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Some years ago, working on a project about 
Scandinavians in Rome during the nineteenth 
century, I found myself wondering: does Rome 
really exist? Is it a real, historical city in the 
middle of Italy - or is it just a narrative con-
struction? The background for my somewhat 
confused questions was not any kind of pro-
found philosophical concern, nor an existential 
problem of any kind. It started as a practical 
question, generated by my work with trave-
logues, letters, diaries and other kind of texts, 
describing the authors' visits to this place they 
called "Rome".' 

To most of these authors, the journey to 
Rome and the stay there was described as the 
experience of a lifetime - greatly longed for and 
very deeply felt as something of the utmost per-
sonal importance. In spite of this, the accounts 
seemed all the same. Everybody expressed his 
or her deeply felt personal experience of the 
eternal city in exactly the same way. And the 
Scandinavians were not alone - other Europe-
an and North-American travellers also told this 
same story. 

As my project was to investigate the tradi-
tions of travelling and travel writing, this was 
not exactly a problem, but - it still made me 
wonder about the different kinds of reality. I 
became very much aware that Rome, this geo-
graphical, physical fact, was a place that gener-
ated a large variety of spaces. And among these, 
the tradition of north European and American 
Roman writing makes up a reality in itself. It 
refers to the authors' experiences in the eternal 
city, and I have no reason to believe that the au-
thors are lying (at least not more than what is 
required to make up a good story). They had 
actually been to Rome and most of them had 
probably seen and done the things they said

they had. So one level of reality is this of refer-
ence. But the texts also make up a kind of real-
ity in themselves; they create a universe of per-
sons and places, of structures and stories. And I 
wanted to explore that space, that reality. 

To each author, the writing of their texts had 
meant selecting and transforming memories 
and experiences into something less incoherent 
and far tidier than the original perceptions - as 
is always required when personal experiences 
are to be transformed into narratives. This 
process may have been nearly contemporary 
with the experiences, as is the case when writ-
ing a diary, or separated by years, as may be 
the case with memoirs. But all the same, each 
author would know that his/her text did not tell 
the whole story: there is always something else, 
something he/she is not able - or willing - to 
describe. This may be e.g. smell, sensation, 
sound - things too impalpable to be easily pre-
sented in a text. But it may also be details, 
small, unimportant things omitted not to dis-
turb the main line of the story, or circumstan-
ces left out because they are too private - or 
simply because they are felt as irrelevant. 

The texts I was working with had all been 
published, and some of them found quite large 
audiences. Most of these readers had never 
travelled to Rome. So, in a certain perspective, 
to them, the universe presented in the books 
was Rome. On this level, reality was in the 
books, in the texts. Several travelogues and lit-
erary works have held a position in European 
culture as this kind of Roman reality. Goethe's 
Italienische Reise (1816) was perhaps the most 
important, but both Stendhal's Promenades 
dans Rome (1829) and Mme de Stael's Corinne 
(1807) should also be mentioned. To quite a 
large number of Scandinavians, Vilhelm Berg-


