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Introduction

This publication completes the research work regarding the body—the face, the 
reader’s body, the artist’s body—and is among the topics addressed by the ALTER 
laboratory at université de Pau et des pays de l’Adour. These topics center around 
the representations of the individual and his or her relationship with the world as 
he or she moves and migrates. This collection of articles explores the specific 
dimension of the chosen and accepted journey, but also movement as embodiment. 
The traveller’s body has already been the subject of several academic studies1, 
as further critical references will show; yet the originality of these contributions 
lies in the nature of the journey as initially impelled by the desire for geographical 
movement and discovery. In the introduction to Traveling Bodies: Interdisciplinary 
Perspectives on Traveling as an Embodied Practice, Nicole Maruo-Shröder asserts 
that “traveling is a thoroughly embodied practice as we encounter and explore 
the world through our sense perceptions, which are not passive impressions but 
active processes in our interaction with the world”2. Similarly, Philippe Antoine 
underlines the centrality of the body as the vehicle of experience in travel literature: 
“La littérature des voyages, dans la mesure où elle s’alimente à l’expérience, met 
nécessairement en scène le corps, par le biais de ces anecdotes qui montrent le 
voyageur aux prises avec le monde et ses habitants.”3 The purpose is to lay the 
emphasis on the physicality of travelling and its effects and to problematise three 
main lines of research.

First of all, the authors of the articles take into account the material conditions 
of the journey and show to what extent they create an intimate link with the body, 
according to several factors and circumstances such as the means of transport 
and travelling. These conditions are closely related with usually intermediate 
places that (dis)locate the body in an in-between space; ships, railway stations, 
airports, concourses, harbours, hotels and inns are as many migratory and 
transitional spaces that induce particular postures. The traveller brings along 
accessories essential to their adventures (maps, compasses, spyglasses), wears 
specific travel attire and carries luggage: these objects are as many appendages 

1 - However, as argued by Maruo-Shröder, this is a relatively recent field of study: “the body 
and its significant role in and for traveling and travel writing is one of the areas that have 
remained largely unexplored in the study of travel literature” (Maruo-Shröder, 2023, p. 2).
2 - Ibid., p. 3.
3 - “Travel literature, in so far as it feeds on experience, necessarily stages the body, through 
these anecdotes that show the traveller facing the world and its inhabitants.” [translation ours] 
(Antoine, 2014).
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or extensions of their body. And these very elements are often clues to their 
identity as a travelling body.

Beyond these material aspects, the contributions also examine the relationship 
of the traveller’s body with its environment and show how the sensations or 
perceptions that are thus generated reveal the force of this embodiment. This 
relationship is evidenced by feelings of pleasure and displeasure, caused by effort, 
fatigue, physical discomfort, and disturbed biological rhythms. It is also founded on 
the interactions with the landscape and architecture emerging in the background. It 
oscillates between contemplation and indifference, generating communion or even 
rapture, or on the contrary repulsion and even a feeling of being crushed. The 
works under study throw into relief “the awareness of the somatics of the traveller” 
and the “translation of the somatic into the semantic”4. Some contributors elaborate 
on bodily postures and their interactions with the landscape: to the observer, the 
traveller’s body thus seems to be turned towards the scenery and the horizon,  
(im)mobilised in waiting, anticipating, or projecting itself in the distance. Conversely, 
the observer’s eyes can be disoriented at the sight of a traveller who remains 
inward-looking, having their back turned, immersed in reading a book or writing 
a diary, drawing or painting the scenes, and engrossed in the activity of eating, or 
simply asleep.

These tribulations inevitably alter the body and its boundaries, leading it to a 
confrontation with difference and otherness. For Helmers and Mazzeo, this mobility 
entails excesses, transgressions and multiple perspectives:

The traveler’s body is mobile, existing as a series of excesses that transgress physical 
and geographical boundaries. Travelers prefer the body in motion; therefore, the traveler 
is neither ‘at rest’ nor at a destination but occupies multiple points along a vector of 
movement, discovery, space, and time.5

These very tribulations may be mere sources of exhaustion and fragmentation 
but they may also lead to some reconfiguration, reconstruction, or metamorphosis, 
even triggering a new positioning of the body itself. This can lead the traveller to 
question their own identity: “Mobility can thus be conceived as ‘ontological mobility’ 
and can lead to representations of fluid identities.”6 Praised for its initiatory and 
epiphanic effects, travel fosters the creation of new modes of feeling and being 
in the world. The idea of the body navigating between sensation and discourse is 
developed by John Urry who reasserts the fundamental function of kinaesthetics:

Bodies navigate backwards and forwards between directly sensing the external world as 
they move bodily in and through it, and discursively mediated sensescapes that signify 
social taste and distinction, ideology and meaning. The body especially senses as it 
moves. It is endowed with kinaesthetics, the sixth sense that informs one what the body 

4 - Bialas, 2006, p. 14.
5 - Helmers, Mazzeo, 2005, p. 271.
6 - Chemmachery, Jaine, 2021, p. 12.
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 is doing in space through the sensations of movement registered in its joints, muscles, 
tendons, and so on.7

Several articles explore the phenomenological, epistemological, and ontological 
dimensions of travel and shed light on the ways it ultimately shapes the modalities 
of artistic, cultural, and literary representation. Indeed, they consider whether the 
formal qualities of the work itself can be moulded by the bodily alterations produced 
by travel, trying to find out the marks, traces and prints left by the traveller’s body 
in the world, inscribed in the text.

The traveller’s body often finds itself at odds with the otherness of the 
environment it explores, as underlined in the first part of this collection. Henry 
Fielding’s Journal of a Voyage to Lisbon (1755), the writer’s last piece of work 
relating a therapeutic journey to Portugal, revolves around representations of 
the traveller’s ailing body, forced to immobility and confinement on board a ship 
during a journey that lasted six weeks instead of ten days. After an analysis of 
these references to the narrator’s failing health and the discomfort imposed on 
his body by travel conditions, of the ensuing loss of agency and sense of being 
confined, Nathalie Bernard studies how the travel narrative links the individual 
diseased body and the body politic. She explains how it introduces the social body 
metaphor, with references to the ills of social constitution, which “enables Fielding 
to reconcile private and public concerns, and to continue performing his duties as 
a magistrate”. The author of this article also insists on the fact that, even though 
the journal conveys the sense of the writer’s inexorably deteriorating health and of 
his impending death, Fielding not only managed to regain some authority but also 
succeeded in transforming harsh physical realities into a source of literary enjoyment 
for the reader. The account of his travel in the Journal thus turns writing itself into 
a form of mental exercise and substitutes verbal agility for physical disability. Still 
dealing with the 18th century, Marion Amblard and Sabrina Juillet-Garzón show 
how the bodies of French travellers visiting Scotland in the 1780s influenced their 
perception of the place and of its population. However prepared and informed 
these scholars and scientists might have been for their journey, the country they 
explored appeared as foreign, not to say hostile. The writings of Faujas de Saint 
Fond, Alexandre de La Rochefoucauld, Charles Baert-Duholant and Pierre-Nicolas 
Chantreau reveal that “touring the country still remained a challenging experience 
that put the traveller’s body to the test”. Indeed, in spite of better—though far 
from satisfactory—road networks, mobility remained difficult, progress was slow 
and any move off the main road was fraught with danger while even inns did 
not provide the comfort they expected. Amblard and Juillet further argue that the 
harsh physical conditions of travel had an impact on the travellers’ bodies and 
became in turn important topics in their writings. These travellers also related the 
confrontation with the local population, a confrontation which was not only cultural 
but also physical, as they observed the physical constitution of the Scots, which 
made them aware of their own inadaptation to these hostile surroundings. Thus, 
observing the other’s body with its differences also led the travellers to reconsider 

7 - Urry, 2007, p. 48.
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their own selves. In her analysis of Jacob’s Room (1922) and the representation 
of the travelling young Englishman, Nina Eldridge examines how Virginia Woolf, 
whose writings generally showed an interest in the parallels between outer and inner 
journeys, questioned in this particular work the equation between travel, initiation 
and discovery, and the vision of travel as a process resulting in self-transforma-
tion. Nina Edlridge lays the emphasis on the subversion of the trope of travel as 
a crossing of geographical and cultural boundaries, as a redefinition of identity, 
and she develops the idea that “assumptions about travel necessarily leading to 
cultural awakening by highlighting the issue of personal embodiment and agency 
in travel” are challenged. Starting with Woolf’s definition of a successful travel 
experience relying on both intellectual and physical involvement, this study sheds 
light on the function of embodiment and agency in travel. It demonstrates that 
Jacob’s conventional attitude and impersonal experience as a traveller in Greece 
are the source of his failure to turn his journey into one of self-discovery. Due to 
this disembodied stance, the narrative does not convey his sensory impressions 
and ironically turns Jacob’s body itself into an object in the landscape, distant, 
statuesque, and the focus of the other travellers’ gazes.

Faced with obstacles, the traveller can rely on the very materiality of their body 
as well as on the belongings and accessories that they take on the journey. The 
second part focuses on these objects, which are viewed as useful and protective 
extensions of the body and can also prove to be impediments, or even traps. 
Laurence Roussillon-Constanty delves into Mary Eyre’s travel writings, especially 
A Lady’s Walks in the South of France in 1863 (1865) and Over the Pyrenees 
Into Spain (1865), and analyses satirical images to look into the impact of the 
cage crinoline onto the female traveller’s body. Paradoxically, it epitomises both 
empowerment and control over women’s freedom. Roussillon-Constanty uncovers 
Mary Eyre’s relation to dress and to the wide crinolines before commenting on 
the crinoline and contemporary dress in general, also perceived as inadequate 
for travelling. Moreover, she problematises the connection between “ludicrous 
crinolines” and women’s status. The crinoline, indeed, is “a synecdoche for the 
female body” and “a framing device”. Mary Eyre, a single woman, wrote satirical 
and polemical narratives which were also pot-boilers. She presents herself as an 
explorer, thus embodying the power involved in mobility: “By being abroad and 
travelling alone, Mary Eyre the narrator manages to move from the observed 
to the observer and becomes the agent rather than the passive object of 
observation”. Freedom from the crinoline is necessary to experience “the grand 
scale of the universe”. This ambivalent woman achieves both empowerment and 
self-knowledge. For Emna Bedhiafi, the rewriting of the tradition of the Great 
Adventure in Vita Sackville-West’s Passenger to Teheran (1926) and Freya Stark’s 
The Valleys of the Assassins and other Persian Travels (1934) introduced a new 
definition of women travellers as agents. It puts the stress on their corporeality 
through the attention paid to their belongings on their journey, the interplay 
between material culture and their own bodies, and the physical ailments they fell 
victim to. It also insists on the resources they put into play to carry out their project 
of hard travelling on off-beaten tracks across the Near East. This article aims to 
highlight “aesthetic and narrative developments through an examination of women 
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 travellers’ investment in a more dynamic corporeal presence in the spheres of the 
unknown and the untrodden”. By comparing and contrasting these travel narratives 
and situating them in the geopolitical and imperial context of the early 20th century, 
this study reveals how these women explorers, staging the performative force of 
their own bodies, subverted the essentially masculine discursive patterns of the 
Great Adventure. They undermined these patterns to emphasise “performative 
womanliness by means of challenging their physical endurance and engaging in 
a hard travelling framework, a process that remains paradoxical and risk-ridden”. 
Besides, such performative agency depends on physical metamorphoses that 
can be linked with hair and clothes. Nicole Ollier analyses the effects of travelling 
on the body, especially on the hairline and the dress-line in Middlesex (2002) by 
Jeffrey Eugenides, which is built around the journey of a Greek family in the 1920s. 
Cal, the granddaughter of an incestuous couple who emigrated to America, is the 
homodiegetic narrator. She is a hermaphrodite as a result of consanguinity, and 
narrates her different movements through America which partake of her initiation. 
Before moving West, she decides to change clothes and her hairstyle, the body’s 
transformation being a mirror of her gender hybridity: “To have [her hair] cut before 
going West is to decide to grow, to lose, to risk, to sever the link with the past, 
the old world, to choose the adventure of the discovery of the Other Self and to 
assume it.” New clothes are also a new skin, “the outer layers of skin which make 
the interface with the world the traveller penetrates”. The title of the novel conveys 
sexual hybridity: to travel West equates with travelling to the other gender and 
when Cal comes back to Berlin, his belonging to the male sex is recognized. In 
US culture, indeed, road trips give the opportunity to build another identity, or 
to cross both physical and emotional boundaries. Tracey Simpson analyses the 
links between man, machine and the environment in Robert Pirsig’s narrative Zen 
and the Art of Motorcyle Maintenance. An Inquiry into Values (1974), the generic 
boundaries of which prove quite unstable. The narrator’s philosophical quest 
consists in trying to find “Quality” and unlike other famous American road trips which 
praise solitude and a move away from society, it enables him to make the most of 
social interactions. The multisensory experience relies on physical closeness to 
the environment and close connections not only between man and the motorbike, 
but also between the writer and the reader: “The travellers’ bodies are omnipresent 
in this work, underlining the truly physical nature of motorcycle travel and enabling 
the reader to experience it fully. A deep empathy sets in also since it is possible 
to identify with the physical sensations and emotions described.” Yet the journey 
is not devoid of hardships, whether they may be weather phenomena, physical 
exhaustion or tensions with his son, who travels with him on the bike. Such threats 
verging on breakdown disappear in the final epiphany which turns the initiatory tale 
into a happy-end story, based on communion and reconciliation.

As studied in the third part of this collection of articles, the contact with 
unknown landscapes liberates and awakens the traveller’s self. Georgiana 
Spencer Cavendish, the 5th Duchess of Devonshire, who had to leave her country 
in the 1790s to hide her pregnancy, recounted her travel through France, Italy and 
Switzerland in letter journals and in a poem on the Saint Gotthard Pass. Hélène 
Vidal studies how travelling, associated with exile and a decentred life, shaped 
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Cavendish’s writing and the “corporeality” of the texts. The materiality of travelling 
is foregrounded in remarks on food, transport and accommodation, and even 
bodily issues, and it appears as central to an understanding of the nature of travel 
itself. The article also insists on the evocation of the environment which Cavendish 
discovered and related to, and the landscape stands out as a crucial aspect of the 
journey. It is demonstrated that not only did the physical conditions of Cavendish’s 
journey become material for her writing but that her sensations, emotions, and 
thoughts, were also explored. The evocation of the mountains by Cavendish in her 
exile writing introduced her inner world and Hélène Vidal analyses how the intense 
experience in the Alps had an impact on the evolution of her writing and “constituted 
a form of initiation that enabled her to evolve a more subjective approach to nature 
that might be characterized as early romantic”. Also a story of exile, Elizabeth 
von Arnim’s novel The Pastor’s Wife (1914) narrates how the English female 
protagonist, Ingeborg, is transplanted to Prussia, where she feels displaced and 
disoriented. Ingeborg is constantly observed by Prussian society and finds herself 
entrapped in the space of the garden, usually a space associated with freedom and 
agency in von Arnim’s writing. Clémence Laburthe-Tolra focuses on this process 
of transplantation of the female body itself, alienated and regarded—according to 
gendered stereotypes—as edible, like a plant, by her husband and by an artist 
who wishes to paint her picture. The author of this article reveals how the female 
body has to “navigate between constricting gardens and liberating landscapes”, a 
complex negotiation which takes on a phenomenological resonance. Relying on 
Merleau-Ponty, this article examines the insertion and intertwining of body and 
landscape. It argues that, though the quest for freedom first leads to entrapment, 
it results in a liberating experience in the depths of the Prussian forest, “an 
eye-opening, phenomenological experience” which is however not idealised as 
von Arnim herself, trying to overcome her own sense of exile and displacement, 
eventually depicts a walled-in character. Conversely, Virginia Sherman throws 
into relief female bodies’ liberation by interconnecting the culinary experiences 
of two 20th-century female writers, German-British Sybille Bedford and American 
Mary Frances Kennedy (M. F. K.) Fisher, who both lived in the South of France. 
In their writings, food and eating habits pave the way for freedom. Sherman pays 
attention to the sensorial and emotional reactions of the feeling body, its physical 
movement while in motion and the spiritual connection of the body in stasis. 
Whereas Bedford’s literary intentions are rather mimetic when she describes 
landscape, Fisher proves to be closer to Cixous and sees the female body as “the 
site of women’s writing”, but both women are sensitive to the awakening of their 
bodies. The narrative techniques intertwine the travellers’ movements, their eating 
habits and their evocation of the world events so as to convey a quest for physical, 
moral and spiritual wholeness. The autobiographical dimension of their writings 
and their interest in history account for their originality as writers who obliquely 
questioned the canon: “While both authors resisted gender-defined travel writing, 
they contributed to unsettling literary conventions by the nature of their sensuous 
hybrid genres that contextualize history in sensory experience.”

This sensory experience is not devoid of spiritual dimension, for bodily 
movement entails a process of both deconstruction and reconstruction. The 
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 initiatory, ritualised and sometimes sacred dimension of travel is partly responsible 
for the re-enchantment of the world and the body. Stephen Alter’s Sacred Waters: 
A Pilgrimage to the Sources of the Ganga (2001) retraces the Indian-American 
writer’s own Char Dham Yatra, the traditional journey to Gaumukh, the source of 
the Ganges. After reminding readers of the meaning of this ritual, Pankhuri Bhatt 
expatiates on the main aspects of this initially religious and spiritual quest. The 
choice to walk and the experience of slowness it entails give the opportunity to 
meet pilgrims and local people and to plunge into a natural environment that is 
unfortunately invaded by machines. Although Alter is portrayed as a non-believer, 
he achieves self-fulfilment by having a ritualistic bath and drinking the freezing 
water, the body’s direct communion with the environment paving the way for 
another form of sacredness: “the pilgrimage is not only a physical but also a 
metaphorical journey towards self-discovery and realization of one’s own inner 
divinity, a form of immanence.” In her article on Patrick Leigh Fermor’s A Time of 
Gifts (1977), Béatrice Blanchet insists on the major benefit of pedestrianism that 
physically defamiliarises the traveller and is also construed as a rite of passage, 
which hinges on a multisensory experience: otherness is literally incorporated 
thanks to senses, especially sounds and smells. She first studies the effects of 
walking on the sensory perception of border-crossing as both geographical and 
symbolical. She then goes on to explain that the pedestrian journey is a quest 
for re-enchantment and individual metamorphosis, especially during “the temporal 
in-betweenness of the interwar period”. Relying on Deleuze and Guattari’s 
principle of deterritorialisation, she expands on changing perspectives and on “new 
imaginary geographies of closeness and distance”. The journey being a rite of 
passage, the traveller is suspended between the West and the East respectively 
associated with darkness and light, between stasis and movement, until the 
author, both a frontier man and a memory man, achieves self-discovery, through 
“a poetics of liminality”. Isabelle Keller-Privat throws light on the travelling body’s 
fragility, an old representation in Anglophone literature dating back to Gulliver’s 
destabilising experience, in which the body is distorted. Through the analysis of 
three 20th-century authors—D. H. Lawrence, Lawrence Durrell and Patrick Leigh 
Fermor—, she shows that while moving along, the traveller is also being moved, 
oscillating between agency and passivity, but eventually accepts exposure and 
then transformation. Keller-Privat bases her analysis on Merleau-Ponty’s approach 
to the process of erasure and dispossession which ultimately does not result in 
mimesis but in re-creation of the world and the self. If the body is first blotted out, it 
is then pieced together again. Thanks to an accurate description of stylistic devices, 
she also emphasises the effects on the textual body that is thus reconstructed: 
“Every-day seeing is dismantled and, in the process, the subject runs the risk of 
being both renewed and deconstructed. This is the prerequisite to a creation that 
is more than the sum of its parts: the awareness that there will always be ‘a gap.’” 
There is “no given traveller’s body” but the experience of fragility is “a springboard 
for a regained physical and moral fortitude”.
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