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ABSTRACT 

 

Sarah Schaefer Walton: “Guiding ‘The Intelligent English Traveller’: The Collaborative and 
Interactive Victorian Serialized Handbook” 
(Under the direction of Kimberly J. Stern) 

 
 

Relying on a range of nineteenth-century genres and authorial voices, “Guiding the 

‘Intelligent English Traveller’” spotlights John Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers as collaborative, 

interactive, and multidisciplinary texts. Guidebooks from the Victorian age emerged from epistolary 

and travelogue genres, cited Romantic poets, depended on contributions from the great minds of 

the day, and informed contemporary fictional representations of travel. The Handbooks for Travellers 

were the exemplar of the serial guide. Their multimedia and -modal form, diverse author- and 

editorship, and commercial brand make them a possibly unique example of material history and 

publishing practice, as illustrated in my opening chapter, which relies on evidence gathered at the 

John Murray Archive in the National Library of Scotland. Subsequent chapters tracing “Murrays” in 

the travel writing and fiction of George Eliot and Henry James underscore the Handbooks’ 

rhetorical influence and cultural reach. The coda to this project is more experimental, describing the 

development of an interactive digital map representing Murray’s Handbook series for Europe. This 

map illustrates the temporal and geographic changes in the Murray series using the first three 

Handbooks as examples. My application of computational methods for interpreting the Handbooks 

emphasizes that these texts were tools that anticipate the iterative, interdisciplinary, intertextual, and 

multivocal processes at the heart of digital humanities work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Media set during early twentieth century England deploys a convenient prop piece for 

signaling characters’ roles as travelers: a small, usually red-jacketed book, filled with facts and figures, 

and legible to viewers and readers as a guidebook. The recent Downton Abbey film, set in the 

gloriously lush south of France so as to lure pandemic-homebound audiences, shows retired butler 

Figure 1: Carl Spitzweg, Englishman in the Campagna, c.1845 
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Mr. Carson examining a red guide the night before his journey to the continent.1 In his deep, 

Shakespearean-theater voice, actor Jim Carter complains to his on-screen wife: “you would not believe 

what these people eat.”2 In episode two of HBO’s new period piece The Gilded Age, the heroine’s 

suitor, a middle-class lawyer recently relocated to New York, rattles off facts about the Bethesda 

Fountain in Central Park, prompting Marian Brook to exclaim “I hope you just read that in a 

guidebook!” to which he laughingly acquiesces.3 In Agatha Christie’s Death on the Nile, recently 

adapted to screen, Dr. Bessner ignores the intonation of the tour guide at the temple of Wadi Es-

Sebua, preferring “the written word” found in his “Baedeker in hand.” He later instructs the smitten 

Cornelia “somewhat ponderously in Egyptology as culled from the pages of Baedeker.”4 These 

filmic examples suggest that for writers the serialized, travel guidebook remains a potent symbolic 

object of tourism.  

These allusions do more than gesture to artifacts of Victorian and Edwardian travel. Rather, 

they reflect a series of cultural and even literary connotations associated with guidebooks that 

developed in response to their increasing popularity and influence, both of which correspond (and 

not accidentally) with the changing and robust tourist industry of the nineteenth century. 

Guidebooks’ influence on the practice, perceptions, and representations of travel during the period 

of their publication is the focus of this dissertation. But scholars have long drawn attention to the 

popularity of nineteenth-century serialized guidebooks and to their place with the history of tourism 

 
1 After much pausing and zooming, I believe the guide to be a Baedeker, which is appropriate to the period. A Murray 

would have been out of date even for stodgy Mr. Carson. 

2 Downton Abbey: A New Era, directed by Simon Curtis (Focus Features, 2022).  

3 “Money Isn’t Everything,” The Gilded Age, directed by Michael Engler (Neamo Film and Television, 2022), 27:55, 

https://play.hbomax.com/. 

4 Agatha Christie, Death on the Nile (Glasgow, Collins Crime Club, 1937), reprinted by Harper Paperback in 2011, p. 104 

and p. 114. 
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and have considered what that popularity suggests with respect to questions about class, empire, and 

education.5 I argue products of tourism are less a reflection of historical practices having to do with 

categories like class and nation than tools used to instantiate and define those categories. The 

ultimate goal of the project that follows is to demonstrate that the serialized Victorian guidebook 

can be thought of as interactive, collaboratively built tools that were nodes in a larger literary 

network and culture, as cohesive but multidisciplinary reflections of some of the dominant ideas and 

perspectives of the age, as well as influences on an expanding audience of people interested in 

informed travel.  

 All of the aforementioned stories are engaging with a distinctly Victorian artifact: the 

serialized travel guidebook. But can that artifact be distilled to a single publisher, title, or brand? The 

answer is both yes and no. Agatha Christie makes her allusion plain—Bessner is reading from a 

Baedeker—but the other two texts are more ambiguous, probably referring to a Baedeker in the case 

of Downton and likely referring to an American-published guide like Miller’s New York As It Is in 

Gilded Age. Although the specific author and publishing firm may remain opaque in these scenes, by 

the late nineteenth century most travelers would have been consulting the German-published 

Baedeker guides, so named after their first publisher, Karl Baedeker (though his sons Ernst and Karl 

II would be responsible for the guides’ success in English). In Edwardian England, they were the 

British travel guidebook, recognizable all over the world for their red covers and fastidious readers. 

 
5 Relevant texts—many of which will recur in this project—include Allen, Esther. “‘Money and little red books’: 
Romanticism, Tourism, and the Rise of the Guidebook,” Lit: Literature Interpretation Theory 7, nos. 2–3 (1996): 213-226; 
Butler, Rebecca “‘Can any one fancy travellers without Murray’s universal red books’? Mariana Starke, John Murray, and 
1830s’ Guidebook Culture,” Yearbook of English Studies 48, (2018): 148-170.; Buzard, James. The Beaten Track: European 
Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to 'Culture,' 1800–1918. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993.; François, Pieter. “If It’s 
1815, This Must Be Belgium: The Origins of the Modern Travel Guide.” Book History 15 (2012): 71-92.; Keirstead, 
Christopher M. “Verse Moves: Poetry, Revision, and Periodical Space in John Murray's European Handbooks for 
Travellers, 1836–1901,” Victorian Periodicals Review 54 (Spring 2021): 60-88.; Kinsley, Zoë. Women Writing the Home Tour, 
1682-1812. Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2008.; and Parsons, Nicholas T. Worth the Detour: A History of the Guidebook. 
Stroud: Sutton Publishing Limited, 2007. 
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That the Baedeker reputation for tourism extended throughout Europe and well into the 20th 

century is evidenced by the distressing Luftwaffe attacks on England in 1942, called ‘Baedeker Blitz’ 

by German propagandist Gustav Braun von Stumm.6 In a sense, then, the nineteenth-century 

guidebook feature in contemporary media, refers to a particular title. But really a “Baedeker” is itself 

more representative of a genre that emerged during the Victorian period, than a specific title, and in 

fact it was not the first nor the most popular for much of the century. A “Baedeker” really refers to 

a serialized, reliable, recognizable guidebook emblematic of the English empire as it was flourishing 

during the nineteenth century. And no guidebook was more emblematic of Englishness during the 

nineteenth century than John Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers.  

 John Murray III’s Handbooks, developed originally from his own travel notes, were by far the 

most widely circulated guidebooks in the first half of the century and directly influenced the 

development of the Baedeker guides, which, as has been shown, would later supplant Murray in the 

Victorian and Edwardian tourist imagination. The Handbooks’ many editions, published over the 

span of 75 years, are tangible evidence of their importance to travelers of the period. Murray’s first 

guide, A Handbook for Travellers to the Continent, was published in 19 editions through 1875, and 

sections of that series continued to be published until 1889. Other guides specific to countries or 

regions also went through many editions. As the century went on, Murray released new editions to 

address emerging markets made possible by faster transportation and more global economic 

policies--by the 1900, Handbooks for places like Japan and New Zealand were produced alongside the 

traditional European guides. Closer to home, Murray’s guides had also established a reputation for 

comprehensiveness within the UK. Unlike the Baedekers, which did not provide in-depth coverage 

 
6 According to A.C. Grayling, the propagandist said “We shall go out and bomb every building in Britain marked with 

three stars in the Baedeker Guide,” a statement resented by Reich Minister of Propoganda Joseph Goebbels . Among the 
Dead Cities, pp. 50-52. 
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of their home country (Germany) until late in the century, there were Handbooks dedicated to nearly 

every corner of England, Scotland, and Wales beginning in the mid 1800s. As with the modern day 

Lonely Planet or Fodor’s, Murray’s Handbook series gave the impression that Murray and his authors 

had explored every corner of the globe. The enduring legacy of Murray’s guides is visible in today’s 

travel books, which include most of the same content--lists of eating and sleeping options, 

summaries of worthwhile sites, transportation information, suggested itineraries, important phrases 

and cultural details specific to the place--in a nearly identical format. Many contemporary guides 

emulate Murray’s marketing strategies as well: they produce many updated editions, emphasize their 

comprehensiveness and practicality, and capitalize on the personality of their creator/publisher.  

That guidebooks are more complex than some of the above films and books’ allusions 

suggest will become apparent in examining the Handbooks’ conception and development, and their 

appearances in the fictional and non-fictional work of George Eliot and Henry James. The chapters 

that make up this project strive to show that the symbolic deployment of a guidebook—a narrative 

move which Downton Abbey shows is alive and well—was more than a simple allusion to a popular 

book series. I argue that though the guidebook genre pre-existed the branded version that emerged 

in the nineteenth century, it is that version—distinctive for its innovative form, multi-disciplinary 

content, and accessibility—which delineates a collectively reinforced tourist identity and method for 

interpretation that would ultimately be adopted by writers and thinkers throughout the century. 

Much depends, then, on proving that a Murray, and its successor, a Baedeker, was in some way 

distinguished from the travel writing and/or ephemera that preceded it, and moreover that it would 

have been perceived as such by its consumers. Consequently, this introduction will set the scene for 

the dissertation to come by turning first to the period before Murray to interrogate the roots of these 

texts’ popularity and supposed difference and to provide general historical context for their 

production. The second section, which includes a short chapter summary, will detail my methods for 
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reading the archive and repertoire of the Handbooks and for interpreting their appearance in 

Victorian fiction. 

I. Origins of a ‘Species of Literature’  

A Brief Guide to the History of Guidebooks 

 

Murray was not the first to write a travel guidebook, as many scholars have noted.7 James 

Buzard’s brief exploration of the etymology of the word “handbook”—an attempt to underscore 

Murray’s guides’ (and Murray’s successor/competitor, Baedeker’s) “novelty”—actually does more to 

reveal the Handbook’s place within a long lineage of travel guidebooks: 

[‘Handbook’] was invented by John Murray II, the well-known London publisher of Byron 
and Scott, in an attempt to name the first such work offered to him, in 1836, by his son, 
John Murray II. ‘Guidebook’ had been coined a few years earlier—in Byron's Don Juan, of all 
places—but ‘guide’ had long been used to refer to those helpful compendia of information, 
advice, and warning that travellers could carry along with them on their journeys.8 

In this gloss, the Handbooks cannot be characterized as a distinctively nineteenth-century genre, nor 

was it unacknowledged by literature. Rebecca Butler refutes Buzard’s assertion that Byron coined the 

word, but still situates its origins in the early part of the century: “its first recorded use in English is 

in John Mayne’s travel journal of 1814, which refers to Mariano Vasi’s ‘guide-book’, Itinerario istruttivo 

di Roma antica e moderna [Educational Itinerary of Ancient and Modern Rome] (1807), as ‘considered 

the best of its kind,’”9 but concedes that Don Juan’s much more famous usage speaks to the fact that 

 
7 See, for example, Rebecca Butler, “‘Can any one fancy travellers without Murray's universal red books’? Mariana 

Starke, John Murray and 1830s' Guidebook Culture,” The Yearbook of English Studies 48: Writing in the Age of William IV 
(2018), and Pieter François, “If It’s 1815, This Must Be Belgium: The Origins of the Modern Travel Guide,” Book History 
15 (2012). 

8 James Buzard, The Beaten Track, p. 66. 

9 Rebecca Butler, “‘Can any one fancy travellers without Murray's universal red books,’” p. 151. 
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the form and term were common enough to be evoked and mocked by 1823.10 Nicholas T. Parsons’ 

exhaustive Worth the Detour: History of the Guidebook begins tracing the guidebook in antiquity, citing 

reports on travel alluded to in the Bible, expectations for espionage as directed by Xenophon, and 

Homeric geography as predecessors for key characteristics of the form.11 John Vaughan’s classic The 

English Guide Book c. 1780-1870 also alludes to the Biblical world as originating characteristics of the 

guide.12 Regardless of the exact birthdate of the term ‘Handbook’—or even of the more specific 

structure and content that appeared in them—travelers have used (and are using) texts, both 

historical and modern, to guide them. For this reason, perhaps, the term “handbook” is a novelty in 

the most pat sense of the word.   

If its name is slippery, the genre itself is at least equally so. The travel guidebook, as a form, 

remained somewhat amorphous for much of its history. Vaughan explains the problem succinctly: 

It is easier to recognise a guide book than to define one, for the form has many variations. It 
falls between the extremes of a directory or  inventory and a travel book and a guide has 
sometimes been likened to the distinction between the description of a meal and its recipe in 
a cookery book, but this is too neat.13 

 
10 Byron’s use of the term appears in Canto 11, Stanza 23: “Through this, and much more, is the approach/ Of travellers 

to mighty Babylon,/ Whether they come by horse, or chaise, or coach;/ With slight exceptions, all the ways seem one – 
– / I could say more,but do not choose to encroach/ Upon the Guide-book’s privilege.” Butler misses an important 
aspect of Byron’s use of guidebooks when she claims he is “signalling that he will not bore his readers with the practical 
details of his Babylonian adventure” (152). In Canto 11 of Don Juan, Juan has returned to London. Babylon, as Peter 
Cochrain notes in his annotated edition, is one of the few cities not to be compared to London in Stanza 7 of this canto. 
Its appearance here in Stanza 23 is thus an intentional slight to London as a city of sin; by implication, the link between 
Don Juan’s narration and that of guidebooks in this instance is a statement first about the commonness of London and 
English guides from this period, second about the tendency within those guides and within other national discourse to 
situate the capital alongside the great cities of classical antiquity, and third about the necessity of a guide to navigate wild, 
temptation-filled modern London.  

11 Nicholas T. Parsons, Worth the Detour: A History of the Guidebook, 2007. The remainder of his account follows the 

expected trajectory tracking pilgrimages from the Middle Ages, exploration literature from the Early Modern period, and 
descriptions and suggestions for Grand Tourists.Tellingly, Parsons’ narrative builds to the Victorian mass-tourism age 
and asserts that the 19th century British guidebook ushered in the modern travel book. 

12 “The antiquity of inventories of places is even older, for Joshua commanded the compilation of a survey which was to 

be registered on a scroll ‘city by city’ and brought to the camp in Shiloh.” John Vaughan, The English Guide Book, p. 78.  

13 Ibid., p. 62.  
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There are a host of genres that predate, inform, and complement the guidebook, including but not 

limited to history and geography, memoir, satire, geology, the encyclopedia, the atlas (or “road 

book”), and the picaresque. Between these and the various structural features that tend to (but don’t 

always) appear in the form, it, like the novel, can be tricky to trace. Most travel scholars’ solution, 

understandably, is to consider the guidebook’s function as a way of defining it. Many travel scholars 

take Esmond de Beer’s lead and define them as a portable blend of inventory and itinerary.14 

Vaughan expands on this idea by adding his own keywords: guidebooks “assist,” “entertain,” and 

“broaden the traveller’s mind.”15 Anders Sørensen and Victoria Peel’s encyclopedic entry about the 

genre  

conceptualize[s] a guidebook as a commercially distributed instructional entity made for 
transient nonlocals. It contains place representations and is comprehensive in coverage, 
facilitating the user’s decision making by being selective and evaluative. It asserts its authority 
through a clear publisher identity.16 

Whereas Vaughan and de Beer’s key terms cloud the distinction between guides like Murray and 

Pausanias’ 2nd century Description of Greece—both of which arguably constitute itineraries that 

“entertain” and “broaden the mind”--Sørensen and Peel pithily introduce a few of the key factors 

that seem to distinguish the nineteenth-century guidebook from the ancient one: commercialism, 

comprehensiveness, audience-oriented content, and publisher-authority. Some of these concepts are 

distinctively modern in that they emerge from a capitalist economic structure (commercialism and, 

by extension, publisher-authority); the other two are less obviously linked to the nineteenth-century 

world. Yet all four inform the structural and paratextual elements familiar to contemporary readers 

of travel guides. 

 
14 Esmond de Beer, ‘The Development of the Guide Book,” pp. 35–46. 

15 Vaughan, The English Guide Book, p. 64.  

16 Sørensen and Peel, “Guidebook.” 
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By establishing the aforementioned terms as constitutive and indicative, Sørensen and Peel 

uncover what seems to be foundational to the form as it is recognized by contemporary consumers 

and scholars: modernity. In other words, a guidebook must be current, at once reflecting the culture 

for which it exists and assisting travelers in the immediate future. A guide produced centuries ago 

can only be so useful to a contemporary traveler in need of an up-to-date train schedule; conversely, 

a train schedule is only so enlightening to someone touring excavated Herculaneum. The concept of 

modernity in this structural, cultural, and temporal sense, seems to be the pivot point for scholars of 

the genre. Murray’s guides, as the opening chapter of this project shows, were distinctly modern in 

that they reflected the exigencies of travel in the nineteenth century even as they perpetuated 

conventions of travel writing that had been long-established, and were thus expected by readers of 

the time. Indeed, that blend of historical and contemporary detail is precisely what makes the 

Handbooks exhibits of Victorian “modernity.” The Handbooks display characteristics that Alan Rauch 

argues are emblematic of a nineteenth-century “cultural logic,” wherein knowledge “represent[s] a 

content-based set of ‘facts’ that are useful in the construction and development of disciplines. But 

on another level, knowledge [...is] fetishized as something valuable for its own sake.”17 Blending 

allusions to classical antiquity, the romance of modern poetry, and a practical list of tasks associated 

with gaining passports and transportation, a “Murray” was notable for bringing existing travel 

writing elements together in the right combination, adapting to the infrastructural and market needs 

of its time, and thus determining subsequent iterations of the form.  

For these reasons, Murray’s contemporaries and later scholars consider his Handbooks as the 

marker of a transition from an amorphous travel-oriented form distinctive to the pre-Enlightenment 

age to modern “guide book” genre recognizable today. Historians of the genre have identified a 

 
17 Knowledge was, consequently, “inspirational and irresistible in terms of its potential for social and cultural 

transformation.” Rauch, Useful Knowledge, pp. 1-3. 
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number of texts from the eighteenth century that can be considered genuine prototypes of the kind 

of guidebook that became ubiquitous in the Victorian period. The title to John Vaughan’s 

monograph, which delineates the period between 1780 and 1870, indicates that he felt the “guide 

book” form was established enough to be formal by the late Georgian period, and his robust 

bibliography (gathered from his personal book collection) certainly supports the idea. Many scholars, 

such as Roberts, Karin Baumgartner, and Esther Allen, reach earlier into the eighteenth and even 

seventeenth century, citing popular Grand Tour narratives as precursors to the more middle-class 

oriented “handbooks.”18 The Tour—a masculine, elite, systematized version of travel—was an 

opportunity for young gentlemen to complete their educations via the observation or absorption of 

classical antiquity, which was presumed to be accessible via ancient artifacts and ruins. Texts from 

the period associated with the Tour targeted this audience, thereby undercutting their usefulness to 

later middle-class, female, or less formally educated travelers. Even after the Tour became more 

democratized, traveling to particular sites (Rome, Venice) continued to be associated with male 

coming-of-age and with high literature and privilege, as evidenced by Lord Byron’s biography and 

oeuvre. But this high literary and Classical mode is not necessarily what prevents these early and mid 

Georgian travel narratives from being obvious prototypes of the guidebook Rather, these Tour 

 
18 Roberts opens her article with a telling epigraph: ‘One hates writing descriptions that are to be found in every book of 

travels; but we have seen something today that I am sure you never read of, and perhaps never heard of. Have you heard 
of the subterraneous town? a whole Roman town with all its edifices remaining underground? '"  Horace Walpole to 
Richard West, Tuesday, June 14, 1740, The Yale Edition of Horace Walpole’s Correspondence, ed. W. S. Lewis, 48 vols. (New 
Haven, Conn., 1937–83), 13:222”; Baumgartner claims “Earlier in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, travel guides 
were mostly invested in providing an objective account of the journey, and self-discovery through aesthetics was of little 
interest until [the mid 18th century, when] a number of earlier travel handbooks and apodemic manuals that specialized 
in the Grand Tour, among them Thomas Nugent’s The Grand Tour (1749) and the handbook used by Goethe, 
Volkmann’s Historisch-kritische Nachrichten von Italien…” appeared. Baumgartner, Karin. “Travel, Tourism, and Cultural 
Identity in Mariana Starke’s Letters from Italy (1800) and Goethe’s Italienische Reise (1816–17),” Publications of the English 
Goethe Society, 83:3, 2014. pp. 177-195; a footnote in Allen’s 1996 article lists a few popular 18th century guides, with 
Nugent being the most famous: “Thomas Nugent's Grand Tour (1749), Daniel Paterson's Travelling Dictionary (1772) 
and John Millard's Gentleman's Guide in His Tour through France (1768) were all popular guidebooks for eighteenth-
century English travellers” Allen, Esther. “‘Money and little red books’;: Romanticism, Tourism, and the Rise of the 
Guidebook,” Lit: Literature Interpretation Theory, 7:2-3, 1996. p 225. 

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/610794#f1-text
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narratives had much of the right content—even the right itinerary—but the wrong target audience. 

Despite being popular within a wide reading audience, the intended readership (at least ostensibly) 

corresponded with the authors of these texts, which is to say other gentlemen with a preexisting 

knowledge and perhaps experience of the Tour, and without much need of an updated, affordable 

hotel list. Consequently, the features associated with the guidebook, which are tailored to a more 

general audience in need of on-the-spot guidance regarding both historical/cultural context and 

practicalities, are absent.  

By the second half of the eighteenth century, though, “travel writing” had grown to include 

texts not as obviously connected to the Grand Tour and/or to distant, exotic, or ancient places. As 

Vaughan’s gloss of the guidebook shows, the middle and late Georgian period inspired a great 

number of regional and city guides intended to appeal to domestic travelers or enthusiasts of local 

history. These guides were authored by amateur naturalists, by clergyman and members of 

parliament, by tradesmen and medical men. They were produced and distributed by libraries because 

of their advertising potential; they were revised, replaced, and expanded frequently in response to 

town and county pride and because of changing tastes.19 These books assisting travelers in 

understanding local history and attractions were so numerous that they (as with Byron’s allusion to 

“handbooks” in Don Juan) became objects of satire: in 1760, Thomas Wharton “produced a skit on 

the Oxford guides called A Companion to the Guide and a Guide to the Companion, being a complete 

supplement to all the accounts of Oxford hitherto published.”20 Guidebooks for domestic travel grew in 

popularity over the course of the eighteenth century because there was a need for them: throughout 

 
19 Vaughan shows, for example, that attitudes toward the Lake District, which had been viewed “as a land of high, 

barren, and sometimes impassable hills of no great use to man and little to beast,” changed in the 18th century such that 
“visitors had become tourists rather than explorers.” p. 56-57. 

20 Vaughan, The English Guide Book, p. 120.  
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the period, a series of routes and sites in Britain came to comprise a “Home Tour.” Its title alone is 

indicative of the gender politics that informed travel and travel literature of the period: the foreign, 

Other, and distance of the Grand Tour juxtaposed with the familial, domestic, and local. A 

combination of social expectations and material constraints meant that many more women 

experienced a version of the Home rather than Grand Tour. For this reason, a great number of 

manuscripts and published accounts of these women’s experiences circulated during the mid and 

late Georgian period. However different domestic and foreign travel may have been in this period, 

with gender playing a key role in framing that difference, Zoe Kinsley makes a strong case that 

Home Tour narratives actually share many features with foreign travel writing.21 Accordingly, they 

can be credited with introducing structural elements to the form that would come to be associated 

with the Handbooks and other Victorian variations thereof. As Kinsley shows, Home Tour writers 

like Elizabeth Diggle, Caroline Lybbe Powys, and Dorothy Richardson, made use of several 

paratextual and structural mechanisms in their accounts which are familiar to readers of 

contemporary guidebooks:  

the closing pages of Diggle’s travelogue [for example,] turn to the practical details of her 
journey, and offer information that will be of use to other travellers wanting to make the 
same home tour [...] the method by which Diggle ranks the inns at which she stays can be 
seen as a precursor to the symbolica rating system later developed by Murray, Baedeker, and 
others, which is still in use today.22 

 
21 “The descriptions of locals and localities took on an exotic tone, for example, underscoring the idea that “British 

travellers touring their own island encounter difference just as travellers ‘abroad’ do.” The “Other” can just as easily be 
constructed a few miles away as several hundred. While this kind of postcolonial reading of both Home and Grant Tour 
does much to expose the extent and depth to which xenophobia, nationalism, and classism can permeate any act of 
travel, reading these Tours’ shared predilection for “encountering difference” by foregrounding gender indicates that 
travel can be a subversive act, too. For women in the 18th and 19th centuries, leaving home, writing about it, and, 
sometimes, publishing that writing was a significant, arguably counter-cultural act.” Kinsley, Zoë. Women Writing the Home 
Tour, p. 2.  

22 Kinsley, Women Writing the Home Tour, p. 40.  
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Female Home Tour travellers, then, may have invented--or, at the very least, made standard 

practice--guide book methodologies that continue to shape travel experiences. As a key identifying 

feature of later guide/handbooks, these methods are at the heart not only of the genre but of public 

perceptions of it: the gradual divide between the “travelogue” and “travel guide” was in part 

exacerbated by a perceived divide between “tourism” and “travel,” with “symbolica rating systems” 

acting as a notable symbol of the former.  

It seems clear that local and “Home Tour” guides, like the Grand Tour narratives that 

preceded or overlapped with them, can be reasonably characterized as Handbook prototypes. 

Whereas descriptions of and aids to the Grand Tour shared much with “Murrays” in terms of 

historical, aesthetic, and geographical focus if not in terms of form, these domestic guides present 

the inverse: they have the structure of a “modern” guide, if not the content. It is tempting to take 

this information and assume that what made Murray’s Handbook series was its timing — that the 

Home Tour and other local travel guides set cohesive enough boundaries for the genre that all 

Murray had to do was apply it to the geography of continental Europe rather than the United 

Kingdom, using the Grand Tour as the framing itinerary. Although timing did play a significant role, 

however, their success was much more complicated than that. In general the violence on the 

continent during the Napoleonic Wars and the upheaval in many of its traditional destinations 

accelerated the decline of the Grand Tour. The few travel books focusing on the Continent at the 

turn of the nineteenth century retained more characteristics from Grand Tour narratives than from 

“Home Tour” guides because the upheaval in Europe disrupted their ability to accurately represent 

information that a future traveler might need to know: the cost of things, preferred itineraries, and 

the accessibility of specific locations is likely to change with changes in political leadership. 

Nevertheless, there were at least two extremely popular authors describing the sites of continental 
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Europe writing in the decades before Murray drafted his first Handbook that are worth mentioning as 

more immediate prototypes for the serial guide: Joseph Forsyth and Mariana Starke.  

Keith Crook’s account of Joseph Forsyth’s complicated travel writing experience 

underscores the strange rhetorical environment of turn-of-the-nineteenth-century Europe. Forsyth’s 

interest in and dedication to European travel is evidenced by his quick action at the end of the War 

of the Second Coalition, Crook shows: “On the first of October 1801, Britain and revolutionary 

France had fought each other to a standstill, and peace was declared [...] Within twelve days, Forsyth, 

aged thirty eight, set off to Italy ‘and stopped some weeks at Paris, engaged by the great museum, 

and the revolutions which that capital had undergone since my former visit.’”23 Forsyth’s Italy, as the 

text he penned became known, ultimately had little to do with entering the travel writing canon, 

whatever the author’s original intentions. Instead, it was written with the more practical aim of 

ensuring its author’s freedom. About a year and a half after his arrival, the war was renewed and 

Forsyth was captured in Turin and imprisoned in France for the next thirteen years: “his book was 

from the outset an appeal to Napoleon and a demonstration that the author was both a 

noncombatant scholar and a man of learning. He wrote for people who had already been to Italy, 

‘chiefly for those who have already examined the objects I review.”’24 This passage from Crook 

communicates several things about Forsyth’s position as author and about his context. Forsyth’s 

note about the “beaten [...] field” Italy speaks to his perceived cohort. In writing “for people who 

had already been to Italy,” he is participating in the Grand Tour writing tradition, which is saturated 

in texts about Italy, and he is not attempting to adapt that tradition or invent a new one in the hopes 

 
23 “This museum became the Musee de Louvre but was then the Musee central des arts, which in 1803 was renamed the 

Musee Napoleon. It had been supplied with treasures looted from Italy since 1796. The plunder continued to come in 
until 1811.” The Imprisoned Traveler, p. 1.  

24 Ibid., p. 3. 
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of attracting or aiding a different audience. Working within the Tour tradition was clearly strategic: it 

communicates his gentleman status, situates him as a “noncombatant” and a “man of learning.” 

While politically strategic, Forsyth’s motivation for publishing—imprisonment—necessarily limited 

the usefulness of his book. Forsyth’s Italy, though widely read and lauded by many, was actually 

critiqued for being “neither an adequate guidebook nor even [...] particularly up to date,” but these 

criticisms did not consider either his intent or his situation—let alone the decade long gap between 

his travels and the publication of his account.25 The praise for and reliance on Forsyth despite its 

inadequacy as a guidebook speaks to a desire on behalf of the early nineteenth-century traveler and 

reader for a book that synthesized the scholarly, rhetorical position of something like Forsyth’s Italy 

with the up-to-date, practical framing of the many, continually updated local guides that proliferated 

during the same period.  

Circumstances, not to mention authorial intent, complicate characterizing Forsyth’s Italy as a 

prototype of the “modern” guidebook, but its impact on that genre is undeniable, particularly as the 

John Murray Publishing firm issued four editions of it before “Murray invested in the famous 

Murray Guides, in which Forsyth's Italy continued to live—excerpted. It could not fulfill the demand 

for a guidebook but became a source for anthologies and quotation.”26 Forsyth is one of the most 

frequent authorities to appear in the Handbooks, and thus transcended criticism for not being “up to 

date” and instead entered the travel writing canon alongside thinkers both ancient and modern. Yet 

the fact remains that readers of Forsyth desired, in Crook’s words, a “publication that combines the 

 
25 “Neither critic [i.e., Palgrave and a reviewer of John Bell’s Observations on Italy] remarks on the fact that Forsyth had 

described the beginning of the political reaction to the French occupation in 1803-1804; they are concerned 
(understandably) with its effects from a post-Napoleonic perspective only.” Ibid., p. 5. 

26 Moreover, “there are other ways in which the legacy of Forsyth's intense focus on detail, underpinned by the best 

historical information available to him, lived on into the Victorian period. One of the purchasers of a copy of the 1835 
editionn was John Ruskin's father, prior to his son's visit to Italy, which set the younger Ruskin on the path to his career 
as a critic of Italian art.” Ibid., p .6. 
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requirements of an accurate, practical, and comprehensive tourist guidebook with up-to-date 

political commentary on Italy and the Italians in post-Napoleonic Europe.”27 It was a call that 

became more coherent following the cessation of the Continental Blockade, which had barred 

British interaction with France intermittently between 1806 and Napoleon’s first abdication in 1814, 

and following the true resolution of the Napoleonic Wars at Waterloo in 1815. Peace brought an 

influx of British continental travelers. As James Buzard notes, “the peace after Waterloo appeared to 

have released the pent-up urges in ‘every English heart’ for travel and adventure abroad--urges 

which quickly came to represent, in miniature, a wide range of new aspirations for social and cultural 

advancement.”28 Peter François, Kevin James, and others have shown that this “influx” is often 

overstated. In James’ words, “evidence of definitive economic, cultural and social changes or 

convergence is hard to pin down in these years [...analysis suggests] the decade did not mark the 

decisive end of specific practices and related narratives, or the emergence of new ones linked to 

mass tourism.”29 But there can be no doubt that the ceasefire at the very least opened opportunities 

for travel that had hitherto been closed, and that over time British tourists took advantage of these 

opportunities in great numbers. Thus the need, as the nineteenth century progressed, for an “up-to-

date” guide.  

Again, Murray was not the first to address this problem. If Forsyth was a popular and 

respected, though not necessarily cutting edge, observer of the continent, his contemporary 

Marianna Starke, who documented changes in Italy almost in real time and targeted a tourist 

audience, did much to remedy these shortcomings in her travel writing. In the preface to Letters from 

 
27 Ibid., p. 5.  

28 James Buzard, “The Uses of Romanticism,” p. 30. 

29 James, Kevin J. “Foreign and Home Tours in 1830s’ Manuscript Culture.” The Yearbook of English Studies, Vol. 48, 

Writing in the Age of William IV (2018), pp. 124-147. See also François, Pieter. “If It’s 1815, This Must Be Belgium.” 
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Italy (1800), Starke establishes her expertise not as a tour guide, but as an on-the-ground witness of 

political change in Italy. Her motivation is to set the record straight:  

I am tempted to give such a short account of these transactions [of the late 1790s] as 
Persons on the spot only are capable of detailing. I shall likewise point out the Architecture, 
Paintings, and Sculpture, which still embellish Italy; lest Persons disposed to visit that 
Country should be led, by common report, to conclude that all her choicest works are 
destroyed, or removed to Paris.30  

Jeanne Moskal highlights the complexity of Starke’s rhetorical and authorial position, showing that 

she uses Napoleon's gradual acquisition of antiquity as an opportunity to step in as the 

arbiter/expert on what remains and on what readers should think about those remaining objects’ 

political and revolutionary provenance.31 Moskal emphasizes that Starke is engaging with nationalist 

rhetoric and mobilizing monarchist politics, and thus, however convoluted such a conservative 

approach may be, engaging in the feminist project of staking new territory for women.32 Butler 

extends this reading to argue that Starke is staking territory not only for women but for Britain as 

well, “staging Britain and France in oppositional terms” and assuring “her readers of the safety of 

Italy based on the country’s ‘loyalty’ to Britain amid French expansion on the Continent.”33 The 

effect is to showcase Italy’s national identity and to emphasize Starke’s own knowledge and 

proprietorship of Italy’s merits as a nation/culture. This is evidenced by the paratext of her final 

 
30 Mariana Starke, Letters from Italy, pp. iii-iv.  

31 Jeanne Moskal, "Napoleon, Nationalism, and the Politics of Religion in Mariana Starke's Letters from Italy,” Rebellious 

Hearts: British Women Writers and the French Revolution, SUNY Press, 2001. 

32 “The example of Starke, in particular, suggests that gender concerns, particularly in conservative women writers, more 

often emerge in a quiet kind of guerrilla warfare, occasionally rearing quirky local contradictions in the general picture of 
conformity and alliances with other concerns than their sex. Her creativity in improvising ways for a woman writer to 
engage in this formation of public political discourse deserves our respect, if not our agreement. Starke and other writers 
like her challenge present-day literary scholars to confront the political conservatism of women writers of past eras, 
particularly their embrace of religious doctrine and metaphor, and to examine the extent of their apparent complicity in 
patriarchal systems" Ibid., p. 187.  

33 Butler, “‘Can any one fancy travellers without Murray's universal red books,’” p. 159. 
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edition of her travels, which is dedicated “to Queen Maria Elizabeth of the Two Sicilies, 

ideologically positioning [Starke’s] travelling persona in Italy, while gesturing towards the authority 

of her expatriate experience there.”34 Like Forsyth, Starke’s travel writing betrays an element of 

political and self-preservation, but whereas his method was to lean on the conventions and 

understood audience of the Grand Tour tradition, hers was to situate her travels and 

recommendations in the modern moment so as to underscore the relevance and usefulness of her 

perspective.  

Starke’s topic was timely, as was her approach: she did not abandon the tradition of the Tour 

so much as adapt it to address the issues of the moment. Her writing relied on previous Grand Tour 

narratives and perpetuated anti-Jacobin readings of sites of antiquity while also forwarding a 

sympathetic view of the unfairly plundered and misrepresented contemporaneous Italy, a strategy 

that ensured an audience for her book. But while these characteristics work to distinguish Starke’s 

writing from Forsyth’s and other male-authored texts from the period, they are not the features 

responsible for Starke’s legacy as an inventor of the modern guidebook. Her stylistic choices, even 

more than her content or rhetorical framing, are distinctive for travel writing of its time. Her 

consistent revisions to her travel books, use of the three-exclamation point ranking system and her 

addition of an appendix with “some particulars relative to Expenses upon the Continent” expressly 

tailored for middle class travelers situates Starke’s text as an obvious predecessor to the serialized 

guidebook.35 Letters from Italy was popular and Starke gradually borrowed and added substantially to it 

to create Travels on the Continent: Written for the Use and Particular Information of Travellers, which was then 

 
34 Another edit to the later editions of Starke’s Travels on the Continent draws attention to the Italian provenance of many 

artworks located in the Louvre. Butler emphasizes the simultaneously patriotic and cosmopolitan effect of this move, 
claiming that “remapping of Napoleonic spoils potentially serves a British nationalistic agenda, [but] also grants Italy a 
political presence in the guidebook as a country with a national culture unfairly diminished through occupation.” Ibid., p. 
159-160. 

35 Mariana Starke, Letters from Italy, page vi.  
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revised and republished as Information and Directions for Travellers on the Continent, and then later as 

Travels in Europe for the Use of Travellers on the Continent, and interspersed with these was the Murray-

published Travels in Europe between 1824 and 1828. These revisions and expansions occurred over the 

period of 32 years; the eighth edition of her all-European guide opens with a quasi-paratextual note 

addressing the success of Starke’s books and the buyer’s inevitable confusion in the face of this 

many titles and editions.36 In the span of three decades, Starke’s authorial and, arguably, commercial 

intent shifts. Where Letters from Italy was intended to address a gap in existing travel literature and 

provide on-the-ground feedback on a geographical area that was in the midst of political upheaval 

and violence, Travels in Europe Between the Years 1824 and 1828 was expressly intended to replace other 

city- and regional-guidebooks. The shift in intentions manifested in a shift in content and structure. 

Susan Pickford sees this transition happening on a design level, noting a shift from “typography that 

does not call attention to itself” to “visible typography” (e.g., using double-columns, or increasing 

the use of exclamation points to rank artworks or sites).37 These are small distinctions—both 

Starke’s first and last books are geared toward non-traditional-tourists (i.e., with a lowercase “t”), 

both rank tourist attractions, both address the pecuniary aspects of travel—and yet they have 

implications for thinking about the emergence of the serialized, “modern” guidebook. Like Forsyth, 

Starke was used as a guide for readers of her era, but whereas his text drew attention to the practical 

needs and infrastructural changes of the period without actually providing a solution for them, 

Starke’s texts—albeit over the course of several decades—adapted to suit the needs of the market. 

 
36 “So many Editions have been published of Mrs. Starke's Travels for the use of Travellers, that several copies of those 

Editions may probably remain unsold; and, therefore, persons who wish for her new Work, comprehending an account 
of ancient Italy, united with Information and Directions for Travellers, should inquire for it under the title of TRAVELS 
IN EUROPE, FOR THE USE OF TRAVELLERS ON THE CONTINENT…” Advertisement from Mariana Starke’s 
Travels in Europe, 1832.  

 

37 Susan Pickford, “The Page as Private/Public Space,” p. 67-68. 
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 The works of Mariana Starke articulate the rhetorical, tonal, and stylistic features of the 

“modern” guidebook, which came into its own in Murray’s Handbook series and is entrenched in the 

modern public imagination by Baedeker. The goal of this section has been twofold. First, I have 

aimed to show that Murray was not exactly the first to delve into the guidebook form. Second, I 

have worked to delineate some of the characteristics that resonated with and were desirable to a 

nineteenth-century audience: up-to-date suggestions; comprehensive, encyclopedia-like information; 

roots in a Classical tradition; an easily digestible format; and a rhetorical framing that reflects 

modern interests and concerns. Chapter one will argue that Murray’s guides were the ideal solutions 

to this wish list by exploring the formation of the Handbooks in detail and tracing the series’ specific 

connection to Starke. Murray was indebted to those who came before him but must also be credited 

with responding to his context creatively by building a complex, innovative series.  

A quick gloss of some of the ways that Murray’s were new and timely might help to bridge 

the gap between Starke’s Napoleonic moment, flush as it was with many but disjointed “guide 

books,” and the Edwardian world, wherein a “Baedeker” needs no introduction. In the first place, 

the Handbooks’ materiality contributed to their success. As readily accessible, semi-affordable texts, 

Murray’s prescription for travel was available (ostensibly) to all. Here the specifics of the Handbooks’ 

format matters: “their compactness and lightness made them all the more appealing” for travelers on 

the move, and their “handy,” compact size was “a less quantifiable attribute connoting accessibility, 

reliability, and standardization.”38 Murray’s choice to use red covers, too, built a consistent brand 

that not only benefited sales, but also ensured that readers of the Handbooks could feel and project 

membership in a kind of travel club: by holding Murray (or his competitor, Baedeker), tourists could 

signal to others that they were informed, literary, English travelers.  

 
38 James Buzard, The Beaten Track, p. 60. 
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The content of the guidebooks was of course essential to their success. Whereas previous 

travelogues, even those that included route or lodging suggestions, were often one-off endeavors 

written in narrative form, Murray’s Handbooks were designed to address the specific needs of an 

audience that was expanding in consequence of the political, cultural, and infrastructural changes of 

the nineteenth century. Murray’s Handbooks were designed for the, in his words, “intelligent English 

traveller.” Murray appealed to this intelligent audience in a few ways, but most obviously through, to 

use Buzard’s description, “objective” descriptions and “copious” facts: “No amateur travelling 

author could compete with Murray's routes, tables, and ‘catalogues raisonnés’; few were inclined to 

try.”39 Murray felt his Handbook was distinguished from previous travel writing because of its 

selectivity: both in terms of quantity and nationalist-tinged “quality” (his recommendations were for 

the “English” traveler). Rudy Koshar argues that this editorial focus is easily visible in the structure 

of the Handbooks, which became known for their range of possible itineraries which managed to 

avoid too many chronological details, their anecdotes about monuments and other sites, their 

condensed writing style, their comprehensiveness, and their selective extracts from Scott, Byron, and 

other famous travel-oriented writers. Murray’s Handbooks can be understood as a manifestation of 

and contributor to the Victorian investment in official, comprehensive, and definitive knowledge. As 

Koshar notes, that “definitive” knowledge could be stretched to include or, more interestingly, could 

be communicated via literature. The literary tilt of Murray’s guides was particularly important for 

appealing to the middle-class traveler of the 19th century. Buzard emphasizes “the young Murray 

recognized that touristic experience involves both prose and poetry, both the prosaic work of 

stocking readers with facts and getting them physically to a given site with the least amount of 

 
39 Ibid., p. 166. 
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trouble, and the poetic labor of prompting tourists' responses to the site.”40 Murray’s literariness 

worked to establish his guides’ legitimacy and cultural clout. 

The Handbooks’ content was critical to their success, and so it is significant that it was always 

changing.  The guides were static objects as editions, but flexible when considered as a series. In 

both cases their authority over readers’ behavior can only extend as far as that reader allows. 

Followers of Murray could adapt, revise, ignore, or adopt these Handbooks to whatever extent they 

chose. The same cannot quite be said of interacting with a cicerone or professional guide, where the 

rules of manners must on some level dictate behavior. The top-down approach of a single-authored, 

single-titled text like Forsyth or of a hired, in-person guide is disrupted by the Handbooks’ seriality and 

longevity: if readers noticed any errors in an edition, they could report them to Murray, who would 

revise forthcoming editions accordingly.  What is more, the Handbooks’ authorship was complex and 

collaborative. The guides’ anonymous polyvocality was consolidated and branded for marketing 

purposes and yet open to new contributors. The success of the Handbook series depended on its 

publishing-house informed-reputation even as their accessibility and amenability was an open secret. 

There is a democracy to this kind of prescribed, textual guide. The Handbooks were both 

authoritative and open access.  

These qualities and others served to set “Murrays” apart as a print form that provided clarity, 

consistency, and stability in the face of a globalizing and more accessible world. Murray popularized 

and demarcated a genre that was at the very least amorphous at the time of his publication. By mid-

century, which also coincided with the English-language publication of the German Baedeker guides 

and the expansion of Thomas Cook tours, the Handbooks were especially popular. Even if his guides 

were not exactly the first of their kind, the Victorians felt Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers were 

 
40 Buzard, “The Uses of Romanticism,” p. 42  



 
 

23 
 

doing something notable and were worth talking about. References to the series appear in the travel 

writings of Mary Shelley, George Eliot, and Henry James; their ubiquity and influence is satirized by 

Anthony Trollope and John Ruskin. Murray’s claim that the information in their covers detailed 

“what ought to be seen” truly translated to what was seen in this period: Goodwin and Johnston’s 

exploration of reviews of the Handbooks proves that “they were critically validated as forming and 

imposing a particularly English way of thinking and seeing so that Murray’s pronouncements on art, 

culture and manners were also the accepted English line on these matters.”41 With time, Murray’s 

good luck and flair for branding meant that his name became synonymous with his red-covered 

handbooks, and both with English tourism itself. It should be no surprise, then, that almost 200 

years later a prop of that description appears in the latest prestige drama, guiding both character and 

audience in their interpretation of the narrative unfolding onscreen. 

 

II. What Portmanteau Hasn’t Got One ‘Hand-book’? 

Methods for Understanding Murray’s Archive and Repertoire 

 

The chapters that follow position the Handbooks as a culturally and rhetorically complex 

genre that exceeded the purely documentary in order to shape readers’ ways of seeing the world. I 

argue the Handbooks can be understood as repositories of knowledge that are emblematic of the 

Victorian tourist industry and of the individual, English encounter with continental Europe. 

Guidebooks, put simply, are tools with literary merit and influence, and as such should be taken 

seriously when they appear in the literary contexts of the nineteenth century. Making this case, 

especially given the historical weight of pre-existing guidebooks like Starke and Forsyth, presents a 

challenge, one that necessarily involves considering the Handbooks as commercial/material objects, as 

 
41 Goodwin and Johnston, “Guidebook Publishing in the Nineteenth Century,” p.10. 
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assembled texts, as rhetorical devices, and as literature. I therefore deploy three distinct but 

dovetailing methods for engaging with John Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers: archival research, close 

literary analysis using a historicist framework, and digital remediation and visualization. Each 

approach informs the others, and each is thematically appropriate to the material at hand and its 

historical context.  

Not accidentally, this project ends with a digital coda. Even before introducing 

computational or digital tools, this dissertation—and indeed, the story of Murray’s Handbooks—

resonates with key digital humanities modalities: the obstacles of scale and project management (i.e., 

the work of archiving), networks and crowdsourcing, and interdisciplinarity. In the act of digging 

through the archives associated with the John Murray Publishing House, I am replicating the work 

that produced the archives themselves and do so doubly when pushing that research into digital 

space. Derrida illustrates in Archive Fever how archival rhetoric is linked to materiality and 

technology, a connection central to my dissertation. His consideration of Freudian scholarship is 

instructive:  

Whether it is a question of the private or public life of Freud, of his partners or of his 
inheritors, sometimes also of his patients, of the personal or scientific exchanges, of the 
letters, deliberations, or politico-institutional decisions, of the practices and of their rules [...], 
in what way has the whole of this field been determined by a state of the technology of 
communication and of archivization?42 

Derrida asks us to understand the interconnectedness of the subject matter (“the personal or 

scientific exchanges,” or the story of Freud’s life) with the means of communicating it and the 

conversation surrounding it. Memory—knowledge—are at the mercy of the tools and structures that 

preserve it. The symbolic weighs of the archive was on my mind as I dove into the manuscript 

material available in the John Murray Archive at the National Library of Scotland. The story of the 

 
42 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever, p. 16.  
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Handbooks’ polyvocal origins, which will be the subject of chapter one, is of course itself the product 

of “politico-institutional decisions,” themselves mediated through the technologies of Murray’s time 

and ours. Indeed, my work was filtered through technologies that exercise power and are the 

products of power: I used digital tools (George Mason’s open source “Tropy” program; my iPhone) 

as I gathered material to build my own tool (the Murray map). My goal for my time in the archive 

was to find material to support my thesis that the very structure and exigence of the Handbook series 

foretells the genre’s literary and commercial impact. The material I found works to that end, but 

more importantly works to foreground the complexity of both its archival context (in the broadest 

sense of the term, which is to say Derrida’s conception of the archive as controlled 

memory/knowledge) and the Handbooks themselves. My reading of the JMA’s manuscript material 

confirmed my suspicion that these texts both reflect and influence the Victorian interpretative 

experience, and that the series as object and as technology deserves critical attention. 

 Essential to my framing of the Handbooks as both text and tool—concepts at the heart of 

chapter one, but also fundamental to the whole project—are the subfields of book history and 

material culture, and their respective relationship with the digital humanities. Daniel Hack glosses 

the major threads of interest to “materialists,” claiming that the turn to book history and production 

is an attempt to invoke “any of the following: the specific physical features or sheer physicality of an 

inscribed surface—and, by extension, the bodily act of writing and the technology of textual 

production; the socioeconomic or more broadly historical conditions of literary production and 

circulation…”43 Chapter 1 contextualizes the emergence of the Murray Handbooks by calling upon 

these qualities. especially the “bodily act of writing” and conditions of literary production” The 

editorial marks from Murray on reader submissions, the use of symbols in manuscript versus print, 

 
43 Daniel Hack, The Material Interests of the Victorian Novel, p. 1. 
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and the Murray firm’s complicated approach to delineating different editions of Handbook titles 

exhibit the “bodily act of writing” and conditions of literary production.”  Chapter two, which treats 

George Eliot’s travel writing, addresses her act of observing and annotating Murray while touring 

destinations in France and Italy. But like Hack, I am less interested in these categories of analysis as 

an end point than I am in considering how readers of and contributors to the Handbooks were 

conscious of the process of textual production. Chapter One’s attention to the dispersed authorship 

of Murray’s guides sets the stage for interpreting George Eliot and Henry James’ contributions to 

the Handbook network on an individual level and with respect to their fiction: they as authors and 

tourists exhibit how “the conditions, components, and consequences of writing now conjured by 

[the “material”] were put into discourse in the mid-nineteenth century.”44 I am interested in reading 

the Handbooks as they were used historically and in fiction as collaborative projects rooted in a 

collective effort to articulate a tourist experience and identity. Doing so implies that nineteenth 

century readers of novels would have understood the Handbooks as produced objects and 

accessories—as a textual tools. 

In this way, my approach to the materiality of the Handbooks has more in common with 

David Gauntlett’s conception of craft and “making and doing” — in other words with the process 

of collaborative assemblage. His influential work characterizing contemporary interactions/creations 

within social media and other internet spaces as examples of community-building action uses the 

works of John Ruskin and William Morris as the launching point for thinking about the connections 

between nineteenth-century theories of craft and knowledge-making and that of our digital age.45 

Besides underscoring the appropriateness if turning to the Victorian age to consider the relationship 

 
44 Ibid., p. 2.  

45 David Gauntlett, Making is Connecting. p. 42. 
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between an interest in the material and an interest in the technological or digital (one reified, in 

Derrida’s framing, in the archive), this perspective is instructive for thinking about the connection 

between writing and doing, or, to tie it more closely to this project, between documenting or 

prescribing travel and enacting it. If guidebooks represent an interpretation and act as a framework 

for doing so, then the process of creating guidebooks and then using them are equally tied to the 

“mental and physical.” These texts are the products of going out and seeing and are products for 

going out and seeing. What makes the Handbooks’ materiality compelling, in short, is their process in 

becoming objects and, as chapters two and three will demonstrate, in their capacity for interactivity 

and use. 

 The Handbook story that I am hoping to tell is about (multi)authorship and collaborative 

creation, but it is also about the flexibility or permeability of those concepts. Daniel Hack captures 

this dynamic in his framing of his own project: 

My recognition of authorial agency and self-awareness should not be taken as a claim for 
absolute authorial sovereignty or self-knowledge: authors “suggest,” as Dickens says, but 
cannot control what their suggestions suggest, as Dickens discovers–nor, as many authors 
are quick to acknowledge, do they always know what suggests to them to suggest.46 

Hack’s book, he goes on to say, is a “study of slippage as well as control, and of heteronomy as well 

as autonomy.” So, too, is this dissertation. The details of the Handbooks’ composition and the 

appearance of guidebooks in fiction offers a window into the interconnectivity of the Victorian 

intellectual world and demonstrates the iterative power of an industry and practice like tourism. But 

it also demonstrates just how beyond the reach of an entity like the John Murray Publishing House 

these Handbooks were. I have already suggested that “Murrays” were objects as well as texts. I 

therefore posit these guides, though generically innovative, were also, as the opening section of this 

introduction indicates, tools for navigating culture and were products of a culture—of, arguably, an 

 
46 Daniel Hack, The Material Interests of the Victorian Novel, p. 10. 
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archive of travel and tourism. Or, to use a more precise term, a repertoire, in the sense applied by 

Diana Taylor and others.47 “Murrays” were written and read, yes, but they were also packed, carried, 

discarded, and shared and, what is more, are depicted doing these things in other books. As symbols 

as well as tools of tourism, “Murrays” were in a sense enacted or performed. Their archive thus 

extends beyond the textual into memory: the Murray repertoire includes both tourist ephemera and 

practice. Consequently, I attend to implicit as well as explicit appearances of guidebooks in 

nineteenth century fiction.  

 The opening section of this introduction, in detailing the origins of the “guidebook” genre, 

produced an archive of sorts consisting of the tourist-oriented texts and trends that contributed to 

the early nineteenth century British zeitgeist. Correspondingly guidebooks’ influence within fiction is 

interwoven with a general but historically contingent cultural understanding of the relationship 

between narrative and travel: just as the guidebook genre emerged from a textual and historical 

evolution of a form and audience, the novel of travel reflects that same evolution. Travel as a 

mechanism for worldbuilding and observation has a long literary history, but with the development 

of the novel emerged new narrative and thematic opportunities centered on the emotional and 

intellectual growth of fictional characters. Most agree that the Bildungsroman, for example, which 

frequently uses travel to mirror and/or develop the protagonist’s coming-of-age, is a product of the 

eighteenth century. The Grand Tour, designed to finish young gentleman’s education via encounter 

with the aesthetic and the Other, quite literally enacts these themes. Fiction spanning the century 

preceding Murray adopts travel to address questions about nationhood (Gulliver’s Travels), politics 

 
47 See Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas. Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2003., as well as Davis, Leith. “Between Archive and Repertoire: Astley's Amphitheatre, Early Circus, and 
Romantic - Era Song Culture,” Studies in Romanticism, Vol. 58, Iss. 4,  (Winter 2019): 451-479; Miguel, Escobar Varela. 
"The Archive as Repertoire: Transience and Sustainability in Digital Archives." Digital Humanities Quarterly 10, no. 4 
(2016); Thompson, Cheryl. “Uncle Tom's Cabin Historic Site and Creolization: the Material and Visual Culture of 
Archival Memory.” African and Black Diaspora 12, no. 3 (2019); Whitehead, Anne. "Kazuo Ishiguro's Nocturnes: Between 
Archive and Repertoire." Modern Fiction Studies 67, no. 1 (Spring, 2021): 20-39. 

https://www.proquest.com/indexingvolumeissuelinkhandler/48468/Studies+in+Romanticism/02019Y12Y01$23Winter+2019$3b++Vol.+58+$284$29/58/4?accountid=14244
https://www.proquest.com/indexingvolumeissuelinkhandler/48468/Studies+in+Romanticism/02019Y12Y01$23Winter+2019$3b++Vol.+58+$284$29/58/4?accountid=14244
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and culture (The Expedition of Humphry Clinker; A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy), and 

gender and adolescence (Evelina).48 Over the course of the proto-guidebook period, real life travel 

practice and long standing literary tradition blended within the context of the novel to establish 

travel as a pursuit in and of itself that inspires emotional change even as it figuratively and literally 

moves the plot forward.  

Katherine Turner encourages scholars of the period to think beyond theme and plot when 

considering the influence of eighteenth-century travel practices on literature of the period. Turner 

suggests that travel writers may have sprung into being as a result of material and rhetorical trends: 

“virtually all eighteenth-century travelogues took the form of letters or a journal, and could therefore 

be ‘worked up’ for publication with minimal effort [...] writers of travels were doubtless motivated 

by the financial benefits of publication in an increasingly lucrative market.”49 The pipeline from 

traveler to published author was a relatively easy one to access, blurring lines between genres (private 

letters versus public travelogue) and laying the foundation for even more slipperiness between non-

fiction and fiction, and between author and reader. For reasons philosophical and practical, travel 

was a literary touchstone of the Georgian period. My task in the chapters that treat George Eliot and 

Henry James is to show how the fiction and travel writing of the nineteenth century, like and 

because of the century before, reflects the tourist industry of its moment, foregrounding the 

serialized guidebook as that moment’s distinctive product and influence. Travel as a theme and 

experience—as an expression of Enlightenment ideals and Grand Tour practices—permeates the 

writing and reading of the eighteenth century. It operates similarly in the nineteenth, but with a new 

 
48 For more about the connection between travel and the interests of the Enlightenment period, see Blanton, Casey. 

Travel Writing: The Self and the World. New York: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1997; Chard, Chloe. Pleasure and Guilt on the 
Grand Tour: Travel Writing and Imaginative Geography, 1600-1830. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999; Turner, 
Katherine. British Travel Writers in Europe, 1750-1800. Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2001. 

49 Katherine Turner, British Travel Writers in Europe, p. 3. 
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structuring force—the Handbook, with all its rhetorical resonances. In reading novels like 

Middlemarch, The Portrait of a Lady, or The American I will look not only to the direct references to a 

Murray or Baedeker, but to instances when historic and thematic ideas—e.g., questions about 

nation, gender, or culture—appear to be filtered through a specifically Victorian conception of 

tourism which is itself the result of the guidebook. 

To this point, my approach to thinking about the influence of the Handbooks on other texts 

from the nineteenth century has been rooted in these books’ compositional history, connection to a 

broader literary network, and interrelatedness with broader cultural shifts to do with tourism as both 

industry and practice. But guidebooks’ content, exemplified by their introductory material and route-

by-route descriptions, are worth exploring here as well because they demonstrate an intertextuality 

and multidisciplinarity that underscores these texts’ ties to Victorian literature broadly. The 

Handbook’s introduction, which precede the routes that make up the bulk of each title, quickly 

became standardized (the second, 1838 edition of Continent includes a list of subheadings that 

remains virtually unchanged through the seventeenth, 1871 edition50) and are substantial pieces of 

writing in their own right, typically occupying roughly fifty pages of each guide. In the case of titles 

like the Continent or Southern Germany, it should be noted that these fifty pages provided a broad 

introduction to the region and to travel generally; the subsequent routes would be divided by 

country and would feature more specific introductory material of the same kind. A reader would 

 
50 “INTRODUCTION: Containing Information Which May Be of Use Before Leaving England. A. Maxims and Hints 

for Travelling - B. Language - C. Money: Circular Notes - D. Passports - E. Couriers - F. Carriage - G. Some Requisites 
for Travelling - H. List of Steam-Boats from England - I. Landing on the Continent: Custom-House and 
Commissionaire  - K. British Custom-House: Transmission of Goods from the Continent to England - L. A Few 
Skeleton Tours - M. Genealogy of the Principal Reigning Houses in Northern Europe - N. Tables of the Relative Value 
of the Money of Germany Compared with that of England and France.” John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers on 
the Continent, 2nd edition, p. ix. The only additions or variations to the 17th edition are as follows: “G. Requisites for 
Travelling, Luggage; Dress [...] L. Inns and Innkeepers [...] M. English Church on the Continent [...] O. Foreign 
Measures of Length Reduced to English.” John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers on the Continent, 17th edition, p. 
ix. 
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have a lot of material to sift through before getting to the description of any individual town or site. 

This material is a virtual goldmine for historians of leisure, economics, infrastructure, or nation-

states: they detail what documents travelers need to cross country borders,51 what various tourism or 

hospitality professionals were available and advisable to hire,52 and what the rate of exchange was at 

the time of publication. Murray and his editors’ attention to minutiae becomes even more 

pronounced in the country-specific subsections, which provide estimates of how much a room and 

breakfast should cost,53 or information about particular geographical differences, as with Holland’s 

dykes.54 The Handbooks’ introduction reads like an encyclopedia, a brochure, and the financial pages: 

it is no wonder British travelers felt armed with their Murray, as its abundance of information must 

surely have seemed to cover any and all eventualities.  

 
51 “Those who do not grudge the considerable expense of 2l, 7s., the price of an English Secretary of State's passport, 

may obtain one at the Foreign Office in London, provided they be personally known at the office, or can procure a 
written or personal recommendation from a banker, or other person of respectability who is well known there. The chief 
advantage attending it is that the bearer may obtain the Austrian Ambassador's signature before leaving England, and 
can thus obviate delay and trouble. At the same time it ought to be understood, that an ordinary passport [...]  is, with 
the above exception, as good as a Secretary of State's, and those who have travelled with both have experienced little, if 
any, difference between them, deriving no extra benefit from the expenditure…” John Murray (firm). A Handbook for 
Travellers on the Continent, 2nd edition, p. xx. 

52 It is notorious that English servants taken for the first time to the Continent, and ignorant of every language but their 

own, are worse than useless — they are an encumbrance.[...] A courier, however, though an expensive luxury, is one 
which conduces much to the ease and pleasure of travelling, and few who can afford one will forego the advantage of his 
services. He relieves his master from much fatigue of body and perplexity of mind, in unravelling the difficulties of long 
bills and foreign moneys, sparing his temper the trials it is likely to endure from disputes with innkeepers, postmasters, 
and the like.” Ibid., pp. xxi. 

53 “Charges. — A bed -room, which may also be used as a sitting room, costs, on an average, from 1 to 3 guilders ; 

dinner at the table d'hote, 1.5 to 2 guilders ; ditto in private, 2 to 3 guilders ; breakfast with tea or coffee, 60 cents.” Ibid., 
p. 5. 

54 “Holland includes some of the lowest land on the continent of Europe. To keep out the ocean from the sea-bound 

provinces, and prevent her acquiring territory which seems to be her own, immense dykes or ramparts of earth and 
stone are raised along the coast, so broad and strong as to prevent the water passing through them, and sufficiently lofty 
to bid defiance to inundation at high tide. The rivers in many parts of the country are quite as dangerous as the sea, and 
their waters require to be restrained in their channels by dykes nearly as extensive as the sea-dykes.” Ibid., p. 9. 
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 Interestingly, this encyclopedic repository is preceded in all editions by a section titled 

“Maxims and Hints for Travelling.” These maxims and hints are not of the practical, logistical mode 

that might be expected given the information above. Rather, they are reflections on the many merits 

of travel, taken from travelogues and fiction. A passage from Francis Bacon provides readers with a 

to-do list of what to focus on and achieve while abroad, and what to maintain upon their return 

home; a few paragraphs from Samuel Rogers celebrates the pleasures of travel, and the patriotic 

benefits of comparing other countries to one’s own; and an excerpt from Sterne’s Tristram Shandy 

implores travelers to accept the challenges of traveling and avoid complaining about its ultimately 

appropriate costs.55 While the subsequent fifty pages focus on bureaucratic hoops and money 

matters, the first impression that readers have of a Handbook is that it is a learned, even entertaining 

treatise on travel. It is as if Murray strives to get his readers excited about their journey, an approach 

that is far less oriented toward the bottom line than many of his other editorial decisions. Through 

maxims and hints, Murray’s personal love of travel glimmers through the stodgy, ostensibly 

objective material for which his guidebooks became known. Besides infusing the Handbooks with 

some personality, this opening subsection lends them some literary credibility and hints at the sorts 

of allusions that appear throughout these texts, i.e., to Romantic poets like Byron. Murray’s frequent 

quotation of Byron, as one example that is often noted by critics, underscores the deliberate and 

consistent appeal guidebooks made to the literary world. 

 Byron, other Romantics, and Classical figures are sprinkled throughout the route 

descriptions which constitute the majority of a Handbooks’ contents, and yet these allusions are not 

the only reason a “Murray” might be read as literary. Guidebooks have a complicated relationship 

with the narrative arc of other genres, much as the Grand Tour can be thought of as a parallel to 

 
55 Ibid., pp. ix-xiii. 
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and influence upon the Bildungsroman, as alluded to above. That is, the Handbooks’ rhetorical 

structure—i.e., these individual titles’ strategies for communicating information, which, in the case 

of certain designated sections, slips beyond the purely informational into a kind of narrative 

pattern—shares characteristics with the shape of travel-oriented writing not designed for practical 

use. The routes, structured as they are both chronologically and geographically, have a lot in 

common with the travelogue and, like these volumes, can be read as narratives. On the one hand, 

this can be attributed to the fact that early versions of the Handbooks were composed using text 

from Murray’s own letters home, which, like most letters written to family or friends while apart, use 

a conversational tone and focus on sequential and sometimes accumulating events, as discussed in 

chapter one. On the other (related) hand, this structure can be ascribed to the reality that these texts 

are both prescribing and describing the act of travel. There is certain to be a naturalness to the flow 

of description given it mimics patterns of behavior.  

The below passage, taken from a route description in the second edition of Continent, is 

representative of this structure:  

The steamer sets off on the ascent of the Rhine very early in the morning. Passports must be 
shown on quitting Nymegen. About 8 miles above Nymegen (a voyage of two hours), the 
two branches of the Rhine — the Waal, which we have hitherto followed, and the Lower 
Rhine, or Lek, unite. Before entering the undivided stream, it is worthwhile to give some 
little attention to the hydraulic works erected on the apex of the delta…56 

After much discussion of the water-engineers’ innovative solutions, the text steers readers to look 

right and left, to observe a 17th century fortress and the Rhenish town of Kleve. What follows is an 

acknowledgment of the first Prussian town (“Emmerich. Küpper’s Inn is best.”) followed by a list of 

subsequent towns along the river and, finally, a more detailed description of Dusseldorf. Here the 

structure transitions to its usual form for describing larger towns and cities. It starts with a list of 

 
56 Ibid., p. 212. 
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recommended inns, with attention paid to their proximity to town, and then—despite an assertion 

that “Dusseldorf, though a neat town, contains nothing remarkable at present”—a full page 

describing its galleries, a school of painting, its situation as a river port, and a nearby mansion. The 

section concludes by noting those sites visible along the Rhine upon leaving the town.57 The 

“Germany” section of this Handbook, then, follows a pattern replicated across all editions of this 

title and Murray’s others: it follows a route (in this case, defined by the Rhine) and draws readers’ 

attention to sites along that route before dwelling briefly in cities and towns of note. Those 

subsections always begin with a list of possible accommodations (very occasionally preceded by a 

quotation describing the scenery or town life taken from literature), followed by a list of sites worth 

seeing or experiences worth having. “List,” in fact, does not quite capture the stylistic or tonal 

characteristic of these sections, as all of the town descriptions are rife with historical and 

geographical detail and evaluative comments.58  

As their generic history and this quick look at their structure shows, Murray’s guidebooks are 

formulaic. Yet, so, too, is travel writing defined more broadly, as I have explored above and as the 

aforementioned scholars like Turner, Blanton, and Chard have examined at length. It should be no 

surprise, then, that guidebooks, though designed for a more obviously commercial and temporary 

purpose, might draw from the long travel writing tradition. Murray uses “we,” directs readers where 

to look (creating the sense that this journey is unfolding in real time), acknowledges a shared cultural 

and national identity (in reference to German art, “it leaves that of England very far behind”) and 

cultivates information for an audience comprised of that shared identity. The very opening line of 

 
57 Ibid, pp. 213-214. 

58 “Dusseldorf is at present the seat of a school of painting, which, curiously enough, has had its rise since the removal 

of the picture gallery. It was founded in 1828, under the direction of Cornelius (a native of the town), in whose studio 
many clever artists have formed themselves. In the historical branch of art, it leaves that of England very far behind [...] 
The Hofgarten is a very agreeable promenade. There is a Theatre here, and music is very much cultivated.” Ibid., p. 214. 
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the Prussian section—“the steamer sets off on the ascent of the Rhine very early in the morning”—

feels novelistic. Where a “Murray” departs (and even then, only slightly) from the novel of travel or 

letter home is in its list of accommodations, its admission of logistical practicalities. That language 

carries its own literary or artistic weight which can be appreciated outside the bounds of genre or 

formal contexts has been a major theoretical discussion over the last seventy years. Dennis Porter, in 

1991, applied (and critiqued) this interpretive lens to travel writing:  

By collapsing genre distinctions and by concentrating on the play of language wherever it is 
deployed, the French theorists of Roland Barthes's generation acknowledged the "poetic" 
function of language as a potential of all verbal artifacts under the rubric of "writing." 
"Practical language" can never wholly suppress its "poetic" twin [...earlier] Like all verbal 
artifacts, the reports of travelers constitute a changing yet always conventionalized extension 
of language. And it is one that furnishes a particularly rich field of inquiry for anyone 
interested in the way we conceptualize and represent the world, categorize its peoples 
according to a variety of overlapping schemas, affirm the relationships between them, and 
perceive our own (apparently central) place within this imaginary global geography.59 

Whether in the form of a novel or guide, letters or log, the practical language of travel 

simultaneously serves a poetic function and, more significantly from a historical or cultural point of 

view, a humanistic one: regardless of intended audience or a texts’ exigence, its engagement with 

travel opens a “rich field of inquiry” about representation, self-definition, and interrelationships. The 

content of the guidebook, logistical or otherwise, cannot be separated either from its linguistic status 

of “writing” or, more concretely, its thematic engagement with travel. 

The story of the Handbooks archival history (in both the literal and figurative sense) and their 

subsequent role in Victorian literature complicates genre’s ostensible manifestation into print form. 

They, as texts that were tools, anticipate the interactive, interdisciplinary, intertextual, and multivocal 

processes at the heart of digital humanities work, as hinted at above. But in the final piece of my 

dissertation, I make the connection between Murrays and the digital humanities explicit, as I turn to 

 
59 Dennis Porter, Haunted Journeys, pp. 6 & 3. 
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computational methods for interpreting the series. One of many moments where guidebooks appear 

explicitly in the work of Henry James demonstrates the need for such an intervention. In the 

opening of The American (1877), Christopher Newman, a newly rich American is sprawling in the 

Louvre after struggling to appreciate what he’s supposed to appreciate in his first days in Paris:  

he had removed his hat, and flung down beside him a little red guide-book and an opera-
glass [...] He had looked out all the pictures to which an asterisk was affixed in those 
formidable pages of fine print in his Bädeker; his attention had been strained and his eyes 
dazzled, and he had sat down with an æsthetic headache.60 

Newman is plagued by “an aesthetic headache,” brought on at least in part because of his attempt to 

do justice to all of the asterisks in his guide. I would like to suggest that this moment tells us at least 

as much about the guidebook genre as it does about tourists or Newman in particular. Guidebooks 

are simply too big. They contain too much information for any one person to process, even if 

they’re just prioritizing the asterisks. No one, then or now, reads a guide cover to cover: they select 

the parts that are relevant to them. The size of a single Murray Handbook is ungainly, and so, too, is 

that of the Handbook corpus and of the archive documenting the assembly of that corpus. The 

Handbooks are such that a single scholar working without computational tools is unlikely to fully 

grasp its minutiae. This twofold problem—plentiful but overwhelming information—is exactly the 

type that invites a digital humanities approach. “Murrays” do more than anticipate the work of the 

digital humanities—they also act as the perfect archive for digital inquiry.  

In this spirit, the final section of my dissertation describes the development of an interactive 

digital map representing Murray’s Handbook series for Europe. My methods for this process are 

discussed in detail in the coda, as they are essential for understanding my findings. For the purpose 

of this introduction, it will suffice to say that rendering Murray’s published guidebooks into 

mappable data points opens opportunities for gaining some understanding of what they contain, 

 
60 Henry James, The American, p. 17.  
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especially on a geographic or statistical level, without the risk of an aesthetic headache. Remediating 

the guidebooks actually changes how we read them, and that reading experience is different from 

how they would have been read historically. Computational tools allow us to process these texts 

more efficiently, more comprehensively, and/or more categorically, which not only helps us to 

extract interesting information, but actually helps us to read a genre that in some ways is unreadable. 

This map on the one hand is another interface for the Handbooks that is akin to opening the text 

and reading it, but on the other hand has the potential to show the iterative nature of the series–to 

show how it evolved over time. The interactive map is a visual representation of what the John 

Murray Archive reveals about the Handbooks’ composition: it demonstrates how the guidebook series 

responded to its context and feedback and adapted to suit its users’ (or readers’) interests or needs. 

Data-condensing, GIS, and natural language processing tools offer methods for making Murray’s 

guides, once tools of “the greatest utility and comfort,” useful again. 

My Murray research enacts major trends and motivations for humanities work in the twenty-

first century. First, I work to complicate the literary canon by introducing a genre that is typically 

relegated to cultural studies. To do so I attempt to make the case that guidebooks, as complex 

material and rhetorical objects, both reflect and influence literature of the Victorian period. They can 

do so because of their complicated assembly, and because of the nature of their use: they are both 

books and tools. Second, I remediate and re-imagine Murray’s Handbooks in such a way that would 

be almost impossible without the help of digital humanities methods and tools, thus blurring the 

lines between traditional scholarly disciplines. My approach to building the Murray map, I hope, is 

more compelling because of its parallels with the historical process of assembling the 

multidisciplinary, polyvocal, and multimedia Handbooks. In sum, I attempt in the dissertation that 

follows to explore two broad questions: How might our reading be reconstituted and nuanced by 
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the introduction of digital tools and archives historically neglected by scholars? And how do 

epistemological methods both past and present aid attempts to historicize lived experience?  

 

Chapter Summaries  

The commercial and cultural success of the nineteenth-century travel guidebooks Murray’s 

Handbooks for Travellers to the Continent is an invitation to trace the series’ origins and closely consider 

their composition. Chapter One adds archival texture to the story of the Handbooks’ development and 

showcases the range of voices who contributed to their assembly (including names like Martineau, 

Ruskin, Gaskell, and Sir Robert Peel). This chapter does not scrutinize the myth of Murray as 

Founding Father of the guidebook, or the preeminence of his series over other tourist products or 

names within the shifting Victorian travel landscape. Rather, it challenges the very idea that Murray 

as a single entity or“author” in the first place. The story of the Handbooks’ assembly is one about 

literary networks, collaborative authorship, and, ultimately, genre. 

Chapter Two examines the overlap between Eliot’s and the Handbooks’ perspectives and disciplinary 

interests, especially evident in their shared understanding of travel as benefiting self-cultivation and 

creative/critical development. That a “Murray” was an essential and accepted tool for travel in the 

later part of the nineteenth century is evidenced by Eliot and Lewes’ use of the guide on their own 

journeys abroad. That “Murray” was a critical, even literary voice that Eliot engaged with during 

formative journeys is evidenced in her revision and annotation of his words while traveling in 

France. While Eliot was often reticent to mention her guidebooks' title or acknowledge its impact on 

her travels, the desirability of something like a “Murray” while abroad is made clear by its absence 

during Dorothea Brooke’s doomed honeymoon. Examining the relationship between Eliot and 

“Murray” aids efforts to understand the cultural interchange between genres both literary and non, 
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connecting the exigencies of the serialized travel guidebook with that of the nineteenth-century 

novel.  

 

Chapter Three argues the serialized guidebook can serve as a tool for reading Henry James, much as it 

was a tool for his writing. Texts like Daisy Miller, The Portrait of a Lady, The American, and Roderick 

Hudson communicate guidebooks’ complex capacity for shaping and altering characters, their 

behavior, and their destiny. That guidebooks appear both explicitly and implicitly so frequently and 

yet function so differently within James’ oeuvre underscores their nuance: these are not one-note 

references, but methods for conveying something about these individual characters’ way of being in 

the world. James’ time in Europe, which evidently involved making use of tools of tourism available 

to him, indicates that he was conscious of and even interested in travel as both experience and social 

construction. His own reliance on “Murray” makes the case that travelers can both participate in 

mass-market tourism and critique it. 

The Coda describes the process and motivation for developing a prototype of several digital maps 

representing the geographic scope of Murray’s European Handbook series. The long-term goal for 

these maps is to draw attention to the lived consequences of textual changes. The Handbooks 

underwent small and large revisions over the span of many decades, revisions that would be 

challenging to pick up without applying natural language processing. Mapping these suggestions 

does the double work of communicating these textual shifts and making them more 

comprehensible. This final chapter attempts to demonstrate the Handbooks’ reach quite literally, 

and to connect the process of developing a nineteenth century genre with that of building a 

contemporary digital tool.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

As cohesive as Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers might have seemed on the surface, the series’ 

origins and subsequent evolutions speak to a form and genre far from static. John Murray III 

wrestled with that instability. Late in the nineteenth century, and almost two decades after the 

Handbook series had begun to be eclipsed in sales and prestige by the Baedeker guides, he wrote a 

short piece titled “The Origin and History of Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers” for publication in 

Murray’s Magazine. Equal parts memoir, advertisement, and impassioned defense—the Pall Mall 

Gazette had published a piece crediting Baedeker with “inventing this class of work”—Murray’s 

article is obsessed with the origins, or “invention,” of the travel guidebook. Though he 

acknowledges that some, albeit mediocre guides preexisted his own, the motivation for his 

reflections is to lay claim to the guidebook as a genre and definitive print form. In Murray’s words, 

“I feel bound, not to allow myself to be deprived of what credit attaches to me as the author, 

inventor, and originator of a class of works which, by the invariable testimony of Travellers, during 

more than half a century, have been of the greatest utility and comfort to them.”’61 The tone might 

be read as petulant, a little over-confident: readers can easily pick up on his frustration with the 

changing print culture. Murray’s tone draws attention to the extent to which his own guides had 

become dated, a leftover from current tourists’ parents’ generation. Still, as Goodwin and Johnston 

 
61 John Murray, “Origin and History,” 624. 
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point out, Murray could hardly complain:  the series’ late-century obsolescence was largely a result of 

his own stubbornness and mismanagement.62 

While it may or may not have had the desired effect of settling once and for all the origins of 

the guidebook, Murray’s “History” claims credit for a genre and a cultural development (that is, 

accessible tourism). Accordingly, it blurred the distinction between the Handbook-as-text and 

Handbook-as-phenomenon or tool. In this way, an examination of the Handbooks as cultural artifacts 

promises to complicate our understanding of nineteenth-century authorship in at least two 

important ways. First, although a text or book might well be single-authored, the following pages 

demonstrate this was rarely the case for the Handbooks, which came to be receptacles for the 

knowledge and perspectives of many different and often invisible creators. Second, to treat the 

Handbook as a tool invites speculation upon its production, marketing, distribution, and reception, 

thus framing it as inseparable from a larger network of actions and interactions. Murray’s editorial, 

however self-promoting it might appear, calls attention to this striking phenomenon: the Handbook 

series is the creation of many unrecognized authors and cultural factors. 

In some ways, Murray’s editorial succeeded in perpetuating his version of events regarding 

guidebooks’ origins. In Rebecca Butler’s words, Murray is “typically credited with inventing the 

modern guidebook.”63 She characterizes this tendency on the behalf of Murray’s contemporaries and 

subsequent historians as a kind of myth-making: “Murray III’s claim to inventing the genre was 

somewhat of an overstatement. Nevertheless, by the 1850s a mythology had begun to emerge, 

associating the Murray name with the guidebook’s origins.”64 Arguably, the repeated attention to the 

 
62 Goodwin and Johnston, “Guidebook Publishing,” 59–60. 

63 Rebecca Butler, “Mariana Starke, John Murray, and 1830s’ Guidebook Culture,” 152. 

64 Ibid.,153. 
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legitimacy of his claim over the ownership of the guidebook form simultaneously debunked and 

kept the myth alive. These critiques reinforce the idea that, even if inaccurate, the perception of 

Murray has long been that he and his series constituted a turning point in the history of travel, a 

marker of modernity. Murray did not invent the guidebook. But he did invent Murray’s Handbooks for 

Travellers, which is to say that he, beginning during his travels in the 1820s and continuing via this 

“History” in 1889, built a brand, a mode, a kind of idea, that permeated the Victorian cultural 

landscape and continued to shape the travel industry and tourist experience long after the 

proprietary eponym “Baedeker” had supplanted “Murray.” In Esther Allen’s words, the Handbooks 

“enjoyed an unprecedented success with the rapidly enlarging travelling public of its time because it 

was able to persuade that public to believe in its authority more forcefully than any previous 

guidebook had done.”65 

Scholars of tourism like James Buzard and Dean MacCannell have looked closely at this 

traveling public. Buzard has shown how Murray deployed various strategies (such as the use of 

Byron) to appease and appeal to his educated, middle-class buyer. MacCannell makes an even 

broader claim about the tourism industry’s impact on the prioritization of leisure rather than labor in 

identity and class formation.66 In both instances, the guidebook’s impact is measured using its final 

published form and its readers as benchmarks. Rather than tracing the relationship between a 

Murray or Baedeker and tourism as cultural experience or social shift, I am interested in reversing 

the process by turning back to the series’ origins and closely consider their composition. The myth 

this chapter scrutinizes, in sum, is not that of Murray as Founding Father of the guidebook, or the 

 
65  Esther Allen, “‘Money and little red books,’” 215. 

66  See James Buzard, The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to 'Culture,' 1800–1918 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1993) and Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Schocken Books, 
1976). 



 
 

43 
 

legacy of one or another tourist product or name within a shifting travel landscape, but rather that of 

Murray as a single entity, as “author” at all. 

The history of the Handbooks’ composition has much to teach us about literary networks, 

collaborative authorship, publishing practice, and, ultimately, genre. Keighren, Withers, and Bell’s 

deep dive into the John Murray publishing firm’s production of non-European travel writing—that 

is, everything that wasn’t the Handbooks—makes a case for the theoretical value of book history. 

According to them, “the making of books of travel […was an act] of assemblage, of craft, and of 

truth making.”67 Whose truth or whose craft, of course, was not always evident to consumers, but 

that lack of transparency unquestionably worked in Murray’s favor. This chapter considers Murray’s 

Handbooks through this lens of “assemblage” and “truth making,” paying particular attention to the 

guides’ dispersed authorship, multidisciplinarity, and multimodality so as to underscore these texts’ 

complexity as commercial products and rhetorical forms. I also hope to draw attention to John 

Murray’s digital methods, to show that his utilization of crowd-sourcing when producing texts, and 

enforcing standards upon his large, unruly corpus for the sake of making scale manageable and 

useful, is much the same as the work digital humanists do now.  

In thinking about John Murray’s Handbooks as analogs for contemporary projects, I am 

borrowing from Roger Whitson and Jason Whittaker’s conception of William Blake as a “prophet of 

the digital humanities.”68 In their analysis of his creative process and subsequent reception across the 

digital age and its prehistory, they argue that Blake  

presents an alternate form of critical awareness that is connected to creative activity rather 
than alienated from it. Blake’s work encourages— even demands— that people create their 

 
67 Innes M. Keighren, Charles W. J. Withers, and Bill Bell, Travels into Print, 210. 

68 Whitson, Roger, and Jason Whittaker. William Blake and the Digital Humanities, 4.  
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own work as a response to his visions. In the process, Blake’s art is a networked form of 
creative collaboration.69 

Blake’s work, in this conception, exists within a broader network of future and present creative 

action, wherein readers are simultaneously authors and artists. The project of his art is in this way 

ongoing and porous. At the heart of Whitson and Whittaker’s interpretation of Blake as a “prophet” 

of today’s methodologies is the centrality of collaboration to the “practices and commitments” of 

digital work (meaning both digital scholarship and digital creation)—a conception that is shared by 

many.70 In Anne Burdick, Johanna Drucker, Peter Lunenfeld, Todd Presner, and Jeffrey Schnapp’s 

collaboratively authored Digital_Humanities, they usefully delineate the “practices and commitments” 

of contemporary digital scholarship, claiming work in the Digital Humanities 

[makes] possible a networked information economy characterized by collaborative 
authorship and design, the social production and dissemination of knowledge, writerly 
authorship models predicated on multiplicity and versioning, participation in the expanded 
public sphere, and institutional and non-institutional venues for designing, sharing, 
commenting on, critiquing, and— perhaps most important of all— engaging with this 
knowledge.71  

Collectively these and the aforementioned scholars have identified key concepts essential for 

understanding the process and values of Digital Humanities work: collaboration, “multiplicity and 

versioning,” and participation from the public.  

David Gauntlett makes the case that creative, networked making of the kind Whitson and 

Whittaker attribute to Blake was a feature of late eighteenth and nineteenth century art and 

 
69 Ibid. 

70 In addition to the sources that follow, see Griffin, Gabriele and Matt Steven Hayler. "Collaboration in Digital 

Humanities Research – Persisting Silences." Digital Humanities Quarterly 12, no. 1 (2018); and Jennifer Edmond, 
“Collaboration and Infrastructure,” Melissa Terras, “Crowdsourcing in the Digital Humanities,” and Daniel Paul 
O'Donnell, Katherine L. Walter, Alex Gil, Neil Fraistat, “Only Connect: The Globalization of Digital Humanities,” in A 
New Companion to Digital Humanities, edited by Susan Schreibman, Ray Siemens, John Unsworth, John Wiley and Sons, 
2015.  

71 Anne Burdick, et al. Digital_Humanities, p. 82.  
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authorship, and that contemporary technologies have ushered in a comparable age.72 This chapter 

explores the idea that the feedback loop between scholar and non-scholar, or author and audience, is 

one that is characteristic of historical writing and publishing as well of contemporary digital 

humanities scholarship. In other words, methods for knowledge production in the 19th century have 

much in common with the methods in use today, particularly because of the role the public played in 

that production, especially with respect to long-lasting and continually-updating print forms like the 

serialized travel guide. I argue that serial guidebooks, and Murray’s Handbooks in particular, are more 

apt “prophet[s] of the digital humanities” than Blake because of their compositional history and 

multidisciplinary content. Laura Mandell, in her review of Whitson and Whittaker, puts pressure on 

their framing of Blake as a harbinger of digital methods:  

there is something odd about writing a book called Blake and the Digital Humanities in 
order to insist upon collaboration insofar as the ideology of the lone scholar [...] Does Blake, 
sitting alone, tell you to collaborate? (That message is as paradoxical as the Enlightenment 
command, “Think for yourself!”)73 

Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers pose no such problem, and indeed the specific story of the 

Handbooks is one that deploys the Digital Humanities practices articulated by Anne Burdick et al. As 

the following pages will demonstrate, the Handbooks are “multiple” and “versioned” products of 

networked, collaborative writing and community-oriented scholarship. Their composition involved 

the public: they were, in a sense, crowd-sourced and interactive. The writing of the Handbooks 

bridged the gap between author(s) and reader, and so the history of this series becomes a kind of 

guidebook for public-facing work today, work that is that much more possible and far-reaching 

because of new technologies.  

 
72 David Gauntlett. Making is Connecting, 9.  

73 Laura Mandell, review of William Blake and the Digital Humanities, p.139. 
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Most of my sources will be drawn from the John Murray Archive housed in the National 

Library of Scotland. (The process of gathering and organizing these sources was itself an enactment 

of digital methods, adding another layer to the methodological and theoretical overlap in the study 

and production of “Murray”). These manuscript sources, which relate to the development of 

Murray’s guidebooks, will serve the dual purpose of connecting his texts with other genres 

important to Victorian experiences and interpretations of travel and of underscoring the rhetorical 

strategies at work in establishing the series as a major cultural influence in nineteenth-century 

Britain. Despite being unified under John Murray’s name—the guides were often referred to as 

“Murrays,” though of course that name applies to both man and corporation—the polyvocal 

compositional history of the Handbooks suggests that the “intelligent English traveller” was in fact 

many travelers, with many interests and varied expertise. The story of these guidebooks’ influence 

within the tourist industry is less about a single, masculine, “objective” figure constructing or 

dominating the national viewpoint than it is about the myth of that “figure,” which actually 

consisted of plural viewpoints unified under a centralized brand. No one scholarly discipline, no one 

traveler or experience abroad, assembled these texts. Understanding the Handbooks as a kind of 

branded collage does more than simply confirm recent scholarship problematizing Murray’s claim to 

be “author, inventor, and originator”: it spotlights the guidebook form as one that draws on its 

multifaceted literary context even as its collaborative nature is obscured for the purposes of 

appealing to consumers. 

To be sure, the Handbooks for Travellers to the Continent were not exactly collaborative texts 

from the start. John Murray III developed the first three Handbook titles using notes, letters, and 

translations from his travels in Europe during the late 1820s and throughout the 1830s. As he 

explains in his preface to the 10th edition of Handbook for Travellers to the Continent,  

[the Handbooks’ predecessors were] either general descriptions compiled by persons not 
acquainted with the spots, and therefore imperfect and erroneous, or local histories, written 
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by residents who do not sufficiently discriminate between what is peculiar to a place [...] The 
latter overwhelm their readers with minute details of its history…the former confine 
themselves to a mere catalogue of buildings, institutions, and the like; after reading which, 
the stranger is as much as ever in the dark as to what really are the curiosities of the place.74 
 

Murray felt there was a remedy for these shortcomings and used his own notes to develop a travel 

guidebook that, for the first time, provided “matter-of fact descriptions of what ought to be seen at 

each place, and is calculated to interest an intelligent English traveller.” Murray’s emphasis here on 

his own innovativeness in departing from a “mere catalogue” structure, inaccuracies, and/or local 

effusiveness is certainly self-promotional.75 Again, his guides were not the first to do this. But they 

were certainly the most popular to do so, and the Handbooks therefore standardized a genre that was 

unfamiliar and even amorphous at the time of their publication. In this spirit, the following pages 

explore Murray’s individual influence in shaping the Handbooks so as to highlight those 

characteristics of that eventually standardized form that can fairly be attributed to him.  

It must be said that while the authorship of these early Handbook editions is less complicated 

than what would follow in the mid-1840s, their content was already interdisciplinary and 

multimodal. The Handbooks include a wealth of historical and cultural information, as well as details 

about geological features of a region and royal family trees, suggestions for viewing factories or 

manufacturing plants, and incredibly robust art and architectural histories. This range of material can 

be attributed in part to the range of voices contributing to the Handbooks, as will be discussed later in 

this chapter. But if the series must be understood as multi-authored, Murray was a particularly 

dominant voice among many. His early titles did not just set the tone for the editions to come, they 

laid the foundation for everything from their style to their content: Murray’s voice became a 

 
74 John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers on the Continent, 10th edition, p. v. 

75 It is worth mentioning that Murray’s authorship of the original Handbooks was not known until fifty years later; the 

appellation “Murray” signified the publishing house, not the person. Thanks to John R. Gretton, “Introduction,” in W. 
B. C. Lister, A Bibliography of Murray’s Handbooks, p. xxiv. 
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conduit—or to use a modern, internet word, a kind of platform—through which others spoke, often 

anonymously. Some of these features of the Handbooks, then, should be credited to Murray’s own 

interests and, more importantly, priorities, themselves historically contingent. Even when single-

authored, the Handbooks are assemblages.  

I. John Murray III 

 

 Murray’s personal authority, shored up by his dedication to his product but also by the 

reputation of his family’s publishing house, was crucial to the Handbooks’ reputation. The house of 

John Murray started in Edinburgh as primarily a bookselling business, rather than publisher, in 1768 

by John Mac Murray I (henceforth JMI; he dropped the “Mac”). Competition in the business was 

fierce, as George Paston, in his passionate depiction of the firm during the years of John Murray III 

(JMIII), details, but JMI had some luck when “he came into a legacy of £4,000, [and] he felt that he 

might launch out a little, and deal in a superior class of book.”76 But it was not until his son, John 

Murray II (JMII)--“‘Glorious John,’ ‘The Anax [sic] of Publishers,’ ‘The Emperor of the West,’ [...] 

‘The Playboy of the Publishing World’”--took over the family business and detached himself from 

his mother’s business partner Samuel Highley in 1803 that it became one of the principle publishing 

houses in Britain. JMII had a close relationship with Sir Walter Scott, which aided him in starting the 

Tory answer to the Edinburgh Review, the Quarterly Review (1809-1967). Murray’s famous client, Scott, 

helped the firm to earn some literary chops and appeal to important newcomers--with Byron being 

the most notable. JMII took a chance on Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, and both he and Byron “awoke to 

find [themselves] famous.” In the subsequent two decades, JMII published such notable names as 

Jane Austen, George Crabbe, Humphry Davy, Robert Southey, and Washington Irving. John Murray 

III would have grown up inundated with the names and works of some of the most influential 

 
76 Paston, George. At John Murray’s, pp. 3-4. 
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writers of the age–his family firm was a critical node in the wider, complex literary network of the 

nineteenth century.  

As Keighren, Withers, and Bell note, though, “official accounts of British publishing have 

tended to emphasize the ‘literary’ over other generic forms in their attempts to glamorize house 

history.”77 During the years that JMII was collecting some of the most important names in literary 

Romanticism, he was also furthering a goal that had been set in the late 18th century by his father: 

establishing his firm as the most prestigious and influential publisher of travel and exploration 

writing. The firm’s 1773 production of Sydney Parkinson’s A Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas, in 

His Majesty’s Ship, the Endeavor was the start of the firm’s savvy navigation of the exigencies of the 

print industry and book market and the practicalities and risks associated with travel and exploration 

writing specifically. Murray published many, many titles in this genre, and moreover built 

relationships with other travel authorities: in 1813 JMII secured the firm as the official publisher to 

the Admiralty, for instance, and starting in the 1830s Murray published the Royal Geographical 

Society’s Journal. By the time John Murray III passed the baton to his son in the 1880s, the Murray 

firm had been the most prestigious and influential publisher of travel writing for over 150 years.  

 The Murray firm’s institutional reputation for producing high quality travel writing 

contributed more to the Handbooks than simply the guidebooks’ subject matter. Keirghen, Withers, 

and Bell show that through the years Murray developed a characteristic, if not unique, approach to 

travel and exploration literature, wherein author-publisher identity became mutually constitutive, or 

at least blurred. As publishing practices changed and the Murray firm expanded and 

professionalized, active “writers” on any given exploration narrative could include the explorer, their 

friends or family, Murray himself, official editors, and “readers” employed by the firm. Many 

 
77 Keighren, Innes M., et al. Travels into Print, p. 5. 
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publications were more collaborative than not. But for readers interested in “authentic” stories of 

exotic or harrowing places shared by experts or heroes, the influence of a team of editors would 

have undercut a text’s legitimacy and appeal. The firm therefore deployed “discursive strategies [in 

an attempt] to fashion themselves for readers who did not want to be reminded that their 

encounters with literary texts were part of an industrial process and mere commodity exchanges.”78  

That is, Murray editors were at pains to imply that their published travel literature was derived from 

lightly edited manuscript material, itself created purely for the enlightenment or edification of 

readers.  

Yet even as the authorial and editorial team worked to perform “modesty and humility” as 

part of a “reluctant” rhetorical framing that leant authenticity to these narratives, the paratextual 

material of Murray-published editions–communicating a range of content across textual and non-

textual mediums–implicitly suggest the many actors at work in creating them, and consequently 

underscore their institutional origins.79 The John Murray firm’s status as an elite and authoritative 

house was simultaneously established and confirmed by these materials: JMII and JMIII in particular 

sought the best mapmakers and printers for their exploration projects, signaling the firm’s 

investment in the genre and determination to corner the market, not to mention its position within a 

wide network of textual production. Murray-published travel texts were paradoxically dependent on 

corporate reputations and production even as they insisted on their authors’ independence and 

individuality. In short, the process of bringing travel into print during JMII’s tenure was an exercise 

in branding and laid the ground for the construction of JMIII’s serialized guidebooks. The 

 
78 Ibid., p. 176.  

79 Ibid., p. 100. 
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Handbooks, as this chapter will explore, were equally collaborative and institutionally dependent—

and equally opaque with respect to their production. 

Besides the good market sense in perpetuating a respected brand, there was cultural cachet 

associated with producing high-quality, patriotically tinged depictions of British exploration, so it is 

unsurprising that John Murray III continued his father’s legacy. He published some of the most 

renowned Victorian travel texts: that is, Livingstone, Melville, and Darwin. Between those names, 

his Handbooks, and his ‘Home and Colonial Library’ series from the 1840s, JMIII more than 

perpetuated the family firm’s association with travel: he cemented it. Continuing a legacy, it should 

be said, is not necessarily an easy task—JMIII worked to cultivate the skills and interests necessary 

for building the family business, and this process is an important context for understanding how and 

why the Handbooks rose to prominence. Murray’s university experience, for example, set the course 

for his professional life. His first months at the University of Edinburgh were a study in networking. 

Many of the new connections he made were literary; Murray’s enthusiasm for this kind of 

acquaintance speaks to his training and to talent for the publishing business. His father wasted no 

time in introducing Murray to his longtime friend and ally, Sir Walter Scott, and one of Murray’s 

letters home documents one of the more interesting literary events of the period: “Sir Walter Scott 

took the chair, and there was scarcely another person of note to support him except the actors. The 

dinner therefore would have been little better than tolerable, had it not been remarkable for the 

confession of Sir Walter Scott THAT HE WAS THE AUTHOR OF THE WAVERLY 

NOVELS.”80  

Besides confirming the popularity of the Waverly series and showing that Murray was at least 

on the periphery of literary Edinburgh society, this episode reveals the enthusiasm Murray felt for 
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some of the popular Romantic authors in his father’s circle and for literary celebrity generally. In 

another starry-eyed moment, he makes a request of his father:  

I saw yesterday in a jeweller’s shop in Edinburgh a great curiosity, no less than Lord Byron’s 
Scull Goblet upon which he wrote the poem. It is for sale [...] is there any chance of your 
purchasing it? By-the bye Mr. G. Sinclair, Lord Byron’s schoolfellow, introduced himself to 
me a few days ago… 

Murray here is drawn to artifacts associated with Byron (as, perhaps, most people would be), but it is 

telling that he asks his father to purchase the goblet: it is as if he feels the family has some kind of 

claim to Byron’s things, and perhaps to Byron himself--after all, he takes it as a matter of fact (“by-

the bye”) that a schoolfellow of the poet would wish to meet him. At the very least, having the skull 

goblet and displaying it in Albemarle Street undoubtedly would have been good for business. Murray 

again shows his instinct for promoting the family business when he recommends that his father 

meet the American “traveller and ornithologist”—Audubon—who is “publishing a very splendid 

work on birds”; using his blossoming network in Edinburgh, Murray arranges for JMII to meet 

Audubon in London. In these early letters, Murray’s interest in literary circles and in the Romantic 

figures significant to his family’s success is evident, but so too is his instinct for capitalizing on 

celebrity by aligning the firm’s name with people and titles that sell. This networking impulse would 

manifest in the Handbook series, particularly with respect to the guides’ use of Byron’s poetry and 

biography, as Koshar, Buzard, and others have discussed at length.  

 Murray’s education consisted of more than learning the names and doings of his father’s 

connections: he was also learning skills that would become critical to his work on the Handbooks. 

Murray generally recommends learning some of the language before traveling. The second edition of 

Handbook for Travellers to the Continent includes a “Language” section in the introductory materials 

which provides little information about the Dutch or German but instead counsels “some 

acquaintance with the language of the country [...] should be the first, as it is the best, preparation 

for a journey. It will prove as good as a double purse to him—as two pair of eyes and one pair of 
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ears—for, without it, the one pair he possesses is likely to be of little use.” But as the Handbooks 

gained popularity, Murray saw a market for language-learning materials for travelers. In addition to 

including short lists of useful phrases in his flagship Handbooks, he also published a successful series, 

A Handbook of Travel-Talk. Being multilingual gave Murray the necessary proficiency to interpret 

foreign cultural touchstones (museum placards, brochures, literature) and communicate them to his 

home audience. Having this skillset meant that he could sternly lecture other travelers about their 

lack of preparation even as that lack of preparation opened up a compelling commercial 

opportunity. As the parenthetical note above suggests, Murray’s method here goes beyond 

transcription or translation–in the case of brochures, placards, notes from guided tours, the act of 

bringing these items into the Handbook has much in common with remediation. The visual or 

ephemeral is transformed into the textual, gesturing toward the multimedia characteristics of the 

Handbooks themselves (as including maps, tables, images, etc., as well as text), and to the multimedia 

characteristics of collaborative projects more generally. Murray’s deployment of foreign languages 

necessarily enlarges the Handbooks’ multidisciplinarity, as well as their multimodality.  

Knowledge of French and German was far from unusual among travel writers, and indeed 

would have been expected of Grand Tour narrators. Murray's foreign language proficiency is thus 

not remarkable in its own right but does anticipate the subsequent business and editorial choices he 

made connecting language learning with tourism. Murray’s other scholarly pursuits--geology and 

mineralogy--speak more obviously to his specific historical moment and context. The University of 

Edinburgh, though primarily famous then and now for its association with the Scottish 

Enlightenment and with medical research, was also a hub for the geosciences. James Hutton, often 

characterized as the father of modern geology, was a nineteenth-century alumnus and built his career 

on studying the geological makeup and transformations in the Scottish Lowlands. Geological 

interest is evident outside of Murray’s immediate educational context. John F. Sears, in his history of 
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tourist attractions in nineteenth-century America, draws a connecting line between the academic 

study of geology and a popular or touristic engagement with the subject, claiming that the 

historicization of nature had a myth or narrative-like appeal to observers: “in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, it was geological theories that most stimulated the minds of educated people. 

Geology furnished nature with a history.”81 

Murray was primed by his surroundings, mentors, and fellow educated travelers to take these 

fields of study seriously and, what was more, to apply them outside the classroom. This he did 

during his first self-directed journey, which he took in 1827 in the central lowlands, focusing on 

those areas between Glasgow and Edinburgh. This trip, particularly given Murray’s later impact on 

the tourist industry, was a key component of his Scottish education. To document his travels, he 

brought along two pocket-sized journals (one leather-bound notepad and another paperback diary) 

and more pencils than pens. Given these casual items and their clear personal nature, the content of 

Murray’s travel notes are surprisingly formal. His comments on the landscape feel especially 

scholarly, as when he describes porphyry, an igneous rock, overgrowing on red sandstone and taking 

the appearance of “spar” (an old-fashioned term used to describe minerals with a discernible crystal 

shape, such as quartz or feldspar, both of which he notes being present in this region of Scotland).82 

His ready understanding of what minerals and soil types are present in his surroundings suggests a 

detailed, observant interest in history and climate that transcends human activity, and that, to 

borrow Sears’ words, showcases “the creative energies of nature at work.”83 

 
81 John F. Sears, Sacred Places, p. 42. 

82 John Murray, “Geology,” Personal journal - Scottish travels, John Murray Archive, 1827. 

83 Sears, Sacred Places, p. 43. 
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Several decades after Murray’s youthful Scottish journey, the natural world remains a key 

element of the tourist experience as he understands it. The Handbooks, like most contemporary travel 

writing, highlight appealing scenery that surround recommended hotels or restaurants and 

foreground spectacular or distinctive landscapes as being sites unto themselves. Like most 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century travel writing, they emphasize the benefits of the natural world 

when describing spas.84 In many of these cases, and especially in those editions of the Handbooks 

authored by Murray, the description of the scenery also includes reference to geological or 

mineralogical features: it is not simply a rockface but limestone, sandstone, and so on. In one 

especially evocative passage from the second edition of his guide to the continent, Murray describes 

a grotto from which “a stream of carbonic acid gas is constantly issuing from fissures in the 

sandstone (bunter sandstein), and in particular states of the atmosphere forms a stratum of 

suffocating vapour […which] is fatal to animal life after long exposure to it.”85 This description, with 

its emphasis on “carbonic acid gas,” is a far cry from the Romantic depictions of grottoes 

throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The recurring appearance of geology in 

the Handbook shows that the discipline and its methods were more than a passing fancy of Murray’s 

youth but were instead a staple of his experience of foreign spaces.  

On the one hand, Murray’s foregrounding of the natural world in his travel writing seems to 

stem from his immediate context: that is, from the Romantic sensibilities present in the works with 

which people of his generation (but that Murray especially) would have been familiar. Malcolm 

Andrews traces the shift over the course of the eighteenth century from “an absolute standard of 

taste […] supported by reference to the example of the ancients” to “the recognition of beauty [as] 

 
84 John Murray (firm), A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 2nd edition. See example describing the area surrounding 

Dresden, at 408; describing St. Goar, 252; and describing German “Watering-Places,” pp. 200–201. 

85 Ibid., p. 343 (description of Bad Pyrmont, near Hannover). 
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subjective and individual” using tourists’ and artists’ responses to their natural surroundings.86 Where 

once the tourist attraction was the “Grecian temple or Palladian building,” the beginning of the 

nineteenth century found tourists seeking “a dismembered ruin” or “old hovel,” showcasing a 

change in taste that resolved in “an interest in the humbler, more remote, native ways of life.”87 

Landscapes, being natural rather than man-made, offered aesthetics-minded tourists opportunities to 

dabble with concepts like the sublime or picturesque. Indeed, the almost inextricable relationship 

between Romantic ways of seeing and travel is one of the reasons that Jeanne Moskal argues for the 

centrality of travel writing and literature to Romantic studies.88 

The Scottish lowlands, with its craggy rock formations and rolling hills, would necessarily 

draw the eye of any tourist of the period, but especially the son of John Murray II, with his literary 

connections and interests. His Romantic inclinations are best exemplified by his constant excerpting 

in the Handbooks of poets like Byron, a rhetorical strategy that has received significant scholarly 

attention, most recently by Christopher Keirstead.89 Take, for example, a passage from the first 

Handbook to the Continent, which introduces Drachenfels (a popular Romantic destination in North 

Rhine-Westphalia) by blending attention to its natural features and literary legacy and which is 

immediately followed by three stanzas from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage: “the most interesting of the 

whole group, from its shape and position, but more than all from the verses of Byron, is the famed 

Drachenfels (Dragon Rock), whose precipices rise abruptly from the river side, crowned with a 

 
86 Malcolm Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque, p. 41. 

87 Ibid., p. 59. 

88 Jeanne Moskal, “Mary Wollstonecraft's Letters from Norway,” p. 285. 

89 Christopher M. Keirstead, “Verse Moves: Poetry, Revision, and Periodical Space in John Murray's European 

Handbooks for Travellers, 1836–1901,” Victorian Periodicals Review 54 (Spring 2021). 
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ruin.”90 Passages like these underscore Murray’s depth of literary knowledge and interdisciplinary 

approach to touristic spaces. They are also moments where the collaborative or collective nature of 

the Handbooks is on display. Byron’s voice is present alongside Murray’s, gesturing towards the 

Handbooks’ later editions, which were polyvocal and multi-authored (as detailed below). 

Although Murray’s attraction to the natural world may have stemmed from his interest in 

Romanticism, it also portended the century to come. The Victorians were motivated to categorize 

and systematize their surroundings and to situate their developing schemas temporally and 

geographically, as exemplified by the Murray-published writings of Darwin. Amanda Anderson 

shows that these methodologies and epistemes extended beyond the practice of academic disciplines 

to shape “an ideal of critical distance [which lies] behind many Victorian aesthetic and intellectual 

projects, including the emergent human sciences and allied projects of social reform”91 The link 

between the practice of scientific observation and social experience (and especially travel) is made 

explicit in the How to Observe series published by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge 

starting in the late 1830s. The first two published titles were Geology and Morals and Manners. The 

former, according to Will Mackintosh, was a critical failure because it prioritized content over 

methodology, thus missing the point of a series intended to guide travelers in their inquiries about 

their surroundings. But the latter, authored by Harriet Martineau, was a transatlantic success.92 

Published the same year as Murray’s second edition of Travellers to the Continent, Martineau’s Morals 

and Manners argues that travelers should cultivate “the powers of observation” so as to understand 

 
90 John Murray, A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 1st edition, p. 220. 

91 Amanda Anderson, The Powers of Distance, p. 4. 

92 Will B. Mackintosh, Selling the Sights, pp. 163–64.  
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“what [they] contemplate.”93 Tellingly, she uses geology as an example of a discipline that tourists 

should emulate in developing this method for seeing new cultures: 

there is probably not one [tourist] who would dream of pretending to make observations on 
any subject of physical inquiry, of which he did not understand even the principles. If, on his 
return from the Mediterranean, the unprepared traveller was questioned about the geology 
of Corsica […] he would reply, “Oh, I can tell you nothing about that—I never studied 
geology.” […] But few, or none, make the same avowal about the morals and manners of a 
nation. 

Martineau equates geological study with the proto-sociological approach to travel she prescribes. 

Besides underscoring the connection between geology and tourism in the first half of the nineteenth 

century, this popular guide shows that there was a demand for reading material that both 

communicated discoveries and the methods and mechanisms for making and communicating those 

discoveries. Writing in roughly the same period, Murray makes similar content and stylistic choices 

as Martineau and as defined by Anderson, infusing his travel writing with the scientific flavor for 

which his business would have a reputation in subsequent decades. 

Murray’s Handbooks’ presentation of natural features extends beyond a logical blend of 

aesthetic and scientific interests into territory that reflects the industrial and economic shifts of the 

period. That is, Murray’s interest in geology and mineralogy takes on a capitalist, nationalistic, and 

even teleological flavor when describing the use to which the natural world can be put. These 

moments are evident in his blended geological and industrial descriptions of coal and aluminum 

mines (“the trunks of trees are intermixed with clays and sands, and exhibit all the stages from fossil 

wood in which the vegetable texture and fiber are quite discernable, down to bituminous earthly coal 

fit for burning as fuel”).94 Vaughan emphasizes that moments like these are a reflection of their 

cultural moment: just as changing public tastes in the eighteenth century were responsible for the 

 
93 Harriet Martineau, How to Observe, p. 3. 

94 Murray, A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 1st edition, p. 236 (description of Friersdorf). 
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sudden interest in the Lake District , the nineteenth century also features surprising priorities: “the 

modern reader would hardly expect the gasworks to be included in the lists of public buildings to 

which special attention should be paid, but the [Victorian] readers did not find this unusual; they 

took it as another encouraging sign of progress.”95 The frequency with which Freiberg and its 

surrounding areas appear in various editions of the Handbooks (appearing in the first editions and 

recurring through the 1880s) illuminates the role of  “progress” as a guiding principle for the series. 

Freiberg is an eastern town in the vicinity of Dresden and was significant because of its mining-

related industry and innovation.96 Freiberg is not on most travelers’ agendas today, but Freiburg, a 

town with medieval but not industrial overtones, is. This is an illustration of what Murray felt “ought 

to be seen” by his readers, by the members of his culture and community: that is, technological 

innovation and production. 

It must be said that he was not alone in drawing the connection between geology and 

industry or in assuming that connection’s appeal to tourists. Martineau makes a similar connection in 

the opening section of “The Domestic State” from Morals and Manners: 

Geologists tell us that they can answer for the modes of life of the people of any extensive 
district by looking at the geological map of the region […] the moralist might follow up the 
observations of the geologist with an account of the general characteristics of societies 
engaged in these occupations. 97 

By reflecting on the relationship between landscape, occupation, and character, Martineau puts 

pressure on Dean MacCannell’s assertion that “alienated leisure” (meaning tourist-oriented work 

displays) is a post-industrial phenomenon.98 The natural sciences, for Martineau and Murray, are not 

 
95 John Vaughan, The English Guide Book, p. 61. 

96 Murray, A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 1st. Edition, pp. 416–17.  

97 Martineau, How to Observe, p. 145. 

98 MacCannell, The Tourist, p. 57. 
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simply another way for processing the earth’s deep history. Rather, they constitute an important lens 

for understanding their early Victorian moment: the area around Dresden, plentiful in minerals and 

plant life, is both “picturesque” and “industrious” and is worth seeing for the scenery and the 

progress it represents. Landscapes, being observable, describable, and intellectually and aesthetically 

stimulating, operate in Murray’s guides as spaces where the sciences (mechanical, medicinal) and arts 

collide. Just as the natural world offers the Romantic poet space with which to make their own 

emotional and spiritual conflicts legible, it offers the Victorian scientist a space to make arguments 

about social, cultural, or historical developments legible. Geology and mineralogy, then, are 

examples of Romantic and Victorian priorities dovetailing in Murray’s work, something that Buzard 

argues is a trend in nineteenth-century tourism generally.99 

That Romantic and Victorian interests dovetail as early as they do in his work and then 

remain a staple of his single-authored guidebooks signals the diverse interests, methods, and even 

perspectives that are present even in Murray’s single voice. In other words, though that of only one 

author of the Handbooks for Travellers—albeit the founding and arguably most influential author—

John Murray’s voice might be considered multidisciplinary and multimodal, prophetic for the genre, 

the cultural tenor of the century to come, and the digital methodologies of the present. What is 

more, the scientific and industrial approach to landscapes, paired with allusions to Romantic poetry, 

remains a constant in the series even in editions not authored by Murray. The 1850 edition of Central 

Italy, a title never authored by Murray and an edition single-authored by (and attributed to) Octavian 

Blewitt, blends poetry, aesthetic evaluation, and a dash of environmental detail in describing the 

ancient forest on the outskirts of Ravenna: though affording “abundant sporting,” the pinetra 

wants, however, the picturesque appearance of a deciduous forest, as the foliage of the stone 
pine never descends low enough to unite with the low bushes […] No forest in the world is 
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more renowned in classical and poetical interest: it is celebrated by Dante, Boccaccio, 
Dryden, and Byron; it supplied Rome with timber for her fleets.100 

Perhaps this passage is the reflection of the dynamic interpretation of landscape intrinsic to his time: 

a post-Romantic and deeply Victorian mix of poetic diction with horticultural terms like 

“deciduous.” Perhaps, too, this passage by Blewitt reveals how formative Murray’s voice remains in 

editions of his Handbooks created by others. 

Murray’s influence in the structure of his Handbooks is even more visible than in their subject 

matter, though in both cases his style can be traced to his early travels. His Scottish journals indicate 

that his studies at the University of Edinburgh were already shaping his understanding of what the 

British traveler would and should want to see, as well as how best to relate and legitimize that 

information. That is, his strategies for communicating his travel experiences in the Lowlands are as 

compelling to the history of the Handbooks as the subjects communicated: Murray’s presentation of 

the geology section is as significant as its content. Appearing in the middle of a standard diary-like 

narrative about his experiences (detailing the weather, distance between places, the quality of the 

roads) he inserts a note about “Geology.” The word is underlined and aligned with the left margin, 

thus both looking and acting like a formal subsection of an essay or guide. This prioritization of style 

and formatting is visible in the Handbooks, where each route is designated by headers and significant 

place names by italics and where the order and type of information presented is consistent across 

each route and region. This is one of many instances from this early travel journal of Murray making 

use of visual elements on the page to approximate a more formal, printed text.  

A page covering his experiences in Glasgow (see figure 2) looks much like his “Geology” 

section, but even more obviously introduces the use of symbols to signal something about these 

tourist attractions. Both moments indicate that early on in Murray’s travels he was invested in 

 
100 John Murray (firm) and Octavian Blewitt, A Hand-book for Travellers in Central Italy, p. 101. 
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organizing and communicating his responses to foreign places, in deploying symbols, and in 

creatively using the visual space of the page to do so. In the Glasgow section he once again 

underlines and left-aligns the title (Sights in Glasgow”), but this time he includes a note directly 

beneath the section header stating “Those marked with + were seen by me.”101 This comment is 

interesting for two reasons: first, it introduces the use of symbols to distinguish these tourist 

attractions, thus anticipating the formal ranking system to follow in the Handbooks. Second, the note 

implies that there is a source from which Murray is pulling these sites: he has not visited all places on 

the subsequent list, only those marked with a “+.” Whether this list comes from another print 

source along the lines of the local guides described by Vaughan, from one of the more renowned 

18th century travelogues or narratives about Scotland (e.g., Johnson’s A Journey to the Western Islands of 

Scotland), or from general or communal knowledge (in much the same way your average 

contemporary American could rattle off a list of must-sees in Washington D.C. or Los Angeles), it 

indicates that Murray was clued in to the tourism industry such as it was in the early 19th century. 

Moreover, the information he presents in his list, which is not limited to the names of the sites but 

includes occasional annotations, implies that he is interested in refining “Sights in Glasgow” and 

thus optimizing a tourist’s experience of the city. The first item on the list, “+ Museum,” has a 

parenthetical next to it stating “avoid the Medical part of it”; the next item, “+ The High Church 

and crypt underneath it” has a phrase next to it worthy of JMII’s son: “mentioned in Rob Roy.” 

Murray concludes this Glasgow section with a note and drawing describing symbols present in the 

crypt under the main city Cathedral—he only just, it seems, refrains from titling it “Figure 1.” Even 

in this early, personal travel journal, Murray is making use of a variety of sources, highlighting a 

 
101 John Murray, “Sights in Glasgow,” Personal journal - Scottish travels, John Murray Archive, 1827. 
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range of disciplinary epistemes with which to interpret foreign space, and introducing non- or semi-

textual methods into his tourist-oriented document. 
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Figure 2: John Murray, “Sights in Glasgow,” Personal journal - Scottish travels, John Murray Archive, 1827. 



 
 

65 
 

The structure and design of Murray’s Scottish travel journals hint at the formal guidebooks 

to come, and his notes about avoiding parts of the museum and describing small oddities about the 

crypts have the flavor of the suggestions and anecdotes of the Handbooks. Murray seems to have 

approached travel with an eye toward a public audience. Whereas some might include only 

information that captures the events or emotional tenor of a trip, Murray includes itemized lists and 

geological details that feel useful rather than personal. It is an approach that becomes even more 

pronounced in his travel writing from the late 1820s and early 1830s, after he had finished his 

education in Edinburgh and took an extended journey through Europe. After spending a few 

months touring Germany in 1829, Murray determined to record his travels via letter rather than 

journal so as to more efficiently communicate his observations: 

I shall not any longer adhere to the plan I have hitherto followed of writing down in a 
notebook everything that I see in the course of my travels. It is impossible to keep a journal 
and write long letters also […] I shall henceforth make my epistles the medium of noting 
down my observations, and shall without delay forward them to you from time to time.102 

To abandon journaling in favor of letter-writing is a significant move. Undoubtedly Murray, as the 

oldest child and only son and heir to the publishing business, would have been under some 

obligation to remain in communication with his family while he traveled. But aspects of this 

statement, which is directed to his father (with the implied extended audience of his mother and 

sisters), indicate that his motivation for abandoning journals was not simply familial pressure. His 

intention was to write “long” letters documenting his “observations”--these were not meant to 

simply communicate his itinerary and some of the more engaging anecdotes to his family, and to 

inquire after their well-being. These letters were field notes more than “epistles.” In Murray’s letters, 
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as in his stylized journal about his Scotland travels, he is assuming his travel experiences and choices 

are of interest to others and is therefore crafting his writing for an audience: he is building a tool.  

Murray’s early observations were thus necessarily adapted or translated for readers who may 

or may not be future travelers and, reflecting some awareness of genre and market, were already in a 

sense professional if not commercial. His consciousness of audience is evident in the tonal and focal 

differences in his letters directed to his mother and sisters versus those addressed to his father. The 

effect is such that a new set of disciplinary modes of seeing enter into his writing. His attention to 

women’s behavior, dress, travel practices, and access to public spaces--seemingly the result of his 

wanting to entertain his sisters, and perhaps of his having been inundated with girls’ concerns as the 

only brother in the family--transforms his letters into culturally conscious documents that at times 

feel anthropological or even ethnographic. In the opening to a letter to his sister Christie, Murray 

remarks: “It is not only the mere novelty of reaching a new country which gives me gratification, but 

the change which it effected in manner, habits, costumes, and especially cleanliness, and friendliness 

of demeanor to strangers are traits particularly striking to a traveller.”103 Murray here emphasizes that 

travel is not merely a matter of viewing traditional tourist sites, interacting with the ancient world, or 

even engaging with the dramatic natural world. For Murray—and, by implication, for his readers, of 

whom his sisters are both original and prototypical— it is also about a process of cultural education.  

 It would be unprofitable to separate Murray’s scholarly or methodological motivation from 

his commercial drive: those instincts for business and that awareness of his family firm’s reputation 

evident in Murray’s early networking days at the University of Edinburgh did not disappear in his 

travels through Scotland and abroad. While the above excerpt from his letter to his sister 

demonstrates his interest in observing and analyzing foreign cultures and behaviors, it should be said 
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that his awareness of the reader (as prototypical of a female consumer and traveler) makes his 

motivation for adopting an anthropological mode manifest: that is, to develop a template for what 

others should observe abroad, and ultimately to develop a template for the British tourist itself. His 

recurring interest in gendered behavior and activity in particular has meaning beyond his devotion to 

his family and his general curiosity about other places: it hints at the demographically-tailored 

product his Handbooks would become. As discussed in the introduction, women’s travel 

opportunities expanded greatly during the Victorian period and Murray’s guides were one of the 

mechanisms for making travel to the Continent feel accessible to this expanding demographic (this 

is not the only demographic group that resonated with Murray).  

Even in these early travel letters and journals, some of his observations of dress in his letters 

have to do more with the potential female traveler than with the female locals, thus shifting his 

writing from the ethnographic to the prescriptive. In the aforementioned letter to Christie, Murray 

observes: 

I met today two English ladies so admirably costumed for travelling, that I took a particular 
note of their dress, in order to recommend it to you in preparation for the travels which I 
hope we shall at one time or other make together. They wore instead of bonnets glazed 
oilskin caps, of the shape which ladies carry when riding, with large black veils, they had 
plaid gowns, and over that a cloth pelisse, and above all a grey cloak reaching down to the 
knees, and forming a most admirable protection to them on their mules [...] the ladies did 
not seem to have encumbered themselves with much luggage, or even with umbrellas. This 
was the proper way to travel and the dress though plain was not unbecoming.104 

His eye in this case has been drawn not to the foreign space or customs but to the traveler within 

that space or custom. These ladies are wearing practical, all-weather clothes and are traveling lightly 

so as to avoid unnecessary encumbrance while getting from place to place. This is not, perhaps, how 

women were likely to act in their day-to-day lives: Murray is noticing strategies that a certain kind of 

traveler can adopt in navigating a foreign place. Rather than simply describing what to see or where 
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to go, he prescribes how to travel. Indeed, it might be more accurate to say that Murray educated his 

readers on how to “properly” take on the role of traveler. Subsequent chapters will explore the role 

Murray’s Handbooks play in nineteenth-century fiction with respect to the tourist identity and 

experience. His comments to Christie are telling in that he was already, in 1833, thinking about 

tourism as being something to be made more approachable or practical, as an endeavor with real 

personal and cultural value that nevertheless could and should be optimized—about, in other words, 

a tourist industry.  

 JMIII, during these youthful adventures in Europe, was evidently conscious of his 

professional future and of the potential for travel to play a major role in that future. While his letters 

to his sisters and mother merely imply the practical use to which his communication might be put, 

his communication with his father is far more frank. It should be noted that the archival material 

informing this section comes from several folders containing letters about travel from Murray to his 

family; letters penned during this period, even from continental Europe, that are strictly business-

related are not included in these portfolios. Given this, letters to Murray’s sisters and mother 

outnumber those addressed to his father, even though Murray frequently refers to their 

correspondence. Nevertheless, there are moments when business slips into Murray’s personal 

correspondence. Murray inquires about his father’s projects and shares his own progress on those 

tasks given to him by JMII, as when he presses his father about expediting the publication of 

Adriano Balbi’s Abrégé de Geographie. In a notable case, Murray’s anxiety about his work results in him 

telling his sister that “considering what is to be done in Albemarle Street, I ought no longer to be 

absent [...] I think therefore of limiting my stay here only to the time absolutely necessary for seeing 

men and things in this great capital [Vienna]...”105 Tellingly, he lingers in Vienna to see “men,” and 
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not just “things,” in that great capital; networking remained an important part of Murray’s education 

and travels.  

         Several of the above examples imply that Murray’s contributions to the firm while abroad in 

the 1830s had to do with existing projects of or genres of importance to JMII, but the majority of 

the work-related correspondence in these travel letters have to do his own pet project:  

the nascent Handbooks. Murray hints at this project for a few years before officially pitching it to his 

father. His transition from writing letters and journals to just letters, discussed above, was 

undoubtedly the consequence of his needing to protect both his travel and writing time to 

maximize the observations he could make and communicate. Murray readily acknowledges that 

these long-winded letters might not be the most entertaining reads. He states in an 1833 letter to his 

father “by the way, it is a most serious affair to complete one of my letters--I doubt if correspondent 

ever before contrived to get in so much in so small a space, and I also doubt if they always deserve 

perusal.”106 If they are not meant to be read, what are the letters for? Murray, consciously or not, is 

taking on the “reluctant” travel-writing persona cultivated by his father and grandfather in their 

editorial work on travelogues and exploration literature. Like the explorers before him, he implies 

that his efforts serve a purpose beyond the self-serving one of sharing his experiences. The letters, 

ostensibly intended to amuse his family, are meant to provide material for the guidebooks, and his 

continual reference to the labor of crafting them suggests he wishes his family to understand his 

activity in Europe as work, as collecting data, and not as merely play.  

Murray moves beyond hints to an actual project proposal in his comments about Mariana 

Starke. Murray was tasked with editing and revising Starke’s Travels in Europe; in doing so he 

positions Starke as both model and scapegoat, laying the groundwork for his proposal of a Handbook 
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series. To his father he expresses frustration with Starke for insisting that Travels in Europe be 

published before he had finished his editing: “I am very sorry to find that Mrs. Starke has been so 

precipitate [sic] in reprinting her book. The errors in the German part of it are innumerable, and I 

have taken great pains ever since I first went abroad to improve it.”107 This is not the first time 

Murray critiques Starke for being inaccurate: an 1829 letter to his father details his many complaints 

about her books, and supports his 1831 claim that he intended from the first to improve her work 

via his own travels: “Mrs. Starke’s book I have found in almost every instance very defective as a 

guide; her statements are often incorrect, and her information quite false and out of date. I shall 

instantly be able to introduce many improvements & corrections into a new edition.”108 Even so, 

Murray recognizes the merit of Starke’s work and acknowledges her reputation. His initial proposal 

for his own guidebook cites Starke as inspiration: “I shall upon my return discuss with you the 

possibility of getting up a guide for the North of Europe, which shall equal in excellence, Mrs. 

Starke’s directions for travellers in Italy.”109 Murray makes it clear that he is conscious of existing 

competition by simultaneously establishing Starke as a bar for “excellence” in guidebook writing and 

critiquing her as  “defective.” In effect, he invokes Starke to make a case for the innovative 

“version” (to borrow a key term of Anne Burdick, et al) of travel guide he is developing. 

Yet the most compelling part of Murray’s proposed guidebook has less to do with Starke’s 

text and more to do with his understanding of the publishing profession. Just after floating the 

“possibility of getting up a guide” to his father, he goes on to outline some of the characteristics of 

his imagined guide that he believes would have real market value: “How would it answer in a work 
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of the sort, to introduce any alterations that might be required, by cancelling annually a certain 

number of defective pages, & so, without printing a new edition, to make the book complete for 

every current year?” His suggestion that they update the guide to Northern Europe on the level of 

the page without publishing a new edition--i.e., that they produce accurate and up-to-date travel 

guides that remain so until a substantially revised, new edition replaces it--is original, as is the 

seemingly obvious insistence on yearly updates. Both suggestions hint at the “multiplicity and 

versioning” central to iterative digital projects/modes: it is serialization with methodological heft, 

which is to say these ideas reflect a medium, subject, and public that, at the time Murray is writing, is 

still in flex. In a letter to his father dated 1834, Murray makes his consciousness of method clear:  

it is only within the time above mentioned that I have begun to arrange my [materials?] 
systematically & thoroughly [...] I of course feel most strong in those parts which I describe 
from personal knowledge--in other quarters I have done as much as I can in extracting from 
books drawing my information almost entirely from German books which I have 
translated.110 

Murray’s emphasis on his “knowledge,” drawn from a legitimate source, via his own experience or 

translations of material native to the foreign spaces of interest, and on his thorough system for 

recording that knowledge, renders his guidebook scholarly and consequently raises the stakes for 

such a project. He is attempting in this letter to prove the “value,” both economic and cultural, of 

not just his guidebook but of the still-solidifying guidebook form. The problem with existing guides, 

he implies, is not their association with tourism or the middle class or unoriginality, but that they are 

uncodified and inaccurate. Enter Murray: the educated, intrepid (according to him), methodical, 

innovative, male observer, with access to a prestigious publishing house to boot.  

At this stage of Murray’s communication with his family--when he’s critiquing Starke and 

other guidebooks, and including information intended to appear in what increasingly sounds like a 

 
110 John Murray III to John Murray II, August 20, 1834, Letters to family from Europe, John Murray Archive. 
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genuine work-in-progress rather than pet project--the letters have drifted from the realm of the 

personal and arguably literary narrative realm and entered into a more (paradoxically) commercial 

and scholarly one. I do not mean to say that the letters have become impersonal or have lost their 

narrative structure, but rather that those characteristics have blended with more professional and 

market-oriented ones: for Murray, and for his and ultimately the travel guidebook, the personal and 

objective, the literary and the practical are collapsed. Murray’s journey and his record of it 

exemplifies, on some level, the transition from the travel writing norms of the 18th century and 

earlier to those of the templated, homogenized, marketable 19th travel guide. Between the editorial 

legacy and set of strategies developed by JMIII’s forefathers, his own educational experiences, and 

his conscious development of genre-specific protocols for his burgeoning guidebook series, 

Murray’s authorial voice is an essential and nuanced player in the development of the serialized 

Victorian travel guide. The following pages will explore the many additional voices that would join 

together to shape the Handbooks, but as with the prophet Blake for the devotees of his art, John 

Murray III’s voice operates as both scaffolding and palimpsest for the 75-year duration of the series’ 

publication.  

 

II. The Inventors of a Class of Work 

 

Perhaps he wore his father down with his relentless optimism and perseverance; perhaps he 

gained influence and authority in the business throughout the mid 1830s; perhaps Starke’s “errors,” 

to use Murray’s biased words, became too dated to ignore. Whatever the reason, Murray’s devotion 

paid off, and in 1836 his family firm published the first edition of A Hand-book for Travellers on the 

Continent: Being a Guide through Holland, Belgium, Prussia and Northern Germany, and along the Rhine, from 

Holland to Switzerland. In the late 1830s and early 1840s, there were three Handbook titles in 

circulation, all penned by Murray: A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent: Being a Guide through 
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Holland, Belgium, Prussia and Northern Germany, and along the Rhine, from Holland to Switzerland (1st ed., 

1836; the comprehensive one, similar to regional or continental guides like Lonely Planet’s 

Mediterranean Europe); A Hand-book for Travellers to Southern Germany: Being a Guide to Wurtenberg [sic], 

Bavaria, Austria, Tyrol, Salzburg, Styria, etc., the Austrian and Bavarian Alps and the Danube from Ulm to the 

Black Sea (1st ed., 1837); and A Hand-book for Travellers in Switzerland and the Alps of Savoy and Piedmont, 

Including the Protestant Valleys of the Waldenses (1st ed., 1839). Murray’s and his sisters’ travel letters 

from the late 1830s showcase the Handbook’s immediate success. In one memorable anecdote, 

shared by Christie, Murray struck up a conversation with an English clergyman staying at the same 

hotel as the siblings. They “spoke much of the Moselle which [the clergyman] has visited, at length 

he called out ‘every one now travels there with Murray’s red book, have you got it?’ John believed 

that he had, but did not of course say anything further.”111  

While Murray would have been justified in basking in the glow of these titles’ success given 

the scale of his labor in developing them, even in these early days the influence of other authorities 

and  perspectives come into play, complicating his authorial status. Though Murray showed an 

interest in all aspects of his guides, from their sales and content to their branding, once they were in 

print he only had so much say in these matters. In an irritable letter to his father, Murray grumbles: 

“I must confess I do not like the alteration of the colour of Handbook for South Germany. I think 

the green was important to enable people to distinguish one from the other, --besides, if the one be 

called Murray’s red book why may not this be called Murray’s green book?” That Murray is mindful 

of the presentation of his guide--and that they ultimately remain red, as his father wanted, just as 

they are called “Handbooks” per his preference--speaks to the extent to which these guides were 

 
111 Christina Murray to Mrs. Murray, August 12, 1837, Letters to family from Europe, John Murray Archive. In the same 

letter, Christie begins to share her impression of Luxembourg, but changes her mind: “I believe I must refer you to the 
next edition of the Handbook for a proper description of it.” 
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from the very start geared to sell and to represent the John Murray Publishing Firm as a whole, and 

not simply Murray.112 The remainder of this chapter considers the chorus of voices that contributed 

to the development of the Handbook series, voices that in some cases were institutional, in others 

culturally influential, and in still others anonymous. That the series attracted such a wide range of 

contributors suggests that the Handbooks can be thought of as a collaborative, iterative project, one 

that resonates methodologically and rhetorically with digital modalities prioritized by contemporary 

scholars, and with editorial practices and cultural investments important to the Victorian period. 

That is, if Murray’s contribution to the creation of the Handbooks can be thought of as the 

foundation for a textual mode that would become a kind of template or tool for viewing Europe 

throughout the nineteenth century, the myriad contributors that built upon that foundation push 

that mode into a space that complicates traditional understandings of authorship and genre, and the 

consequently gestures to those public-facing and open-source modes that have emerged because of 

new technologies for media consumption and distribution.  

The moment the Handbooks were published, they entered a communal authorial space, as 

already suggested by the paratextual and material choices dictated by the wishes of the Murray 

publishing house rather than John Murray III himself. But even when JMIII took over the family 

business in 1842 he was unable to have the control he might have wished over the series. The 

stresses of that year and the loss of his father were such that Murray was unable to write the 

Handbook to Italy he had been working on for several years; he needed to cede full authorship and in 

some cases editorship to other titles as well.113 The Handbook series was also expanding at a rate that 

 
112 From Vaughan: “"The originator of the term 'handbook' was John Murray II and, following the success of the little 

red volumes, the word was adopted by such rivals as Nelson's in their Hand-Book for Tourists and, later in the century, 
Thomas Cook & Sons in Tourist's or Traveller's Handbooks to European resorts and beyond,” p. 62. 

113 Gretton, “Introduction,” p. ix.  
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would have been impossible for one man to manage even without the demands of a major 

publishing house. By the end of the century, two of the aforementioned titles went through roughly 

twenty editions (Continent and Switzerland) and the third (Southern Germany) went through fifteen. This 

is not even taking into consideration the many titles added to the Handbook series over the course of 

Murray’s tenure as series editor, which included guides to every English county and to non-

European countries, not to mention offshoot guide series like The Knapsack Guides and the Handbooks 

of Travel Talk. Very early on in the Handbooks’ publication history, Murray needed to delegate. 

The Murray family, highly regarded publishers and longtime Tories, were well-connected, 

and Murray pulled from a wide range of writers and thinkers to develop his series. Most of the 

details about this team of writers come from W. B. C. Lister’s extensive bibliographic research of the 

Handbook series, though as he notes, many contributors remain unnamed or else have few surviving 

biographical details. Many names from Murray’s notes, though, are familiar. The Reverend John 

Mason Neale, a High Anglican priest and hymn writer, was a significant contributor to the Handbook 

for Travellers to Portugal throughout the 1850s (he resurrected and translated “Good King Wenceslas” 

during his travels there). Sir Francis Palgrave, historian and Deputy Keeper of the Public Record 

Office (UK National Archives), was the principal writer of the first edition of the Handbook for 

Travellers to Northern Italy in 1842/1843, though he was replaced after strong criticism from John 

Ruskin.114 Matilda Betham-Edwards, a prolific novelist and poet (and occasional contributor to 

Household Words), contributed to the Handbooks for Travellers to France. Francis Galton, polymath best 

known as a proponent of eugenics, was the author of the first Knapsack Guide to Switzerland (1864). 

 
114 Gretton, “Introduction,” p. ix. 
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And at one time, Anthony Trollope was appointed to author a handbook for Ireland, though it 

never came to be.115 

Some of the contributors became famous because of their relationship to the Handbooks: art 

collector Richard Ford, for example. One of the few writers to have their name attached to their 

guide, Ford’s (heavily revised, though still politically volatile) Handbook for Travellers to Spain (1845) 

was a huge success. Its literary merit and relationship to the traditional travel narrative is perhaps 

evidenced by Murray and Ford’s joint decision to condense Spain into a single volume and combine 

the excised material with new text in Gatherings from Spain, issued in Murray’s Home and Colonial 

Library (a travel-writing focused series) at the end of 1846. Henry William Pullen, chaplain on the 

1875–1876 British Arctic Expedition and later anti-war pamphlet writer, became known for his 

monumental undertaking revising and updating all of the Handbooks as chief editor of the series in 

the 1880s. Other contributors without name recognition are worth mentioning simply because of 

their range of skills and interests. George Benjamin Maule, a barrister and Murray’s close friend, 

contributed to  Southern Germany and multiple editions of Northern Italy and the Continent; James Yates 

Johnson, member of the Zoological Society and geologist who spoke Italian and German, authored 

Southern Germany and then contributed to Portugal (’64, ’66), Switzerland (’72 and ’74), Northern Italy 

(’74), Central Italy (’80), Southern Italy (’78, ’83), and Rome (’81); and George Chatham Churchill, 

solicitor, botanist, and member of the British Alpine Club, jointly wrote the 1867 Knapsack Guide to 

Tyrol and the Eastern Alps with Josiah Gilbert, a non-conformist and children’s portrait painter who 

studied at Royal Academy Schools. With time, the series expanded to include distant countries like 

Russia and India. Murray often turned to professional diplomats for those titles.116 Murray’s 

 
115 Ibid., pp. x–xvi. 

116 Ibid., p. vii. 
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contributors had multi- and interdisciplinary expertise, and they represented a range of intellectual 

approaches, some of which are distinctly of their time. The number of writers associated with 

Societies and Clubs, for example, points to the institutionalization and nationalization of knowledge 

during the period, and to the Handbooks’ participation in it. 

Many of these contributors remained anonymous, at least to the general public. Lister 

acknowledges that “little is known” of Continent and Southern Germany contributor Charles Haines 

Gunn; likewise, he speculates that the little-known German-speaker Joseph Andrew Blackwell, who 

was paid for work on the 1851 Continent and Southern Germany, was “utilized [for] his knowledge of 

Germany whilst he was at a loose end.”117 Even in the case of the more famous contributors, 

though, Murray clearly attempted to maintain continuity in tone and content across Handbook titles. 

Augustus Hare, whose tenure with the Handbooks was short lived, expressed frustration with 

Murray’s insistence on stylistic consistency: “my writing was to be as hard, dry, and incisive as my 

taskmaster […] no sentiment, no expression of opinion were ever to be allowed […] In fact, I was to 

produce a book which I know to be unreadable, though correct and useful for reference.”118 His 

complaint is compelling, if a little dramatic, but ultimately hints that even the who’s-who portion of 

Murray’s list of contributors would not have lent much star power to the guidebook series. The 

existing Handbook style and structure trumped the individual contributor’s taste or personal writing 

style. The firm’s desire for stylistic sameness implies the efficacy of the “Murray” brand: these texts 

were recognizable and desirable even without the benefit of a name like “Ruskin” or “Trollope.” 

Reinforcing this sameness was the tendency of Handbook authors to remain anonymous 

(Richard Ford, who is listed on the title page of Spain, is one exception to this). Besides rendering 

 
117 Lister, “A Bibliography of Murray’s Handbooks,” pp. 104–5. 

118 Gretton, “Introduction,” p. xvii. 
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the Handbooks seemingly authorless, thus dispersing its authority in the literal sense, this move 

impacts contemporary interpretations of the series. The above lists of names, which demonstrate 

writers’ sporadic participation in developing the series and the varied and sometimes geographically 

distant titles to which they contributed, expose one of the problems faced by Lister and other 

scholars of Murray: his record keeping was vague at best and opaque at worst. Notes surrounding 

the revision of the Handbooks show that these contributors’ formal and informal roles as authors or 

editors were rarely defined. This account of Murray’s record-keeping is treated extensively by Lister, 

who writes: “generally there was a respectable degree of editing or revising, sometimes a total 

rewriting. It is at that point (as will appear) that the amount paid to the editor is the yardstick.”119 

Expanding on this payment process only a few pages later, Lister calls attention to the challenge of 

labeling these writers: rather than the simple “editors” from before, he refers to them as “authors/ 

editors/revisers and contributors.”120 Whether these names were authors, editors, or fact checkers, is 

largely lost and is represented in Murray’s notes only as a business transaction. The Handbooks, in 

both published and draft form, obfuscated their polyvocality even as that polyvocality was essential 

to their continued production. 

 
119 Lister, “Introduction,” p. xxvii. 

120 Ibid., p. xxix. 
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Figure 3: A sample of JMIII’s extremely difficult handwriting. Highlighting is digital and is mine.  
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To clarify, Murray’s desire for consistency in his guidebook series had to do with style and 

structure rather than content. Regardless of whether the rest of these “author/editors/revisers” felt 

forced to reduce their insights into their “barest bones,” their expertise nevertheless contributed to 

the Handbooks’ authority and cultural clout. Palgrave’s Handbook for Travellers to Northern Italy was so 

condemned that the subsequent edition mentioned him by name and assured readers that he had 

nothing to do with the revised text. His sections on art were largely replaced by contributions by 

John Ruskin, which are presented with quotation marks and attributed using the simple “—R.”121 A 

reversal of this move—wherein the failed author would remain anonymous, and the famed art critic 

be named—would perhaps have made more business sense, but it would also have undercut the 

implied objectivity connected to the unified, faceless “Murray.” Nevertheless, the Ruskin 

contribution is there in the second edition of Northern Italy (1847) in the form of substantial art 

criticism in a guidebook rife with suggestions about passports and hotels. 

The correspondence between Murray and Harriet Martineau provides further evidence that 

Murray sought expertise in generating content for his guides. Martineau wrote Murray an apologetic 

letter, indicating that he had sent her a complimentary copy of the first edition of Switzerland with the 

hope of getting her feedback: 

Nearly four years ago, you gave me a copy of the Handbook of Switzerland, requesting me 
to inform you, on my return from my trip abroad, of any errors or omissions I might 
discover in it. If you happen ever to have thought of this, or of me since, you must have 
considered me shabby and careless.122 

At least two and possibly three editions later, she bashfully submitted her itemized list of suggestions 

“just to show that, during the short opportunity I had, I did not neglect your request.” These 

 
121 Lister, ix and John Murray (firm), A Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy, 4th edition, p. 401. 

122 Harriet Martineau to John Murray III, February 13, 1842, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John 

Murray Archive. 
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suggestions are not, perhaps, what Murray had in mind from the author of How to Observe—Morals 

and Manners. Martineau recommends a couple of good inns, mentions that the Rossberg is visible in 

the southeastern rather than southwestern corner of the Lake of Zug, and “dissent[s] from the 

paragraph [on p. 165] about the view being excluded by hedges & trees, on the road to Milan. We 

found […] splendid views of the Alps, which in places formed 3/4ths of our horizon.”123 In total, 

she offers six minor notes or edits for the entire volume—a far cry from the observations on art 

submitted by Ruskin. And yet, it should be said, Murray incorporated her suggested changes. The 

1851 edition of Switzerland notes the correct location of the Rossberg and mentions her preferred inn 

at Zurich by name.124 The contributions of Ruskin and Martineau are demonstrably different in scale 

and type but nevertheless speak to Murray’s desire to develop a reliable, learned series. Murray’s 

interests and experiences, shaped by the writings of people like Martineau, may have defined the 

initial template for the kind of information included in the guides, but that template was reaffirmed, 

reinforced, and occasionally redefined by the chorus of Victorian thinkers and creators hired to act 

in Murray’s stead. 

The stellar reputation and rapid expansion of the Handbooks is certainly indebted to this 

team of people curated by Murray, but it must also be attributed to a number of bold or innovative 

promotional moves equally indebted to the joint stature of Murray-as-individual and as-institution. 

That is, the same cultural clout and position within a broader literary network that enabled Murray 

to request contributions from the above list of names enabled the firm to be experimental in their 

development of the series and the series’ brand. Put simply, none of this would have been possible 

without the reputation and spending power of the Murray publishing house. To be clear, not all of 

 
123 Ibid. 

124 John Murray, A Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland, and the Alps of Savoy and Piedmont, 4th Edition (London: John 

Murray, 1851), 35 and 24. 
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Murray’s risks paid off, and some of his decisions to develop subseries or cover particular regions 

seemed to have more to do with his personal interests than with the market. His decision to scrap a 

Continent-like guide to England and Wales in favor of a county-by-county guide series probably had 

more to do with a personal need for totality than actual demand, for instance. Likewise the Knapsack 

series had only middling success. Intended, in Gretton’s words, “to widen the appeal of the series” 

because they were cheaper, the Knapsack guides differed from the standard Handbooks in that they 

were shorter and softbacked (to be, as their name indicates, more portable).125 The design of the 

Knapsack guide emphasizes its departure from the “more dear” Handbooks: the price is printed along 

the spine (“6/-”), the title is sparse (emphasizing only the place covered and Murray’s name), the 

binding more fragile. In one sense, the Knapsack guide was truly just a more affordable, abbreviated 

version of the Handbook. But some characteristics hint at a different motivation for the subseries: the 

title, physicality, and content of the Knapsack guides imply they were geared for more adventurous 

traveling, that these were developed for a particular kind of user/reader. There are more illustrations 

and maps than in the Handbook, all of which depict a particular mountain or region of the alps. The 

maps themselves clearly note walking, horse, carriage, and rail routes. The introductory material 

warns travelers to stay hydrated when hiking and to pay particular attention to ladies’ tendency 

toward “overexertion” when on Alpine excursions. Editors of the Knapsack guides were members of 

the Alpine Club and had interests in geology and botany. Perhaps its tonal inconsistency—do these 

texts offer something new? or are they just miniature Handbooks?—contributed to the Knapsacks’ 

short run. The story of this subseries demonstrates the relative newness of merchandising in the 

19th century, and the still-emerging strategies for balancing corporate growth with literary or cultural 

cachet. 

 
125 Gretton notes that the “small octavo form” of Murray’s texts varied in height across all titles and series (iii; xxxii).  
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Most of Murray’s Handbook-related endeavors, though, were successful, positioning the firm 

so that taking other branding or editorial risks was feasible. City-centric guides, which debuted 

roughly twenty years after the first Handbooks, ended up having nearly as lengthy a run as the main 

series: London as It Is was printed as late as the 1880s and Rome went through seventeen editions. The 

Handbook of Travel-Talk was published in 21 editions and was the only text to continue to be 

published under the same name after the sale of the Handbooks series to Edward Stanford 

(mapmaker, guidebook publisher, and bookshop owner) in 1901. Though Murray seems to have had 

a knack for anticipating demand for travel-related material and for answering that demand with 

high-quality products, the series’ longevity and social impact is due in part to the steps he took to 

ensure brand loyalty. Readers in the 1840s and and 50s might not have known at a glance that a 

renowned scientist or art critic was responsible for the guidebook in front of them, but they would 

have known immediately that the guidebook was “Murray.” According to Gretton, the   

color and style of binding was surprisingly uniform throughout the seventy or so years of the 
HB’s existence. With the sole exception of the first edition of Switzerland, which was blue, 
they were from the beginning issued in a red (Murrey colored?) cloth binding elegantly 
lettered in gold on the spine and upper cover.126 

Standardizing the appearance of the guides was a move that Baedeker later copied, down to the 

actual color (resulting in Forster’s joke about tourists’ red noses in A Room with a View), but for the 

first half of the Victorian period the British would have been able to spot fellow Murray-guided 

tourists from far away. This was so true that some booksellers, such as Lees in the Strand, rebound 

Murray in black leather for durability and to help tourists avoid being identified as such. 

Lister goes so far as to claim that Murray’s strategic approach to the binding was not merely 

about color, and that he intentionally chose cheaper, low-quality materials so that the books would 

wear out, incentivizing people to buy the new edition. A kinder interpretation would be that the 

 
126 Gretton, “Introduction,” xxi. 
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books were intended to be used, not kept, and so expensive binding would have been a waste of 

money for all involved. Other significant strategies for cornering the guidebook market include the 

introduction of “the advertiser” in 1843 to subsidize publication costs. The advertisements started 

broad but eventually became tailored to travel and ultimately the region covered by the guides. More 

than just a tactic for guaranteeing that the rapid printing and distribution of the series was not 

dependent on the occasionally unpredictable tourism industry (much of Europe was political 

unstable in 1848, for example), these advertisers became a key method for signaling whether a copy 

of the Handbook was up-to-date: editions that were a couple years old would have indexes revised 

along with advertisers swapped out. They also helped determine the publication cycle of the series, 

as “the Handbooks were kept unbound in sheets and bound up as required, generally in May at the 

start of the holiday season, or October for the winter ‘health season’ together with the current 

advertiser.” Here again we see some parallels with the digital projects of our modern context: the 

Handbooks are influenced by their material limitations and user needs as much as by the rhetorical 

characteristics their editors desired.  

These merchandising decisions were important to the growth of the series and the 

establishment of the brand, but perhaps the most interesting innovation, when viewing this history 

through a literary or rhetorical lens, is Murray’s call for and incorporation of reader feedback. 

Murray’s reliance on his network of friends and acquaintances was significant with respect to 

building a diverse, collaborative authorial voice, but the complexity of that process would have been 

invisible to readers and indeed was consciously so. Introducing reader feedback into the mix not 

only makes that chorus of thinkers and writers more dynamic, it also brings that polyvocality into 

public view. As with the above paratextual, material, and spinoff decisions, this call was important 

for establishing the credibility and distinctiveness of the Handbook brand. Early on in the series’ 

development, Murray requests reader feedback with the intent of incorporating their 
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recommendations into the guides. The notice appearing directly before the title page of the sixth 

edition of Handbook for Travellers to the Continent (1849) requests 

that travellers who […] detect any faults or omissions which they can correct from personal 
knowledge, will have the kindness to mark them down on the spot […] By such 
communications they are not merely furnishing the means of improving the Hand-book, but 
are contributing to the benefit, information, and comfort of future travellers.127 

The notice establishes a relationship between the reader and author that to some extent erases the 

boundary between the two. Readers are asked to take on the role and responsibilities of “Murray”: 

they must “mark [observations] down on the spot” and make edits “from personal knowledge.” The 

legitimacy and reliability of the guidebook content is once again grounded in “on the spot,” 

authoritative (in the sense of individually-verified) witnessing. Readers are not asked to offer 

corrections based on knowledge gained from other texts or experience but, like Murray himself, are 

to offer anthropological-like notes.  

Readers’ labor, they are told, will not simply ensure the correctness of a particular edition of 

the guides but rather offer a grander contribution to the “benefit, information, and comfort of 

future travellers.” Such a statement simultaneously reinforces the stature of the Handbooks while also 

dispersing the credit of such a cultural contribution to all “travellers” of the kind who read and 

contribute to them. The rest of the notice emphasizes the legitimacy and shared priorities of that 

community of travelers by stressing that only reader feedback, and not solicitations from businesses, 

will be received and that all recommendations in the Handbook are genuine and not acquired via any 

fee. What is being built here is a public-facing tool, a flexible interface for a network of in-the-know 

but generous travelers. Almost shockingly, given the later history between the two firms, the notice 

concludes with another assurance of the credibility of the content to follow and instance of 

intellectual generosity, claiming that much of current edition’s accuracy can be attributed to fellow 

 
127  John Murray, A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 6th edition, p. ii. 
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traveler and bookseller Mr. Baedeker, who through his work translating Murray’s guidebook into 

German “has performed the part not merely of translator but of a careful Editor, and having visited 

a large part of Germany, has added greatly to the accuracy and value of the work by his own 

personal observations, the greater part of which have been incorporated in this Edition.” Murray 

could not have known that Baedeker would become his greatest rival. This moment suggests his 

confidence in his product, but also his instinct for a kind of collaborative or even academic 

production, for iterative and open-source approaches to information. 

It is a testament to the Murray network and to the reputation of the Handbooks that so many 

notable figures from the period responded to his call for feedback. Many were unexpected. Sir 

Robert Peel, for example, reached out to Murray between his two tenures as Prime Minister because 

he was encouraged to do so by a friend and because he had an idea for content that ought to recur 

in all the series’ titles: “The only addition I should suggest is one that I think would be very 

acceptable to many travellers […] I would give the genealogy of the Reigning house in the different 

countrys [sic]—one page would ambly [sic] suffice for each.”128 Murray incorporated his early 

suggestions and responded to Peel’s later request for a guide to England like the existing one for 

France by debuting the county-by-county English guides.129 In Peel’s case, as in Ruskin’s, his 

suggestions speak to his professional expertise: a lifelong politician, his recommendation for useful 

content for travelers has to do with learning about the ruling class or else with perpetuating English 

national pride via regional identity. Other significant contributors include Anna Jameson, whose 

literary and artistic network makes her praise of the then-under-visited Neues Museum in Berlin 

 
128 Robert Peel to John Murray III, February 22, 1838, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John Murray 

Archive. 

129 Gretton, “Introduction,” xvi. 
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especially meaningful,130 and Elizabeth Gaskell, who primly—it is hard not to read her letter in the 

voice of Cranford’s narrator—recommends a “clean, comfortable, and respectable” hotel in 

Normandy.131  

Another hotel recommendation, from Felix Mendelssohn, is worth examining in more detail 

because of what it implies about the scope of Murray’s influence and about the nature of reader 

contributions. Mendelssohn writes in 1843, 

I have travelled in Switzerland last year and while at Meiringen lived Michel’s Hotel de la 
Couronne [...] I congratulated [Michel] to find him now in a good establishment [...] he 
spoke to me of his further prospects in life, of the wishes that were left to him, & amongst 
the last the most prominent was, that to be named in your Guide after two other hotels.132 

This letter is remarkable for a few reasons. First, it shows that the Handbooks had a wide, 

international readership, expanding our understanding of which public–which “intelligent 

travellers”--these texts reached. Second, Mendelssohn’s comment about Michel’s professional goal 

indicates that business owners associated with the tourist industry were conscious of the power of 

“Murrays” to influence tourist behavior. This last complicates the illusion, cultivated by Murray and 

perpetuated by the representations of tourism in novels and other writing (e.g., those that will be 

explored in later chapters), that the Englishman abroad was simply exploring foreign spaces and 

reporting back to the English public their experiences and recommendations.  The Handbooks, and 

indeed all travel accounts and ephemera, did not exist in vacuum: the collaborative, polyvocal 

composition process of building the English tourist included the voices of self-interested (in the 

most innocuous sense) members of the tourist industry. Lastly, this letter--as do those from Gaskell, 

 
130 Anna Jameson to John Murray III, August 2, 1850, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John Murray 

Archive. 

131 Elizabeth Gaskell to John Murray III, October 20, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John Murray 

Archive. 

132 Felix Mendelssohn to John Murray III, January 17, 1843, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John Murray 

Archive. 
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Jameson, and Peel, in different ways--provides some insight as to what Murray and his editors 

valued with respect to experience and lodging recommendations. Mendelssohn stresses that the 

hotel is “clean & comfortable,” more authentically “Swiss” in its architecture and character than that 

“mock grandeur so often found in Switzerland, and of which so many travellers have grown 

wearied.” He concludes with the ultimate selling point: though smaller and newer than the other two 

hotels of the region listed in the current edition of Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland, “the view 

from [Couronne’s] windows, (which command the whole road up to the Reichenback, and the 

Engelhorner with the adjacent glaciers) is more beautiful & extensive, than from either of them.”133 

The layered exchange between Mendelssohn and inn keeper and Mendelssohn and Murray suggests 

the many actors and many motivations at play in constructing the Handbooks.  

 Much of the rest of the preserved correspondence between Handbook readers and editor 

comes from names less familiar to contemporary audiences, though many were clearly notable 

within their communities and, like the authors chosen by Murray to contribute to the series, had a 

range of interests and expertise. Their feedback looks much the same as that from those listed 

above: they make big-picture suggestions for the franchise, as when Lady Jane Franklin requests a 

Handbook for Travellers to the Bengal Presidency and offers a tip for maximizing sales of the existing 

Indian guides;134 they speak on behalf of hoteliers and restaurateurs, as when the Earl of 

Bessborough comes to the defense of “one of the first” hotels in Spa;135 and they make minor edits 

to whichever edition they most recently traveled with, as when Mary Horner Lyell (wife and assistant 

 
133 Ibid. 

134 Jane Franklin to John Murray III, November 25, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John Murray 

Archive. 

135 John Ponsonby, Earl of Bessborough, to John Murray III, August 8, 1858, Reader Correspondence with John Murray 

III, John Murray Archive. 
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to geologist Charles Lyell) revises a route through Switzerland.136 Regardless of motive or topic, of 

rank or specialty, what is consistent across all reader feedback to Murray is their praise of the 

Handbooks. Readers of “Murray’s red books,” whether they are politicians, musicians, art critics, 

geologists, explorers, socialites, or fellow writers, find the guides useful, comprehensive, and 

engaging, and even if they do not explicitly say as much, their insistent edits or requests take the 

eminence of Murray’s product for granted. Mary Lyell opens her letter by stating “I must say I have 

found the Handbook generally very correct and a most invaluable guide, never out of my hand”; Sir 

Robert Peel says of Germany that “I found it a very useful Guide, and containing as much 

information as it is possible”; Mendelssohn considers being added to the guide an “honor”; and a 

diplomat from the British Consulate in Syria “begs to tender his grateful acknowledgements to Mr. 

Murray for the copy of the ‘Guide to Greece’ and at the same time to offer his congratulations on 

the completeness and general excellency of the work, which will be recommended by him to all 

travellers coming to visit this part of the world.”137 Harriet Martineau’s praise is perhaps a little less 

lavish (“we were continually surprized at the correctness of your volume”) and Lord Bessborough’s 

slightly snappy comment about his dear hotel in Spa is a backhanded compliment at best (“the 

Handbook being taken as a guide by almost all English Travellers about you will I am sure correct 

the slight error which I have mentioned as occasioning inconvenience to the Proprietors”). 

 With time, the Handbooks began to feel dated. Murray’s meticulousness and unwillingness to 

relinquish other aspects of the family business to his son, John Murray IV, meant that the guides 

 
136 Mary Lyell to John Murray III, September 13, 1857, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John Murray 

Archive. 

137 British Consulate in Syria to John Murray III, May 20, 1896, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John 

Murray Archive. 
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were not updated as frequently as others, and the expansion of the railways made this lag especially 

apparent. In 1885 Murray gave full editorship of the series to Henry William Pullen to revise and 

update for the times. The English series was freshened up in the 1890s. But it was already too late: 

by the 1880s Baedekers were “consistently outselling the Handbooks.” They were not really making 

money for the firm by the 1890s, and so after Murray died at 74 in 1892 his son sold the series. As 

the Handbooks began to be eclipsed by their erstwhile/one-time contributor, Baedeker, Murray’s 

loyal readers responded. The impassioned defense of Murray from Sir George Osborne in the face 

the Baedeker’s rise in popularity is perhaps the most specific and rhetorically conscious of all the 

reader praise, and brings into focus characteristics of the Handbooks that distinguished it, at least in 

the eyes of most of the public, from its competitors:  

Some say that Baedeker publishes more frequent editions than yourself; but, I reply that your 
guide book does not profess to be a railway time table, but an instructive guide to the main 
features and peculiarities of every country [...] I well know that [Baedeker’s] book is compiled 
and borrowed from yours, and that he is unjustly seeking to reap what you have sown. I 
have just returned from Salzburg and Innsbruck and I find every hotel, bookseller, railway 
station, inundated with his books [...] Thus, after years of diligent study and careful and 
accurate survey, I grieve to see a work which bears the impress of a Classical mind, Horatian 
and Byronic, palpably undersold by a work which is a meagre transcript.138 

Osborne’s indignation at Baedeker’s success makes plain what other readers allude to: Murray’s 

guides, in the height of the Victorian period, were not merely the easiest to access, or the most 

recognizable, or the most comprehensive, or the simplest to use. They were not, in sum, limited to 

their convenience or utility, though those characteristics played an important part in their success. 

The Handbooks, as their eclectic and educated audience and dedicated founder attests, managed to 

brand “excellence,” to, as Osborne hints, “delight and instruct.” 

 Clearly Murray’s readers, as his editors, must be credited with contributing to the “general 

excellency” of the “instructive guide” Sir Osborne so admires. Clearly Murray’s readers, as his 

 
138 George Robert Osborne to John Murray, Sept 19th, 1874 or 76, Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John 

Murray Archive. 
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writers, must be credited with contributing to these “most invaluable” guides. It would be easy to 

stop there, with the assertion that what makes “Murrays” different from the guides that preceded 

and were contemporaneous with them was a combination of branding and a high-quality product. 

But as the aforementioned list of contributors suggests, there was something unique about the 

Handbooks’ composition and about their corresponding ability to resonate with and even shape its 

historical moment. A “Murray” informed and perpetuated the Victorian investment in scientific 

(Galton), sociological (Martineau), aesthetic (Ruskin), and laissez-faire-liberal (Peel) ideals. The 

guides have a scholarly bent, a devotion to empiricism that is encapsulated by Murray’s claim that 

they are designed for (and perhaps by) the “intelligent” travelers. At the root of their authority, on 

an even more fundamental level than their publisher or writer, is their national origin, their 

Englishness. The nationalist framing of these texts and their who’s-who list of contributors might 

tempt scholars of the guidebook to conclude, with Forster’s Miss Lavish and Mr. Eager, that “the 

narrowness and superficiality of the Anglo-Saxon tourist is nothing less than a menace”139; or that 

Murrays and, later, Baedekers are stained by capitalism and its accompanying conservative 

epistemologies; or that they are useful in literary and historical study only as symbols of Victorian 

cultural and intellectual imperialism. But to do so would be to shortchange the complexity of 

nineteenth-century discourse surrounding travel, foreign spaces, and national identity, a conversation 

that included and was in some cases driven by Murray’s team of writers. 

 Murray contributors like Martineau, for example, argued for a sympathetic as well as 

distanced approach to sociological issues, as Alexis Easley140 and Lauren Goodlad141 show (though 

 
139 E. M. Forster, A Room with a View, p. 64-65. 

140 Alexis Easley, First Person Anonymous, p. 36. 

141 Lauren Goodlad, Victorian Literature and the Victorian State, p. xii. 
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her travel writing, which claims that travel opens up the possibility of identifying and defining 

universality, arguably complicates reading Martineau as a champion of subjectivity).142 John Ruskin 

contributed to but also critiqued the Handbooks143; likewise Henry James simultaneously depended on 

and satirized Murray.144 In both cases, the issue with “Murrays” was their association with middle 

class, cookie-cutter tourism. The writers and readers of the Handbooks understood that the genre and 

Murray’s specific instantiation of it were laden with methodological and epistemological 

implications. And yet they contributed to the tourism project anyway, perhaps because of the 

practical need and market for travel advice, perhaps because of the Handbooks’ cultural cachet, or 

perhaps because of the guidebooks’ generic and compositional relationship with nineteenth-century 

print culture writ large—that is, with the multimedia, interdisciplinary, collaborative and corporate 

literary scene. 

 The Handbooks, as has been shown, blended perspectives, passions, and ideas from any 

number of contributors, meaning that the series can be understood as a generic and literary collage. 

This collage-like structure is accentuated by the range of textual and/or visual media represented on 

an edition and sometime page-by-page basis, a range that includes maps, tables, encyclopedic 

summaries, detailed routes, genealogies, author’s notes, advertisements, and occasional illustrations. 

Consequently, the Handbooks can be considered alongside and as inheritors of other multi-genre and 

multimedia forms that gained popularity in the first half of the nineteenth century, for example, 

periodicals and personal creations like commonplace books.145 Periodicals in particular resonate with 

 
142 Harriet Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, pp. 233–34. 

143 Buzard, The Beaten Track, pp. 289–90. 

144 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, p. 264. 

145 Karen Fang, Romantic Writing and the Empire of Signs, p. 1. 
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the “Murrays,” as Keirstead has recently shown, arguing that while Murray’s inclusion of poetry 

speaks to the significance of the genre with respect to readers’ experience of travel, “the regular 

revision and reissue of the [Handbooks…] and the subsequent changes undergone by poetry in these 

contexts, provide an important if largely overlooked critical framework for understanding the 

evolving cultural authority of poetry in the Victorian period.”146 In Keirstead’s analysis, “Murrays” 

operated much like periodicals in perpetuating the popularity and influence of verse. Here again we 

see the exchange between the guidebook form and its literary and cultural context: just as gains in 

science and sociology appeared within and reflect the methods of seeing suggested by the Handbooks, 

so, too did the guidebook form borrow from and impact a literary genre important to the period. 

But the Handbooks’ parallels with periodicals extend beyond the type of media or text they contained 

to their patchwork structure: they also toe the line between the informative and entertaining, 

between anonymity and auteurism, between cohesiveness and medley. Casie LeGette, in her 

examination of poetry excerption, argues that the periodical form highlights “the ways in which 

multiple smaller texts can interact on a single, complex page […] an excerpt’s situatedness in a 

periodical context can destabilize not only the author's role as a central organizing feature of literary 

criticism, but also the organizing roles of genre and form.”147 The Handbooks too blended “multiple 

smaller texts” on a page by page basis—a typical city or site description quoted Romantic poets 

(namely, Byron), made use of descriptive and poetic language of Murray’s own, and assorted text 

from any number of informational sources, including translated museum placards and excerpts from 

foreign brochures. 

 
146 Christopher M. Keirstead, “Verse Moves,” p. 61.  

147 Casie LeGette, Remaking Romanticism: The Radical Politics of the Excerpt, (London: Palgrave, 2017), 7. 
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As LeGette notes, a combination of genre and form in one textual space has the effect of 

complicating authorship, a label already under pressure with respect to the Handbooks due to their 

editorial history. Murray and his editors were not the mapmakers or the poets or the developers of 

the intra-Europe train schedule. And yet, they were responsible for arranging these distinct writings 

into a single, new form. Most of that form, of course, had been established by a single author—

Murray—and so as the series progressed its hodgepodge content might vary slightly with respect to 

who produced it without noticeably impacting the look and presentation of that content. The 

Handbooks’ odd combination of stability and continual change arguably did even more to obfuscate 

authorial/editorial choices and the source material they pulled from than would have been the case 

if individual titles’ production teams were more consistent and transparent. In fairness, the author-

function is obscured even in those early editions penned by Murray. As Buzard notes in The Beaten 

Track and elsewhere, Murray was selective in his use of Byron (to offer one especially salient 

example), choosing those sections that highlighted the sublimity or picturesqueness of a foreign 

space and strategically avoiding those often intertwined sections that promoted revolutionary 

politics.  

A lower-stakes though still significant example of obfuscating selectivity can be found in 

Murray’s own descriptions of tourist attractions, which, as we have seen, had their origins in 

personal journals and letters to his mother and sisters. The letters acted as a pipeline, communicating 

his impressions of foreign spaces and touristic priorities first to the private, domestic space of his 

childhood home and then to the very public, literary/market space of his branded guides. Their 

presentation in the Handbooks in no way alludes to their domestic beginnings. As in the case of his 

excerpts from Byron, these sections contribute to the impression of cohesive, tourist- and tourism-

focused composition process, creating the illusion that these Handbooks emerged from a single-

minded and authoritative experience of the foreign rather than from a conglomerate of voices from 
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a range of time periods and places. This is not to say that Murray was intentionally plagiarizing or 

misrepresenting his process, nor is it to claim that Murray was attempting to synthesize this disparate 

material under a single authorial name. Rather, this patchwork and nameless process speaks to a 

more dispersed understanding of authorship. Mark Schoenfield, in describing the construction of 

periodicals at the beginning of the nineteenth century, argues that they “consolidated distinct 

authorial voices into single corporate, authoritative voices, such as the Edinburgh Reviewer or Mr. 

Satirist.”148 Despite the Handbooks’ alternative popular name, “Murrays,” these books, too, were 

consolidated, corporate, and, in a sense, anonymous. Murray’s guides in some ways did even more to 

complicate the reader’s understanding of genre and authorship than the periodicals they mimicked. 

As in periodicals, the Handbooks’ content and epistemological stances intermingle. The 

multimedia and multi-authored content in periodicals and guidebooks necessarily create an 

environment wherein a variety of worldviews can co-exist. Just as the guides’ blend of “multiple 

smaller texts” on a page opened up opportunities for displacing the “organizing principles of genre 

and form,” so, too, does their blended authorship displace the organizing principle of empiricism. 

As many editions of the Handbooks show, a city could be accurately represented via (borrowed, or 

abridged) poetic verse or a dry (borrowed, or crowd-sourced) enumeration of its amenities and 

perhaps was most authentically represented by a combination of the two. “Murrays,” then, as 

syntheses of perspectives and knowledge presented via a dispersed and flexible authorship which 

was itself assembled under a scholarly-yet-commercial name, offer a potentially fruitful exhibit with 

which to track, demarcate, and complicate some of the major cultural and intellectual trends of the 

Victorian age. They are also an exhibit—or maybe, a prophecy—of the modes and methods that 

 
148 Mark Schoenfield, British Periodicals and Romantic Identity: The “Literary Lower Empire” (London: Palgrave, 2009), 3. 
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motivate and enable digital scholarship. Anne Burdick, Johanna Drucker, Peter Lunenfeld, Todd 

Presner, and Jeffrey Schnapp claim that Digital Humanists 

no longer imagine authorship as autonomous work or as the labor of a solitary genius 
(something that, to be sure, critical theory has been chipping away at for decades). Instead 
we think of the harnessing and expressiveness of the creative energies of an ever-expanding, 
virtually boundless community of practitioners. [...] We are moving from an era of 
scholarship based on the individual author of the “great book” to an era of scholarship 
based on the collaborative authoring possibilities of the “great project.149 
 

A guidebook is an analog, in more senses than one, to a “great” digital project. It is about the reader 

and about what the reader will do with the information presented in the text, yet much of readers’ 

decision-making is dependent on what text is presented, by whom, and how. Any guidebook invites 

questions about “authorship,” “style,” “purpose,” and representation, but the Handbooks’ particular 

compositional history and ultimate success and legacy make these questions particularly weighty. 

The corporate, creative, multi-disciplinary view gathered in a single “Murray” undercuts the 

authority implicit in “solitary-genius” authored texts like the traditional travelogue and ultimately 

democratizes—or at least, disperses—the perspective of the “intelligent English traveller.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
 
In those days [...] Travellers did not often carry full information on Christian art either in their heads or their pockets; 
and even the most brilliant English critic of the day mistook the flower-flushed tomb of the ascended Virgin for an 
ornamental vase due to the painter’s fancy. Romanticism, which has helped to fill some dull blanks with love and 
knowledge, had not yet penetrated the times…  
Middlemarch, Vol II, Chapter 19.  
 

George Eliot’s travels, especially to Germany with George Henry Lewes in 1854, have 

received substantial critical attention from those wishing to trace her development as a writer and 

thinker. This is justifiably so: her honeymoon-like journey expanded her already impressive 

intellectual circle, shored up her existing language and translation skills, and spurred her transition to 

fictional writer.150 But while most of the conversation about Eliot’s experiences abroad are focused 

on her authorial identity, less has been said about her tourist identity, about how her very 

interpretations of foreign space and culture were influenced by innovations like the Victorian serial 

guide. I hope to demonstrate in this chapter that Eliot’s approach to travel featured a blended 

interest in the ancient and traditional with cosmopolitan modernity, and deployed methods that were 

multidisciplinary (including frameworks for interpretation that were almost scientific): that is, I 

intend to draw a connection between Eliot’s tourist identity and that perpetuated and articulated 

 
150 For these arguments and more context about Eliot’s 1854 journey, see: Harris, Margaret, editor. George Eliot in 

Context, Cambridge University Press, 2013; Rignall, John, editor. George Eliot in Europe, Ashgate Publishing, 1997 
(especially those chapters from Margaret Harris, Hans Ulrich Seeber, and Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth); Fraser, Hilary. 
Women Writing Art History in the Nineteenth Century: Looking Like a Woman. Cambridge University Press, 2014; Hughes, 
Linda. Victorian Women Writers and the Other Germany: Cross-Cultural Freedoms and Female Opportunity, Cambridge University 
Press, 2022; Maertz, Gregory. “The Failure of Romanticism and the Triumph of Realism in Middlemarch: Goethe and the 
Literary Formation of George Eliot,” Literature and the Cult of Personality: Essays on Goethe and His Influence, Ibidem Press, 
2017; and Rignall, John. George Eliot, European Novelist, Ashgate Publishing, 2011. 
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by John Murray III’s Handbooks for Travellers. Murray’s Handbooks were known features of George 

Eliot’s travel experience. “Murrays” shaped Eliots’ itineraries and are cited and revised in her travel 

journals. Moreover, the Handbooks’ content and rhetorical framing overlap thematically and culturally 

with aspects of Eliot’s life and works. “Murrays,” like the fiction and essays that emerge from her 

time abroad, reflect their period and speak to the same intellectual movements and broad ideas 

about Europe itself. The overlap between the Handbooks and Eliot’s travel writing is interesting to 

note in and of itself–the interplay between a mass market, commercial genre and the development of 

a major intellectual force of the period–but more important is what this convergence suggests about 

Eliot’s co-opting of the epistemological mode of the guidebook. In other words, I argue that, if a 

“Murray” can be thought of as an interactive, iterative tool for navigating the logistical and 

interpretive challenges of travel, then Eliot is a user of that tool. Consequently, she is, if in an 

abstract way, a part of that larger community of “intelligent travellers” contributing to the public-

oriented project of tourism. It matters that Eliot engaged with “Murray”: as with many of the 

contributors to the Handbooks’ composition, Eliot’s status as a significant thinker and writer 

necessitates we understand Murray as part of a greater literary network. Attending to the relationship 

between Eliot and “Murray” aids efforts to understand the cultural interchange between genres both 

literary and non-literary and lays the groundwork for connecting the serialized travel guidebook with 

the nineteenth-century novel.  

The chapter that follows consists of three parts. In the first, I illuminate the direct impact 

Murray’s Handbooks had on Eliot and Lewes’ travels, tracing similarities in itineraries and responses 

to tourist attractions and closely analyzing a passage from Eliot’s travel journals wherein she revises 

and annotates the Handbook for Travellers in France. In the next, I consider how the relationship 

between the guidebook and Eliot’s role as writer and thinker speaks to their broader, shared cultural 

context. On a micro level, the guidebook series’ preoccupation with Germany mimics Eliot’s 
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investment in its culture, thinkers, and landscape: both underscore Germany as the modern, thinking 

Englishman’s destination. On a more macro level, the Handbooks’ multidisciplinarity and complex 

relationship with travel conventions of the past make them distinctly (if not definitively) Victorian. 

As can be seen in Eliot’s own travel-related writing and thinking, the Handbooks flit between 

scholarly and critical traditions (geology, art, history, politics) and deploy Romantic ideas in the name 

of resurrecting or reinventing a kind of Grand Tour for the modern traveler. That is, like Eliot, these 

texts emerged from an historical moment in which polymathy was especially valued, and which 

consequently laid the groundwork for multidisciplinary genres. Chapter One argues the Handbooks 

are one such genre, and that they are thus capable of democratizing and disseminating information 

traditionally limited to men of a certain class and level of education. The Handbooks’ layered content 

and collaborative makeup are designed for an expanded public of traveling readers, such as self-

trained, female polymaths like Eliot. “Murrays” and Eliot’s travel writing, in addition to sharing a 

context and epistemological thrust, together invite questions about the gendered characteristics of 

the tourist-readership (and -authorship) of serial guidebooks.  

That Eliot on some level considered the travel guidebook a tool in a project of intellectual 

travel is supported by her allusion to guidebooks in Middlemarch, namely with respect to Dorothea 

Brooke’s time in Rome. By way of closing, the third part of this chapter is dedicated to exploring 

Dorothea’s honeymoon journey in Rome as a method for linking Eliot’s tourism experiences and 

her fiction, and especially for demonstrating the social and intellectual currency of the nineteenth-

century serialized guidebook. Dorothea’s struggles to interpret and navigate her own literal and 

aesthetic travels contrast with the experiences of historical travelers aided by the serialized guides, 

but also with Eliot’s robust engagement with the European cultures she visited. The Italian, rather 

than German, setting for the Casaubons’ honeymoon; the transposition of Dorothea into the object, 

rather than subject, position; and Dorothea’s own desire for accessible guidance for interpreting her 
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historical, aesthetic, and foreign surroundings are all notable authorial choices which gesture to 

Eliot’s understanding of her own, Victorian tourist role as differing from Dorothea’s late Romantic 

equivalent. Put simply, by contextualizing Eliot’s relationship to Murrays, it becomes possible to 

understand Dorothea’s relationship to knowledge as the predicament of a person who is without a 

guide. Beyond confirming the transformative value of the guidebook, considering “Murray” as a 

palimpsest in Eliot’s fiction offers an opportunity for thinking about gendered access to knowledge 

and travel more broadly, and about communally cultivated methods for seeing and interpreting.   

But first, it is necessary to provide some context for Eliot’s travels, especially given the credit 

they receive from critics for inspiring her development into one of the most important literary 

figures of the Victorian period. George Eliot was a passionate traveler, as biographers from her 

period and ours often note. Her husband from late in life, John Walter Cross, shared his impression 

of her while abroad in his collection of her letters and journals: “I was [...] surprised, after our 

marriage, to find that from the day she set her foot on Continental soil, till the day she returned to 

Witley, she was never ill--never even unwell. She began at once to look many years younger.”151 

Margaret Harris argues that the physical well-being observed by Cross during their wedding journey 

in 1880 was a reflection of Eliot’s happier and freer emotional state while traveling on the continent, 

due in part to their more social liberal attitudes. In describing the trip acknowledged to have the 

biggest impact on Eliot—her two-year, honeymoon-like excursion with George Henry Lewes to 

Europe 25 years earlier, in 1854—Harris claims “the Weimar where she spent three months [in 

1854] was liberated and liberating: there is an important sense [in Eliot’s writing] of the validity of 

different cultures and lifestyles, as well as the freer social code that countenanced irregular unions”152 

 
151 George Eliot, The Journals of George Eliot, pp. 408-409. 

152 Margaret Harris, “What George Eliot Saw in Europe,” p. 7. 
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Judith Johnston concurs, describing this as a “watershed journey for Eliot, both personally and 

professionally.” Eliot’s documentation of this experience with Lewes supports Harris and Johnston’s 

readings.153 As with John Murray III’s documentation of experiences in Scotland and later the 

continent, which detail his introduction to and budding role in a wide literary network that included 

Sir Walter Scott, Byron’s associates, and emerging figures like Audubon (see chapter one), Eliot’s 

commentary on landscape, architecture and manners are interspersed with long-winded 

conversations with their new social set about Goethe, and with introductions to some of the major 

artistic contributors of the day. For example, Eliot is almost breathless in her description of 

Christian Daniel Rauch: 

By far the most distinguished looking man we saw at Berlin, and indeed next to Liszt in 
Germany, was Rauch the sculptor […] he called on us in the evening, and at once won our 
hearts by his beautiful person and the benignant and intelligent charm of his conversation. 
[…] the evening he was with us he talked delightfully of Goethe, dwelling especially on his 
loveable nature.154 

As with JMIII’s pre-Handbook travel writing, Eliot’s personal writings from her time in Weimer and 

Berlin reveal her exhilaration at being among lovely scenery, a new community, and an intellectually 

curious set.  

The mid 1850s represent the era when the experience of travel and its opportunities for the 

observation of culture—and of people’s operations within culture—became explicitly connected to 

Eliot’s creative and critical work. So productive was this period for Eliot’s mind that John Walter 

Cross includes an addendum in his biography summarizing her and Lewes’ written work produced 

and published during these travels, and a list of “the books that were engaging their attention [...] 

 
153 If not, perhaps, Gregory Maertz more dramatic take. In his view, the “freer social code” of Europe had much more 

far-reaching effects: “it was in Weimar, in the shadow of Goethe, a fellow transgressor of bourgeois morality, that Eliot 
achieved sexual and emotional fulfillment and embarked on a career as a writer of original fiction.” Maertz, Gregory. 
Literature and the Cult of Personality, p. 179. 

154 George Eliot and John Walter Cross. Letters and Journal, pp. 332-378. 
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and any remarks she makes on them.”155 The list is learned and extensive. Eliot’s interest in the 

“validity of different cultures” is apparent not just in what she read, but in what she wrote, as 

evidenced in her essays and fiction as well as her personal writings. In her review “The Natural 

History of German Life,” published in 1856 after her return from Germany, Eliot makes an implicit 

claim for the value of travel by noting each culture, each place is a new opportunity for witnessing 

“Social Science” in action, for seeing, using Eliot’s words,  “an advance from the general to the 

special, from the simple to the complex.”156 The rigor of this kind of study, the breadth of 

knowledge and engagement required of the traveler-observer, was for tourist-Eliot “liberating.” 

Though the tourist experience for Eliot was undoubtedly shaped by George Henry Lewes’ and her 

own research interests and by this investment in learning about different cultures, it also mattered to 

Eliot because it invited “self-scrutiny,” to borrow Harris’s term. To begin her “Recollections of Italy, 

1860,” Eliot states “travelling can hardly be without a continual current of disappointment if the 

main object is not the enlargement of one’s general life.”157 “Enlargement” is a key word--Eliot 

never fully accepts or rejects the Romantic notion that travel can reveal the self. Instead, her travel 

writing simply records her many and varied reactions to what she sees, which in some cases seem to 

indicate a kind of personal revelation and in others seem to indicate a more detached, critical 

response. Here again Eliot’s “Natural History” review is helpful. Amanda Anderson uses the piece 

as the foundation for her analysis of the Victorian investment in “detachment,” arguing Eliot’s essay 

“is structured by a series of distinctions […] between situated and ‘objective’ knowledge, between 

 
155 Ibid., pp. 373-377. 

156 Ibid., p. 167. 

157 Ibid., p. 336. 
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science and letters, between false abstraction and the cultivation of self-reflexivity.”158 The tension 

between these epistemological standpoints is at the heart, Anderson would claim, of Eliot’s 

intellectual and creative work, and is also a reflection of Eliot’s cultural context. “Detachment” of 

this kind is as applicable to Eliot’s approaches to travel, I would argue, as it is to her published work. 

Whether because of the social project inspired by Riehl, the desire for cultural exchange, or a general 

wish for “improvement,” Eliot approached European travel as an opportunity for intellectual 

growth, and as a method for scholarly observation. As the remainder of this chapter will show, John 

Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers offer a fruitful framework for understanding how Eliot navigated 

the potential that travel represented for her. 

I: “Murray” as Eliot’s Literal Guide 

 

Murray’s guides were a known staple of Eliot’s traveling practice and were contributors to 

her project of “enlargement.” There is a record of the Handbooks accompanying her on many of her 

continental journeys. The editorial notes to Eliot’s journals explain that George Henry Lewes 

acknowledges “his study of guidebooks and travel literature [...] he on several occasions mentions 

Murray as their travelling companion.”159 Harris and Johnston argue that “what George Eliot saw, 

especially in Italy, substantially conforms to the orthodoxy represented by Murray, ” a claim that is 

buttressed by their purchasing Murray en route.  Eliot and Lewes’ extended visit to Tenby in 

Ilfracombe, they continue, was likely the consequence of its description in Murray’s Handbook for 

 
158 Amanda Anderson, The Powers of Distance, p. 9. 

159 Margaret Harris and Judith Johnson, George Eliot’s Journals: Lewes’ journal from April 1860 indicates “they acquired 

a small library en route, including Liddell’s History of Rome, ‘to repair the breaches in our historical knowledge’, Stendhal’s 
Histoire de la Peinture, Kugler’s Hand-book of Italian Painters, and Murray on Naples,”  p. 371 and 328; “...other 
considerations may have been relevant for this pair who suffered constantly from ill health and money worries (as the 
comments on the cost of lodgings and prohibitive sixpenny walks indicate): [from Murray] ‘Tenby is a cheap and 
pleasant place residence, particularly to those who take pleasure in scenery, geology, or natural history…,” p. 259-260; p. 
192. 
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Travellers in South Wales, and claim that Murray provided “instruction and guidance” even on her 

multi-country honeymoon with John Walter Cross.160 And the ninth edition of the Handbook for 

Travellers in France features prominently in Eliot’s journeys from Normandy and Brittany, 1865, as will 

be discussed below. Murray, in sum, was a steady presence during Eliot’s travels in Europe. In some 

of her travel journals, despite clear evidence of her use of these guides, she is evasive about her use 

of Murray, or else reluctant to follow the Handbooks’ suggestions to the letter, demonstrating a 

resistance, ultimately, to generic or mass market tourism (or, perhaps more abstractly, to the 

authority of a text not geared for an intellectual or academic audience).161 In other cases, her journals 

directly engage with her “Murray,” copying text verbatim with occasional annotations or notes. Both 

approaches speak to the flexibility and ubiquity of the Handbooks, though the latter does more to 

support my claim that Eliot’s experience abroad and associated cultivation of a critical perspective 

owes something to Murray’s series. Whatever the case, it is clear that Eliot and Lewes were willing 

consumers of this product of tourism, were members of that community of “intelligent travellers” 

that the Handbooks targeted and relied upon for both commercial success and, in some senses, 

content and shape.  

 
160 Ibid., p. 8. 

161 Linda Hughes interprets Eliot’s occasional silence with respect to Murray as an example of her dependence on Lewes 

and relative naivete about Germany and European travel: “Lewes was therefore making his third trip to Germany, in 
contrast to Evans’s first. Knowledgeable in travel routes and German customs, able to speak readily with railway or hotel 
clerks and porters as well as former acquaintances, Lewes naturally became the first point of contact between the 
travelling couple and anyone they encountered. Evans did not bring so much as a guidebook to consult, instead relying 
entirely on Lewes Lewes’s earlier network and the new letters of introduction he brought (written specifically for him) 
also meant that everyone the couple met or socialised with were his contacts. In sum, virtually all that Evans saw or 
experienced in 1854–5 was filtered through Lewes." Victorian Women Writers, p. 89. This take is slightly odd given the fact 
that Eliot and Lewes were traveling together (and therefore did not need two relatively expensive guidebooks) and is 
undercut by those moments, to be described below, where Eliot alludes to or explicitly cites a Handbook. In sum, Eliot’s 
reliance on Lewes might be better described as her trusting Lewes’ travel planning capabilities, and her actual 
engagement with the guidebooks or other logistical planning might be reasonably assumed as contributing to their 
shared journey.  
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The Handbooks’ presence in Eliot and Lewes’ travels are discernable in their itineraries and in 

the attractions and art they make note of during their journeys. In some cases, both Eliot and Lewes 

engage with “Murray” by name. Eliot's experience in Europe “substantially conforms to the 

orthodoxy represented by Murray,” to borrow Harris and Johnston’s words. Their itinerary as 

documented in Eliot’s journals mirrors the recommended itineraries of the Handbooks, sometimes 

on a town-by-town level. Eliot and Lewes’ 1860 and 1864 journeys to Italy, for example, look very 

similar to the table of contents of Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers in Northern Italy, Handbook for 

Travellers in Central Italy, and Handbook for Travellers to Rome and Its Environs (Part II of Central Italy). 

Their 1860 tour through the Lombardo-Venetian Kingdom tracks Murray’s Northern Italy Routes 28-

32, though in reverse.162 Their 1864 journey follows a similar path, adding two towns mentioned by 

name in Murray’s broad route index (Verona and Brescia).163 During their 1861 trip to Tuscany, 

taken as Eliot was drafting Romola, they embarked on a five day excursion to the region outside of 

Florence with Thomas Trollope. The two notable attractions on that excursion—monasteries 

Camaldoli and La Verna—are set aside in a subsection of Route 80 from Central Italy (“Excursion to 

the Sanctuaries of Vallombrosa, La Vernia [sic], and Camaldoli”).164 Other parts of that short 1861 

journey—which Eliot includes little detail of, focused instead on her productivity with the novel—

are also significantly featured in Murray, such as her trip to Pistoia (described in the Handbook as a 

quaint, historically significant Tuscan town165), and of course her return viewing of popular sites like 

 
162 John Murray (firm). Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy, 7th Edition, p. 124 (Section III: Austrian Dominions; 

Lombardo-Venetian Kingdom). 

163 For a quick and visual reference of Eliot’s travels, see the George Eliot Archive’s “Interactive Maps.” The map used 

here is titled “4 Trips to Italy 1860-1869.” The George Eliot Archive is sponsored by Auburn University and The 
University of Nebraska - Lincoln.  

164 John Murray (firm). Handbook for Travellers in Central Italy, 5th Edition, p. 193. 

165 “Situated on a gentle rising ground near where the valley of the Ombrone opens into the plain of the Arno.[...] Lofty 

and well-preserved ramparts surround the town. The Medici arms are conspicuously seen on the frowning summits of 
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Galileo’s Tower and the Medici Villa Fiesole. A similar overlap between site-seeing agenda and 

description is noticeable in their return trip to Italy in 1864, discussed briefly above. The Palazzo 

Pappafava and Scuolo del Santo are not the only sites that appear in both Eliot’s journals and the 

Handbook to Northern Italy. Her entire description of their time in Padua reads like that town’s section 

in Murray: Eliot list six sites that she and Lewes saw during their two day stay, and all but the 

Palazzo Pappafava are in Murray’s list “Plan for Visiting in One Day the Sights of Padua, in 

Topographical Order” (and, as has already been noted, the Palazzo does feature in Murray. The fact 

that it does not make this best-of list suggests Murray, too, found it “not worth the pains.”)166 

Regardless of whether Eliot always felt a site mentioned in her guidebook was worth seeing, her 

experience abroad was clearly influenced by the Handbook Lewes brought with them. The very shape 

of her travels, on a monthly, weekly, even daily basis owed something to Murray.  

According to Harris and Johnston, neither Lewes or Eliot were “intimidated by Murray’s 

judgements,” even if their agenda was largely attributable to the Handbooks. The couple would 

frequently explore a site or event on his advice and then critique the experience, and indeed it is 

through critique that Murray is most legible in Eliot’s writing. During their journey to Italy in 1864, 

they visit two sites in Padua that leave them unsatisfied. The Scuola del Santo, which the Handbook to 

Northern Italy notes “contains some frescoes by Titian and Campagnola,”167 is thought by Eliot to 

contain “nothing worth seeing” and like the Palazza Pappafava, which Murray says contains “a good 

 
these walls: within, the city contains several objects of interest. The streets are all thoroughly Tuscan, and generally retain 
their primitive aspect.” Ibid, p. 31. 

166 “Palazzo della Ragione; Pal. della Municipalita; Pal. del. Consiglio, Library; Duomo, Baptistery, and Pal. Vescovile; 

Observatory; Prato della Valle; Ch. of Sant’ Antonio and Scuola; Botanic Garden; Ch. of Santa Giustina and Chapel of 
San Giorgio; Ch. of S. Michele; Tomb of Antenor; University and its collections; Arena and Sta. Maria dell’ Arena; Ch. of 
gli Eremitani; Ch. of Il Carmine.”  John Murray (firm). Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy, 9th Edition, 1863, p. 341. 
Items in bold indicate sights noted by Eliot, Journals, p. 376.  

167 John Murray (firm). Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy, 9th Edition, p. 332. 
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collection of paintings,”168 is deemed “hardly worth the pains.”169 In another telling instance, she 

responds to seeing the “illumination of St. Peter’s,” an event detailed in A Handbook of Rome and Its 

Environs, 5th edition. Eliot says the illumination, which was a popular tourist attraction for much of 

the 19th century, “really is a thing so wondrous, so magically beautiful, that once can’t find in one’s 

heart to say, it is not a thing worth doing.”170 Eliot’s tone is one of surprise: she seems reluctant to 

admit to having enjoyed something so obviously geared for tourists. Interestingly, there is some 

tonal overlap with the Handbook’s description of the site:  

The Illuminations of St. Peter's on Easter Sunday are too well known to require a detailed 
description. To those who have witnessed them the impression produced by their 
magnificent display is too strong to be obliterated ; and those for whom the spectacle is yet 
in store will find that any description falls far short of the reality.171 

Murray, too, recognizes that this attraction is not exactly off the beaten path (the site is “too well 

known to require a detailed description”) but that it is nevertheless worth a full recommendation. 

Both Murray and Eliot are slightly unwilling in their high praise of the Illumination, suggesting that 

something about the site itself–perhaps its popularity, perhaps its lack of historical or high artistic 

clout–does not suit their view of what “ought to be seen” while in Rome. That is, their responses 

imply that this attraction--perhaps because it is so obviously a tourist-oriented attraction--is not one 

that corresponds with their understanding of what they, as travelers, or others (as discerning 

tourists/consumers, in the case of Murray, or as intellectual colleagues, in the case of Eliot) would 

normally prioritize. In this reading, both writers put on a show of wishing to avoid cookie cutter 

travel: indeed, the title of the guidebook series–Handbooks for Travellers (not tourists)–hints at 

 
168 Ibid., p. 340 

169 George Eliot, Journals, pp. 371; 376. 

170 Ibid., p. 345. 

171 John Murray (firm). Handbook of Rome and Its Environs, 5th Edition, p. 107. 
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Murray’s stance on the tourist/traveler dichotomy. That dichotomy, discussed in the introduction of 

this project, is itself much more rhetorically complex than most consumers of tourist-oriented 

objects and experiences were willing to admit, so it is not surprising to see this attitude appear in 

Eliot’s journals.172 The illuminations are, despite this, “wondrous,” “magnificent,” and “magically 

beautiful.”  Eliot, in reflecting on experiencing this site, is either responding to Murray’s backdoor 

endorsement, or else expressing a shared sense of being impressed despite oneself. Either way, the 

Handbook shines through in this case as it does in her descriptions of Padua: her observations about 

the Illumination at St. Peter’s are again moments where she shares Murray’s perspectives or 

priorities.  

Eliot’s reference to Murray in the above circumstances is somewhat oblique, but that 

reticence does not hold across all of her travel journals. In one notable case, during her 1865 trip to 

Normandy and Brittany, she not only explicitly cites the Handbooks, but actually revises and adds to 

one of Murray’s entries. In her account of visiting the church of St Ouen at Rouen, Eliot reproduces 

much of the entry about the church found in Handbook for Travellers in France (9th edition) while also, 

in the words of Harris, “improving” the Murray. Her samples from and edits to the St Ouen entry 

are curious in that they are alternately explicit and elliptical. She includes quotation marks around a 

paraphrased version of Murray’s historical notes and extensive anecdote about the bloody rivalry 

between the church’s architect and his apprentice: compare Eliot’s “The first stone was laid in 1318 

by Abbot Jean Roussel, the choir, the chapels and nearly all the transept were completed in 21 years, 

and the nave and towers finished by the end of the 15th (14th?) century,” with the Handbook’s 

 
172 Much of Buzard’s The Beaten Track is dedicated to sussing out this complicated cultural discourse: "If the years 1820–

50 saw the expansion and consolidation of the new means of transport, they also saw the establishment of numerous 
institutions either indirectly enabling tourism or designed expressly to facilitate it. [...] The privileged notion of ‘the 
traveller’ was concurrently redefined in opposition to these new tourist-serving institutions, and it became an expected 
feature of much travel-writing for authors to set themselves apart from such structures by refuting their assertions of 
authority, by self-consciously demonstrating independence from them,” p. 47. 
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“The first stone of the existing edifice (for 4 other churches had preceded it) was laid 1318 by Abbot 

Jean Roussel; the choir, the chapels, and nearly all the transept were completed in 21 years, and the 

nave and tower finished by the end of the 15th cent.” Interestingly, Eliot removes some historical 

context “for 4 other churches had preceded it” while adding some of her own (“14th?”). 173 Yet only 

a few sentences later Eliot provides the specific measurements of the church without in any way 

indicating she is borrowing the numbers (Eliot’s notes read “The church is 443 feet long and 106 ½ 

high” with the Handbook’s “106 ft. high.” Half an inch–perhaps a more precise measurement was 

available to visitors in the church.)174 In some parts of her description, she includes more historical 

detail than can be found in the Handbook. For instance, she reiterates her suspicion that much of the 

interior dates from the 14th century: “the drawing of this figure is of the 13th century, I should 

think, or the early in the 14th”.175 In other parts she elaborates on the description in Murray, 

changing his straightforward explanation of the south portal’s nickname Des Marmouzets—“from 

the figures of the animals”—to the more vivid “little baboon-like demons who are oozing out 

below,”176 or else adding observations absent from the guide: “from the inner we had a fine view of 

the interior, with the lights sending dashes of colour across the shafts and mouldings…”177  

Eliot’s travel journals were intended for personal use. Hence, we must be careful to read 

them differently than we might read her fiction or reviews, where her style and rhetoric may be more 

 
173 George Eliot, Journals, p. 384 and John Murray (firm), Handbook for Travellers in France, 9th Edition, 1864, p. 39. The 

story of the murderous mason is found on page 40 of the Handbook. 

174 Eliot, Journals, p. 384 and Handbook for Travellers in France, 9th Edition, p. 39.  

175 Eliot, Journals, p. 384.  

176 Murray’s expansiveness on this detail has less to do with the carvings in question than with their artistic merit: “it 

deserves attentive examination, as a gem of Gothic work scarcely to be surpassed.” Handbook for Travellers in France, 9th 
Edition, p. 39. Eliot’s words are on page 384 of her Journal.  

177 Eliot, Journals, p. 384. 
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purposeful. Nevertheless, the  details she borrows and the  edits she chooses to make can be relied 

upon as a window into Eliot’s relationship with Murray and with tourism more abstractly. Her 

interest in detail, in acquiring a breadth and depth of knowledge, which is apparent in her other, 

socially and culturally-conscious travel writing—recall her statement that “travelling can hardly be 

without a continual current of disappointment if the main object is not the enlargement of one’s 

general life”—is evident in these deviations from Murray’s script, as when she precisely dates the art 

she observes in the chapel (“13th century, I should think”) and includes the exact measurements of 

the church and the dates of its foundation and renovations. This scholarly attention to detail is 

arguably the legacy of Eliot’s other experiences in Continental Europe; Lewes and Eliot frequently 

traveled explicitly for research purposes. Their first journey together, described above, was “dictated 

by the needs of Lewes’ work, as other of their expeditions both in Britain and abroad were to be.”178 

At the time, he was working on a biography of Goethe, and so needed access to sites found only in 

Germany. Later, he and Eliot would take a whirlwind trip to Tuscany to aid in the composition of 

Romola. During the latter half of their years together, they traveled more “avowedly for pleasure,” 

though Harris is careful to note “it is the pleasure of improvement rather than hedonism on the one 

hand, or on the other a more specific motive like research.” 179 Even on holiday, theirs was a pleasure 

directly connected to the project of self-cultivation. 180  

Romola is a useful touchstone for considering the potential overlap between Eliot’s use of the 

guidebook and her approach to fiction. Her research for that novel was such that, as Joanna Wilkes 

notes, “her partner G. H. Lewes remarked [in his correspondence] that she had come to know 

 
178 Margaret Harris, and Judith Johnston, Journals, p. 9. 

179 Ibid. 

180 Ibid. 
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‘immensely more’ about fifteenth-century Florence than any other writer on the subject.”181 The 

resulting historically-rich narrative prompted Anthony Trollope to comment to Eliot–from a place 

of admiration and kindness–“I wonder at the toil you must have endured in getting up your work” 

and “do not fire too much over the heads of your readers. You have to write to tens of thousands, 

& not to single thousands.”182 Eliot’s precision in examining the architecture and artistic elements of 

St Ouen at Rouen is reminiscent of the detail apparent throughout Romola, suggesting that her 

encyclopedic approach to historical-fiction was attributable to the guidebook genre. More precisely, 

Eliot’s attention to detail, which is pursued almost to a fault in her novel about Tuscany, is 

reminiscent of Murray in particular. Recall one Handbook author’s complaint that he “was to produce 

a book which I know to be unreadable, though correct and useful for reference.”183 The breadth and 

depth of information in her Handbook evidently appealed to Eliot, and indeed what seems to 

separate her notes from those details in Murray is that hers are even more precise. 

Eliot does not precisely replicate the rhetoric of Murray, a fact that is reflected in their very 

different approaches to historical detail. Eliot’s slightly more humanistic approach to interpreting the 

church is apparent in those revisions of hers that take a more poetic shape. Her love of specificity 

and of language cannot allow for the non-descript appellation “animals”--they must become “little 

baboon-like demons.”184 Likewise her experience of the church’s interior, no doubt atmospheric in a 

way that Murray’s summary completely misses, must be brightly rendered (“the lights sending dashes 

 
181 Joanna Wilkes. “Historiography,” p. 149. 

182 Anthony Trollope. “176. To George Eliot. 28 June 1862.” 

183 Attributed to Hare, an editor of several English Handbooks. Gretton, “Introduction,” xvii.  

184 Baboons are similarly sinister and lyrical in Middlemarch: “[Bulstrodes’ downfall, John] Raffles, walking with the uneasy 

gait of a town loiterer obliged to do a bit of country journeying on foot, looked as incongruous amid this moist rural 
quiet and industry as if he had been a baboon escaped from a menagerie. But there were none to stare at him except the 
long-weaned calves, and none to show dislike of his appearance except the little water-rats which rustled away at his 
approach.” Eliot, p. 440. 
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of colour across the shafts”). Hilary Fraser might posit that these changes are examples of a larger 

pattern of blending artistic appreciation and historiography and/or historical context among women 

travel writers of the Victorian period. Analyzing Eliot’s deployment of the Vatican in Middlemarch, 

Fraser claims Eliot  

[integrates] art into her historical methodology in a way that is quite distinct from either 
‘grave history’ or frivolous and banal picturesqueness and which chimes with other kinds of 
imaginative engagement with art by women in this period beyond the parameters of formal 
art history ‘from a doctrinal point of view’.185 

Eliot’s “translation” of the Murray description of the church entryway–where a “a gem of Gothic 

work scarcely to be surpassed” becomes “little baboon-like demons”--reflects, in this reading, an 

“imaginative engagement with art [...] beyond the parameters of formal art history,” all the more 

effective and intellectually legitimate because of the extensive detail Eliot offers in her description of 

the church’s architecture. The combination of research and artistic descriptive language in this 

revision of the Handbook introduces an intellectual perspective that might on some level be 

attributed to Eliot’s historical moment and social position (i.e., her perspective as a Victorian female 

traveler interested in art) but that at the very least is a reflection of her own unique viewpoint. Like 

the “stratum of conglomerated fragments, that shows here a jaw and rib of some ponderous 

quadruped, there a delicate alto-relievo or some fern-like plan” that twenty-year-old Eliot imagines 

her mind to be in a letter directed to Maria Lewis, the St. Ouen’s journal entry features a mix of 

fastidiousness, interest in local color, and deep artistic and historical knowledge.186 Eliot’s voice here 

is buried underneath her Handbook’s, but is nevertheless visible and delicate and intricate enough to 

be worth excavating. That Eliot can manipulate the Murray passage in such a way that illuminates 

the aesthetic speaks to the value of the Handbook as a tool: it can be deployed as necessary by readers 

 
185 Hilary Fraser, Women Writing Art History, p. 82.  

186 George Eliot and John Walter Cross, Letters and Journals, p. 60. 



 
 

113 
 

without necessarily smothering their individual interests, used as a launching point for interpretation 

without constraining the user. 

 The above passage exemplifies the collaborative compositional strategies distinctive to the 

Handbooks as discussed in Chapter One. The porousness and usability of the Handbooks was such 

that even with these intriguing deviations from the Handbook’s entry on St. Ouen’s, this section of 

Eliot’s journal reads very much like a guidebook, and like Murray’s guide in particular: Murray is 

palimpsest within Eliot. Her five paragraphs on St Ouen include information in roughly the same 

order as his six. The content is a blend of history, art criticism, and architectural fact, with only the 

occasional reference to her or Lewes’ movement or feeling in the space described (“we went up to 

the inner and outer gallery [...] from the outer gallery we had a splendid view of the town…”). This 

is Eliot’s personal journal and yet, this description of “the great glory of the old town” reads as if 

Eliot is instructing future tourists about what ought to be seen and known in Rouen. The strange 

slip in tone and seeming gesture to a different, more expansive audience here is easily explained by 

Eliot’s heavy usage of Murray’s text.  

So why transform her journal in this way? Why copy and adapt Murray at all? The St. Ouen’s 

sequence in Eliot’s journal firmly establishes that the tourist-oriented serialized guidebook played a 

significant role in her travels, erasing any doubt that the purchase and use of Murray was strictly the 

domain of George Henry Lewes. But what sort of role the guidebook played in Eliot’s travel 

experience) is merely suggested in this passage (was it a definitive guide? A collection of useful 

suggestions? A springboard for aesthetic or historical interpretation?). That is, Eliot’s minor 

revisions and additions to this section of her journal invite questions about the relationship between 

Murray’s Handbooks and Eliot’s sense of herself-as-traveler and as travel-writer. The following pages 

investigate the thematic, disciplinary, and rhetorical overlap (or dissonance) between Eliot’s writing 

and the Handbooks with the intent of showing that the presence and influence of Murray on her 



 
 

114 
 

travels, elucidated above, is the consequence not just of their shared Victorian context, but also of a 

shared understanding of tourism as an enterprise both historically informed and distinctly modern. 

They also foreground the significance of gender in contributing to this modern formulation of 

“tourist,” setting the stage for some of the obstacles that Eliot’s fictional women—e.g., Dorothea—

faced in the absence of the nineteenth-century guidebook.  

II: “Murray” as Eliot’s Cultural Guide 

 

The preceding pages provide a gloss of the significance of travel to Eliot’s life and 

development as a writer, claiming that her experience within and observations of other cultures 

contributed to a broader project of “self-scrutiny” and intellectual “enlargement.” More should be 

said, though, about how these experiences and viewpoints informed her writing about travel on a 

stylistic or generic level: that is, it is worth considering how or if Eliot understood her writing within 

the broader scheme of travel genres. To that end, it must first be said that her journals are more for 

herself than an audience: “I shall put down my recollections whenever I happen to have leisure and 

inclination--just for the sake of making clear to myself the impressions I have brought away.”187 

Casual and interior-focused, Eliot’s documentation of her time abroad stands in sharp contrast with 

the novelesque, chorus-like opening of Dickens’ nonfiction account American Notes for General 

 
187 George Eliot, Journals, p. 336. 
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Circulation,188 with the over-the-top indulgence of self-discovery in Wordsworth’s Prelude,189 and with 

Murray’s consumer-oriented, detailed notes on sites in Glasgow.190 Harris and Johnson claim that 

Eliot’s documentation of her time in Weimar consequently does not quite constitute “travel 

writing”: “although GE’s journals chronicle many of their travels, they are not in the full sense travel 

writing, designed to bring home the exotic and unfamiliar to an English audience. Her observances 

do not build up to a comprehensive survey or analysis of the foreign scene.”191 John Rignall uses 

Eliot’s scant publications on travel as evidence of her not prioritizing the genre:  

The two articles in Fraser’s Magazine generated by her first visit to Germany with Lewes [...] 
are her only published exercises in a genre to which some of her contemporaries, like 
Dickens and Thackeray, made significant contributions. The fact that she did write up her 
travels in her journals and that these accounts remained unpublished in her lifetime is an 
indication of how travel’s primary importance for her was private and personal.192 

 
188 Consider this Austen-like use of free indirect discourse, which has a theatrical, even cinematic effect at the start of 

Dickens’ travelogue: “And there she is! all eyes are turned to where she lies, dimly discernible through the gathering fog 
of the early winter afternoon; every finger is pointed in the same direction; and murmurs of interest and admiration—as 
‘How beautiful she looks!’ ‘How trim she is!’—are heard on every side.  Even the lazy gentleman with his hat on one 
side and his hands in his pockets, who has dispensed so much consolation by inquiring with a yawn of another 
gentleman whether he is ‘going across’—as if it were a ferry—even he condescends to look that way, and nod his head, 
as who should say, ‘No mistake about that:’ [...] There is another passenger very much wrapped-up, who has been 
frowned down by the rest, and morally trampled upon and crushed, for presuming to inquire with a timid interest how 
long it is since the poor President went down.  He is standing close to the lazy gentleman, and says with a faint smile that 
he believes She is a very strong Ship; to which the lazy gentleman, looking first in his questioner’s eye and then very hard 
in the wind’s, answers unexpectedly and ominously, that She need be. Upon this the lazy gentleman instantly falls very 
low in the popular estimation, and the passengers,with looks of defiance, whisper to each other that he is an ass, and an 
impostor, and clearly don’t know anything at all about it.” Charles Dickens, American Notes (Penguin Edition), p. 15.  

189 “Where silent zephyrs sported with the dust / Of the Bastille, I sate in the open sun, / And from the rubbish 

gathered up a stone, / And pocketed the relic, in the guise / Of an enthusiast; yet, in honest truth, / I looked for 
something that I could not find, / Affecting more emotion than I felt; / For 'tis most certain, that these various sights, / 
However potent their first shock, with me / Appeared to recompense the traveller's pains / Less than the painted 
Magdalene of Le Brun, / A beauty exquisitely wrought, with hair / Dishevelled, gleaming eyes, and rueful cheek / Pale 
and bedropped with overflowing tears.” William Wordsworth, Prelude, Ninth Book, p. 351. 

190 See section on Murray’s use of symbols and prescription for site-seeing in Glasgow, Chapter One. 

191 Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston, Journals, p. 9. 

192 John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist, pp. 48-49. 
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While it is true that most of her own travel writing remained private, Eliot was evidently familiar 

with the genre, as indicated by her reviews of Arctic voyages and books on German travel. Rignall 

claims these reviews communicate Eliot’s understanding of the value of travel writing:  

In her earlier work as a reviewer she was able [...] to perceive an ethical potential in travel-
writing, recommending the reading of two books on Arctic exploration for their morally 
bracing effect [...] What provoked her most scathing criticism in travel-writing was a failure 
to instruct, to have anything original to say about the novelty of foreign scenes.193 

Harris argues that, despite their privacy, Eliot wrestles with the potential affordances and limitations 

of travel writing articulated by Rignall, in her journals. Harris’s take on the recollections from 1860 is 

that “Eliot is rarely accommodated within a genre, and she treats with the assumptions of travel 

writing in this journal only to repudiate them in later writing [...] she is not seduced by the genre into 

representing a quest for buried truth or a purer state of being.”194 Central to this argument is the 

assumption that Eliot knew the conventions of travel writing, though she often refused them in her 

own practice. 

Even though Eliot’s travel writing deviates in many ways from the public-facing forms noted 

above, in other words, there is evidence that she is fully conscious of the parameters of and 

expectations for those forms: travel writing is a kind of specter in Eliot’s private journaling. Take, 

for example, Eliot’s 1860 journal entry explaining her consciousness of not quite appreciating or 

processing what she sees when traveling:  

one great deduction to me from the delight of seeing world-famous objects is the frequent 
double consciousness which tells me that I am not enjoying the actual vision enough, and 
that when higher enjoyment comes with the reproduction of the scene in my imagination I 
shall have lost some of the details, which impress me too feebly in the present because the 
faculties are not wrought up into energetic action.195  

 
193 Ibid., pp. 50-51. 

194 Ibid., p. 15. 

195 Ibid., p. 336. 
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While this recognition of her “double consciousness” while traveling and her willingness to 

acknowledge disappointment may subvert the typically sentimental genre, it also indicates the degree 

to which travel itself and her role as traveler occupies Eliot’s mind. She is aware of herself as both an 

individual experiencing new things (with all the joys, frustrations, and annoyances that entails) and as 

a writer or critic who must communicate that experience. John Murray III shared that double 

consciousness during his travels as a young man in Scotland and continental Europe. His decision to 

use his letters home to his family (rather than a diary) as the foundation for his “favourite project of 

a guidebook” provides a window into what was surely a complicated writing process, because it 

required that he communicate content that could be replicated in a formal, ostensibly objective 

handbook and that he respond to the specific interests and emotional needs of his parents and 

sisters.196 Though not the established writer that Eliot was, his association with one of the major 

publishing houses of the period and his role as editor for travel writers like Marianna Starke (not to 

mention his lofty plans for transforming the guidebook genre) would surely have put similar 

pressure on his travel writing. In both cases, these writers’ awareness of the existing travel writing 

genre, their consciousness of the inadequacy of language or impressions in communicating 

experience, and their knowledge of their writing as having a potentially varied audience weighs on 

the texts they produced, and impacts their traveling personas.197  

It is worth reiterating that Eliot’s approach to writing about her journeys, though informed 

by her knowledge of travel genres and impacted by her consciousness of herself as a writer, is not 

 
196 “I shall not any longer adhere to the plan I have hitherto followed of writing down in a notebook everything that I 

see in the course of my travels. It is impossible to keep a journal and write long letters also […] I shall henceforth make 
my epistles the medium of noting down my observations, and shall without delay forward them to you from time to 
time,”  Letter to John Murray II, 1829, John Murray Archive and Letter to John Murray II, August 20, 1834, John 
Murray Archive. 

197 The idea that tourism encourages taking on various and sometimes contradictory personas or roles is evident in 

Henry James’ biography and fiction, as will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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focused on others. Her journals are not meant to reveal new worlds to readers or showcase her self-

actualization--rather, it is a representation of thought, of her emotional and intellectual process. In 

other words, her accounts of travel do not seek merely to record, nor do they make a deliberate 

argument. Instead, they recreate a manner of viewing the unfamiliar landscape. For Eliot, it would 

seem, seeing that landscape is process- oriented and inheres the kind of mobility we associate with 

travel itself.  Travel cements her impressions and is a sensory experience, as when she equates the art 

with the echoing soundscape of that art’s church home: “next to [...] objects of art, the echo is the 

thing that inclines one to linger in the Baptistery: it is an aerial fugue of wonderful dying sweetness.” 

Travel also stabilizes her role as a critical viewer, providing opportunities for thinking deeply about 

affect, especially with respect to art: “the Moses did not affect me agreeably: both the attitude and 

expression of the face seemed to me, in that one visit, to have an exaggeration that strained after 

effect without reaching it”.198 Eliot’s travel journals are intended to support, even fuel, her other 

writing: for her it is about the effect, the memory, of what she sees.  

One answer to the question about Eliot’s choice to revise and expand upon Murray’s 

description of St. Ouen’s, then, is that it reflects her understanding of travel writing and of 

documenting her impressions more generally. The act of adapting, annotating, and reshaping the 

authoritative mouthpiece of Victorian tourism—Murray—seems to allow Eliot to both be in the 

moment of her sightseeing and to better record the details of that moment. That is, the pre-existing, 

scripted response provided by her guidebook allows her (and all Handbook-toting tourists) to avoid 

the task of documenting the significant details of any particular site. Eliot can rely on Murray’s 

vetted and respected summary of this space and adopt it as her own framework for presenting her 

impressions. Her concern around her “double consciousness” when seeing “world-famous objects”-

 
198  George Eliot, Journals, pp. 340; 345-46. 
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--that she is “not enjoying the actual vision enough, and that when higher enjoyment comes with the 

reproduction of the scene in my imagination I shall have lost some of the details”---is arguably 

mitigated by the union of her and Murray’s words. She can, in the moment of seeing St. Ouen’s, be 

present in the experience, knowing that she can record information of interest to her later using 

Murray as a guide for writing about, as well as viewing, the world. “The details” will not have been 

lost, and rather she can, as she does, adapt those details to better capture her specific experience 

(“little baboon-like demons”). Using the Handbook in this way allows Eliot to take on the travel 

perspective and traveler persona suited to her multidisciplinary process of interpretation. 

This traveling persona, I would like to reiterate, is not necessarily the generic tourist role 

associated with the period or travel writing genre. Eliot’s reluctance to publish her travel writing or 

to acknowledge how extensively a popular, commercial item informed her travels suggests that she 

was resistant to the label “tourist,” or at least to that label as it was commonly applied in her cultural 

context. The nuances of the Victorian tourist label have been analyzed by scholars and was a topic 

of conversation among writers of the period; that it did and does invite so much critical attention 

indicates that the role was both distinctive and frequently manifested. Some of the aforementioned 

popular contemporaries of Eliot–Trollope, Dickens, and Wordsworth–either embody themselves 

this role or lampoon it, providing useful contrasts to Eliot’s own engagement with tourism. Consider 

Dickens’ exaggerated, ecstatic descriptions of journeying through France and Germany in The 

Uncommercial Traveller (“I, looking out of the German chariot window in that  delicious traveller’s 

trance which knows no cares, no yesterdays, no to-morrows, nothing but the passing objects and the 

passing scents and sounds!”).199 Or Trollope’s satirizing of the Victorian “Tourists Who Don’t Like 

 
199 Later in the same short story, tourist-persona Dickens writes “I went lumbering up, up, up, through mist and rain, 

with the roar of falling water for change of music. Of a sudden, mist and rain would clear away, and I would come down 
into picturesque little towns with gleaming spires and odd towers [...] About this time, I deserted my German chariot for 
the back of a mule [...] and went up a thousand rugged ways, and looked down at a thousand woods of fir and pine, and 
would on the whole have preferred my mule’s keeping a little nearer to the inside [...] He brought me safely, in his own 
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Their Travels,” who are trapped by the feeling that they must enjoy a prescribed journey to prove 

their independence and cultured status.200 Both cases reveal the extent to which tourism during 

Eliot’s lifetime signaled a specific set of values (travel as escape, travel as a performance of elite 

education or wealth), as has already been noted elsewhere. I mention Jonathan Culler’s words 

again—“to be a tourist is in part to dislike tourists (both other tourists and the fact that one is 

oneself a tourist). Tourists can always find someone more touristy than themselves to sneer at”201---

to emphasize how audience-oriented the tourist identity is. Without others, there is no “tourist,” no 

outsider to sneer at, no mechanism for defining the self. Eliot’s writing “just for the sake of making 

clear to myself the impressions I have brought away” situates her outside the tourist framework as 

articulated by the above writers. Her actions and writing have an audience of one (herself) and thus 

breaks from the “self-conscious mimicry” of her traveling peers.  

 And yet, as has been shown, one of the most visible symbols of mass tourism was a staple of 

Eliot’s travels and was a text with which she was clearly familiar, on both a practical and rhetorical 

level. Her revision of the St. Ouen section certainly allows her to record her impressions in a manner 

suited to her interests and personal priorities. I would take this interpretation a step further, though, 

and say her actions in this case and travel behavior generally suggests that Eliot was not so much 

rejecting the tourist identity as adopting one less obviously generic—but equally of its moment. 

 
wise way, among the passes of the Alps, and here I enjoyed a dozen climates a day; being now (like Don Quixote on the 
back of the wooden horse) in the region of wind, now in the region of fire, now in the region of unmelting ice and snow. 
Here, I passed over trembling domes of ice, beneath which the cataract was roaring; and here was received under arches 
of icicles, of unspeakable beauty; and here the sweet air was so bracing and so light, that at halting-times I rolled in the 
snow when I saw my mule do it, thinking that he must know best.” Charles Dickens, “Travelling Abroad,” The 
Uncommercial Traveller (Oxford University Press edition), pp. 68 and 71.  

200 “To have been over the railroads of the Continent, to have touched at some of those towns whose names are known 

so widely, to have been told that such a summit was called by one name and such another summit by another name, to 
have crossed the mountains and heard the whistle of a steamer on an Italian lake,—to have done these things so that the 
past accomplishment of them may be garnered like a treasure, is very well;—but oh and alas, the doing of them!—the 
troubles, the cares, the doubts, the fears!” Anthony Trollope, Travelling Sketches.  

201 Jonathan D. Culler. Framing the Sign, p. 158.  
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“Murrays” are more than just commercial products that emerged from and informed an expanding 

industry; they are, as I argue in Chapter One, more complicated reflections of Victorian thinking and 

writing practices. Eliot’s use and revision of these texts, though evidently of personal value, might 

also be thought of as engagement with a Murray-specific tourist identity that is itself more nuanced 

than the form is typically allowed. Eliot’s revision of Murray is outward reaching as well as 

internally-focused (recall the travelogue-like “from the outer gallery we had a splendid view of the 

town”), which is to say that it puts Eliot in dialogue with a major voice of Victorian travel and with a 

series of texts imbued with literary, scholarly, and cultural meaning. Her use of a guidebook is not 

solely about taking the pressure off her representative journaling. Rather it has that public-facing, 

communal element characteristic of users of and contributors to Murray’s guides. 

In her Rouen revision of Murray, as in her resistance to the guidebook rhetoric elsewhere, 

Eliot is consciously embodying the role of knowledgeable traveler, or, more simply, of “critic.” By 

adapting the segment on St. Ouen’s, she is engaging with Murray’s Handbook--the prescription of 

travel in the nineteenth century, the articulation of masculine, Victorian, and British ideals--as an 

equal. Her perceptions and research are as important to her report about St Ouen as Murray’s. To 

put her words alongside Murray’s is to assert herself as viewer and subject. Rather than passively 

adopting his structure for “intelligent” and “English” travelers, she confidently inserts her own 

poetic voice into a genre anchored in a masculine, Romantic literary tradition. Eliot is able and 

willing to read herself into a British traveling tradition, reshaping it so that her “self-scrutiny” is one 

of many, equally valid external and internal forces influencing her interpretation of her surroundings 

and self. Beyond establishing her own voice, Eliot’s actions work to establish Murray as a valid, 

intellectual influence. Her acknowledgement, through revision and quotation, of Murray’s expertise 

and accuracy aligns his text with those others purchased, read, or cited during Lewes and Eliot’s 
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travels.202 In short, “Murray” acts as a vehicle or springboard for confident traveling, opening up 

opportunities for a modern, informed tourist who may or may not wish to make their traveling 

experience public. Eliot’s use of the guide in this way reinforces the Handbooks’ flexibility and 

adaptability, and buttresses my claim that the guidebook (as a public-facing and multidisciplinary 

form) and its readers mutually created a distinctly Victorian tourist identity. How and why these 

texts and Eliot seem deeply interwoven with their historical context will be explored more 

thoroughly below. 

Eliot and Murray’s shared tourist position is predicated on a Victorian investment in 

empiricism and multidisciplinarity as well as on a “Europe” both traditional and modern. With 

respect to this first claim, both Eliot’s oeuvre and the Murray guidebook series are polymathic, 

engaging with a wide range of subjects and methods as part of a larger intellectual project for 

understanding the world and its actors. In a letter to Maria Lewis, Eliot paints a portrait of her mind 

as  

an assemblage of disjointed specimens of history, ancient and modern; scraps of poetry 
picked up from Shakspeare, Cowper, Wordsworth, and Milton; newspaper topics; morsels of 
Addison and Bacon, Latin verbs, geometry, entomology, and chemistry; Reviews and 
metaphysics, — all arrested and petrified and smothered by the fast-thickening everyday 
accession of actual events, relative anxieties, and household cares and vexations.203 

This multidisciplinary jumble is also a portrait of the topics of interest to Victorian thinkers more 

broadly (this being the era of Ruskin, Darwin, Galton, Nightingale, and Martineau).  Alison Booth 

calls the “sagacious narrator” of Middlemarch the “quintessential Victorian polymath,” and indeed 

that novel, as so many have argued, is an intertextual, interdisciplinary magnum opus.204 The above 

 
202 I.e., Stendhal, Liddell, and the other authorities on art, history, and Goethe. 

203 George Eliot, Letters and Journals, p. 60. 

204 Alison Booth, “Particular Webs,” p. 5.  
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list of disciplines (and, to some extent, authors, as in the case of Cowper) jumbling in Eliot’s mind 

corresponds with those repeatedly featured in the Handbooks, as detailed in chapter one. Murray’s 

journals and letters—and the many Handbook for Travellers titles that followed in his footsteps—

feature geological details, historical fact, literary allusions, and art criticism. In both cases, this 

blending of natural and social science phenomena, of the artistic with the historical and 

anthropological, speaks to their cultural milieu. Peter Garratt nicely summarizes mid-Victorian 

empirical thought, stating its devotees believed:  

all human knowledge is always necessarily circumscribed, conditioned by context, and 
conceived in terms of relationship. One of the supremely important, overriding, reiterated 
themes of empiricist discourse between 1840 and 1880, in its many varied forms, is the idea 
that at all knowledge springs from relational structures.205  

Garratt claims this belief in “relational cognitive action” shaped the viewpoint of thinkers in Eliot’s 

period and “the writing in which that view materializes.”206  

The Handbooks are examples of writing that articulate “relational cognitive action.” They, and 

other popular texts associated with Victorian tourism like the Baedeker guides and advertisements 

surrounding Cook’s tours, can be understood as vehicles for disseminating empiricist discourse. 

These texts make foreign space “readable,” and construct, rather than simply report, the reality of 

Europe (or, at least, “Europe” as an Englishman understood it).207 Much as the term or idea of 

“landscape” takes on an abstract, collective, and historically contingent meaning, these texts as 

material objects with distinctive rhetorical operate as relational and complex communicators of 

meaning. In other words, the same longevity and commercial success that leant “Murrays” 

encyclopedic clout worked to reinforce the “reality” of the readable Europe the Handbook helped 

 
205 Peter Garratt, Victorian Empiricism, p. 16.  

206 Ibid., p. 17. 

207 The implications of what this construction might mean from a post-colonialist perspective will be discussed below. 
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create. The ever-evolving serialized guidebook, when thought of as a collective intellectual project, 

contains layers of observations, repeated information, is an “array of disparate-seeming elements of 

social life compos[ing] a significant whole.” Murray’s Handbooks, by virtue of the variety of subjects 

they explore and the depth with which they do so, imbue travel with an intellectual purpose or 

meaning that dovetails with Eliot’s own way of processing the world. To again turn to Anderson, 

what these writers share is not just a jumble of multidisciplinary ideas, but an epistemic standpoint 

that is equally of its moment (and deeply connected with those varied ideas): they are practitioners of 

“detachment,” a term which demonstrates the “connection, both within single writers and in the 

culture at large, between the personal and impersonal, between character and intellectual practice, 

between ascesis and aesthetics.”208 Both writers think and write using methods that reflect the 

broader thinking of their time, and reinforce that thinking in doing so.  

Murray’s and Eliot’s social networks and direct and indirect influences indicate their 

investment in multidisciplinarity is a reflection as much of their specific time and place as of a 

general cultural and scholarly shift characteristic of the Victorian age. Chapter one explores Murray’s 

educational and travel experiences (noting a relationship with the scientific faculty at the University 

of Edinburgh, interactions with Sir Walter Scott and John Audobon, and exchanges with a wide 

range of tour guides and art experts) before showing the wide range of voices who contributed to 

the assembly of the Handbooks (including Martineau, Gaskell, Ruskin, Sir Robert Peel, and Galton). 

His social and professional network included people boasting a wide range of skills and interests, as 

might be expected of the inheritor of a major publishing house. Likewise, Eliot was very much a 

member of a diverse intellectual community, peopled by scholars from different research areas, as 

 
208 Anderson, The Powers of Distance, p. 7. 
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has been the subject of much critical discussion.209 These various named influences help to add 

definition to an otherwise amorphous claim about Eliot and Murray’s cultural and intellectual 

context. That is, while it is one thing to say that both writers and their published work reflect their 

times and share viewpoints, introducing individual historical figures and their associated subjects of 

expertise make this claim more precise. There are two disciplines that, because of their association 

with specific individuals, their corresponding association with the nineteenth century, and their 

overlapping epistemologies, are especially notable for their appearance in the work of Eliot and the 

Handbooks: the natural sciences (i.e., botany and geology) and social sciences (i.e., anthropology and 

sociology).  

Eliot’s youthful letter to Maria Lewis is again instructive. In the paragraphs following her 

description of her polymathic mind, Eliot analyzes the workings of this assemblage of disciplines 

gathered in her mind using biological, specifically botanical terms:  

My mind, never of the most highly organised genus, is more than usually chaotic; or rather it 
is like a stratum of conglomerated fragments, that shows here a jaw and rib of some 
ponderous quadruped, there a delicate alto-relievo or some fern-like plant, tiny shells, and 
mysterious nondescripts encrusted and united with some unvaried and uninteresting but 
useful stone.210 

Eliot is careful here to show the depth of her understanding of nature: she paints a picture of her 

mind with archeological detail, showing that like a fossil or plant specimen exposed in the earth, it is 

not so much chaotic as fragmented, alive, detailed. Just as Murray’s travel diaries reveal a deep 

interest in geology and the environment which would ultimately inform his guidebooks on a series 

 
209 A few examples include Dodd, Valerie A. 1990. George Eliot: an intellectual life. New York: St. Martin's Press; Fleishman, 
Avrom. 2010. George Eliot's Intellectual Life. Leiden: Cambridge University Press.; Harris, Margaret. 2013. George Eliot in 
context, New York: Cambridge University Press; Hughes, Linda K. 2022. Victorian women writers and the other Germany: cross-
cultural freedoms and female opportunity, New York: Cambridge University Press; Paxton, Nancy L. George Eliot and Herbert 
Spencer: Feminism, Evolutionism, and the Reconstruction of Gender, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991; and Stern, 
Kimberly J. The Social Life of Criticism: Gender, Critical Writing, and the Politics of Belonging. Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 2016. 

210 George Eliot, Letters and Journals, pp. 59-60. 
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and edition level, Eliot’s terminology here indicates that the language of science and nature is 

formative for her methods of seeing and thinking. Eliot understands herself—and even her mind, in 

the abstract—as sharing something with the structures and variations of the natural world. Murray 

understands one of the attractions, even purposes, of travel, to be the investigation of the natural 

world, as his geologically accurate and minute descriptions of Scotland in the 1820s demonstrates.  

Eliot’s scientific framework is imbued with a Spencerian flavor, as scholars have noted. 

Spencer’s famous “survival of the fittest” developmental theory argued that, like organisms, society 

becomes more complex as it evolves. He is consequently considered the father of sociology in that 

such a theory demands that social structure, like the natural world, be methodically evaluated and 

categorized. The connection between the natural and social is one that travel makes explicit. Chapter 

One cites Martineau’s Morals and Manners as evidence of the perceived, and even cultivated, link 

between the natural world and tourist experience. Martineau claims tourists should give culture the 

respect they tend to extend to the natural sciences, and deploy similar, learned methods for 

observation: 

there is probably not one [tourist] who would dream of pretending to make observations on 
any subject of physical inquiry, of which he did not understand even the principles. If, on his 
return from the Mediterranean, the unprepared traveller was questioned about the geology 
of Corsica [...] he would reply, ‘Oh, I can tell you nothing about that—I never studied 
geology.’ [...] But few, or none, make the same avowal about the morals and manners of a 
nation.211 

The study of the natural world, it is implied, is a respected, scholarly practice. Both Spencer and 

Martineau make it plain that the social world demands a similar, and possibly equivalent, scholarly 

attention. And how better to study society than comparatively, through travel? Eliot’s transformative 

journey to Germany with Lewes, for instance, proved to be a fruitful environment for blending 

natural and social study. Eliot’s “The Natural History of German Life,” which emerged to some 

 
211 Harriet Martineau, How to Observe, 3. 
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extent from her travels with Lewes, blends travel, foreign cultures, and Victorian developmental 

theory (though the essay predates most of Spencer’s sociological publications, it was written only a 

few years after the period in the early 1850s when they first met and spent months in each other’s 

company). A review of two recent works by pioneering German social historian Wilhelm Heinrich 

von Riehl, “Natural History,” John Rignall asserts that the essay is one of Eliot’s most important 

because it “sets out the aesthetic principles and organic understanding of social life that were later to 

inform her fiction.”212So much scholarly attention has been devoted to “The Natural History of 

German Life,” that it would be redundant to replicate it here. Suffice it to say that Eliot’s assertion 

that the study of society should “advance from the general to the special, from the simple to the 

complex” almost certainly is Spencerian and reflects a relational and evolutionary perspective that 

would permeate both her fictional work (with Middlemarch being the most obvious example) and 

nineteenth century thought more generally.213  

A relational and evolutionary perspective is visible in the content and structure of Murray’s 

Handbook series, as well. Murray evidently shared Eliot’s interest in the nascent fields of social 

science, including early anthropological work. As noted in chapter one, his travel letters were 

directed primarily to his mother and sisters. The consequence was that Murray emphasized gender in 

his observations of foreign cultures, resulting in details that read like ethnographic observations of 

dress and behavior. In a 1833 letter from Berne, Switzerland he writes to his sister Christie “It is not 

only the mere novelty of reaching a new country which gives me gratification, but the change which 

it effected in manner, habits, costumes, and especially cleanliness, and friendliness of demeanor to 

 
212 George Eliot, "Natural History of German Life.” 

213 For more on Eliot’s relationship to Spencer, see Suzanne Graver, George Eliot and Community: A Study in Social Theory 
and Fictional Form. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984. 
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strangers are traits particularly striking to a traveller.”214 Murray claims that people’s “traits” and 

“habits” are “striking to a traveller,” and implies that travel creates opportunities for observing 

people and cultures in a methodical and “gratifying way”: travel is both pleasure and research. If the 

individual routes and country descriptions include moments that resonate with the Spencerian view 

that people’s behavior can reveal something about their society’s relative advancement and 

complexity, the Handbooks as a comprehensive series work this way even more tangibly, though of 

course only in retrospect. That the Handbooks can be understood as an intellectual project of this 

kind is evidenced by its longevity and evolution: the seventy-plus-year series prescribing travel on 

the continent provides a window in social and cultural change within and without England (i.e., the 

different editions were tweaked over time to reflect infrastructural, political, and social change) 

Taken together, Murray’s corpus is almost encyclopedic. Far from mere disposable artifacts of 

tourism, they reflect the interests and discoveries of their many authors and readers, and are 

themselves anthropological documents providing a window into the world of nineteenth century 

Britain. A simple way of drawing these connections between Eliot, Murray, and their context might 

be to say that they participate in the datafication of the cultural. Just as the natural world can and 

should be categorized and labeled in order to understand the gradual evolution of the earth into its 

modern form, Eliot and Murray’s work suggests that so too should cultures and societies—and that 

travel offers the perfect observational space for doing so.  

A shared understanding of what subjects are worth examining, and of how to examine them, 

might explain the relationship between one of the great writers of the age and this ostensibly 

consumer-oriented product. Relatedly, a shared sense of modernity—of what should be seen now—

is easily discernible in both Eliot’s lived experiences and fictional accounts of travel, and in Murray’s  

 
214 John Murray to Christine Murray, Sept 6, 1833, Letters to family from Europe, John Murray Archive.  
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Handbooks. Both authors’ travel writing reflects the turn toward prioritizing travel destinations for 

reasons besides their relationship to a Greco-Roman past or proximity to a spa. While many a 

Romantic or Georgian travel writer observed aspects of the culture or political atmosphere of their 

surroundings, those surroundings were often dictated by a Classically oriented Grand Tour route, as 

will be discussed further below. Eliot’s motivations for travel seem to have as much to do with a 

personal desire for intellectual engagement as with tradition. She is both artist and critic; tellingly the 

act of critique is often framed in a European context within her creative work. Rignall points out 

that “the motif of travel in [Eliot’s novels...] plays a part in the formation of the self [...] European 

landscapes are used to ask questions about the nature and the course of history such as are not 

brought to mind by the quietly familiar landscapes of the English midlands.”215 As Matthew Arnold 

would put it, Eliot sees the value in a European “intellectual and spiritual atmosphere.”216  

Crucially, “Europe,” for Eliot, tends to really mean Germany, as may critics have noted. As 

Rignall puts it, “Germany seems to have had the strongest hold on Eliot’s affections.”217 Eliot’s 

observations of Weimar and activities in bustling, modern Berlin speak to motivations contemporary 

to her period, motivations that are reflected in the serialized guidebook genre.  The Handbooks, too, 

prioritize what Murray describes as “Europe north of the Alps”218 — namely, those regions that 

appear in the long lists attached to the first threeand longest-produced)titles in the series.219 Murray’s 

 
215 John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist, p. 9. 

216 Matthew Arnold, “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time.”  

217 John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist, p. 25.  

218 John Murray (firm). A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 2nd edition, p. v. 

219 The first title, published in 1836, reads A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent: Being a Guide through Holland, Belgium, 

Prussia and Northern Germany, and along the Rhine, from Holland to Switzerland. The next new title was A Hand-book for 
Travellers to Southern Germany: Being a Guide to Wurtenberg, Bavaria, Austria, Tyrol, Salzburg, Styria, etc., the Austrian and Bavarian 
Alps and the Danube from Ulm to the Black Sea (1st ed., 1837); and A hand-book for Travellers in Switzerland and the Alps of Savoy 
and Piedmont, including the Protestant Valleys of the Waldenses (1st ed., 1839) followed that.  
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motivation for producing the series to begin with emerged from “the want of any tolerable guide” to 

these parts of Europe, and his initial desire seems to have been to produce three texts that together 

“form a complete guide for the whole of Germany from the Baltic to the Alps and Adriatic.”220 

Rather than the Roman or Greek destinations of yesteryear, Eliot and Murray are drawn (at least 

initially) to Germanic Europe, for reasons that are both historically contingent and a reflection of 

their shared tourist values.  

For Murray especially, the focus on Germany was to some extent practical. As a young man 

traveling to the continent, much of Mediterranean Europe was still recovering from the recent 

Napoleonic Wars. Moreover, as he acknowledges, there was a gap in the guidebook market that he 

felt he could fill (the feeling that he needed to stake new territory was no doubt exacerbated by the 

fact that his family’s firm was Mariana Starke’s publisher, and the he himself was responsible for 

copy editing the later editions of her guides to Italy, as discussed in the first chapter). Eliot’s initial 

prioritizing of Germany, too, was at least partially because of her partner’s need to travel there for 

research. But Rignall and Maertz make the case that Germany was for Eliot more than a destination 

simply of convenience or practicality. Maertz highlights Eliot’s work and study in the years prior to 

her elopement with Lewes, stressing that  

Having been denied the classical education that formed the intellectual training of men [...] 
she and other leading women writers in Britain and North America [...] acquired an 
intellectual tradition of their own, based not on Latin and Greek but on contemporary 
European authors and ideas. Especially important in the formation of this feminized, 
alternative intellectual tradition in Britain were German writers, poets, and philosophers.221 

 
220 John Murray (firm). A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent, 2nd edition, p. vi. 

221 Gregory Maertz, Literature and the Cult of Personality, p. 175. 
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This “alternative intellectual tradition” gave Eliot a real advantage when she finally reached 

Germany, as her understanding of its language and culture surpassed many of her male compatriots. 

Perhaps it should not be surprising, then, that Germany had a “hold on Eliot’s affections.”  

The Germanic region’s intellectual attractions appear to have become even more 

pronounced for Eliot upon spending significant time there and elsewhere in Europe. Citing her 

letters, which document a brief stopover in Paris in 1872, Rigall compares Eliot’s sentiments about 

France and Germany to ultimately show that Germany’s appeal had precisely to do with its blend of 

Old World tradition and its evident, but slow, evolution into the modern world:  

The contrast between worldly, modern, unsettling Paris–and by extension, France–and 
backward, slow-paced and sympathetically accommodating Germany [...] epitomizes the 
opposing roles that the countries, and cultures, played in George Eliot’s intellectual and 
creative life [...] to trace that opposition through her writing is to observe a running debate 
between the competing claims of what she says to be two ‘differing forms of civilization’ (L, 
v: 113), between the claims of modernity and revolution on the one hand, and tradition and 
evolution on the other.222 

Eliot’s language here (and Rignall’s analysis) positions Germany as the ideal space to practice her 

natural-science-infused, Spencerian observational lens. Germany, like geological history, moves 

slowly, in a pattern of evolution rather than revolution. Likewise it, unlike France, remains a safe 

space for the modern, female intellectual tradition223—its philosophy and culture contrasts with the 

(simmering) violent, Enlightenment-fueled, masculine, and at times Hellenic atmosphere of post-

 
222 John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist, p. 27. 

223 Kimberly J. Stern makes the case that the cultures Eliot is interested in contrasting are in fact the English and French, 
with the latter acting as the home for female engagement in intellectual society. Whereas the commercial and periodical-
laden literary atmosphere of England prompted women to merely mimic or appease male authors, Eliot’s essay “Woman 
in France” explores an alternative cultural atmosphere thriving in Paris, which allows women to take on a very different 
role: “Eliot [in this essay] not only accepts female authorship as a viable outcome of salon culture; she claims that the 
salonnières may have precipitated the emergence of the critical tradition itself.” This reading complicates our 
understanding of Eliot’s relationship with France but lends support to the idea that continental Europe (and travel there) 
represented intellectual possibilities for her not found at home. The Social Life of Criticism, p. 106. 
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Napoleonic France. Germany, for a thinker and traveler like Eliot, is an alluring mix of ancient 

tradition and modern method. 

 This almost self-contradictory combination of ancient and modern, tradition and innovation, 

seems to be another way of articulating the many mechanisms for interpretation at work in Eliot’s 

mind, and of the relationship between these mechanisms and travel. As an artist, she inherits a 

legacy from the Romantics which privileges foreign landscapes as spaces to ask questions about the 

self--and, by extension, poetry. As a scholar, she mixes Classical learning with the “alternative” 

tradition based in contemporary European thinking. Modern Europe, Arnold says, is the model of 

proper scholarship; ancient Europe, the Romantics claim, is what enlivens poetry (from Childe 

Harold, “Rome-Rome Imperial, bows her to the storm/ In the same dust and blackness, and we 

pass/ The skeleton of her Titanic form/ Wrecks of another world, whose ashes are still warm”).224 

The blend of modern and ancient, Eliot echoes, fuels both creative and critical engagement. It is this 

blend---itself a reflection of the interplay between narratives of travel and cultures, between text and 

geography--that is at the heart of Eliot and Murray’s shared understanding of what travel can and 

should be and that is evidenced by their travel writing. Just as Eliot’s mind entangled “specimens of 

history, ancient and modern; scraps of poetry,” a “Murray” featured this blend of content on a 

route-by-route, and sometimes even page-by-page basis. An example can be found in the 9th edition 

of Handbook for Travellers to the Continent (published in 1853, one year before Eliot traveled with Lewes 

to Weimar), which includes a lengthy quotation from Byron’s Childe Harold about the stretch of the 

Rhine between Cologne and Coblenz. The edition’s author follows this “accurate description of the 

poet” with a prose quotation from a German (Dr. Lieber) who blends a Byron-like attention to the 

natural beauty with a summary of the river’s long historical legacy, sampled below:  

 
224 Lord Byron. Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto IV. 
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As [the Rhine] flows down from the distant ridges of the Alps, through fertile regions, into 
the open sea, so it comes down from remote antiquity, associated in every age -with 
momentous events in the history of the neighbouring nations. [It is] a river which presents 
so many historical recollections of Roman conquests and defeats, of the chivalric exploits in 
the feudal periods, of the wars and negotiations of modern times.225  

From Rome, to the Feudal periods, to “modern times,” the Rhine is a point of pride for Germany 

and therefore for the traveler who, like Childe Harold, explores it. Europe-–and more precisely, 

Germany—invites tourists to take on a creative and critical role because it is both the past and 

present, both as eternal and slow as the landscape and as exciting and modern as those disciplines 

emerging in the 19th century for the study of such things.  

To clarify, an attraction to Europe based on its blend of historical and contemporary charms 

was by no means a new phenomenon during the nineteenth century (and indeed remains one of its 

major draws to tourists today). Both Murray and Eliot, I would argue, actively work to preserve such 

a tourist approach, though both are more sincere in their attempts to gain cultural experience than 

many of their acquisition-minded contemporaries. When Trollope refers to “superficial knowledge” 

and the absurd “mode of acquiring it” (an allusion to guidebooks and guided tours, like Cooks’), for 

example, he is undoubtedly gesturing towards the tourism industry’s long standing emphasis on 

classical antiquity as being both a prerequisite and goal for travel. This emphasis was especially 

pronounced in the tradition of the Grand Tour. Classical writers played a major role in 17th and 

18th century travel. Ancient texts as well as sites shaped the Grand Tour and acted as models for the 

traveler and/or travel writer, as Charlotte Roberts shows in her examination of the Bourbon-led 

excavation of Herculaneum and Pompeii. Citing historian Sean Cocco, Roberts emphasizes the 

emotional and rhetorical reciprocity between Grand Tourist and the Ancients:  

observers of the seventeenth-century eruption of Vesuvius had a tendency to fashion their 
narratives ‘in imitation of the canonical classical description,’ a practice that involved not 
only repeating the descriptive features of Pliny’s famous letters (the cloud of smoke 

 
225 John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers on the Continent, 9th edition, p. 255. 
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emerging from the mountain resembles a pine tree, just as it does in Pliny’s account) but 
even deliberately replicating the actions and behavior of Roman observers.226 

Historians and literary scholars of the Early Modern period and 18th century have long 

acknowledged the cultural implications of keeping ancient sources alive via travel: the recurring use 

of writers like Pliny helped erode the distance and strengthen the connection between the present 

and the great Hellenic past and ensured the continued elevation of classical education and thus of 

the upper classes and of men in particular. The combination of these effects erased national and 

temporal lines to create a cosmopolitan, pan-European (white, male) inheritance of Greco-Roman 

greatness. Read this way, the reliance on Hellenic and Biblical writers was both instructive and 

performative: the ancients provided context (they simultaneously were the site and the descriptors of 

the site) and a mechanism for signaling the education and culture of the traveler citing them. In sum, 

the ancients, on a basic level, set the itinerary for travelers for centuries. Their texts, to borrow 

Koshar’s emphasis on a Murray quote, dictated “what ought to be seen” by the gentleman, and in 

that sense they were modern as well as historical guides (as Roberts, Parsons, Vaughan, Buzard and 

others have suggested).227 

But while linking the ancient and modern via travel is nothing new, the decades surrounding 

Murray and Eliot’s experiences in Europe disrupted this long standing rhetorical and experiential 

relationship between past and present. The revolutions of the late eighteenth and nineteenth century 

disrupted the gentlemanly, Hellenic, cosmopolitan approach to European travel, inviting more 

nationally-conscious accounts of foreign spaces. Moreover the increasing popularity of racial theory 

 
226 Charlotte Roberts, “Living with the Ancient Romans,” p 80.  

227 Nicholas T. Parsons, Worth the Detour: A History of the Guidebook, Sutton Publishing Limited, 2007. His exhaustive 

account traces the guidebook to antiquity, and then follows the expected trajectory tracking pilgrimages from the Middle 
Ages, exploration literature from the Early Modern period, and descriptions and suggestions for Grand Tourists. 
Tellingly, Parsons’ narrative builds to the Victorian mass-tourism age and asserts that the 19th century British guidebook 
ushered in the modern travel book. See also Vaughan, John. The English Guide Book c. 1780-1870: An Illustrated History, 
David and Charles Inc., 1974 for a classic and detailed look at Murray’s predecessors. 
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meant that Greece in particular became a complicated space for reconciling Ancient greatness with 

its contemporary, Ottoman-infused culture (that is, Greece was both the birthplace of Europe and 

the gateway to the Islamic Other).228 Eliot and Murray’s prioritization of Germany, oddly enough, 

does much to preserve the pan-European interpretation of a Tour abroad. By simultaneously 

ignoring some of the major political upheavals of the period and leaning on “tradition,” albeit as 

applied to a Europe “north of the Alps,” they both keep a tourist-oriented “Europe” alive. Eliot’s 

depiction of the Rhine, as analyzed by Rignall, serves as evidence of this paradox and interestingly 

parallels the vision of the Rhine presented by the Handbook, as explored above. Looking again at 

“The Natural History of German Life,” Rignall shows that for Eliot  

The dismal French landscape is associated with the ‘sordid’ life of the ‘vulgar’ modern world 
[...] the stirring German landscape recalls the heroic and romantic past and displays the 
harmonious interaction of man and nature [.,,the Rhine castles] suggest that past and present 
are linked by a sense of meaningful continuity [...] the ruined Rhone villages, on the other 
hand, tell of a history that is marked by sudden violent convulsions.229 

The Revolutions of 1848, the Franco-Prussian War, and the other conflicts that were seemingly 

perpetual in France and Italy could not but leave a stamp on the landscape that stripped it of that 

Classical magic—thus the appeal of the Rhine over the Rhone. But this is not to say that Eliot shied 

away from thinking about history as revolving around conflict. Margaret Harris uses Romola and 

Eliot’s journals as evidence that she viewed history as “being constantly remade,” and that she held a 

 
228 Ageliki Lefkaditou illustrates this complicated transition from Romantic to Victorian perspectives on the Greeks in 

“‘This Wonderful People: Darwin, the Victorians, and the Greeks,” as in this passage: “Broadly speaking, faith in the 
inevitability of progress amidst rapid societal changes characterized the high-Victorian attitude to a future that was 
marching towards them.9 Different and often incommensurate models of progress appealed to diverse social groups, but 
they all shared a belief in inexorable social improvement. After some of the brightest hopes of the Enlightenment were 
crushed by the stark realities of rapid industrialization, the prospect of degeneration—of moral, political, intellectual, and 
racial regress—reared its ugly head. In this newly pessimistic environment, the decline of ancient Greece posed an 
interesting puzzle. Progress was not inevitable; societies, civilizations, the whole of the human species were subject to 
unpredictable natural forces. Once again, the Victorians had to reinterpret the past and look for signs of warning in the 
decaying empires if they did not want to perish as both the Greeks and Romans had done.” "’This Wonderful People,’” 
pg. 10. 

229 John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist, p. 32. 
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“concept of history and historical process which is far from being simply archeological on the one 

hand or progressivist on the other.”230 Again, what is distinctive in Eliot’s tourist approach is that it 

walks this rhetorical tightrope between the Grand Tour approach and a more Victorian one.  

Murray’s approach is equally moderate, in that it does not follow the strict Classical approach 

of most of his immediate predecessors or the relentlessly modern one of Mariana Starke, specifically. 

The Handbook’s acknowledgement of the Roman world’s influence on its contemporary route is, 

again, a reflection of enduring travel trends, but also of the guidebook genre in particular, which 

predated Murray even if his Handbooks became the exemplar of the form. His popular 

predecessors—Eustace and Forsyth—wrote to communicate classical learning to their readers 

(Eustace’s was even titled The Classical Tour). Only Marianna Starke seemed fully comfortable with 

incorporating modern issues into her Letters from Italy, but that might be partly explained by her 

circumstances, which allowed her to move more freely through Italy and report more honestly on its 

situation than the imprisoned Forsyth. Murray, like Eliot, seemed especially interested in blending 

the Grand Tourist legacy with modern perspectives (and locations) and with other genres, if not 

with modern politics.231 For both, Europe resonated on an intellectual, even aesthetic, level—its 

attraction lay in what could be learned, what could be cultivated using modern strategies and 

viewpoints, and not in its more ‘sordid’ modernity per se. Citing their predecessors and the Grand 

Tour tradition is not meant, in other words, to detract from the sincerity or specificity of the 

Victorian perspectives that Murray and Eliot shared: rather, I mention them to establish that both 

were indebted to an intellectual legacy surrounding travel, and that both were aware of that legacy in 

shaping their own responses to Europe. Indeed, their use of antiquity in these texts and awareness 

 
230 Margaret Harris, “What Eliot Saw in Europe,” p. 15. 

231 His incorporation of Romantic poetry, for example, was unparalleled among guidebooks of the period and has 

received much scholarly attention, most recently from Christian M. Kierstead. 



 
 

137 
 

thereof, by virtue of appearing alongside and within modern genres and disciplinary viewpoints, is 

characteristically of the nineteenth century.  

Eliot and Murray’s tourist identity, as a blend of traditional and modern methods and 

interests, is distinctive in its accessibility and appeal for a broad audience. At least as compared to 

the tourist position that preceded and influenced theirs—i.e., the Grand Tourist’s, or the Romantic 

poets’—that role forwarded or exemplified in their travel writing assumes and/or reflects a 

readership much more diverse with respect to class and gender. Put simply, the middle-class woman 

is able to take on tourism, and all that it entails with respect to education and interpretative freedom. 

This is not to say that the flexibility of their prescribed tourist position is easily discernible. In fact, 

both writers seem on the surface to assume the masculine default traveler. But their engagement 

with gender both on the page and behind the scenes—and indeed their focus on alternate or 

reimagined itineraries in Europe, as already discussed—suggests a much more complex audience, 

once again reiterating their essential modernity and, on a more subtle level, their slight departure 

from mainstream tourism. The following pages will establish first the (occasionally mystifying) 

masculine assumptions with respect to travel in Murray and Eliot, before considering how the 

Handbooks and Middlemarch work to include or imagine a more complex version of the tourist.  

 Eliot would have been conscious of the classed and gendered legacy of the Grand Tour, 

which, as already noted, was a mechanism for young, British gentlemen to see the “world” and gain 

some experience (far from the shores of England). Harris and Johnson’s introduction to Eliot’s 

Recollections of Italy - 1860 support this historically contingent interpretation of Eliot’s narratorial 

stance:  

Writing in retrospect, GE constructs her Italian journey as a version of the Grand Tour 
inflected by English Romanticism. Her account acknowledges the class (aristocratic) and 
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gender (male) implications of the Grand Tour, and is frequently cast in Romantic tropes of 
dream and transport.232 

The Tour had little to do even with the women of their same class. Yet Harris argues that Eliot’s 

occasional adoption of a Romantic mode in her travel journals, as in “Recollections of Italy,” 

wherein Eliot details the “the climax of grand, nay terrible scenery” of the Alps, “reads as the 

fulfillment of expectations which are the outcome of quite conventional (male) assumptions.”233 

Many scholars of Eliot have noted her tendency to identify more closely with male experiences. 

Shirley Foster vehemently asserts that, as a writer, Eliot “identified herself with male culture, not 

only adopting a male pseudonym [...] but often a ‘masculine’ voice.”234 Linda C. Hunt says this 

tendency amongst middle-class women who were “successful professionally” was the natural 

consequence of feeling “greater identification with the men whose lives their own more closely 

resembled than those of most women.”235 Linda K. Hughes, like Harris, draws attention to moments 

within Eliot’s travel experience that suggest a “greater identification” with men, noting that her 

engagement with the social and intellectual life in Germany skewed masculine:  

for Evans, Germany was a male-centred country, the home of the great man Johann von 
Goethe and the living men in her immediate circles in Weimar and Berlin [...] Evans’s 
anonymous book reviews suggest as well how much more readily she sought out German 
men’s thoughts and conversations than women’s, though this may partly have resulted from 
her editors’ preferences."236 

Even accounting for “a periodical’s ‘house style’ or audience expectations,” Hughes argues, Eliot’s 

private documentation of her time in Germany indicates she was more focused on the men, rather 

 
232 Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston, Journals, p. 329. 

233 Margaret Harris, “What George Eliot Saw in Europe,” p. 15. 

234 Shirley Foster, Victorian Women’s Fiction, p. 189. 

235 Linda C. Hunt, A Women’s Portion, p. 133.  

236 Linda Hughes, Victorian Women Writers and the Other Germany, p. 94. 
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than women, that surrounded her: “even when she noted having seen or talked with a woman, she 

rarely provided details."237 The implication here, as in these other interpretations of Eliot’s 

intellectual life, is that for her the act of authorship, scholarship, and—by extension—travel (for the 

purposes of personal and intellectual growth) is masculine, and that she must adopt or adhere to a 

masculine persona to participate in these spheres and roles. Hughes suggests that Eliot’s gendered 

interpretation of these roles was so deep-seated it manifested in her personal, private writing.  

Yet it is worth very briefly exploring how and whether the tourist role in Eliot’s day was 

inherently masculine, as both the story of the Handbooks’ composition and Eliot’s depiction of 

travel in her fiction feature more nuanced treatments of gender than those suggested above. The 

introduction to this project traces the history of the guidebook genre and highlights the role women 

at the turn of the nineteenth century played in shaping its serialized form. According to Sara Mills, 

by the eighteenth and nineteenth century the sheer volume of women’s writing, most of which was 

produced by women of the upper middle and upper classes, established a female-specific self-

deprecating mode of travel which confirmed Victorian feminine ideals while also participating in a 

colonialist discourse Othering those whom these women encountered.238 Some fifty years before 

Eliot’s excursion to Germany, women had begun to leave their mark on a genre and practice that, 

prior to the revolutionary upheavals on the continent, had been mostly limited to men or to select 

gentlemen’s’ spouses. But even with these influences, direct and unequivocal as some were, there 

can be no doubt, as Mills acknowledges, that for much of history women’s travel writing adhered to 

“largely masculine narratorial positions and descriptive patterns.”239  

 
237 Ibid., p. 95.  

238 Sara Mills, Discourse of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism. Routledge, 1991, p. 153. 

239 Ibid., 86. 
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Moreover, the default traveler/reader in a Murray is gendered male. For instance, within 

their introductory materials the Handbooks equate the author/editor and reader: they are peers, 

fellow Englishmen, with all of the masculine, nationalistic characteristics thereof.240 But here again 

the Handbooks’ context disrupts this straightforward reading of Murray’s intended audience. As 

alluded to above, Murray’s first three editions of the Handbook series emerged directly from letters 

written home—primarily to his mother and sisters. As such, as discussed more in depth, the content 

of these guides was consciously cultivated for female readers; given little of the text of these letters 

are changed for the published guides, Murray evidently assumes such an audience to be one worthy 

of courting, or else assumes that the material he highlights is gender neutral. Either interpretation 

disrupts the inherent “masculinity” of travel or tourism. What is more, as chapter one shows, many 

of the contributors to later Handbook editions were female, with quite a few contributing at 

Murray’s request (Martineau and Jameson, for example). Given the popularity of the Handbooks 

and the extent of Murray’s literary and professional network, it seems likely that their readership, and 

perhaps even authorship, was understood to be expansive and, if not feminine, at least not strictly 

masculine. In other words, Murray’s gentleman-focused introduction seems to be, to borrow 

Hughes’ phrasing, a response to “‘house style’ or audience expectations.”  

 As a reader of guidebooks and participant in a tourist culture in part defined by Murray, 

Eliot, like most travelers of her day, is implicitly taking on an ostensibly masculine perspective in the 

very act of traveling—and yet it seems likely that she and others knew this to be a convention more 

 
240 The opening paragraph of the preface reads: “The writer of this volume, having experienced, as every Englishman 

visiting the Continent must have done, the want of any tolerable English Guide Book for Europe north of the Alps, was 
induced, partly for his own amusement, partly to assist his friends going abroad, to make copious notes of all that he 
thought worth observation, and of the best modes of travelling and seeing things to advantage. In the course of repeated 
journeys and of occasional residence in various parts of the Continent, he not only traversed beaten routes, but visited 
many spots to which his countrymen rarely penetrate. Thus his materials have largely accumulated ; and in the hope that 
they may render as much service to the public generally as he is assured they already have done to private friends, he is 
now induced to put them forth in a printed form.” John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers on the Continent, 9th 
edition, p. v. 
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than a reality. Part of what made the Handbooks so “intelligent,” so English, so of their time, was 

their simultaneous admiration for Romantic sensibilities and emphasis on practicality and logistics. 

“Murrays” masked their modernity in a seeming prioritization of the values of the past, pretended to 

be a continuation of the gentleman traveler model while in fact reaching a diverse, contemporary 

audience. Buzard argues that using Byron as Murray did and choosing to emphasize the cultured, 

highbrow term “traveler” over the denigrated, cookie cutter term “tourist” opened the door for a 

model of travel that both borrowed and separated from the aristocratic travel practices (that is, 

behaviors and feelings, not simply itineraries and reading lists) of the past:  

Where the Grand Tourist had enacted a repetitive ritual of classicism and class solidarity, his 
nineteenth-century counterpart, self-consciously treading the Grand Tourist's well-beaten 
path in the midst of inevitable compatriots, would lay claim to an aristocracy of inner feeling, 
the projection of an ideology of originality and difference. Byron could make even the most 
familiar routes and destinations shed their carapace of cliches and take on new, powerful 
meanings for the sensitive anti-tourists.241  

Class and gender become something to explicitly adapt and perform in this model--a 19th century 

traveler with Murray in hand could project a Byronic, masculine, and educated response to their 

surroundings without breaking the bank. The knowledge that any individual could do this simply by 

purchasing a red-jacketed book necessarily subverts that Byronic, masculine response: it becomes a 

part to play, a trope. 

 While it would be tempting to interpret her use of these tropes cynically—that is to claim 

that Eliot was parroting the inevitable masculine discourse of her day—her consciousness of them, 

and her deliberate use of them, reveal a more nuanced understanding of the genre of travel writing 

and, more abstractly, of the personas and perspectives implicitly prescribed to travelers. When Eliot 

and George Henry Lewes embark on their various European journeys, she is taking on a role that 

had only recently been made available to women and that was consequently inherently masculine in 

 
241 Buzard, The Beaten Track, p. 39. 
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feel—but she was of course aware of the modernity of her position, and of the flimsiness of its 

masculine associations. Eliot faithfully represents this complicated dynamic in her fiction, as in the 

case of Ladislaw in Middlemarch. In Rignall’s analysis, “in Ladislaw’s peripatetic life on the Continent 

there is an echo of the Romantic journey [...he] stands in the tradition of Wilhelm Meister and the 

protagonists of other works of the Romantic period which affirm the creative value of ‘independent, 

unprogrammed travelling.’”242 Rignall notes further that, for Eliot’s male characters, travel is 

“exploratory and formative,” whereas for her female characters it is “unsettling and painfully 

deconstructive [of their] sense of self.”243 That “painful deconstruction” of the female self seems 

absent from Eliot’s own travel experience. However, it is without doubt front and center in 

Dorothea Brooke’s experience in Rome. The final part of this chapter turns to Middlemarch to 

establish the contrast between Dorothea and Eliot herself as evidence of Eliot’s complex and timely 

relationship with tourism and with the guidebook in particular. Travel, for Eliot, as has been shown, 

carried creative and intellectual connotations. It was an opportunity to exercise and refine her critical 

lens, and to engage with the multidisciplinary scholarship so naturally appealing to her. Murray’s 

guidebooks, because of their own engagement with these approaches to travel, played a significant 

role in this transitional time in Eliot’s development as a writer and thinker. The overlap between 

their approaches to viewing Europe indicates a shared understanding of the potential in tourism (a 

potential for innovative intellectual engagement, and for blending the traditional and modern), a 

potential that becomes only more clearly articulated because of its absence in Middlemarch. 

 
242 John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist, p. 50. 

243 Rignall acknowledges that while Eliot shows sensitivity to gender issues with travel in her fiction, her treatment of 

non-European space has “troubling implications”: Eliot assumes “that the East is a blank canvas on which the West may 
inscribe its ambitions” Explicit Orientalism is absent from Eliot’s own travels, though her expression of a European 
critical/aesthetic ideal reveals a Hellenic, if likely subconscious, investment in the West as dichotomized with the East. 
“George Eliot and the Idea of Travel.” pp. 150-151. 
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Dorothea’s lack of access to the distinctly Victorian version of European travel reveals how key 

diverse, complex audiences and content were to the appeal and utility of Murray’s Handbooks, and 

further explains their centrality to Eliot’s own travels.  

 

III: “Murray” as Eliot’s Absent Guide 

 

Harris, in both her edition of Eliot’s travel journals and in her essay “What Eliot Saw in 

Europe: The Evidence of Journals,” makes the case that Eliot’s fiction and travel writing pair well 

together, claiming the latter explores “some of the same intellectual--and geographical--territory, and 

revealingly document turning points in her creation of her writing self.”244 Analyzing Eliot’s 

experiences in Europe, especially in relation to aesthetic experience and observation, alongside 

Dorothea’s struggles in Rome in Middlemarch illuminates some of the complicated, gendered 

dynamics of tourism already discussed, and gestures toward the serialized guidebooks’ role in 

underscoring or reframing them. Eliot’s confident adoption of the role of observer and historian in 

her revision of the St. Ouen’s passage, as well as in her observations of German culture more 

generally, contrasts with Dorothea’s confusion in the face of the “stupendous fragmentariness” of 

Rome and discomfort with the role of critic, revealing differences in their power and autonomy 

almost certainly linked to their occupations, companions, and available resources (e.g., a 

Handbook).245 For Eliot and for Dorothea, both travel and the observational skill it entails provides 

a context for critical engagement, which itself allows for an opportunity for “seeing within,” as Will 

 
244 Margaret Harris, “What George Eliot Saw in Europe,” p. 16. 

245 George Eliot, Middlemarch. 1871. Everyman’s Library, Alfred A. Knopf, 1991, p. 201. 
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Ladislaw might put it.246 Eliot’s choice to differentiate Dorothea’s response to that context from her 

own emphasizes the challenge women face when attempting to assert herself as interpreter. In Hilary 

Fraser’s words, “one of the themes of  Middlemarch [...] is, of course, the tragic exclusion of women 

from the world of culture and learning that confers legitimacy on their sometimes less able menfolk, 

and the consequent denial of intellectual fulfillment.”247 I would venture to say that the role of 

tourist, especially as modeled by “Murray,” is one of the more accessible means for accessing 

“culture and learning” and achieving “intellectual fulfillment.” The distinction between Eliot’s 

holiday and Dorothea’s highlights their respective historical contexts, gesturing toward key 

differences between tourism in the Victorian and Romantic periods, the most important being the 

absence of the multidisciplinary, authoritative, and open-access guidebook.  

Dorothea Brooke’s wedding journey to Rome, already critical because it sets the stage for 

several of the key narrative and character developments to unfold in the novel, becomes more 

significant when considered alongside Eliot’s own relationship to travel. Dorothea’s experience 

during her honeymoon in Rome replicates some of the scenery and experiences detailed in Eliot’s 

account of her own travels to the Eternal City. In Harris and Johnson’s analysis,  

There are some direct transpositions [from Eliot’s journals] into Middlemarch: Dorothea’s 
disorientation, obviously; the painter Overbeck, whose maroon velvet cap and grey scarf are 
given to Naumann; GE and GHL’s disappointment in the frescoes of Cupid and Psyche in 
the Farnesina palace, transmuted in Casaubon’s obtuse scholarly comments in chapter 20; 
her pleasure in the Campagna.248  

But where Eliot, critical though she undoubtedly is of the city, begins her full account with a 

glowing, “let me see what I most delighted in, in Rome,” Dorothea leaves her honeymoon with an 

 
246 See the paragraph above on page 18 for John Rignall’s argument about Eliot’s fiction and a gendered “formation of 

the self.” 

247 Hilary Fraser, Women Writing Art History, p. 29 

248 Margaret Harris and Judith Johnson, Journals, p. 332.  
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impression of the place that would appear before her “in certain states of dull forlornness [...] for all 

her life.”249 How to account for such different responses? Is it simply that Eliot wanted to emphasize 

the folly of Dorothea’s marriage or the hollowness of her “meagre Protestant” education?250 Though 

both are important considerations, Dorothea’s drastically different response to travel itself and 

especially to the act of observation and interpretation seems to stem partly from her historical 

moment and from others’ response to her distinctive, Classical beauty, both of which are inseparable 

from Dorothea’s femininity. That is, Dorothea denies and is denied the role of critic and, by 

extension, the role of traveler--the consequence, arguably, of being both guideless and objectified.  

 Perhaps the stark contrast between Eliot and Dorothea can be explained simply by the 

perspective used to document their time in Rome. In Eliot’s authentic, on-the-ground account, hers 

is the viewpoint foregrounded, even when interwoven with the words of someone like Murray 

(indeed, his text seems to act in a facilitating, supporting role, rather than a dominant one). In the 

fictional account of Dorothea’s travels, the narrator slips in and out of various viewpoints, with the 

effect of emphasizing how much Dorothea is meant to be seen, rather than see for herself. In sum, 

the sequence in Rome reads a little like a passage from a guidebook—with Dorothea herself as the 

site. For the first two pages of this scene in the Vatican, which is dominated by physical descriptions 

of her and her surroundings, Dorothea is anonymous. Seen from the perspective of two male 

characters identified mostly by their nationality (English and German), the unknown figure 

Dorothea is contrasted to the dead, “antique beauty, not corpse-like even in death” represented by 

the statues of Cleopatra and others lining the gallery walls.251 This scene’s emphasis on the confusing 
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atmosphere of death and eternal life resonates with the Handbooks’ description of the Vatican’s 

purpose and tone. The Handbook to Rome and Its Environs repeatedly notes works and ruins of both 

ancient and Biblical Rome that are “preserved” in the halls of the Vatican, implying it is both crypt 

and museum, and the description of the first hall in the museum wrestles explicitly with the 

prevalence of materials concerning the afterlife: 

Besides the inscriptions on the walls there are many interesting sarcophagi, funeral altars […] 
the inscriptions are frequently very touching: the influence of a purer creed [of early 
Christianity] is apparent in the constant reference to a state beyond the grave, which 
contrasts in a striking manner with the hopeless grief expressed in the Pagan memorials…252  

The environment, the religious context, the artifacts themselves push the rhetoric of Murray’s guide 

to the Vatican into a paradoxical discursive space wherein the ancient lives in the present, with all 

the associated theological questions about the permanence of death. Dorothea, in the German artist 

Naumann’s eyes and, by extension, in readers’ understanding, is the embodiment (or representation) 

of this atmosphere and its associated catechisms: she is “antique form animated by Christian 

sentiment—a sort of Christian Antigone—sensuous force controlled by spiritual passion […] 

“beauty in its breathing life, with the consciousness of Christian centuries in its bosom.” Her 

melancholy, for him, becomes the (female) Christian suffering that stretches back to the Marys of 

Jesus’ lifetime. Dorothea, in this exchange with Ladislaw, becomes of one the “many interesting 

sarcophagi” attracting viewers to the Vatican’s collections. 

Eliot’s heroine, Ladislaw’s “Mistress Second-Cousin” is, for Naumann, an abstraction, the 

physical, breathing manifestation of Beauty.  Her dress confirms this impression and is another 

example of Eliot’s prose dovetailing with the descriptions in Murray’s Handbook. Dorothea’s 

appearance is aesthetically appropriate if anachronistic: “[She] was clad in Quakerish gray drapery; 

her long cloak, fastened at the neck, was thrown backward from her arms, and one beautiful 
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ungloved hand pillowed her cheek, pushing somewhat backward the white beaver bonnet which 

made a sort of halo to her face around the simply braided dark-brown hair .”253 It is a look that 

parallels with the famous statue to which she is being compared; Murray’s 1867 Handbook for 

Travellers to Rome, in describing the “celebrated recumbent statue of the Ariadne, formerly called 

Cleopatra,” highlights its drapery, which “is managed with consummate skill, and altogether [makes 

it] one of the most interesting draped statues in the Museum”.254  Ladislaw, who recognizes and 

names her, resents this interpretation less because of its inherent dehumanization than because of 

Naumann’s preferred mode of representation: for him, a painting of Dorothea would not capture 

her full divinity (“how would you paint her voice, pray?”).255 Dorothea is an aesthetic object in this 

scene, as much as Gothic doorways or Renaissance paintings: she is a tourist attraction and thus the 

clear recipient of the male, traveler “gaze.” She is conscious of this, and made uncomfortable by it. 

Nevertheless, her resistance is futile--she is more concrete to her viewers than the surrounding 

statuary. 

Coming as it does mere paragraphs after Eliot explains that “Romanticism [...was at that 

time] fermenting still as a distinguishable vigorous enthusiasm in certain long-haired German 

artists,” it is easy to read this sequence as a gesture toward travel writing as much as to art criticism. 

Jonah Siegel claims that, as the tourist industry was just beginning to flourish on the continent 

during the period Eliot depicts in this novel, it is reasonable to read Dorothea’s responses and those 

of the men watching her through the lens of travel rather than strict, high-Romantic poeticism:  

While euphoric joy was by no means ever to vanish as a likely response to the first 
experience of the longed-for south, by the time Middlemarch was written, the experience of 
Europe was far from the sporadic event it had been in the days of Spenser or Keats. The 
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consolidation of the modern culture of travel and tourism was well advanced, and it was far 
from rare for the British to live abroad for financial or other reason.256  

In other words, what this scene demonstrates is Romanticism-infused tourism: it is a window into 

the moment just before the more commercial, and yet more democratic, Victorian tourism and just 

in the wake of a rigid, masculine Grand Tour tradition. Consequently, there are some tonal 

discordances. There is something Byronic about analyzing “beauty in its breathing life” as part of a 

day exploring a Roman gallery and something Sir Walter Scott-like in rendering Dorothea as the 

suffering manifestation of “Christian centuries.” Dorothea’s proximity to the “Cleopatra,” 

introduces an element of the Antique, bringing Grand Tourist priorities to the forefront while also, 

because of the mythologies surrounding the figure the statue represents, working to underscore the 

thematic and narrative issue at hand: as Leonée Ormond puts it, “the narrator notes that the statue 

had been thought to be of Cleopatra, but Ariadne, abandoned by Jason, is a perfect parallel for 

Dorothea, abandoned on her honeymoon by a husband more concerned with his researches in the 

library.”257 The reference to “Christian centuries” is sweeping in scope and a little dramatic. Tonally, 

it feels a little like Murray’s claim that the animal carvings at St. Ouen’s are a “gem of Gothic work 

scarcely to be surpassed.” As a blend of the ancient and early modern, of mythology and religion, of 

aestheticism and history, it is no wonder that statue-Dorothea draws the eyes of her fellow tourists.  

 Her fellow tourists and, if we are honest, her readers. As readers, we know--or we think we 

know--that Dorothea’s melancholy in this moment has little to do with the “consciousness of 

Christian centuries,” and more to do with, as Eliot describes it in the next chapter, the feeling that 

nothing was quite as the newly married girl thought it would be, and the pain that comes with her 
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understanding that “the light had changed, and you cannot find the pearly dawn at noonday.”258 

Aware much sooner than Dorothea that Mr. Casaubon is not a fit husband for her and anxious that 

Dorothea’s entrance into the world will almost inevitably include “some discouragement, some 

faintness of heart at the new real future which replaces the imaginary,” we are unable to fully adopt 

the critical position occupied by Naumann and Ladislaw.259 And yet the fact of her “breathing, 

blooming” form is, for us, tragic--perhaps with a capital “T.” Whereas our perspective is 

undoubtedly more sympathetic than that of the two male viewers, it is not quite empathetic: we are 

partially guilty of aestheticizing her pain, just as they do so with her imagined ahistorical beauty. This 

is not entirely the reader’s fault. On the one hand, as noted above, Dorothea’s identity is withheld 

for much of this scene, so that we, with Naumann and Ladislaw, are simply other viewers in the 

gallery, gazing at this woman as we would any of the surrounding statues. On the other, this is not 

the first time Dorothea has been depicted as an aesthetic object. The introduction of her character 

appears just after an extended invocation of the ancient, exotic, Holy Land, wherein a tragic, would-

be-martyr female saint is center stage; on the very next page we learn “Miss Brooke had that kind of 

beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by poor dress.” Already primed to read her as a figure 

of interest to “Italian painters” and “elder poets,” Dorothea’s relocation to Rome only emphasizes 

her Romantic potential: a beauty that was unusual but human in provincial England becomes usual 

but aesthetic in Rome. The novel to this point has acted as a kind of guide to Dorothea. It takes the 

transition to foreign space, the movement into Rome, for the novel’s guide-like perspective to 

become apparent. In England, the viewing of Dorothea, though clearly objectifying, felt justified or 

natural—explaining a heroine in a novel—but in Rome, the same narrative move is as thrown into 
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relief as Dorothea’s beauty. Here, on the Continent, surrounded by the architecture of the Classical 

world, the role of observer and observed is clearly defined: we, as tourists, are primed to step into 

the role of traveler.  

Thus the exact location of this scene—the Vatican, in Rome—is an important factor in 

situating Dorothea as object rather than subject. Given Eliot’s investment in Germany as a travel 

destination and intellectually stimulating atmosphere (seconded, as we have seen, in Murray’s 

guides), it is telling that her heroine’s botched tourism experience takes place in the decidedly not-

modern context of Rome. The setting for the Casaubons’ honeymoon has drawn substantial 

attention from critics. Maertz makes the case that Eliot’s novel, though an embodiment “of 

Victorian anxieties about social change,” features this destination to distance her characters not just 

from the fictional tension in Middlemarch but also from the real-life conflict that erupted during the 

months of the novel’s serialization.260 Rome’s relative distance from modernity is at such an extreme 

that it is characterized by Rignall as “a vista of ruins and fragments that defies immediate 

understanding and provokes uncertainty about the nature and the course of human history.”261 

These fragments, for Rignall, create “incoherence” and have a “traumatic effect” on Dorothea, a 

reading shared by Siegal and Fraser.262 All three critics connect the incomprehensibleness of Rome 

with Dorothea’s religious background. In Siegal’s reading the overwhelming Catholic excess parallels 

 
260 “[Eliot’s novel] appeared the same year as the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian war, which saw Western Europe 

plunged into chaos, and priceless cultural properties and traditions put at risk [...] as if by compensation, crucial scenes in 
Book II are situated in the timeless world of art in Rome, the eternal city, which is safely distant from the social ferment 
in the fictive Middlemarch and the actual chaos in war-torn Paris.” Maertz, Gregory. Literature and the Cult of Personality, p. 
177. 

261 John Rignall. George Eliot, European Novelist, p. 64. 

262 Siegal connects the heroine’s distress in the face of Rome’s fragmentariness with her implied distress regarding her 

martial bed: “Dorothea on her honeymoon has not found ideal consummation at the center of classical culture, but 
rather phantasmagoric incoherence…”  Material Inspirations, p. 207. Fraser refers to the Vatican and Rome as a 
“nightmarish assault.” Women Writing Art History, p. 56. 
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the other, (undoubtedly more tame) erotic education Dorothea endures as part of her wedding 

journey:  

a Puritan innocent who has stumbled into something that looks like an orgy just at the 
moment that she might have expected some more mild and intimate encounter with the 
erotic life, Dorothea’s immersion in the elaborate and full physicality of the art in Rome 
leaves her with a sensation the narrator describes as dis-ease in the organ of perception.263 

Rome resists modernity, resists Protestant modesty, resists interpretation by all but those specifically 

primed to understand its historic complexity. Even the Handbook features something of this 

“incoherence” and “trauma”—recall the reference to the “hopeless grief” of the Pagans--but its 

density of information, and privileging of the “purer creed” of Christianity in understanding these 

ancient images (that is, its acceptance of Catholicism as a lesser evil in the name of processing 

“something that looks like an orgy”) works to ultimately calm its rhetoric. But Dorothea, because 

she cannot properly view her surroundings and in so doing adopt the role of observer, becomes the 

object of observation.  

 Dorothea’s education, or lack thereof, contributes to the sense that Rome is the wrong 

setting for her. As Fraser puts it,  

These scenes magnificently convey, through the scopophilic objectification of Dorothea and 
her own lack of visual agency when confronted with the bewildering visual surfeit of Rome, 
how her lack of education renders this potentially strong, independent and ambitious young 
woman vulnerable and passive when she is exposed to a cultural world beyond the sheltered 
life of her girlhood.264 

Dorothea’s education is at once distinctive and typical for women. In our introduction to her 

character, we learn that she and her sister “had both been educated, since they were about twelve 

years old and had lost their parents, on plans at once narrow and promiscuous, first in an English 
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family and afterwards in a Swiss family at Lausanne.”265 A strange combination of Puritan-infused, 

domestic-focused learning and cosmopolitan, modern (Lausanne blends French, German, and 

Italian speakers and a host of religious influences) exposure, Dorothea’s education is distinctly 

female in that it happens outside the formal university system and foregrounds material quite 

different from that at the heart of a Classical, male education. It is more closely tied to the 

“alternative intellectual tradition” attributed to female intellectuals of the century by Maertz: perhaps 

if Dorothea had traveled to Germany, she would have felt less on the backfoot, more on an equal 

playing field with her husband and male observer, though of course a Germanic destination at this 

point of the century would have been less recognizably a “tourist” attraction, and certainly not as 

attractive to her scholar-husband.  

 Dorothea, it should be said, seems conscious of the deficiencies of her education, and 

desirous of at least acknowledging, if not remedying, them. Before her marriage, we see her push 

back against the role of critic or formal observer, even as others misinterpret her words as criticism. 

Responding to Will Ladislaw’s drawings, she says to her uncle, “I am no judge of these things [...] I 

never see the beauty of those pictures which you say are so much praised. They are a language I do 

not understand. I suppose there is some relation between pictures and nature which I am too 

ignorant to feel.”266 Authentic or not, the above exchange primes readers and Ladislaw for thinking 

about intellectual engagement with art (and thus with the established tourist sites to appear in Book 

II), and showcases a Dorothea surprisingly aware of her shortcomings for such a project. Her 

assertion about the “language I do not understand,” which comes across as false or obsequious 

when spoken in Lowick, is repeated more poignantly in second conversation with Ladislaw in Rome. 
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While assuring him that she meant no offense in her response to his drawings, she elaborates on her 

feelings in the presence of art:  

I have gone about with just the same ignorance in Rome. There are comparatively few 
paintings that I can really enjoy [...] It must be my own dulness. I am seeing so much all at 
once, and not understanding half of it. That always makes one feel stupid. It is painful to be 
told that anything is very fine and not be able to feel that it is fine--like being blind, while 
people talk of the sky.267    

Dorothea’s frustration is a more severe version of Eliot’s own concern that she is “not enjoying the 

actual vision [of famous sites] enough [...because her] faculties are not wrought up into energetic 

action.” Dorothea, here, is feeling something of that “double consciousness” that she should but 

cannot quite muster the proper reaction or accurately record her impressions. 

In this way Dorothea embodies what Elizabeth Gargano identifies as an important recurring 

trope in Eliot’s fiction, wherein her “most sensitive and thoughtful protagonists at least attempt to 

take their education into their own hands, recognising that they bear a measure of responsibility for 

determining what they need to learn.”268 For Eliot, Gargano argues, self-education is “more 

authentic” than that afforded by formal education, something that holds true for both men and 

women but is especially conspicuous for the latter. Perhaps a self-education has its merits, but in the 

context of a destination like Rome, imbued with thousands of years of history and corresponding 

scholarship, lacking that formal instruction necessarily renders the viewer powerless and ultimately 

strips them of that viewer position. In other words, Dorothea knows how and why she is deficient, 

but that knowledge does not prevent her subjugation to the role of site or artifact, nor does it work 

to offset her “painful” frustration with her “own dulness.” Eliot is worldly enough to understand 

that this feeling of inadequacy is an inevitable part of travel—the consequence of seeing grand, 
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historic, aesthetic, and culturally resonant objects while also being tired, or sick, or bored—and that, 

moreover, this inadequacy is on some level a fact of aesthetic or intellectual interpretation, which 

impacts even the most educated of travelers. Eliot knows that at times she is not able to be 

“wrought up into energetic action” but knows, too, that other times she can—as when she makes use 

of her Murray to ensure that she both enjoys “the actual vision” of St. Ouen’s while also capturing 

its detail and her impressions of them. Eliot has the self-assuredness of education, an intellectual 

network, and a reliable guide. As a modern, Victorian tourist armed with a multidisciplinary Murray 

that she can elect (or not elect) to consult, she can travel, feel, and focus on the gains of tourism, 

rather than her inadequacies.  

Part of what makes this scene in Rome so frustrating for readers, then, is the understanding 

that Dorothea’s desire for self-education is legitimate and deserved—she is far from “dull”—an 

understanding brought into sharp relief by Eliot’s own relationship with tourism. Dorothea displays 

a real capacity for creativity and interpretation. While at the art gallery, she says she feels “in the 

presence of some higher life than my own. But when I begin to examine the pictures one by one, the 

life goes out of them, or else is something violent and strange to me.” 269 It is a description both 

poetic and insightful. Even her metaphor for her ignorance--“like being blind while people talk of 

the sky”--is lyrical. In her assertion that she is no critic, she proves that she has a critical eye in an 

Arnoldian sense. In Arnold’s view (articulated, of course, many years after Dorothea’s fictional 

context) her feeling that there is a language or code she must understand before critiquing captures 

what is wrong with the English approach to criticism. According to him,  

[criticism] obeys an instinct prompting it to try to know the best that is known and thought 
in the world, irrespectively of practice, politics, and everything of the kind; and to value 
knowledge and thought as they approach this best, without the intrusion of any other 
considerations whatever. This is an instinct for which there is, I think, little original 
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sympathy in the practical English nature.270 

When Dorothea claims she “nevers sees the beauty of those pictures which you say are so praised,” 

she is articulating the instinct, lauded by Arnold, that art should be appreciated on its own terms 

based on qualitative metrics separated from “practice” or “politics”; it is not about others’ praise, 

and more about that “presence of some higher life.” Her approach hints at poetic, self-motivated 

Romanticism, as Eliot’s allusion to long-haired Germans suggests. She also recognizes that her own 

interpretations differ from the crowd’s—something that Byron-imitating crowd wishes could be true 

of themselves—but is wary of allowing her emotions to distract from recognizing art’s actual 

meaning or worth. Dorothea’s critical approach shares characteristics with the methodical evaluation 

and categorization that would come to define 19th century empirical thought while also harkening to 

pre-Romantic, Enlightenment thinking. Her approach mirrors aspects of the tourist role that Murray 

and Eliot articulate in their writing and that was influential later in the Victorian period. Eliot gives 

her heroine the instincts for the kind of tourism that she herself experiences decades after 

Middlemarch’s setting without the tools to express or enjoy it.  

 What Dorothea needs is guidance. If someone would teach her “the old language” with its 

many “artificial affective styles,” perhaps she could step confidently into the role of viewer and 

interpreter. Those who might initiate or guide her (Casaubon, Ladislaw) do the very opposite: they 

either misinterpret her few efforts to critique or reduce her to object, thus stripping her of the 

viewpoint necessary for critique and reading her into the atmosphere as muse. Ladislaw first 

misinterprets Dorothea and then Romanticizes her, as detailed above. Casaubon does the reverse. 

When he marries Dorothea, it because he imagines that she might soothe his old age and aid in the 

administration of his lifelong research project--he explicitly tells her so in his proposal letter: “it was, 

I confess, beyond my hope to meet with this rate combination of elements both solid and attractive 
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[i.e., thought and devotedness], adapted to supply aid in graver labours and to cast charm over 

vacant hours.”271 She, as herself and 20th century critics like Gilbert and Gubar have noted, is the 

image of Milton’s daughters in Casaubon’s eyes, a kind of distillation of Christian (suffering) 

devotion exactly suited to his higher calling. It never occurs to him that she might, too, wish to 

participate in this higher calling. Here again the issue is one of education and gender divide. As 

Gargano explains, 

Middlemarch’s naive heroine Dorothea Brooke conflates her quest for self-education with the 
ideal of ministering selflessly to the needs of a male scholar [...] as Laura Green notes, 
Dorothea imagines her impending marriage as ‘the highest sort of higher education’, the 
pedantic Casaubon is incapable of teaching her what she yearns to know.272 

Casaubon’s inability to facilitate or even interpret Dorothea’s desires for self-education speaks to the 

flaws of his own, formal education, which Gargano characterizes as “inappropriate or uninspired.”  

Siegal and Fraser articulate the “inappropriateness” of Casaubon’s project by showing that 

his methods, at the very least, are out-of-date, if not his materials of interest as well. Siegal makes the 

connection between Casaubon’s approach and the priorities of the now-defunct Grand Tour explicit 

by alluding to Dorothea’s stodgy gentleman uncle:  

[Casaubon’s] researches into earlier traditions for a single key to all mythologies, like the 
prints and other souvenirs Dorothea’s uncle brought back from his Grand Tour, are all 
remnants of a more titrated, filtered, sporadic relationship to the things of antiquity. As Eliot 
suggests, by 1830 the weakness of such strategies for dealing with the accumulation of 
antique objects was becoming clear; by the 1870s it was inescapable.273 

Casaubon’s project, though in some ways representative of the encyclopedic impulse associated with 

Victorian thought, is, because of its almost anti-Romantic, “titrated” methods, more an academic 

exercise than an innovation. Travel is almost superfluous to his work—he is at least as interested in 
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what others have said about his subject than in his personal interpretation of it. Casaubon is not 

interested in anthropological, multidisciplinary analysis of the literary, historical, spiritual legacy of a 

place, in investing different cultures with validity, in self-scrutiny.  In other words, he is not 

interested in experience but rather in knowledge abstracted from its historical or geographical 

context. He is satisfied with knowing something factual of his surroundings, to be summarized 

smugly: “such at least I have gathered to be the opinion of the cognoscenti.” Casaubon is not 

connected to Europe, to the act of seeing, in a modern sense. Fraser zeroes in on that specific failure 

in Casaubon’s that stands in sharpest contrast with what we know of Eliot’s own methods:  

Dorothea is made to confront the fact that the man she had married because of his scholarly 
eminence is hopelessly old-fashioned in his approach, and doomed to obscurity because of 
his refusal to acknowledge ‘the necessity of knowing German’ in order to engage with 
modern scholarship.274  

Modern scholarship, as Eliot’s advantages in Weimar demonstrate, aligns with the “alternative 

intellectual”--and feminine—culture that prioritizes a range of subject matters and methods, as well 

as contemporary languages and thinkers. Lacking his wife’s intuition and Ladislaw’s (and Eliot’s) 

modern sensibilities, Casaubon’s project is the out-of-time, empty foil to the multidisciplinary, 

polyvocal serialized guidebook.  

Dorothea’s devotion to her husband---or, more accurately, to the destination-like “large 

vistas and wide fresh air which she had dreamed of finding in her husband’s mind”---leads her to ask 

during their honeymoon whether she can help with “the book which will make your vast knowledge 

useful to the world.” Casaubon, sensitive to any comment that hints at the futility of his research, 

immediately revises his view of his wife: Dorothea leaves the realm of the ideal and becomes an 
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articulation of his shortcomings.275 But Dorothea is not intentionally suggesting that her husband is 

somehow inadequate, and indeed seems unwilling to acknowledge that plain truth. Rather, she is 

advocating for the dispersal, even democratization of her husband’s “vast knowledge.” The book 

she imagines helping him produce will have an audience of the world, and more importantly be 

useful to that audience: she is proposing a text which shares exigencies and rhetorical characteristics 

with a travel guidebook. Murray’s preface to the Continent Handbook asserts that the author, “in the 

hope that they may render as much service to the public generally as he is assured they already have 

done to private friends, he is now induced to put them forth in a printed form.”276 Likewise 

Dorothea is thinking of the public, and of the use to which the scholarship of Casaubon might be 

put by readers and tourists like her. Community-oriented and socially progressive, Dorothea draws 

connections between scholarship and the tourist experience that gesture toward the travel genres 

that would flourish in the decades following her fictional trip to Rome. 

 Casaubon is incapable of imagining his work finished, and has no interest in the 

democratization of knowledge. Dorothea’s dream of allowing the world to access his Key is 

precisely his nightmare. Her sense that she is alone in her travels, and that she—and therefore others 

in her same position—might benefit from guidance or a key is, of course, correct. She is essentially 

stranded, especially with respect to intellectual or aesthetic guidance (in this way she differs from 

Henry James’ Mary Garland, as we will see in the next chapter). Even before Dorothea is 

transformed in Casaubon’s mind into the worst kind of critic, he makes no effort to be the guide (to 

seeing, to travel) that a companion or partner ought to be. As she attempts to untangle the mass of 

 
275 “He now foresaw with sudden terror that this capacity [for devotion] might be replaced by presumption, this worship 

by the most exasperating of all criticism--that which sees vaguely a great many fine ends and has not the least notion 
what it costs to reach them.” Eliot, Middlemarch, pp. 209 and 210. 
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impressions and emotions inspired by Rome, she looks to him for answers,  

but her husband’s way of commenting on the strangely impressive objects around them had 
begun to affect her with a sort of mental shiver: he had perhaps the best intention of 
acquitting himself worthily, but only of acquitting himself. What was fresh to her mind was 
worn out to his.277 

A less selfish and more loving traveling companion might attempt to breathe new life into familiar 

sights, might offer a more generous description of their surroundings than “they are, I believe, 

highly esteemed.” But Casaubon is none of those things. He would be quickly eclipsed by a text, by 

a published travel guide, were it only available to Dorothea.278 The very authority, accessibility, and 

stasis of Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers that allows Eliot to confidently adapt his reading of St 

Ouen to her own interests would be of use to Dorothea in this stimulating but overwhelming 

foreign space. Casaubon is resistant to revision because it implies critique, and he would be 

especially against the kind of whimsical, poetic kind annotations Eliot offers the Murray passage 

(“little baboon-like demons”). And so Dorothea comes up against a wall. Her soul may be reaching 

out, trying to make sense of Rome, trying to differentiate herself and her assumptions from her 

foreign surroundings, to redefine herself in light of her marriage and relocation, but no one, not 

even those who care for her more deeply than her husband, offers her to teach her the language that 

might help her stake out her own subjectivity.  

Given the stark contrast between Eliot's own relationship to travel on the continent and 

Dorothea's, and between the woman observed by Ladislaw and Naumann and the emotionally 

struggling one depicted in the subsequent chapter, it seems as though Eliot intends for readers to 

interrogate the relationship between travel, gender, and the role of interpreter. Eliot wants us to 
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even the highly educated Casaubon (or Eliot, or Lewes). 
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understand that Dorothea is being misinterpreted and that her role as scholar/viewer is complicated 

and, on some level, unknown even to the character herself. Part of that complication is that 

Dorothea is a kind of paradox, both within the diegesis of the narrative and as a fictional character: 

she is both tourist object (subject to the gaze of others) and a would-be tourist in her own right, 

albeit one in want of a guide. Something that should be more open-ended, more free, more 

accessible--that is, travel in Europe, and the critical and intellectual worlds that open up within that 

foreign space--has been closed off to someone with the capacity to, in an Arnoldian sense, 

appreciate it. Dorothea’s time in Rome feels doomed because of her gender and her historical 

context. Her Rome was perhaps never going to be Eliot's—her marriage to Casaubon all but 

guarantees that. But it very well could have been what it is to Will Ladislaw, or any other naive-but-

educated male going on a post-revolutionary, and therefore attenuated version of the Grand Tour. 

Eliot, though a woman, was able to claim and individualize the tourist experience due to her 

historical and personal context and literary credentials. In choosing to deny Dorothea that same 

experience, she draws attention to the concrete ways that travel to Europe and its accompanying 

critical mode have changed between her fictional character’s period and her own. Whereas the 

Murray-guided Victorian traveler can navigate with ease between poetic feeling and more 

sociological interpretation, the women of Dorothea’s generation are at best idealized visions and at 

worst objects of resentment.  

The intellectual atmosphere of the Victorian period was a natural home for Eliot’s mind “of 

conglomerated fragments.” Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers series was likewise a reflection of its 

time while simultaneously exercising influence over the thinking and especially seeing in the period. 

There is notable overlap between Eliot’s and the Handbooks’ perspectives and disciplinary interests, 

and they place similar value on the experience of travel for the benefit of self-cultivation and 

creative/critical development. That a “Murray” was an essential and accepted tool for travel in the 
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later part of the 19th century is evidenced by Eliot and Lewes’ use of the guide on their own 

journeys abroad. That “Murray” was a critical, even literary voice that Eliot engaged with during 

formative journeys is evidenced in her revision and annotation of his words while traveling in 

France. While Eliot was often reticent to mention her guidebooks' title or acknowledge its impact on 

her travels, the desirability of something like a “Murray” while abroad is made clear by its absence 

during Dorothea Brooke’s doomed honeymoon. The contrast between Eliot’s self-confident, 

scholarly viewpoint and Dorothea’s desire for understanding and, more specifically, the language for 

interpretation suggests that Eliot had an appreciation for the tools of tourism and for the tourist role 

as articulated by Murray’s Handbooks. Eliot’s choice to emphasize the difference between travel in 

her context and that of her fictional character’s indicates a consciousness on her part of the 

rhetorical influence of the guidebook. That is, while the genericism of mass market challenge 

introduced frustrations for travelers wishing to immerse themselves in foreign cultures, it also 

opened the door for appreciating foreign art and customs for a new, previously ignored or 

underrepresented audience (i.e., the non-formally educated, non-male tourist). But the Handbooks 

did more than simply expand access to art criticism and logistical information. They perpetuated a 

way of processing information, featuring a kind of empirical, multidisciplinary tool that was modern 

even as it adopted some of the voices and tropes of Romanticism. That Murray’s guides 

simultaneously operated as cultural touchstones, commercial objects, and rhetorically-cohesive texts 

is exhibited in Eliot’s personal use of them and hinted at in their nonappearance in Middlemarch. 

Henry James’ fictional oeuvre illustrates these complex connotations for Murray’s series even more 

obviously, as will be explored in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Examining Henry James’ critical writings (i.e., ‘The Art of Fiction’ and the Prefaces to the 

New York Editions of his novels), Carlo Martinez makes the case “that James’s imagination is 

deeply informed by the phenomenon of tourism, and that a specific tourist rhetoric is not only 

identifiable in his narrative work, but central to his artistic vision.”279 Tourism is a tool for James. He 

is a tourist himself and is conscious of the culture and objects of tourism as influencing behavior 

and viewpoints. Accordingly, he deploys these objects—which is to say, guidebooks—in his writing. 

Martinez’ analysis of James’s work concerns tourism as general practice rather than specific textual 

representations of it, but tellingly he argues that the Prefaces to James’ novels read a little like 

guidebooks:  

For the author-turned-critic, as well as for the general readers, these works are presented as 
tourist sights in their own right which the Prefaces, in the guise of a critical equivalent of a 
Baedeker or Murray guide, help the readers to visit and experience. The New York Edition, 
like a colossal marker, aims at attracting the readers’ attention, at rendering fiction, James’s 
fiction especially, recognizable as art to the gaze of readers, and, above all, at turning his own 
work into a most renowned attraction in its own right.280 

Alison Booth makes a similar argument about James’ domestic writing and depiction of authors’ 

lives and domains, claiming he participated “in the discourse of ‘homes and haunts’—a hybrid genre 

of travel narrative, literary journalism, biography, and guidebook—that supported the rise of literary 

tourism in the nineteenth century.”281 William Stowe likewise argues that James’ work directly 

 
279 Carlo Martinez, “Traveling with(in) the Master,” p. 110. 

280Ibid., pp. 123-124. 

281 Alison Booth, "Homes and Haunts," p. 216. 
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influenced tourists (while not a guidebook, texts like Mont-Saint Michel and Chartes “served as a 

highbrow tourist vademecum for nearly ninety years”), though he makes the case that James’ attitude 

about both Europe and the tourist industry was complicated.282 Booth and Stowe, like Martinez, 

identify moments in James’ substantial corpus where his writing slips into the territory of the 

guidebook, suggesting not only that the latter has a recognizable rhetorical form, but that James can 

reasonably be thought of as a participant in the larger network of Handbook writer-readers.  

A dabbler in tourist-oriented writing himself, the guidebook can be understood as having a 

rhetorical, stylistic, and thematic, influence on James. His own use of guidebooks in his travels and 

their appearance in his travel writing suggests that, more so than George Eliot, he was conscious of 

and comfortable with acknowledging their structural power. James’ references to Murray through A 

Little Tour of France demonstrate that although he recognizes the Handbooks’ significance and 

influence within the ever-expanding tourist industry of his moment, his use of the guides is not 

entirely as a consumer. As a writer and thinker, he grants the Handbook reciprocal agency: he, 

engaging with them as he does, grants them literary clout. The frequency of their appearance in his 

fiction reinforces this idea. The American opens with Christopher Newman perusing his “Bädeker,” 

intent on seeing “all the pictures to which an asterisk was affixed”; within a short time he is sidelined 

by an “aesthetic headache.”283 Daisy Miller begins with an extended commentary on the nature of spa 

towns in Switzerland which shares stylistic similarities with the content of a serial guidebook like 

Newman’s “Bädeker” or John Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers. I argue that these opening gambits 

are highly intentional and draw attention to James’ deliberate use of guidebooks in his writing. He 

consciously steers readers to the attraction of his oeuvre using Prefaces “in the guise of a critical 

 
282 William W. Stowe, Going Abroad, p. 194.  

283  Henry James, The American, p. 17. 
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equivalent of a Baedeker or Murray guide”; these moments in his fiction, too, showcase his 

deployment of the interactive, formative rhetoric of the guidebook.  

This chapter traces allusions to the language and rhetorical framing of guidebooks and 

identifies places where the guidebooks impact characters’ behavior and self-identification, in 

addition to our modern interpretation of them, in Henry James’ early fiction, namely Daisy Miller, The 

Portrait of a Lady, The American, and Roderick Hudson. The guidebook, as previous chapters have 

demonstrated, is multifaceted. So, too, is James’ use of them. The structure of the above novels, as 

well as the actions of their characters, are shaped by them. For example, as with Dorothea’s 

struggles in Rome, Daisy Miller and Isobel Archer’s experiences in Europe are clarified by their 

missing guidebooks. That the guidebooks are an influential missing element is thrown into relief when 

comparing the guidebooks’ centrality to the experiences of characters like Christopher Newman and 

Mary Garland. James makes what appears to be the conscious decision to deploy non-guidebook 

exhibits of tourism as narrative frameworks to underscore their comparative futility in progressing 

characters’ growth. That is, he uses tourist-oriented space–the resort–as a template for 

understanding characters’ (mis)behavior and ultimately for shaping Daisy and Isobel’s narrative arcs. 

In these other cases, as has been hinted, the guidebook appears as a more obvious lens for 

interpreting tourist characters and their movement through the space and time of their fictional 

context.  

In the pages that follow, I will first establish James as a user of the guidebook who, like 

Eliot, was especially influenced by Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers. I will then address some of the 

most famous depictions of travel in James’ oeuvre–Daisy Miller and Portrait of a Lady–to consider 

James’ deployment of the trappings of tourism that are space oriented (the resort) as evidence of the 

guidebooks’ influence on the tourist experience even when not explicitly mentioned. James’ 

interactive and constructive use of the tools of tourism means that even when a Handbook is not 
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placed in the hands of a character, their rhetorical and cultural influence is still felt. Finally, I will 

draw attention to critical moments in James’ fiction when guidebooks are placed in characters’ 

hands, explicitly demonstrating how fiction and this non-fiction form were interwoven in the 

nineteenth century. Tracking “Murrays” within James’ early writing reveals the range of narrative 

functions they perform, and helps elucidate the various pressures—societal, literary, and 

psychological—heroines like Daisy and Isabel endured. The Handbooks prescribe a way of seeing 

Europe, but as interactive tools are also templates for alternative approaches to interpretation. 

James’ characters, following and deviating from Murray’s script to varying degrees, demonstrate the 

flexibility of the tourist role as articulated by a Handbook. Far from being mere historical references, 

attention to the nuances of the tourist identity in James underscores the Handbooks’ literary influence 

and confirms their cultural reach. 

 

I: Handbooks and Henry James 

 

When George Eliot copied and annotated a section of the Handbook for Travellers in France 

Handbook for Travellers in France in her travel journal, she revealed for us that each individual 

Handbook is also a specific title with a narrative and rhetorical form that can be emulated or edited. 

While her direct acknowledgement of Murray tended to be focused on a specific title or section, 

Henry James’ documented interaction with the guidebook happened on both a micro and macro 

level. James was a reader of guidebooks, as their repeated appearance in his novels and travel writing 

suggest. He both read and responded to individual editions, and, as a frequent user of the genre, 

absorbed and rearticulated some of the rhetorical framework of the form. His emulation or editing 

of something like a “Murray,” then, sometimes involved the same close-reading techniques of Eliot, 

and sometimes involved deploying the same narrative structure of a guidebook for the purpose of 

establishing a particular tone, style, or theme in his writing. Attending to the “Murray” references in 
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James’ published and unpublished travel writing lays the foundation for his use not just of 

guidebooks generally, but the Handbooks specifically, in his novels of the 1870s and 1880s. 

To be sure, James Buzard qualifies James’ use of a guidebook, explaining that “he carried 

Murrays and Baedekers, recognizing that even for one as educated as he, there was so much to take 

in that one needed access to a crib.”284 In Buzard’s contemporary view, and in the view expressed by 

many historical readers, a guidebook is a kind of “crib,” a cheatsheet. Thus it might come as a 

surprise that the learned and cosmopolitan James would turn to one. But James’ letters and travel 

writing provide evidence that his use of serialized guidebooks was not necessarily clouded by such a 

view. Indeed, his use of them at a very young age suggests that guidebooks may well have 

contributed to his education. At seventeen, James cited a guidebook—likely a Murray, given the 

date—when writing to an American school friend from the Rhine. Apparently the guide helped him 

process and articulate his experience taking a somewhat perilous-sounding hike in the Alps: 

[the path] is very narrow (five feet at the widest and generally about three) very steep and 
winds in such zigzags, that it turns so from right to left, that you never see whence you've 
come or whither you are going. In one place (so says the guide book, the spot escaped my 
notice) a plumb-line may be dropped over the precipice down a distance of 1600 ft. without 
any abuttement to interfere.285 

Early on, James reports his travel experiences with the supplementary support of a guidebook, the 

content of which lends a kind of precision and detail to his prose (“a distance of 1600 ft”). In fact, 

this short section implies that for the teenage James a “Murray” might, as would be expected, 

influence his itinerary, but also act as a prompt for reflection and processing: in thinking about his 

hike and how to describe it to his friends, he turns to his guidebook.  

 
284 James Buzard, The Beaten Track, p. 222.  

285 “Letter to Thomas Sergeant Perry; Bonn, on the Rhine, Prussia; Wednesday, July 18th, 1860,” Henry James: Selected 

Letters, pp. 4-5. 
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In middle age, James refers to Murray by name throughout the essay series A Little Tour in 

France. Buzard, in his extended examination of James, paints a picture wherein the author has a 

complicated but ultimately indulgent attitude toward the tourist handbook. Like the other authors 

Buzard examines in The Beaten Track, James is reluctant to accept the role of tourist, deeming it a 

threat to his individuality. Yet like another reluctant Handbook reader—George Eliot—he 

appreciates the historical details, and notes on art and architecture that provide the context necessary 

to a foreigner (or even a local) to appreciate the subtleties of particular sites. I venture to argue that 

his references to Murray in A Little Tour in France indicate that James’ relationship to the guidebook 

went beyond mere utility. First, these essays were written after he had already experienced decades 

of European travel. That James would feel a “Murray” had something for a French-speaking, 

cosmopolitan like himself and his readers implies they had more to offer than suggestions for 

lodging or convenient itineraries. James understood himself to be interacting with an authored 

document—as opposed to objective depiction of tourist sites—and appreciated that a “Murray” had 

an identifiable rhetorical stance, literary resonance, and cultural clout. In most of these Atlantic 

Monthly-published essays from 1883-1884, James simply cites “my Murray.” He does so when 

describing the cathedral in Nantes—“begun in 1434 and finished about the end of the fifteenth 

century, as I discover in Murray, it has a magnificent nave”—and the Promenade du Peyrou in 

Montpellier (“It consists of an ‘elevated platform,’ as Murray says…”286). In these examples, a 

“Murray” offers the possibility for discovery and the language with which to describe one’s 

surroundings and their effects. What is more, James cites Murray by name without further detail or 

explanation. A full title is not necessary, nor is a justification of the citation—it seems he felt the 

Handbooks’ authority was understood. The repeated references to guidebooks are also telling. 

 
286 Henry James, A Little Tour in France, “Nantes,” p. 122 and “Montpellier,” p. 186 
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“Murray” is mentioned by name roughly once every three chapters; other guidebooks are mentioned 

an additional eight times, with Guide-Joanne the only other noted by name.287 The implication is that 

James carries one as a matter of course throughout his travels. He is a part of that community 

cultivated by Murray, an “intelligent English traveller.”  

Occasionally, though, James contradicts, comments upon, or compliments his Handbooks, 

rather than simply citing them. Whereas Eliot’s revision of the Saint Ouen passage from the 

Handbook for Travellers to France happens without much acknowledgement of either the source text or 

her changes to it—in part because it appears in her private, unpublished journals—James’ 

interactivity with Murray is much more on the surface. This has the effect of blurring the boundaries 

between his travel writing and that of the guidebook, and of correspondingly shoring up the literary 

merit of the latter: his travel writing is intertextual because of its use of Murray. He agrees with the 

Murray’s characterization of the ruins at Toulouse, calling Murray “judicious”288; he refers to his 

“faithful” guide when describing 18th century “air” of Montpellier289; he alludes to the authority of 

his guide when describing the charms of Les Baux, though there is a hint of irony in his compliment 

given his guide reports a second-hand impression from an “English noble-man.”290 He is not a 

 
287 The Guide-Joanne series eventually informed the British Blue Guides series, which in the early 20th century blended 

the copyrights and material of Baedeker, Murray, and Guide-Joanne (retitled Guides Bleu). 

288 “Its broad walk, its little garden, with old tombs and statues in the centre, is by far the most picturesque, the most 

sketchable, spot in Toulouse. It must be doubly so when the Roman busts, inscriptions, slabs and sarco- phagi, are 
ranged along the walls; it must indeed (to compare small things with great, and as the judicious Murray remarks) bear a 
certain resemblance to the Campo Santo at Pisa.” Henry James, A Little Tour in France, “Toulouse: The Capitol,” p. 153. 

289 “The whole place, with its repeated steps, its balus- trades, its massive and plentiful stone-work, is full of the air of 

the last century, - sent bien son dix-huitieme siecle; none the less so, I am afraid, that, as I read in my faithful Murray, after the 
revocation of the Edict of Nantes, the block, the stake, the wheel, had been erected here for the benefit of the desperate 
Camisards.” Ibid., “Nantes,” p. 186.  

290 “We knew in advance, my companion and I, that Les Baus was a pearl of picturesqueness; for had we not read as 

much in the handbook of Murray, who has the testimony of an English nobleman as to its attractions? We also knew 
that it lay some miles from Aries, on the crest of the Alpilles, the craggy little mountains which, as I stood on the breezy 
plat- form of Beaucaire, formed to my eye a charming, if somewhat remote, background to Tarascon; this as- surance 
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complacent tourist, though: there are a couple of moments when he explicitly evaluates the 

guidebooks’ information. In one case, James narrates an interpretive sequence having to do with Le 

Mans Cathedral: “I read in my Murray that it has the stamp of the date of the perfection of pointed 

Gothic, and I found nothing to object to the remark. It suffers little by confrontation with Bourges, 

and, taken in itself, seems to me quite as fine.”291 Here he shares with the reader the information he 

gleaned from the Handbook, alludes to the evaluative process he underwent in gauging the validity of 

the “remark,” and then offers his own opinion (“seems to me quite as fine”): he is documenting the 

user experience. There is a dialogue in this passage between tourist and guide: James is not a passive, 

unquestioning recipient of information. This is more obviously displayed in his description of 

Narbonne: “There is really nothing in the place to speak of; that is, on the day of my visit there was 

nothing but the market, which was in complete possession. ‘This intricate, curious, but lifeless town,’ 

Murray calls it; yet to me it appeared overflowing with life.”292 His issue with Handbook’s take on the 

small town has to do with the editor’s choice of words—there is nothing to do in Narbonne 

according to both James and Murray, but that is not to say that the town is “lifeless.”  

That James takes issue with the description of Narbonne based on a single word choice 

implies that the Handbook, for him, is not merely a “crib,” to borrow Buzard’s word. If it were, then 

a slight mischaracterization of a small town would matter little. The Handbook would still be useful in 

indicating which places are worth a stop (Narbonne is, after all, “intricate” and “curious”), and 

would still serve the purpose of providing historical context and suggestions for navigating foreign 

space. Instead, James’ willingness to engage with his guide situates it as a literary text: he can quibble 

 
having been given us by the landlady of the inn at Arles, of whom we hired a rather lumbering conveyance.” Ibid., “Les 
Baux,” p. 224.  

291 Ibid., “Le Mans,” p. 110.  

292 Ibid., “Narbonne,” p. 177.  
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with word choice as he might not with a brochure, caption at an art exhibit, or other tourist-oriented 

document. His metonymic use of Murray’s name supports this idea. James, in some of the above 

examples and some of the below, seems to be directly in conversation with John Murray III, or else 

with an author that can be called “Murray.” Murray is “judicious,” and “faithful”: he makes remarks 

and provides testimony. Tellingly, James speaks little about his accommodations or the logistical 

aspects of his journey: he skips past those to city or town descriptions which follow the pace, and 

even the chronology, of his Murray. The guidebook is not a flat object for him but an expression of 

a viewpoint and a narrative structure.  James understands the guide and its author(s) communicate a 

perspective and a corresponding set of values or interests: he recognizes the Handbook as a template 

for interpretation, a flexible framework inviting participatory critique.  His attention to them in his 

writing consequently reinforces the author-user feedback loop distinctive to the Handbooks discussed 

in Chapter One. 

James’ reliance on and depiction of his “Murray” in A Little Tour of France is but part of the 

story of his experiences as a tourist and consumer of tourist products. Buzard is right to 

acknowledge James’s complicated relationship with the role of traveler, tourist, or foreigner—and it 

seems James was conscious of and interested in the distinctions between those three terms. But that 

complicated relationship cannot be distilled into a simple dichotomy wherein the guidebook is 

representative of generic commercialism and individual appreciation of art and antiquity of genuine 

exploration or engagement. Rather, the Handbooks were complex texts and cultural objects, which 

operated as rhetorical and literary entities — symbols of an industry and social change. James’ 

relationship to them, then, as to travel more generally, was suitably nuanced. This is perhaps most 

clearly expressed in Italian Hours, a series of writings about Italy produced over nearly forty years 

before being published in a single volume in 1909. His take on Venice, and on representations of 

Venice to foreigners, is especially paradoxical. Describing the modern city, James asserts:  
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Nowhere else is the present so alien, so discontinuous, so like a crowd in a cemetery without 
garlands for the graves. It has no flowers in its hands, but, as a compensation perhaps—and 
the thing is doubtless more to the point—it has money and little red books. The everlasting 
shuffle of these irresponsible visitors in the Piazza is contemporary Venetian life. Everything 
else is only a reverberation of that.293 

Venice is alive only in the tourist’s gaze, is modern because of tourism and nothing else. Nothing 

grows in the lagoon of the Adraitic but its cultural cache, its ability to generate “little red books.” 

Murrays and Baedekers, here, are far from the “faithful” or “judicious” companions that appear in A 

Little Tour of France. Rather, they are on par with postcards and selfie sticks, mere commercial traps 

set by the tourist industry. James’ cynicism here renders the essay almost depressing—one is 

tempted to renounce the entire enterprise of travel writing if this is what it does to a real place and 

people. But when compared to his earlier, almost rapturous account of the Venice of letters, a 

different picture emerges:  

Venice: It is a great pleasure to write the word; but I am not sure there is not a certain 
impudence in pretending to add anything to it. Venice has been painted and described many 
thousands of times, and of all the cities of the world is the easiest to visit without going 
there. Open the first book and you will find a rhapsody about it [...] There is notoriously 
nothing more to be said on the subject. [...] It is not forbidden, however, to speak of familiar 
things, and I hold that for the true Venice-lover Venice is always in order.294  

Perhaps the Venice in Italy is “the most beautiful of tombs,” but the Venice of the imagination is 

“always in order.” When detached from the unappealing trappings of tourism, even writing 

produced by or for tourists is worthwhile. Martinez’s slightly different reading of this passage also 

makes the case for the value of tourism despite its undeniably detrimental effects. According to him, 

the inevitable signs of tourism in Venice are what make this imagined experience of Italy possible:  

It is the very inadequacy of sightseeing that now affords the possibility for the rise of a ‘pure’ 
gaze, which is not developed in opposition to the tourist gaze but is generated by the 

 
293 Henry James, Italian Hours, p. 314. 

294 Ibid., p. 287. 
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dynamic tension between the two. [...] Only by embracing the tourist gaze and by 
confronting its logic can a “pure” gaze eventually transcend it.295 

The resistance to tourism makes authentic engagement with foreign spaces possible. Whether it is 

because of the tourist gaze or in spite of it, or—as seems very possible given how enmeshed James 

is in thinking through these ideas—because of the complicated interchange between tourism and 

anti-tourism, it is clear that the industry is acting as a motivating force for James’ travel writing. In 

documenting his impressions of these places and experiences he is also addressing the concrete 

realities of tourism, in all its commercial and cultural specificity. 

There is a tension in these essays, in sum, between the place and the representation of the 

place, between its role in the modern world and its role in the mind of the modern traveler. Venice 

(and by extension, Italy, or even Europe) is at once a player in the capitalistic present (“as a 

compensation--and the thing is doubtless more to the point--it has money”) and an essentially 

timeless icon, a non-place that can be visited “without going there.” Much more could be said about 

James’ convoluted love and despair for Venice, but he is clearly conscious of tourism, of the markers 

and impact of the industry, and of the contradictions the nineteenth century traveler must reconcile 

(his awareness of the problematic consequences of tourism is similar to that expressed in Forster’s 

“The Eternal Moment,” discussed in the introduction to this dissertation). His simultaneous 

awareness of his position within a seemingly eternal narrative of Venice and of the manifest impact 

that narrative has had and continues to have on a terrestrial, social, cultural place justifies reading his 

travel writing and novels with an attention to tourism: this is an issue about which he cares, about 

which he has thought. Little red books, for James, are not simply quick, cultural reference, a method 

by which to say something about traveling in Europe in his time but are conscious evocations of the 

much larger issues associated with tourism, such as the commodification of cultural practices and 

 
295 Carlo Martinez, “Traveling with(in) the Master,” p. 123. 
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artifacts. They, for him and for his characters, explain something about the economies, cultures296 

(and power structures) at work in these Continental environments.    

 

II: The Missing Handbooks in Henry James 

Guidebooks—as cultural icons, tools, and rhetorical/literary texts—appear frequently in 

James’ fiction, though not always by name. In fact, there are moments in many of James’ novels of 

tourism where despite the absence of any “red books,” the rhetoric of the guidebook is clearly at 

work. On a structural level, especially, there are parallels between James’ fiction and guidebooks. The 

guidebook deviates notably from the narrative arc that typically corresponds with a tourist’s journey. 

As a user-oriented resource, a “Murray”  both describes and prescribes a traveler’s movement 

through foreign places. James’ novels also work to describe the movement of travelers and, in like 

manner, alternately replicate and depart from this tourist template. Here again, like Dorothea’s 

experience in Middlemarch, the issue is often the absence of a “Murray,” or the misapplication or 

misunderstanding of the tourist identity and trajectory. And as with Eliot’s depiction of the Roman 

honeymoon, the moments where the guidebooks’ absence is discernable in James appear to be 

intentional, and work to introduce the thematic valences of tourism. 

 
296 Buzard makes a compelling argument about tourism’s commercial function in James’ life and fiction, though his 

framing tends to highlight James’ complicated nationality and his class--that is, James himself--rather than the holistic 
tourism industry as a structure or manifestation of power. “...Murray and Baedeker translated cultural meaning into the 
language and logic of commerce. Buying and using the guidebook was like imaginarily buying the things themselves. The 
lure of the list, the lure of imaginary acquisition—James suspected them, but felt and indulged them as well." James’ 
interest in accumulation of culture was, according to Buzard, transactional: “The Jamesian world is a place in which 
characters continually appropriate, expropriate, reappropriate, and try to understand what appropriating might mean 
(before they do it) or what it has meant (once they have done it). In terms of my own argument, ‘appropriation’ can 
perhaps best be defined as any action (physical, financial, imaginary) which converts the ‘culture’ encountered through 
travel into exchangeable items, tokens of cultural accomplishment that are legal tender in the sign-market of personal 
acculturation at home” The  Beaten Track, pp. 222 and 225. In this reading, the tourist experience in James is economic; 
the scale of that economy here, I would argue, is too minute. 
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Such deviations almost always transpire at a resort or resort-like setting. James’ recurring 

depiction of hotels and homesteads as complex, liminal spaces suggests he was conscious of these 

physical facts of tourism as fruitful launching pads for his characters, and as contexts for exploring 

the practical and thematic impact of the tourist industry. Daisy Miller’s introduction to readers and, 

in a way, to Europe is mediated via the Trois Couronne. Likewise, Isabel Archer’s transition into the 

foreign is moderated by the English homestead of her uncle, Gardencourt. In Daisy Miller (1878), 

Switzerland is depicted as a kind of backdrop or landscape: a natural space which influences the 

people who settle within it, offering an opportunity for observers (proto-anthropologists) like 

Winterbourne to witness the behavior of transplanted Americans. In The Portrait of a Lady (1880) the 

opening place, England, is depicted more as a stage, and its visitors as players in a fictional but lively 

theater. Both versions of tourist-space have a feeling of unreality even as they operate as very real 

influences on the behavior and future of the characters who reside there. And both are the cause 

and setting for an interrupted narrative trajectory. Resorts slow the natural progression of tourism, 

as defined by the trends of historical travel and by guidebooks in particular. Rather than following a 

linear itinerary like that rhetorically conveyed in the route-by-route structure of a Murray, Daisy Miller 

and Portrait of a Lady linger in these quasi-domestic spaces, stalling the movement of the story and 

correspondingly stunting their characters’ growth into tourists.   

In this section, I examine how travel-oriented space in Henry James intersects with tourist 

identity formation and consider guidebooks’ role in delineating both categories. I posit that resort 

life, like other manifestations of the tourist industry, can and should be interpreted using both an 

historicist and critical theoretical approach. Trois Couronne is simultaneously a microcosm of 

nineteenth-century class privilege, a realistic and historical tourist destination, and a more abstract, 

alternative relational space for the fictional characters developed by James. The consequence is that 

characters like Daisy and Winterbourne are confused as to how to act, because these different 
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functions of the space are sometimes at odds. But these complicated and even paradoxical methods 

for interpreting Daisy’s context become the lifeblood of the text: Trois Couronne literally and 

figuratively sets the stage for the drama of Daisy Miller. Much as Murray’s Handbooks map the 

cultural, geographic, and social space of the Continent, the opening sequence of Daisy Miller gives 

readers the tools for delineating the narrative that follows, for conceiving, as tourists do in imagining 

their journey in faraway lands, of what is to come as both real and narrativized future experience. 

James’ characters’ awareness that the experience of tourist space is somehow distinct from other 

spaces, and that the rules of behavior are thus ambiguous, is product of both novel and history. 

James’ representation of the behavior at Trois Couronne, because simultaneously rooted in literary 

depictions and the lived experience of travel, gestures toward the implicit, guiding rhetorical power 

of tourist texts like the Handbook.  

Daisy Miller’s opening paragraph begins with a description of the hotel options in Vevey, 

Switzerland. The scope of the first few sentences are mismatched with that of the story that follows. 

Where most of the novella is a close character study of Daisy and Frederick Winterbourne, its 

introduction is almost panoramic, and is place- rather than person-oriented:  

At the little town of Vevey, in Switzerland, there is a particularly comfortable hotel. There 
are, indeed, many hotels, for the entertainment of tourists is the business of the place, which, 
as many travelers will remember, is seated upon the edge of a remarkably blue lake—a lake 
that it behooves every tourist to visit. The shore of the lake presents an unbroken array of 
establishments of this order, of every category, from the “grand hotel” of the newest 
fashion, with a chalk-white front, a hundred balconies, and a dozen flags flying from its roof, 
to the little Swiss pension of an elder day, with its name inscribed in German-looking 
lettering upon a pink or yellow wall and an awkward summerhouse in the angle of the 
garden.297  

This passage, and the subsequent depiction of resort life, plays a notable role in establishing the 

parameters of the world Daisy Miller has entered, as will be addressed below. But it is first important 

 
297 Henry James, Daisy Miller, p. 158. 
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to note that its tone and its details are reminiscent of hotel descriptions from guidebooks of the 

period. Compare the above with this entry about hotels in Vevey from the 1872 edition of Murray’s 

Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland, Savoy, and Piedmont:  

The attractions of the climate and scenery of the N.E. shore of Lake Lemen, and the 
cheapness of living, have caused its hills and slopes to be scattered over with hotels and 
pensions almost numberless [...] Inns: Grand H. de Vevey, a magnificent hotel in extensive 
grounds on the lake outside the town, but close to the station; fine view and healthy situation 
[...] Numerous pensions on the road along the shore of the lake. One of the most beautifully 
situated and largest is the Pension Ketterer…298  

Both passages mention the plentiful accommodations. James describes “an unbroken array of 

establishments of this order, of every category,” and Murray depicts a vista “scattered over with 

hotels and pensions almost numberless.” Both draw attention to the town’s appealing proximity to 

the lake, with the implication that it is both picturesque and convenient. And both acknowledge the 

“Grand” hotel before the many other inns and pensions.  

 The similarity between the passages analyzed above is most pronounced in their tone and 

scope, which is jarringly different from the intimate portraits that follow in James’ novella. It is as if 

this space--Switzerland, or the more abstract European Resort--demands specific language, a certain 

narrative voice. The trappings of tourism, the hotels and proximity to transport, the “fine view and 

healthy situation,” have transformed Vevey, they are Vevey. The realism of James’ narrative is 

therefore enhanced and arguably dependent upon adopting the rhetoric and content of the 

guidebook: readers expect guidance in their literal and figurative travels. Using the framework of a 

red-jacketed guidebook to introduce the scene is not gimmicky or coincidental so much as it is a 

reflection of James’ historical and cultural moment and place within a specific literary network. His 

investment in realism, evident in this opening sequence, matters because it underscores and 

introduces a set of values and aesthetics with implications for understanding Daisy’s (and his own) 

 
298 John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland, 14th edition, pp. 187-188. 
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world. That we are in a space that realistically reflects the landscape and expectations of James’ 

historical moment immediately sets the tone and scene for the remainder of the narrative, and 

situates Daisy as a recognizable and believable player within a familiar context.  

That context, though—the space of the hotel or resort—is the least detailed within Murray’s 

guidebooks. As I observe in the introduction to this dissertation, Murray’s Handbooks tend to follow 

a specific geographical and rhetorical structure. As an illustration, consider a route description from 

the second edition of Continent:  

The steamer sets off on the ascent of the Rhine very early in the morning. Passports must be 
shown on quitting Nymegen. About 8 miles above Nymegen (a voyage of two hours), the 
two branches of the Rhine — the Waal, which we have hitherto followed, and the Lower 
Rhine, or Lek, unite. Before entering the undivided stream, it is worthwhile to give some 
little attention to the hydraulic works erected on the apex of the delta…299 

After much discussion of the water-engineers’ innovative solutions, the text steers readers to look 

right and left, to observe a seventeenth-century fortress and the Rhenish town of Kleve. What 

follows is an acknowledgment of the first Prussian town (“Emmerich. Küpper’s Inn is best.”) 

followed by a list of subsequent towns along the river and, finally, a more detailed description of 

Dusseldorf. Here the structure transitions to its usual form for describing larger towns and cities. It 

starts with a list of recommended inns, with attention paid to their proximity to town, and then—

despite an assertion that “Dusseldorf, though a neat town, contains nothing remarkable at 

present”—a full page describing its galleries, a school of painting, its situation as a river port, and a 

nearby mansion. The section concludes by noting those sites visible along the Rhine upon leaving 

the town.300 To make the pattern plain: a “Murray” follows a route (in this case, defined by the 

Rhine) and draws readers’ attention to sites along that route before dwelling briefly in cities and 

 
299 John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers on the Continent, 2nd edition, p. 212. 

300 Ibid, pp. 213-214. 
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towns of note. Those subsections always begin with a list of possible accommodations (very 

occasionally preceded by a literary quotation describing the scenery or town life), followed by a 

what's-what list of sites worth seeing or experiences worth having. “List,” in fact, does not quite 

capture the stylistic or tonal characteristic of these sections, as all of the town descriptions are rife 

with historical and geographical detail, and written conversationally.301 Indeed, these routes, 

structured as they are both chronologically and geographically, have a lot in common with the 

travelogue: they can be read narratively. If consumed by the reader in a linear fashion, the Handbook 

tells a kind of story about the place under discussion. On the one hand, this can be attributed to the 

fact that early versions of the Handbooks were composed using text from Murray’s own letters home, 

which, like most letters written to family or friends while apart, use a conversational tone and focus 

on sequential and sometimes accumulating events, as discussed in chapter one. On the other 

(related) hand, this structure can be ascribed to the reality that these texts are both prescribing and 

describing the act of travel. In contrast to a more strictly expository work (which might merely 

itemize destinations), these guidebooks invite the reader to integrate many details about a place, 

whether explanatory or imaginative, thus producing an experience that is not merely prescriptive but 

actually literary. 

  If Daisy Miller were to follow the trajectory of the guidebook—and perhaps readers, at first, 

would expect it to, because of the narrative and practical qualities of that trajectory—these opening 

moments at the resort would quickly fade into the background, with details about the town and local 

sites taking center stage, possibly eventually to be eclipsed by a description of a journey to the next 

 
301 “Dusseldorf is at present the seat of a school of painting, which, curiously enough, has had its rise since the removal 

of the picture gallery. It was founded in 1828, under the direction of Cornelius (a native of the 

town), in whose studio many clever artists have formed themselves. In the historical branch of art, it leaves that of 
England very far behind [...] The Hofgarten is a very agreeable promenade. There is a Theatre here, and music is very 
much cultivated.” Ibid., p. 214. 
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destination. The opening of this novella, suggestive as it is of the route descriptions in the 

Handbooks, gestures toward a sequential future that is ultimately delayed— a sequential future that is 

characteristic of novels of travel. Ryan Stuart Lowe connects site-seeing—facilitated by the 

guidebook—with the progression of Jamesian romances. According to him, the flexible, tourist-

specific space is ideal for behavior from characters that, even if bordering on questionable, 

progresses their relationships: “tourism [...] serves a double purpose for James’ tourist hero: it offers 

him an alibi to spend time with someone, and it offers him plausible deniability if he oversteps.”302 

Eventually we see Winterbourne take Daisy to the Chateau de Chillon, forwarding their relationship 

and the plot. But for many pages, readers and characters are suspended in those opening Handbook 

paragraphs describing the merits and proximity of this or that inn: we and they are denied the logical 

tourist trajectory. Over a third of Daisy Miller is spent in the space of the hotel Trois Couronnes, and 

only one tourist site is visited during that time. The effect is claustrophobic and disorienting. 

Others have noted the narrative liminality intrinsic to hotels in Henry James. Anna 

Despotopoulou in particular has shown that women in James are intentionally depicted as transient, 

without stability or security even in the pseudo-domestic spaces to which they travel. On the one 

hand she argues this uncertainty, even homelessness, for female characters contributes to an 

authentic cosmopolitanism denied the male characters.303 On the other she shows that these 

unresolved experiences for James’ “itinerant women” put pressure on the boundary between the 

private and public, or between 

 
302 Lowe, Ryan Stuart. "Tourist Love,’” pp 41-42. 

303 “Unhomeliness, therefore, even though it results from the patriarchal attempt to ground a unified female subject  

within the confines of domesticity, leads women to an esoteric expansion that is not territorially defined. Exploring their 
liminality, they map their selves within the space of an expanded consciousness, a space beyond borders, a space that 
elicits their distinct cosmopolitanism and emphasizes flux and transitoriness—becoming, not being.” Despotopoulou, 
"’No natural place anywhere’” p. 149.  
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nation and globe [...] conservatism, nationalism, and consumerism are just some of the 
mindframes that, according to James’s novels, the hotel perpetuates [...] Hence the hotel 
exemplifies an irresolvable conflict between progress and mindless repetition, pluralism and 
homogenization, mobility and stasis, freedom and captivity.304  

Hotels, Despotopoulou argues, are both liberating and confining, and especially when considered 

through a gendered lens manifest some of the obvious shortcomings of capitalism. A hotel allows 

the paying female to escape from domestic labor—obliquely acknowledging the latter as such—but 

of course is predicated on a complex commodification of domestic space and experience. Moreover 

the hotel is easily interpreted through a Foucauldian framework: it is a place where people are 

contained and observed. James electing to have his protagonists linger in the resort, despite the 

historical and narrative motivation to continue onward to the action of a truly public space—i.e., to 

the acquisition of tourist experiences, to the journey—draws attention to the centrality of gender in 

his work, and highlights themes to do with female struggle, empowerment, and cosmopolitanism. 

While I am invested in these interpretations of women travelers in James, I believe their 

actions in the semi-domestic atmosphere of the European hotel offer additional insight into tourist 

culture and industry during the period, with implications about these characters’ desires and 

shortcomings. As with Eliot’s decision to note Dorothea’s lack of a guidebook during her 

emotionally fraught introduction to married life, James’ choice to stall in the strange, hybrid space of 

the resort throws the trappings of tourism into relief. Resort space facilitates, as a guidebook would, 

Daisy’s transformation into a tourist, but because that space is not the democratized, 

multidisciplinary, and interactive guidebook, her transformation happens improperly. Her 

inconsistent rejection or acceptance of hotel rules communicates to readers both what kind of 

tourist Daisy is and implies what kind she should have been. The absence of and deviation from the 

guidebook form draws attention to the script that these characters should follow: beginning with 

 
304 Anna Despotopoulou, "Monuments of an Artless Age,” p. 503. 
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guidebook-like language only exposes how in need of guidance the people of this temporary 

community are.  

In fact, the opening description of Vevey, even when deviating from the route-level script 

found in the brochure-like description from the Handbook to Switzerland, still corresponds with the 

text of the guidebook, further emphasizing the applicability of a “Murray” to the situation of Daisy 

Miller and making its absence all the more curious. Even when the introduction shifts to describe the 

Trois Couronnes, James’ characterization of the hotel corresponds with Murray’s characterization of 

Swiss hotels more generally. James tells us that the annual influx of Americans has transformed 

Vevey into something that shares more with Saratoga than with the city only one hour distant by 

train. And yet, it is not quite “the Ocean House or Congress Hall.” The landscape and the 

unavoidable cosmopolitanism innate to central Europe both serve to infuse even this American-

filled watering place with a foreign flair:  

But at the ‘Trois Couronnes,’ it must be added, there are other features that are much at 
variance with these suggestions: neat German waiters, who look like secretaries of legation; 
Russian princesses sitting in the garden; little Polish boys walking about held by the hand, 
with their governors; a view of the sunny crest of the Dent du Midi and the picturesque 
towers of the Castle of Chillon.305 

The blend of nationalities, classes, ages, and occupations, though in some ways not so different from 

the melting pot of American imagination, prevents Vevey from truly taking on the characteristics of 

Upstate New York. The consequence is that the “inn of the ‘Trois Couronnes,’” hybrid as it is, loses 

the claim to either America or Europe. It becomes a kind of non–place, on that defies national 

affiliations. Murray suggests this nationless blend is typical of Swiss hotels:  

The approach to one of the first-rate hotels in the large towns [of Switzerland], in the height 
of summer, exhibits rather a characteristic spectacle. The street before it is usually filled with 
vehicles of all sorts, from the rickety calèche of the German voiturier, to the neat chariot of 
the English peer, and the less elegant, but equally imposing, equipage of the Russian prince. 

 
305 Henry James, Daisy Miller, 158-159. 
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Before the doorway is invariably grouped a crowd of guides, servants, and couriers, of all 
nations and languages…306 

Germans, Englishmen, and Russians of all classes are represented in the “spectacle” of these first-

rate hotels. The space here, as in James’ description, is almost theatrical; its blurring of national 

characteristics renders it almost unreal. The resort, in this framing, shares something with Murrays: 

it, like guidebooks, is a collective, multivocal space, is choral.  

But while a guidebook is unified by its market and material realities—a “Murray” is 

distinguished by its red jacket and gold lettering, which declare its affiliation with a reputable 

publishing house—the resort space’s hybridity has no such stabilizing framework. Patrons of the 

resort could benefit from a text like the Handbook which can articulate the destabilizing atmosphere 

of a “first-rate hotel,” and consequently provide at least a method for understanding it, if not 

navigating it. But the characters of Daisy Miller do not turn to the Handbook for guidance. Thus the 

lack of national or class designation at Trois Couronnes mystifies even the most basic of exchanges, 

as when Winterbourne meets Daisy: 

He felt that he had lived at Geneva so long that he had lost a good deal; he had become 
dishabituated to the American tone. Never, indeed, since he had grown old enough to 
appreciate things, had he encountered a young American girl of so pronounced a type as 
this. [...] Winterbourne had lost his instinct in this matter, and his reason could not help 
him.307 

Winterbourne understands that Daisy is different, but he cannot pinpoint how: is it a matter of her 

or his age, her or his nationality or culture? His impulse is to believe it is simply that he, as his aunt 

confirms, has been away from America too long to understand their customs,308 but it is clear that 

 
306  John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland, Savoy, and Piedmont, 14th edition, p. xxix. 

307 Henry James, Daisy Miller, p. 167. 

308  “But I really think that you had better not meddle with little American girls that are uncultivated, as you call them. 

You have lived too long out of the country. You will be sure to make some great mistake. You are too innocent.” 

“My dear aunt, I am not so innocent,” said Winterbourne, smiling and curling his mustache. 
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this aunt also believes the issues with the Miller family extend beyond nationality into niceties about 

class and provinciality.309 This family, Aunt Costello explains, has not adequately translated American 

or European manners into the hotel environment. One sign of their ignorance, or lack of polish, is 

their apparent misinterpretation of the courier’s dress and conduct: “he probably corresponds to the 

young lady’s idea of a count.” For her the non-space of Vevey nevertheless adheres to a kind of 

international standard of behavior (does Aunt Costello read “Murray”?). Though neither New York 

or Geneva, the right kind of family should know how to navigate life at a resort.  

Winterbourne, though, seems to understand, if only dimly, that Daisy is different for reasons 

besides national or class consciousness. He is drawn to Daisy’s difference and unconcerned about 

being implicated in it. Winterbourne’s own non-designation is at least partly the justification for his 

unconcern: somehow neither American nor Swiss, neither a grown man or a young student, neither 

tourist or local, he is well-suited to the resort and to the Miller family puzzle. The Trois Couronnes’ 

complex, nullifying blend of nationalities and class forces Winterbourne to acknowledge his status as 

outsider. His encounter with Daisy causes him to question his and others’ behavior, though his 

willingness to converse with a girl without a chaperone and to proceed with the Chateau de Chillon 

 
“You are guilty too, then!” Ibid., 172-173. 

309 ‘They are very common,” Mrs. Costello declared. ‘They are the sort of Americans that one does one’s duty by not—

not accepting.’ 

[...] ‘But, my dear aunt, she is not, after all, a Comanche savage.’ 

‘She is a young lady,’ said Mrs. Costello, ‘who has an intimacy with her mamma’s courier.’ 

‘An intimacy with the courier?’ the young man demanded. 

‘Oh, the mother is just as bad! They treat the courier like a familiar friend—like a gentleman. I shouldn’t wonder if he 
dines with them. Very likely they have never seen a man with such good manners, such fine clothes, so like a gentleman. 
He probably corresponds to the young lady’s idea of a count. He sits with them in the garden in the evening. I think he 
smokes.’ 

Winterbourne listened with interest to these disclosures; they helped him to make up his mind about Miss Daisy. Evidently 
she was rather wild.” Ibid., 171-172. 
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plans implies that he is far less punctilious than he might like to seem, or, as noted above, that he on 

some level believes himself to be outside the bounds of social norms and expectations.  

Stripped of his familiar environment, Winterbourne is transformed by the Trois Couronnes 

from a player into an (ostensibly) objective observer. James’ language in the above passages lends 

credence to Winterbourne’s scientific position. In his first conversation with Daisy, has become 

“dishabituated,” he cannot rely on “instinct,” his “reason” is useless: these terms and responses 

would be appropriate to an explorer or anthropologist’s narrative, describing their encounters in far 

flung parts of the world. Vevey is a space outside society, a new “habitat,” a “spectacle,” uncharted 

territory. Daisy, of course, correspondingly becomes the object of Winterbourne’s observation, a 

feature of this landscape, a tourist attraction. That this landscape, if not lawless, is at least a rule-less 

environment from the cosmopolitan perspective of Winterbourne’s aunt is underscored by his 

assertion that Daisy is not a “Comanche savage”--a jest that nevertheless implies such foreignness 

and savageness  is imaginable at an American-inflected resort. Indeed, the object of Winterbourne’s 

interest is, by his own admission, “evidently rather wild,” a girl for whom “it was probable that 

anything might be expected of her.” Wild like the landscape, behaving in such a way that her 

interlocutors rely on instinct rather than manners, Daisy operates, in Winterbourne’s mind, outside 

of any society, American or otherwise. 

James has prepared readers for Winterbourne’s ethnographic approach to Daisy with his 

novella’s subtitle (Daisy Miller: A Study). Moreover, James makes it clear from the start how gender 

informs the division between the scientific observer (Winterbourne) and observed subject (Daisy), 

by fusing the female with their surroundings in that guidebook-like opening passage. The description 

of the lake vista and hotel scene is followed by this evidence of Vevey’s growing Americanness, 

which renders the young female tourists into a flock of chirping, fluttering birds: “there is a flitting 

hither and thither of ‘stylish’ young girls, a rustling of muslin flounces, a rattle of dance music in the 
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morning hours, a sound of high-pitched voices at all times.”310 When Daisy walks toward 

Winterbourne in their first meeting, he says to her brother that “American girls are the best girls.” 

The narration remains focalized through him as Daisy is described:  

She was dressed in white muslin, with a hundred frills and flounces, and knots of pale-
colored ribbon. She was bareheaded, but she balanced in her hand a large parasol, with a 
deep border of embroidery; and she was strikingly, admirably pretty. “How pretty they are!” 
thought Winterbourne, straightening himself in his seat, as if he were prepared to rise.311 

Winterbourne’s exclamation — “How pretty they are!” — might well refer to American girls, or 

perhaps that more abstract vision of “flitting hither and thither” or sound of “rustling muslin 

flounces”---how pretty, perhaps, birds are, in the early morning, singing alongside the resonant lake. 

Already Daisy is positioned as something to be viewed: she is the manifestation of the flitting pretty 

girls. She is not an individual, but rather a scenic details/feature of the Swiss resort landscape and 

soundscape, the framework with which Winterbourne, as on a safari, can evaluate his surroundings 

and his place within it, a vision of shapes, textures, and colors. 

 Winterbourne’s instinct that his aunt is not quite right about the Millers is predicated on his 

sense that the place where he first encountered them is not like other spaces. It is not that they are 

not properly wealthy or cultured, or that they are Americans in Europe—after all, James’ description 

of this region of Switzerland implies it houses more Americans than Europeans at certain times of 

the year. Rather, it is that the tourist experience complicates behavior and identity formation. In 

sum, the space of Vevey acts upon these characters and determines their roles and their responses to 

one another. What’s more, they are not—or, at least, Daisy and Winterbourne are not—unaware of 

this happening. They feel the force of the environment; they recognize that, in the words of little 

Randolph, who is lamenting his lost teeth, “it’s this old Europe. It’s the climate that makes them 

 
310 Henry James, Daisy Miller, 158. 

311 Henry, James. Daisy Miller, 161. 
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come out. In America they didn’t come out. It’s these hotels.”312 The feeling that to be a tourist, or 

to do tourist things, is to be in a distinct “climate,” is at the heart of the tension between Daisy and 

Winterbourne. Their mutual misunderstanding— the consequence of their environment, and of not 

using the tools available to them for navigating that environment —comes to shape their entire 

relationship and the narrative arc of the novella.  

Daisy’s paradoxical ability both to be representative of the Swiss-American resort and stand 

out within it contributes to Winterbourne’s confusion and mismanagement of his and her affairs. He 

is tasked with understanding the complicated expectations for and within tourism even as he learns 

how Daisy does and does not adhere to those expectations. There are rules to resort life, even if they 

are not the same as those of New York or Geneva. These rules are alluded to in the first 

conversation between Winterbourne and Daisy, and they are augmented by his subsequent 

conversation with Aunt Costello. Daisy’s desire to see Chateau de Chillon has been thwarted 

hitherto by her mother’s perpetual illness and her little brother’s insistence on staying behind at the 

hotel. The first is the sort of issue that does not quite suit the environment: one travels to spa and 

lake-side towns in Europe to recover from illness, with occasional jaunts to castles as part of the 

prescribed remedy. A little boy’s resistance to his sister’s wishes is nothing notable, but the Miller 

family’s inability and/or unwillingness to find an alternative for him is. Whether because of 

ignorance or impassivity, they seem incapable of taking advantage of the resources available to them 

as tourists. Winterbourne is evidently perplexed by these non-issues (“‘Couldn’t you get some one to 

stay for the afternoon with Randolph?’”313) and his perplexity becomes concern upon learning more 

about the family’s relationship to the tourist infrastructure of Trois Couronnes. Eugenio, the 

 
312 Henry, James. Daisy Miller, 160. 

313 Henry James, Daisy Miller, 168. 
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courier—a tool, or resource, for most tourists—has become for the Millers more of an acquaintance 

or friend. Winterbourne’s Aunt, as already shown, attributes this impertinence to the Millers’ 

ignorance and lack of taste (“very likely they have never seen a man with such good manners, such 

fine clothes, so like a gentleman”). Murray, it should be said, again aligns with Aunt Costello. In 

describing guides for hire in Switzerland, the 14th edition of the Handbook states:  

he makes himself useful, not only in pointing out the way, but in acting as interpreter to 
those unacquainted with the language, and also in relieving the traveller of the weight of his 
knapsack; in fact he acts as courier, but at a cheaper rate, and generally with more honesty 
[...] as a general rule, a guide for a tour should not be engaged without the recommendation 
of an innkeeper or other respectable person, and it should be distinctly understood that the 
traveller is to be free to discharge him whenever he pleases.314 

Besides providing a clear list of expectations for a hired guide, this passage alludes to the 

comparative cost and unreliability of couriers, and of the general necessity for travelers to 

understand their power in hiring and firing help. The Handbook sheds light on the Millers’ 

misbehavior. For one, they have chosen to give Eugenio, a courier—a role which Murray cautions 

readers against—the expansive job description of a hired guide: Eugenio has a hand in nearly 

everything they do. And second, they have lost sight of Eugenio’s subservient status. This, more 

than anything, is what bothers Aunt Costello: their familiar treatment of Eugenio is roughly the 

same as treating any servant too familiarly, with the issue being one of class and knowing one's 

place. Once more the apparently opaque expectations for resort life could be clarified via the use of 

a Handbook. But Daisy’s botched attempt at forming a tourist identity, here as elsewhere, is done 

without the aid of Murray. 

  Daisy’s understanding of her role as tourist is dangerously conflated with fiction, which is to 

say that she believes her tourist experience to be an opportunity to act as a heroine. That tourism is 

 
314 John Murray (firm). A Handbook for Travellers in Switzerland, Savoy, and Piedmont, 14th edition, pp. xxv-xxvi. 
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really playacting is demonstrated in the sequence wherein she toys with going on a nighttime jaunt to 

the chateau: 

‘Does mademoiselle propose to go alone?’ asked Eugenio of Mrs. Miller. 
‘Oh, no; with this gentleman!’ answered Daisy’s mamma. 
The courier looked for a moment at Winterbourne—the latter thought he was smiling—

and then, solemnly, with a bow, ‘As mademoiselle pleases!’ he said. 
‘Oh, I hoped you would make a fuss!’ said Daisy. ‘I don’t care to go now.’ 
‘I myself shall make a fuss if you don’t go,’ said Winterbourne. 
‘That’s all I want—a little fuss!’ And the young girl began to laugh again. [...]  
Daisy turned away from Winterbourne, looking at him, smiling and fanning herself. ‘Good 

night,’ she said; ‘I hope you are disappointed, or disgusted, or something!’ 
He looked at her, taking the hand she offered him. ‘I am puzzled,’ he answered.315 

Daisy treats Eugenio and Winterbourne roughly the same, as two interested parties she can play off 

one another and rouse into “a fuss.” Her flirting, her teasing, her openness (‘I don’t care to go now’ 

and ‘I hope you are [...] something!’) show that Daisy sees herself as the protagonist, a leading lady in 

a (comic) novel or play, wherein the tall, handsome foreigner is pitted against the classic gentleman. 

She does not quite see either men as real people, which contributes to her unconcern about their 

social status. Her improper behavior stems from what she perceives to be the essential fictionality of 

this context. The place, for her, is not quite real and neither are the people. Just as Paris was 

something she could “put on,”316 so too can “Europe,” as a romantic backdrop, be manifested via a 

little teasing in the right circumstances. Vevey, in other words, is the kind of place where a midnight 

boat ride to a Chateau is possible and where a daily, intimate acquaintance with an outside-society 

 
315 Henry James, Daisy Miller, p. 180-181.  

316 “She declared that the hotels were very good, when once you got used to their ways, and that Europe was perfectly 

sweet. She was not disappointed—not a bit. Perhaps it was because she had heard so much about it before. She had ever 
so many intimate friends that had been there ever so many times. And then she had had ever so many dresses and things 
from Paris. Whenever she put on a Paris dress she felt as if she were in Europe. 

“It was a kind of a wishing cap,” said Winterbourne. 

“Yes,” said Miss Miller without examining this analogy; “it always made me wish I was here. But I needn’t have done 
that for dresses. I am sure they send all the pretty ones to America; you see the most frightful things here.” Ibid., p. 166. 
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handsome man is part of the service; it need not be compared to Schenectady or Geneva. It is a 

place from a fairytale, from a book—though not, importantly, a guidebook, which would, as has 

been shown, caution against treating someone like Eugenio as anything other than hired help 

offering a clearly defined set of services. Daisy misunderstands, however, that Vevey is still a part of 

the world, lakeside views and Chateaus aside, and what her acquaintances misunderstand (with the 

exception, perhaps, of the intuitive but dense Winterbourne) is that Vevey can be part of the world 

without being exactly the same as home. All are floundering in this tourist-oriented space because of 

their incomplete approach to cultivating tourist identities. 

 The cast of characters in Daisy Miller have a wide range of responses to Daisy’s methods for 

navigating Trois Couronne, but they are united in one thing: confusion about what, exactly, the 

standards for her and their behavior are. James has captured, in this “fuss” about visiting a Chateau 

with Winterbourne with or without a chaperone, the complex rules of Victorian tourism, which were 

rapidly evolving alongside the industry itself, and which were, as we have seen, to varying extents 

defined in the Handbooks. Written rules for travelers were not new: Laurent Turcot shows that 

eighteenth-century visitors to Paris and London were conscious of many expectations for behavior, 

some of which were made explicit in early century treatises on leisure, entertainment, and 

“spectacle.”317 There were rules about how to walk with someone of a higher social rank, rules about 

how to appropriately respond to theatrical performances, rules about not “adopting ‘ridiculous’ and 

‘grotesque’ bodily postures when playing games involving exercise.”318 Though these treatises were 

 
317 Examples include Nouveau Traité de la civilité (1671), first published in English in 1703,  Règles de la bienséance et de la 

civilité chrétienne (1703), Élémens de politesse et de bienséance (1767),  The Gentleman’s Library, Containing Rules for Conduct in All 
Parts of Life (1715), The Man of Manners (1737?), and The Rudiments of Genteel Behavior (1737). Turcot, Laurent. "The Rules 
of Leisure in Eighteenth-Century Paris and London." Leisure Cultures In Urban Europe, C.1700-1870: A transnational 
perspective, Manchester University Press, 2016, pp. 185-206. 

318 Laurent Turcot, “The Rules of Leisure,” p. 192-193. 

https://manchester-universitypressscholarship-com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/view/10.7228/manchester/9780719089695.001.0001/upso-9780719089695-chapter-009#upso-9780719089695-chapter-009-bibItem-560
https://manchester-universitypressscholarship-com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/view/10.7228/manchester/9780719089695.001.0001/upso-9780719089695-chapter-009#upso-9780719089695-chapter-009-bibItem-560
https://manchester-universitypressscholarship-com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/view/10.7228/manchester/9780719089695.001.0001/upso-9780719089695-chapter-009#upso-9780719089695-chapter-009-bibItem-560
https://manchester-universitypressscholarship-com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/view/10.7228/manchester/9780719089695.001.0001/upso-9780719089695-chapter-009#upso-9780719089695-chapter-009-bibItem-567
https://manchester-universitypressscholarship-com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/view/10.7228/manchester/9780719089695.001.0001/upso-9780719089695-chapter-009#upso-9780719089695-chapter-009-bibItem-567
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rhetorically framed to correspond with social class—i.e., behavior recommendations according to 

status—Turcot shows that over the course of the century the standards for behavior outlined in 

these texts became more general recommendations, as if describing objectively correct conduct that 

transcends class.  

Notably, there is a distinction in these texts between the prescribed rules for an intended 

audience and their actual interpretation and deployment by travelers. For instance, diaries from the 

period show these treatises’ injunctions for behaving decently in public, when actually put into 

practice, reinforced the class structure. In Turcot’s words: “the idea was not to attain equality, but 

rather to distinguish oneself in order to be able to be recognised by those who belonged to the same 

social class.”319 Tourists’ behavior as reported in their personal writings, Turcot argues, reveals that  

To some extent, London and Paris were coming to share in a common culture that went 
beyond the bounds of national frameworks [...] Civilising emulation, as it has been termed 
here, had a part to play in this process. More than seeing and being seen, this was a matter of 
enjoying the performance within certain imposed frameworks and prescriptions.320 

Turcot sees “civilising emulation” as evidence of a cosmopolitan sameness emerging alongside and 

informing urban development, thus situating places of leisure as central to modernization. John K. 

Walton extends this argument by showing that seaside resorts—originating first in Britain and then 

expanding into the Continent throughout the 19th century—became like urban leisure spaces in 

miniature. Distinctively, these new resorts had the portable/transferable ability to promote 

economic and cultural change across landscapes and national bounds:  

we can interpret seaside resorts as important platforms of cultural exchange: as places that 
brought cultures into juxtaposition and promoted innovation, emulation and the 
dissemination of novelty: as solvents of custom and tradition, encouraging social mobility 

 
319 Ibid., 195.  

320 Ibid., 205.  



 
 

191 
 

and at the same time challenging and reinforcing conventions and class, gender and 
(trans)national identities.321 

Both scholars make the case that manifestations of tourism both reflect and create the conventions 

of these tourists’ homes and destinations, and that tourism-dedicated spaces offer especial 

opportunities for blending “innovation” with “tradition.” The resorts in this conception are venues 

for demonstrating conscious behavior: the space itself is responsible for helping shape a tourist 

identity that blurs categories like nation and class, but they are designed to do so, and their patrons 

know it. 

Turcot and Walton argue that resorts could be at once representations of nation, class, 

industry, modernity and cosmopolitanism, and James’s opening comparison of Vevey with Saratoga 

suggest they may be right in doing so. In this understanding, resorts are not ahistorical stand-ins for 

culture, but rather were and arguably are deeply tied these other systems that were in flux in the 

period of James’ lifetime. Resorts emerged in their modern form in the eighteenth century and 

expanded to Europe in the nineteenth. It seems plausible that their birth and maturation reflected 

and informed their historical moments across categories relevant to identity formation on 

overlapping macro (national, imperial) and micro (personal, gendered) levels. Put simply, resorts, like 

guidebooks, offered a template for behaviors that tourists could put into practice or adjust as needed 

or desired: they were a flexible place of social and cultural experimentation.  

Conversations about seaside resorts from both then and now acknowledge their recreative 

possibilities, their literal (in a medical sense) and figurative (in a moral, economic, or social sense) 

ability to transform the bodies and outlooks of those who frequented them. For many, this 

transformative atmosphere posed a risk to the moral fabric of the traveler’s home community and to 

 
321 Walton, John K. “Coastal Resorts,” p. 261. 
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the traveler themselves.322 For others, the risk was what made the space appealing and, perhaps, 

more genuine than the space left behind. This is such a staple of nineteenth-century fiction that it 

almost goes without saying; the “possibilities” for heroes and heroines at bathing places and foreign 

destinations energizes the narrative tension in novels spanning the century.323 Fiction’s thematic 

deployment of the leisure center suggests their social and cultural associations: these are spaces 

where people and lives are different, where change (if not permanent) is possible. Darren Webb’s 

Bakhtinian reading of 19th century British seaside resorts is interested in considering tourist 

destinations and experiences as being sites of change in a fundamental sense: he introduces a 

theoretical, rather than strictly historicist, method for doing so. Webb simultaneously pushes back 

against the scholarly tendency to apply the Bakhtinian carnivalesque to any and all spaces where 

people are at play rather than work, claiming “on the one hand, utopian possibilities are read into 

situations where there are none, while on the other, alternative utopian possibilities are overlooked 

in the scramble to locate and eulogize the carnival spirit.”324 The central idea here is not so much 

that the carnivalesque remained intact from its medieval and early modern origins through the 

nineteenth century, but rather that the sort of suspension from norms, inhibitions, and codified 

 
322 The modern day Beach Read–with all of its mindless, titillating connotations–is historicized by Carolyn W. de la L. 

Oulton, who shows the relationship between the sensationalist novel and leisure spaces: “As the rail links between 
London and the resorts enabled increasing numbers of people to visit the seaside, fictional 'light reading' would 
increasingly establish itself as the prevalent mode in both contexts, and novelists would eventually start to include the 
names of specific resorts in their titles (Burford Delannoy's 1902 The Margate Murder Mystery and Guy Boothby's 1905 A 
Brighton Tragedy exemplify this trend). But even in the 1860s, books read by the sea were held to signal a great deal about 
the physical and moral health of visitors. Particularly for the invalid who was prescribed rest and sea air as an antidote to 
nervous ailments, there was immediate danger in a journey by train followed by exposure to the suspended conventions 
of a seaside resort, and sensation fiction was often seen as part of the problem.” “Railway Fiction or Seaside Sensation?”,  
pp. 247-248. 

323 Evelina engages with pleasure grounds in the 18th century; Persuasion and Sanditon are early 19th century examples of 

seaside destinations; Vanity Fair features leisure spaces domestic and foreign; Tess of the D’Urbervilles’ tragedy takes place 
at a seaside resort; in the Edwardian period, much of Forster’s fiction takes place at foreign hotels; Virginia Woolf’s first 
full novel, The Voyage Out, engages with the foreign resort.  

324 Darren Webb, “Bakhtin at the Seaside,” 121. 
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relationships that Bakhtin uses to describe the carnival in Rabelais and His World (1984) might be 

found in spaces that are not immediately identifiable as carnivalesque, but which share similar 

functions within their social context. In this sense, any tourist-oriented space—any route or site 

starred by Murray, any “first-rate hotel,” any nighttime jaunt to a chateau—can take on a subversive 

and/or utopian valence. 

Peter Rawlings applies this interpretation of tourism and the carnivalesque to Henry James’ 

travel writing specifically, arguing that James’ overuse of the “picturesque” to describe scenes and 

people of Southern Europe is his method for expressing desire and freedom, a kind of intentional 

use of a trave passé to signal a deviation from the constraints of non-tourist life. In Rawlings words, 

frequently the picturesque mise-en-scene is one of carnival, with its alluring miscenegations and 
its potential, as Bakhtin argued, for the defining characteristics of the grotesque: 
‘exaggeration, hyperbolism, and excessiveness’, forms of ‘interchange and interorientation’, 
and the ‘drama’ of the ‘grotesque body.’325 

Here as in the above critical takes on 19th century travel and leisure more broadly, the physical and 

temporal experience of travel takes on a simultaneously linguistic and psycho-subversive potential. 

Travel, though historically contingent, is also about personal desire. Thus the documentation of 

travel—especially the self-conscious documentation of it evident in James’ work—can and even 

must be read as having a poetic as well as practical function (to allude to Barthes). Travel and travel 

writing can quite literally be transformative, and so these many moments where Daisy is straining to 

establish her tourist self should be taken seriously: even if she is mis- (or not) guided, she intuitively 

understands Trois Couronne as a space with the capacity to push herself and her life in new 

directions. 

For Daisy Miller, the carnivalesque space laying the foundation for her transition into an 

(alternative) tourist is a resort. For Isabel Archer that space is less obviously designed for tourists but 

 
325 Peter Rawlings, “Grotesque Encounters,” pp. 171-172. 
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still very much hints at the Bahktinian “utopian possibilities.” The home of her aunt, uncle, and 

cousin operates similarly within The Portrait of a Lady as Trois Couronne does in Daisy Miller: it is a 

quasi-domestic space that stalls Isabel’s narrative movement and adoption of tourism, and that has 

consequences for the tourist identity she eventually cultivates. Whereas Trois Couronne, as a hotel,  

is clearly enmeshed in the tourist industry, Gardencourt’s connection to the tourist experience is the 

product of Isabel’s perception of it as unreal, as theater. From the moment Isabel arrives, we see a 

fictional England through her eyes:  

England was a revelation to her, and she found herself as diverted as a child at a pantomime. 
In her infantine excursions to Europe she had seen only the Continent, and seen it from the 
nursery window [...] The images of that time moreover had grown faint and remote, and the 
old-world quality in everything that she now saw had all the charm of strangeness. Her 
uncle’s house seemed a picture made real; [...] the rich perfection of Gardencourt at once 
revealed a world and gratified a need.326 

Here, England is a “pantomime,” a “picture made real,” a staged kind of “world.” The faintness and 

remoteness of her childhood experience in France lends an ethereal quality to Isabel’s adult 

viewpoint: England has the “charm of strangeness,” as opposed, it is implied, to her homeland 

America’s mundanity and familiarity. Where the Switzerland surrounding the American tourists 

seemed to fuse with the bodies and dress of especially the women creating a blended tourist 

attraction where one informs the other, the England surrounding The Portrait of a Lady’s tourist is 

two-dimensional, cinematic in its flatness. This two-dimensionality extends beyond the visual into all 

of Isabel’s sensory experience: Gardencourt is “a place where sounds were felicitously accidental, 

where the tread was muffed by the earth itself and in the thick mild air all friction dropped out of 

contact and all shrillness out of talk.”327 The soundscape is muffled or tuned as deliberately as that of 

 
326 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, p. 51.  

327 Ibid. 
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a play or, in our modern moment, a televised period piece. James’ Isabel directs readers to adopt her 

lens, which skews both sound and color, for immersing in this “world.” 

 Perspective, in this scene, is an essential part of the foundation for Isabel’s developing 

tourist identity and for the novel that follows. Describing Gardencourt from Isabel’s perspective 

underscores the flexibility of tourist spaces (i.e., they are open to interpretation) and sets the action 

and thematic thrust of the narrative in motion. Like the opening of Daisy Miller, the rhetorical 

framing of this place description acts as a kind of map for both story and characters. The narrator 

uses Austen-like free indirect discourse to complicate the distinction between Isabel’s voice and the 

narrator’s, as in the description of Gardencourt’s soundscape, which concludes with the comment 

“these things were much to the taste of our young lady, whose taste played a considerable part in her 

emotions.” Isabel is blurred with the narrator much as Vevey blurred with Trois Couronne, and 

both with Daisy. The effect is a slipping between realities which highlights the constructedness of 

the place, people, and page. It is unclear whether this specific moment is reporting the narrator’s or 

Isabel’s perspective, but the language of the earlier passage—“she found herself as diverted as a 

child at a pantomime”—suggests self-awareness on her part. She seems to appreciate that her 

impressions are influenced by her past, desires, relative inexperience, and especially, taste. Isabel’s 

viewpoint, we are to understand, cannot be detached from what she wishes or what she finds 

aesthetically or emotionally pleasing. Her very sense of reality is colored by these things, and so, too, 

must be our reading of this section of the novel. Not to belabor the point, but in this description of 

Gardencourt all parties, imaginary and historical, are conscious of its fictionality, all are aware of the 

subjectiveness inherent in viewing new places and of the narrativization natural to experiences of 

tourism and travel (both real and on the page). It is no accident that this complicated blend of 

realism and fictionality is encapsulated in an Edenic and Camelot-like homestead called 

“Gardencourt.” Both a believably cheesy name for a recently purchased property and a quasi-
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historical utopia gesturing to Bakhtinian carnivalesque, Gardencourt is an appropriate place to begin 

for a novel concerned with the stories we tell about ourselves. 

 That Gardencourt is a pantomime primed for play is reinforced by Isabel’s conversation with 

her uncle, Mr. Touchett, which immediately follows the above description of her impressions of the 

estate. Interested to learn more about English politics and customs, she asks “whether they 

corresponded with the descriptions in the books.” In this moment, Isabel’s method for 

interpretation becomes clear: she is reading this space through the lens of literature. Though still 

untitled and still in the margins, books, in this sequence, become an explicitly contributing factor in 

shaping Isabel’s tourist identity, because they are essential to shaping her conception of place. The 

books in question, though, are as obliquely tied to tourism as Gardencourt is to the resort–part of 

Isabel’s issue in understanding the rules of tourism is that she keeps relying on the wrong tools. 

Following up her initial question to her uncle, for instance, she asks whether “girls” are treated well 

by the English, because “they’re not nice to them in the novels.”328 Tellingly, her uncle is reluctant to 

assign merit to literary depictions of England. He cites an example from personal experience, where 

a female English novelist satirized him in one of her stories: 

It was not at all accurate; she [the novelist] couldn’t have listened very attentively. I had no 
objection to her giving a report of my conversation, if she liked but I didn’t like the idea that 
she hadn’t taken the trouble to listen to it. Of course I talk like an American—I can’t talk 
like a Hottentot. [...]But I don’t talk like the old gentleman in that lady’s novel. He wasn’t an 
American; we wouldn’t have him over there at any price. I just mention that fact to show 
you that they’re not always accurate.329 

Mr. Touchett’s issue is not that he was represented in “caricature,” per se, but that the caricature is 

skewed beyond believability. The “old gentleman” was so far from being an accurate depiction that 

the very designation became an absurdity: “[the Americans] wouldn’t have him over there at any 

 
328 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, p. 52. 

329 Ibid., p. 53. 
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price.” Isabel’s uncle’s point is that there is a great distance between how people act in life and how 

they act in novels, even when accounting for creative license and the goals of a particular author or 

genre. In Mr. Touchett’s view, even a savvy reader, aware of the limitations and motivations of the 

form, is unlikely to glean “accurate” information from a novel. Isabel’s uncle in this short anecdote 

alludes to a method of interpretation and way of seeing that would, presumably, attach very different 

connotations to Gardencourt: his approach to acquiring the information of interest to tourists 

differs notably from his niece’s. 

In fact, his critique of novels is implicitly extended to apply to all “books,” as his response to 

Isabel’s questions about English customs suggests:  

I don’t know much about the books. You must ask Ralph about that. I’ve always ascertained 
for myself—got my information in the natural form. I never asked many questions even; I 
just kept quiet and took notice. Of course I’ve had very good opportunities—better than 
what a young lady would naturally have. [...] I’ve been watching these people for upwards of 
thirty-five years, and I don’t hesitate to say that I’ve acquired considerable information.330 

“Accurate” information in its “natural form,” can only be acquired, it seems, through observation. 

Thus Touchett and Winterbourne’s roles converge: they are observers in the quest of “considerable 

information” about their subjects. Isabel’s uncle articulates his methods clearly, and even makes his 

privileged position as a male observer clear: “I had very good opportunities—better than what a 

young lady would naturally have.” His tone is that of a formal researcher, a professional 

anthropologist. Interestingly, where Daisy Miller’s subtitle prepares readers for Winterbourne’s 

attempts at scientific objectivity (A Study), the title The Portrait of a Lady actually works to undercut 

Mr. Touchett’s plausibility as an ethnographer. As compared to the sterile formality of a study, a 

portrait is artistic, stylized, and explicitly subjective. Moreover, a portrait might have many viewers 

and interpreters; a “study” implies much more rigid control (though of course a study is as open to 

 
330 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, 52. 
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interpretation as any other form). It is not clear, in a novel full of curious observers, who is the artist 

or interpreter of Isabel Archer: perhaps it is the full cast of characters, or readers, or all or none of 

these.  

 In establishing a complex set of ground rules about what constitutes knowledge of a people 

or place and how that knowledge is acquired, this conversation between Mr. Touchett and Isabel 

gestures toward the travel guidebook genre. Daisy Miller opened with a Handbook-like description of 

the landscape: the guidebook, even when absent, was detectable in the language and framing of 

Vevey. Here, the guidebook is even more discernible: tourist-oriented literature as a genre is evoked. 

For instance, the almost clunky shift from discussing “books” to “novels” emphasizes the 

distinction, at least in Isabel’s mind, between the two. The books Isabel is thinking of are those that 

might aid her in understanding “the British constitution, the English character, the state of politics, 

the manners and customs of the royal family, the peculiarities of the aristocracy, the way of living 

and thinking of his neighbours.”331 These, it is implied, are informational, objective texts: non-

fiction, perhaps in the form of histories—or guidebooks. Murray’s Handbooks, for one, certainly 

featured information of this kind. The introductory material of each title included context not just 

about the country or region’s infrastructure, inns, and landscape, but also about the customs of the 

people and unique aspects of their culture. The sixth edition of Handbook to the Continent, for 

example, includes information of this kind at the start of each new section: “Section I: Holland,” 

features text about “Some Peculiarities of Dutch Manners,” and the “Section III: Germany” begins 

with a detailed account of  “Some Peculiarities of German Manners, Titles, Salutations, Recreations, 

Public Gardens, Kirmes, The Turnpikemen, Travelling Journeymen,” among other things, followed 

 
331 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, p. 52. 
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by shorter introductions for each state.332 Information about royal families and social structures also 

became staples of the Handbooks, as per Sir Robert Peel’s suggestion to John Murray III.333 While 

Isabel does not name any titles, it is plausible to think she is thinking of the Handbooks, or guides like 

them, repositories of cultural and political insight.  

If this assumption is true, this conversation, like the opening paragraphs of Daisy Miller, 

speaks to the ubiquitousness of Murray’s text, or at the very least of literature associated with the 

tourism industry. It speaks, too, to their cultural clout. Whereas it is easy for Mr. Touchett to 

categorically dismiss the validity of novels as a mechanism for understanding the workings of a place 

(“It was not at all accurate”), he does not even attempt to do so for “books.” Rather, he simply 

pleads ignorance of them and pivots to his methods for observation. That he does so, however, 

intimates at least some knowledge, on his part, of the kind of information included in the books to 

which Isabel refers, and especially to an awareness of that information’s perceived accuracy or 

authority. Mr. Touchett tacitly admits that the products of tourism must be considered as rival 

methods for observation and understanding. Furthermore, his unwillingness to confront these 

methods or findings directly—as he does with novels—indicates that the line between reality and 

fiction is harder to discern in these informative texts. Isabel’s question about whether the lived 

experiences in England “corresponded with the descriptions in the books” is not an easy one to 

answer, because the “books” to which she refers are, as has been shown, both tools and 

interpretations. Their success, at least in the case of “Murrays,” was dependent on a reputation for 

objective and useful information while their production was the result of many, varied subjective 

 
332 John Murray, A Hand-book for Travellers on the Continent: Being a guide through Holland, Belgium, Prussia and Northern 

Germany, 6th Edition, pp. 1 & 203. The Germany introduction includes Murray’s famous tirade about German beds: 
“One of the first complaints of an Englishman on arriving in Germany will be directed against the beds. It is therefore as 
well to make him aware beforehand of the full extent of misery to which he will be subjected on this score,” p. 206. 

333 Robert Peel, “Letter to John Murray III, February 22, 1838,” Reader Correspondence with John Murray III, John 

Murray Archive. 
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experiences and perspectives. Mr. Touchett and Isabel, here, are depicted as savvy readers; they are 

three-, rather than two-, dimensional characters operating in a realistic world of James’ creation. The 

material and historical truths of “books” from the nineteenth century need not be dismissed as 

ancillary methods for contemporary interpretation of a novel like The Portrait of a Lady: James’ 

realism demands that we read this discussion of fictionality and authenticity as existing in a space 

conscious of market motivations, publishing practice, and questions of objectivity and knowledge 

acquisition. 

 Isabel and her uncle’s conversation about books is, of course, happening in a book. As in the 

passage detailing Isabel’s interpretation of her surroundings, this discussion of fictionality insists that 

readers consider how the information presented on the page is itself a “caricature,” a departure from 

“accurate” information in its “natural form.” The method for interpretation has shifted from 

observation to the use of books, but in both cases Isabel is cast as an aware participant in a 

subject/observer framework. As in the portrait of Gardencourt, Isabel understands that 

information—from books, from conversation—is filtered through its medium, and that she herself 

is such a medium in her curious exploration of this new social space. In sum: because Gardencourt 

and its surroundings are a two-dimensional “pantomime,” a “picture” which can be observed and 

misrepresented as easily as a “portrait,” Isabel is aware of herself as both subject and object. Travel 

again allows for a complex intersection of realism and fiction: Isabel can conceive of herself as a 

character. 

As when Daisy toys with Winterbourne and the courier because resorts in Switzerland are 

not subject to the same rules as other spaces, the artificiality of Europe gives Isabel a kind of power. 

England and the France of her memory are not real, so why not become a caricature, a player or 

stylized portrait. For Isabel and Daisy, being players or characters whose actions, experiences, and 

emotions need not (and cannot) extend beyond the pantomime—cannot enter the real as they 
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would in the familiar space of their homes—is gratifying and exciting. These feelings and 

experiences lend them a sense of almost authorial control: they have the freedom to play and 

luxuriate in the worlds of Trois Couronne and Gardencourt (interestingly, these feelings of 

playfulness seem to have been shared by these characters’ author, who as Stowe shows, “used his 

travels to experiment with a range of personas”334). These female protagonists’ feelings and, even 

more controversially, expressions of freedom are the consequence of their awareness othat foreign 

experience in constructed. For Daisy, coming to Europe was almost unnecessary–-all she had to do 

was put on a dress from Paris and she felt as if she were there.335 Daisy has prepared for travel by 

hearing tales of Europe spun by other young American girls and by internalizing their 

Winterbourne-like observations. Actually being there —  seeing castles and speaking with 

foreigners— is the stuff of fiction or imagination, and gives her the license to act accordingly. For 

Isabel, the experience of England is like that of a daydream, a kind of play. Isabel has been prepped 

by her out-of-focus memory of France, and by her reading. Her very questions and topics of interest 

read like the table of contents of a Handbook, and her desire for answers stems more from a need for 

expository material for the story of her experience than sheer knowledge acquisition, as is hinted by 

her subsequent mention of novels. Narratives and products of tourism have shaped Daisy and 

Isabel’s understanding of the foreign spaces they enter, framed their way of seeing these places. 

These framing ideas are only reinforced by the flimsy decorum of resort life, in the case of Daisy, 

and the meta-conversations about interpretation and observation, in the case of Isabel. While their 

preparations for travel hinted at the ubiquity of tourism, these first experiences serve to impress 

 
334 “To be a traveler is necessarily to play a role, and James used his travels to experiment with a range of personas, from 

the ‘puling pining Yankee’ to the ‘critical amateur,’ the ‘cold-blooded stranger,’ the ‘brooding tourist,’ and the ‘sensitive 

stranger.’” William W. Stowe, “Henry James, or the Merchant of Europe,” p. 167. 

335 See note 32. 
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upon them the expansiveness and influence of the tourist industry, and of their predetermined roles 

within it. 

 And yet, Switzerland and England are not just tourist destinations. They are not simply 

backdrops for tourists’ journeys of the self. Henry James, as an expatriate, was conscious of the 

distinction between touring a place and living there, and so these narratives draw attention to real, 

mundane societies that exist on the periphery of and sometimes  simultaneously to the pantomime 

worlds of Daisy and Isabel’s experience. Put simply: the conventions of Geneva are only an hour 

from Trois Couronne, and the neighbors surrounding Gardencourt are frustrated with the impolite 

behavior of Isabel’s aunt. The rules of these places might not accord with the rules in America, but 

they nevertheless exist—if not, perhaps, in exactly the same way for tourists as for residents. The 

issue, then, is not that tourism inherently denies the reality of these communities: indeed, both 

novella and novel show these communities’ power over these protagonists, and their respective 

conclusions hint that it is these communities’ reality and impenetrability that ultimately undercuts 

increasingly hegemonic tourism. The issue is rather that Daisy and Isabel have improperly taken on 

the identity of tourists. The historical experience of tourism was itself culturally and socially 

precarious, as the above discussion of seaside resorts indicates, but was nevertheless navigable for 

young women with appropriate oversight or preparation. Young female tourists can and did exist 

without disrupting the social stability of either home or foreign space. It is not that Daisy and Isabel 

are tourists so much as they have mismanaged their tourist identities. This can be attributed partly to 

their lack of proper guidance. The absence of the guidebook contributes to this problem. These 

places and cultures are not so very opaque, but Daisy and Isabel rely on ineffective methods for 

interpreting the space around them. They know they are in places that are designed for tourism, and 

that those places operate differently than their homes, but they mistakenly perceive those spaces as 

offering freedom from reality, as releasing them from convention. In truth, the resort, like the 
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English country home, follow rules: rules that dictate behavior, methods for interpretation, and 

narrative/lived trajectories. 

           Indeed, to borrow Dean MacCannell’s words, “the empirical and ideological expansion of 

modern society [is] intimately linked in diverse ways to modern mass leisure, especially to 

international tourism and sightseeing”336: society, though seemingly an ocean away from a place like 

Trois Courrone, is in fact predicated on the resort’s existence. The section that follows explores 

what happens when guidebooks are explicitly deployed in the novels of Henry James. Characters’ 

use of these texts impact their behavior and the structure of the novels in which they are set, much 

as tourist-oriented spaces like the resort–though with different effects.  

 

III: The Many Handbooks in Henry James 

 

 While Daisy and Isabel’s mismanagement of the tourist role is discernible during their time 

at resorts and estates, those spaces’ domesticity works to sometimes mask this issue for the simple 

reason that the heroines’ tourism is less active. These characters are not sightseeing or engaging in 

the sketching, journaling, or promenading typical of tourists, but are rather enacting a makeshift 

home life. When James’ heroines leave these home-like spaces (a transition that, for both, involves 

travel to Italy) and consequently rely more obviously on products of tourism like the guidebook, the 

template for “tourist” becomes clearly defined, and their respective failure to adhere to that template 

correspondingly pronounced. Once deprived of the buffer of comfortable lodgings and shared 

cultural characteristics—the “American watering place” that is Switzerland, the family homestead in 

the mother country of England—Daisy and Isabel must actually encounter the foreign, and 

therefore arm themselves with the actions and accessories of travel. These are the moments when 

 
336 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist, p. 3. 
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guidebooks and guidebook proxies like tour guides make explicit appearances. Daisy’s accessory of 

choice is a makeshift cicerone, perhaps unsurprisingly given her previous behavior with the courier. 

Tourism, for her, once again offers an opportunity to push social boundaries simply by insisting on 

social interaction with the people around her, as will be explored below. Isabel, on the other hand, 

turns as—we might expect—to books. Her encounters in Rome, also to be examined below, are 

mediated through a “Murray.” 

 To this point my attention to tourist-oriented products and spaces has underscored their 

implicit connection with serialized guidebooks. But as has already been shown with respect to his 

letters, Henry James frequently acknowledges guidebooks by title in his writing, and his fiction is no 

exception to this. Murrays and Baedekers are pursued by male and female characters, and by 

Americans as much as Brits, despite both texts’ association with English travel. As with resorts and 

other tourist-oriented spaces, the appearance of these titles in a James novel is significant both for 

their historical resonance and thematic potential. In some narratives, their appearances seem more 

obviously linked to the former than the latter. In The American, for example, guidebooks aid 

Christopher Newman in predictable ways in places. They seem to act in the plot much as a train 

does in transporting characters from one place to another: as a reflection of the texts’ historical 

moment and of characters’ associated consumer habits and logistic constraints. The opening of the 

novel, for instance, shows Newman sprawling on a bench in the Louvre,  

staring at Murillo’s beautiful moon-borne Madonna in profound enjoyment of his posture. 
He had removed his hat, and flung down beside him a little red guide-book and an opera-
glass. [...] He had looked out all the pictures to which an asterisk was affixed in those 
formidable pages of fine print in his Bädeker; his attention had been strained and his eyes 
dazzled, and he had sat down with an æsthetic headache.337 

 
337 Henry James, The American, p. 17. 
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Newman uses a guidebook exactly as he should: he has carried it with him to the tourist attraction, 

has sought each painting starred by the texts, has dutifully attempted to understand these paintings’ 

merits by studying “pages of fine print.” He has selected the most popular guidebook of his moment 

and has chosen it as his window into the world of fine art: readers can consequently guess at 

Newman’s education and class (with this last being complicated by his national origin). This 

introduction to Newman and his story thus establishes for the reader first, that Newman is a tourist, 

with all the connotations about novice interests and generic experience thereof. It informs us, too, 

that his identity as a tourist is legible to observers within as well as without the text: because he is 

carrying the vivid markers of his role with him, i.e., the “little red guide-book,” we and his fellow 

museum-goers can be confident in our assumptions about his origins, purpose, and desires with 

respect to the Louvre.  

But here once again the historical and theoretical collide: Newman’s realistic use of a 

Baedeker also accomplishes structural work within this novel. The opening of Daisy Miller alludes to 

Murray’s Handbook to Switzerland; The American simply drops a guidebook into its protagonists’ hands. 

The effect, though, is similar. Just as the resort space sets the actions and observations of its 

characters into motion, Newman’s Baedeker sets the historical scene and acts as the impetus for 

several significant plot points. Newman’s feeling that the copies of the paintings he sees being 

produced throughout the museum have the same or more merit than the originals, and his general 

fatigue and “aesthetic headache” from his diligent study of art—both responses, in different ways, to 

his perusal of the overwhelming, multidisciplinary content of a Baedeker—trigger major events and 

themes of the novel. The first response results in Newman’s acquaintance with Noémie Nioche, 

who will in various ways expose Newman’s naivete and have serious consequences for his 

relationship with the Bellegardes. The second offers readers the first glimpse of Newman’s 
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frustration that culture, and the affiliated feeling of being cultured, cannot be acquired quickly, even 

by the wealthy. As the narrator informs us, Newman 

believed that Europe was made for him, and not he for Europe. [...] The world, to his sense, 
was a great bazaar, where one might stroll about and purchase handsome things [...] He had 
always hated to hurry to catch railroad trains, and yet he had always caught them; and just so 
an undue solicitude for “culture” seemed a sort of silly dawdling at the station, a proceeding 
properly confined to women, foreigners, and other unpractical persons. All this admitted, 
Newman enjoyed his journey, when once he had fairly entered the current, as profoundly as 
the most zealous dilettante.338 

Newman does not hold “an undue solicitude for ‘culture’”—and yet, that does not stop him wishing 

for “handsome things,” or acting as a “zealous dilettante” in his viewing of Europe. He wishes to 

have had a European experience, to have purchased it. In Buzard’s framing, “Murray and Baedeker 

[in James] translated cultural meaning into the language and logic of commerce. Buying and using 

the guidebook was like imaginarily buying the things themselves. The lure of the list, the lure of 

imaginary acquisition— James suspected them, but felt and indulged them as well.”339 Stowe seconds 

this interpretation of James’s fictional Europe, claiming  

what James and his contemporaries meant when they spoke of Europe, then, was a 
continent and a string of cities and landscapes and works of art, but also and perhaps most 
importantly a sense of cultural legitimacy, an opportunity to turn economic power into 
cultural power, to run dollars through the machinery of the tourist infrastructure and convert 
them into cultural capital.340 

For Stowe, Europe itself is a list, a string, a converting machine, but Buzard recognizes that the 

guidebook is partly responsible for that conception, and the articulation of it. Here again the 

Handbooks act as symbol and tool. They, because of their itemized routes and starred 

recommendations, transform the experience of place commercial and computational—a process of 

acquisitions and sums---and signal to readers that such a transformation is happening.  

 
338 Henry James, The American, 66-67. 

339 Buzard, James. The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to 'Culture,' 1800-1918, 222. 

340 Stowe, William W. Going Abroad: European Travel in Nineteenth Century American Culture, 162. 
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The American’s protagonist may be one of the most commercially-oriented tourists in James’ 

oeuvre (yet he remains, as Buzard shows, forgivable and even genuine341). Nowhere is the 

guidebook’s relationship to acquisitive tourism more transparent than in Newman’s summer travels 

through the rest of the continent. In a letter to his cousin describing his journey, Newman writes:  

You want to know everything that has happened to me these three months. The best way to 
tell you, I think, would be to send you my half dozen guide-books, with my pencil-marks in 
the margin. Wherever you find a scratch or a cross, or a ‘Beautiful!’ or a ‘So true!’ or a ‘Too 
thin!’ you may know that I have had a sensation of some sort or other. That has been about 
my history, ever since I left you. Belgium, Holland, Switzerland, Germany, Italy—I have 
been through the whole list, and I don’t think I am any the worse for it.342 

Given the above summary of his feelings about Europe, it is tempting to see only the overtness of 

this commercial version of tourism, and of guidebooks’ centrality to it. Newman is “imaginarily 

buying” a “whole list” of artifacts and spaces via a “half dozen guide-books.” These guidebooks give 

Newman an itinerary—“Belgium, Holland, Switzerland, Germany, Italy” reads like the subtitle to 

Murray’s Handbook for Travellers to the Continent—and catalog; they are something between a brochure 

and menu. Whereas his perusal of the Baedeker in the Louvre involved a head-achy attempt to 

decipher the art around him with the aid of the guidebook’s information, his reference to 

guidebooks here characterizes them not so much as tools for interpretation as supplementary 

information for his own means and acquisition. This is evidenced by their anonymity and quantity. 

They are “half dozen guide-books” rather than “Bädeker.” Likewise they are jumbled into an 

unreadable “whole list” which, at scale, becomes rather less than the “formidable pages” of his 

single, well-paged text from the start of the novel. Newman in both cases is following the 

 
341 “But no matter how absurd the lapses in his taste, James's unlikely hero emerges as a decent compromise among the 

candidates in the field. Newman's letter to Mrs Tristram mentions that he had travelled for a time with an Englishman 
who ‘very soon gave me up in disgust’ because Newman's approach to objects of culture was too reverently American: ‘I 
was too virtuous by half; I was too stern a moralist. He told me…that I judged things like a Methodist and talked about 
them like an old lady’ (AM 116). On the other hand, Newman had also journeyed with a Mr Babcock, a Boston 
Unitarian minister with a serious turn of mind and a weak digestion. ..." Buzard, James, 280.  

342 James, Henry. The American, 75.  
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conventions of tourism—a guidebook, as we have seen, can be both a cultural and logistical guide, 

and indeed is useful because of this flexibility. His willingness to rely on these texts as authoritative 

in the context of an art museum and as supplementary planning material in the context of a three 

month, multi-country journey reveals more about the genre and general reading practice than it does 

about Newman’s character. 

Nevertheless, there is much to be made, from both a thematic and historical perspective, of 

Newman’s transparent consumership here: Buzard argues “one implication of the list, which is also 

an implication of the guidebook [is that] a culture is susceptible to the catalogue raisonné, [and that] 

James seems to encourage acquisition of the listed elements, and to encourage thinking about culture 

as something one, or one's nation, may acquire.”343 Buzard (and James, it seems) is emphasizing 

guidebooks’ political and social reach. Any text or tool that emerged from the rapid expansion of 

capitalism and global commerce must be suspect, but the imperialist underpinnings of a commercial 

product like “Murray” is that much more visible because of its association with the tourism industry. 

In other words, travel is on some level about national and economic penetration into foreign spaces, 

and so guided travel must be understood as perpetuating, and evidently directing, that invasion. But 

in his reading of The American, Buzard demonstrates that the impact of the guidebook is felt in less 

concrete spaces as well—it reaches into art, into culture itself. Tourism can operate more insidiously 

than other forms of imperialism or colonialism. Stowe shows that the “taste” James perpetuates in 

his writings and fictions of travel “masquerades as a personal characteristic, a distinguishing attribute 

of an individual, but is in fact [...] the effort of a socioeconomic class to perpetuate itself and justify 

its privileges by acquiring what looks like a natural, inborn grace.”344 The list, the itinerary, the 

 
343 James Buzard, “The Beaten Track,” 222-223. 

344 William W. Stowe, “Henry James, or the Merchant of Europe,” p. 162. 
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starred paintings and hotels and sculptures, make the implicit risks of travel explicit: they show that 

capitalism knows no bounds, is a kind of power that is wielded by nations and yet out of their 

control. Stowe, it should be said, is careful to point out that James’ own relationship to cultural 

acquisition (or education, to use a less cynical word) is nuanced: “James as a sincere, enthusiastic 

sharer of Europe’s pleasures, as well as a frank exploiter of its literary and commercial potential.”345 

James both believed in the value of what he was perpetuating and consciously perpetuated it: he 

knew that “culture” and industry were not quite separated, and that a “tourist” might be both 

curious observer and invader. Certainly, Newman can be painted in such a light. 

 The above selection from Newman’s letter speaks to James’ characters’ historically and 

contextually appropriate use of these commercial objects: Newman’s travels are guided, and that 

guidance is a product of its time and place. But this letter speaks, too, to Newman’s awareness of 

himself as a participant in the tourist industry, like Daisy and Isabel, and also as a travel writer, like 

James himself. James, in his writings on Venice, is conscious of the many voices who have spoken 

on the subject before him (“it is a great pleasure to write the word; but I am not sure there is not a 

certain impudence in pretending to add anything to it”346) and yet contributes his perspective 

anyway. Newman’s travels, too, cause him to reflect on his writing practice. He tells his cousin, “I 

don’t think I have written twenty letters of pure friendship in my whole life; in America I conducted 

my correspondence altogether by telegrams. This is a letter of pure friendship; you have got hold of 

a curiosity, and I hope you will value it.”347 Despite his history, he is moved by his travels to dabble 

in a form and practice he is familiar with: writing “the letter of pure friendship.” Something about 

 
345 Ibid. 

346 Henry James, Italian Hours, 287. 

347 Henry James, The American, 75. 
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the journey itself—perhaps its literary and scenic backdrop (“Belgium, Holland, Switzerland, 

Germany, Italy”), or the fact of carrying a “half dozen” guidebooks and little pencil for note-taking, 

or the knowledge of his adventure-starved audience at home—motivates Newman to become, even 

if briefly, a writer. His allusion to the guidebooks suggests that he, like James, understands this letter 

to be participating in specific generic practices. He is willing to allow these texts to speak for him: 

“wherever you find a scratch or a cross, or a ‘Beautiful!’ or a ‘So true!’ or a ‘Too thin!’ you may know 

that I have had a sensation of some sort or other.” Newman’s letter is intertextual; his voice one of a 

chorus of travelers. His voice is also, it implies, that of a tourist: part of the expression of that 

identity is to take on the task of writing. To be a tourist is to be a writer, and thus to be in that larger 

literary network of “intelligent travellers.” Daisy understands her setting to be novelistic, Isabel 

wishes to know what of her environment has been accurately described in books—but it is Newman 

who most adheres to the template for tourists, who takes pencil to paper and makes the connection 

between objects of tourism and the experience of it literal.  

 Christopher Newman’s use of guidebooks works as so many of his actions do: to emphasize 

his steadiness and practicality, and to frame him as a man of his moment. He skims them, keeps 

them in his pocket, jots notes in them, and relies on them to determine his route. He takes 

guidebooks seriously but not too seriously. His is not a mission of self-actualization or 

intellectualism, but it is also not dissipated indulgence. Newman strikes a balance as a tourist using 

tourist tools. He makes friends, he learns some of the language, he enjoys seeing the mountains and 

the art, he builds a community of his countrymen around him. His eventual problems come from 

straying from that tourist role by becoming overly invested in a foreign family (a problem that will 

be revisited in Portrait). But when he is Newman-with-Baedeker, all proceeds as all parties might 

wish. The protagonist of The American is straightforward in his use of the tools of tourism, creating 

the impression that these tools are mere historical detail, a realistic accessory for a traveling character 
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to carry. But the above paragraphs demonstrate that the thematic and historical collide when 

guidebooks appear in Newman’s hands: his generic use of them is itself a characteristic.  Newman 

uses the guidebook to process Europe, and readers use the guidebook to process Newman.  

In other of James’ works, including the two at the center of this chapter, the narrative, rather 

than simply contextual, implications of guidebooks and guides are more obvious. Guidebooks 

appear in Daisy Miller, The Portrait of a Lady, and, additionally, Roderick Hudson not only as examples of 

historical practice but as a signal to consider how the protagonist—and in the cases I am examining, 

all of these protagonists are women—deviates from usual tourist behavior and, ultimately, departs 

from the expected path for female travelers. For one thing, tourism and travel are predicated on the 

idea of the return: the experience of Europe and its sites are opportunities for personal growth and 

for cultivating appropriate stories to tell to the people waiting at home. Yet none of these women 

return home—or, in the case of Mary, her possibilities, her very future does not return—perhaps 

because none of them quite took on the generic, guidebook-prescribed tourist role to begin with. 

Whereas Newman, as a wealthy, independent, mature man, had the confidence and freedom to meet 

the tools of tourist as such and on their terms, these younger, semi- or completely- dependent 

women either cannot or will not likewise engage with the tourist role. In the case of Isabel and 

Daisy, this is partly the result of their not accepting foreign space as fully real or connected to their 

home experiences, as we have seen. Newman comes to Europe with the explicit goal of marrying 

and returning home—he is never not thinking of the actions and mechanisms that brought him to 

this space and that will ultimately recall him back. There is no Europe, for Newman, without 

America. For these women, there almost is no Europe. The entire thing is a fiction, a play zone.  

For Mary Garland, though, homelife is even more front and center than it is for Newman. 

So much so, in fact, that she’s willing to transplant to Europe to continue the cultivation of what she 

knows is a precarious, even doomed, domestic life. Her motivation for travel is fundamentally 
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different from Daisy’s, Isabel’s, or Newman’s. It has nothing to do with her coming of age or her 

coming out: it has to do with her fiancé and their future. ‘Future,’ is a misleading concept here, as 

Mary is concerned with a continuation of the domestic or familial: she is less sexual than she is 

maternal, an impression underscored by her dependent relationship to Roderick’s mother. Mary 

represents a kind of conservatism contrasted with the speculative Christina Light. Here I am 

borrowing Andrew Lawson’s vision of Roderick Hudson as featuring a “fully blown aesthetic 

economy,” which imagines “the partnership of money and artistry, financial and aesthetic capital, 

described as twin aspects of an ideal, divided self.”348 Making the case that art is depicted as 

investment in this novel, Lawson characterizes Mary’s appearance in Rome thusly:  

Mary Garland now becomes a rival stake in the speculative game. Her chastity and constancy 
must safeguard the original hoard, the fund of financial, moral, and aesthetic capital Rowland 
has invested in Roderick. Where Christina Light seeks only “amusement and sensation,” 
Mary Garland covets “knowledge—facts that she might noiselessly lay away, piece by piece, 
in the perfumed darkness of her serious mind” (390). Where Christina threatens to burn up 
in the gem-like flame, to be consumed by her own impressions, Mary is prepared to make a 
careful harvest, to be both adequate to the vista and preserve the hoard.349 

In such an economy, Lawson shows, the conservative “hoard” (i.e., the family money, or the 

homestead) is an equally valuable and arguably steadier fund than that promised by the tantalizing 

gamble represented goods like art, or charm, or well-articulated “impressions.” Put simply, Mary 

represents a preservation of New England, of home, compared with the equally beguiling but far 

riskier offering of Christina (associated with the aesthetic, the sensual, even the queer). While the 

language of capital and acquisition is as present here as in The American, Mary Garland is the 

conservator to Newman’s high-roller, the product or market-move rather than the buyer or seller.  

 
348 Lawson, Andrew. "‘Perpetual Capital,’” pp. 182-183. 

349 Ibid., p. 188. 
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Preservation as a framework for travel is nearly impossible to reconcile with the typical 

associations with tourism, understood as it is as a departure from home and/or indulgent leisure 

practice. Mary seems to depart from tourism even as she engages in it, and nowhere is this more 

apparent than in her experience seeing the art of Rome. Mary Garland places too much faith, too 

much stock in the literature of tourism. Even when accompanied by her own personal cicerone—

the infatuated and level-headed art connoisseur Rowland Mallet, whose entire attention is dedicated 

to ensuring that she truly sees what Rome has to offer (that she gets a return on her investment)—

she carries her “Murray” with her. Rowland resents Mary’s guidebook:  

He had been watching, once, during some brief argument, to see whether she would take her 
forefinger out of her Murray, into which she had inserted it to keep a certain page. It would 
have been hard to say why this point interested him, for he had not the slightest real 
apprehension that she was dry or pedantic. The simple human truth was, the poor fellow 
was jealous of science.350 

On the one hand, this passage communicates that “Murrays” are capable of transforming the 

experience of art into something “dry or pedantic.” A tourist with a forefinger stuck in a Murray 

risks sapping the glory out of something like the Vatican, a fate Mary avoids, at least in Rowland’s 

mind, because she herself is so deeply passionate about her surroundings. In Rowland’s view–not to 

say that his is an original perspective–guidebooks are a crutch, communicators of dry facts which, 

because of their dryness, harm as much as they aid the reader, because these texts encourage readers 

to misspend their limited resources for attention and emotional investment. But a different view of 

the matter, one that Rowland is capable of making simultaneously, is that this dry, pedantic text is 

“science” itself. Rowland sees Mary’s faith in the Murray, her reliance on it, as faith in science, and 

he is frustrated by his own role in establishing that text, and the intellectual act of art criticism, as the 

ultimate goal for a sensible tourist of Italy. Doing so has distracted Mary from paying attention to 

 
350 Henry James, Roderick Hudson, p. 272.  
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him (“in preaching science to her, he had over-estimated his powers of self-effacement”)—a 

compliment to the appeal of Murray’s text, and an endorsement of its informational merit.351 This 

exchange reveals a lot about Rowland. It shows his need to be a woman’s guide, her teacher and 

hero; his awareness of his shortcomings as an intellectual; and his recognition that to demand this 

woman’s undivided attention is petulant. But this sequence also does much to show the historical 

viewpoint of these Handbooks as material objects intended for use and a rhetorical genre that was 

perceived as objective, authoritative, scientific352. The goals of John Murray III, so clearly articulated 

in the introductory materials of Handbooks for Travellers to the Continent (“what ought to be seen by the 

intelligent English traveller”), have been realized, especially if we are to believe it is the narrator—a 

proxy for James—that characterizes Mary’s “Murray” as “science.” 

As in The American, the appearance of the guidebook in Roderick Hudson blends the practical 

and thematic. Though the above passage is focalized through Rowland, telling readers at least as 

much about him as the woman he’s watching, Mary’s use of the Murray goes beyond what is 

expected for a tourist, as she readily admits. Her need for acquiring information about her 

surroundings, for understanding what is before her, is fervent. Rowland is frustrated by her 

dedication, and understands—as she does—what fuels it:  

‘You are always snatching at information,’ he said; ‘you will never consent to have any 
disinterested conversation.’  
She frowned a little, as she always did when he arrested their talk upon something personal. 
But this time she assented, and said that she knew she was eager for facts. ‘One must make 
hay while the sun shines,’ she added. ‘I must lay up a store of learning against dark days. 
Somehow, my imagination refuses to compass the idea that I may be in Rome indefinitely.’ 

 
351 Ibid. 

352 Lowe makes the case that Roderick Hudson borrows the narrative structure or style of Murray’s Handbooks, claiming 

“the specific pairing of Rowland and Roderick reveals that this distinct interplay between culture and energy–between 
critical perception and emotional effusion–was James’s pitch-perfect recreation of the same tension that characterized 
the Anglo-American travel book [Murray].” This is one of few cases I have found where a scholar connects the content, 
style, and tone of the guidebook with the narrative structure of a novel, though I think the “emotional effusion” of 
Murray is overstated. Lowe, Ryan Stuart. "Tourist Love,’” p. 37. 
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He knew he had divined her real motives; but he felt that if he might have said to her—what 
it seemed impossible to say—that fortune possibly had in store for her a bitter disappointment, 
she would have been capable of answering, immediately after the first sense of pain, ‘Say then 
that I am laying up resources for solitude!’353 

Travel, Italian art, the knowledge from a dedicated cicerone and reliable guidebook, are all 

“resources,” a “store of learning against dark days.” Her experience of the Vatican, mediated 

through Murray and Rowland, has nothing to do with letters home or future small talk. For Mary, 

learning about art from the best authorities she can find is not just a requisite of tourism or a part to 

play but a true way of seeing: a tool, a method for accessing and processing and intellectual and 

spiritual. She reads her Murray as Middlemarch’s Dorothea Brooke reads the classics in preparation 

for her marriage to Casaubon. Both women feel an urgent (and doomed) need to enter into an 

intellectual discourse, to be suited for the higher scholarly- or artistic–callings associated with their 

betrothed: for both, tourism is a risk worth taking because of the potential dividends within their 

marriages.  

Mary’s devotion to interpreting Rome far exceeds the expectations for tourists, just as 

Dorothea’s devotion to academia exceeds that of even a sanctioned research assistant. She is 

pushing this text beyond its intended purpose, using it as a replacement for formal education, a 

handbook for culture rather than travel. Thus her role as tourist is disrupted from the start. She, 

unlike Newman, appreciates the literary and scholarly merits of the guidebook. It is not just a catalog 

or itinerary. But also unlike Newman she misunderstands its transformative power. It becomes not a 

helpful companion but a spiritual guide, a lifeline, something to cling to. Her desperate navigation of 

Rome is prescient: she understands it is the place keeping Roderick alive, that there is something 

about the city that can hold him. She understands, too, that “fortune [has her] in store for a bitter 

disappointment,” and so when he and she leave Rome to return to the much more domestic space 
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of the villa and then Swiss resort it is only a matter of time before their lives collapse. Tourist-space 

(Rome, the Vatican, the Swiss resort) and Murray’s representation of it are not responsible for 

Mary’s frustrating behavior. The tools of tourism are not themselves the problem in Roderick Hudson: 

rather, it is Mary’s use of and for them.  

 The heroines of The Portrait of a Lady and Daisy Miller use or avoid the tools of tourism quite 

differently, though the results of their actions are similar. The tools themselves—i.e., a “Murray”—

make a concrete appearance late in each narrative, much as in Roderick Hudson (though in contrast to 

The American), but of course the tourism industry is alluded to as early as the opening paragraph, at 

least in the case of Daisy Miller. While this implies that each narrative takes on a progressive 

structure, wherein the allusions to the practices of tourism become increasingly explicit after starting 

somewhat opaque, the reality in both texts is that the reader has been lulled into forgetting that the 

protagonists are tourists in any pragmatic sense. By the time Isabel and Daisy turn to guides it comes 

as a surprise. This is itself a hint that both characters’ role as tourist is, as for Mary Garland, not 

quite right from the start. Despite Isabel Archer’s extended conversation with her uncle about 

“books” and “novels” that are unquestionably part of or adjacent to travel literature and thus to 

travel-as-industry, by the time she arrives in Italy her experience of Europe has been so non-

touristy—filled with proposals from landed English gentleman, with the shoring up of relationships 

with family—so expat-like rather than travel-oriented, that when she is suddenly described holding a 

guidebook it seems out of place. Tellingly, one of the novel’s few explicit references to “Murray” is 

buried within a paragraph glossing a vague jumble of Roman sites: 

I may not attempt to report in its fulness our young woman’s response to the deep appeal of 
Rome, to analyse her feelings as she trod the pavement of the Forum or to number her 
pulsations as she crossed the threshold of Saint Peter’s. It is enough to say that her 
impression was such as might have been expected of a person of her freshness and her 
eagerness. […] she went about in a repressed ecstasy of contemplation, seeing often in the 
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things she looked at a great deal more than was there, and yet not seeing many of the items 
enumerated in her Murray.354 

Whereas The American and Roderick Hudson are littered with references to the Handbooks and Baedekers, 

this novel features only one. In comparison to James’ other work, including his personal writings, 

the single reference stands out. Isabel’s indifference to the tools of travel in favor of her own 

“repressed ecstasy of contemplation” distinguishes her from other tourists. Indeed, readers learn in 

the subsequent sentence that the Rome inspiring this contemplation is not the one attracting 

“Murray'' adherents: at the time of year when Isabel visits “the herd of reechoing tourists had 

departed and most of the solemn places had relapsed into solemnity.”355 Isabel, apparently, is not 

one of these reechoing tourists, even as she carries, purposefully and perhaps dutifully, the red-

jacketed marker of such.  

 Without the evidence of James’ other work, this moment wherein the Forum and Saint 

Peter’s are collapsed into an “ecstasy,” and Isabel Archer is figured as a “fresh” viewer who sees “a 

great deal more than was there,” would seem clear evidence that the appearance of a mass-market 

guidebook was intended to evoke mindless, cookie-cutter tourism. The passage’s dismissal of 

Murray, and its foregrounding of Isabel’s rejection of it, communicates all of the stereotypical 

readings of tourism-oriented literature as the inferior counterpart to its more literary “travel” 

equivalent. But when read against texts like The American and Roderick Hudson, and when considering 

Isabel’s framing perspective for Gardencourt, this passage becomes suggestive not of a common 

cultural belief but of something more specific to Isabel’s character. Once again the guidebook is a 

historical, practical artifact and character-developing motif. On the one hand, Isabel’s “not seeing” 

the items from her Murray distinguishes her from Mary Garland, who seems desirous of 

 
354 Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, p. 264. 

355 Ibid. 
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memorizing any and every fact that might aid her in her quest to know art and her artist fiance. But 

unlike Newman, whose use of the guidebook is much more sensible, Isabel’s rejection of her 

Handbook is not because of an awareness of the limitations and merits of a tourist-oriented tool. 

Rather, it is because it cannot hold her attention, cannot seem real, as with so much else about her 

European experience. Isabel’s way of seeing is about “feelings,” “pulsations,” “impressions,” and 

“ecstasy.” The “scientific” perspective so appealing to Mary (and threatening to Rowland) is not 

easily reconcilable with the “pantomime” or “picture” of Europe that Isabel cultivated as early as her 

childhood days in France. So while Isabel’s willingness to depart from Murray—or not rely too 

heavily on it—is presented as part of what makes her original, that presentation has as much to do 

with this specific character and her perspective as it does with the perceived flaws of mass tourism. 

Moreover, her rejection of Murray and the safety that it represents—the security, if bland, of its 

associated tourist identity—has consequences: she cannot depart as the “herd of reechoing tourists” 

do, but rather is shackled to Rome by her disastrous marriage.  

James has acknowledged that to use a Murray is not inherently unoriginal, and indeed 

originality can lead to problems in a rigid social structure. Moreover, there are moments when the 

“herd of reechoing tourists” displays a collective knowledge or instinct that is worth listening to. 

Later, when Isabel marries Gilbert Osmond, they move into the Palazzo Roccanera in Rome. Like 

Gardencourt, this house oozes the past, and feels like a pantomime or fantasy. And yet the Palazzo 

has none of the pastoral charm of the English homestead. Rather, our description of the building is 

focalized through Pansy’s suitor, Rosier, who sees 

a palace by Roman measure, but a dungeon to poor Rosier’s apprehensive mind. It seemed 
to him of evil omen that the young lady he wished to marry [...] should be immured in a kind 
of domestic fortress, a pile which bore a stern old Roman name, which smelt of historic 
deeds, of crime and craft and violence [...] It had local colour enough [...] But Rosier was 
haunted by the conviction that at picturesque periods young girls had been shut up there to 
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keep them from their true loves, and then, under the threat of being thrown into convents, 
had been forced into unholy marriages.356 

The history on display in this final residence for Isabel Archer is “stern,” threatening, even “unholy.” 

Far from allowing space for a free-thinking heroine like Isabel to question social norms and 

structures, to muse about the realism of books and novels, this home reduces its female inhabitants 

to simply that: women to be controlled and abused. There is no individual Isabel here, only a legacy 

of collective female suffering. Interestingly, this collectivity inherent to the residence is mirrored by 

the tourists who come to see it, who are once again described as a pack or group: the Palazzo “was 

mentioned in ‘Murray’ and visited by tourists who looked, on a vague survey, disappointed and 

depressed.”357 Whereas Isabel sees a “great deal more” in Roman than the tourists relying on their 

Murray, in this case she sees rather less. Attending to her Murray would at the very least have 

cautioned her against the Palazzo. Blinded by a desire for “local colour” and steered by her 

relentlessly expatriate husband, Isabel misses what the masses see: a disappointing and depressing 

place. If Isabel had taken on the tourist role a little bit more, had thought of Italy as something to 

see and write about and then leave, then perhaps her disastrous marriage could have been avoided. 

Italy could and was navigated by many young women. The issue is both that Italy demands a guide 

and that Isabel denies it in favor of impressions and pantomime. A little more use of the Handbook 

with a Newman-like practicality might have helped Isabel understand the connection between her 

travel experiences and reality.  

 Daisy Miller’s grasp of the reality of her situation in Europe is even more tenuous than 

Isabel’s, as evidenced by her almost total rejection of the tools of tourism. Daisy hardly pretends to 

make use of tourist infrastructure for any reason other than pleasure and play. Her tourism is about 

 
356 Ibid., p. 336-337. 

357 Ibid., p. 336. 
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breaking rules and blurring boundaries. Eugenio at Trois Couronne is one of the only professional 

representatives of tourism in the novella. Someone like Mr. Giovanelli, described towards the end of 

the story as Daisy’s “cicerone,”358 is not an official tour guide so much as an informal manifestation 

of the tourist industry in Rome—a handsome, foreign man willing to charm American heiresses. 

Eugenio, Giavanelli, Winterbourne, are simply characters in her story, handsome men with whom to 

flirt and use as bait for other dramatic twists. They are unreal, as Europe is unreal, and Daisy has 

guide, no “Murray,” to introduce the “scientific,” practical, logistical, or even commercial into her 

actions. Daisy, like Isabel, has been aware and skeptical of the tourist role from the start. And so it is 

no surprise when her experience in these tourist spaces goes awry, no shock that the truth of this 

very real, social structure works against her. Daisy attempts to move through foreign space in a 

different way, one that does not so much shun tourism as parody it. In that sense, her actions—as 

Isabel’s, as Mary’s, in a sense—draw attention to the prescribed element of travel. In Mary’s case, 

she accepts the tourist template wholeheartedly–it is part of her submissive, almost flagellate way. 

Her complete acceptance of the guidebook curriculum does little to mend the fissures in her 

connection to her artist, expat fiance, but it does facilitate her departure from Europe: she is the 

only of these heroines to return to her home. In Isabel and Daisy’s case, they accept tourism only as 

one does a role—only to be surprised by its ultimate power. Isabel’s unwillingness to adopt the 

framework of tourism facilitates her even more domineering marriage; Daisy’s utter rejection of the 

norms of tourism is a contributing factor in her death. 

 Travel is a significant recurring theme in James, but the markers of tourism as an industry 

and as a practice in his writing are easy to dismiss as historical realistic details. His tendency to refer 

to “Murray” explicitly, and his repeated acknowledgement of guidebooks’ inevitable presence in the 

 
358 “The young girl and her cicerone were on their way to the gate of the enclosure, so that Winterbourne, who had but 

lately entered, presently took leave of them…” James, Daisy Miller, 211. 



 
 

221 
 

act if travel certainly indicate that by the 1870s the Handbooks had become a staple of tourism, and 

that the genre they exemplified was by that time cohesive and easily recognizable. While James’ 

representations of resort life and guidebook use undoubtedly reflect attitudes about and customs of 

tourism during the Victorian period, texts like Daisy Miller, The Portrait of a Lady, The American, and 

Roderick Hudson communicate something more complex about guidebooks and their capacity for 

shaping and altering characters, their behavior, and their destiny. That guidebooks appear both 

explicitly and implicitly so frequently and yet function so differently within James’ oeuvre 

underscores their nuance: these are not one-note references, but methods for conveying something 

about these individual characters’ way of being in the world. James’ time in Europe, which evidently 

involved making use of tools of tourism available to him, indicates that he was conscious of and 

even interested in the complexities of travel as both experience and social construction. His own 

reliance on “Murray” makes the case that travelers can both participate in mass-market tourism and 

critique it. That he is so capable of adopting the lens of the tourist without losing his own discerning 

perspective makes his various characters’ inability to do so all the more suggestive. A “Murray,” for 

James, was a way of writing, as well as of seeing.  
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CODA 

 

I. Context 

 

 Guidebooks are ephemeral. To be sure, as the preceding chapters have established, 

guidebooks constitute rich archives of cultural and historical knowledge. But Murray’s Handbooks 

today would only help so much in planning a trip to France. Even Rick Steves’ France from just ten 

years ago would be of limited use as a practical reference: if some of the suggested routes remain the 

same, hotel ratings, restaurants, museum hours and student admission rates all change even over 

short spans of time. My dog-eared 2009 copy of Lonely Planet’s Mediterranean Europe claims “the 

easiest way to access the internet on the road is at an internet cafe [..for] €3 to €5 an hour” and 

recommends using a photo-enabled MP3 player for storing extra digital photos.359 Guidebooks 

provide rare insight into a particular time and place, and this is precisely what makes them so 

valuable for historians of society and culture. A Henry James novel can tell us much about what 

James himself and members of his class might have seen or done in Europe. But a “Murray,” or a 

Fodor’s, can tell us about a broader range of travel experiences. Without the guiding pen of a 

narrative what would the nineteenth-century Englishman with career and family have done on a 

journey to Germany? Without a moderate fortune and family name, without the marriage plot 

intervening, what would a middle-class woman have seen in Italy? 

Despite the extensive cultural knowledge to be found in the guidebook, it continues to be 

sidelined in cultural histories. There are a number of understandable reasons for this oversight. In 

 
359 Duncan Garwood, et al., Lonely Planet: Mediterranean Europe (9th edition), pp. 948-952. 
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the first place, they do not make for the most interesting reading: dense and prescriptive, the 

guidebook may well seem to reduce the romance of travel to a kind of instruction manual. What is 

more, as serialized artifacts the guidebook often amounts to thousands of pages of such material. 

The size of the Murray Handbook corpus is such that a single scholar working without computational 

tools is unlikely to fully grasp the minutiae of each edition. This twofold problem—plentiful but 

overwhelming information—is exactly the type that invites a digital humanities approach. Rendering 

Murray’s guidebooks into data points opens opportunities for sorting through their extensive corpus 

and gaining some understanding of what they contain, especially on a geographic or statistical level. 

Rather than simply stating, for example, that the Handbooks provided guidance on leaving tips, a 

numerical and syntactic analysis of the series illustrates how tipping practices and even amounts 

changed over the course of the century. Data-condensing and natural language processing tools 

offer methods for making the content of Murray’s guides, once of “the greatest utility and comfort,” 

useful again.360  

Luckily—and perhaps unsurprisingly, given the scope of the series—many copies of 

Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers survive and are readily available through university and library 

archives. UNC Chapel Hill’s Wilson Library holds nearly 50 copies, many of which come directly 

from the Murray publishing firm’s archive and which therefore are in pristine, unread condition. The 

National Library of Scotland holds 212 copies, and the British Library has roughly 100. But some of 

the most extensive digital collections are somewhat difficult to navigate for the purposes of data 

collection. For instance, HathiTrust offers around 170 digitized editions of Murray’s European 

Handbooks, though inconsistencies in cataloging practices across university libraries makes it difficult 

to assess how many of those editions are duplicates and/or constitute distinct bibliographic editions. 

 
360 John Murray, “The Origin and History,” p. 624. 
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Google Books is an even more opaque resource. Because of funding changes and various lawsuits, 

they have not quite lived up to their early millennium promise of digitizing and making available 

every distinct title in the world. Moreover, their secrecy regarding both process and holdings makes 

it nearly impossible to gauge how many titles they have digitized. 

I mention these existing resources to make two points. First, unlike many other titles, 

especially in ephemeral genres like newspapers or periodicals, the Handbooks are accessible. Hence, 

creating a viable dataset is possible, though it might mean drawing from varied sources and digitizing 

some texts for the first time. Second, the mix of digital and brick and mortar libraries highlights a 

major challenge of a “digital Murray”: namely, determining which titles are either missing or yet to 

be digitized. Many of the same characteristics that make it difficult to track “Murray” editions will 

contribute to difficulties garnering a clean dataset (i.e., improper tagging due to illegible typeface, 

other characteristics of the scan, or else human error), as will be discussed below. Even so, these are 

good problems to have: the Handbooks are available and the tools exist to make them computer 

readable.  

But knowing the corpus exists and that the digital humanities offers methods for analyzing it 

does not answer the question of what, exactly, could and should be done with Murray’s Handbooks. 

In the pages that follow, I provide the theoretical context for and detail the process of building a 

map representing the first three editions of Murray’s first and broadest Handbook series: A Hand-book 

for Travellers on the Continent. Starting with the first of many Handbook series serves the double purpose 

of establishing a timeline and representing the entire European continent. The workflow for 

developing this map might be understood in this way: OCR the three Continent editions; use an 

NLP/NER package to tokenize each text; geolocate the proper nouns; and map each location onto 

a historically accurate but interactive virtual map. The prototype is intended to be a proof of concept 

illustrating the feasibility and potential value in a much larger digital humanities project that will 
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extend beyond the timeframe of this dissertation. As has already been hinted, this is but one 

approach a digital humanist might take to analyzing or remediating this particular series or 

guidebooks, but it is one that I hope to demonstrate is thematically and historically appropriate to 

the Handbooks. The goal for the long-term project is to render a map representing English 

continental travel in Europe as it was prescribed by John Murray III over the course of roughly 75 

years in the Victorian period. This interactive map will represent changes over time by highlighting 

which towns or tourist attractions were added to editions of the Handbooks, and which were taken 

away. It will also represent the frequency of place names within individual editions of the Handbook 

and across the series, suggesting the popularity of specific destinations. 

Digital search and visualization tools translate the Handbooks into a more usable form and, in 

doing so, create opportunities for new scholarship about “Murrays,” guidebooks, and nineteenth-

century travel more generally. Remediating the guides into map form likewise draws attention to the 

lived consequences of textual changes: emphasizing the geographic and rhetorical underpinnings of 

Murray’s guides should enable more nuanced understandings of nineteenth-century attitudes about 

concepts like travel, nationality, class, and consumership. More broadly, though, the map prototype 

engages with some of the central questions posed in this dissertation and in my other research. 

Much of this dissertation makes the case that “Murrays” were analogs to contemporary digital 

projects or tools, in that they were collaboratively authored and multidisciplinary and -media in 

content. This coda instead explores the creation of a digital project/tool using the Handbooks, rather 

than the Victorian, European tourist scene, as its data. These are texts well suited to this, as I have 

suggested. On a basic level, mapping the handbooks emerges from the idea that Murray’s guides 

were tools, methods for seeing and experiencing the world. If “Murrays” can be thought of as 

gateways to foreign spaces or frameworks for the physical and intellectual act of travel, it seems 
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appropriate to examine them through the lens of contemporary digital tools, which represent a 

similar democratizing potential. 

More importantly, the act of remediating “Murrays” and consciously applying computational 

methods to their study draws attention to my motivation for pursuing digital humanities research, 

and shows that these motivations are not unique to our present moment, but rather parallel those of 

Murray and his editorial team and readership. I argue that introducing digital tools and methods into 

literary scholarship opens up opportunities for not only extending the reach of that scholarship, but 

also the range of voices who might contribute to it. My argument is twofold. First, digital spaces and 

processes–because they are multimedia and multimodal–have the potential to make a wide range of 

objects, and specifically archival materials and documents, digestible and interactive. In transforming 

these objects, digital remediations can draw attention to the complexities of historical knowledge 

production and circulation, concepts which are the heart of fields like book and cultural history 

which have in turn been central to this dissertation. Second, digital archives and interactive web 

pages are capable of allowing for interaction between communities: communities of scholars, of 

literary enthusiasts, of history buffs. Remediating historical content necessitates collaboration, as the 

creation of the Handbook series demonstrates. This coda, then, is both argument and example: it is 

an attempt to realize my vision for digital work and my interpretation of Murray’s guides. I am 

hoping to build a tool that is at once the natural descendant of the Handbooks and a template for 

using them in new, hitherto impossible ways.  

That said, much of what immediately follows is in fact a critique of the medium into which I 

have chosen to translate “Murrays”: that is, maps. As I will explore, this visual form attracts many of 

the same critiques contemporary post-colonialist and feminist theorists might apply to the Victorian 

travel guidebook. Maps are a way of seeing that are often interpreted as objective, a viewpoint that 

obfuscates the form’s (often insidious) rhetorical power. The relationship between maps, 
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guidebooks, and digital humanist endeavors is indeed a natural one, but their overlap draws attention 

to aspects of all three genres and methods that contradict or work against the democratic, public-

oriented benefits of collaborative work. Building a tool to interpret a tool, especially within the 

context of the digital present, highlights the various systemic pressures and powers at play in the act 

of knowledge-making and dissemination, while also gesturing toward the potential in collectively-

generated and/or publicly-accessible projects. 

Maps (as a tool) and mapping (as a method) are especially pertinent to the Handbooks, not 

least because both span and in effect synthesize the past and present. Maps have long been 

representations of and methods for seeing the world and are one of a short list of necessary print 

items for travel. They illustrate the implicit and explicit problems (i.e., the theoretical/historicist 

valences and practical, logistical considerations) of travel, and as such they link areas of inquiry from 

Murray’s day with the scholarship of today. Maps were and are both document and tool. They can 

deliver the primary content of a guidebook, supplement the text, or be detached from the text 

entirely. As with guidebooks, they are deeply indebted to their creators and production, but also 

claim to present an objective view of the world and are much more likely to adopt scientific and 

quantitative methods. A digital map, as a modern approach to an old form, is a thematically, 

theoretically, and methodologically appropriate remediation of the Victorian guidebook. Murray’s 

Handbooks were credited with allowing readers to travel from their armchair; a “Murrays” map could 

allow modern users to travel through time and space. 

Historians of cartography, rhetoricians, and philosophers have addressed the materiality and 

semiotics of the map. A map is a graphical form of communication with a traditionally obfuscated 

authorship though often transparent patronage; it is frequently a product of the state or institutional 

knowledge, and thus carry decidedly political implications and motivations. We might well view the 
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map as both objective and open to interpretation, both authoritative and ephemeral.361 Maps and 

their history, in sum, share and perhaps surpass the complexities of guidebooks. They encapsulate 

many of the same tensions between producer and user, knowledge and representation, utility and 

aesthetic or literary value. Christian Jacob and J. B. Harley emphasize that this theoretical reading of 

maps is relatively recent, the consequence of twentieth-century deconstructionism and a Foucauldian 

attention to power. In Jacob’s words, 

the map is studied as a medium of communication that allows visual transmission of varied 
information (economic, demographic, etc.) but is also suited to rhetorical manipulation (to 
persuade, deceive, seduce, induce decision, etc.). Both in its semiotic complexity and through 
the actors who produce and use it and who control its diffusion, the map is also a formidable 
instrument of power.362 

That power, according to Harley, cannot be reduced to a “simple model of dominance and 

subversion”; rather, a “distinction between external and internal power”—or what I might call 

transparent and implicit expressions of power—is necessary to show that maps are often deployed 

or curated by authority but also regulate and restrain via the very act of delimiting, naming, or 

imagining space.363  

For Harley, the internal power of maps—what makes them “silent arbiters of power”—is 

rooted in their basic function: “To catalog the world is to appropriate it, so that all these technical 

processes [creating a map] represent acts of control over its image which extend beyond the 

professed uses of cartography. The world is disciplined. The world is normalized.”364 Undoubtedly 

 
361 Matthew Edney puts it succinctly: “as with any other form of representation--graphic or textual, artifactual or 

ephemeral--meaning is invested in all aspects of cartography: in the instrumentation and technologies wielded by the 
geographer; in the social relations within which maps are made and used; and, in the cultural expectations which define, 
and which are defined by, the map image.” Mapping an Empire, p. 2.  

362 Christian Jacob, The Sovereign Map, p. 6. 

363 J. B. Harley, The New Nature of Maps, pp. 164-165. 

364 Ibid., p. 166.  
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the graphical nature of maps— their tendency to simplify geographic space —is a significant 

component of their normalizing power. Because a map must be portable and accessible to the reader 

it must rely upon symbology and short-hand. Maps, in other words, by nature reduce the world to 

select components—prioritizing whatever landmarks are of greatest value to its producer and/or 

reader—though this does not exempt the form from being implicated as “arbiters of power.” 

Rather, as Jacob shows, “an effective map is transparent because it is a signified without a signifier. 

It vanishes in the visual and intellectual operation that unfolds its content [...] the eye does not see; it 

constructs, it imagines space.”365 That imagining is ultimately where maps’ constructive capabilities 

lie: the power of maps can be located in their invisible role as guide. 

 Though textual rather than visual, guidebooks are not so different with respect to their 

“internal” power. They, too, “vanish in the intellectual operation that unfolds [their] content” and 

ask readers to engage in an imaginative and therefore delimiting interpretation of foreign space. As 

much of this dissertation has demonstrated, guidebooks are a rhetorically complex genre that exceed 

the purely documentary in order to shape readers’ ways of seeing the world. Chapter two considers 

guidebooks as a palimpsest in Eliot’s fiction so as to frame the genre’s role in facilitating gendered 

access to knowledge and travel, and its place within communally cultivated methods for 

interpretation. Chapter three makes the case that the interplay between travel guidebooks and 

experiencing foreign space during the nineteenth century is such that the structure of James’ novels, 

as well as his characters’ actions, are molded by them, establishing this genre and Murray’s iteration 

of it as significant players in the construction and expression of national and gendered identity. In 

the case of both maps and guidebooks, in sum, the intellectual operation in question is that of 

perception, observation, and the knowledge that is gleaned therefrom. This is an operation that 

 
365 Jacob, The Sovereign Map, p. 11.  
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resonates with the Victorian period and its cultural and scholarly products: the intellectual thrust of 

the century had to do with determining what was worth knowing and how to know it.  

A recent turn in Victorian scholarship has argued that critical theorists of the twentieth 

century tended to underestimate the extent to which the Victorians might have grappled with 

questions about the nature of objectivity, observation, and power. Amanda Anderson shows that, 

though long the scapegoat for theorists lambasting unapologetic or uncritical “objectivity,” 

many Victorians were wary of certain distancing effects of modernity, including the 
overvaluing and misapplication of scientific method as well as the forms of alienation and 
rootlessness that accompanied modern disenchantment, industrialization, and the 
globalization of commerce.366 

In her analysis of “detachment” during the period, Anderson acknowledges that the requisite 

distance for such cultivation was "allotted to those empowered by virtue of their gender, their race, 

their nationality, or their social position.” Post-structuralists, she argues, were and are right to 

identify such power structures at work in the discourse surrounding and practice of gaining 

knowledge of the world. Nevertheless, the monograph’s title, The Powers of Distance, is “meant to 

acknowledge the considerable gains achieved by the denaturalizing attitude toward norms and 

conventions that marks the project of the Enlightenment and its legacy.”367 Suzy Anger likewise 

argues that Victorian theorists share much with those of the twentieth century and today, and that 

this similarity is indebted to a logical departure from methods (if not from the disciplines prioritized 

by) the Enlightenment. Her examination of the development of hermeneutics in the Victorian 

period opens by again addressing the tendency to misinterpret nineteenth-century critical thought: 

Victorians were equally concerned [as we are] with the general character of human 
knowledge and understanding. They were, after all, post-Kantians, and many of those who 
considered such questions believed that knowledge was not an unmediated perception of 

 
366 Amanda Anderson, The Powers of Distance, p. 4. 

367 Ibid., p. 5.  



 
 

231 
 

things, but rather that the mind partly constitutes what we know. Knowledge, it might be 
said, became aware of its historical and cultural constitution.368 

In this recent criticism, as in the historical sources they examine, several key terms or ideas about 

knowledge and its acquisition stand out: subjectivity, mediation, suspicion, cultivation, or 

development. Put simply, Victorians and modern scholars of the period put pressure on the means, 

methods, and results of seeing. They reflect an acute wariness of how we see the world and whether 

we can trust the evidence of our eyes. 

     In a seminal work that predates many of those alluded to above, art historian Jonathan 

Crary leans on post-structuralist theory to connect this Victorian preoccupation with perception to 

visual forms and technologies. Arguing that “Foucault’s opposition of surveillance and spectacle 

seems to overlook how the effects of these two regimes of power can coincide,” Crary shows that 

throughout the nineteenth century perception and power could be located in both formal 

institutions and informal mass culture, which is to say in both instructional and entertainment 

contexts.369 In his words, 

...concepts of subjective vision, of the productivity of the observer, pervaded not only areas 
of art and literature but were present in philosophical, scientific, and technological discourses 
[...] it is important to see how [art and science] were both part of a single interlocking field of 
knowledge and practice.370 

Crary, like Anderson and Anger, is responding to recent critical trends. Even when acknowledging 

Victorians’ awareness of knowledge production and acquisition, he claims, twentieth-century 

scholars of the period tended to prioritize the visual forms in their analysis: art and sometimes, 

perhaps, photography. But while the high cultural products of nineteenth-century Britain certainly 

reflect the changing values and methods of the time, as artifacts they can do only so much to 

 
368 Suzy Anger, Victorian Interpretation, p. 1. 

369 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer, p. 18.  

370 Ibid., p. 9.  
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communicate the scope of the “crucial systemic shift [...] in the makeup of vision” that occurred 

throughout the period. For this reason, Crary moves away from foregrounding the visual artifact 

(the artwork or photograph) and even the means of producing it to instead highlight the observer, 

for the problem of the observer is the field on which vision in history can be said to 
materialize, to become itself visible. Vision and its effects are always inseparable from the 
possibilities of an observing subject who is both the historical product and the site of certain 
practices, techniques, institutions, and procedures of subjectification.371 

This is not to say that Crary is advocating that we ignore the artifact altogether in favor of the 

audience viewing it. Rather, he proposes that privileging a visual analysis of perception in the period 

requires considering how an object or artifact was used and talked about, as well as what makes up 

the item materially and compositionally. Reconfiguring analyses of knowledge construction to 

include subject as well as object necessarily disrupts the high cultural schema scholars tend to rely 

on, and supports Crary’s multidisciplinary assertions noted above. Decentering but not removing 

high cultural products (art and, from a textual standpoint, the literary canon) makes room for texts, 

modes, artworks (like, say, maps) that act as equally effective tools for understanding “vision” as 

episteme and practice. 

 Maps, as a visual mode that manifests Crary’s “single interlocking field of knowledge and 

practice,” are thus significant to the Victorian period if not specific to it. Their status as “silent 

arbiters of power,” though innate and ahistorical, resonates within a historical context that 

emphasizes viewing and viewer, artifact and artifice. Deemed a crucial tool of travel and exploration, 

maps spotlight for us the complex processes through which we observe and seek to record our 

knowledge of the world. This is especially the case for the nineteenth century, a time that saw the 

radical expansion of transportation networks, global travel, and thus of mapping. Travel scholars, 

like art historians, have made a case for considering the Victorian period as a theoretical as well as 
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methodological transition point for their subject, and likewise have cited the multi/interdisciplinary 

intellectual and cultural turn as the impetus thereof. In Buzard’s words:  

nineteenth-century tourism [can be understood] as a point of contact between picturesque 
and Romantic aesthetics, on the one hand, and the emerging sciences of human society, 
which took as a basic premise the ‘presumption that [the] array of disparate-seeming 
elements of social life composes a significant whole, each factor of which is in some sense a 
corollary of, consubstantial with, implied by, immanent in, all the others’. Such a 
presumption ‘renders the various elements of a way of life systematically readable.372  

The unifying concept here is again observation, which in turn is a kind of mastery in that it assumes 

cohesion and comprehensibility. Geography is rendered into maps, landscapes into memoir or 

travelogue. These travel texts, artifacts, and tools are spaces where the sciences and arts collide. That 

collision is a nineteenth-century phenomenon: just as the natural world offers Romantic poets a 

canvas for making their own emotional and spiritual conflicts legible, it offers the Victorian scientist 

one for developing arguments about social, cultural, or historical truths.  

It is worth adopting Crary’s framework and noting the centrality of the observer in these 

cases. Rendering something inherently beyond the scope of the individual or even the human 

communicable and readable invariably grants that reader power. Here, power can easily refer to the 

external variation in the Foucauldian sense: the nineteenth century use of maps and traveling so as to 

understand natural or global spaces is linked not simply to the multidisciplinary methods popular at 

the time, but with that most Victorian of enterprises—imperialism. Mary Louise Pratt’s analysis of 

women’s travel writing from the period shows how even seemingly innocuous representations and 

experiences of foreign spaces worked to perpetuate imperial interests. She characterizes travel 

writing as deploying “anti-conquest” rhetoric, a kind of disingenuous strategy  

of representation whereby European bourgeois subjects seek to secure their innocence in the 
same moment as they assert European hegemony [...] the main protagonist of the anti-
conquest is a figure I sometimes call the 'seeing-man,' an admittedly unfriendly label for the 

 
372 Buzard, The Beaten Track, p. 194. 
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white male subject of European landscape discourse-he whose imperial eyes passively look 
out and possess.373 

Pratt locates the anti-conquest figure in non-European spaces, places where that imperial power 

dynamic is impossible to ignore even when associated with “innocent” tourism. But it is not difficult 

to see how the “seeing-man” who “looks out and possesses” can be read into contexts more related 

to Murray’s Handbooks via, as Pratt notes, “landscape discourse.” Karen Fang notes “the prominence 

of imperial and geographic metaphors throughout writing developed around the early-nineteenth-

century periodical press,” and though those metaphors tended to correspond with places more 

exotic than Switzerland, Fang argues that this language of conquest and travel is a key and under 

examined component of Romantic aesthetics and discourse.374 Rendering a landscape—whether it 

be in France or Ethiopia—“readable” in the nineteenth century blends the imperialist underpinnings 

of both the Victorian and the Romantic age. Doing so deploys the language of the picturesque 

alongside the language of science to achieve the goal of possession, even if that possession is of 

knowledge, modernity, or progress rather than the material or political. The Handbooks are, because 

of their replicable structure and commercial content, easily condemned for normalizing and 

perpetuating a tourist industry laden with imperial baggage. Yet aspects of their content—and their 

roots in Murray’s own studious writing, itself a product of his educational place and time—speak to 

the imperial and commercial baggage associated with genres or discourses like the European 

travelogue which are often represented as apolitical or, at the very least, non-global. Victorian 

knowledge acquisition depends on methods, mechanisms, and exigencies for observation, and 

observation cannot quite be separated from power, from “looking out and possessing.” 

 
373 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 9. 

374 Karen Fang, Romantic Writing and the Empire of Signs, pp. 2, 5, and 29.  
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 Pratt and others do important heavy lifting in showing how textual and visual forms like the 

female-authored travel memoir connect, even if not obviously, to imperialism. But maps, perhaps 

because they are visual representations dependent on observation or perhaps because of their link to 

travel, are obvious manifestations of imperial motivations and viewpoints, as many scholars have 

noted. Maps are expressions of colonial/imperial interests in part because they are so often curated 

on behalf of established power, such as the state. Jacob relates maps to “an official report or a 

statistical document [...they are instruments] used for management and administration in the same 

way as a list, a poll, a census, or an economic description.”375 The roots of cartography are in 

demarcating territory; ancient maps show kingdoms, Early Modern maps the scope of religious 

influence, colonial-era maps the reach of nations. Maps produced before the mid eighteenth century 

included “overtly fanciful, mythic, and pictorial elements” in order to declare royal or tribal power. 

During the colonial period, as Harley shows, these pictorial elements leave the realm of the fanciful 

and become overtly political:  

colonialism is first signposted in the map margins. Titles make increasing reference to empire 
[...;] dedications define the social rank of colonial governors; and cartouches, with a parade 
of national flags, coats of arms, or crowns set above subservient Indians, define the power 
relations in colonial life.376  

Though clearly unified under a political purpose, these maps were still far from uniform in terms of 

production. Cartographers of the eighteenth century gradually expanded the use of the triangulation 

method to extend to areas a large as countries or continents, a trend Edney argues corresponded 

with an Enlightenment-fueled emphasis on an “ordered and structured creation of a coherent 

archive of knowledge,” and which resulted in maps that epistemologically and institutionally belong 

 
375 Jacob, The Sovereign Map, p. 20. 

376 Harley, The New Nature of Maps, p. 46. 
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to military science (Edney problematizes both the episteme and the institution).377 The eighteenth 

century introduced priorities and disseminated methods for mapmakers that profoundly changed the 

practice, if not really the motivation. 

As both Harley and Edney show, the consequences of the shift in interpretation and 

knowledge-making that accompanied the Enlightenment directly impacted nineteenth-century maps, 

and set the stage for a change in the relationship between cartography and governmental or political 

power. The gradual or sometimes abrupt economic and political acquisition on the part of European 

powers of territory or assets throughout the Global South catalyzed a collapse of the political and 

scientific, directly impacting cartographer’s goals and procedures. Borrowing from Edward Said, 

who maintained that imperialism is geographical violence, Edney shows that this blend of the 

political and scientific was key to British control in India:  

The trigonometrical surveys [conducted by cartographers] held the promise of the perfect 
geographical panopticon [...] the British thought they might reduce India to rigidly coherent, 
geometrically accurate, and uniformly precise imperial space, a rational space within which a 
systematic archive of knowledge about the Indian landscape and people might be be 
constructed. India [...] would be made knowable to the British.378 

Here, making the world observable and knowable has left the realm of the theoretical and entered 

into government, economic, and/or militaristic acts. This was not, of course, limited to India or the 

Great Trigonometrical Survey. The Victorian investment in knowledge acquisition, as so many post-

colonialist scholars have argued, extended beyond the arts and the natural sciences and disrupted 

communities across the globe. As Keighren, Withers, and Bell put it, “maps were a form of symbolic 

territorial inscription with the capacity to ‘write in’ or, of indigenous inhabitants, ‘write over’ or even 

altogether ‘write out’ native knowledge. Maps might reflect what was encountered, but they also 

 
377 Edney, Mapping an Empire, p. 18. 

378 Edney, Mapping an Empire, p. 319. 
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constituted particular visions of the world: they are never mirrors of it.”379 Mapping in the 

nineteenth century—precise, methodical, and, as ever, political—takes on a violent valence, as 

Harley makes explicit: “the graphic nature of the map gave its imperial users an arbitrary power that 

was easily divorced from the social responsibilities and consequences of its exercise. The world 

could be carved up on paper.”380 It is in this spirit that Joseph Conrad’s Marlowe famously explains 

inspiration for going to the Congo: “Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps. I would 

look for hours at South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of 

exploration. At that time there were many blank spaces on the earth [...] I have been in some of 

them, and... well, we won’t talk about that.”381 

 Not all maps produced in nineteenth century Britain represented foreign or colonial spaces, 

yet even those depicting domestic geography adopted these post-Enlightenment cartographic 

(technical and theoretical) strategies. Maps were widely available starting at the beginning of the 

century for a number of more or less obvious reasons: changes in printing practices, the popularity 

of the local and nationwide guidebook, and changing infrastructure being some of them. The 

development of the railroad and the advent of the guides rail passengers used to navigate them 

introduced new methods for reading and designing maps, as Tina Young Choi shows. As with 

serialized guidebooks like “Murrays,” Choi argues,   

 
379 Keighren, et al., Travels into Print, p. 9. 

380 Harley, The New Nature of Maps, p. 59.  

381 The rest of the passage is equally compelling: “But there was one yet—the biggest, the most blank, so to speak—that 

I had a hankering after. True, by this time it was not a blank space any more. It had got filled since my boyhood with 
rivers and lakes and names. It had ceased to be a blank space of delightful mystery—a white patch for a boy to dream 
gloriously over. It had become a place of darkness. But there was in it one river especially, a mighty big river, that you 
could see on the map, resembling an immense snake uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest curving afar over a 
vast country, and its tail lost in the depths of the land. And as I looked at the map of it in a shop-window, it fascinated 
me as a snake would a bird—a silly little bird [...] I went on along Fleet Street, but could not shake off the idea. The 
snake had charmed me.” Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, pp. 7-8.  
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the railway guides constituted a genre of informational literature with its own rules and 
conventions to be deciphered and understood [...] They interleaved timetables, maps, 
schedules, and informational narratives in ways that both expanded and tested the indexical 
limits of cartography as a mode of representation, and they also experimented with more 
abstract forms that unsettled the relationship between map and geography altogether.382 

Railway guides expanded the visual capacities of the map because the mode of transport itself was 

unprecedented: cartography, when faced with the task of representing technology as well as the 

natural world, necessarily changed, and so too did its cultural and theoretical framing. Choi makes 

the case that railway maps facilitated both “imperial” and “experiential” way of seeing, because they 

blended the features of the “mass-produced [...] scientific map” with a structure asking passengers to 

orient “themselves not in relation to an objective set of coordinates, but rather with respect to the 

[their] perspective from the carriage.”383 Here again we see the preoccupation with perspective, with 

seeing and ways of knowing. The historical shifts and associated intellectual and cultural trends of 

the Victorian period—i.e., empiricism, aestheticism, and those scientifically- and artistically-inflected 

modes of thinking and seeing that fall somewhere between these two extremes—have a reciprocal 

relationship with maps, whether they depict the Presidencies of British India or the route between 

Liverpool and Manchester.  

Maps, in sum, resonate with John Murray’s historical moment in a number of theoretical and 

methodological ways. But in a much more basic sense they resonate with the Handbooks simply 

because maps are a useful tool for tourists and were a staple of published travel writing. Within texts 

about exploration or describing distant, non-European places, maps were a key component of 

establishing the author’s or publisher’s authority, as Keighren, Withers and Bell explain: “[maps] 

were seen as arbiters of truth by virtue of their authors being there and having drawn ‘on the spot’ 

 
382 Tina Young Choi, “The Railway Guide’s Experiments in Cartography,” p. 253. 

383 Ibid., p. 274 
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and as visual accompaniments to, and extensions of, the written text, even when the images were 

worked up by others after the explorer-authors’ return.”384A map, because of its scientific or 

objective reputation, inserts a note of authority and truth in accounts of places far beyond the reach 

of the average reader (a technique fiction writers often adopt when world-building, as Jacob explores 

and as evidenced by fantasy novels like The Lord of the Rings385). The John Murray publishing firm, 

with its strong reputation for publishing travel writing, developed several strategies for curating and 

printing maps in their products over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In most 

cases, as Keighren, Withers and Bell show, the Murray firm 

derived its maps from already-existing publications, not least rendered-down images from 
atlases. The firm also bought copies of maps by quantity from reputable mapmakers, [...e.g.,] 
Maps produced by the Arrowsmith firm for Murray travel texts were often reused in the 
former’s own atlases: a prudent financial strategy that allowed the cost of a map to be spread 
between more than one publication.386 

The maps, in part because they were taken from cartographers with name-recognition and because 

those same maps could be found in a number of authoritative spaces like atlases and schools, were a 

selling point for all of the firm’s travel titles. This, of course, included the Handbooks, which would 

advertise their enclosed maps on the title page. 

The maps included in various editions of the Handbooks would have been useful to readers of 

the time and provide modern scholars some insight into what European cities and regions were 

like—or, at least, what the tourist version of Europe was like. But they do not offer the same scope 

or depth of information that the digital map I propose can. For one, these maps, like those included 

in Fodor’s or Rick Steves, represent only some of the places described in the Handbooks. Murray and 

his editors detail many, many villages, towns, and cities, but most Handbooks would include only a 

 
384 Keighren, et al., Travels into Print, p. 133. 

385 Jacob, The Sovereign Map, pp. 280-297. 

386 Keighren, et al., Travels into Print, p. 160-161. 
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handful of city maps, because maps and illustrations were pricey to print and because an 

overabundance of maps would distract from the text. Secondly, the route maps that did appear, even 

those depicting the entire continent, do not capture the full range of suggested routes or sites 

detailed in individual editions or across the full series. That is: these maps tend to show the 

highlights, or those place names most exciting or familiar to readers, or those sites that fit within the 

geographic scope of the page. Lastly and perhaps most importantly, even if these maps did offer a 

1:1 representation of the Handbooks’ text, it would be challenging to communicate them to scholars 

in such a way as to highlight their differences across editions and time. Those differences, moreover, 

would necessarily be static—two dimensional—without significant remediation into an interactive 

web form: the custom programming needed to create an interactive, multimedia, informative digital 

version of the Handbook map images would be unnecessarily expensive and specialized. Put simply, 

digital humanists have identified and built tools that can bring the Handbooks into a geographic, 

digital form that can much more simply and robustly communicate what the print maps only hint at. 

 As in the case of maps and mapping, the history, practice, and conceptual makeup of which 

lends itself to the study of Murray’s guides, the digital humanities are well-suited to this project on 

methodological as well as theoretical level. In broad terms, and as many scholars (with Franco 

Moretti being one of the most cited) have argued, computational analysis offers opportunities for 

rethinking the epistemological foundations of humanistic inquiry and for reframing the texts and 

other materials at the center of humanist study. Looking at some texts from a distance and 

remediating some texts into non- or semi-textual forms, has benefits for scholars wishing to put 

pressure on existing narratives about history and culture. It may be that this is especially true for 

researchers working within fields centered on a substantial corpus of surviving and accessible texts 

— i.e., those working in the eighteenth century or later. 
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Scholars in Victorian studies have been especially active in thinking about the affordances of 

applying digital methods in their research and teaching. Mark Turner has noted the applicability of 

digital modes to the serial or periodical form, drawing attention to the thematic and actionable 

overlap in “compression”387; Dallas Liddle and others have used quantitative analysis to track the 

discursive formation of genre in newspapers388; and a team of scholars have utilized GIS software to 

map locations drawn from Victorian tourist literature so as to demarcate the geographic bounds of 

the culturally imagined “Wordsworthshire.”389Some Victorianists have gestured towards aspects of 

digital research in their field that have implications extending beyond the nineteenth-century 

catalogue, raising vital questions about humanistic research writ large. Kate Holterhoff argues that 

digital archives, because of their accessibility and flexibility, have the potential to facilitate research 

that promotes social justice.390 Dino Felluga has demonstrated that the multimedia and open-access 

web offers the discipline a means for connecting students, teachers, and readers outside the 

academic community while also confronting questions about “history, temporality, diachrony, and 

occurrence.”391 Finally, Ted Underwood’s extensive examination of the development and eventual 

dominance of periodization within literary studies turns to quantitative methods as possible 

mechanisms for revealing the consequent “blind spots” in literary scholarship: “digital and 

 
387 Turner, Mark W. "Seriality, Miscellaneity, and Compression in Nineteenth-Century Print." Victorian Studies 62, no. 2 

(2020): 283-294. 

388 Liddle, Dallas. "Genre: “Distant Reading” and the Goals of Periodicals Research." Victorian Periodicals Review 48, no. 3 

(2015): 383-402. 

389 Donaldson, Christopher, Ian N. Gregory & Patricia Murrieta-Flores. “Mapping ‘Wordsworthshire’: A GIS Study of 

Literary Tourism in Victorian Lakeland,” Journal of Victorian Culture, Volume 20, Issue 3, 2015, pages 287-307. 

390 Holterhoff, Kate. “Social Justice and Victorian Digital Humanities,” Journal of Victorian Culture, Volume 24, Issue 3, 

July 2019, pages 354–360. 

391 This refers particularly to BRANCH, now being incorporated into COVE. BRANCH is an open-access, peer-

reviewed digital journal with an interactive, searchable timeline. Felluga, Dino. “BRANCHing Out: Victorian Studies and 
the Digital Humanities,” Critical Quarterly, Volume 55, 2013, pp. 43-56. 
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quantitative methods are a valuable addition to literary study now [...] because their ability to 

represent gradual, macroscopic change brings a healthy diversity to literary historicism.”392 

“Gradual, macroscopic change,” compressed into a geographic and temporal web space 

emphasizing “diachrony and occurrence” is exactly what the Murray map offers. The scope of the 

series, the quantity of tokens in need of tokenizing and geolocating, and the number of editions and 

years in question demand a computational approach because the labor involved in mapping the 

Handbooks manually would be almost impossible, but the reward of doing so is not simply doing 

what analog research could not, but in fact representing the nineteenth century in such a way that 

might disrupt scholars’ assumptions about the practice and depiction of travel during those years. 

The hope here is not that the concept of periodization, and thus of a “Victorian” cultural moment—

so central to this project—is dismantled. Rather, it is, to borrow Underwood’s vision for literary 

studies, that “reframing literary historicism” opens the field to true “interdisciplinarity.”393 Much of 

this project has argued that the serialized guidebook is deeply intertwined with forms both literary 

and not, and that their place in the Victorian zeitgeist speaks to the multi- and interdisciplinarity of 

nineteenth-century thought and methods for production Applying digital humanist tools to these 

texts underscores that argument by introducing methods that, like those used to create the 

Handbooks, themselves blend a range of disciplinary strategies and epistemes. 

Mapping in 2023 is not any less fraught than mapping in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. The same post-structuralist and post-colonialist criticism is applicable to modern 

cartography, but as the above gloss implies, the methods and motivations behind digital humanities 

work has the potential, not to erase the problems, but to subvert, mitigate, or spotlight them. For 

 
392 Ted Underwood, Why Literary Periods Mattered, p. 159.  

393 Ibid., p. 171.  
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example, the cartographer’s gaze is necessarily dispersed and problematized in the creation of a 

digital map. Programming is inherently collaborative; it, like archival work, and like the publishing 

process behind the creation of the Handbooks, builds on a range of existing projects and 

developments and pulls from public and scholarly resources. Likewise, a “distant reading” approach 

to the Handbooks allows for text extraction without reader bias, though of course the Natural 

Language Processing libraries are as subject to human bias as any other man-made tool. The value in 

combining the human and computer eye is in the acknowledgment of these biases, the 

foregrounding of the construction process (both rhetorical and methodological). Building a digital 

map thus involves the authorial displacement at the heart of chapter one’s argument about the 

Handbooks composition, and hints at the networked literary community behind “Murrays” and which 

the digital turn in humanities scholarship makes possible. 

Much of the potential in the “Murray map,” though, has less to do with critical theory and 

the state of the discipline than with the simple value of representing information geographically and 

temporally. Europe experienced significant changes over the course of the nineteenth century. The 

Handbooks evolved; they exploded and then diminished in popularity. Being able to “see” these 

changes in real time, to linger over them in particular years or regions, might aid scholars in current 

or new projects, not to mention breathe life into travel studies and teaching. What follows is an 

explanation of my process in developing a proof-of-concept prototype of the “Murray map” and 

reflections on what the experience and results could mean for the future of the project and for its 

small corner of digital Victorian studies. 
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II. Process 

 

“Mapping Murray” aims to digitally render a map representing English continental travel in 

Europe as it was prescribed by John Murray over the course of roughly 75 years in the Victorian 

period. The Handbooks were published in many editions and are substantial texts; consequently, such 

a project would be unmanageable without the aid of algorithms that extract meaningful information 

from the text. The prototype version that has been developed in advance of this coda is a proof of 

concept and does not represent the linguistic/geographic variation likely to appear in a version 

depicting the entire Handbook corpus, but rather maps three relatively similar titles: the first three 

editions of the Handbook for Travellers to the Continent. My object in focusing on these early editions 

was to develop a set of best practices for visualizing the Murray corpus. The resulting basic 

workflow follows a series of carefully scaffolded stages: 1) Pipe the higher quality scans of each 

given Handbook using Abbyy FineReader software’s OCR (optical character recognition) algorithm, 

which extracts the individual characters from the scanned images and produces a plain text file; 2) 

extract the words from these plain text files by tokenizing the plain text using the SpaCy NLP/NER 

package; 3) sort and clean up the tokenized data in Excel; 4) geolocate each proper noun (assuming 

non-locations will be skipped) using Geopy’s Nominatim Geocoder; 5) map the resulting latitude 

and longitude coordinates using Leaflet, an open-source JavaScript library for creating interactive 

maps that can be customized using Python; 6) adjust the appearance of the map by editing the 

size/color of the coordinates and attaching a georeferenced historical map layer. The tools used in 

the above process include: AbbyyFineReader, Jupyter Notebooks using Python 3, SpaCy (an 

“industrial” Natural Language Processing package intended for commercial, personal, or academic 

use), Geopy Nominatim Geocoder (as opposed to Google Maps or other legally complicated 

geocoders), Leaflet, and a package or program for manipulating historical/analog maps, and others 

https://mappingmurray.org/
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to be determined later. While most of these tools inevitably will be part of my long-term mapping 

project—Abbyy, Jupyter notebooks—others have the potential to be replaced. As I learn more 

about the accuracy and methodology informing SpaCy or Nominatim, for example, I may change 

how I use them or switch to a completely different package. For now, though, SpaCy seems flexible, 

fast, and decently accurate, as does Nominatim. Accuracy and speed are not the only concerns, 

though: accessibility and legal issues also matter. Making the map open to non-academics is 

important to me as a public humanist, but so, too, is maintaining the integrity of the site by ensuring 

all components follow terms of use. 

 

A. OCR & Parsing  

 

Murray’s Handbooks contain a great variety of location names and span many years. The 

density of each edition and the linguistic difference intrinsic to genre poses a challenge to natural 

language processing. Those that have been digitized offer text-only versions of the Handbooks that 

can be easily copied and pasted into Java models, Python scripts, or terminals. Needless to say, those 

text-only versions are far from perfect. As with any digitized text, the OCR (Optical Character 

Recognition) scan process cannot be relied upon for complete fidelity. 

My first task was to find the cleanest digitized copies of the first three editions of the Hand-

book for Travellers to the Continent. The first edition, published in 1836, is not available on Hathi Trust, 

but is available via Google Books. That copy is held at Oxford and was digitized in 2007; as with 

many Google-digitized books from that period, the OCR was inaccurate and so needed to be 

rescanned using the 2017 version of AbbyyFinereader (version 14. Ten years makes a big difference 

for things like developments in NLP. See Appendix A for an example of the difference between the 

‘07 scan and the recent one). AbbyFinereader is proprietary software but is the industry standard 

within academia and was the program available to me via the Research Hub at Davis Library at 
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UNC-Chapel Hill. For consistency’s sake, I also rescanned the copies of the next two editions (1838 

and 1839); the second edition was digitized by Internet Archive and the original copy is held at the 

University of California, and the third edition was digitized by Google and the original copy is held 

at Oxford. The rescanning produced mixed results, but all three text versions are cleaner than those 

attached to the original digital editions. The second edition posed particular issues within 

AbbyyFinereader, though the result is still usable. Not all words in any of the editions were correctly 

recognized, but the vast majority were. Those that were illegible to the program, though, are missing 

from the final map. Spelling variation also posed issues from the Geocoder and the map; for 

example “Leipzig” is often spelled with an “s.”  

The next step was to take these three .txt files and parse them using a Named-Entity 

Recognition (NER) in a Natural Language Processing (NLP) library. Unlike other NLP processing 

tools, like Stanford NLP and NLTK (Natural Language Tool Kit), spaCy was not developed by 

academics, for academics: it is an “industrial” package intended for commercial, personal, or 

academic use (spacy.io). This distinction does not impact its accessibility; it is free and open source 

as much as these other tools. If anything, spaCy’s distance from academia opens up possibilities—

namely, more financial support and growth potential due to corporate interest. For this reason, and 

because my previous experiment with the Stanford CoreNLP package produced mixed results, I was 

curious about spaCy. 

SpaCy updates frequently, often introducing new features and models, which is possible in 

part because it utilizes Python programming language (which I have some grounding in) rather than 

Stanford’s JavaScript or other packages’ C++. Python notebooks are adaptable and ubiquitous, 

meaning that collaborative edits are possible for any package. This is particularly useful for Natural 

Language Processing, because as more texts become digitized and, more importantly, as that 

digitization process improves, the tools to analyze texts must adjust. Both spaCy and its top 
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competitor, Stanford CoreNLP, make predictions to parse sentences based on statistical models 

developed using sample texts. Their mathematical approaches differ slightly: Stanford’s, according to 

a 2015 joint study conducted by researchers at Emory University and Yahoo!, uses “word 

embeddings” as part of the prediction process, whereas spaCy uses “Brown clusters.”394In Stanford’s 

case, this means their predictions are based on a (changeable) dictionary wherein a term like 

“Amazon” will almost always signify the company because that is the term’s most likely meaning 

today. SpaCy’s use of the “Brown clustering algorithm” (named after its creator) indicates that their 

predictions are based less on individual words than on “word clusters,” which, according to Percy 

Liang, an MIT scholar who first tested the Brown cluster on English and Chinese unlabeled text, 

“improves performance, both in terms of reducing the amount of labeled data needed to achieve a 

certain performance level and in terms of reducing the error using a fixed amount of labeled data.”395 

In other words, spaCy’s model is less likely to automatically assign the named-entity label 

“organization” to the term “Amazon,” but instead will determine the part-of-speech of the term via 

its relationship to a series of predetermined word clusters and those clusters’ tendency to appear in 

certain locations of sentences. SpaCy claims this system is superior; peer-reviewed studies of NLP 

packages are less conclusive about which method consistently produces the most accurate parsing. It 

is clear, though, that spaCy is the fastest parser of its type and the smallest (in terms of memory 

needed), and that it is among the best in terms of parsing and tagging accuracy.396  

For my prototyping process, spaCy’s relevant tools include their part-of-speech tagger and 

named entity recognition. From a small sample size, it seems as though spaCy was slightly more 

 
394 Choi, Jinho D., et al. “It Depends,” table 3.  

395 Liang, Percy. Semi-Supervised Learning for Natural Language, p. 73. 
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accurate at NER than Stanford, though that was not an important component of this particular 

experiment. More impressive, as will be detailed below, was their parsing tool. According to two 

recent peer-reviewed studies, spaCy’s “parse accuracy” hovers between 92 and 95 percent.397 The 

parsing process, explained on spaCy’s webpage, involves applying linguistic attributes to text that has 

been tokenized into individual words using what they call a “mapping table” (essentially a sentence is 

broken down term-by-term using rules that follow a tree-like flow chart).398 What is produced is a list 

of each word from the text alongside its part-of-speech tag (“noun” or “verb”) and its “syntactic 

dependency,” meaning how it relates to the rest of the sentence (“direct object,” “auxiliary verb,” 

etc.). 

 

 

 
397 Andor, Daniel, “Globally Normalized Transition-Based Neural Networks,” https://arxiv.org/abs/1603.06042v1.  

398 “Linguistic Features,” spaCy, accessed October 10, 2022, https://spacy.io/usage/linguistic-features. 

Figure 4: Frequency of place names 

https://arxiv.org/abs/1603.06042v1
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Because the sample size for the prototype was relatively small (only three Handbooks, 

processed one at a time), I decided to run manual checks on the final lists of tokens. The final tools 

worth mentioning in relation to this project, then, are Jupyter Notebooks and Microsoft Excel (and 

Google Sheets). Excel offered a storage space for the .txt results that simultaneously organized the 

data into a usable format and provided important statistics about word frequency; Python allowed 

for more advanced sorting and editing of these large datasheets in Jupyter. In short, I generated a lot 

of lists: lists of all extracted nouns of a certain length, or that start with a capital letter, or that 

included a hyphen, in case odd spellings or a parser issue missed obvious place names (like 

“Stratford-upon-Avon”). I then cross-checked these lists against the existing place name list from 

spaCy and extracted those that did not appear in both; I manually scrolled through this residual list 

to see if any place names had slipped through the cracks. These checks are examples of using the 

human eye to monitor the computer’s understanding of the text; it remains to be seen whether this 

approach will be sustainable when building the comprehensive map given the word quantity of the 

entire Murray corpus. 

 

B. Geolocating and Mapping 

 
 Once I deemed the list of place names from each Handbook acceptable, the next step was to 

determine how often a place name was referenced and to subsequently remove duplicates from the 

geolocated pool so as to minimize calls to the public API, Nominatim. Nominatim, according to its 

website, is the geocoding software that powers[...] www.openstreetmap.org,” a map website that 

looks much like Google maps or Bing but which is the product of collaborative contributions from 

the public (much like Wikipedia). Whereas public wikis and other text-based collaborative sites 

operate as browser resources for readers/internet users, though, something like a public-sourced 

mapping website has a different function given its data is as or more useful when extracted than 

http://www.openstreetmap.org/


 
 

250 
 

when accessed through their base website. In other words, Open Street Map is a blessing for 

programmers and digital humanists because it provides location services not controlled by major 

corporations like Google. But as the Nominatim website notes, it “serves 30 million queries per day 

on a single server.” This means that, as with any geolocator, there are limits on how often a single IP 

address can request data.  

Thus the process of retrieving latitude and longitude for mapping purposes is one that 

necessarily requires curated code and input data. Besides the text cleaning mechanisms described 

above, then, my code for this map prototype features parameters both for limiting timeout issues 

and for ensuring that the place names are plausible with respect to the geographic bounds of the 

Handbooks. I essentially drew a box around Europe so as to exclude calls to the API that might be 

mapped in places unlikely to be mentioned in “Murray” (Oxford, England is much more likely to 

appear in the original text than Oxford, Mississippi). The for loop is also designed to keep running 

even in the event of errors, allowing for future re-runs to account for place names that were initially 

passed over.  

Figure 5: For loop geolocating terms 
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After running this call several times on an increasingly smaller set of location names, the 

question became: how to map these data points? A number of proprietary mapping programs exist, 

with at least two appearing frequently in academic settings (ArcGIS and Tableau). Esri’s ArcGIS is 

considered by many the gold standard, or at least the default, professional and academic mapping 

software, though it is worth mentioning that it is primarily designed for corporate use (their “About” 

page opens with the statement, “ArcGIS offers unique capabilities and flexible licensing for applying 

location-based analytics to your business practices”). I had used ArcGIS in early test versions of this 

project and knew that my home institution, UNC-Chapel Hill, offered a variety of resources for Arc 

users. Indeed, I had even upgraded my laptop to one that I knew would be capable of running the 

desktop version of Arc, which features much broader functionality as compared to ArcOnline. But 

as I started to think about the presentation of these maps within a standalone website, it seemed 

evident that introducing third-party software had the potential to make long term hosting and 

maintenance challenging.  

Consequently, I have chosen to avoid Arc and other proprietary software in favor of custom 

coding my maps using Leaflet, to be described below. But this decision is in many ways contrary to 

my hopes and desires for digital humanities projects in general. My choice to build the maps in my 

own Jupyter notebook to be exported directly to my Wordpress site is exactly the kind of siloed, 

“lone scholar” behavior that Andrew Prescott and others have identified as a sustainability and 

interconnectivity problem within the humanities and media studies writ large that has and can trickle 

into the digital humanities.399 From my experience working on this and in other DH contexts, the 

 
399 Prescott, Andrew. (2015). “Beyond the Digital Humanities Center.” In A New Companion to Digital Humanities (eds S. 

Schreibman, R. Siemens and J. Unsworth), John Wiley & Sons. See also Edmond, Jennifer and Francesca Morselli. 
"Sustainability of Digital Humanities Projects as a Publication and Documentation Challenge." Journal of Documentation 76, 
no. 5 (2020): 1019-1031; Balkun, M.M., & Deyrup, M.M. (Eds.). (2020). Transformative Digital Humanities: Challenges 
and Opportunities (1st ed.). Routledge; and Tucker, Joanna. (2022), ‘Facing the challenge of digital sustainability as 
humanities researchers’, Journal of the British Academy, 10: 93–120.   
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value of teamwork and inter/cross-disciplinary engagement within projects cannot be overstated. 

Working as an individual on a project like mapping all nineteenth-century British travel guidebooks 

not only means that the project will be subject to my own learning curve and programming 

shortcomings, but it also limits its scope (because of limited manpower) and reach (because I can 

only work within my own networks and disciplines). While working as a team introduces a range of 

challenges, especially with respect to writing and editing code, it seems clear that the benefits of 

utilizing the skills, knowledge, and institutional and disciplinary connections of a wide range of 

scholars outweigh these cons. In sum, my hope is that my current single-handed approach to this 

project is temporary, and that in future I will have access to a laboratory or library environment that  

might make using proprietary software a more compelling and long-term option.   

Nevertheless, there are many advantages to building a map from scratch rather than relying 

on the UI of something like Arc, which can pose difficulties for first-time users. Leaflet, self-

described as “the leading open-source JavaScript library for mobile-friendly interactive maps” (and a 

clear example of a beautifully-maintained library made better by collaborative, public-facing work), 

Figure 6: Screenshot of Wordpress subpage showing a zoomed-out map generated from the 1st edition of the Handbook 
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can be deployed in Python using the package folium. The maps are easily rendered and flexible with 

respect to appearance/style and data representation. Thus I have been able to create a visually 

pleasing, easy-to-navigate map representing the first three Handbooks, as well as an animated heat 

map showing the differences between the three (see Figure 7). The animated heat map would, of 

course, be more meaningful with a larger sample size of guidebooks, but even besides this issue the 

prototype version leaves something to be desired. The heat map format is so deeply tied to issues 

surrounding weather and environment that tonally and thematically it seems at odds with the 

information represented; furthermore the specificity of the data represented is obfuscated by the 

broad strokes appearance of this mapping style. Further exploration is needed to find a map format 

that will show change across editions over time. 

One aspect of this long-term mapping project that has not been prototyped is the use of 

historical maps, rather than modern ones. As of now, my sample maps use a stylized map of Europe 

designed using Mapbox. The colors and fonts are meant to suggest the 19th century, but do not 

reflect the national/state boundaries, place names and spellings, and map design conventions of the 

period. Using a map from the Victorian era, though, would involve more than simply overlaying a 

high resolution scan in Mapbox or via Leaflet. The historical map file in question would need to be 

manipulated to accurately correspond with modern standards (many historical maps are skewed or 

else rely on different spatial conventions than those dominant in modern cartography; of course it is 

worth mentioning that even some of our most recognizable modern maps misrepresent scale, 

especially with respect to land masses like Greenland or Africa). The process for converting 

historical maps into a format readable by GIS software is a complicated one requiring specific 

expertise. This aspect of my long term project, then, is an example of a circumstance where it would 

be desirable to rely on a team of scholars or additional institutional partners rather than attempt to 

address the issue on my own. The National Library of Scotland, for instance, has a robust team of 
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GIS experts working on historical maps; their status as the home of the Murray Archive makes them 

a natural fit for this project. In the future, I plan to reach out to the specialists at the NLS to discuss 

the possibilities for working together to maximize the Murray maps’ historical authenticity.  

A final set of decisions came with determining how to host and maintain the prototype. 

Again, my status as a graduate researcher made non-university affiliated hosting options appealing. 

As of now, my domain is hosted through Reclaim Hosting and uses Wordpress. The latter’s 

popularity and large user base offers many advantages, such as a wide range of continually updating 

plugins and features and general accessibility and ease of use. A future version of this project, 

though, would likely involve institutional hosting for the purposes of onboarding a variety of 

contributors.  

 

C. Sample Results and Looking Ahead  

 
My prototype, linked here (mappingmurray.org), suggests that much can be learned about 

Murray’s Handbooks and travel itineraries from the period using digital mapping. Though the textual 

changes between the three sample texts are minimal because the editions span less than a decade, the 

represented locations appear to be accurate and the format easy to navigate and interpret. Likewise, 

the density (meaning location frequency) tracks with the implied popularity or relevance of specific 

cities or towns. Berlin, for example, appears over one hundred times, as compared to the two or 

three mentions of small villages along the Austrian border. Deviations from Murray’s suggested 

itineraries are easily explained: for instance, London appears many times in the text and therefore on 

the map, because London is the publishing home of John Murray’s house. This and other small 

database issues will be simple to rectify. Because the process of building this prototype has yielded 

useful results, I am confident that a fuller, future version of this website is worth pursuing. This 

more complete version of the map could also highlight changes in perceptions of individual places, 

https://adminliveunc-my.sharepoint.com/personal/sewalton_ad_unc_edu/Documents/mappingmurray.org


 
 

255 
 

meaning that differences in the keyword descriptions of towns or tourist sites would be 

chronologically represented. Ideally, the finished product would be public-facing, accessible to 

scholars and enthusiasts alike and possibly open to feedback or additions. An even longer-term goal 

is to carry out the same process with the Baedeker and Cooke guidebooks from the mid to late 

Victorian period; the result would be a website offering a comprehensive look at the three most 

influential titles in nineteenth-century English travel. While these proposed additions could do much 

for travel and nineteenth-century studies, they also speak to the possibilities in digital humanistic 

scholarship more generally, as they unify textual, cultural, and geographic methods and concerns. 

 

III. Connections 

 

 In describing her approach to thinking about the possibilities in the Speculative Computing 

Laboratory (SpecLab) at the University of Virginia, Johanna Drucker poses a guiding question for 

experimental work in the digital humanities: “how do we take [the relation between aesthetic 

expression and knowledge] into account in modeling our interpretive approaches so that they 

expose the ideological as well as epistemological workings of complex cultural activities?”400 Drucker 

is talking about the nature of humanistic inquiry, here, especially as applied in speculative, artificial, 

or machine-learning territory. She is describing the challenge of building tools in such a way that 

attract users and facilitate their experience while also signaling a consciousness of the slipperiness of 

the materials those tools make accessible. She is wrestling with the exact problems of memory and 

power in the archive that Derrida identifies, but with the added component of the machine and its 

accompanying anonymity and unknowability, its non-humanitiy. In one question, Drucker identifies 

the crux of the problem of thinking about the humanities and methodology. How are we to talk 

 
400 Johanna Drucker, SpecLab, p. xiii.  
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about methods for interpreting texts while interpreting them? How are we to approach texts as 

static, cohesive objects with the knowledge that our own approach is necessarily in flux and 

incohesive, and that the same must be true of all writing, all knowledge-making?  

 I have been struggling in this dissertation with these questions, as the Handbooks are 

themselves a curious blend of method and text, of rhetorical tool and cultural object. I would argue 

that in various, sometimes incongruous ways the texts and tools that have been the focus of this 

project have, in their (sometimes aesthetically expressed) models of knowledge-generation, revealed 

the complexity of tourism in the Victorian period. Or to put it simply, these novels, handbooks, and 

archives demonstrate in both their content and methods for communicating that content the many, 

nuanced connotations of travel in the nineteenth century. And really, they are communicating much 

more about the act of interpretation, of knowing, as filtered through the lens of communally-

articulated tourism. Transforming “Murrays” into data has consequently forced me to confront my 

own models for interpretation. Mapping the Handbooks—alone, without the iterative, impulsive 

atmosphere of a laboratory, or a publishing house—has, in rendering them into two-dimensional, 

geographic space, emphasized that their cultural and rhetorical complexity is absent in such a model. 

Mappingmurray.org is itself too much of a solo project, and reinforces the illusion that “Murrays” 

were, too. The tool does not capture the Handbooks’ literariness, their cultural reach, their ability and 

conscious effort to shape identity and experience. But it is possible it could. Thinking of the 

Handbooks as data underscores the breadth and scope of their content, and of the potential for that 

content to be shared, adopted, edited, or transformed. Taking on the task of creating something 

from texts that were themselves the creations of many, and that were also meant to be used, shared, 

and edited, supports Gauntlett’s claim that the “blueprint for the making and sharing ethos of social 

media in general, [and collaborative knowledge bases like] Wikipedia in particular [was dispensed] 
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120 years early.”401 The Victorian period laid the groundwork for the public-facing, collaborative, 

multidisciplinary and -media creative capacity of digital space. The Handbooks, in this sense 

especially, are—as Murray said himself—the origin of a “class of works which [...] have been of the 

greatest utility.”402 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
401 Gauntlett, Making is Connecting, p. 9. 

402 Murray, John. “The Origin and History,” p. 624. 
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