 
travel-writers England has produced, which is a very sweeping state
ment, but in their different ways they are both supremely able to 
convey the atmosphere of the country. 

My next discovery, mentioned by Norman Douglas, was George 
Gissing, and from here I travelled backwards in time to read the 
accounts of their journeys by John Addington Symonds, Augustus Hare, 
and Craufurd Tate Ramage. 

The last writer, in 1828, travelled through Southern Italy and 
Calabria, on foot or on mule-back, taking what lodging he could find. 
At the time the country was infested by brigands, but Ramage carried 
no weapon but his umbrella, for he was sure that he was safer from 
attack in appearing poor and perhaps a little mad. Shortly before his 
time a journey through Southern Italy was undertaken by the Hon. 
Keppel Craven who also wrote at length about his travels, but Ramage 
speaks of him with some contempt, because he travelled in comfort 
and with an escort. 

Ramage's avowed object was to view classical remains, and for a 
young man of only twenty-five years, his erudition was amazing. After 
him came Edward Lear, best known I suppose for his Nonsense Verses, 
but actually a most accomplished painter, and his object was to find 
attractive landscapes to paint. 

The same part of Italy was visited by George Gissing (By the Ionian 
Sea), and by his time there was less danger from bandits; there were 
carriages to be hired, and some railways, but lodgings and food were 
still chancy, and Gissing was always troubled by ill-health. 

It is most interesting to read and compare the accounts of Calabria 
by Ramage, Lear, Gissing and finally Norman Douglas. Each one 
seems to have read the works of his predecessors before setting out. 

Pursuing still further the subject of English travellers, I came upon 
the poet Samuel Rogers, who wrote an enthusiastic diary of his journeys 
in 1814 and 1815, and said farewell to Italy thus: 

Farewell, Italy! and am I never again to see its blue skies and sunny 
fields—the vines festooning from tree to tree, the green corn springing 
under them, the lizard basking under the ancient wall—never again to 
gather the wild myrtle—or oranges or citron blossoms on a terrace over 
the blue waters of the Mediterranean—never more to tread its classic 
ground—I will live at least in the hope of it. 

This hope was realized in the year 1821. 
Frances Trollope, mother of the novelist, spent her later years in 

Italy, living sometimes in Florence, and sometimes in Rome. All her 
life a prolific writer, she wrote My Visit to Italy, which was published 
in 1842 in two volumes, and her son Thomas Adolphus wrote Impres
sions of a Wanderer, and A Lenten Journey in Umbria and the Marches, 
and What I Remember, this last in three volumes. 
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Mention must be made of Edward Gibbon, who described his 
Italian journeyings in his Autobiography, but he is so taken up with 
descriptions of the great people who entertained him in various places 
that a lot of it makes very dull reading. Much more enjoyable is 
Charles Dickens's Pictures from Italy, for he enjoyed himself so much, 
admired so much, and was so ready to make the best of everything. 

Other more modern books I have enjoyed are Edward Hutton's 
Florence, the ideal introduction to a visit to that city, James Morris's 
Venice, and the autobiographical Truly Thankful of Francis Toye, which 
contains a most interesting account of his work for the British Institute 
in Florence. 

The well-known Florentine bookseller and publisher, Pino Orioli, 
friend of Norman Douglas and of D. H. Lawrence (he published the 
first edition of Lady Chatterley's Lover, which was banned in England), 
gives his opinion on English writers about Italy: 'In fact, I have hardly 
found a single French book about Italy that gives me the complete 
satisfaction which English books often do.' High praise indeed from 
an Italian. 

So far I have only touched on the fringe of the subject of travel 
books about Italy, but one book leads to another, and I am making 
new discoveries all the time. 
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