
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
THESIS APPROVED BY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Matthew Reznicek, Ph.D., Chair  

Bridget Keegan, Ph.D., Dean 

James M. Pribek, S.J., Ph.D. 

Gail M. Jensen, Ph.D., Dean 

Date  

May 16, 2020  



 

 

MAPPING ONE’S PLACE:  

NARRATIVE GEOGRAPHICAL IMAGINATIONS  

AND THE TOPOPRHENIC CONDITION  

 

 
 

 

___________________________________ 

 
 

By 
 

ANNCLAIRE MACART 
 
 

___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

A THESIS 

 

 

 

Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of the Creighton University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in the Department of 

English 

_________________________________ 

 

Omaha, NE  

May 16, 2020  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2020, AnnClaire MacArt  
 

This document is copyrighted material. Under copyright law, no part of this document 
may be reproduced without the expressed permission of the author. 



 iii 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

MacArt, AnnClaire. Mapping One’s Place: Narrative Geographical Imaginations and 
the Topophrenic Condition. Master of Arts (English), May, 2020, Creighton University, 
Omaha, Nebraska.  
 

 Mapping one’s location in the world is a navigational pursuit inherent to the 

human condition. Spatiality studies and literary geocriticism provide the framework of 

topophrenia, or the enduring “placemindedness” of the everyday body, which influences 

thought and behavior. Through literary analysis, this thesis considers the intimate 

relationship of space, place, and mapping with humanity as it grapples with orientation in 

individually and socially meaningful places. Such spatial consciousness unearths a 

persistent navigational tendency and its implications for establishing spatially informed 

understanding.  

 This thesis investigates the topophrenic condition of three authors and their works 

not always discussed for their significantly cartographic and geographically imaginative 

aspects. Hypocritical tourism of the georgic farmer in Tobias Smollett’s The Expedition 

of Humphry Clinker reveals the function of the geographical imagination in charting 

one’s situatedness through place-based experience. The mundanity of the everyday 

wanderer in the “Wandering Rocks” chapter of James Joyce’s Ulysses locates how 

navigation both guides the commonplace occupants of the city and illuminates the 

citizens as the animators of meanings found in specific places. Elizabeth Bowen’s novels 

and essays capture the inextricable influence of topophrenia on one’s geographical, 

relational, and personal identification. A geocritical reading of these texts facilitates an 

enriched understanding of the ways in which space and place condition experiences 

within, thoughts about, and understandings of this multidimensional world. 

 

KEY WORDS: Spatiality, Literary geocriticism, Topophrenia, Geographical 

imagination, Spatial consciousness, Joyce, Smollett, Bowen, space, place.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

In Pursuit of Place  
 
 

“To be, one might say, is to be placed...This means that for any being, what it is for it to 
be is for it to be in place—to be placed—and this opens up the question...as to what place 

itself might be.” —Jeff Malpas, “Place and Placedness”1  
 

“I map, therefore I am.”  
—Robert T. Tally, Jr., Topophrenia2 

 
 

In The Philosophy of Walking, Frédéric Gros writes, “the simple feeling of being 

alive is enough…of feeling oneself here, tasting one’s own presence in harmony with the 

world’s.”3 Gros speaks of humbly living as the reconciliation of place and person. To 

feel, to use the mind, is to exercise within grounded sources of energy: the earth and the 

body, an intimate relationship of existence. The house of the Earth, in the simultaneous 

intricacies and simplicities of nature, is the foundation for human experiences of 

embodiment, permitting us to move and to imagine. Threads of geography weave into our 

everyday realities, such that very act of living yields narratives with spatial significance. 

These narratives compel us to understand our interdependence with our surroundings and 

to acknowledge the affinity of the body to that thing we call place. Feeling oneself here 

means recognizing one’s placement in time and space, cartographically locating the self 

as a relational being in the world.  

The words space and place are closely linked and complexly distinct. In a rather 

dizzying examination of the phenomenological concept of space, Jeff Malpas asserts that 

the concepts of space and time must be understood concurrently, as they are held together 
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by the concept of place. In space, we realize openness; through time, we understand 

emergence.4 Place binds the possibilities of openness and emergence through 

boundedness.5 Boundedness offers an openness for emergence and an emergence into 

openness.6 Yet comprehending openness still requires a sense of embodiment, and for 

this thesis, I characterize space as a dimensionality, a generalized “area” socially 

demarcated yet always a fluid nexus of representations. Space may just as easily be 

metaphysical as it is physical.  

Place, moreover, is a protean occurrence, what Doreen Massey calls the 

“integrations of space and time; as spatio-temporal events.”7 Place lies in a continual 

process of becoming: it is a position, a location, a dwelling, an identity, a condition, a 

category, all assigned shifting features by the dynamics of space and time. “Porous” and 

“mutable,”8 place may be in space, defined in terms of that which is situated within as 

well as in terms of relations with other places.9 It depends on geographical orientation 

just as it does embodiment. Edward Soja’s “Thirdspace” significantly conceptualizes the 

interaction between the open boundedness of the world. The trialectic comprises 

Firstspace (“real” or spatial form in physical materiality), Secondspace (“imagined” or 

mental ideas about and representations of space), and Thirdspace (social space, or the 

real-and-imagined places of lived life).10 In Thirdspace, we exist in full reality as 

materiality mingles with our mental and emotional conceptions of such places. As Soren 

Larsen and Jay Johnson write, “This work [of humanist geographers] reveals place as 

open and contested but also bounded and opaque, offering simultaneous possibilities for 

progressive and reactionary forms of thought and action.”11 My approach to the study of 
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place as an experience therefore involves not only its real and imagined qualities, but also 

the spatial phenomenology of being.   

I engage this interpretation through my interests in geography and the terrestrial 

tie of being. My understanding of geography is closely intertwined with a personal 

relationship to openness, emergence, and boundedness. Places and spaces weigh heavily 

on my conception of fullest reality, and constantly inform how I consider the past, 

present, and future of my life. I grew up in Northern California, learning the directions 

“east” and “west” based on the Sierra Nevada and Northern Coast mountain ranges on 

opposite sides of the agricultural valley. My earliest memories of place stem from simple, 

earthly encounters: the countless family road trips, the mud on my hands from picking 

vegetables with my grandfather in the verdant fields of the Salinas Valley, the knowledge 

that the Pacific Ocean lay somewhere beyond the Coast range, and the alpine air of the 

Sierra Nevadas surrounding Lake Tahoe. I measured landscapes by distance from home 

and strength of emotional attachment. Since my father flew monthly to Seattle or Phoenix 

for work, I imaginatively conceptualized how he established “home” there, and in time, I 

grew fond of places I had never seen. I owe much of my deep-rooted appreciation for 

landscape to backseat car windows stuffed in with my brothers, road trips taken as a 

young adult to the Grand Tetons of Wyoming, Glacier National Park, Monterey Bay, and 

the Pacific Northwest, and summers spent in Lake Tahoe watching dusk sunlight radiate 

across the lake basin. Away for college and disoriented on the East Coast, I reconfigured 

my coordinates in relation to the Atlantic Ocean; during graduate school in the Midwest, 

I often felt a panic of being landlocked. I longed for the freeing feeling of the Pacific 

Ocean beyond the Coast range and the many topographical changes when driving through 
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California. These places distinguish themselves for my individual experience yet exist in 

a constant state of fluctuation and regeneration as memories. This particular certainty and 

mutability of place fascinates me: how I perceive continuity and change in the mountains 

leads to self-reflection on my own continuities and changes. Place helps me find 

orientation in the real-and-imagined, in life as an interior being as much as physically 

situated body.  

Self-orientation in accordance with the world is a project I’ve undertaken for 

twenty-four years, informed by landscapes. In The Old Ways, Robert Macfarlane writes, 

“Landscape and nature are not there simply to be gazed at; no, they press hard upon and 

into our bodies and minds, complexly affect our moods, our sensibilities.”12 As I have 

long felt, topography forces recognition, directs our movements, and shapes our 

encounters with the world. In natural environments, we face the stunning reality of deep 

oceans and immoveable mountains. In built environments, we contort the natural, 

attempting to control topography by molding and shaping it to fit our needs. Such 

confrontations with the environment produce muscle and mind memory, establishing a 

memory trace as a hallmark of terrestrial beings and visionary thinkers. Embedded in 

memory is the emotional response elicited by the environment, which adds a crucial 

dimension to the imagination of place. This geographical imagination, therefore, is an 

inescapable part of being for any living human. Our attention to it comes in waves, and 

when we attend to it, place richly allows us to explore the many terrains of our lives.  

Whether consciously or not, my writing has always been concerned with my 

reception to spaces of openness, to time as emergence from what was and into what will 

be, and to the quest to find both security in and liberation from boundedness. In graduate 
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school, I happily stumbled upon literary geocriticism, a discipline captivated by the 

spatial elements of texts. Geocriticism, especially concepts such as topophrenia, the 

geographical imagination, and the cartographic imperative, provides the framework that 

unites this thesis as a project of unearthing the ways in which authors tell their 

relationships to the here and there, and how we find meaning in our spatial relations. As 

Nöel Arnaud writes, “I am the space where I am.”13 

 
The Geocritic’s Pursuit: Spatial Consciousness and Living Places 

 
Spatial awareness is at the heart of gathering knowledge in the world. 

Topophrenia, or “a constant and uneasy ‘placemindedness’ that characterizes a subject’s 

interactions with his or her environment,” has long since manifested through 

geographical disciplines, which take into account “the lived space of any given personal 

experience...as well as the abstract space whose true representation is beyond one 

individual’s ken.”14 While the suffix “phrenia” speaks to the condition of “dis-ease” 

inherent in apprehension of familiar and unfamiliar places, topophrenia “must be 

understood to coincide with an entire range of affects, attitudes, conceptions, perceptions, 

references, and sensibilities that characterize the spatial imagination.”15 Such multi-

modal spatial attention revolves around understandings of the inhabitant and the 

geographical habitat.  

In the 2nd century A.D. Guide to Geography, Ptolemy defines geography as “a 

representation in pictures of the whole known world together with the phenomena which 

are contained therein.”16 Studies of the variations in place and space prompted by 

“placemindedness” have long since stimulated questions of why and how such places 

exist, and why the features of the space, especially the people, differ. Such differences are 
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both physically and mentally documented cartographically, and geographical inquiry 

documents useful, local information for everything from boundary demarcation, 

astronomical exploration, scientific experimentation, mercantile and military endeavors, 

exploitation of resources, rhetorics of power, colonization, globalization, geological 

discovery, medical discourses, environmental field work, literature, and nation-

building.17 Even in its interdisciplinary nature, especially considering splits between 

physical and human geographies, the study of the Earth essentially amounts to a narrative 

of many people, places, and things. 

To Ptolemy’s definition, geography is not a static discipline, nor is it confined to 

material pictures, because representations are themselves subject to change. Those 

“contained therein,” the inhabitants of place, fulfill the requirement of “human 

responsiveness to being-placed, which only arises out of one’s notion of place.”18 Human 

geography is always interrelated to the body that is both the “occupant” and “animator” 

of place.19 The character of our being is to be “a being that is a being in place.”20 The 

condition of living therein requires more existential questions of surrounding, even 

place’s reciprocal relationship to situatedness, broadly conceived as a fact of or the way 

in which something is in a place.21 This correlates with Edward Casey’s idea that there is 

no place without a body nor a body without a place, and therefore to be situated means to 

be in a multi-elemental engagement with various contexts, histories, and environments 

prior to any thought or action.22 For “all understanding, thought, and knowledge 

inevitably begin from within an embedded situation, ‘here, in the midst of things.’”23  

Geocriticism pursues this existential condition of placemindedness, through the 

condition of topophrenia. Robert Tally suggests that “all thinking is, in various ways, 
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thinking about place, which also means thinking about the relations among places, as 

well as those among subjects and places, in the broadest possible sense.”24 Geocriticism 

remarks on the multi-dimensionality of spatially oriented sensibility, with the goal of 

exploring both real and imagined spaces in a variety of disciplines. It is “a constellation 

of interdisciplinary methods designed to gain a comprehensive and nuanced 

understanding of the ever-changing spatial relations that determine our current, post-

modern world.”25 Geocriticism engages physical place alongside perceptions of, attitudes 

toward, and encounters with it.26 Bernard Westphal writes that geocriticism is multi-

focalized and polysensorial, as “an exploratory critical practice” engaging the “spaces 

that make life, through lived experience and through imaginary projections, 

meaningful.”27 As such, place is not simply an “empty container,” but a recognizable 

container full of “polysensorial experiences” that make it more than a map coordinate.28 

Geocriticism is a spirit of inquiry that “explores, seeks, surveys, digs into, reads, and 

writes a place; it looks at, listens to, touches, smells, and tastes spaces.”29 In place and 

representations of it, the geocritic searches for the “phenomena which are contained 

therein.” 

Moreover, in the “spatial turn” of the twentieth century declared by Michel 

Foucault in 1967, space is no longer “the dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the 

immobile,”30 but a performativity, a “socio-spatial dialectic” wherein “social and spatial 

relations are dialectically inter-reactive, interdependent; that social relations of 

production are both space-forming and space-contingent.”31 Similar to Soja’s 

“Thirdspace,” in The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre outlines a “spatial triad of 

spatial practices (perceived space), representations of space (conceived space), and 



 8 

representational spaces (lived space).”32 Lefebvre and Soja both gesture towards the 

richness of space and place defended by Foucault. The body interacts with various 

scales—personal, local, global, cosmological—and the fluctuating representations of 

them to constantly produce place in various forms.33 

This thesis, then, considers the three writers Tobias Smollett, James Joyce, and 

Elizabeth Bowen who, through embodied awareness and reflective characters, exist in the 

state of “worlding” and “placing,” which allows for the “basic possibilities of time, space, 

experience, understanding…language and knowledge.”34 Their fiction and nonfiction 

realize the impact of topophrenia on human relations with and imaginations of the world. 

Spatial awareness, the capacity or inclination to see the world and feel it within and 

beyond one’s immediate circumstances, is a function of the geographical imagination.  

This term principally comes from the work of three academic geographers, Hugh 

Prince, David Harvey, and Derek Gregory, and “affords ways of thinking about space and 

place, whether conscious or unconscious, that evoke power as it shapes practices, 

behaviors, and social structures.”35 Hugh Prince’s 1962 coinage of the word links the 

subjective and objective matters of geography, recognizing educational theorist Maxine 

Greene’s understanding of the imagination as the realization that “each person’s reality 

must be understood to be interpreted experience—and that the mode of interpretation 

depends on his situation and location in the world.”36 David Harvey extends the 

geographical imagination and its part in space, place, and economy; he theorizes it as 

“spatial consciousness” which, by representing everyday spaces, “recognizes the spaces 

between situations, scales, and events and their effect on relationships with an 

individual.”37 The geographical imagination as an embodied construction is both 
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produced by and produces the three dimensions of place outlined by John A. Agnew: 

locale (setting of social interaction), locality/location (relational geographical setting), 

and sense of place (associated attachments and meanings).38 Derek Gregory furthers the 

situational definition, such that the geographical imagination incorporates the 

accumulation of cultural and historical knowledge of a given social group and location.39  

But more than mere “local condensations and distillations” of global interactions40 

and because of the partiality of living, places and spaces have an intimate connection to 

phenomenology. The geographical imagination is, as Jen Jack Gieseking summarizes, a 

“tool to describe and analyze the power within the literal and metaphorical ways people 

imagine and render space.”41 Its investigation exposes assumptions, stereotypes, and 

preconceptions linked to space and place, associated so because of the inherent tie (and 

subjective experience) of body to place and place to body. If being means to be in place, 

then Gaston Bachelard’s topoanalytical undertaking in The Poetics of Space offers 

intensity to the definition of place as an event distinguished by human spatial awareness. 

The characteristic impermanence of the imagination escapes definition, such that “The 

being-here is maintained by a being from elsewhere. Space, vast space, is the friend 

being.”42 In contemplation of the spaces of life, past memories, present sensations, and 

future plans all utilize one’s geographical imagination. To be in an inhabitant in the world 

is to relentlessly, implicitly or not, engage with these scales and the dimensions of place.   

 
The Individual’s Pursuit: Self-Orientation through Maps and Narratives 

 
In our particular situatedness in time and space, a heightened spatial awareness 

locates our “need for identity and structure in our perceptual world,” our need to find 

orientation as relative bearings that at once allows us to understand the immediate 
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environment and all others opposed to it.43 The constant need to know one’s place urges 

the cartographic imperative, of finding oneself as a figure to be plotted on an ever-

changing, fluid map. Maps are a locus of attention for the geocritic. In the traditional 

cartographic sense, maps illustrate organized data and establish relations between socially 

constructed landmarks on a given spatial plane. Maps have long since had a “panoptic 

authority,” a quality of organization which, according to David Harvey, “opens space to 

appropriation.”44 Tally writes that “mapping makes places visible,” because the act 

“establishes a place as a place.”45  

In demarcating place, maps produce knowledge, and often power, in a two-

dimensional sense that extends to behavior. Yet maps are not static and have subjective, 

observational qualities. To Michel Foucault, maps impose certain types of reading, 

through reductionism that ensures hegemonic ordering of space46; to Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari, in A Thousand Plateaus, the map is open, connectable, and “susceptible to 

constant modification.”47 Neal Alexander writes that maps have two sides: repressive for 

social control or open to the possibilities of “radical reconfiguration” through 

“productively estranging our habitual modes of perception.”48 The map in the latter sense 

coincides with Malpas’ understanding of place as a spatio-temporal event which makes 

meaning possible through human responsiveness to being as within embedded 

situations.49 In the literary geocritical understanding of the innate geographical 

imagination and the state of topophrenia, maps produce knowledge of the real-and-

imagined places, of the meanings infused in place.  

As spatially bounded individuals with an inherent need for self-orientation, “we 

define our position in relation to others, establishing limits, boundaries, borders, or other 
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such markers to help determine our sense of place amid the expansive, perhaps 

unrepresentable extension of space.”50 Human responsiveness reacts to disorientation, for 

as Kevin Lynch writes, “The need to recognize and pattern our surroundings is so crucial, 

and has such long roots in the past, that this image has wide practical and emotional 

importance to the individual.”51 The observer always plays an active role in world 

perception and representation, changing the image and map projected to suit his or her 

needs, and always establishing the images as orienting tools.52  

Guidance is of the utmost importance, most notably by the integration of internal 

cues or images and external objects; in a state of disorientation, a person may “wayfind” 

through environmental images of the exterior world as well as by geographical 

memory.53 This indicates the quick process of identity rooted in location and the 

mechanism of the geographical imagination to constantly provide situational security 

through re-locating processes. It is especially our postmodern condition to cognitively 

map, which Frederic Jameson sees as a mental variation of self-locating in relation to 

other spaces, even in the face of the unrepresentable totality of the world.54 Some places 

carry greater affective ties, either of topophilia (love of place) or topophobia (negative 

connotations); such intensity of expression and response to environment, Yi-Fu Tuan 

remarks, centralizes place as plentiful arena for interpretation.55 The interpreted image is 

adaptable as well as communicable, as certain images become socially tied to group 

memory. The process of mapping as a performance therefore is crucial to the project of 

solving spatial disorientation. One way in which these images become communicable is 

through stories. 
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For ages, literature has capitalized on this spatially-minded condition, drawing on 

cartographic itches and spatial anxieties to chart cultural and social maps of 

understanding. In The Production of Space, Lefebvre writes that “any search for space in 

literary texts will find it everywhere and in every guise: enclosed, described, projected, 

dreamt of, speculated about.”56 Similarly, in Atlas of the European Novel, Franco Moretti 

defines ortgebunden as the “place-bound nature of literary forms: each of them with its 

peculiar geometry, its boundaries, its spatial taboos and favourite routes.”57 Narratives are 

“mapping machines”58 for the abundantly geographical human desire. Literature, as an 

arduous task of world-representing, harkens on the multifacetedness of humanity and 

geography in order to make sense of different states of being. Place is a text, “one that is 

informed and formed by other texts,” and one always in the state of editing.59 Though 

place is often statically defined as a locus of “crystallized social relations,”60 the events 

and sentiments within are subject to modification; literature capitalizes on as alterability 

of place an exploratory, sensorial medium. Narratives represent place through depictions 

of space and time, mobilizing “earthly experience” and “intelligible imagination”61 in 

order to depict relationships between spaces, places, and the people inhabiting them. As 

de Certeau asserts in The Practice of the Everyday Life, all stories are spatial stories, 

which “traverse and organise places; they select and link them together; they make 

sentences and itineraries out of them.”62 Spaces condition the stories we tell, and the 

stories we tell in turn write new definitions into the space. 

Spatio-temporality reigns in the navigational power of narratives as descriptive 

devices for the existential condition of living. In Georg Lukács’ words, “only in the 

novel...is time posited together with the form.”63 Time and form, broadly construed, 
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define existence: forms borne forward in time; in literature, the play of openness and 

emergence bound by words. Such receptiveness to multiplicity provides fertile ground for 

an endless list of literary projects. As Allan Hepburn writes, “writing, in whatever form, 

traces possibilities; alternative realities emerge from imagined worlds found in books. 

Books conjure impressions in relation to which people live their lives. Like writing, 

reading is a mode of living.”64 Authors thereby become “literary cartographers,” 

combining the knowledges of geographical speculation and lived experience in order to 

make sense of the world. Jameson states that “narrative is itself a socially symbolic act by 

which the writer coordinates the subjective or existential experience with the broader 

social totality, a national allegory or world system, that makes possible the ‘truth’ of that 

experience.”65 The novel is one heteroglossic form of world orientation, through both real 

and storyworlds. 

The geocritic’s project is to attend to the geographic elements of any such text, 

fiction or non-fiction, and how these elements envelope and unfurl the affections tied to 

and the narratives embedded within spaces and places. The geocritic takes the 

representation of the whole known world, its phenomena within, and exhumes the fluidity 

of existence in the dimensions of place. This expedition into the unknown by way of the 

known is an attempt to see the world, encountered in its sums and particulars, and to 

discover what it means to be both here and there.  

 
Three Spatio-Literary Pursuits: Smollett, Joyce, and Bowen 

 
This thesis, then, builds on the relationship between space, place, and maps to 

highlight the geographic inclination in authors and their works not always discussed as 

spatial; as such, I argue that the works of Tobias Smollett, James Joyce, and Elizabeth 
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Bowen reveal an important topophrenic framework that helps demonstrate the 

complexity of space and knowledge founded on a multi-elemental placeminded 

disposition of the everyday body. These authors and texts engage in different kinds of 

movements within a given place, and the project of meaning-making this entails. I 

investigate how, through literature, they make spaces into places, mapping them as 

visible not simply by charting the geospaces, but moreover by charting the dynamic field 

of relations within. Each of these texts function as a guidebook, a travelogue of sorts, 

leading the reader by geography and embodiment. These texts locate the body in the 

spaces they inhabit and in doing so, enliven movement and use mapping to disclose the 

anthropologically rich locations. Each is a robust geographical imagination conveyed 

through an enduring form of communication—storytelling. These authors summon 

subjective experiences of the world for nuanced discussions of the many subjective 

realities housed within a given space. They are cartographic texts that place the reader as 

the geographer, who must decode and bring one’s own reading to the text. I therein 

utilize spatial literary theory, outlined above, to inform my critical analysis. In doing so, 

the project unearths the invitations into familiar and unfamiliar worlds lent by these 

authors, which help us recognize spatial consciousness and orientation as a human 

condition. 

The first chapter analyzes the geographic orientation of georgic prose and the 

travelogue in Tobias Smollett’s The Expedition of Humphry Clinker (1771), explored 

through the itinerary of a tourist on a quest for health restoration acquired through travel. 

Yet this traveler, Matt Bramble, retains his place identity as a georgic landowner and 

overseer of countryside farms. Matt’s topophrenic condition compels him to chart his 
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movements away from his estate while narrating his place encounters in a didactic and 

expository manner. From within such disparate geographical imaginations arises a 

tension between Matt’s words and actions. Since the georgic extols staying in one place 

according to responsibility to land, Matt’s decision to journey around England and 

Scotland as a tourist contradicts his morals. It is the particularly geographical and 

navigational elements of the text that unearth this hypocrisy, which challenges the scope 

of the locally conscious georgic mode in the climate of widening spatial and social 

mobility.  

The second chapter extends Smollett’s narrative cartographic project to twentieth-

century Dublin, where James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) explores the spatial awareness of 

everyday urban inhabitants. The chapter “Wandering Rocks” epitomizes the interest of 

urban spatial studies and the profound definitions of place unearthed by mundane 

activities achieved by the city wanderers, the Wandersmänner. I posit that in 

ordinariness, the citizens make meaning for the city by their respective place identities 

and their orienting itineraries. Meaning making by citizens relies on the city’s 

imageability for them and their relationship to the space, demonstrated through Joyce’s 

keen use of recognizable landmarks and crosses between his extensive cast of characters. 

The simultaneity of events occurring in the episode illustrates the city as a dynamic field 

of human activity, where everyday movements write the ordinary sentences in an 

extraordinary narrative of life. 

Lastly, the third chapter discusses author Elizabeth Bowen’s geographical 

imagination, evident through her explicitly place-marked narratives and essays. Her 

writings elucidate how she intentionally contemplates location and the meanings of past 
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and present places. Place bears significant weight on Bowen’s consciousness and 

identity, and subsequently informs much of her life writing. Like Matt Bramble, she 

contends with disorientation and situatedness through navigational techniques in her 

travel memoir A Time in Rome (1960). In the essay “Britain in Autumn,” Bowen locates 

the influence of spatial consciousness on relational scales of an identity under the threat 

of air-raid-induced homelessness. Finally, in “The Idea of France,” Bowen identifies how 

an up-bringing in geographically situated storytelling initiates her enduring desire to 

narratively map and establish bearings in the world. Bowen’s writings capture the heart 

of the human topophrenic condition as a persistent and consequential spatial awareness 

encompassing many conceptions, perceptions, and experiences.  

Together, these literary cartographers, the authors, portray the intimate 

relationship of geography and humanity. The geocritical approach to reading these texts 

as narrative maps facilitates an animated understanding of the ways in which space and 

place condition different human dispositions toward these terrains of living. The texts 

exhibit how our experiences within, thoughts about, and thoughts past a given place 

shape the human motions of affection and aversion, emotion and knowledge, physicality 

and psychology. As Stephen Daniels pronounced in 2010, the geographical imagination 

involves “the condition of both the known world and the horizons of possible worlds.”66 

In a positive feedback loop, we cannot help but reflect on the environment before us and 

beyond us. The richness of geographical inquiry is unnervingly full, but because of this, 

compellingly persistent, never-ending, open. It leads us forward in new directions toward 

new places.  
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ONE 

 
 

The Tension in Travel: Matt Bramble as the Absentee Tourist 
in The Expedition of Humphry Clinker 

 
 

A splenetic but georgic man on a tour of Great Britain, Matthew Bramble is, no 

doubt, a hypocrite. In the peregrinating narrative of Tobias Smollett’s The Expedition of 

Humphry Clinker (1771), the landowner Matt Bramble takes his company—including his 

nephew, niece, sister, her servant, and a few itinerants along the way—on a journey to 

restore his health from painful bouts of gout. Smollett’s novel functions as a fictionalized 

“travel book” or a “travelogue,” a catalogue of eighteenth-century society and a popular 

genre of the time. This verbose illustration of a sightseeing expedition to various spa 

towns and cities falls in line with the genesis of modern tourism, itself a response to 

rising capitalism and shifting class boundaries. Both the industry and the travelogue 

reveal the situational nature of the geographic imagination as it emerges onto the local 

and national scales. For such imagination maps the “hidden networks of relations linking 

here and elsewhere, local places and global spaces.”1 Yet as Matt carefully observes the 

places and people he encounters, he idealizes the principles found in another popular 

eighteenth-century mode of representation and geographical thinking: the georgic. 

Whereas tourism implies leisure, luxury, and mobility, the georgic extols hard work, 

husbandry, and the stability of the English countryside. Though both are geographically 

observational, each connotes different values for society, and thus creates a moralistic 

tension in Humphry Clinker.  
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In analyzing the paradox of Matt as a tourist and a georgic moralist, the thematic 

tension between work and leisure produces a dilemma between Matt’s actions and his 

words. The conflict identifies the geographic imagination as the tensile mechanism at 

play between work and leisure, travel and tourism. If Matt’s georgic manner of 

commentary indicates his contempt for the excess of consumption in the nation, 

subsequent explorations of London, Scotland, and various spa towns exemplifies Matt’s 

growing fondness for the leisurely, commodified travel. As a result, this topophrenic 

tension situates the georgic as a shifting, adaptable, cartographic mode, one moving from 

characteristically didactic poetry into a fluid commentary on the nature of labor and 

improvement.  

The first section of this chapter details the major spatial conventions behind the 

georgic mode, primarily found in the poetry of the first half of the eighteenth century in 

light of the emerging commercial engagement of Britain. Describing the georgic mode 

allows for a comparison with the important rise of tourism as a commodified extension of 

travel. The narrative genre of the travelogue in Humphry Clinker structures a tension 

between hopeful expectations of sightseeing and Matt Bramble’s georgic commitments. 

The descriptive format of the travelogue provides a different kind of guidebook, one 

based in spatial mobility and leisure, in contrast to the moralistic georgic representations 

of establishment and labor. Both utilize spatial consciousness to recognize real and 

imagined spaces, which feeds into the cartographic imperative of the landowner and the 

traveler.   

With this background, the second section explores specific geographically 

imaginative instances of Matt Bramble’s hypocrisy in Humphry Clinker, working 
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sequentially through the narrative to demonstrate the progression of Matt’s misanthropic 

view of Britain to his apparent health restoration in Scotland. Throughout these letters, 

Matt continually references his estate back in Wales, idealizing georgic modes of 

husbandry and land-based labor, but does so from a contradictory distance. Furthermore, 

he ends his travel narrative with an overt glorification of the local farmer just as he 

praises the personal gain reaped from travel. Matt’s actions and words produce an 

unmistakable tension between new and old notions of work and pleasure in the novel as 

he indulges in a conflated and conflicting spatial imagination of himself, his estate, and 

his nation. Spatial awareness of the scales of local, national, and global is precisely what 

allows Matt to make such self-orienting movements and suggestions, yet is also what 

exposes his hypocrisy.  

In undertaking a focused study of Matt Bramble, I acknowledge that the themes of 

tourism, the travelogue, and the georgic raise broader issues about the role of gender, age, 

class, and the imperialistic gaze in the novel, to name a few. Humphry Clinker posits the 

interesting question of gendered spaces, such as the masculine space of work versus the 

feminine space of leisure. For example, consider Tabitha Bramble’s own concern for both 

“husbandry” and a “husband,” as well as the reformation of farmers such as Dennison 

and Baynard against the urban aspirations of their wives. Further, Lydia and Jeremy 

provide youthful contrasts to Matt Bramble’s perhaps outdated perspective on Great 

Britain’s economy, just as the characters Humphry Clinker and Lismahago pose inquiries 

about travellers on non-leisurely journeys. Nonetheless, Matt’s contradictory movements 

and words, his leaving home and ambiguous ending location, are the foremost examples 
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that must be investigated in order to lay the foundation for the broader discussion on the 

spatial tension between the travel narrative and the georgic mode in Humphry Clinker.  

 
Documenting the Spatial: Georgic Mode, Tourism, and the Travelogue 

Following the publication of Humphry Clinker in 1771, a reviewer from The 

Gentleman’s Magazine remarked that the novel is not “principally a narrative of events 

but rather a miscellany containing dissertations on various subjections, exhibitions of 

character, and descriptions of places.”2 The reviewer’s comment gestures toward the 

geocritical project of intersecting the “individual, structural, and territorial geographical 

imaginations” which produce meaning and therefore define spaces and the inhabitants 

within.3 Humphry Clinker as a novel is overtly spatial, an amalgamate of documented 

movements and descriptions of locations within Britain and Scotland. It is a novel of 

various “situations,” of happenings located in places as multi-elemental centers of 

subjective meaning and interpretation, social interaction, and structural power.4 The 

novel’s emphasis on social encounters and expectations underscores how “space is not a 

neutral featureless void within which objects and events are situated but a dimension that 

has been produced by social forces that in turn constrain future possibilities.”5 Rather 

than employing a truly climactic plot, the novel grounds itself in the conventions of 

eighteenth century fiction novels: in georgic poetry and in popular (often international) 

travelogues.  

The esteem for the Virgilian georgic mode in eighteenth-century English literature 

led to a period Kurt Heinzelman describes as “unique in English social and literary 

history for the way this mercurial poetic form spilled over the field of belles-lettres into 

the demesnes of sociological, technical, political, and scientific discourse.”6 The georgic 
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is notably a mode rather than a genre, a prescriptive and purposeful manner of writing 

using methods of narration, exposition, and persuasion.7 Virgil’s Georgics, a 

“straightforward handbook of advice,” pervaded its emphasis on intensive labor, hard 

work, the productive landscape, and tending to the countryside into everything from 

poetry to painting to guidebooks on land management.8 The georgic mode provides a 

spatially-oriented view of one’s immediate and distant relations. Such representative 

mingling emphasizes descriptive and didactic “local poetry,” concerning scientific 

discovery, agricultural improvement, and global commerce that could be understood 

through observing the landscape.9 Spatial awareness of local, national, and global scales 

breeds productive knowledge for society. Indeed, the georgic poet attempted to balance 

the newness of “modern, commercial agriculture” with the weight of “older, traditional 

agrarian relationships.”10 The conventions of the georgic utilized in literature thus outline 

various modes of looking and seeing, and prose adapted these principles to a greater 

extent than the frankness of poetry. These in turn produce a geographical and sociological 

mapping of a place’s inhabitants and their relationship to and responsibility for the place. 

The domestic landscape arises to the forefront of georgic poetry and prose, 

especially the management of the land through local commercial processes such as 

agriculture and husbandry, and the rooted ability to survey one’s land. The georgic mode 

has economic aspirations for Britain’s countryside, for “it tries to join culture to 

agriculture and to meld foreign policy with domestic economy, grounding the macrocosm 

in the literal and interweaving aesthetics and polity.”11 That the georgic mode focuses on 

everyday life, on the “complexity of the local: how, out of the particulars of place, the 

need arises to work,” demonstrates the centrality of labor and placemindedness to this 
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purposeful manner of representation.12 Geographical space of the land is not merely a 

“blank background on which social activity takes place, but is rather both produced by 

human activity and is an active force in shaping human societies.”13 By emphasizing 

geographical and social awareness, the georgic entwines the local with individual 

responsibility to the social fabric of the nation.  

At the heart of such labor lies the farmer, the unselfish man who rids himself of 

the infection of the city in favor of purposeful work of “husbandry.” Taylor Corse 

illustrates the possibility of “secular salvation” by agricultural labor through gentleman 

farmers such as Matt Bramble, Mr. Baynard, Charles Dennison, Farmer Bland, and Jack 

Wilson.14 These gentleman “find solace, relief, and meaningful work—in other words, 

salvation—in a civic ideal that was being strenuously promoted by agricultural experts of 

the day.”15 Away from “mindless consumerism, extreme poverty and wealth, urban 

sprawl, and environmental degradation,” the farmers adhere to the moralistic and 

persuasive spatial pull back to nature found in the georgic mode.16 This simultaneously 

makes one aware of the other spaces just as it ties the farmer to his land—a spatially 

conscious outlook that grounds one in location. “Husbandry,” a term synonymous with 

the georgic at the time, accounts for the actions taken to cultivate, conserve, and manage 

resources, and bears the connotation of close concern for the development of the nation. 

Husbandry opposes the chaos of the cities found in Humphry Clinker, seeking “to impose 

order and restraint on a chaotic society that is seemingly spinning out of control.”17 Such 

restraint aspired for the redemptive principles of improvement and accomplishment as 

defined by “doing things at the proper time and precisely as they have always been 

done.”18 For, “human achievement is governed by the returning rhythms of seedtime and 
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harvest, instead of moving by progressive linear stages.”19 Such a placed-based 

characteristic of representation ideologically situates the body as being-placed.  

This notion of constantly keeping watch on one’s land as well as communal 

economic gain delineates perhaps two of the most crucial aspects of the georgic mode for 

this study: a spatial investment in one place, requiring the long-term and constant 

attention of the farmer as he manages the land throughout the agricultural seasons, and 

the contestation of capitalistic, private, and far-off acquisition. If “All things have their 

‘season,’ and success comes from knowing what is congenial to a task,” the georgic mode 

implies empirical work dependent on confinement to one space rather than multiple, as 

with the case of Matt Bramble’s travels.20 Expanding economies in the eighteenth century 

created a spatial awareness of global interactions, and spurred the rise of personal 

ambitions for wealth, especially in main cities. As Daniel Defoe wrote in 1710, “Men in 

Trade, more especially than the rest of Mankind, are bound by their Interest; Gain is the 

end of Commerce…The Profits of one Part [of the nation] are the Profits of the whole.”21 

The georgic pushes against individualistic gain, proposing a communal mindset that 

encourages benevolent social relations and direct participation with the land. The georgic 

thereby explores the question of social obligation—of responsibility for the community, 

the nation—which requires self-situatedness. As such, this rising individual interest and 

newly acquired personal wealth marks a tension in a new form of locational commerce 

exemplified by Bramble’s tour: commodified travel, or, tourism.  

In “The Uses of Travel: Science, Empire, and Change in 18th-Century Travel 

Writing,” Morgan Vanek marks a transition from travel as the pursuit of scientific 

knowledge, the traveler engaging in the labor of “gathering” and “bringing,” to a more 
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personal outlook on mobility.22 The travel narrative originally functioned as the 

“preliminary operation of the European epistemological project.”23 The travel narrative, 

from its onset, works as a mapping project based on geographically derived knowledge. 

Yet travel also provides means for personal edification and transformation of the traveller 

himself. In Humphry Clinker, Jery Melford clearly demonstrates the “corrective function” 

of travel fiction when he states, “Without all doubt, the greatest advantage acquired in 

travelling and perusing mankind in the original, is that of dispelling those shameful 

clouds that darken the faculties of the mind, preventing it from judging with candour and 

precision.”24 Sentimental as this is, such a statement provokes a rich understanding of the 

importance of physical travel outside one’s home, as well as why expeditions such as The 

Grand Tour, established by the late-seventeenth century, were significant in satisfying 

this society’s cosmopolitan desires. Smollett himself wrote travel guides, such as Travels 

Through France and Italy, and this perspective of and desire for mobility permeates the 

novel he published five years later, Humphry Clinker. In “Age of Peregrination: Travel 

Writing and the Eighteenth-Century Novel,” Elizabeth Bohls remarks, “Travel, driven by 

diffusely operating desire—epistemological, political, social, sexual—permeated the print 

marketplace of eighteenth-century Britain.”25 Led by desire, this “age of peregrination” 

explores “the meaning of Englishness in an age of overseas imperial expansion and intra-

British negotiation and consolidation.”26 This demonstrates a desire to situate the self in 

relation to the world and its scales, a topophrenic endeavor catalogued into 

epistemological literature by the travelogue. The phenomenon of tourism emerges from a 

data-gathering pursuit transformed into aspirations for recreational travel, a distinctly 

individualistic, spatial outlook.  
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Accordingly, during the eighteenth century, a change in mindset of the upper class 

led to the increased appeal of leisurely activities.27 Gilui Liebman Parrinello outlines how 

tourism extends from traditional travel, in that tourism “presents its overlapping blurred 

borders with leisure and recreation, by respectively including temporary sojourns 

alongside the dynamic aspects of travel.”28 Another tourism historian, Marc Boyer, calls 

tourism a “‘sister’ revolution accompanying the political and technological 

revolutions.”29 England’s economic progress as well as the increase of subjective desire 

led to this consumerist revolution progressing into a leisure revolution and a middle-class 

desire for luxury.30 Landscapes transformed from areas of productive labor, a georgic 

moral, into sightseeing locations where tourists could take in panoramic views not found 

in the city or pursue the pleasures of spa towns such as Bath.31 The capitalistic individual, 

now with a disposable income to spend on pleasure, engaged in travel as a pursuit of 

happiness in novelty and variety—rather than happiness as found in meaningful work.  

Tourism fulfills the pull of the geographical imagination and is a characteristically 

topophrenic endeavor. For, “Topophrenia characterizes nearly all human activity, as a 

sense of place—not to mention matters of displacement and replacement, of movement 

between places and over spaces, and of the multifarious relations among place, space, 

individuals, collectivities, events, and so on—is an essential element of thought, 

experience, and being.”32 An enunciated geographic perception led by spatial curiosity 

paves the way for increased movement and desire to self-situated, to map the self in 

relation to others (socially, culturally, physically, etc.). As Parrinello observes, this 

eighteenth-century conceptualization of tourism led to the rise of not only 

anthropological curiosity and the movement of travel combined with aesthetic pleasure, 
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but also conspicuous consumption.33 Excess of consumption responded to the mass 

production of industrialization, “the middle classes progressively coming under the law 

of increasing demand and intensification of stimuli.”34 Leisure became commerce, a 

commodity luring the upper and middle-class away from obligation to the whole and into 

a fascination with happiness and status as purchasable. Conspicuous consumption 

necessitated the parading of such wealth, especially to establish one’s social standing and 

affinity for luxury goods. The pursuit of happiness “enhanced the tourism imaginary,” 

highlighted especially in travel literature of the era.35 The new social actor, the tourist as 

the one who actively sees, acts as the protagonist for the genre of the travelogue. 

The travelogue carries the weight of both empirical accumulation and personal 

edification. The function of the travel narrative as a genre is to identify cross-cultural 

communications, and in doing so, forges a human imagination of the communicative 

subject and the Other. The travel narrative is foremost “a body of literature most 

intensely concerned with social and geographical difference during this period.”36 The 

travelogue embeds intersectional matters such as commerce, class, nationalism, foreign 

culture, industry, and institution. This compares to the georgic emphasis on the everyday 

activity and the relation to the land, and in the vein of anthropological observations, 

tracks changes. Though not necessarily intentionally expository or persuasive as with the 

georgic, the travel narrative contains similar prospective views and didactic undertones 

for landscapes and societies. It is a literary medium for intensified observation of the 

world, a panoramic vision that does not necessarily require a plot, much like Humphry 

Clinker. As Bohls writes, “Both genres [novel and travel narrative] sought means of 

representing encounters with peoples, cultures, and ways that were different—subtly or 
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dramatically—from English life, and of defining an English self in relation or opposition 

to these.”37 In Humphry Clinker, the characters encounter “others” in various levels of 

social class and occupation, as well as in the notable distinctions between the English and 

Scottish people.   

If the travelogue, paralleling the rise of the leisure and tourist revolution, charts 

such anthropological observations gathered by movement, this genre evidently contrasts 

with the stasis of the georgic mode. Both create maps of space, marking place as place 

and attending to the various relational scales of the personal, local, national, and global.38 

They also illuminate how place is “both historically contingent and globally networked 

through social processes that create the variegated and uneven real-world terrain of 

production and consumption.”39 However, though both representations overlap in their 

panoramic vision and accumulative tendencies, they diverge in their geographic and 

cartographic intentions. Scholars note that the georgic mode does remark on the 

movement of consolidation of wealth into the hands of the landowners, primarily by 

enclosure, which compares to the individualistic motivations of the leisure revolution; 

nevertheless, the connotations remain disparate: georgic espousing long-term investment 

on the land and obligation to work, and the travelogue/travel narrative relying on voyages 

and spare time for personal acquisition of knowledge, social status, and wealth. The 

former aspires “to regulate the unruly hearts and minds of the wayward characters and to 

impose order and restraint on a chaotic society”40; the latter depends upon such wayward 

movement from agrarian lifestyles and into consumerist industrialization. This tension 

palpably runs through Humphry Clinker, a travel narrative with georgic morals, and 

especially through the hypocritical habits of Matthew Bramble, a georgic farmer with a 
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distinct geographical perception, who capitalizes on the leisure revolution and 

commodified travel while simultaneously glorifying the georgic lifestyle he leaves 

behind.  

 
Mapping the Expedition: The Travels and Declarations of an Absentee 

 
Contrary to expectation, The Expedition of Humphry Clinker does not open at 

Matt Bramble’s estate, his original place of being. Instead, the opening of Volume I 

recounts Matt’s first letter to Dr. Lewis from Gloucester, which introduces both the 

choleric temperament of the protagonist as well as the purpose for his expedition: to ease 

his gout symptoms.41 Furthermore, as Matt sets out for the Hot Well at Bristol, this first 

letter demonstrates Bramble’s concern for the estate he left behind, asking Dr. Lewis to 

take care of various concerns for him. Bramble appears to be following Dr. Lewis’s 

directions for restoration, stating, “If you think the Bath water will be of any service to 

me, I will go thither,”42 while simultaneously managing his tenants and servants by 

leaving instructions for Barns, Davis, and Gwyllim. This letter immediately establishes 

Matt’s geographical imagination. Though a full depiction of Brambleton-hall does not 

arrive until Volume II, it is important to initially consider this image in order to 

understand the life Matt leaves behind.  

Brambleton-hall is the georgic picture of reaping the benefits of proper 

management, countryside solace, and the fruits of one’s labor. For, as Matt claims,  

At Brambleton-hall, I have elbow-room within doors, and breathe a clear, elastic, 
salutary air…I drink…the sparkling beveridge, home-brewed from malt of my 
own making; or I indulge with cyder, which my own orchard affords…my bread 
is sweet and nourishing, made from my own wheat…my table is, in a great 
measure, furnished from my own ground...my own garden yields in plenty and 
perfection; the produce of the natural soil, prepared by moderate cultivation.43 
 



 32 

The freedom of the countryside, produced by Bramble’s hand, sets the foundation 

upon which he compares everything he sees and experiences on his travels. This 

foundation is inherently georgic: “Without doors, I superintend my farm, and execute 

plans of improvement, the effects of which I enjoy with unspeakable delight…I live in 

the midst of honest men, and trusty dependents.”44 Such country comforts of befitting 

labor, benevolent community, and unselfish motives proposes Matt as a righteous 

“husband” to the land. At first glance, Matt appears as Jeff Malpas’ being who 

understands that “being-placed is itself determined by the general structure of place as 

well as the singular character of that very place that is the issue.”45 It is therefore curious 

that the novel starts and ends with Matt as an absentee landlord, with a temperamental 

change produced by his mobility rather than his continued enjoyment of the fresh 

countryside air. His disposition alters according to the “singular character” of each given 

place he subsequently inhabits and maps in relation to the estate, indicating the working 

of his cartographic imperative to make meaning in locational orientation. The novel then 

opens with the contradiction of “forcing” Matt to leave the countryside and its impression 

of health in order to cure his gout, a disease caused by excess.  

Gloucester, Matt’s first stop, proves ineffective for his condition; he embeds his 

letters with scorn. Yet these first few letters importantly establish that he has the leisure 

to travel to such towns and to prolong or shorten his stay to his preference, as well as the 

financial stability to caravan with a large group of people. He does, however, continually 

note a sense of urgency for the supervision of his farm. A certain amount of observational 

habit must be expected from Bramble, for as Jery remarks, “His [Matt’s] singularities 

afford a rich mine of entertainment: his understanding, so far as I can judge it, is well 
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cultivated: his observations on life are equally just, pertinent, and uncommon. He affects 

misanthropy, in order to conceal the sensibility of a heart, which is tender, even to a 

degree of weakness.”46 Smollett aligns Matt with the georgic, spatial method of 

espousing people with a keen awareness of surroundings touched with a show of 

sensibility in a commitment to the community. His references to the Brambleton estate 

position him as the concerned overseer and manager of his affairs, clearly important for 

the georgic; nevertheless, Smollett already engrains a tension such that Matt leaves his 

estate in pursuit of something that will bring happiness: the luxury of spa towns and 

travel.  

Bath, a popular spa town, paints the pictures of not only Matt’s moralistic tone, 

but also the spread of tourism as a commercial industry. Matt creates a narrative of the 

space by mapping it through his topographical observations. Making a circuit to inspect 

the new buildings up in the Square, Matt marks that the “monster” Bath has become “the 

very center of racket and dissipation,” complete with a Circus, a jumble of new and 

unmatched houses, and most notably, a massive increase in the number of “fashionable 

company.”47 The “decent” families of small fortunes who originally settled in Bath have 

been overrun by the “madness of the times” such that Bath is “a mere sink of profligacy 

and extortion.”48 For,  

All these absurdities arise from the general tide of luxury, which hath overspread 
the nation, and swept away all, even the very dregs of people. Every upstart of 
fortune, harnessed in the trappings of mode, presents himself at Bath…no wonder 
that their brains should be intoxicated with pride, vanity, and presumption. 
Knowing no other criterion of greatness, but the ostentation of wealth, they 
discharge their affluence without taste or conduct, through every channel of the 
most absurd extravagance; and all of them hurry to Bath.49  
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While Matt claims that he “detest[s] the whole of it, as a mass of ignorance, presumption, 

malice, and brutality,” his journey depends on the wealth that this class of landowning 

people also use to their advantage. Matt admits that he is “tolerably well-lodged” and 

drinks agreeable water, even as he states that “we live in a vile world of fraud and 

sophistication; so that I know nothing of equal value with the genuine friendship of a 

sensible man.”50 Such declarations measure the spatial scales of personal, local, national, 

and global, and expose a glaring contradiction in the novel: how can Matt supposedly 

pontificate the displeasures of the towns and the nation’s selfish desires (a widened 

geographical image) when he himself takes advantage of the same luxuries? His dire 

condition of gout conceals his individualistic motivations as more need than want, and his 

irritable manner easily writes off others as hampering his health even further. The gout 

seems to have gotten the best of Matt, for Lydia contends that, “when he is free from 

pain, he is the best-tempered man upon earth; so gentle, so generous, so charitable, that 

every body loves him.”51 Again, outwardly the narrative portrays Matt as the georgic 

gentleman, the charitable man who cares for and finds locational structure his 

community, but merely swept up in the commotion of corrupt capitalism and a disease of 

economic excess.  

In Bath, Matt makes a noteworthy comment after visiting the duke of Kingston’s 

private bath: “my misanthropy increases every day—The longer I live, I find the folly 

and the fraud of mankind grow more and more intolerable—I wish I had not come from 

Brambleton-hall, after having living in solitude so long, I cannot bear the hurry and 

impertinence of the multitude.”52 Matt pictures the joys of his home-space, yet leaves 

Bath with regret. And, instead of turning back to Brambleton, as a georgic farmer should 
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desire to do, he sets his sights (through his geographical imagination) on an even longer 

journey: “I have, for the benefit of my health, projected an expedition to the North, 

which, I hope, will afford some agreeable pastime…I think, it is a reproach upon me, as a 

British freeholder, to have lived so long without making an excursion to the other side of 

the Tweed.”53 In this statement, Matt marks his sense of space, orienting his georgic 

bearings (his farm) and his touristic desire (other parts of the country). Matt’s next move 

is right into the heart of the chaotic multitude, to London, a move Lydia calls her uncle’s 

treat.  

If Bath is “a vile mob of noise and impertinence,” London is an “immense 

wilderness,” a metropolis of corruption, dirt, conspicuous consumption, and disease.54 

London’s spatiality is, in Michel de Certeau’s theory, “a texturology in which extremes 

coincide.”55 In Matt’s eyes, the city houses the vilest swindlers, suffocating air, streets 

covered in human excrement, and selfish, ambitious citizens. London is “literally new to 

me: new in its streets, houses, and even in its situation.”56 No longer the pastoral picture 

of open fields, Matt disparages London for its urbanization, its anti-georgic 

transformation. London’s lure led to the demise of small farms, the depopulation of 

countryside villages, and need for day-laborers.57 London clearly engages with this 

newfound wealth and desire for luxury in the middle class. Gardens such as the grand 

Ranelagh and Vauxhall provide recreational pleasure, while city-goers are entertained 

with balls, gallantry, palaces, and a vast array of streets, squares, and, of course, people. 

In doing so, he enlivens and maps the city-space, capturing the narratives of the humming 

activities within. The landmarks lend legibility to the city, attaching social relations to the 

built environment. Matt spends his entire letter to Dr. Lewis detailing his disgust at such 
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tumult and disorder, concluding, “In short, there is no distinction or subordination left.”58 

He moralizes, “I can’t help compassionating their temerity, while I despise their want of 

taste and decorum.”59 Matt’s preachiness in his letters on London not only narrates a 

map, but also emphasizes the ideologies he holds as the utmost standard of goodness and 

prosperity, namely georgic values against excessive consumerism.  

Even though mid-eighteenth-century georgic poets began contending with a 

“broad macro-economic vision of interconnected industry, as opposed to the localised 

and quotidian perspective of labouring-class writing,” the fashionable inhabitants of 

London still evade meaningful work. Leisure as an occupation does not add any “value” 

to their environment or produce a “co-operative harmony.”60 The chaos Matt encounters 

clearly contrasts with the restraint and proper management of his estate, which he 

continues to provide instructions for from afar. His spatial observations and geographical 

imagination (based in memory) apparently reinforce his georgic values: “Every thing I 

see, and hear, and feel, in this great reservoir of folly, knavery, and sophistication, 

contributes to inhance the value of a country life.”61 Matt’s stay in London also produces 

the rambling proclamation of his “town grievances” compared to his “country 

comforts.”62 Furthermore, by identifying himself with the place of Brambleton-hall, he 

attempts to espouse his city observations with georgic suggestions; such suggestions are 

painted as reliable since place identity is based in “selective emotional attachments and 

meaningful experiences” with a given environment.63  

However, Matt undermines his own attachments as he participates in the follies as 

a tourist, and though Matt says these observations make him want to return with relish to 

his solitude in the Welsh mountains, he pushes his itinerary farther away from the estate. 
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In such statements, the geographic conventions of the novel expose the tensions within. 

Cloaking himself as a companionable man wishing to visit old friends, Matt remarks, “I 

flatter myself, the exercise of travelling has been in service to my health; a circumstance, 

which encourages me to proceed my projected expedition to the North. But I must, in the 

mean time, for the benefit and amusement of my pupils, explore the depths of this chaos; 

this misshapen and monstrous capital.”64 If the agrarian lifestyle provides all the means of 

health and quality of life a man requires, as Matt seems to suggest, his actions and words 

speak otherwise. He instead pursues the luxury of leisurely travel, one without hard labor 

and with opportunities for consumption. Rather than being present to oversee the hay and 

corn production at Brambleton-hall, he continues to request that Dr. Lewis be the 

superintendent of Matt’s tenants in his absence.  

The northern movement of the Bramble party suggests the turning point of Matt 

as a true tourist and hypocrite. On the way to Scotland, the company stops in Harrigate, 

“whither I [Matt] came to satisfy my curiosity, rather than with any view of advantage to 

my health.”65 This statement significantly exemplifies that ability of the tourist to 

consume for individual pleasure rather than travel for real need, the tourist acting as the 

spatial consumer. Indeed, Matt’s letter from Harrigate primarily contains observations on 

the “wild common” of the town and the other people who come to drink the water.66 

Here, Matt exhibits the disposition of the travelogue narration, an epistemological 

catalogue of the sights and sounds of his travels and the effects such interactions have on 

the individual. Similarly, the visit to see Mr. Burdock affords Matt the opportunity to 

narrate “social and geographical difference.”67 And, even though Mr. Micklewhimmen’s 

suggested bath leads to a loss of two pounds of blood, Matt does not decide to turn back 
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to his “country comforts”; he resolves instead to continue on to York and Scarborough to 

try another suggestion of Dr. Lewis’s: sea bathing.  

Like Bath, Scarborough is a town for diversions of comfort and recreation, such 

as the exercise of swimming. Again, Matt is the narrative tourist of relational scales, 

describing the Gothic architecture in relation to Spain, and remarking on the “vogue” of 

places like Scarborough. Observing the fashion changes and general city life is exactly 

what a tourist might do and look for on a trip, demonstrating an innate spatial awareness. 

The stop in Durham yields similar assemblages of depiction, Matt illustrating the gloomy 

cathedral and “the highest scene of cultivation that ever I beheld.”68 Indeed, though 

Durham may be bland, “it is rendered populous and rich by industry and commerce; and 

the country lying on both sides of the river, above the town, yields a delightful prospect 

of agriculture and plantation.”69 Declarations on agriculture divulge Matt’s georgic tone 

and topophrenic condition, but rather than lingering on the labor and toil for a more 

persuasive georgic chronicle, he continues on to more general sightseeing observations of 

particularly georgic features. These proclamations are tools of self-orientation for Matt, 

physically, ideologically, and socially.  

Matt’s northernmost stop, Scotland, is ultimately the greatest source of contrast 

between tourism, the travel narrative, and the georgic mode, for though Matt seemingly 

prescribes georgic countryside conventions on the land, he reaches peak tourist while 

visiting “the good town of Edinburgh,” “the perfect bee-hive of industry” that is 

Glasgow, and the enchanting and pastoral picture of verdant health, Lough-Lomond.70 

Scotland is the place of his true health restoration—that is, the ability to leisurely roam 

around the land heals Matt more than the spas, prescribed remedies, or, notably, any form 
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of labor. As a tourist, the absentee estate owner of Brambleton hall has the luxury of 

personal consumption without intensive labor: “I eat like a farmer, sleep from mid-night 

till eight in the morning without interruption, and enjoy a constant tide of spirits.”71 Matt 

employs the georgic mode when describing the landscape, edging an agrarian, 

nationalistic eye for improvements into the pastoral picture of nature cultivated for the 

communal economy: “This plentiful crop is raised in the open field, without any 

inclosure…a circumstance which shews that the soil and climate are favoruable; but that 

agriculture in this country is not yet brought to that perfection which it has attained in 

England.”72 In his privilege, Matt indulges in the pleasures of Edinburgh—the delicate 

beef and mutton, fresh fish from the sea, fine bread, and excellent water—and engages 

with the “genteel company” of the city, to which he compares their customs to Spain, 

Portugal, France, and Italy.73 Matt charts not simply the map coordinates of Edinburgh, 

but its characteristics as an inhabited and recognizable space scaled in relation to other 

places. 

Understanding the “polysensorial experiences”74 of the space as meaningful for 

his health, Matt upkeeps this “tide of spirits” by continuing to engage in tourist activities 

while in Scotland. Speaking of the people, he says, “I have met with more kindness, 

hospitality, and rational entertainment, in a few weeks, than ever I received in any other 

country during the whole course of my life.”75 He finds Edinburgh civil, highly educated, 

a “hot bed of genius,” a city with an “air of magnificence that commands respect.”76 

Glasgow provides the model for the “work-house,” which employs its citizens well 

within the metropolis itself. Matt visits the flourishing sea-port town Leith and the many 

grand castles surrounding Edinburgh, writing in a tone of awe, yet remarking that the 
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Scottish people have a weakness in vanity. Matt makes vain comments himself, saying 

that the Scottish gardens are not up to par with those of England and complaining about 

the human wastes pervading the town. Yet, he contradicts his apparent disgust, saying, “I 

shall leave with much regret. I am so far from thinking it any hardship to live in this 

country, that, if I was obliged to lead a town life, Edinburgh would certainly be the 

headquarters.”77 Matt acknowledges his spatial awareness, specifically that of a very 

important location: home. Matt also seems to be doing away with his georgic notion of 

hard work and labor as the utmost ideal, and instead capitalizes on the luxury of leisurely 

tourism as a means for happiness and knowledge. Jery comments, “My uncle is in 

raptures with Glasgow—He not only visited all the manufacturers…but made excursions 

all round, to Hamilton, Paisley, Renfrew, and every other place within a dozen miles, 

where there was any thing remarkable to be seen in art or nature.”78 Matt, once a 

proponent of long-term investment on a local community, justifies such fantastic mobility 

and indulgence of the imagination. His hypocrisy emerges in his praise of others doing 

exactly what he says is right but does not do himself.  

Matt attempts to reconcile his individualistic motives by providing his judgments 

of the agriculture and industry of Scotland. With an agrarian eye for improvement, he 

says, “The soil of this district produces scarce any other grain but oats and barley; 

perhaps because it is poorly cultivated, and almost altogether unenclosed.”79 Matt 

imposes his own ideology on this foreign land, much like a tourist might, and the locals 

must educate him on their efficient manner of harvesting. Furthermore, one letter to Dr. 

Lewis includes a contradiction between admonishing the agriculture to idealizing 

Glasgow as one of the most energetic towns in Great Britain. Matt says, “Agriculture 
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cannot be expected to flourish where the farms are small, the leases short, and the 

husbandman begins upon a rack rent, without a sufficient stock to answer the purposes of 

improvement.”80 Georgic as this may sound, in the next paragraph, Matt marvels over the 

“marks of opulence and independency” of “this commercial city” with “a noble spirit of 

enterprise”—though he cannot help but slide in comments on Glasgow’s defects.81 The 

travelogue and the georgic lie in tension here: Matt simultaneously writes his letters as 

the foreign visitor and consumer just as he infuses his narration with expository 

admonition.  

Outside of Glasgow, while in Clyde, Matt again writes about the defective 

agriculture of the Highlands but also bathes in the verdant glory of the banks of Lough-

Lomond, to which he, through a tourist’s geographical eye, compares the lakes of 

Europe: “I prefer Lough-Lomond to them all; a preference which is certainly owing to the 

verdant islands…affording the most enchanting objects of repose to the excursive 

view.”82 The “excursive view,” one of digression from a prior situatedness, is a benefit of 

the tourist. Moreover, instead of closing his letter with reminders to Dr. Lewis about the 

estate back at home, Matt includes an ode to Leven-Water, a place “covered with health,” 

“the most agreeable landscape taken from nature,” and he desires to journey forty miles 

more into the Highlands.83 Matt feels rejuvenated in the enchanting Highlands, in the 

healthy air that seems to keep illness at bay from the locals—“living monuments of 

longevity”—and in the “Scottish paradise” with bounty comparable to the feast fruits of 

his own estate.84 The “gentlemen” of the area cordially take care of the tourists, and 

Matt’s letter idealizes the “amazingly wild” Highlands in a pastoral tone before returning 

with a critique of the locals’ instinct-guided form of agriculture: “Perhaps this branch of 



 42 

husbandry, which requires very little attendance and labour, is one of the principal causes 

of that idleness and want of industry, which distinguishes these mountaineers in their own 

country—When they come forth into the world, they become as diligent and alert as any 

people upon earth.”85 Again, Matt indulges his geographical impressions and imposes 

philosophies on toil and labor as the cultivation of the British citizen, but he does so from 

a position of distance, idleness, and leisure.  

Basking in the “sublimity, silence, and solitude” of the Highlands, Matt freely 

comments on the Highlanders’ way of life, exoticizing them and their chieftainship at one 

point, and suggesting that their commercial industry would be better suited “with proper 

management.”86 Nevertheless, this superintendent mindset remarkably reveals Matt’s 

geographical absence from his own industry and community, and the supposed (yet never 

explicitly stated) financial stability that affords him such an expedition. With this turn in 

disposition and health, he closes his letter not with estate instructions, but with the 

acclamation, “I have received so much advantage and satisfaction from this tour, that if 

my health suffers no revolution in the winter, I believe I shall be tempted to undertake 

another expedition to the Northern extremity of Caithness.”87 It is the expedition that 

cures Matt, the commodity of leisure and luxury of travel that restores him and tempts 

him toward future absences from Brambleton-hall. As Jery observes, “I never saw my 

uncle in such health and spirits as he now enjoys.”88  

Turning southward, Matt continues his travel narrative with spatial observations 

of the “content and wonderfully sagacious” peasantry of Scotland, the pastoral river 

Clyde, the gentlemen farmers of Clydesdale, and back to Glasgow, “the handsomest town 

I have seen in Scotland.”89 Such documented movements emphasize the spatial principles 
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of the travelogue as well as Matt’s hypocrisy. Glasgow boasts urban economic success 

and discipline rather than pre-industrial agrarian labor: “the inhabitants, indeed, seem to 

have proposed that city as their model; not only in beautifying their town and regulating 

its police, but also in prosecuting their schemes of commerce and manufacture, by which 

they are grown rich and opulent.”90 If anything, Matt adheres to the “expanded social 

perspective” of the “broad vision of co-operative harmony at a macro-economic level 

between different agrarian and industrial professional sectors” that mid-century georgic 

poets began to uphold.91 Yet he retains his absentee standing and seems far less inclined 

to return to the farm than he is to continue his travels compared to the beginning of the 

novel. In what feels like an afterthought, Matt remarks in a letter from Manchester, “if the 

season has been as favourable in Wales as in the North, your harvest is happily finished; 

and we have nothing left to think of but our October, of which let Barns be properly 

reminded.”92 This benevolent disposition, so contrary to his once misanthropic tone, 

came about not by the actual knowledge of his fruitful harvest, but rather because of his 

restorative travels.  

The final volume of the novel accentuates the tension building throughout. The 

last letters detail Matt’s ideal gentlemen, and his travel narrative must be compared to his 

prescriptions for georgic-style improvements, a manner of representation that brings out 

the discrepancy between what he espouses as right action and what he actually does. His 

old friend Baynard is his first “project” for georgic reformation, as Baynard’s wife, a 

lavish tourist herself who desires international travel and other costly luxuries, brought 

nothing but expense and ruin to Baynard’s estate. Baynard initially envisions a georgic 

ideology: “He proposed to reside always in the country, of which he was fond to a degree 
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of enthusiasm, to cultivate his estate, which was very improvable; to enjoy the exercise of 

rural diversions; to maintain an intimacy of correspondence with some friends that were 

settled in his neighbourhood.”93 Matt agrees with such a place-minded vision and 

chastises the woman who inhibits Baynard’s georgic spirit. Pleased with the 

improvements to the estate, Baynard resolves himself to learn the art of husbandry under 

the example of Mr. Dennison, a wise choice in Matt’s eyes.94  

Furthermore, Charles Dennison, a friend from Oxford, exemplifies the georgic 

ideal farmer, one who “detested, despised, and [was] determined to avoid” a “life of 

extravagance and dissipation” found in the city.95 Despite cynics voicing opposition to 

his agrarian plans, Mr. Dennison does not deter from his intentions. For, “The objects he 

had in view, were health of body, peace of mind, and the private satisfaction of domestic 

quiet, unallyed by actual want, and uninterrupted by fears of indigence…He required 

nothing but wholesome air, pure water, agreeable exercise, plain diet, convenient lodging, 

and decent apparel.”96 Mr. Wilson captivates Mr. Dennison with his country lifestyle and 

agrarian occupation, and by moving his family from London, Dennison enjoys 

“uninterrupted health, and a regular flow of spirits.”97 The actual labor of farming leads 

to such health and wealth, a cheerfulness produced by adhering to georgic prescriptions 

Thus, Dennison stands in stark contrast to Matt..  

Such a farmer as Dennison is the anti-tourist, the man who finds orientation in 

toiling the countryside lands and upholding his local community. His spatial 

responsibility ties his imagination to the local. Yet as much as Matt moralizes and 

idolizes Mr. Dennison as the premier georgic gentleman, Matt himself seems to require 

the luxuries and “exercise” of travel—not limited to the delicate beef, fine bread, and 
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excellent water of Edinburgh, or the lush paradise of Lough Lomond—in order to restore 

his own health and change his misanthropic mannerisms. Praise of such actions hides 

Matt’s hypocrisy behind the authoritative voice of the persuasive georgic mode, 

proposing agreeable marriages between George Dennison and Lydia, and reveling in the 

work the farmers and Matt accomplish in transforming Baynard. 

If we suppose that Matt, a georgic sympathizer, would be eager to return to his 

own estate and the laborious, seasonal task of farming and managing his land, we are 

mistaken. Near the end, Matt makes an interesting remark regarding his position as an 

absentee:  

Your [Dr. Lewis’s] objection to my passing this season of the year at such a 
distance from home, would have more weight if I did not find myself perfectly at 
ease where I am; and my health so much improved, that I am disposed to bid 
defiance to gout and rheumatism…I am persuaded that all valetudinarians are too 
sedentary, too regular, too cautious—We should sometimes increase the motion 
of the machine, to unclog the wheels of life; and now and then take a plunge 
amidst the waves of excess, in order to case-harden the constitution. I have found 
a change of company as necessary as a change of air, to promote a vigorous 
circulation of the spirits, which is the very essence and criterion of good health.98  
 

If Matt admires the georgic farmer/landowner as the superior form of man, the one who 

stays with his land and finds meaningful work in cultivating the countryside and 

enriching his community, this quote and Matt’s prior actions directly contradict such a 

principle. Unclogging his wheels means travel beyond the estate and the structured 

rhythm of the harvest, spending time and money on individual concerns, and obliging 

himself to his own desires rather than to that of his community—which he covers with 

the improvement of his honest fellows and the self-satisfactory letters he writes about 

them. Tourism, which engages Matt with cities of conspicuous consumption, 

extravagance, and luxury, contrasts to his perspective on the supposedly ideal georgic 
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way of life and commerce. His enhanced geographical imagination allows him to make 

such conclusions. By evaluating various geographical scales, the embodiment of tourism 

provides the situational comparison, the “change of air” that restores him from illness, 

rather than finding health and salvation in husbandry as per Dennison, Wilson, and 

Baynard. More importantly, commodified travel offers Matt the enticing imagination of a 

new way of life, a life of health and entertainment in Scotland detailed through his prolix 

travelogues. What is more, “where I am” (the essential topophrenic, cartographic 

question) is notably not at Brambleton-hall at the end of Humphry Clinker. Though Matt 

apparently foresees returning, the novel ends just as it started: in an ambiguous space 

outside of Brambleton-hall and far from the obligations Matt endorses.  

 
Beyond Brambleton-Hall:  

The Geographic Scope of Eighteenth-Century Literature 
 

The ambivalence of Humphry Clinker’s ending thereby refuses to package the 

georgic as one set of placeminded conventions; indeed, as with poetry, the georgic in the 

eighteenth-century novel is a relatively undecided mode. Matt’s letters illustrate the 

volatility of a mode figuring itself out: in moving from the realm of “instruct” into that of 

“delight,” the conclusion of Humphry Clinker sets up the novel as a precursor to the 

pleasure principle of the Romantic novels. For instance, Heinzelman traces the georgic 

into Wordworth’s codification of the novel, even though Wordsworth lumps the georgic 

under the generic term “didactic.”99 Indeed, Humphry Clinker falls within the linear 

tradition that moves from historically referential into a cultural dialectic.100 Matt 

Bramble’s contradictory travels mark certain qualities of agrarian concern and instruction 

as definitively georgic and geographic at the same time that they rework georgic 
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representations of labor and placemindedness. The revaluation of want over need to 

fulfill the cartographic imperative indicates that sense of place, the existential foundation 

of thought, action, and knowledge, can occur at multiple scales of space.101 

As is such, the tension between labor and travel invites a rethinking of a mode 

itself focused on improvement and spatial consciousness. The case of Matt Bramble is 

one of many representations of space and place explored in the novel, through various 

geographies and people. These provoke deeper social and cultural questions surrounding 

mobility, class, and power relations within zones of contact, as well as global visions of 

the time. Matt Bramble’s movement into the realm of commodified travel as a man still 

committed to georgic ideology exemplifies a fluidity of georgic principles of spatial 

representation in literature. Eighteenth-century fiction becomes “the whole textual 

infrastructure dedicated to ‘improvement’” and is “adaptable to almost any subject.”102 

This fiction is its own mapping project. From the “first” English novel, Robinson Crusoe, 

to Smollett’s mid-eighteenth-century travel narrative, georgic prose diverges from 

Virgilian georgic, embracing cultural themes such as mobility, expanded social relations, 

industrialization of urban spaces, and the side-effects of increased income enabled by an 

indulged geographical imagination. Sense of place is paramount for these narratives, as 

the body becomes ever so implicated as being-placed. For the geocritic’s project, the 

observations of land and society are unmistakably mechanisms which contend with a 

need for orienting identity, a defined position in relation to the expanding world.  
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TWO 

 
 

The Wandersmänner of “Wandering Rocks”:  
Urban Mundanity and Spatial Consciousness in Ulysses 

 
 

The city, in its heterogeneous totality, is a living, breathing story enlivened by the 

diversions of those that inhabit its buildings and traverse its streets. Scholar Jeri Johnson 

argues that cities are defined by the “network of relationships unfolded (or not) over 

narrative time,” such that architecture and inhabitants constitute the space of the city, 

both the built and lived environments.1 For Johnson, James Joyce’s Dublin, the Hibernian 

metropolis brimming with ordinary life, captures the storylines found when urban 

topography mixes with mundane activities. Dublin in Joyce’s 1922 novel Ulysses boasts 

a chronicle of citizens as they move through a geographically accurate maze of streets, 

shops, and canals. Specifically, the fragmented vignettes of daily life in the chapter 

“Wandering Rocks” emphasize how individuals reveal the personality of Dublin, 

establishing the social and geographical uniqueness of the city. The city, meticulously 

studied by Joyce, is but a framework for the meanings that every character in the episode 

inscribes, merely by their fact of walking down that particular street at that particular 

time. This is a prime example of an enacted narrative map, the work of the literary 

cartographer Joyce. Within the narrative geographical imagination lies each individual 

character’s own understanding of their relationship to space and place, and how their 

spatial consciousness constantly produces and performs a place. This chronicle thereby 

lends itself for discussion alongside the philosophies of urban life developed through 

cultural and spatial literary theories. 
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The geographic imagination conceptualized in “Wandering Rocks” exemplifies 

literary geocriticism’s project to locate the being-placed in narratives conveying the 

relationships between humans and their environment; it also demonstrates the likes of 

Edward Soja’s Thirdspace as the illustration of characters living in the fullest reality of 

real-and-imagined spaces. Both the physical reality and subjective conceptions of that 

place unearth the importance of how humans interact with socially produced space. These 

theories hold practical implications for elucidating the networks of Dublin-dwellers and 

the commonplace rhetoric of walking they produce by bipedal and locomotive itineraries.  

This chapter follows as such: first, a detailed analysis of cultural and geographical 

theorists of urban life that unearths the language of the city created by the mobile 

inhabitants; second, an overview of Ulysses and the significant formatting of “Wandering 

Rocks,” which locates the text as a narrative of both real and imagined spaces; and third, 

a breakdown of the “real-time” occurrences of “Wandering Rocks,” exemplifying the 

constellation of people who intersect and make up the lifeblood of the city. This chapter 

demonstrates the dynamic, persistent relationship between space, place, and mapping in 

Ulysses, and how the framework of topophrenia elucidates the body as both the occupant 

and animator of a given place. The substance of the city evidently emerges through the 

entwinement of the urban topographies and individual geographical imaginations found 

in the mapping machine of the novel.  

 
Mapping the City: Urban Geocriticism 

 
In her book Wanderlust, Rebecca Solnit writes, “In great cities, spaces as well as 

places are designed and built: walking, witnessing, being in public, are as much part of 

the design and purpose as is being inside to eat, sleep, make shoes or love or music. The 
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word citizen has to do with cities, and the ideal city is organized around citizenship—

around participation in public life.”2 This quote suggests two crucial components of the 

city: its innate intricacies and variabilities, and the nature of it as an inhabited space. The 

city and the citizen go hand-in-hand, and neither can function without the other, as each 

conditions the other. A “place” contains the “polysensory experiences” of the people 

within, imbuing the given space with greater depth than a map coordinate.3 The idea of 

the city as an interconnected network of both built architecture and living beings is 

crucial for the geographical mapping project of the “Wandering Rocks” episode of 

Ulysses.  

The city, a complex entanglement of people, places, and things, positions itself as 

a site of occurrence. From a high, removed view of a tower overlooking New York City, 

Michel de Certeau demonstrates how “The gigantic mass is immobilized before the eyes. 

It is transformed into a texturology in which extremes coincide.”4 De Certeau’s chapter 

“Walking in the City” from The Practice of the Everyday illuminates how the city acts as 

a map, a topographical study of the features of the landscape that can be traced on the 

two-dimensional map, especially when viewed from above. The city is a place iconic for 

activity and deliberate use of space, conjuring a certain geographical imagination of 

corners, high-rises, narrow streets, walking pedestrians, and picturesque skylines. The 

vastness of cities eludes absolute comprehension, for the mental picture is always 

incomplete. Solnit writes, “a city always contains more than any inhabitant can know, 

and a great city always makes the unknown and the possible spurs to the imagination.”5 

Cities are explicit sites to exercise and broaden the scales of the geographical 

imagination. According to Kevin Lynch, “At every instant, there is more than the eye can 
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see, more than the ear can hear, a setting or a view waiting to be explored. Nothing is 

experienced by itself, but always in relation to its surroundings, the sequences of events 

leading up to it, the memory of past experiences.”6 This gestures toward that second 

component of the city: the people who, by their movements, enact the multiplicities of the 

city.  

Shifting down from the elevated tower gaze, de Certeau observes how “the 

ordinary practitioners of the city live ‘down below,’ below the thresholds at which 

visibility beings. They walk—an elementary form of this experience of the city; they are 

walkers, Wandersmänner.”7 Wandersmänner translates to “wanderers,” delineating the 

inclination for these people to move about the city. For de Certeau, the ground level 

interconnections of the walkers “give their shape to spaces” and “weave places together,” 

in that the existence of their trajectories establish the existence of the city’s reality8 and 

often counterbalance the “repressive apparatus” though “micro-politics of 

disobedience.”9 For Walter Benjamin, the act of straying, often by the flâneur in 

unfamiliar paths, is a “potentially revelatory” reading of the city that taps into its 

“unconscious currents.”10 The city is a space of “a finite number of stable, isolatable, and 

interconnected properties,” a mesh of parts that are individual as parts yet combine and 

cross in order to form a traceable narrative. The act of walking in the city is a “speech 

act,” a kind of rhetoric as “a space of enunciation.”11 In a given urban system, the built 

environment demands specific actions; for example, one cannot walk through a wall and 

must round a corner to reach the next street. Yet, for this “ensemble of possibilities (e.g., 

by a place in which one can move) and interdictions (e.g., by a wall that prevents one 

from going further),” the built environment necessitates the walker for existence.12 By 
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walking, the pedestrian “actualizes some of these possibilities…he makes them exist as 

well as emerge.”13 The language of bipedalism in the city “transforms each spatial 

signifier into something else,” as it “affirms, suspects, tries out, transgresses, respects, 

etc. the trajectories it ‘speaks.’”14  

In short, this rhetoric of city walking is a cartographic endeavor for both “real” 

space and imagined space. The map individual to each walker becomes a collection of 

which coalesces into the living map of the place as an event. It transforms the space into 

the place we know as the city. This “wandering of the semantic” unfolds a narrative of 

place by the way the maps “make some parts of the city disappear and exaggerate others, 

distorting it, fragmenting it, and diverting it from its immobile order.”15 Constructed 

gridlines work temporarily for the city planner, but it is the itinerant walker that 

perpetuates the map and enacts the various boundaries. Without such movement, the 

drawn lines are speculative. They give power but need the human to perform and 

actualize that power, or purposely subvert it. Therefore, the citizen’s acts of enunciation 

mark sociologically and geographically indicative storylines that mobilize the built 

environment into the animate environment. 

Lynch and Solnit extend de Certeau’s mapping project into the individual 

geographical imagination, and the important understanding of self-consideration of 

surroundings by the walkers. For, in The Image of the City, Lynch writes that “we must 

consider not just the city as a thing in itself, but the city being perceived by its 

inhabitants.”16 Perception plays a role in the “legibility” and “imageability” of a place, or 

how easily it is to conjure a map of the place in the mind.17 Each citizen has their own 

“image of the city,” which informs encounters with a space and expectations of a place.18 



 57 

Mental mapmaking includes affective ties and social relations to given spaces, as the 

individual establishes associations with and mental images of a place through experience 

and memories.  

Recognizing patterns in the city allows the walker to not only wayfind their way 

through the space, but also ground roots in a place and find connectivity to the city. For, 

“Environmental psychologists define place identity as an accumulation of learned 

cognitions related to space developed through selective emotional attachments and 

meaningful experiences.”19 Jen Jack Gieseking states that connections form through 

memory, interpretation, fantasies, and imaginations about a specific place and “types of 

places past, present, and anticipated.”20 The given environment, with a wealth of 

landmarks and emotionally stimulating material, provides sources of attachment for the 

body built by the geographical imagination. Lynch writes, “environmental images are the 

result of a two-way process between the observer and his environment. The environment 

suggests distinctions and relations, and the observer—with great adaptability and in the 

light of his own purposes—selects, organizes, and endows with meaning what he sees.”21 

The images require processing of the spatially aware citizen, resulting in a personal map 

situated in geospace (the “real world”); such a map is subject to constant modification 

with the continued performance of a place.  

The citizen demonstrates the innate cartographic imperative, the topophrenic 

desire to situate the self in relation to surroundings and thus pinpoint a locus from which 

to move. Citizens demarcate reference points, subjective ideas fashioned out of 

“objective” objects/locations that in turn make the location personal. Certain physical 

objects provoke greater topophilic or topophobic feelings, and some mental images 
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agreed upon by the citizens create what Lynch calls “public images,” established by “a 

single physical reality, a common culture, and a basic physiological nature.”22 Clearly, 

the city holds patterns and interconnections, but only if established by the citizens, and 

these patterns are never completely stable. As will be shown in “Wandering Rocks,” the 

interconnections of the roving individuals produce a rich, heterogeneous narrative of 

Dublin.  

Solnit again makes the claim that “Walking in the streets is what links up reading 

the map with living one’s life, the personal microcosm with the public macrocosm; it 

makes sense of the maze all around.”23 The city is distinguished by its spatiality as the, 

according to Franco Moretti, “intensification of mobility: spatial mobility…but mainly 

social mobility.”24 In the maze of the urban, the reader establishes de Certeau’s itinerary 

of movement which adds three-dimensionality to the otherwise two-dimensional map. 

The humanity of the city—the narrative of the city—lies in the individual who walks on 

one street while two blocks away, another citizen walks into a bar. In “Wandering 

Rocks,” the crisscrossing, real-time references to past happenings (even within that day), 

thoughts about other citizens, and physical encounters with other citizens mobilizes 

dimensionality and depth of not just Dublin, but the novel as a whole.  

The characters of Ulysses disclose cultural characteristics of the space through the 

place identity wrought by urban encounters. This can be understood through 

topoanalysis, a Bachelardian approach taken by Susan NoorMohammadi in “Images of 

Inhabiting at Campo Square in Siena: The Integration of Bachelard’s Topoanalysis in the 

Interpretation of Architectural and Urban Spaces.” NoorMohammadi suggests the 

capacity for a given space to allow a person to make connections between their lives, 
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memories, and imaginations. Topoanalysis is, in Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of 

Space, “the systematic psychological study of the sites of our intimate lives.”25 The 

essence of place (and personal attachment to it) stems from the interaction between 

sociocultural aspects and inhabitants of place, with the integration of their emotional-

psychological aspects and sensory realms.26 Such “largely unselfconscious intentionality” 

produces an important understanding for the movement into textual narratives of place: 

that “The experience of place is a multidimensional process influenced by the 

intertwinement of physical and social activities with the psychological-emotional 

reflections of the built environment.”27 Authors, who work as literary cartographers, may 

take the “spirit of place,” as delineated by both the built and lived environments, to 

produce meanings of cities that are most clearly understood in the minds of the 

characters. David Harvey emphasizes such interwoven narratives of place, for he writes 

that the “only adequate conceptual framework for understanding the city is one which 

encompasses and builds upon the sociological and geographical imaginations.”28 

Imaginations of place involve matters of community relations, individual cognitive maps, 

and the physicality of the place itself.  

Thus, the spatial consciousness of inhabitants become clear through the “network 

of relationships” told through narrative such as Ulysses. The “Wandering Rocks” chapter 

capitalizes on the geographic elements of both the city layout and the cognitive map in 

order to demonstrate the city as the dynamic interplay of body, mind, and structure. For, 

as Raymond Williams says on Ulysses, “there is only a man walking through it…The 

substantial reality, the living variety of the city, is in the walker’s mind.”29 In “Wandering 

Rocks,” the materiality of the city matters only as much as it communicates a character’s 
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being—their location, ideologies, employment, relationships, worries, etc. As 

demonstrated through this theoretical analysis of urban geographies, the city fades in and 

out as backdrop as the network of social and personal relationships influences each 

ordinary citizen’s cognitive map and the lived knowledge produced through the 

topophrenic condition.  

 
Joyce’s Dublin: Navigating Place through the Ordinary Body 

 
Johnson calls Ulysses the “quintessentially metropolitan” modernist text.30 

Published in 1922 but set on June 16, 1904, Ulysses follows the peripatetic encounters of 

the citizens of Dublin, most notably Leopold Bloom of 7 Eccles Street. Broken into 

eighteen distinct episodes (chapters), Ulysses follows the format of the 24-book Odyssey 

written by Homer. Even with numerous correspondences to the Odyssey, Joyce’s novel 

relocates the epic novel and condenses the ten-year journey of Odysseus back home to 

Ithaca after the Trojan War into the one-day journey of Bloom back to 7 Eccles Street. 

The liberties of form “[blend] it intergenerically with elements of short story, epic, and 

drama.”31 A hybrid of many people, places, myths, and things, Ulysses circles in on one 

man, a “materialist ‘epic of the body’” according to Declan Kiberd, author of the 

introduction to the Penguin Classics edition.32 Such a narrowed and humane focus, 

Kiberd writes, demonstrates how “What one man does in a single day is infinitesimal, but 

it is nonetheless infinitely important that he do it. By developing Bloom’s analogies with 

Odysseus, Joyce suggests that the Greeks were human and flawed like everybody else.”33 

In line with theory of the city and its descriptive mundanity, Joyce believed that “the 

ordinary was the proper domain of the artists” whereas journalists sensationalized.34 He 

achieved such a characteristic novel of banal routine by scaling “grandiose claims down 
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to a human dimension, to domesticate the epic.”35 For example, Joyce chronicles “with 

minute precision the contents of Bloom’s pockets, the nature of his food, the number of 

occasions on which he broke wind.”36 Further, in section nine of “Wandering Rocks,” 

M’Coy kicks a banana peel on the pavement while waiting for Lenehan to check on a 

horse race. Through hints of peripheral activities, Joyce deliberately calls to mind the 

epic format and adventure of the Odyssey, only to concomitantly invert the portrayed 

heroism and momentousness of heroic movements in favor of the rather tediousness of 

everyday life. Yet, in the many narratives of the everyday emerges a more comprehensive 

picture of reality: “The method—concentrating on the most seemingly insignificant 

minutiae—made possible one of the fullest accounts ever given by a novelist of everyday 

life.”37 For an examination of spatial literary criticism, specifically of urban spaces, the 

topophrenic minutiae are exactly the performers who therein enact the city.  

What is curious about Ulysses is its insistence on adherence to real, dimensional 

space, in this case, the map of Dublin.38 For, “If, as Hillis Miller suggests, ‘the houses, 

roads, paths, and walls’ of fiction stand ‘for the dynamic field of relations’ among 

characters, in Joyce’s fiction that ‘dynamic field’ is opened up through his detailing of 

Dublin’s geography to the sedimented layers of Ireland’s political (and social) history.’”39 

Loyal to the geospace of Dublin as a conglomerate of many parts, Joyce maps the real 

city by referencing recognizable landmarks inhabited by pedestrians that would 

immediately conjure images in the minds of readers—who, in turn, could walk the street 

themselves. From the real space emerges the imagined, conceptual space; the characters 

live in the real-and-imagined. Indeed, in a conversation with Frank Budgen, Joyce once 

said, “I want to give a picture of Dublin so complete that if the city one day suddenly 
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disappeared from the earth it could be reconstructed out of my book.”40 This statement 

explicitly indicates Joyce’s cartographic drive and engagement with geographical 

consciousness.  

Budgen, author of James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses, details how, for the 

“Wandering Rocks” episode, Joyce traced the paths of Earl of Dudley and Father 

Conmee on a map of Dublin in with red ink, the lines of which calculate distances 

covered in the city by the people.41 Certain recognizable landmarks, such as Mountjoy 

Square, St. Joseph’s Church, Eccles St., the Merchant’s Arch, and the Bank of Ireland, 

demonstrate Joyce’s heightened awareness to physical landmarks and their importance 

for imageability. This duality between fiction and non-fiction capitalizes on a narrative’s 

power to enliven a city based on referential locations and the importance of those that see 

them. It isolates variables, as in de Certeau’s theory, and in doing so points to the 

multiplicity of other variables also marked on the map. It likewise involves the 

cartographic quest of the author, for as Gieseking writes, “Processes of mapmaking 

require both the cartographer and map viewer possess a geographical imagination while 

also producing the geographical imagination of a place.”42 As the geographical 

imagination intersects the spatial consciousness interpreted by social beings, Ulysses is a 

principal text for elucidating how a multiplicity of subjective imaginations, as found in 

the city, produce a lived knowledge of history and culture in a diverse yet defined space 

such as Dublin.  

 Living knowledge persistently performs the map of the place. Robert Hampson 

describes Joyce’s fiction as the displacement of the “homogenous, abstract space of the 

map” by the “heterogeneous lived spaces of the journey.”43 The most obvious case of the 
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map appears in the middle of Ulysses, in the tenth chapter, “Wandering Rocks.” In the 

Odyssey, Circe instructs Ulysses to avoid the wandering rocks, “a menace to 

navigation”44; Joyce’s chapter tackles navigational hindrances, becoming a complicated 

jumble of people moving about streets in Dublin between the hour of three and four. Yet, 

because of such cluttered texturologies, the text produces a vibrant geographical 

imagination of the city. The episode contains nearly all characters of Ulysses, as the 

episode is “both an entr’acte between the two halves [of Ulysses] and a miniature of the 

whole.”45 As delineated by Harry Blamires in The New Bloomsday Book, individual 

movements are “set against the background of two journeys by the representatives of 

ecclesiastical (Fr. Conmee) and civil authority (Earl of Dudley).46 Indeed the nineteen 

episodes involve interweaving, mundane activities of the citizens set in motion first by 

Fr. Conmee’s jovial walk, and linked throughout (but most notably at the end) by the 

procession of the viceregal cavalcade (the “coda”) that runs through the city and catches 

the eyes of the characters.  

The text centers on the observational gaze and stream-of-consciousness 

discourses, as the movements form a picture of the simultaneity of the city “through the 

narrative techniques of montage, cutting, framing and interpolation.”47 Such discourse 

stages an unmediated narrative, pulling distinct characters and events together under the 

pretense of uninterrupted time. Within the two central threads of movements, “links and 

cross-references between the various sections abound.”48 The interpolations work as 

“interruptions into the ‘proper’ narrative fragment” by “even smaller fragments of 

‘events’ that are happening in simultaneous narrative time ‘somewhere else’ in the 

city.”49 Each intrusion involves a physical movement of someone or something between a 
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conversation or an internal rumination. The fluid movement between outer, interpersonal 

encounter and inner, stream-of-consciousness “catch characters in the act of doing 

nothing very much.”50 Nonetheless, the art of mundanity is exactly what makes the city 

become a living story.  

The Linati scheme created by Joyce provides insight and important metaphors for 

a study of the “Wandering Rocks” chapter. This diagram, published in James Joyce’s 

Ulysses (1930) by Stuart Gilbert and Joyce, reveals an episodic “map” with an art, color, 

symbol, technique, organ of the body, and title (from an episode or character of Odyssey) 

for each section.51 For “Wandering Rocks,” it follows as such:  

 Symbol = Citizens  
 Technic = Labyrinth   
 Organ = Blood 
 Scene = The Streets  
 
The citizens move through the streets like various particles of the blood that runs through 

the body. These arterial passageways of the urban circulatory system comprise the 

topographical grid, but the cells in the fluid—the people—ultimately determine what 

characterizes the body, the results of interactions between other particles and organs. The 

elaborate labyrinth can only be seen in totality from above, and the reader concurrently 

takes this God’s-eye view of the metropolitan maze just as Joyce zooms in the gaze to the 

individual person. For, “the interest invariably centers on the ways in which the 

characters experience their own bodies,”52 which connects to Solnit’s idea that the ideal 

city is arranged according to participatory citizenship.53 Thus, we rely on the symbols of 

the citizens to provide minute detail for the scene of the streets as they wayfind their 

routes and reach destinations, narrated by interior monologue and simultaneous physical 

movements.  
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It is the “innumerable collection of singularities,” the cast that Joyce also 

painstakingly details, that produce a more telling language.54 The vignette style of 

“Wandering Rocks” emphasizes this individuality-within-the-crowd perception iconic of 

the city, producing numerous geographical imaginations. Each of these characters marks 

a different “sentence” in the rhetoric of Joyce’s Dublin, the jumble of which write the 

essay that defines the city by dialectics such as life or death, despair or prosperity. While 

the infrastructure (the urban topology) defines the physical movements of the citizens, it 

is their use and/or application of the architecture, their thoughts and actions during their 

wanderings that inform and distinguish the city’s personality, and also reveal the innate 

topophrenic urge. These fragments often “catch characters in the in the act of doing 

nothing very much,” but as stated, these rather mundane movements are in fact what 

constitute the real system of the city as they demonstrate how self-mapping is a 

continuous existential project.55 They reveal how urban walking “immerses the walker in 

the quotidian practices and social life of the city, initiating random encounters and 

unexpected events that may be, by turns, stimulating, alarming, or obscurely revealing.”56 

In this way, the geographical episode is both macro- and micro-cosmic of Dublin and the 

novel, as the individual yet interwoven scenes weave together the ecosystem of the city; 

it is also exposes the fundamental framework of human placemindness.  

 
Tracing the Wanderers: Occupants and Animators in “Wandering Rocks” 

Understanding the system means both separating and uniting each character’s 

discrete experience within the maze of Dublin. This section paints a wide consolidated 

portrait of the 80+ characters in “Wandering Rocks.” The sheer number of characters is 

one indication of that “gigantic mass” de Certeau speaks of. This mass produces 
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variances of distance in space that characterize the city, both “real” and perceived by 

characters (including abstract concepts such as memory, dreams of the future, moral and 

social confinements to space, etc.).57 What is more, Joyce alternates how he reveals the 

slightest details about the character, divulging subtle nuances and shades of the person; 

some of the most telling details arrive or play out in later vignettes. Blamires describes 

these as “foreshadows” and “forecasts.” In constructing this colorful map, it is important 

to discuss both the named and unnamed characters to demonstrate how the city collapses 

the texturologies of mundanity. The coagulation of many small movements produces the 

hums of the city, which emphasizes the geographical imagination of the place as 

constantly moving and always an event.  

Father Conmee sets the chapter in motion as he “reset his smooth watch in his 

interior pocket as he came down the presbytery steps. Five to three. Just nice time to walk 

to Artane.”58 Fr. Conmee is tasked by a letter from Martin Cunningham about young 

Dignam, whose father’s burial that morning is repeatedly referenced throughout the 

episode. The genial Father Conmee, alternatively referred to as the reverend John 

Conmee S.J. of Saint Francis Xavier’s church, upper Gardiner street, salutes everyone he 

crosses and ruminates on both theological and local matters; in doing so, he provides a 

flavor of Dublin in the types of inhabitants and the various religious activities they 

involve themselves in. As a Wandersmänner, Fr. Conmee walks and takes an outward 

bound tram at Newcomen bridge, all while reflecting on the nature of sin, death, 

contrition, providence, virtuosity, the Jesuit missions, America, his experiences as a 

priest, the peacefulness of the day, the “oldworldish days,” loyal times in joyous 

townlands, old times in the barony, of the supposedly adulterous first countess of 
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Belvedere, and the “solemnity” of the other occupants in the tram. His physical 

movements and mental ruminations articulate the streets in which he moves, first by the 

various landmarks he traverses and second by the mental associations he makes along the 

way. This imagination works on various scales of personal, local, national, and global, 

indicating how placemindedness commences the need to define one’s position in relation 

to other places and spaces.   

Fr. Conmee’s thoughts provide color to both his lived experience and to the types 

of people who traverse Dublin alongside him. For example, the old woman on the tram, 

“one of those good souls who had always been told twice bless you, my child, that they 

have been absolved, pray for me, But they had so many worries in life, so many cares, 

poor creatures,” or the wife of Mr. David Sheehy M.P., or the three schoolboys Jack 

Sohan, Ger Gallaher, and Brunny Lynam.59 Father Conmee passes by establishments 

such as St. Joseph’s Church, the tobacconist Grogan’s, Daniel Bergin’s public-house, H. 

J. O’Neill’s funeral establishment (where Corny Kelleher works), the pork-butcher 

Youksetter’s, and the school field at Clongowes. Father Conmee demonstrates place 

attachment to the city before him, his constant saluting others and rejoicing in the beauty 

of the day, as well as the place attachment of other people who salute him back. His 

itinerary introduces other citizens and their simultaneous movements, such as the 

reverend Nicholas Dudley C.C. of Saint Agatha’s church, north William street, who steps 

off the inward bound train on Newcomen bridge just as Fr. Conmee steps on the outward 

bound.60 As Father Conmee departs from this first section, he reappears in sections four, 

thirteen, and nineteen.  
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After the public episode of Father Conmee, which intermingles with private 

thought and memory, the chapter moves between shorter expositions of interior and 

exterior spaces. One vignette involves the inside of the Dedalus house, complete with the 

three sisters arguing over the little food available juxtaposed with the interdiction of 

Father Conmee walking through Clongowes fields (which first occurs three pages prior). 

In the fruitsmelling shop Thorton’s (section five), the flirtatious Blazes Boylan looks 

down the blonde clerk’s shirt as he buys peaches and pears to be sent to Molly Bloom in 

anticipation of their later meeting. Blazes Boylan asks for a telephone in Thorton’s, and 

the call he places to his assistant Miss Dunne occurs in section seven, which sets Boylan 

onto meeting Lenehan at the Ormond at 4 P.M.  

Further, in the same section (five), the minor insertion of “a darkbacked figure 

under Merchants’ arch scanned books on the hawker’s cart”61 adds a peripheral but 

crucial detail to the chapter. The “darkbacked figure” is not identified as Leopold Bloom 

until section nine in a conversation between Lenehan and M’Coy. This insertion gestures 

toward one of the most pronounced tensions in Ulysses: Bloom’s marital worries. Bloom 

spends much of his day/the novel ruminating on his wife and her affair with Boylan. 

Blamires remarks, “While Boylan moves toward active adultery with Molly, Bloom is 

seeking erotic literature to satisfy her at the ‘ideal’ level.”62 Bloom’s real, human worries 

inform his encounters with the space (spatial consciousness) and his itinerary to buy 

Molly a book she requested that morning. He maps his lived experience, illuminating the 

different scales of the city, such as his home versus the shop blocks away. Section ten 

takes Bloom’s perspective, revealing how Bloom contemplates buying Sweets of Sin, a 

lurid novel coincidentally about a love triangle of husband, wife, and lover.63 Yet Bloom, 
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the protagonist of Ulysses, recedes into the crowd as another Dubliner in “Wandering 

Rocks,” even if Joyce provides Bloom with his own first-person vignette. Scaling the 

“grandiose” of the main character down to an unnamed figure and dispersing details on 

his activities accentuates Joyce’s project of illustrating the everyday. Bloom becomes 

another molecule in the blood of the city, minding his business yet still connected to at 

least three separate scenes and in conversations of other citizens. Between sections five, 

nine, and ten, Joyce reminds the reader of the textures of Dublin by interrupting main 

topics of the novel (such as the affair) with minor events such as “on O’Connell bridge 

many persons observed the grave deportment and gay apparel of Mr. Denis J. Maginni, 

professor of dancing &c.”64 and sandwich-board-men advertising HELY’s filing past 

Tangier Lane (flashbacked in section seven). Thus, the entire thread of Bloom’s 

appearances serves as cartographic elements that locate Bloom, in a mundane act, within 

his spatial awareness of his city and among his fellow citizens.  

The second overarching connecting thread, the viceregal cavalcade does not begin 

until section nine in the passing reference that the gates of the viceregal lodge open—an 

action caught in between a meeting of Lenehan and M’Coy. The viceregal cavalcade 

passes out of Parkgate in a vignette centered on Dilly Dedalus listening to shouts and 

bells from Dillon’s auctionrooms from the curbstone and being accosted by her father 

Simon Dedalus as he appears around a corner. The procession fades between the ringing 

bell of the last lap of a Trinity College bicycle race, the lacquey outside the 

auctionroom’s repeated bell (“Barang!”), and a forecast of Mr. Kernan as he places a 

pleasing order and walks along James’s street.65 This vignette demonstrates the ingenious 

use of space and place as infinitely complex, always incompletely known, and constantly 
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in motion. Everything happens in relation to surroundings, yet there is always more 

happening than can be understood by one citizen’s eyes and ears.  

The next vignette (twelve) picks up from Mr. Kernan’s point of view, again 

walking “boldly along James’s street” and greeting random people, discussing the 

weather and current events.66 He ruminates on the success of his conversation at the firm 

of Pulbrook Robertson with Mr. Crimmins, self-admiring himself in the hairdresser’s 

window but missing the chance to catch sight of the cavalcade as it passes. This episode 

also includes an interjection of Father Cowley greeting Mr. Simon Dedalus as well as, of 

course, the cavalcade now along Pembroke. This greeting between Fr. Cowley and 

Dedalus appears as a full conversation outside Ruddy and Daughter’s five pages later in 

the fourteenth vignette. 

Within the more commonplace narrative happenings lie expositions of human 

suffering and contemplations. On the one hand, Almidano Artifoni, the music teacher 

who speaks with Stephen, misses the Dalkey tram in a swarm of departing 

instrumentalists (sections six and seventeen), and Cashel Boyle O’Connor Fitzmaurice 

Tisdall Farrell knocks a blind stripling with his stickumbrelladustcoat (a reference to the 

boy Bloom guides across the street in the “Lestrygonians” chapter). These actions 

juxtapose with more significant internal ruminations of Stephen Dedalus (section 

thirteen) and Young Master Dignam (section eighteen, forecasted in section nine). Ever 

connected to other citizens and their own geographical imaginations, the movements of 

Stephen and Dignam are in turn connected to other citizens’ conversations about them.  

Stephen is wholly concerned with matters of mortality, Hell, and God’s favor in 

section thirteen, as well as his failure to help his struggling sisters after poor Dilly 
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approaches him with a book on French language. His grave temperament is discussed by 

Buck Mulligan and Haines at Dublin Bakery Company’s restaurant in section sixteen, 

when Mulligan tells Haines how the Jesuits instilled fear in Stephen. For Haines, this 

explains Stephen’s unbalanced, solemn disposition from earlier in the day—a 

conversation which takes place in the very first chapter of Ulysses. In section eighteen of 

“Wandering Rocks,” the mourning Young Dignam walks slowly along Wicklow Street 

reading about a boxing match advertisement written about later in the “Cyclops” chapter, 

and reflecting on “images of bereavement,” such as his father’s face in the coffin, 

transporting the coffin, memories of his father, and the last words he spoke at his father’s 

deathbed.67 The state of the orphaned Dignams and the event of the funeral is discussed 

by the company of Ned Lambert and J.J. O’Molloy in section eight, and by Martin 

Cunningham, Mr. Power, John Wyse Nolan, Lord John Fanning, and Jimmy Henry in 

section fifteen. The case of both these examples demonstrates the play between the 

subjective, interpretive experiences of people whose behaviors vicariously shape the 

experiences of other people in the same city. For, as Gieseking writes, these scenes 

demonstrate “compounded life experience,” formed “in relation to emotional 

geographies, material and imagined, as well as behaviors and perceptions of access, 

belonging, and safety.”68 The life experience of both Stephen and Dignam deeply impact 

their movements in and expectations of the city: Stephen to look for books for Dilly 

while brooding on the jewels of the lapidary’s shop, Dignam to pick up pork-steaks from 

Mangan in section nine to avoid returning to the house of mourners. In turn, their 

decisions enact the architecture of Dublin while coloring the decisions of their fellow 

citizens. Their relative being-placed in turn provokes questions about the place itself.  
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In addition to tracing several key people, many unnamed figures coincide to 

create a mass of wanderers. The figures comprise Benjamin’s “debris” that in their own 

peripheral trajectories, disclose the minute workings of topophrenia.69 These include the 

satchelled schoolboys, two unlaboring men, tramcar-goers, a flushed couple in the 

bushes, a one-legged sailor, a stout lady, two barefoot urchins, the blonde girl at 

Thorton’s, five “tallwhitehatted sandwichmen,” two old women with an umbrella and a 

midwife’s bag, and an elderly female who changes her mind about entering a building 

and retraces her steps. These figures fade in and out of the background of the main 

narrative threads, interrupting the vignette with an everyday activity. Such interruptions 

widen the view of the city from the lens of a particular person to the entire plane on 

which they stand (or stroll) in a given situation. These figures are at times noticed 

through narration and then discussed in an internal thought by the named character in the 

given scene. For example, upon catching sight of “a flushed young man” emerging from 

a hedge with “a young woman with wild nodding daisies in her hand,” Father Conmee 

“blessed both gravely and turned a thin page of his breviary. Sin: Principes persecuti sunt 

me gratis: et a verbis tuis formidavit cor meum.”70 The scurrying pair arrest Father 

Conmee’s attention in the middle of his reading Psalm 119 after the Nones, Pater and 

Ave, and Deus in adiutorium.71 He had just reached “Beati immaculati,” or “Blessed are 

the undefiled” when the promiscuous pair appears. This act of interruption into Father 

Conmee’s reading, walking, and praying describes what the reverend prays for and grants 

him the opportunity to enact his vocation by blessing them. Furthermore, while this 

interruption appears in the first vignette, the young woman detaching a twig from her 
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skirt appears again in the eighth section about Ned Lambert and J.J. O’Molloy showing 

the Reverend Hugh C. Love around the ancient council chamber of St. Mary’s Abbey.  

Sometimes these figures are not seen in full body, or are not people at all. Molly 

Bloom’s hand flinging a coin out a window occurs in two separate but back-to-back 

vignettes (two and three), yet her reason for generosity is only understood by details in 

the third vignette. It first appears in two as: “Corny Kelleher sped a silent jet of hayjuice 

arching from his mouth while a generous white arm from a window in Eccles street flung 

forth a coin.”72 The Kelleher vignette follows with the vignette defined by the onelegged 

sailor (introduced in the second paragraph of “Wandering Rocks”) crutching his way 

around MacConnell’s corner to Eccles Street. Himself an unnamed citizen, the growling 

sailor passes by the stout lady with a copper coin, Katey and Boody Dedalus, J.J. 

O’Molloy, two barefoot urchins, and of course, Molly’s arm (288). In this scene, “A 

plump generous arm shone, was seen, held forth from a white petticoatbodice and taut 

shiftstraps. A woman’s hand flung forth a coin over the area railings. It fell on the path,” 

which the urchins deliver to the minstrel’s cap.73 Thus, without mentioning Corny 

Kelleher’s name, he must be present on the map in the second scene, while the onelegged 

sailor must be present in the first scene. The sailor even later interrupts Haines and Buck 

Mulligan’s scene of section sixteen as he appears muttering “England expects” at 14 

Nelson street.74 Such is the dynamic field of the city as a place of occurrence, 

demonstrated by seemingly trivial narrative events.  

Even the lacquey outside of Dillon’s action room who rings a handbell in section 

four reappears twice in section eleven, his bell interrupting the talk of Dilly Dedalus and 

her father. In Stephen Dedalus’s scene of brooding about “‘two roaring worlds’ of inner 



 74 

and outer compulsion,”75 a flashback to an entirely different episode of Ulysses occurs as 

two old women (Florence MacCabe and her companion) now walk through Dublin after 

their seaside walk observed by Stephen on his own in the earlier “Proteus” chapter. This 

dynamic interplay of past and present events relates to Lynch’s idea that in a space, 

everything happens “in relation to its surroundings, the sequences of events leading up to 

it, the memory of past experiences.”76 Consideration of the seemingly insignificant 

captures a fuller geographical imagination of Dublin as an enlivened space with a 

constantly written story as a socially constructed space. 

The same effect can be said for the poster of Marie Kendall, an object acting as a 

(named) character that arrests the attention of several Dublin-goers. Marie Kendall 

appears through the eyes of Miss Dunne, secretary for Blazes Boylan, at work. As she 

gazes at the poster from inside the office, “five tallwhitehatted sandwichmen between 

Monypeny’s corner and the slab where Wolfe Tone’s statue was not, eeled themselves 

turning H.E.L.Y.’S and plodded back as they had come.”77 Miss Dunne thinks of her 

novel as she types the all-important date—June 16, 1904—then stares at the poster of 

Marie Kendall (“charming soubette”), which starts her thinking about finding “that 

fellow” at the band tonight, dressmaking, and praying she gets off work before seven.78 

Later, Lenehan and M’Coy “passed Dan Lowry’s musichall where Marie Kendall, 

charming soubrette, smiled on them from a poster a dauby smile.”79 The image of 

“charming soubrette” Marie Kendall also interrupts Master Patrick Aloysius Dignam’s 

ambling. Finally, Marie Kendall solidifies her status as a cast member in the final 

connection of the viceregal cavalcade to Dublin’s inhabitants. For, in the long, name-

dropping vignette conclusion, “A charming soubrette, great Marie Kendall, with dauby 
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cheeks and lifted skirt, smiled daubily from her poster upon William Humble, earl of 

Dudley, and upon lieutenantcolonel H.G. Hesseltine and also upon the honourable Gerald 

Ward A.D.C.”80 In this instance, the poster of Marie Kendall becomes its fullest “human” 

state, personified yet also with the attributes continually given across the entire chapter. 

Marie Kendall enlivens the city’s narrative in the way her image connects various people 

across time and space, and details certain cultural aspects of the city. Her poster is an 

enunciative plot element on the geographical imagination of the city.  

After an exhausting narrative sweep, Joyce punctuates his narrative map with a 

final endeavor toward the dimensionality of the city. As Robert Tally writes in 

Topophrenia, “To know a place is really to know only a little about the place, since it 

would be impossible to achieve anything remotely approaching a complete representation 

of it.”81 Joyce attempts the impossible in this chapter by way of the map and the tour, 

themselves protean frameworks. He anticipates Ciaran Carson in his writings on Belfast, 

for as Neal Alexander writes, “The problem therefore becomes one balancing the desire 

for knowing Belfast in its totality against the necessity of knowing it in terms of 

provisional details.”82 Joyce balances totality and temporality in his comprehensive final 

vignette of “Wandering Rocks,” the synthesis of the cast of characters as they turn their 

heads to catch a glimpse, salute, or wave to the viceregal cavalcade. This section 

highlights the geographical imagination of Dublin and its many intersecting, 

interconnected, and wandering citizens: the full network of relationships unfolded over 

time.83 If the reader needed a more complete map, one only need read this final section. 

Reducing narratives of characters to a sentence, Joyce names each character arrested in 

action. This paints the mass of moving figures into a rhetoric of Dublin, strung along by 
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the “coda” that appears in scattered glimpses throughout the chapter. This vignette is a 

“dynamic field of relations,” the labyrinth completed as the citizens coalesce and weave 

together the city. Importantly, given the prior narrative, the reader now has a taste for 

each character mentioned, personal narratives that importantly perform the city now 

illustrated in a widened geographical imagination. This section, in documenting 

relationality through the grand social map, reinforces the statement of Ulysses as “one of 

the fullest accounts ever given by a novelist of everyday life.”84  

_______ 

 
In analyzing Ulysses and “Wandering Rocks,” as a map, it not so much “real” 

Dublin that matters, but the overwhelming assemblage of meanings recognized—or 

merely glimpsed—for the places of the world, so broadly conceived. The “figural 

mapping project” of the narrative reaches beyond a singular cartographic identity for a 

nuanced discourse on the subjective dimension of place, the social contours of being-

placed. The journey of reading “Wandering Rocks” is a microcosmic example of a place 

as occurrence, with fundamentally different shades of activity, everywhere in the “real” 

world. Expectations of sequential happenings are subverted by simultaneity, by forecasts 

and flashbacks that do not undermine the select moment of the vignette, but rather allow 

for the balancing act between the humming elements of the city. The effect is that the 

chapter has no real end, and therefore the city as an event would continue to change in 

meaning. In Henri Lefebvre’s words, the space is “both produced by human activity and 

is an active force in shaping human societies.”85 Through the binding of time and space, 

the Wandersmänner of “Wandering Rocks” perform and produce the place at the same 

time that they are affected by it. The positive feedback loop ensures the fundamentality of 
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the geographical imagination in not solely narrative production, but in the mundanity of 

everyday human behavior. 
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THREE 

 
 

Conceiving, Perceiving, and Experiencing Place:  
The Spatial Faculty of Elizabeth Bowen 

 
 

“Am I not manifestly a writer for whom places loom large?” 
—Elizabeth Bowen, Pictures and Conversations, 19751  

 
 
In the essay “Notes on writing a novel,” Anglo-Irish novelist, essayist, 

broadcaster, and short-story author Elizabeth Bowen writes, “Nothing can happen 

nowhere. The locale of the happening always colours the happening, and often, to degree, 

shapes it.”2 Having lived from 1899-1973 and written extensively in that time, Bowen’s 

writings demonstrate a woman with keen sensitivities to the shifting spaces and places of 

her time, a spatial awareness pronounced long before the “spatial turn” of the twentieth 

century. Her reputation for geographically interested narratives illustrates her heightened 

spatial consciousness, her topophrenic condition and awareness of being as being-placed. 

Critics have recognized her “obsessive attachment to place” and the themes of loss, 

dispossession, and homelessness that permeate her stories.3 In a 1953 autobiographical 

note for Mademoiselle written while in New York, Bowen writes, 

My books are associated for me with the various places where they were 
written—Oxford (where my husband worked for ten years), London, and my 
house in Ireland. Like, I imagine, most other literary people I am much affected 
by my surroundings. Though I love home, I also like to travel, enter fresh 
societies, meet new people. Anything and everything that makes a sharp 
impression or stimulates imagination seems to me to the good. Dress (though I am 
lazy about my own) and interior decoration and domestic architecture fascinate 
me. I also like being outdoors, gardening, walking or driving a car.4  
 

Conversational notes such as this indicate how places loom large for Bowen and her 

geographical imagination, a situated notion of thinking of self in relation to the world. 
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Her narratives are maps and epistemological projects, with foundations in her sense of the 

place. Sense “entails both perceptions and conceptions, embodied and cognitive 

involvements with place.”5 Bowen can be described as susceptible to “impressions,” to 

recording not only her experiential observations, but also her—or her characters’—

feelings about such physical observations. As with the first two texts of this thesis, The 

Expedition of Humphry Clinker and Ulysses, Bowen’s writings parallel the themes of the 

geographically inclined human and build upon them in both fiction and non-fiction 

narratives. These texts locate the body in spaces they inhabit, as cartographic narratives 

charting certain conceived, perceived, and experienced locations. Her writings 

apprehend, observe, and feel places. Bowen makes it clear that place, the “locale of the 

happening,” manifests throughout her thinking and writing, asking the reader to train 

their eye to the geographical elements of the texts. Building upon already established 

theory and geocritical understanding enables this chapter to document an episodic catalog 

of a few of Bowen’s locational, topophrenic narratives, each of which demonstrates 

grappling with situatedness and place identity.  

My first introduction to Elizabeth Bowen came through a graduate course on Irish 

Women Writers, where I investigated spatiality in Bowen’s 1929 novel The Last 

September. Through The Last September, I argue for the condition of transcendental 

homelessness in the main character Lois, a young woman charting her fractioned identity 

in the space of the Irish War of Independence and in the place of a failing Anglo-Irish 

Big House. While this argument considers the metaphysical side of place-attachment and 

identity formation, the frame of the article resonates with my later discovery of literary 

geocriticism and topophrenia while studying Bowen’s archives at the University of 
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Texas’ Harry Ransom Center as a graduate research assistant. Through archival research, 

I uncovered numerous letters, short stories, and essays that, unbeknownst to me, previous 

enthusiasts had collected and curated in collections. One such collection, edited by Allan 

Hepburn, appears with the appropriate title People, Places, and Things. As Hepburn 

writes in the introduction, “Whether meditating on the state of fiction in postwar Britain 

or incandescent lights, her favourite topics tend to be nouns: people, places, things…Each 

of these essays, in its own way, engages with the reality of the physical world. The allure 

of physical objects and places did not prevent Bowen from speculation on metaphysical 

subjects, especially human relations and the passage of time.”6 With chapter titles such as 

Light, Places, People, Houses, Ireland, Things, Writers & Their Books, Fairy Tales, On 

Writing, Age, Women, and Various Arts & Disappointments, this collection illustrates 

the author’s dutiful sensibilities to real, imagined, and real-and-imagined spaces. Bowen 

is prolific in her observational writings, for in her sensitivity to atmospheres and 

impressions, “living and writing amount to the same thing, or almost.”7 Even under her 

quest to make a living as a writer, Bowen is unafraid to speculate on that deep longing for 

understanding conditioned by a mere glimpse of the happening. 

For the sake of this chapter, I narrow my scope to several key geographically 

inclined texts: the non-fiction travelogue A Time in Rome, and the essays “Britain in 

Autumn” and “The Idea of France.” I explore the specifically topophrenic and 

cartographic indications of such writings, how Bowen makes sense of her surroundings 

and utilizes impressions to map for the reader. I first richly consider Bowen’s way of 

writing through her own eyes and through those of critics before turning to theories of 

space, place, the home, and wayfinding. Such a depth of understanding provides a 
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foundation upon which to tour the places Bowen ruminates on in great detail, and the 

knowledge produced by such mapping. In A Time in Rome, Bowen as the traveler 

reconciles spatial disorientation through her geographically situated memory and present 

spatial encounters; “Britain in Autumn” produces a spatial awareness of community in 

the threatened homeland; and “The Idea of France” returns to consider the force of real-

and-imagined mapped spaces on constructed spatial imaginations. These three sources 

invite recognition for how integral place is to the existential process of living and desire 

for situatedness, through the lenses of words such as atmosphere, impression, and the 

home. As the final section in this thesis, this chapter provides a holistic understanding of 

what it means to write and read with an eye for the importance of not only the sites of our 

lives, but the element of geographical imagination that constantly colors our worldview, 

our situational self-understanding, and the maps we chart wherever we go. 

 
The Weight of Place: Bowen’s Cartographic Imperative 

 
In the Preface to her 1945 novel The Demon Lover, Bowen writes, “During the 

war I lived, both as a civilian and as a writer, with every pore open; I lived so many lives, 

and, still more, lived among the pack repercussions of so many thousands of other lives, 

all under stress, that I see now it would have been impossible to have been writing only 

one book. I want my novel, which deals with this same time, to be comprehensive.”8 

Though speaking of the Second World War, it is not unfounded to argue that Bowen 

wrote “with every pore open” for the entirety of her life. She describes her writing in a 

1948 autobiographical note as “verbal painting” with its sensitivity to the sensorial, 

especially light and color.9 In a 1945 broadcast called “Book Talk,” Henry Reed said that 

“She has as well that gift which prose must share with poetry; the ability to concentrate 
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the emotion of a scene, or a sequence of thoughts, or even a moral, into an unforgettable 

sentence or phrase, with a sort of extra beauty of expression…She has this gift of phrase; 

she has also the gifts of atmosphere, the atmosphere of weathers, of places, and especially 

of different sorts of houses.”10 Reed demonstrates the tight interconnection between 

“atmosphere” (feeling of the place), the built environment, and the subjective experience 

of both. Similarly, Allan Hepburn writes that she is “Sensitive to atmospheres and places, 

she renders visually, in terms of light and image. An impression is an insight or a 

glimpse, by necessity ephemeral. The strength of Bowen’s writing follows from her 

ability to define, through gesture and mood, the undercurrents that motivate human 

interactions.”11 Such porousness and responsiveness most clearly present themselves in 

Bowen’s writing on real places and spaces, writings of which attend to the nature of 

being as much as they do topography. Bowen time and time again exhibits Robert Tally’s 

topophrenia, a spatial anxiety and awareness that, he writes, infects our daily lives.  

Bowen webs social relations and the possibilities of geographical realities, which 

entangle themselves in the heart of the everyday lived experience. One cannot extricate 

oneself from one’s location, or at least past locations. Bowen’s work more broadly speaks 

to Gaston Bachelard’s topoanalysis, or “the systematic psychological study of the sites of 

our intimate lives,”12 and Tally’s cartographic imperative, a placeminded urge to 

reconcile disorientation and contend with the existential condition of spatial awareness. 

For the geocritical approach investigates the cartographic elements of a text, the narrative 

representation of a social space that we as humans “perceive, experience, and inhabit.”13 

Topophrenia recalls our “situatedness in space as a condition of our own experience,” 

which extends into the cognitive mapping project by which authors, through narrative, 
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make a place by “establishing relations among places and assigning various levels of 

significance to different spaces and places.”14 In narratives associated with place, the 

significance is subjective, sensorial, and memorial. As delineated through Ulysses, a 

given place extends beyond the map coordinate as a conglomerate of the “polysensory 

experiences” of its inhabitants.15 Literary geocriticism is essentially a phenomenological 

process; literature makes use of, enhances, even negates the memories, imagination, and 

representations deeply rooted within the experience of a place.16 Narrative is both a form 

of world-making and a mode of world-representing; such writing correlates with how 

Bowen capitalizes on the human desire for orientation and locational awareness.  

As representations of the world, much of Bowen’s writing is a cartographic 

pursuit based in a social obligation and responsibility fulfilled through written text. In a 

Bachelardian view, Bowen’s writing investigates the intimacy of being by studying the 

spaces in which people live. Such is “place identity,” or the “accumulation of learned 

cognitions related to space developed through selective emotional attachments and 

meaningful experiences.”17 Much of Bowen’s oeuvre emphasizes the home-space and 

locational identification with it as a physical location infused with memory and the 

“geometry of echoes.”18 These echoes contain reflections of “particular places and types 

of places past, present, and anticipated, through memory and interpretation, as well as 

fantasies and imagination.”19 Eric Prieto writes, “Human identity, indeed the very ability 

to be the kind of creature who has an identity…is inextricably bound up with the places 

in which we find ourselves and through which we move.”20 As an Anglo-Irish woman 

living in various places, Bowen utilizes her physical movements and mixed identity 
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attachments to capture and convey various atmospheres, various “spirits of places,” 

which she subsequently ties to both her characters and expositions of their personalities.  

Homes bear substantial weight for Bowen, herself often displaced and with 

multiple home-spaces. For even “The thematic interpretation of houses in Bowen’s 

fiction has often been framed by autobiographical facts: Bowen’s Anglo-Irishness, her 

displacement as a young child from her ancestral home in county Cork to England, her 

divided allegiance to both England and Ireland, and her inheritance and subsequent loss 

of Bowen’s Court.”21 Per the epitaph, Bowen emphasizes the influence of location on her 

mind and work. Kristen A. Miller writes, “As an upper-middle-class woman living and 

working in London during the Second World War, Bowen both clung to and questioned 

the notion of such a safe, hermetic world, whether architectural or emotional.”22 The 

geographical components of Bowen’s work values fluid place attachment and the 

emotional connection housed within given places over time. For, “The experience of 

place is a multidimensional process influenced by the intertwinement of physical and 

social activities with the psychological-emotional reflections of the built environment.”23 

The home-space is not limited to the actual house but extends into spaces where one feels 

“at home.” Such feeling is a mechanism of situating the self in relation to the world. In 

Bowen’s fictional texts, place (such as the house) identifies a tension between modernism 

and realism, as physical objects reveal characteristics of inhabitants (as metonyms) just as 

the focaliser’s consciousness illustrates a perspectival view of a space.24 Place and 

physical objects in fiction become narrative techniques for exposition, drama, political 

commentary, and character defacement.25 Maud Ellmann observes how Bowen’s “fiction 

examines how world-historical events penetrate the shadows of private life, transforming 
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the ways that people talk, shop, move, dress, work, love, and kill.”26 The happenings 

shape the people, and vice versa. For example, Lois’s fractured identity and the Naylor’s 

nostalgia for the dying Ascendancy in The Last September demonstrates impending 

change happening within Ireland and the world at large. Shadows of reality, which must 

include place, provide foundation for Bowen’s fictions, many places of which she 

investigates deeply through characters.  

In non-fiction works, such as her short commentary essays and longer travel 

narratives, place and space become mechanisms by which Bowen paints and charts 

discoveries and reconstructions, which reveal meditations on memory, time, and 

interpersonal relations. Non-fiction demonstrates Bowen’s “assumption of obligation” 

through writing, her duty to describe social relations and to engage with the realities of 

the world.27 The experience of living, even in its mundanity (as with Ulysses), is of the 

utmost importance, for “using the essay as an instrument of enquiry and explanation, 

Bowen confronts difficult subjects, such as disappointment, ageing, and eccentricity, that 

no one cares to think about, or to think about enough.”28 Her essays and nonfiction 

combine information without being overly factual and personal observation without 

meddling in the emotional. In doing so, they stimulate the geographical imagination as a 

combination of real and lived spaces. For example, “Britain in Autumn” conveys the 

“geopolitical imagination,” because “Geographies of war, such as WWII news 

cartography and school maps, heavily influence and limit the geopolitical narrative of 

nation and its people.”29 Bowen charts the traumatic realities of WWII on the inhabitants 

of London, the events of which inform their spatial consciousness of immediate 

surroundings as national identification. This “imagined community” (per Benedict 
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Anderson) cultivates a shared social identity of Britain as a home of friends rising from 

the ashes. The narrative therein captures the reality of living within real spaces and 

disrupted conceptions of that space—both of which matter to the geographical 

imagination.  

To Bowen, everything appears as an object for discussion in its 

multidimensionality and impressionistic qualities. For “an essay thus embodies 

knowledge as lived experience,” through which “individual experience broadens into 

human truth.”30 The essays are true projects about living, and about places as social 

productions. Bowen’s travel narratives can too be considered an amalgamate of essays on 

various topics of architecture, culture, history, etc. encountered by travel. The spatial 

stories explored in this thesis chapter examine the fluid truths of existence found in the 

geographical imagination and memory, in the quest to resolve spatial disorientation and 

locate the self on a map of the world.  

 
Navigating Spatial Disorientation: A Traveler’s Placemindedness in A Time in Rome 

 
The back cover of the Vintage Classics version of Bowen’s 1960 travel memoir to 

Rome states: “Elizabeth Bowen’s account of a time spent in Rome between February and 

Easter is no ordinary guidebook but an evocation of a city—its history, its architecture 

and, above all, its atmosphere.”31 This statement summarizes exactly why this text 

typifies the heart of Bowen’s geographic, phenomenological narrative project. A Time in 

Rome not only acts as a travelogue of three months spent in the city, an account of 

movements in a foreign location, but also records the lived experience of those 

movements, the internal, first-person ruminations by the main character through “real” 

space. It is a “spatial story” in the de Certeauean sense, oscillating between “discourses of 
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the map and those of the tour, between a mapping of place that stresses stability and 

fixity, and a tour discourse that stresses how spaces are associated with movement and 

lived experience.”32 This spatial story resembles Matt Bramble’s in Humphry Clinker as 

he contemplates immediate and distant life while moving around England. A prolific 

traveler (like Tobias Smollett), Bowen recalls fond memories of Italy and an inclination 

for travel in a 1948 autobiographical note: “I spent the years between leaving school and 

my marriage in London in Ireland and abroad. I travelled with one of my Irish aunts and 

her family in what do now not seem very recondite places—the Italian Riviera, the Italian 

lakes, Switzerland. This, however, inculcated my lasting love of Italy. A winter at 

Bordighera inspired, subsequently, my first novel, The Hotel.”33 As with the 

autobiographical note for Mademoiselle, place inspires writing, living inspires story, and 

story paints the fullest picture of lived place. 

Through travel and then reflective writing, Bowen locates familiarity in 

previously “recondite places,” which have a lasting impact on her geographical 

imagination. A Time in Rome provides an example of the ways in which Bowen nurtures 

that imagination. Its abundant detail of place and space reveal the cognitive and 

emotional workings of the inhabitant that work to establish the affective ties to the place. 

Such ties construct what Lynch calls a “good environmental image,” which, if 

“distinctive and legible…not only offers security but also heightens the potential depth 

and intensity of human experience.”34 Within the depth lies the memory, and within 

memory lies the geographically minded urge to imagine places of the past. Place identity 

requires “learned cognitions related to space developed through selective emotional 

attachments and meaningful experiences.”35 In A Time in Rome, Bowen herself is a 
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Wandersmänner, consistently framing her writing through the accumulation of internal 

and external experiences, her emotional connection to Rome, and her fresh encounters 

with a city she knows in mind and body. She meticulously records her thoughts on 

everything from the history of ruins and regimes to her qualms with the Roman dining 

practices and how light and sound affect the city. By pointing out key monuments, 

streets, and historically known edifices, Bowen wayfinds for herself and for the reader. 

She thereby makes the city “legible,” with recognizable landmarks such as the Aeolian 

Walls alongside common Roman practices of jaunting to the hills whenever possible or 

shutting windows for an afternoon nap. She evokes the city in all its dimensions, a 

breathing guidebook lead by exploratory story.  

The text is highly sensorial even as it combines more factual stories and details, 

the hallmark of her “enquiry and explanation” essays as observed by Hepburn.36 This 

exemplifies Lynch’s assertion about the clarity (“legibility”) of the city, or “the ease with 

which its parts can be recognized and can be organized into a coherent pattern.”37 While 

Rome as a confusingly and constantly rebuilt city does not overtly lend itself to instant 

readability, Bowen’s use of narrative charts the swarming city into a readable map, but, 

notably, a map of relations rather than simply topographical features. The narrative is an 

exploration of spatial and social dimensionality. For Bowen leaves no impression 

unturned, locating the reader in her thoughts and movements, preferably on foot. The 

pattern unfolds for the reader as Bowen herself finds her way in the past and present. In 

doing so, Bowen paints a geographical imagination of the place based on past memory 

that clashes with new explorations, a wealth of literary knowledge, and the sensibilities of 

a writer keen on narrative exposition. For the purposes of this chapter, I limit my 
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discussion of Bowen’s topophrenia and literary cartographic imperative to the first 

chapter, “The Confusion.”  

“The Confusion” begins with disorientation, a trademark experience of the 

traveler and the seeker of situatedness. Bowen not only sets the time and place of her 

writing, but also immediately searches for orientation by landmarks. In the opening lines, 

she writes,  

Too much time in too little space, I thought, sitting on the edge of my bed at the 
end of the train journey from Paris. Never have I heard Rome so quiet before or 
since—I had asked for a quiet room, this was it. It was on the fourth floor, at the 
back. The bed was low, the window was set high up, one half of it framing a 
neutral sky, the other a shabby projection of the building. Colour seemed, like 
sound, to be drained away. The hour was half past four, the day Tuesday, the 
month February. I knew myself to be not far from the Spanish Steps, which had 
flashed past the taxi like a postcard…at the foot of the bed here was my luggage 
for three months…I was alone with my tired senses.38  
 

Bowen directly pulls the reader into the scene in both the built environment and in her 

internal environment of weariness and expectation. In her mind, she anticipates three 

months and begins charting her map through recognizable spaces such as the Spanish 

Steps. From her hotel, she sets out on foot in search of food with the guidebook Walks in 

Rome by Augustus Hare, and floods the narrative with illustrations of colorful yet empty 

restaurants (for, she was ahead of the Roman dinner hour). Guided by a physical book, 

Bowen introduces her own form of guidance through sightseeing. She drops hints of her 

informed memory and history, stating “This was not my first visit to Rome.”39  

Finding her room unsatisfactory, Bowen moves higher in the building and the 

change in home-space radically improves both the atmosphere of the place and her 

openness to its weathers. Attentive to painterly light, she paints a “verbal painting” of the 

effect of the living breathing environment on her sensibilities: “This…altered the feeling 
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of everything like magic. I found myself up in a universe, my own, of sun-coloured tiled 

floor, sunny starchy curtains. Noise, like the morning, rushed in at the open windows, to 

be contained by the room in its gay tranquility…The idea of Rome, yesterday so like 

lead, this noonday lay on me lighter than a feather.”40 She describes the happenings of 

locale as her “sound-neighbours,” the acoustics and echoes that reverberate and produce 

the feeling of a humming environment.41 The idea of the place is as important as the 

reality for the map, as the idea lends more to the imaginative, atmospheric perspective. 

Bowen establishes the atmosphere of the place, a notion of which she expounds in every 

chapter. The color of similar buildings provides warmth; the sensorial nature of the 

noonday accumulates to the pronunciation that “this was the ideal Rome to be installed 

in: everything seemed to brim with associations, if not (so far) any of my own. I began to 

attach myself by so much as looking. Here I was, centred.”42 Bowen is the active 

observer who changes representations (based on fluctuating perceptions) to fit her 

orientational needs. She intersects her previous conceptions of the place with present 

perceptions and novel experiences. By this statement, within the first seven pages Bowen 

establishes herself and contends with the immediate spatial anxiety that plagues the 

traveler by calling upon her embodied sense of a place identity with Rome.  

Bowen, always inclined toward experience and evaluation, invests herself in 

Roman tactics and customs, leaving the city for countryside excursions as locals do but 

also allowing herself the luxury of foreignness. As Rebecca Solnit writes, “In the city, 

one is alone because the world is made up of strangers, and to be a stranger surrounded 

by strangers, to walk along silently bearing one’s secrets and imagining those of the 

people one passes, is among the starkest of luxuries.”43 Bowen parallels this statement, 
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writing, “I shrink from the feeling of being foreign—who does not? Mine may be a 

generation with an extra wish to acclimatize, to identity…ease is therefore to be found in 

a place where nominally is foreign: this shifts the weight. Rome is an ideal environment 

for a born stranger; one does not, it is true, belong, but one can imitate—here is much to 

imitate.”44 The foreigner who desires to find herself in place and be affected by it, 

wholly, body and mind, is one who utilizes embodied geographical imaginations of past 

and present circumstance: the home left behind, expectations of the present space, and 

apprehensions for the ability to find locational security.  

Her situatedness grapples toward settlement by ingesting the atmosphere 

alongside the built environment. Roman topography is troubling for the urban traveler 

because “Rome’s north-south axis, the Corso Romano, does not run due north, due south. 

It slants, thereby throwing one’s sense of direction.”45 One must also contend with the 

supposed “seven hills.” To orient herself, Bowen takes to walking. Like the 

Wandersmänner of Ulysses, bipedal exploration proves the most productive in terms of 

mapping the city. Walking establishes physical presence in the body and the fatigue 

produced after a long day records the itinerary in bodily sensation. For “inside Rome…to 

be anything but walking is estrangement.”46 The topographical variance of the city lends 

itself to physical sensation, which initiates the conditions for affective ties to place. 

Walking the city’s contours connects reading the map with living the map.47 Bowen 

writes, “Knowledge of Rome must be physical, sweated into the system, worked into the 

brain through the thinning shoe-leather. Substantiality comes through touch and smell, 

and taste, the taste of different dusts. When it comes to knowing, the senses are more 

honest than the intelligence.”48 When guidebooks leave her without the basics or 
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common knowledge, Bowen turns to her own experiential charting to map the city as she 

cognitively understands it. She enlivens the space by her perceptually and physically 

engaging movements. Navigation correlates with her occupation, because Bowen writes, 

“for a novelist it becomes easier, second nature, to imagine rather than to learn.”49 To 

lose one’s way requires the dedicated practice of a heightened perception to the 

environment.50 Her approach is to walk the city in order to spur the mind into a 

cartographic awareness: “My object was to walk it into my head and (this time) keep it 

there.”51  

This juxtaposition of the mental and physical activity by travel calls to mind Neal 

Alexander’s point that “The experience of repetition or ‘re-turn’ can all too easily 

become an encounter with difference, disorienting rather than reinforcing a secure sense 

of spatial awareness.”52 Bowen understands that the effect of the past (memory) bears 

consideration for the present, and finds herself frequently challenging her geographical 

imagination. For,  

In Rome I wondered how to break down the barrier between myself and 
happenings outside my memory. I was looking for splinters of actuality in a 
shifting mass of experience other than my own. Time is one kind of space; it 
creates distance. My chafing geographical confusion was in a way a symptom of 
inner trouble—my mind could not be called a blank, for it tingled with avidity and 
anxieties: I was feeling the giddiness of unfocused vision.53  
 

The “chafing geographical confusion” demonstrates topophrenia as a spatial anxiety 

based in both present and past cognitive maps. Bowen writes that the present “takes one’s 

entire capacity” to live, yet also “serve[s] as a reflector.”54 Her spatial memory records 

“ingrained pictures” that take hold of her; she finds herself “constantly brought up short 

with, ‘I could have sworn…!’”55 The memories are ones she made previously, which 

produced her unique geographical imagination of Rome, yet one that now confronts the 
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inevitable differences of both the place and herself. Bowen understands this, stating that 

the pictures “had been ‘Rome’ for me,” yet they “succeeded in tying up Rome for me into 

unnecessary, dismaying knots.”56 Because of the “subjective map”57 the human mind 

charts in any given experience, to return to that map produces unseen challenges: 

“Simply coming to Rome cannot be half so complex as coming back.”58 The 

geographical imagination both helps and hinders, a tool that both increases and decreases 

one’s topophrenic experience. Again, it is the fullest real-and-imagined space that 

matters; the idea of the place invites fluidity in its structural definition.  

In overcoming (by way of recognition) the stupor of memory, the imagination 

may be opened to novel sights and events. The imagination lives “with every pore 

open.”59 Rome lends itself to the impetus of the imagination to hone the senses for 

heightened attention towards amazement.60 For, “Among Rome’s splendours is its 

unexpectedness, or better, unexpectibility”61; its impressions force themselves on the 

visitor, its mystery overwhelms the mind, the “brutal angles” provide fresh discordance.62 

It is impossible to completely understand the entirety of the city, a roadblock that therein 

relies on the imagination to fill in the gaps. As Solnit writes, “Cities have always offered 

anonymity, variety, and conjunction…A city always contains more than any inhabitant 

can know, and a great city always makes the unknown and the possible spurs to the 

imagination.”63 For Bowen, when “Difficulties with the map…pressed upon me at every 

counter, by every vendor,”64 the imagination takes precedence, utilizing the physical 

cartography to remember the other spaces traversed and the distance between them and 

home. This is why, for topophrenia, establishing a pattern (a map) is crucial.  
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If, in David Harvey’s words, “the only adequate conceptual framework for 

understanding the city is one which encompasses and builds upon the sociological and 

geographical imaginations,”65 A Time in Rome captures the sociological phenomenon of 

empire building and Roman culture along with the subjective geographical imagination 

procured through a pedestrian’s travels. In order to combat the seemingly constant slide 

between spatial disorientation and orientation, Bowen returns each day to chart on her 

numerous copies of her physical map, the Pianta: “I engraved that day’s route on it in 

blue pencil, scoring the wretched paper with arrows, circles, x’s, and stars…I had to 

replace the Pianta five or six times. Each fresh copy carried fresh crops of markings: had 

the thing only been durable, I could have watched my pattern embroider itself as a whole 

on one.”66 This passage reflects the aim of A Time in Rome as a whole: to network a 

pattern of movements into an embroidery of narrative. The effect of this is an attempt to 

render the “often-shaken kaleidoscope”67 of the city in its heterogeneity. In her fashion of 

investigating impressions, Bowen responds to the call of Rome to inscribe stories in its 

city—itself fashioned on ancient roads and still showing ruins of powerful regimes in 

history. “No structure is out of use” in Rome, for “Rome is full of spaces, but all are 

Rome.”68 Bowen elucidates a “spirit of place” by conveying Roman particulars and 

distinctions, which persist over time.69 To be “Rome” is to be the idea of Rome in its 

many dimensions, its complexities and its histories that mark it distinct and a minefield of 

stories to be told. Out of the minefield arises the narrative, the pattern-forming story 

which allows the living writer to make sense of the space before her. The narrative 

becomes a traceable map as a recollection of spatial consciousness influenced by a strong 

topophrenic desire to resolve “The Confusion.”  
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Topophrenia of the Homeland: The Spatial Imagination of “Britain in Autumn” 
 

One does not require far off travel to geographically imagine, for the homeland 

inspires concentrated images of situatedness and relatedness. Collected in People, Places, 

Things, Bowen’s essay “Britain in Autumn,” on the difficult subject of war, bombings, 

and nationalism, harkens to her occupational responsibility to describe an experience that 

all inhabitants feel but seldom know how to express. “Britain in Autumn” defines place 

and time through the title, and spatially imagines life during 1940s air-raids. Throughout 

the essay, Bowen intertwines social relations with geographical realities, ushering 

towards the truth of the lived experience of London dwellers; for in the war, she “lived so 

many lives.”70 As literary geocriticism investigates visions informed by space, this essay 

invites a literary geocritical reading of Bowen’s so called “war climate,” wherein space 

informs vision and vice versa. The geocritical approach especially investigates the 

narrative representation of a social space, how writers map real and imagined places, and 

how such spaces shape the literature itself.71 Bowen’s essay indicates this placeminded 

urge to reconcile forced disorientation and contend with the existential condition of 

spatial awareness. Bowen narrows the scope of setting from World War II down to 

London streets, charting street-goer movements in-between bombings. The intentional 

use of cartographic elements makes possible a certain image of the world that she both 

upholds and disrupts. “Britain in Autumn'' demonstrates the routineness of topophrenic 

thought and action through personified streets, the relationship of homelessness to 

identity, and the narratives of the communal “we.” 

Places are the sites of embedded social relations, most of which are realized in the 

daily activities of inhabitants, surrounding architecture, and other cultural products such 



 98 

as economy and history. As demonstrated by A Time in Rome, one’s sense of place 

informs one’s interactions and memory, which subsequently affects present living and 

being.72 Susan NoorMohammadi writes, “place attachment is a positive factor that 

contributes to sustaining place identity thus promoting psychological well-being, 

fulfillment and happiness to the urban inhabitants.”73 “Britain in Autumn”' investigates 

this psychological, environmental place attachment by using identifiable locations to 

discuss the identities and emotional attachments deeply rooted within place. The security 

found in place intensifies human emotion and the depth of the experience, and “Britain in 

Autumn” acts as a literary topoanalysis of the intimate sites of being for 1940s 

Londoners. For Bowen, this means witnessing the world of London so as to understand 

the function of the city on its inhabitants. What notably happens, and what must be 

explained through text, is the distress caused by the loss of home.  

The home-space is its own geographically understood character on the map, one 

easily recognizable as more than a map coordinate. The home-space is one that allows for 

self-orientation in relation to the world. As Bachelard remarks, “The house is a large 

cradle…Being is already a value. Life begins well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm 

in the bosom of the house.”74 Furthermore, the “house’s virtues of protection and 

resistance are transposed into human virtues. The house acquires the physical and moral 

energy of a human body.”75 The house is often related to establishment of identity, 

foundations, and structure, such as in The Last September. Bowen often personifies 

homes with human attributes, such as sight and feeling. Yet the built environment of 

1940s London faces constant threat of obliteration by air-raids. As an essay, “Britain in 

Autumn” necessarily capitalizes on the lived experiences of the “real” space of London, 
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yet does so in an atmospheric manner to investigate the deeper implications of 

disorientation. Spatial awareness of the homeland appears in this essay as Londoners face 

the threat of homelessness and its by-product: loss of identity.  

In “Britain in Autumn,” the narrative describes place by the defamiliarization and 

later reconciliation of familiar places: it “establish[es] relations among places and 

assign[s] various levels of significance to different spaces and places.”76 The narrative 

effectively “mobilizes” the space, foremost by personifying London streets and Britain 

herself. For example, the smoke and pounding silence of the October morning “appears 

to amaze the streets themselves.”77 London “feels” and Britain “woke up to find 

herself.”78 In doing so, the narrative mobilizes the meanings suffused into these locations. 

As Tally writes, the writer surveys territory and assembles specific happenings within the 

locale, making space not merely a mark on a map, but rather an active, humming, 

organized place.79 Bowen uses recognizable streets and sections of London, painting a 

picture given by the map, yet necessarily disrupting the map with the atmosphere of war. 

The fluid movement from macro-level, personified London down to the people’s 

relationship to the streets highlights the urgent fear of destruction of these sites of 

identity. 

Personified streets humanize the relationship between the home and personal 

identity. For, in her speech “The Idea of the Home,” Bowen states, “We not only require, 

we are as humans completed, by what the home gives us—location. Identity would be 

nothing without its frame.”80 Such a statement indicates an inherent spatial anxiety: we 

are naturally inclined to geographically situated relationships. In “Britain in Autumn,” 

Bowen writes that autumn is a “hopeful start of the home year,” a time when “You felt 
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rooted deeply—and loved your roots.”81 It is the “worst time not to live anywhere…It is a 

time when you like your own place too well. Home looks so safe, you cannot believe it is 

not.”82 Home feels like the large cradle of well-being, accentuating a strong place 

attachment that confirms one’s identity through roots. The dis-ease of the war threatens 

this rather cozy spatial imagination, and therefore threatens the very identity of the 

British. This challenge of place correlates with the challenge of homeland identity—the 

principal issue of Bowen’s essay. 

Threatened identity stems from the threat of homelessness. The inhabitants of 

London during World War II air raids experienced such threat of dispossession, when the 

physical loss of houses by bombings pushed them onto the streets, into wandering, and 

effectively challenged the frame of identity. Each individual has Kevin Lynch’s “image 

of the city,” which informs their expectations of the space, expectations of which are 

continually threatened by forces from distant lands (a condensing of two geographical 

imaginations: the island of England overrun by planes from the Continent). Deborah 

Parsons observes that several of Bowen’s war stories are “inhabited by wanderers, people 

who have lost both homes and identities in the disruption of war.”83 In the opening scene 

of “Britain in Autumn,” the residents of Oxford Street, London, awake from last night’s 

raid in a haze of smoke, dust, and broken glass. Bowen writes, “We people have come up 

out of the ground, or from the smashed blocks or places with time-bombs…we find 

ourselves on an island…Standing, like risen dead unsure of their destination…We dirty-

faced nomads look up at him [an ARP man]. The charred taint is on everyone’s lips and 

tongues. What we want is breakfast—bacon and eggs, coffee.”84 The morning after 

destruction, the people rise to meet a familiar location, the corner of Oxford Street and 
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Hyde Park, only to encounter a defamiliarized landscape and an altered map, which 

therefore immediately questions their identity: they are now nomads, who wish to return 

to the comforts of home they no longer are privy to. If one does not lose one’s home, the 

threat remains constant, for “we shall be due, at tonight’s sirens, to feel our hearts tighten 

and sink again. Soon after black-out we keep that date with fear.”85 This is topophrenic 

thinking, a constant and uneasy placemindedness, as air raids continually threaten to 

obliterate not just the physical map of London, but also the polysensory attachment to the 

place.  

The “idea” of the home (and London) may therefore extend to the idea of the 

homeland, or the nation, also under threat. Bowen reconciles the dismantled map of the 

nation by how communities nevertheless form between broken streets. Importantly, 

spatial anxiety must encompass one’s spatial relationship to other people—the communal 

“we” of existence. Situatedness depends on not only physical surroundings, but also 

according to the other inhabitants (or lack thereof) in those surroundings. Place 

conditions the rise of community, or, again, lack thereof. In wartime Britain, this “we” 

acts like a magnet as surviving inhabitants form separate pockets of communities, each of 

which form distinct identities, but all of which seemingly subscribe to the national, 

communal identity of Britain as homeland. For, “Transport-stops, roped-off quarters and 

‘dirty’ nights, and the intensified love we each feel for our own place, have made her 

[London], these last weeks, a city of villages—almost of village communes.”86 Bowen’s 

village is Marylebone, just one of the many communities that contracts around the 

inhabitants in an attempt for security and identity. She writes, “Friends who live outside 

of it I think of but seldom see. They are sunk as deep as I am in their own new village 
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life. We all have new friends: our neighbours.”87 These villages act as social sites for 

news and consolation. The narrative here re-maps the spaces of London as the dwellers, 

in the midst of chaotic, destructive disorientation, seek re-orientation among the streets 

they cartographically knew so well.  

Community engages with the instinctive need to preserve the home, a 

placeminded thinking constantly informing the people. Bowen relates this in “The Idea of 

the Home,” because, 

The home…must—like the larger, looser social communities—allow play for the 
pull, the occasional lack of harmony, between the individual and the group. 
Harmony…is the integrating force—instinct, therefore, urges us to preserve it, at 
whatever cost, on whatever plane, in whatever manner, under whatever guise.88  
 

The instinct of people is to reclaim identity and reform “homes,” understood by the 

movement the narrative through war-torn streets and that “no one is considered a stranger 

now.” Similar to Ciaran Carson’s writings on Belfast, as the built environment 

transfigures from bombings, “its citizens are forced to revise their personal maps of the 

city accordingly.”89 In highlighting the transformation of real places in London and the 

sects of communities within, Bowen captures the imagination of inhabited place, which 

registers with the psychological-emotional memory of the reader. The desire to find 

security within communities as well as to document the everyday registers with 

Bachelard’s idea that inhabited space possesses the qualities of protection and simplicity, 

as well as Bowen’s navigational quest in A Time in Rome.90 As Bachelard writes, “But 

the dreamer of houses sees them everywhere, and anything can act as a germ to set him 

dreaming about them.”91 London inhabitants cannot help but dream of homes amid 

destruction, indicating their own cartographic imperative. The spatial imagination of 
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Bowen’s essay plays the capacity of the home, or homeland, to provide such protection 

and simplicity for spatially existing beings.  

The final page of “Britain in Autumn” succumbs to what might be considered a 

patriotic hat tip. But besides the propagandistic rhetoric lies an interesting use of time and 

space that emphasizes emotional attachment to the homeland. The homeland does not 

emerge as a strapping lad, but rather a country that woke up to “find herself” in the 

summer, and then gathered a spirit to inhale the bomb smoke of autumn and not cough. 

Bowen ends with a geographically minded motto: “It is the people’s war, for the people’s 

land, and what we save we rule. And we have it in us. It is this stir of big power in little 

people, the wide-awake look in the eyes, the nerve in the step, that makes this autumn in 

Britain a sort of spring.”92 The atmosphere of these statements is one of triumphant 

reclamation of the nation from forces of war, of re-orientation and therefore the re-

possession of a threatened identity. The sentences act like a compass for the nation, 

mapping a direction for the people as it does not allow any erasure of the homeland. The 

narrative map ensures embodiment, for a being is not without place nor a place without a 

being. In a “Keep Calm and Carry On” moment, the essay combines personified location, 

homelessness, and the communal “we” as a mechanism to shift the atmosphere of defeat, 

even spatially imagined, into a ground level awareness of space and one’s duty to that 

place.  

 
Confronting Imaginatively Constructed Geographies: “The Idea of France” 

 
In another short essay from the “Places” chapter of People, Places, Things, 

Bowen directly demonstrates the function of topophrenia as the combination of lived 

space and abstract space of representation through her mental and physical confrontation 
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of geographic memory. As with Rome and Britain, the “idea” of the place bears as much 

significance as the actual geospace. She also conveys her propensity for spatial thinking 

as a child, as her upbringing founded and shaped her tendency towards locational and 

homeland-centric writing. Yet Bowen thwarts assumptions of a physically well-traveled 

child, instead recounting how storytelling provided travel through mental images of 

spaces and places. She writes, “When I was a child I hardly travelled at all. The life of 

my parents divides itself between the town house in Dublin and the lonely old mansion in 

County Cork. We were—as I am still—Irish, and for Irish people the journey as far as 

England was, in itself, a sufficient undertaking. Two seas divided us from the 

Continent.”93 Locked on Ireland, Bowen’s mother, well travelled herself, expresses place 

through imaginative talk: “Sensuous and imaginative, she had the power of attaching 

herself for always to places that she had, perhaps, visited only once—for a day, for an 

hour. Such places still existed as vividly for her as did the scenes of her everyday life in 

Ireland. She loved to make them known to me by her talk.”94 The urge to travel and see 

remained for Bowen’s mother, if only fulfilled by contemplation of faraway places: 

avenues, castles, rivers, seas, sunshine, and churches not known to Ireland.95 Stories 

“make” a place known to Bowen, a spatially-inclined way of listening and reading which 

Bowen transposes onto her own writings.  

In conjunction with her mother’s narrative geographical input, Bowen writes that 

“In children there exists already that desire for the supreme experience that stays with the 

man or woman all through life.”96 Such desire pans out in her prolific writings on Rome, 

Ireland, Britain, New York, Hungary, Paris, and more. Children, Bowen says, are bound 

to “map out for themselves imaginary countries” and sometimes write them into stories, 
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like the Brontës.97 However, and importantly so, “For me, everything centred round the 

idea of ‘another country…My desires had a less ethereal trend: Europe would be 

enough.”98 At once Bowen locates her thinking as physically cartographic and 

imaginatively geographic, as always conceiving, perceiving, and experiencing place. 

Places “loom large” even from her childhood, influencing the topics she later deems 

necessary to explain in an essay. “Real” space matters as much as the conceptions of that 

space. This “other country,” France, simultaneously exists in geospace, and endures in 

her mind in representation as “superior to my own” with more accomplished, elegant 

inhabitants and more exciting landscapes.99  

France, Bowen states, has a long history of idealization with the Irish people. 

However, as much as her mother told stories of “Rhineland castles and black forests of 

Germany, the peaks and cataracts of Switzerland, the olives and ruins of Italy,”100 she 

never physically illustrated France to her daughter. Owing to this, “France remained for 

me immaterial…The power remained in the name.”101 Idealization thereby came simply 

by the imagination conjured in the nomenclature, which by definition marks and defines 

the given space into a knowable place significantly attributed by story and ideals. For, 

“Processes of mapmaking require both the cartographer and map viewer possess a 

geographical imagination while also producing that geographical imagination of a 

place.”102 Bowen as a child actively engages with her geographical imagination, which 

allowes her to construct and project certain images of France. 

The Bowen family also has history with France and its customs, as the French 

language was deemed a necessity in school and for more private conversations between 

Bowen’s mother and aunts. Bowen herself confesses that “I am a bad linguist, and my 
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French lessons, with my governess and later at school, were accompanied, chiefly, by 

mortification.”103 After presented with the French novel Madame Bovary for practice as 

an aspiring novelist, Bowen takes to literature in order to try “to know what France was 

like.”104 Herein lies the project Bowen aspires to and fulfills in most of her own writing: 

to portray “verbal paintings” of locations in order to understand their nature. For France, 

she pieces “word-pictures together, inside my own mind”105 as she waits for the moment 

she will physically visit France. She stalls this visit because of school, World War I, and 

the idea that she must reach maturity first; for “It was a ‘some day’ that existed in order 

to tempt me towards maturity.”106 As is such, the mental picture conjured by the 

geographical imagination is as important for the cartographic imperative as the physical 

construction of the place. It provides ideals to aspire towards, disciplines to adhere to, 

and customs to adopt. The dream of the place, the mental picture, amounts to motivation, 

security, and excitement; the ultimate longing to someday know the place. For, most 

poignantly, “No, I could not say: ‘I have been to France.’ But I could say: ‘I have seen 

her.’”107  

In the final paragraphs of “The Idea of France,” the mental portrait confronts the 

physical reality in a substantive meeting of the geographical imagination with the “real” 

space. At seven years old, while in Folkestone, England, Bowen glimpses the French 

landmass:  

Suddenly my governess pointed across the Channel. “Look—!” she said, in a 
solemn and strained voice.  
 
I looked. I saw a long violet shape along the horizon—more sharp, more shapely 
than any line. And at the moment, towards that violet shape, the packet steamer 
from Folkestone harbour below us slowly cut in the water a slanting furrow. 
 
“That’s not—?” I said.  
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“Yes. That’s France.” 
 
I had always believed in France; that was one thing. But had I believed, till this 
moment, that she existed?108  
 

The physical reality of the landmass affirms the mentally imagined construct, providing 

physical and mental orientation. Not only does the violet vision across the Channel 

situate Bowen on the map, but it also provides legibility for the tangle of word-pictures 

she accumulated through stories. Fourteen years later, she experiences the reality found in 

stepping onto the landscape itself, as the land in its reality solidifies the geographical 

imagination as a reliable source filled with fluid conceptions. This harkens to her later 

experiences in Rome and Britain, as the physical environment emerges alongside the 

imaginations of and attachments to space. It is not solely walking then that, in Neal 

Alexander’s words, “entails a derangement of the senses” of relationship to place that 

requires “a process of dislocation and realignment.”109 Rather, the innate cartographic 

imperative reveals how the simple sight of real and imagined spaces challenges 

individual understandings of place, and often occasions the rearrangement of the 

cognitive map. The map as construction, after all, responds malleably to fluctuating 

quality of place as event. 

In the final lines of the essay, Bowen writes, “The pure violet form that had ruled 

my imagination was dissolving, flowering into a mass of detail. I, long ago, had seen 

France. Now I was going to know what she was like.”110 The real-and-imagined becomes 

the fullest reality in the reconciliation of imagination and lived experience. For, in a 

forward Bowen wrote from Ronald and Frank Jessup’s The Cinque Ports, she writes, “By 

nature we enter more deeply into the stores of places we either know well or have been 
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caused to see.”111 Bowen “saw” France from inside her head and as the “violet form” of 

that past glimpse. The essay concludes with the excitement riveting from the possibility 

of change through sensorial, embodied experience of the geographically constructed 

imagination.  

______ 

 
As demonstrated by A Time in Rome, “Britain in Autumn,” and “The Idea of 

France, to really know a place means to traverse it, with one’s body and mind, and to 

form memories and impressions of the place for later use in understanding. Topophrenia 

is a perpetual exercise in the human need to find orientation in the shifting 

dimensionalities of place. To know the place means to quell spatial anxiety and find 

situatedness, even if only temporarily. In this discovery, the individual further unearths 

complex forms of knowledge. Bowen might agree with Bachelard’s statements that, 

“When we accept slight amazement, we prepare ourselves to imagine great 

amazement,”112 for as a fundamental human process that produces place, the 

geographical imagination maintains a threshold of curiosity. Purely living guarantees 

many encounters with reality that all spring forth as fertile subjects of inquiry, which 

Bowen recognizes and explores in writing. Thus, in tracing real-and-imagined realities 

through her built and lived knowledge, Bowen produces a meaningful ensemble of 

conceptions, perceptions, and experiences, a lasting collection to subsequently formulate 

and challenge spatial understandings. 
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AFTERWORD  

  
 
 As with the title of this thesis, Mapping One’s Place, the navigational pursuit 

never rests. Nor should it, as places are constantly defined and redefined as fluctuating 

events in time and space. Spatial awareness stays with us in any given situation, whether 

that be from a point of settlement or movement. Our responsiveness to it offers vast 

possibilities for understanding. The topophrenic condition guarantees the regularity of 

knowledge formation founded on the intimate human relationship with the environment. 

This thesis then is but a threshold of versatile geographical inquisition, a ledge of 

curiosity from which I invite the reader to discover their own placemindedness and the 

informative landscapes of their lives. Wherever one goes on the Earth, the land invites 

one to contemplate the complexities of the space and the phenomenon within. Living is 

an enduring call to imagine geographies here and there, to take to the roads before us 

with an honest receptivity to our being-place, and to share the narratives we write along 

the way. 
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