Beyond Prose Narrative, Beyond 1800: A Plea for Wider Horizons
[Discussion Group on Travel Literature, Modern Language Association, San Diego, 29 December 2003]
"This stuff about Bob Dylan won't be on the exam, will it?" This immortal question emerged from the wannabe rebel mouth of a student in my most recent course on Literature of Travel, after 27 class sessions mostly on classical and medieval materials plus one class session on the album Highway 61 Revisited and the Springsteen song "Born to Run," which two decades ago fell short of being voted the official state song of New Jersey.
At least two New Jersey rebels took even greater umbrage at a course Literature and Sexuality, in which two class sessions had incorporated  my primary research respectively on Dylan (related to love songs worldwide across time) and on obscene puns in medieval Latin. Course evaluation forms preserve the student opinions "Bob Dylan does not belong in a college classroom" and my all-time favorite, "Instead of teaching us the textbook, she would bring in her personal interests that do not belong in a college classroom, like Bob Dylan and Latin."
Based on these and other student evaluations, a practice that I heartily endorse as steam valve, I'm sure that we on this panel can all agree that any Literature of Travel course ought to be designed to stick to a textbook and to slough aside the professor's primary research and any other interests that might require students to learn something in order to pass a course. Right? Right!
Uh-oh, no. Wrong. Because you are reading this paper in dancing dots of light on a glaring screen, rather than hearing it orally delivered, you may have missed the sarcastic tone of voice in which I uttered that Statement of Student-Pleasing Purpose.
By the way, I apologize for not participating in any e-mail discussions around this panel that will meet on Monday, December 29, 2003, at 3:30 p.m. in the Warner Center, San Diego Marriott, San Diego, California, U.S.A., Western Hemisphere, Planet Earth, Solar

thereby make connections among authors who do share students' awareness of those basic works and also among authors who presumably do not, such as the sixteenth-century Chinese composer of Monkey (i.e.. Journey to the West) and the blues singer Robert Johnson. While concentrating on materials that students would probably not encounter unaided, I also draw continual parallels with the late-twentieth-century works that begin and end the course (Kerouac's novel, songs by Dylan and Springsteen) and with major British writers familiar to English majors (Chaucer, Shakespeare, Bunyan, Swift, Coleridge).  Similarly, hark Twain provides an accessible example of real-life travel transmuted into autobiographical prose, a practice pioneered by Xenophon who travelled (albeit unwillingly) in the same regions as would Twain twenty-three centuries later.
This course explores with especial thoroughness the crossing of genres, in reference to unwanted travel caused not by war (like Xenophon's) but rather by economic conditions. John Steinbeck published journalism (like Twain's, but presented as objectivity), which he transformed into a novel, which became a film, which became Woody Guthrie's narrative song, which shares musical and imagistic techniques with non-narrative poems and songs that evoke travel.   I furthermore make students do more than look at print, do even more than listen to voices:  they themselves must stage Shakespearean scenes, upright and out loud, in a low-stress public forum.
Some professors might be tempted to limit a Literature of Travel course to the massive quantity of more-or-less fictionalized prose about travel from these past two centuries.  For example, just between 1800 and 1875, over two thousand Protestant and Roman Catholic women and men published their accounts of religiously motivated journeys to Jerusalem and elsewhere in the region that they and also Muslim and Jewish and Eastern-denomination Christian authors all regard as holy land. Just now, war discourages travel there.  However, in 1 988 a sociological survey identified 6150 active pilgrimage sites in Western Europe alone, visited by seventy million religiously motivated travellers per year,  Multitudes of

them write, often attaining publication, as do untold millions of potential travel writers who are not on pilgrimage.
Students ought to learn that quasi-autobiographical travel narrative has a long and distinguished history.   I include as representatives not only the first (Xenophon) and not only the best (Twain) but also a fifteenth-century Russian visiting India, the problematic Marco Polo, and samples from Mandeville's "armchair" collection and Hakluyt's documented one.  Students do not, however, need an entire course spent reading recent first-person prose about places that they themselves could someday go visit.  Students need new directions, and they need a gentle shove from faculty to venture toward them,
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