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Supervisor’s report on Martin Branda’s 

“Image of Spain and Portugal in English written travelogues in 1750´” 

 

I followed Martin Branda’s work as his second supervisor, during the third semester of his 

studies in the framework of the TEMA Erasmus Mundus Programme, at Eötvös Loránd 

University, Budapest. This report has to state an important problem before getting into the 

details of the thesis. The underlying work surprised me with its shortness. It is 68 pages long 

and the main text (without introductory pages and bibliography, pp. 7-63) is 58 only, which is 

much shorter than the extension normally required in the TEMA Erasmus Mundus 

Programme. TEMA students are expected, according to their students’ agreements signed at 

the outset, to write hundred-page long theses. When characters are counted, Martin Branda’s 

work is 139.618 character-long (the main text is 128.683) whilst most theses in TEMA reach 

200-250.000 characters.  

The common rules of the TEMA Programme, accepted by its units in each partner university, 

prevent me from seeing and accepting it as a complete thesis. My firm opinion is that the 

work, being much shorter than necessary, and because of other, content related problems 

mentioned in this report, was not fully mature yet for a defence procedure. This problem has 

been linked to another kind of inadequacy. The student was supposed to submit his work, 

besides Charles University, to the Budapest unit of the TEMA Programme at Eötvös Loránd 

University. He forgot to do so, and the Budapest unit received the text as late as 23th August. 

I received his work, as a result of Prof. Luda Klusáková’s intervention on 19 August, and then 

from Martin Branda on 23th August. By that time, the official defence procedure at Charles 

University had already been activated. Martin apologised which I accept on a personal level, 

of course, but on the institutional level we are facing serious problems. The Budapest unit was 

not given any chance to control the formal compliance of the work with TEMA rules before 

the start of the defence procedure at Charles University. Had we been given a chance to do so, 

we could have advised him not to initiate the defence procedure yet: but it was already 

running, with defence date set, when our team, including me, received the text. 

Evaluating the contents of a work much below the expected length, is a controversial task. 

Reports should normally evaluate theses accepted as formally correct ones before the official 

submission. The first reason why I am composing, nevertheless, this report is because I was 

explained that, at Charles University, it is an indispensable accessory of the defence procedure 

which, having been initiated must be carried through. The second reason is a pedagogical one: 

it is the hope that these comments may help somehow Martin Branda in his future work. 

Some comments would have surely been spared if he had shown me the text before 

submitting it. I knew Martin’s so-called M1 chapter which, in nuce, contained many of the 

elements of the M2 thesis and, in my opinion, had promised a lot more than what the latter 

actually achieved.  

The work begins with a badly formulated English title. “Image of Spain and Portugal in 

English written travelogues in 1750´” The form “in 1750´”, besides being improper 
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grammatically, does not seem to mean “the second half of the Eighteenth century”, the period 

correctly expressed by the Czech title version. “English written travelogues” is not proper 

either; the author probably had “travelogues written in English” in mind. Through the text, 

English language use is good and adequate, but the uncertain usage (the frequent omission) of 

“the” and “a” should be revised. 

In the “Definition of the topic” section, Martin Branda gives a brief but convenient 

introduction to his work. The topic of the research is relevant and its definition adequate. It 

offers the comparison of the perception of three authors, Giuseppe Baretti, Arthur Young and 

Robert Southey, of Spain and, to a lesser extent, Portugal.  These authors are well chosen, as 

each of them belongs to the second part of the Eighteenth century, with a gap in time in 

between their travels, a fact that allows even a chronology-based comparison. Martin 

describes what he is going to do, but his research questions and hypothesis could have been 

worked out in much more detail; they are outlined in three (!) sentences only. However, the 

description of the thesis design/structure is correct. 

The “Methodology, conceptual framework” subchapter is not convincing. While the available 

scholarly literature on early modern travel is enormous and offers a plenty of models to 

researchers, Martin makes reference to a single article, the one by José Pérez Berenguel. As 

far as the notion of identity is concerned, only the article by Rogers Brubaker and Frederick 

Cooper is taken into consideration. Their article was a notable attempt to substitute the 

umbrella-like notion of identity, which is not to say that the alternatives proposed by them are 

unproblematic or generally accepted. It Martin picked this single article from the very vast 

literature on the identity concept when he opted to ground the identity related part of his work 

theoretically. The so-called Black Legend of Spain is mentioned in the same subchapter, 

along with the previous items, although it obviously belongs to a completely different realm 

of thought than, for example, Brubakers’ and Coopers’ terms; in short, it is not an analytical 

category, it is a category of the early modern mindset. Considering the early modern Black 

Legend of Spain as a major (or, as the abstract says, “fundamental”) concept guiding the work 

is a misunderstanding of what a concept means for the scholar setting up the conceptual grid 

of a work to be written. The brief, one paragraph-long account of how Martin uses the 

comparative method is satisfying, though it lacks reflection on the comparative method itself. 

In this way, setting up the methodological and conceptual framework for the thesis is an 

inadequate effort. This does not mean that Martin does not employ, in practice, a method of 

his own in his analysis, but that one is not sufficiently based on existing theoretical or 

methodological works and/or a significant individual reflection on concepts and methods 

relevant for him. 

In “Literature and sources”, Martin Branda first gives a glimpse, in one paragraph only, at the 

secondary literature he used. An overview of the state of the art of his research area is, 

however, missing. The reader of his work is not informed of the findings of other scholars 

relevant to this topic and thus is unable to relate Martin’s findings to previous scholarship. 

The selection of his primary sources, i.e. the travel descriptions of his three principal author-

travellers (Baretti, Young, Southey), is convincingly explained, but it remains untold, in a 

systematic way, whether other scholars, before him, have already dealt with their travelogues, 
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what their results were and in what ways Martin’s work aims to be different from theirs, in 

other words, what the novelty of the present work will be, besides the obvious potential of 

comparing the three travel descriptions. Some sparse reference to previous scholarship on the 

travelogues is made in the second main chapter (“Authors”) but again, without the function 

that is required here. The secondary literature is scarce, its 25 items and its contents do not 

reveal an intensive query into the scholarship on the three authors, early modern travel and 

English/Spanish/Portuguese cultural history.  

The first “main” chapter (pp. 14-16), “Travelling in 18th century Europe” (where „eighteenth-

century” should be the proper form) is puzzling because of its brevity. It is difficult to 

understand why topics as broad as the „General characteristics” of travel in the given period 

and „English travel to Spain and Portugal” have been treated in mere three pages. Labelling 

these two short section as a “main chapter” (p. 9.) is an exaggeration. These would have been 

really important contextualizing parts in the thesis, so the failure of working them out 

properly is a serious shortcoming and is the sign of a more elaborate plan which has not been 

completed.  

The second chapter, “Authors” (pp. 17-25), works well: the reader gets a basic view of the 

character, background and literary ambitions of the three authors, together with an account of 

the diverse character of their travelogues, thus the chapter serves properly the purpose of 

leading up to the comparative analysis of the principal third chapter. To be sure, the eight 

pages of this chapter are not the part of thesis where readers should expect new findings: it is 

a preparatory one and is sufficient as such, though rather short. 

The core of the work, “the image of Spain and Portugal” is treated in the third main chapter 

(pp. 26-58). With its thirty-three pages, it is surprisingly brief, for a crucial chapter where the 

principal comparative analysis is carried out. Its title is “Selected problems”. Though the 

wording of this title is loose and generic (in fact, it could have been replaced with a more 

meaningful one), it points rightly to the necessity of selecting well defined topics from the 

textual universe of the primary sources as it has been explained in the “Introduction”. Martin 

told there that he chose aspects “either because of their importance to the traveller (quality of 

roads and inns, meeting with the countrymen) or because they were part of the Black Legend 

(religion, racial specificity).” Now, “importance” can be a very broad category, so the choice 

should have been explained better. Why did Martin restrict the circle of things important for 

the traveller to exactly these issues? As far as the centrality of the Black Legend is concerned, 

I will come back to it later.  

The section “Sources of the authors” (3.1) is a good attempt of looking for references made by 

the authors to relevant literary authorities such as Cervantes and Lope de Vega and other 

possible models. (One may pose the question, though, whether accurate philological work can 

unearth some more borrowings, references, implicitly present without explicitly quoted names 

of the authors/works of origin.) The painstaking reconstruction and comparison of the 

itineraries of the authors (3.2) is an useful accessory, a preparatory stage and it develops into 

the discussion of the places (3.3) visited by them. The latter section could have been given a 

more appropriate subtitle, such as “Cities, towns and villages”, because the current one masks 
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this type of content. Here Southey and Baretti, Baretti and Young are compared, respectively, 

but a comparison of Southey and Young is absent. This section, together with “View on the 

centre/provinces” (3.4) are generally successful parts of the thesis with the well arranged data 

of the territorial categories, but sadly, the perceptions of cities as important as Madrid and 

Lisbon are only briefly mentioned (p. 36, 43, 44) and not carefully analysed. “Perception of 

racial differences” (3.5, a section shorter than three pages) deals with the portrayal of Jews, 

Muslims and Africans, but what did the travellers say about the bulk of Spanish/Portuguese 

society? With what terms did they describe social groups of the two countries; were “the” 

Spanish and Portuguese, for example, portrayed in the name of a (pre-) national “character”, a 

term not alien to the epoch? From the thesis, I miss a systematic account of the ways how the 

three authors depict Spanish and Portuguese society as part of the image of the two countries. 

In “Perception of the religion” (3.6), Baretti as a Catholic appreciates Catholic church life 

(which is not astonishing on his behalf); Young is uninterested and neutral. By contrast, 

Southey’s negative opinion is shown in detail, which makes up an interesting and well-written 

part of the subchapter. The topic of “Inns, food and drink” (3.7) is a fortunate one, 

unavoidable in most travel descriptions. But it is a commonplace in the genre that travellers 

find something strange in the cuisine and the living conditions in the inns. Not surprisingly, 

the case is similar here too, though with various tinge in the three authors. The protagonists of 

“Meeting with countrymen” (3.8) are people from the travellers’ country of origin mixed with 

local guides. I do not see here the result of the analysis (in contrast to conclusion of 3.4 where 

Martin properly explained the result). “Meeting with officials” (3.9) has a good idea to it, 

since official representatives of the two kingdoms made surely part of how the monarchies 

were represented and imagined but this unit does not go beyond the summary of some 

anecdotes. 

The application of the “identification” and “commonality” terms to these sources yielded very 

little for the student (3.10). The fact that the travellers referred to themselves with the word 

“English”, “Englishman” does not reveal much of their “identity” (not to mention their 

“identification” or “commonality”). It is not surprising either that Baretti’s self-understanding 

was more complex since he was an Italian living in England – and that is clear to anyone from 

his biography even before starting to read the travelogue. The authors’ own identity does not 

really seem to be emphatic at all in their comparison between Spain/Portugal and England. 

Here, the sources seem to have been taciturn and to have allowed only a modest result to the 

student – and that result is easily understandable even without the application of the high-

flying “identification” and “commonality” categories. In my view, the work would not have 

lost much if Martin had dismissed the entire identity-issue, sophisticated as it is, from the 

program of the thesis when he found that the source material hardly allowed a meaningful 

treatment of this problem. Perhaps, more refined research questions (e.g. the authors’ use of 

language, ways of speech, behaviour) could have brought Martin closer to the observation of 

the travellers’ self-fashioning techniques – not necessarily their identities. 

“Conclusion” is plausible and opens up new dimensions at the end of the work. The problem 

is that some elements on which the conclusion is based, occurred only sporadically and, in 

some cases, were even fully absent or were not systematically treated in the previous parts 
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(literature, language, government, politics, royal power, economic improvement). Perhaps 

Martin had a more ambitious work in mind but then did not work it out (because of lack of 

time or energy, I do not know) and was not aware of the fact that some of the material on 

which he based his Conclusion (and which, I do not doubt, was in his hand) had not been 

properly shown to his readers. In this way, “Conclusion” is not harmonized well enough with 

the third chapter containing the demonstrative material. All in all, he answered his research 

question and hypothesis, but both his questions and his hypothesis could have been worked 

out much more carefully and in detail in the introductory part of his work, allowing him a 

more systematic question/answer correlation. 

All in all, I do understand the relevance of each category (3.4-3.9), but this set of categories, 

chosen by Martin did not fully convince me because I do not see in what way they, as a 

whole, represent the image of Spain and Portugal drawn by the authors. They showed only a 

tiny fragment of it: this limited view can methodologically be acceptable, but then Martin 

should not conclude with an overall evaluation of the image, based in reality on the bits taken 

from the three authors’ works. I do not think that the distinct categories, added to each other, 

were organized into a coherent structure either. Martin does not explain how he envisions the 

relationship among them: what connects, for example, topics as diverse as inns, food and 

drink, on one hand, and religion, on the other? Let us consider, then, what was left out. Could 

not manners, speech, gestures, dress, social life, feasts have been drawn into the categories 

and given a more serious treatment? If  Young’s primary concern was agriculture, should not 

the climate, soil, flora and fauna, in short, nature, considered as part of the image? Cuisine 

and housing are rather obvious layers of material cultural in early modern travelogues and 

focusing on these should not supplant the analysis of more composite and refined cultural 

phenomena (literature, music, the arts, sciences, folk traditions etc.). Should not not the 

history of the two kingdoms, as seen by the three authors, merit more attention?  

The selection of aspects and to some extent, the whole work, became dependent of the so-

called “Black Legend” of Spain. The topic of the Black Legend, apparently, has been worked 

out in William Maltby’s book (1971) focusing on the period between 1558 and 1660, and in 

the one by Julian Juderías (19--?). The Legend was only briefly introduced (p. 11-12) by 

Martin and its eighteenth-century survivals not properly shown. He only briefly mentioned 

that “Even after the period of Spanish decline and its diminishing power, many of these 

original stereotypes prevailed and new ones also appeared.” It should have been seriously 

treated whether/to what extent the Black Legend, to which the thesis has attributed a central 

role, had been still active, influential in the second half of the Eighteenth century. Was the 

legend influential to such a great extent that it is an absolute necessity for us to compare the 

image created by the three travelogues with it? In other words, I think that the Black Legend 

has restricted Martin’s view of the eighteenth-century English image of the Iberian peninsula. 

The adherence to the theme of the Black Legend, or more precisely, the self-imposed task of 

relating the three travellers’ observations to the Black Legend, has severely limited the scope 

of what he analysed from the image of Spain and Portugal.  

And how about the period-related intellectual trend, that of the Enlightenment? It has been 

mentioned only sporadically in the work. (Southey’s travelogue is published in 1797: should 
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not the French Revolution have been more seriously taken into consideration?) If Martin is 

aware of the impact of Enlightenment on travel (p. 7), should not he consider, for example, 

along with the Black Legend, the possibility of coping with typically Enlightenment notions, 

such as “civilisation”, in source analysis? Should not the overarching theme of civilisation be 

an organising principle by which to give coherence to the categories? Did the three authors 

perceive the visited countries along “civilisational” lines? Should not the purported state of 

civilisation in England vs Spain be systematically compared? Should not the perceived 

differences of England and the Iberian countries be organised according to 

perceived/purported civilisational differences? 

My evaluation of the analysis in “Selected problems” (and especially in 3.4 to 3.9) is the 

following. While reading the primary sources – which is laudable as they are written in 

eighteenth-century English –, Martin skilfully specified some categories, along which to 

gather data from the travel descriptions; in his sources, he could detect manageable data sets 

and arranged them into his own text, using his comparative method which highlighted the 

differences between the perception of his authors. I miss, however, a deeper analysis and a 

thoughtful interpretation of the collected data. He allowed himself only brief surveys, 

structurally organised listings of his findings. He did not undertake a more profound analysis 

of phenomena observed, and passed by obvious possibilities of analysis and interpretation. 

What was the meaning of the observed phenomena, in the culture of the visited country and in 

the authors’ own culture? Why is not language (the expressions with which the authors 

portrayed what they perceived) properly treated in the analysis? Martin does not show well 

enough what he can do with what he found in his sources and then put into his categories of 

observation. An outstanding counter-example to this limited inquiry, is the well-done account 

of Southey’s relationship to Catholic religion on page 49-50. I would expect at the least this 

level of analysis everywhere. 

In the analysis of the sources, there is a methodological problem. Martin looks for stereotypes. 

But what is a stereotype in this field, how do we identify it in the sources? How do we get to 

know that it is a stereotype if we do not prove that it is? How do we decide if what we find is 

not just the author’s personal, perhaps even genuine observation, but a reference to a 

previously existing stereotype, a conscious of unconscious effort of the author to fit his view 

to external expectations in the culture of his country of origin? This requires more 

comparative work, usually with much more attention to other scholars’ results. So how did a 

stereotype work on the author? What is the author’s contribution to an existing stereotype? 

How to the scholar can deconstruct the stereotype for an understanding of how it worked? 

Looking for “positive” and “negative” aspects can be misleading too. Cannot we go a little 

deeper than that? This dichotomy allows only a simplifying result; Martin should exceed it in 

his future work (and indeed, should have already overcome it) replacing it with more refined 

research perspectives. Are not “positive” and “negative”, after all, labels hung by scholars on 

the material they work with, risking that, in the best case, they reproduce the binary 

opposition inherent to the source or, in the worst case, that they oversimplify and further 

polarise, into a black & white dichotomy, what was more nuanced in the sources themselves? 
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Martin was so concentrating on detecting the positive/negative elements that he regularly 

stopped at the point where more profound analysis/interpretation could have been started. 

 

Accepting a thesis which formally does not meet the expectations in length should be an act 

contrary to TEMA rules. For me, grading it can only be hypothetic. It is unknown to me yet if 

the defence committee at Charles University shall accept the work as defendable or not. In my 

view, the best solution, pedagogically, would be the following: the student should submit a 

new version, corresponding in its extent to TEMA expectations, with amendments asked by 

the committee, and grade (and diplomas) would be granted only after the evaluation of that 

version.  

Having in mind the case, however, that the committee decides to accept the thesis as it is, 

notwithstanding its deficiencies and the TEMA rules I indicated, and to give a grade to it, I 

formulate my opinion in the following way. The whole work has some good and valuable 

features (which I appreciated), but its serious shortcomings (which I pointed out) make me 

think that it is a fragment, a draft of an ambitious project which was not carried out according 

to the intentions of the student.  It is not the case that it is short because the author prudently 

avoids loquacity, but that contents-wise it is integral. By contrast, the brevity of the text stems 

exactly from the fact that analysis and interpretation did not go deep enough. I see it as the 

nucleus of a thesis which should have been worked out with more care, reflection and work, 

but not as a thesis proper. My opinion is that the balance of these features should result in 

grade D, (ECTS, “satisfactory”, 2 in the Czech system, 3 in the Hungarian one), if, 

theoretically, the length problem were not considered. With the length problem considered, 

the grade given should not be higher than E (ECTS, “sufficient”, 3 in the Czech system, 2 in 

the Hungarian one).  
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