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The individual’s decision to leave his home and settle in another country, 
w hether for a long period or a short one, has always been subject to the influence 
of the various types o f inform ation received at the tim e, either orally, via private 
correspondence, or, m ost importantly, from  the press, in the broadest sense o f the 
word. The follow ing paper devotes itself to an outline o f the various types of 
printed m atter that existed and the visual m aterial that appeared in public.

D uring the period o f m ass em igration o f Slovenes (from  around 1890 to 
1914, or 1924) many different newspapers were available, and literacy was rela­
tively high. I should note in passing that m ost em igrants were from  rural areas 
(76 p e rc en t in 1890, 73 p ercen t in 1900, and 67 p ercen t in 1910). These people 
had learnt the basics o f reading and writing in elem entary school. The sim ultane­
ous grow th in the num ber o f local newspapers in S lovenia indicates that reading 
culture was also spreading am ong this section o f the population. N ew spapers in 
Slovenia published a large am ount of inform ation about the USA and the S love­
ne im m igrants living there. This m ight take the form  of letters, travel writing, 
‘new s’ from  A m erica (and to a lesser extent from Germany and Egypt), warnings 
and inform ation from  state and church authorities and critical intellectuals, the 
advertisem ents o f em igrants’ societies, or literary works by em igrants. Im m i­
g ran ts’ newspapers in the USA likew ise published m any articles about the ‘old 
hom eland’. The m utual exchange o f newspapers from  both sides o f the A tlantic 
was an established practice, som ething confirm ed by the fact that prices were 
quoted in both US dollars and German marks at the head of newspapers in S love­
nia. Through this connection via newspapers o f the ‘o ld ’ and ‘new ’ hom elands, a 
special cultural or m edia-based connection between the two worlds was establis­
hed, which cannot be traced before this tim e and which disappears after the end
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o f the period o f m ass em igration. During the period in question Slovenes were 
well inform ed about A m erica, about w orking conditions and living conditions 
there, about wages, political conditions, econom ic crises, et cetera, and thus their 
im age o f it was far rem oved from  the unrealistic picture o f ‘a rich country across 
the A tlan tic’ w hich people still cherished in the m id-19lh century. The pow er of 
the press was also m uch greater at that tim e because it was in fact the only public 
m edium . N ot until the 1920s were newspapers jo ined  by radio and the increasing 
use o f visual m aterial such as film. A lm anacs providing useful inform ation (e.g. 
exchange rates, US m easures, postage rates, et cetera) as well as specialist papers 
and creative writing with the em phasis on the life o f people in the old and new 
hom elands, w ere popular on both sides of the Atlantic.

D uring the period in question there were also a num ber o f small presses 
publishing brochures, booklets or inform ation sheets. Forem ost am ong these were 
travel instructions (two exam ples being K ažipot and Reisefiihrer) in w hich the 
em igrant was given advice and basic inform ation about the journey. We should 
rem em ber that m ost em igrants were ignorant o f the languages o f the countries 
through w hich they travelled, and indeed very few even spoke English. Instruc­
tions written in their native language were accordingly extrem ely welcome. Even 
on Ellis Island many em igrants were given bilingual handbooks such as Viktor 
K ubelka’s Slovene-English Conversations (1912). These contained sim ple d ia­
logues w hich im m igrants needed to know in order to com m unicate in their new 
environm ent. N um erous brochures were published in Am erica, too (e.g. instruc­
tions on how to apply for A m erican citizenship and the statutes and rules of 
sundry societies), along with posters for society events, w all calendars, et ce te­
ra. H ow ever this is already m aterial which relates to the em igrants’ new life in 
A m erica and as such requires special treatment.

Besides newspapers, S lovenia was inundated in this period w ith a great 
deal o f other printed m atter incorporating all the technical innovations of the day, 
e.g. photography, colouring, coloured print and suchlike. The walls o f every vil­
lage inn w ere hung with posters proclaim ing the enticing offers o f various ship­
ping lines (I should m ention in passing that the advertisem ents o f shipping com ­
panies also appeared in new spapers, even in those which opposed em igration. 
M oney, after all, is m oney!). M any o f the posters featured draw ings or photo­
graphs o f steam ers. It was no coincidence that the inn was chosen as the location 
for distributing this type o f printed m aterial. A rchive sources tell us that many 
innkeepers in Slovenia also played the role o f ‘interm ediary’, in other w ords they 
directed travelling em igrants to specific shipping com pany agents. We also know
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of an exam ple o f pictures o f steam ers hanging in a school classroom , which made 
m any teachers very angry.

A dvertisem ent brochures, leaflets, and railway and shipping tim etab­
les w ere also circulated which interested parties received on request by post or 
w ere given on trains and in other public places. A rchive sources contain extensi­
ve reports o f how L jubljana’s police force pursued those supplying this m aterial 
on the trains w hich passed through the city. (L jubljana was an im portant ra il­
way junction  o f the Z ag reb -T rieste  and V ienna-T rieste  lines and the line run ­
ning tow ards Sw itzerland and France.) M any o f those leaving w ere also found 
to be in possession o f  letters from  foreign (European) agencies w ritten in S lo­
vene rela ting  to their jou rney  across Europe or across the A tlantic. The letters 
of these agencies bore decorative letterheads providing basic inform ation -  the 
le tter o f Ivan Bihel on the Sw iss-A ustrian border, for exam ple, w hich p rocla i­
m ed ‘Serbo-C roatian , G erm an, S lovene and Italian spoken’. The use o f S love­
ne (and often also o f C roatian) indicates the in terest o f  these agents in ob ta i­
ning as m any custom ers as possib le from  the countries w here large-scale em i­
gration w as taking place. They often em ployed a S lovene-speaking clerk  for 
this w ork and for the reception and dispatching o f Slovene em igrants (for exam ­
ple A lbin K unc at the Zw ilchenbart agency in Basle, w ho handled travellers for 
the C om pagnie G enerale T ransatlantique in Paris. This agency even had a sign  
bearing the w ord Izseljevanje  (Em igration) on the front o f its build ing at the 
m ain railw ay station in B asle). We know  that even in L jubljana there w ere 
signs on railings or the fronts o f buildings, especially  in K olodvorska Street, 
w here m ost travel offices for em igrants were located. These signs unfortuna­
tely no longer exist. One sign on the railing o f N um ber 41, K olodvorska S treet 
even led to the prosecution  o f an em igration agent called E dvard K ristan, the 
represen tative o f  the C om pagnie G enerale T ransatlantique in Paris. Even m ore 
elaborate in term s o f w ritten and visual m aterial, w ere the w indow s and fron ta­
ges o f the em igration  offices, all o f them  com peting w ith each other to attract 
em igrants into their offices to buy tickets.

D iscoveries o f  pictures on relig ious buildings and private build ings are 
fairly rare. We do know  o f a case of a rural chapel pain ted  w ith the rep resen ta­
tion o f a transatlan tic  steam er (w ith two funnels) and a M adonna and Child. 
This chapel stands in the Savinja valley region, near the v illage o f  K okarje in 
the D reta valley  in Š tajerska. A nother exam ple is a house in the v illage o f  Se- 
lišče in D olenjska, w hich is decorated w ith a pain ting  o f  a four-funnelled  stea­
m er by local artist Jakob Kobe.
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A nother special group of printed items includes passports, tickets, vari­
ous certificates from the journey (such as the ‘Inspection C ard ’ proving that the 
holder had undergone a m edical exam ination), form s from  police records on ille­
gal em igrants. These item s are little works o f art in them selves, from  the f in  de 
siecle, a  period in which it was custom ary to m ake even perfectly dull docum ents 
look beautiful. The addresses o f agents and pictures o f ships were also printed on 
the w axed canvas pouches used to hold travel docum ents -  those supplied by 
Edvard Tavčar, for exam ple, an agent w ith offices at N um ber 35, K olodvorska 
Street and the representative o f  Brem en-based N orddeutscher Lloyd.

In this period special printed advertisem ent cards were also com m on. 
These took the form  oflarge visiting cards with a draw ing on one side and text on 
the other. One surviving exam ple is the card o f Franz M issler o f Brem en, w ith a 
colour picture o f the agent him self and a picture o f a steam er on the front, and an 
invitation in Slovene on the back. A label stuck in the hatband or pinned to the 
coat identified the men and women who worked as agents o f the shipping com pa­
nies and who w aited for their passengers at the railway stations and ports. The 
label, either o f paper or cloth, bore the nam e o f the shipping com pany or travel 
agent, w hile som e also had a draw ing o f the ship.

M aps o f Europe and A m erica show ing railway connections and provi­
ding other inform ation such as journey  tim es, ticket prices, et cetera, were also 
quite com m on. These were published by individual shipping com panies. Em i­
grants used them  in order to fam iliarise them selves with the journey they w ere to 
m ake, w hile the m aps also served as an advertisem ent for the com panies which 
published them.

The period of m ass em igration was a golden age for the picture postcard 
industry in Europe, and also in Slovenia. Em igration agencies and shipping com ­
panies printed postcards as a form  o f advertisem ent. These w ere bought by (or 
given to) em igrants and posted home during the journey. M ost depicted either an 
em igration office or a liner. M any were posted from the ship, since the larger 
liners had their own post offices. A t hom e these postcards also served as adverti­
sem ents, since they were circulated around the village. Their function as adverti­
sem ents is confirm ed by the fact that the front or picture side o f the postcard also 
carried inform ation from the shipping com pany about, for exam ple, the speed of 
the passage, the com fort afforded by the steamer, and so on. Sending postcards 
from  A m erica was also very com m on am ong Slovenes. In addition to A m erican 
postcards depicting towns and cities, this period also saw the appearance o f Slo­
vene postcards show ing Slovene churches, the prem ises o f societies and other
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buildings, groups o f em igrants, et cetera. M any sent hom e photographs o f them ­
selves as postcards, and these photographs thus acquired a ‘pub lic’ role.

A  special area is represented by the literature and rare specialist works 
which at this tim e appeared in Slovenia and in the U SA  and w hich were m ainly 
concerned with the them es of em igration and em igrants. Their purpose was in the 
main pedagogical, and m any also struck a w arning note (e.g. the book by Jakob 
A lešovec with the telling title v A m eriko I D on’t Go to A m erica, 1883, 1912) 
and stressed the im portance o f preserving a national consciousness and the C at­
holic faith. These w ere often ideologically and politically coloured, and also in­
form ative, for exam ple the w ork by Jurij Trunk entitled Am erika in A m erikanci 
(Am erica and the A m ericans, 1912) intended for A m erican Slovenes and people 
in the old hom eland. Overall, though, it would be fair to say that the period of 
m ass em igration from  Slovenia did not produce a very substantial body o f w ork 
on the phenom enon itself, while the response to it in S lovene m usic and art was 
even smaller.

In this paper I have m entioned ju st a few items of printed and visual m a­
terial. These can also be seen in my book P ot slovenskih izseljencev na tuje (The 
Journey of S lovene Em igrants to Foreign Lands, 1991). The diversity o f printed 
m aterial during the period of m ass em igration o f Slovenes points to a unique 
boom  in the printed word and pictures and photographs industry, especially in 
relation to the advertisem ents o f em igration agencies on the one hand, and the 
w arnings o f the Church and the state on the other. As I have already m entioned, 
the press at that tim e connected Slovenia with A m erica and Europe, som ething 
still too little researched by historiography in Slovenia. The m ain purpose o f my 
article, however, is to draw  attention to those items o f printed m atter w hich were 
mass produced during the period o f m ass em igration, but which today are rare, 
since very few  o f them  are to be found in archives, libraries and private collec­
tions. They are also im portant as m useum  pieces, since we do not have a m useum  
dedicated to em igration in Slovenia, and general national and local m useum s 
devote little attention to this material. That, how ever is another story.


