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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

“The very form of the described trip  
cannot be completely separated from the form of its description  

or the effects it produces”. 
—Michel Butor, Travel and Writing, 1974 

  
“Every civilization, after all, is the representation of a utopia,  

but utopias are undecipherable for those who have not attended their 
staging”.  

—Luigi Malerba, Cina Cina, 1985 
 
Writing that springs from travel has an ambivalent character: it sets 
readers (and their imaginations) in motion, and, at the same time, it comes 
from motion. It is a restless endeavour, and yet its energy—its force—is 
also its main weakness, insofar as it makes the message it conveys 
extremely unstable. No matter the medium through which the message is 
delivered, the writing of travel is inevitably bound up with the uncertainty 
that precedes any new step: the step into the unknown and the unexpected. 
As such, writing travel cannot but bear the traces of such uncertainty, or, 
as Michel Butor notes, it reflects how the journey is conceived, textualised 
and eventually enjoyed, or the effects it generates. On the one hand, 
Butor’s words point to the instability that affects writing while its author is 
on the road. It is not rare that, on a journey, notes are very sketchy, and it 
is only in the phase of recollection that they are re-edited and enriched, i.e. 
they become a proper tale. This, as we will see, is common to all the 
writers1 analysed, both book authors and bloggers. On the other hand, 
Butor’s idea implies that the kind of journey that travellers accomplish is 
responsible for affecting how they look at their surroundings and, 
consequently, how they are led to write about it. In other words, writing 
bears in itself the traces of the path from which it is generated. As we will 
see, the reverse is also true: the chosen medium—in the present case, 
books and blogs—shapes how the writing is done, while it is the 
biography and the cultural background of each traveller that play a crucial                                                         
1 Throughout the volume, the term “writer” will be used as an umbrella term 
encompassing both the authors of printed travelogues and travel bloggers.  
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role in the definition of the kind of journey accomplished, i.e. the itinerary 
and the motives behind it.  

Luigi Malerba’s excerpt also points to the precariousness impacting 
on writing while on the road, in that for him, to write about any journey 
means always, to a certain extent, to confront a ghostly failure. This is, 
indeed, why Malerba is led to denounce the ultimate impossibility of 
deciphering what he sees and the people he meets, especially with regard 
to China, which will be the focus of this volume. To travel and to write 
about travels mean, therefore, to acknowledge the ever-temporary condition 
of every judgment, every representation. But in Malerba’s claim, there is 
more to be found: according to him, every culture is unintelligible 
precisely because it belongs to an elsewhere that travellers can only ever 
witness from a distance. Not only do they lack the key to enter this 
“elsewhere”, but there is not, in fact, any specific place to access, insofar 
as every culture takes place—is staged—in a non-place; it is indeed 
literally a utopia. This echoes Charles Grivel’s observations (1994, 354) 
that travelling and writing are two mirroring practices that imply “not 
keeping still, going where one isn’t” or, one could say, involve constantly 
re-figuring oneself in relation to the world. Put differently, what travel 
writers enact through their accounts is an ever-deferred encounter with a 
dimension—a reality—that has already gone; the mise en abyme of an 
imagined piece. Being required to “make sense” of the experience, travel 
writers find themselves in a physical and metaphorical void, just 
speechless: they are required to imagine the (behind-the-scenes of the) 
host culture and translate its ethos into a language understandable to 
readers.  

This book starts from the awareness that Butor’s and Malerba’s 
words stimulate, and it aims to unpack the consequences that such 
awareness implies for any study of contemporary travel writing. Given the 
intrinsic uncertainty and instability of travelling and writing as practices, it 
is perhaps best not to ask too much of travel writing as texts: their answers 
can only be partial, after all, and regularly influenced by those who uttered 
the questions in the first place. Therefore, the necessity of putting 
travelogues in dialogue with what lies around them in terms of production 
and reception strategies is recommended, in order to assess the soundness 
of theory through the exploration of practice. After all, to write about 
travel writing is always, at least partially, a self-reflexive endeavour, one 
that can reach only temporary conclusions before a new journey begins 
and a new page is written. 
 

*** 
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Many times over we have heard the refrain that the genre of travel writing 
will soon be doomed to disappear. To the extent to which mobility has 
been increasingly commoditised, travel writing’s raison d’etre—i.e. to 
write about unfamiliar faraway lands and people and introduce them to 
domestic readerships—gets progressively eroded and will soon be 
annihilated altogether. And yet, a cursory survey of bookstores’ shelves 
and online catalogues suffices to realise that the genre maintains an 
enduring appeal. It is not only the shifting of themes—from the uniqueness 
of grands tours to the celebration of touristic experiences—or the change 
of rhetorical tactics—from authoritative seriousness to witty irony and 
self-mockery—that keeps travel writing in good shape; after all, these 
themes and strategies are often recycled and readapted from the past. What 
sustains the genre’s resilience is rather the fascination and desire that 
travelling continues to entice in readers; fascination and desire that are 
fuelled, instead of suffocated, by the accrued material possibilities that 
faster and cheaper means of transport grant to new arrays of travellers. No 
doubt, what has been radically affected is the function that travel writing 
comes to acquire in our globalised societies. This function, as we will see, 
has to do with the (renewed) expectations that authors, travellers and 
readers—if ever a neat distinction among these actors can be traced—
project nowadays onto travelling and writing as practices. 

If commercially the genre is well and sound, to mention travel 
writing within an academic context has always triggered a whole series of 
cultural, political and epistemological issues. These issues have fuelled the 
debate on the genre since the 1970s: under the impulse of “‘the turn to 
theory’ in Anglophone literary criticism” (Moroz and Sztachelska 2010, 
ix), on the one hand, and the consolidation of postcolonial studies in the 
second half of the 20th century, on the other hand, increasing scholarly 
attention has been devoted to the genre. From an object of study, travel 
writing has gradually evolved into a field of enquiry on its own, attracting 
interventions from a variety of approaches and disciplines (see Hooper and 
Youngs 2004) and dispelling, at last, the syndrome of “neglected 
literature” (Grivel 1994, 256) which had long afflicted the genre. 
Researchers have achieved this by dislocating travel writing from 
stringently literary circles and unpacking its cultural implications, which 
are variously bound to issues of privilege, mobility and subalternity 
(among others, Said 1978; Hulme 1986; Pratt 1992; Spurr 1993; Lisle 
2006; Douglas 2009; Huggan 2009). These works have helped to unveil 
the (Western) ethnocentrism that affects the poetics of much modern and 
contemporary travel writing, from texts whose ethos is, more or less 
overtly, influenced by colonial legacies, to others in which both the 
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representation of the hosting culture and that of the travel writers 
themselves are inscribed into a broader cosmopolitan frame. To be able to 
recognise the discursive strategies and motives at the base of contemporary 
travel writing is also a part of the present analysis. Nonetheless, it is 
equally necessary to avoid an all-encompassing discursivisation of the 
genre, which would imply, in the words of Dennis Porter (1991, 4), that “a 
knowledge—as opposed to an ideology—of the Other is impossible”. The 
goal of this volume, therefore, is also to desacralise, so to speak, the text 
by taking into account what precedes, accompanies and follows it, i.e. its 
spheres of production and reception. This book, then, offers as much a 
study on the poetics of contemporary travel writing as on its politics, or 
better, it aims to explore the former through the latter. 

The object of study of the volume—the travel destination common 
to all the texts under examination—is China. The Middle Kingdom has 
represented, at least from a Western point of view, the quintessential 
exotic destination, attracting travellers of various sorts—merchants, 
missionaries, political figures, etc.—since the Middle Ages. In the 
introduction to Sinographies: Writing China, Eric Hayot, Haun Saussy and 
Steven Yao (2007, x) contend that “set as far as possible from the 
interfering West, China stands in not simply for an authentic otherness but 
for the very possibility of authenticity itself”. As such, China provides an 
exemplary case study for investigating the re-articulation of the encounter 
between the West and the East in our globalised world, especially 
considering today’s emergence of China as a major tourism destination 
(UNWTO 2017). This is even more relevant when considering that 
existing research on travel writing about China (Clifford 2001; Kerr and 
Kuehn 2007; Clark and Smethurst 2008; Kerr 2008) has widely 
concentrated on 18th- and 19th-century texts—when China entered the 
circuit of grands tours (Kuehn 2008)—largely overlooking those 
publications that began to appear in the second half of the 20th century. 
Although during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, China remained secluded 
from the outer world, from the mid-1980s, the country has gradually 
reopened its borders to foreign tourism, pushing the country onto the 
global stage in the role of a major economic and political power. This 
reopening, however, has not led to a concomitant increase in interest 
among scholars in the field, who largely remain anchored to older epochs. 

Moreover, the choice of China responds to the need to find a 
thread shared by the heterogeneous corpus of materials discussed. The 
volume, indeed, introduces a number of writers of different linguistic and 
cultural origins, as well as texts of different medial natures. As such, it 
required a common thematic horizon that could make the analysis sound. 
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More specifically, the present analysis departs from existing work on 
contemporary travel writing in three respects: 1) it proposes an 
interlinguistic (and intercultural) comparison among texts written in 
different languages—English, French, Italian and Chinese—by Western 
and Chinese authors; 2) it advances an intermedial comparison between 
printed travel books and online travel blogs; and 3) it adopts an 
ethnographic perspective that also takes into account the spheres of 
production and reception of the texts through the discussion of several 
original interviews with the travel authors and bloggers of the texts 
analysed. In so doing, the research not only provides new materials and 
insights into the poetics of contemporary (printed and online) travel 
writing, but it also reflects upon itself by adopting a methodology 
(travelling, meeting people, reporting and interviewing) that is also at the 
base of the object of study (i.e. the genre). The following pages of the 
Introduction will be dedicated to elaborating on these points. 

Internationalising travel writing studies 

The choice of including texts in different languages aims at destabilising 
the English-centredness that characterises the majority of studies in 
contemporary travel writing (with few exceptions, see, for example, 
Forsdick 2009; Mee 2015). In fact, as Tim Youngs and Charles Forsdick 
(2012, 12) remark, “the development of the genuinely internationalized 
critical approach that travel writing merits remains more of an aspiration”. 
By looking at travel accounts in English, French, Italian and Chinese, this 
volume aims to assess the extent to which the poetics of the genre is 
shared across writers from different cultures and speaking different 
languages. Consequently, this means delving into the background and 
biography of each writer, as these are factors that inevitably inform the 
kind of journey accomplished and how it is reported. Concerning Western 
travel writers, the analysis concentrates on 18 figures. Of these, three are 
British (author Colin Thurbon; bloggers Becki and Robjstaples), two are 
Americans (authors Colin Legerton and Jacob Rawson, who co-authored a 
book), one is from New Zealand (author Nathan Gray), one is from 
Germany but writes in English (blogger Ataritouchme), six are Italians 
(authors Sergio Ramazzotti and Bamboo Hirst, photographer Giorgio 
Lotti, artist Stefano Faravelli; bloggers Gattosandro Viaggiatore and 
Supermary58), six are French (authors Luc Richard, Constantin de 
Slizewicz, Clara Arnaud, Olivier German-Thomas, Aurélie Croiziers, who 
is also a blogger, and blogger Mathieu). As this cursory survey 
demonstrates, the label of “Western travel writers” embraces histories and 
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identities that differ greatly from one another to the point that the meaning 
of each of the three words constituting the label—“Western”, “travel” and 
“writer”—is questioned. While assuming a certain degree of uniformity in 
the way in which these writers represent China from the analysis, the 
various, almost unique, standpoints from which these people look at the 
Middle Kingdom will emerge. 

At the same time, including so-called home travel accounts in the 
analysis, i.e. those travel books and blogs written by Chinese writers on 
their own country, has two consequences. Firstly, it entails assessing the 
existence of an “indigenous gaze” through which China is represented, 
unpacking the tensions that are inherent in the marking of (cultural, ethnic, 
linguistic) differences within what should be perceived as a “familiar” 
context. This marking also acquires a peculiar political relevance when 
considering that many of the writers interviewed claim composite 
backgrounds and identities for themselves. Out of the 10 travel writers 
interviewed, three of them were born and currently live in Mainland China 
(travel curator Zhang Mei and artists Zhen and Qiang Gao—the “Gao 
brothers”—who co-authored a book together), one was born in Mainland 
China and currently lives in the UK (author and scholar Sun Shuyun), one 
was born in Hong Kong and currently splits his time between Hong Kong 
and Tibet (author and blogger Pazu Kong), one was born in Mainland 
China but moved to Hong Kong as a child (artist Pak Sheung Chuen), and 
the other four were born and currently live in Hong Kong, including three 
who temporarily expatriated to the US and later returned to Hong Kong 
(author and blogger Lam Fai Fred, photographer Leong Ka Tai, author and 
scholar Wong How Man, and author and blogger Jason Y. Ng). In this 
case, too, the variety of figures surveyed challenges the use of univocal 
definitions not only concerning the idea of a “travel writer” but also of 
“China” as a cultural and geopolitical formation. 

Secondly, the focus on home travel accounts has the effect of 
dislocating the analysis from literary and scholarly Western circles, pre-
empting the allegation of ethnocentrism with which this study may be 
charged. Such a charge, after all, is already evident in the widespread 
tendency in Western scholarship to diminish, if not dismiss completely, 
the presence and impact of Chinese travel writing. For instance, in his 
work Oriental Enlightenment, which aims at retracing the deep 
connections between the West and the East (China and India) through 
history, James Clarke (1997, 29) argues that “on the whole the East has 
not approached the West with enthusiasm and curiosity, has not on its own 
accord welcomed Western ideas, nor used the latter to undermine its own”. 
As far as travel writing is concerned, the recent work of Chinese scholar 
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Xiaofei Tian (2012) has contributed to the debunking of such unbalanced 
approaches. In Visionary Journey Travel Writings from Early Medieval to 
Nineteenth-Century China, Tian argues that travels were undertaken by 
Chinese people to the West and “not just by sailors and traders but by 
members of the elite who wrote accounts of their journeys for the eager 
consumption of a home audience” (2). Tian’s claim suggests that pre-
modern and modern Chinese people also demonstrated eagerness to know 
and explore the West and, most importantly, for reasons that went beyond 
stringent necessity, such as trade or political diplomacy. Therefore, the 
(supposed) passivity of the East seems chiefly to be a consequence of a 
Western lack of interest, at best, or of conscious erasure, at worst. Equally 
relevant to the present work are those studies that concentrate on “classic” 
Chinese travelogues dedicated to China, such as Inscribed Landscapes 
(1994) by Richard Strassberg and Chinese Travel Writing (2016) by James 
Hargett. Even though they deal with different sets of texts, these scholars 
agree on one point: Chinese home travel accounts tend to focus on 
landscapes and nature, providing a “pictorial” representation of China in 
which the writing subject is turned into a merely gazing “I” who does not 
manifest any personal growth. As Strassberg (1994, 31) puts it, “the poetic 
underpinnings of Chinese travel writing tend to stress objects and qualities 
perceived in the landscape”. These references constitute valuable sources 
for exploring the extent to which contemporary Chinese travel books and 
blogs adhere to or differ from the canon of Chinese travel writing, as well 
as for underscoring differences with Western texts. 

Lastly, through the lens of Chinese travel blogs, the analysis 
addresses the role and use of the Internet in China and the control enforced 
on it by the government. According to some scholars (Herold 2013; 
MacKinnon 2013; Hockx 2015), the West has usually overemphasised 
censorship of the Web in China. In particular, Michel Hockx (2015) 
argues that online censorship tends to be looser than that of print so that 
the Internet often represents a space where moral and political boundaries 
are more easily re-negotiated than in the offline realm. However valid such 
a trend may be, it is undeniable that the Chinese people continue to face 
limitations in the publication and dissemination of online content: in order 
to “maintain the CCP’s legitimacy and protect national interests”, scholar 
Wenli Yuan (2010, 493) writes, “the Chinese government continues its 
efforts to build a national ‘e-border’, also known by some in the West as 
‘The Great Firewall of China’”. Relevant in this regard is the fact that 
some of the Chinese writers interviewed for this volume had their blogs 
(and books) banned in Mainland China (these were only accessible in 
Hong Kong or Taiwan). 
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Travel writing goes digital: A transmedial approach  
to the genre 

This study moves beyond the critical framework provided by previous 
works on travel writing’s poetics in that it also looks at the Web, regarded 
as the global medium par excellence. Despite recent calls from scholars in 
the field to take online travel accounts into greater consideration (Youngs 
and Forsdick 2012), very little attention has been paid so far to the Web 
and, in particular, to travel blogs. This is so regardless of the fact that 
blogs are the most stable form of social media on the Web—many scholars 
agree that the term “weblog” was first coined by the writer Jorn Barger in 
1997 (Walker-Rettberg 2008)—while “travel” is one of the most popular 
topics on the blogosphere, as recent statistics show (Convertkit 2017). The 
blogs considered here go from 2005 to the present. This span of time 
reflects an understanding of the history of the Web that is by now widely 
accepted and distinguishes two major phases: from the origins of the Web 
(early 1990s) to roughly 2004, we witness the development of static pages; 
from 2005 onwards, the so-called Web 2.0, characterised by the spreading 
of dynamic pages, user-generated content and social media, has emerged. 
Even though the popularity of blogs has recently been surpassed by that of 
social networks (SNS) and apps, all these platforms are part of the same 
phenomenon in which we witness a growing reversibility of the 
communication flux tying professional media actors and audiences 
alongside an increasing multitude of amateur and semi-professional 
stakeholders to which Web 2.0 has granted a space of expression. As such, 
the reflections deriving from the comparison between travel books and 
blogs are paradigmatic of broader tendencies concerning “traditional” and 
“new” media. The analysis will show that the relation between these media 
cannot be solely considered a transition from the analogue to the digital 
realm, but it bears a qualitative specificity—a posthuman shift (Hayles 
2012)—that deeply affects and restructures the way in which we think of 
ourselves, interpret our “real” experiences and make sense of both through 
the use of media. 

Since the first decade of the new millennium, academic literature 
on blogs has witnessed an exponential blossoming (Miller and Shepherd 
2004; Nardi et al. 2004; Herring et al. 2007; Papacharissi 2007; Bonsagit, 
McCabe, and Hibbert 2009). These studies are significant insofar as they 
provide valuable data about blogs’ features and blogging strategies. For 
instance, they show that blogs are mainly conceived as single-authored, 
personal diaries (Herring et al. 2007; Papacharissi 2007), rather than as 
collaborative spaces. Within this research axis, however, studies that 
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concentrate on travel blogs are limited (Pan, MacLaurin, and Crotts 2007; 
Carson and Schmallegger 2008; Pühringer and Taylor 2008; Wenger 
2008) and often adopt a quantitative approach in the attempt to extract 
marketing information about tourists’ behaviour, rather than address travel 
blogs as textual artefacts. In this respect, Banyai and Grover (2012, 268) 
write that “although travel blogs offer destination marketers a window into 
tourists’ travel experiences, research analysing the content of online travel 
diaries is still in its infancy”. To this, it must be added that all these studies 
are by now more than a decade old (precisely during the transition from 
Web 1.0 to 2.0) so that a further testing of their results is not only 
welcome but also urgent. 

The present analysis is grounded on an intermedial approach that 
considers travel books and travel blogs as two “intermedial transpositions” 
(Wolf 2008) that realise the same generic matrix. This means that travel 
books and blogs share many formal features that have to do with the 
poetics of contemporary travel writing. Here, both travel books and blogs 
are defined as first-person narratives that, in words and/or through visual 
elements, recount a journey experienced by the writing traveller. This 
stress on the narrating stance in charge of the account has one main 
purpose: to exclude all those texts that keep at their core the “theme of 
travel” (Borm 2004, 13) but are predominantly informative, non-narrative 
texts (such as travel guides). As Stacy Burton (2014, 17) points out, the 
notion of narrative “puts into the foreground a crucial aspect of travel texts 
that has become more pronounced as they present themselves not as 
documentary studies but as stories, as narrator’s accounts of their own 
subjective experiences”. Great attention is then devoted to investigate how 
Western and Chinese travel writers narrate their experience in China, as 
well as how the chosen medium affects such narrativisation. 

In addition, the stress on the fact that the account must recount a 
“real” journey is a consequence of the long-lasting debate on the 
factuality/fictionality of travel writing (Fussell 1980; Raban 1988; Holland 
and Huggan 1998; Korte 2000). Jonathan Raban (1988), for instance, talks 
of travel writing as “a notoriously raffish open house [that] freely mixes 
narrative and discursive writing”; in a similar vein, Patrick Holland and 
Graham Huggan (1998, 10) characterise the genre (quoting Hayden White) 
as “fictions of factual representation”. For her part, Barbara Korte (2000, 
9) has dwelled upon this issue in detail, arguing that “travel writing 
characteristically fuses various modes of presentation: in very different 
proportions, narration is intermingled with description, exposition and 
even prescription”. Instead of the addition of a further layer to this debate, 
it is refreshing and more useful to recall the words of Gérard Genette 
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(1980), who acutely remarks how, from a formalistic point of view, we 
can never have factual narratives, but only varying degrees of fictionality, 
in that what a text can provide is always a re-presentation of the event.  

From here, an operational characterisation of travel writing is 
advanced, according to which the account has to be “plausible”, i.e. it must 
describe experiences that really happened or are likely to have happened. 
To introduce the “plausibility of the narrative” (see also Hulme and 
Youngs 2007 on this point), on the one hand, is functional to the exclusion 
from the realm of travel writing of largely imaginary texts (this is the case, 
for instance, of Mandeville’s Travels). On the other hand, the criterion of 
plausibility bounds the discussion to the requirements of accuracy and 
reliability demanded from the account, as well as from the writing 
traveller. Far from being universal parameters, the texts’ accuracy and the 
travel writer’s reliability are determined by cultural values that are 
subjected to changes in time and space. As Steven Shapin contends in his 
A Social History of Truth (1994, xxix), each culture builds its own 
concepts of accuracy and reliability based on “the expectation that 
knowledge will be evaluated according to its appropriate place in practical, 
cultural and social action”. This means that, in order to characterise the 
plausibility of the narrative, the text needs to be contextualised in relation 
to its spheres of production and reception. Most importantly, the analysis 
will show that a role in the characterisation of the account’s plausibility is 
played not only by the socio-cultural milieu in which the text circulates but 
also by the use that the travel writer makes of the medium. 

Lastly, the definition of travel writing provided points to the co-
presence of both verbal and visual elements in the account. It is important 
to consider travel accounts as multimodal texts in which pictures not only 
accompany words but complete/enrich/challenge what is recounted 
verbally. This becomes particularly pertinent with regard to the online 
realm. In what has been labelled the “culture of the screen” (Kress and van 
Leeuwen 2006), visual elements often predominate over words. As we will 
see, social media kindle a fragmentation of writing (and of experience) 
which has deeply affected “traditional” travel narratives, leading to a 
questioning, more generally, of the function that travel writing can have in 
our mediatised and globalised society. 

Despite the formal features that travel books and blogs share, 
what is recounted is inevitably modelled according to the medium 
adopted. In fact, all processes of “remediation” (Bolter and Grusin 1998) 
of a given text, i.e. the transposition of its content and form from one 
medium to another, are not neutral but are dictated by the features of the 
target medium. Conceptually speaking, this is nothing new: one only has 
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to think of Marshall McLuhan’s ([1964] 1996) widely acknowledged idea 
that “the medium is the message”. Here, the founding premise is not only 
that the medium affects the reconceptualisation of the travel writing genre 
when it goes online, but more radically, that the medium is consubstantial 
to genre. Put differently, any text can (and should) be defined as the 
coalescence of generic and medial features, i.e. what could be named a 
“genium” (genre + medium). This is particularly pertinent to the case of 
travel writing where we attest, by definition, the coalescence of generic 
(travel) and medial (book and blog) features.2 To conduct a transmedial 
comparison, therefore, means to acknowledge the specific characteristics 
of the book and the blog as different media and understand how these 
affect what is recounted. At stake, in other words, is the assessment of the 
material conditions that guide the production of travel books and blogs, as 
well as their reception by readers. 

Beyond travel writing’s poetics: An ethnography  
on the practices of travelling and writing 

Alongside the internationalisation and inter-mediatisation of the archive, it 
is methodologically that the present work departs substantially from 
previous research on contemporary travel writing. While advancing a 
textual comparison between a wide corpus of printed and online travel 
accounts, the analysis moves out of the text per se and, by adopting an 
ethnographic approach, looks at them as cultural—rather than as solely 
textual—artefacts. This means that the practices (of conception, 
production and reception) that surround the texts and contribute to their 
mise en forme must also be taken into account. To do so, the volume 
introduces and discusses a number of original interviews with the authors 
and bloggers of the texts under examination. In this way, a triangulation 
between the texts, the analysis and the writers’ voices, about their writing 
and journeys, is accomplished. The goal is to explore the material 
conditions that make travelling in, and writing about, China possible for 
the writers analysed. In other words, the volume puts the texts in dialogue 
with the authors’ own claims so as to bring to light the interplay between 
the practices of travelling and writing, which are at the base of the genre                                                         
2 This also happens in Italian and French: libro di viaggio/blog di viaggio; carnet 
de voyage/blog de voyage. On this point, see also Carl Thompson’s (2011) critique 
of Paul Fussell’s (1980) definition of travel writing: “difficulties arise”, writes 
Thompson, “with any suggestion that we can equate travel writing in its entirety 
with the form Fussell calls the travel book”. 
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and its poetics. In his Writing Travel: The Poetics and Politics of the 
Modern Journey, John Zilcosky (2008, 37) argues that “travel is writing 
and writing is travel”; and yet, to what extent is this really so? Is this a 
total overlap, or is there a friction, a discrepancy, in the form of a 
performative space and a temporal asynchronicity whereby the experience 
and the reflection this prompts can pour in, intermingle, complete or even 
contradict each other? 

The famous opening statement by Butor ([1974] 2001, 70) in his 
Travel and Writing can function as a valuable starting point. In this essay, 
he argues, “I travel in order to write because to travel, or at least to travel 
in a certain way, is to write (first of all because to travel is to read) and to 
write is to travel”. This somewhat ambivalent claim contains an interesting 
reflection on travel writing as a genre, as well as on travelling and writing 
as practices. If we focus first on the statement in parentheses, which 
connects travel and reading, two interpretations are possible. The first one 
relates to the literal meaning of the act of reading. In this sense, by arguing 
that “to travel is to read”, Butor points to the accumulation of knowledge 
through various readings that the traveller acquires about the travel 
destination not only before but also during and after the journey. In this 
sense, reading is a concrete act that enriches and transcends the travel 
experience per se. As we will see, this enrichment is a part of the writing 
and travelling experience of many of the writers interviewed. On the other 
hand, reading can have at least two metaphorical meanings. One refers to 
the widespread idea that by reading a text—and especially a travelogue—
readers are led to travel alongside the author’s words. The second 
metaphorical meaning is subtler and has to do with the cross-cultural 
connotation embedded in any journey. Insofar as a journey puts the 
traveller in contact with an “elsewhere”—no matter how far—s/he is asked 
to “negotiate” such an encounter, i.e. make sense of it. To do so means to 
(be able to) “read” difference, i.e. recognise and understand what makes 
the “elsewhere” unique. Pierre Bourdieu (1990, 35), after all, conceives of 
travel as the desire of “escaping one’s inattentive familiarity”. Regardless 
of how one decides to interpret Butor’s statement, it is evident that for 
him, to read becomes the conditio sine qua non of travelling and writing. 
This is why he is urged to specify that writing and travelling can be 
mutually equated only if the latter is accomplished “in a certain way”, i.e. 
if the traveller is able to properly read the encounter with the Other. If this 
does not happen, then travelling and writing lose their meaningfulness; 
they lack that “transforming power” that the French philosopher mentions 
later on. This power of transformation has to be intended as a 
hermeneutical force that travelling and writing acquire as soon as the 
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traveller is willing to open his/her eyes to the world and, ultimately, 
(re)define him/herself in mutual relation with others (plural). Such an 
attitude can, of course, be adopted at all latitudes, even in one’s own 
neighbourhood: Thompson (2011, 9) wisely remarks in this regard that “to 
begin any journey or, indeed, simply to set foot beyond one’s own front 
door, is quickly to encounter difference and otherness”. While the 
geographical distance separating Western travellers from China certainly 
favours the detection of cultural differences, the analysis will show the 
extent to which Chinese travellers also produce difference, otherness, and 
redefine themselves in relation to it. 

When it comes to the symmetry between writing and travelling 
sustained by Butor, this can be further unpacked by referring to two other 
French philosophers: Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. In their work 
Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature (1986), Deleuze and Guattari 
characterise writing as “an immobile voyage that stays in one place” (35). 
Here, the idea of writing as a form of imaginative travel (for the author 
and the reader) returns; and yet, the significance of their statement goes 
well beyond that. To understand what this “immobile voyage” consists of, 
we have to think of writing as an ever-subjective practice. Regardless of 
the form that a text can take, the writing always bears the traces and 
indices of the stance that has produced it. This is so because the process of 
writing embeds, by necessity, a mirroring projection of the writer’s stance 
in the text, no matter how “real” or “fictional” this may be. Most 
importantly, such a projection is characterised by being simultaneously an 
implicit (self)affirmation of the writer and an inevitable spatial (on the 
page or the screen) and temporal (in the sequentiality of writing) distance 
from it(self). Jean-Luc Nancy acutely argues, in this regard, that “there is 
not and never has been any presence-to-self which would not call into 
question the distance from self that this presence demands” (Derrida 1988, 
115): the writing precisely supplies the distance that the writing “I” 
demands to realise its own affirmation. This means, in other words, that if 
one is able to properly read behind and beyond what is in a text, the 
writing opens itself to a discovery, or better, a (self)revelation about the 
writing “I”, who s/he is and how s/he thinks of him/herself and the world. 
It is clearer, then, that Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of writing as a 
form of “immobile journey” refers, above all, to a journey of and about the 
writer; a journey that can be done by both the writer (as a sort of self-
reflexive gesture) and the reader. 

These ideas adapt very well to the present discussion. Travel 
writers define their presence along the road (and in their texts) via a 
mirroring process: either by recognising/producing “otherness”—i.e. the 
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“reading” mentioned by Butor—or through writing, insofar as to write 
entails, as we have seen, (also) writing about oneself from a distanced 
perspective. This not only implies that the textualisation of both the 
traveller’s “I” and the hosting culture—i.e. China—is always temporary 
and perspectival but also that the concepts of “staying” and “being on the 
move” are metamorphosed. “Self” and “other”, “dwelling” and “journeying” 
are never mutually exclusive options, but are rather changing and 
interdependent conditions which reshape at every new step, at every new 
life turn, their own horizons of signification (Clifford 1997). To travel 
kindles a reciprocal sense of placedness and belonging in the same way as 
to stay implies to (constantly) (re)trace the boundaries of (self)affirmation 
and differentiation. This consideration brings with it the necessity of 
investigating—through the texts and beyond the texts—the various 
individual and collective (self)representations that come to constitute the 
horizon of each journey, of which travel books (and blogs) freeze the 
process of becoming for the sake of dissemination. As Kevin Hannam, 
Mimi Sheller and John Urry (2006, 13) explain “there is a complex 
relationality of places and persons connected through performances” that 
“need to be examined in their fluid interdependence and not in their 
separate spheres (such as driving, travelling virtually, writing letters, 
flying, and walking)”. It is exactly the relationship between two of these 
performances—the practice of travelling, on the one hand, and the writing 
that derives from it, on the other—that is of interest here. 

In this sense, the triangulation created between the analysis, the 
texts and the interviews aims at looking at the various articulations to 
which the time and space of travel—i.e. contemporary China—are 
subjected, depending on the contingency that links the writer’s own 
background and biography to the serendipity of the journey and the 
writing that comes from it. By expanding Butor’s claim that the way in 
which we travel is responsible for how we write about it, under the lens of 
analysis is also how the chosen medium shapes the travel narrative, as well 
as how who we are—as writing travellers—impacts on where and why we 
decide to travel. 

Structure and methodology 

The volume is organised in two main chapters: the first one is dedicated to 
(Western and Chinese) travel authors and the second one to (Western and 
Chinese) travel bloggers. The intermedial axis represents, in fact, the main 
structuring principle of the whole volume. And yet such a principle does 
not have to be conceived as a divide; rather, the analysis will highlight the 
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uniqueness of each text as a “genium”, as well as its similarities to and 
differences from other texts, either books or blogs. A major distinction 
concerning books relates to their being monomodal (composed only of 
words) or multimodal (composed of words and images); as for blogs, the 
greatest difference is to be traced between those that are hosted on 
platforms—such as the English Travelpod.com3, the Italian Turistipercaso.it, 
the French Top-depart.com4 or the Chinese Travel.sina.com.cn—and those 
that are independently built and maintained by the bloggers themselves. 
Each of the two chapters touches upon these kinds of texts, ideally passing 
from monomodal to multimodal books and from blogs on platforms to 
independent ones. This will help show how precise medial choices, made 
by each writer together with the publisher/platform, stir the coming into 
being of the travel accounts. 

Each chapter is then subdivided in four sections according to the 
cultural background/biography of the writers. Specifically, a transition 
from the West towards China is proposed by identifying the following four 
groups: 1) Western writers who went to China as outbound travellers; 2) 
Western writers who reside(d) in China; 3) Hong Kong and Chinese 
writers as returning expatriates and 4) Chinese writers who live in China 
and Hong Kong. This subdivision is largely operational: this means that 
the analysis will bring to light a certain degree of overlap among these 
groups, calling into question the notions of the “West” and “China” 
themselves. To structure each chapter according to such a biographical and 
cultural transition allows the figures of the writers to be foregrounded in 
all their complexities and, in this way, to explore the material conditions 
behind their journey (such as motives for travelling, logistics, itinerary, 
writing process, etc.).                                                         
3 After years of activity, the platform Travelpod.com was closed in mid-2017. Two 
blogs which were hosted on the platform are discussed in this volume: one by 
blogger Ataritouchme and the other by blogger Robjstaples. The former can be 
retrieved on http://archive.org (see also the Bibliography); the latter, unfortunately, 
has not been stored anywhere and can no longer be reached. 
4 The French platform Top-depart.com met the same fate as Travelpod.com. The 
blog by Mathieu discussed here, which was on this platform, can also be retrieved 
on http://archive.org (see Bibliography). No doubt, these cases attest to the 
volatility and temporariness of online writing in comparison to printed publications. 
As we will see, this is one of the features of the medium (online blogs) responsible 
for shaping travel accounts in a precise way, i.e. as texts to be parsed and surveyed 
quickly in search of travel tips, rather than enjoyed as a pleasurable reading that 
provides a clear and personal apprehension (by the traveller) of what s/he has 
experienced.  
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Lastly, within each section, three main themes are discussed: 1) the 
conception of travelling and writing; 2) how travel writers represent 
themselves and 3) how they represent China. These themes will be primarily 
addressed through the interviews and, secondarily, by referring to the texts. In 
so doing, it will be possible to reverse the text’s centrality that connotes the 
overwhelming majority of studies in travel writing, and pay attention to the 
writers’ own voices. To be sure, interviews are not regarded as the means 
through which a supposed truth about the texts or the writers may be found, 
but are considered as documents, too, and, as such, are subjected to analysis.  

All interviews revolved around three main themes: 1) (self)perception 
of the writer and motives for travelling; 2) writing and editorial processes 
and differences between travel books and travel blogs and 3) representation of 
China. Starting from these core themes, each interview then followed a 
flexible path, depending on the writer’s work and responses. The 
interviews were collected over three years—from 2013 to 2015—in 
various forms: in person, via Skype and through emails. As an Italian-
born, UK-based scholar, I was able to meet with European writers fairly 
easily. I resorted to Skype or emails only when the writers were involved 
in long-term projects that would prevent us from meeting. I also resorted 
to email or Skype with Western writers beyond Europe, as it was 
impossible to physically reach them. By contrast, I was able to carry out 
interviews with Chinese writers during a four-month fieldwork that I 
conducted in Hong Kong—as a visiting scholar at the Chinese University of 
Hong Kong—and Mainland China. The fieldwork was supported by two 
research grants that I received from the Worldwide Universities Network 
(WUN) and the Universities’ China Committee in London (UCCL). No 
doubt, the various modalities that I employed for the interviews make the 
corpus heterogeneous. Nonetheless, this work pleads for a degree of 
flexibility in recognition of the value that these testimonies provide as a 
means for establishing a dialectics between the texts and the analysis. 

The Afterword is divided into two sections. In the first I provide 
some general reflections based on the comparison of the two chapters, i.e. 
along the transmedial axis that supports the book. The second section 
brings together theory and practice—the poetics and the politics of travel 
writing—by (self)reflecting upon the fieldwork that I conducted in Hong 
Kong and Mainland China. Over the four months of fieldwork, I had the 
chance to travel widely around the country while blogging about it (see 
www.stillwandering.net). This last section, therefore, functions as a mise 
en abyme of the whole analysis: here I take, at last, the place of the 
(self)interviewee, so to speak, and from this position, I reflect on the 
whole experience. 



CHAPTER ONE 

WESTERN AND CHINESE TRAVEL AUTHORS 
 
 
 
This first chapter focuses on printed travel authors, both of Western and 
Chinese origins. Before delving into the analysis according to the four 
categories discussed in the Introduction, a general overview can be 
provided concerning where these travel authors go and how they do it.  

Overall, printed travel authors accomplish rather long journeys, 
usually ranging from one to several months’ duration. Examples include 
the British author Colin Thubron, the New Zealander Nathan Gray, the 
French writers Olivier Germain-Thomas and Luc Richard, the Italian 
Stefano Faravelli, the Hongkongers Lam Fai Fred, Leong Ka Tai and 
Wong How Man as well as the Chinese writer Sun Shuyun. The main 
exceptions, in this respect, are the Italian journalist Sergio Ramazzotti, 
who stayed in China for ten days choosing Shaoshan—Mao’s birthplace—
as his sole destination, Pak Sheung Chuen, who tends to re-invent travel as 
a re-mapping of Hong Kong, and the Chinese Gao brothers, who dedicated 
a whole book to their one-day experience in Beijing. 

While many of these authors visit the most celebrated cities and 
historical sites of China, some travel beyond the east coast and towards the 
western regions of the country, in particular the Tibetan plateau. Thubron, 
Clara Arnaud, Stefano Faravelli, Lam Fai Fred and Pazu Kong all delved 
into the less-inhabited (by the Chinese) and frequented (by other 
travellers) regions of the Middle Kingdom. This means that contemporary 
travellers, be they Westerners or Chinese, are increasingly drawn to 
explore China’s inland, or what Luc Richard calls “forbidden China” (a 
label that, as we will see, bears both a literal and a metaphorical meaning).  

The ways of travelling of these authors within China are also 
diverse: by air (e.g. partly Faravelli and Bamboo Hirst), public transport 
(e.g. Thubron, Germain-Thomas and Lam), private vehicles (e.g. de 
Slizewicz, Richard and Pazu, who travelled by bike) or even on foot or 
horseback (e.g. Gray, Pak and Arnaud). This suggests that, beyond visiting 
less-popular areas, contemporary authors also strive to customise their 
experience—for example, using uncommon means of transport and/or 
planning individually their trip so as to reach specific areas—to give shape 
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to a unique journey. The words of travel curator Zhang Mei, whom I met 
in Beijing at the end of my stay in China, clarify this idea well: “There are 
intrinsic human needs to cover the very basic famous sites… This part will 
never change. What you can change is the way you conceive your travel”. 
Put differently, when it comes to travel, it is the “how” more than the 
“what” or “where” that characterises the subjective mark of the traveller. 
As we will see, each travel author resorts to precise rhetorical strategies 
that either inflate the sense of uniqueness of the experience or highlight the 
material conditions at the base of the journey and its consequent 
textualisation so as to foreground the logistics behind the experience and 
the work. 

As for the writing, all the travel authors interviewed affirmed that 
they take notes while travelling so that they can be accurate and not forget 
important details. Colin Thubron, for instance, stated that “I take notes all 
the time… my memory is not particularly good, and I need to take notes in 
order to remember”. At the same time, almost all the authors mentioned 
the need to take a rather long time to write the whole manuscript once they 
are back home. It usually takes “about a year” for Colin Thubron, or it can 
take “up to four years” for Italian writer Bamboo Hirst, while for Chinese 
Pazu Kong, it all comes down to a certain laziness subsequent to the end 
of the journey, which dilutes the gestation of the whole writing process: “it 
was my publisher who imposed the writing schedule because I was a bit 
lazy. Overall, it took me three months to write it… but I have to say that it 
mainly consists of things I had already written”. The only exception is 
represented by Germain-Thomas, who, concerning La traversée de la 
Chine à la vitesse du printemps, said that he wrote it very quickly just after 
the journey, when “memories were still fresh in my mind”. Nonetheless, 
the French writer also mentioned that Le Bénarès-Kyôto demanded much 
more time to be completed. Overall, it could be suggested that all travel 
authors acknowledged, to various degrees, the importance of letting time 
pass as a gesture that allows for the negotiation between the self and the 
experience; a mediation that, while not technologically dependent (unless 
one thinks of body and memory as technologies), selects and shapes what 
is going to be written. This means that, while their writing is certainly 
rooted in a precise travel experience, it nonetheless calls upon a reworking 
(and recollection) of this same experience, which can only be accomplished 
at a certain distance from the events. This is even more the case when one 
considers that the recording of the events is always a subjective act that 
implies processes of selection as much as deletion so that, in practice, 
between factual and fictional accounts, a whole spectrum of possibilities 
opens up: as Barbara Korte (2008, 33) remarks “when travel becomes 
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travelogue, it undergoes significant configuration, so that the story is 
shaped to have greater significance than the original travel itself [italics in 
original]”.  

The present chapter surveys four groups of travel authors in 
China—Western outbound travellers, Western residents, Hong Kong and 
Chinese returning expatriates, and Hongkongers and Chinese who live and 
work in China and Hong Kong—in order to investigate how their different 
biographies and cultural backgrounds interrelate with their conceptions of 
travelling and writing as practices, as well as with the medial choices they 
made in their books. By largely referring to the interviews, it will be 
possible to assess the similarities and differences among these authors and 
their work, especially in terms of self-representation and the representation 
of China. 

Travel writing as a discovery and necessity 

As a first group, we have those Western travel authors who expressly went 
to China from abroad. For the authors who are a part of this first group, to 
travel to China means, above all, to wander around its wide extension and 
(try to) grasp as much as possible about its culture and people. These 
authors often ground their decision to visit China, for the first time, on 
their willingness/attempt to discover a country perceived as radically 
different from their own. The journey, then, is seen as a key to 
approaching the country, to get closer to it and possibly to put into focus 
some relevant aspects of Chinese society and culture. Of course, it is not a 
discovery in absolute terms; it is a discovery for them and, to some extent, 
for those contemporary readers for whom China has remained out of focus 
for a long time. 

Renowned British author Colin Thubron is certainly one for 
whom the conception and representation of the journey as discovery 
emerge more strongly. This is how he put it in the interview: 
 

For me, travelling is the satisfaction of curiosity. All my travel books start 
with ignorance, with my not knowing or understanding a culture. So the 
aim of the journey is to have experience of a land and of its people. 

 
Thubron dedicated two books to China: Behind the Wall (1989) and 
Shadow of the Silk Road (2006). The former recounts a journey when the 
country had just reopened its frontiers. As such, foreigners were often 
perceived as a novelty and not rarely labelled jokingly as “devils” by 
Chinese kids. The sense of estrangement binding travellers and the 
Chinese people is, however, mutual, as Thubron himself specified: “The 
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Chinese have always been hard for me to understand; they required of me 
a real effort in terms of adaptation, and the language is very difficult”. 
China is perceived by Thubron, especially in the first book, as distant and 
alien, both geographically and culturally: in fact, it often functions for the 
author as a term of comparison with the West, and, as such, it seldom 
comes into focus in all its diversity (from which that sense of 
dissatisfaction that the author confessed concerning his approach to and 
grasp of the country is derived). Hence, throughout the journey, Thubron 
is led to think of himself as a typical Westerner for whom China 
constitutes the mirror against which to reflect his persona. Even his idea 
that “China has been less Westernised than it has Chinatised the West”, 
while subverting the power relations traditionally binding (in the media 
and popular imagination) China to the West, continues to rest, in fact, 
upon a binary conception of the two sides that goes undisputed.  

It is no surprise that when I asked him to talk about his 
experience along the Silk Road almost 20 years later—an experience 
recounted in Shadow of the Silk Road—Thubron claimed to have found a 
deeper connection with the people of central Asia than with the Chinese:  
 

I feel more distant from the Chinese people and they from me than, say, 
Iranian people, with whom we share a lot in terms of culture and history. 
So as I got further towards the Mediterranean, I did feel that I was coming 
closer to home. 

 
This passage shows the extent to which the whole experience along the 
Silk Road—indeed, “a medley of voices and features where nations lost 
their meaning” (Thubron 2006, 13)—was the chance for Thubron to 
redefine his persona depending on the regions visited. The recognition of 
the various paths that compose the Silk Road reflects the problematic 
homogeneous perception that the West has often (had) of Asia, both close 
and far. In the making of the experience—i.e. in the unmaking of the Silk 
Road as a single path—Asia’s complexities emerge and are challenged. 
And yet, it is crucial to acknowledge through the author’s own words that 
in this progressive re-articulation of both the space of travel and Thubron’s 
persona, it is China and the Chinese that continue to constitute the most 
distant pole of comparison: they represent, indeed, the quintessential 
characterisation of otherness. 

In a similar vein, French author Germain-Thomas, who described 
China in both La traversée (2003) and Le Bénarès-Kyôto (2009), 
introduced his desire to traverse the country from south to north as an 
attempt to get to know a country that remained out of his itineraries: 
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My main interest is India… Then, I became interested in Japan because 
one of my best friends is a Japanese translator of Malraux’s work. So, here 
you have the two extremes of the journey of which I have narrated the 
main stages in the book Le Bénarès-Kyôto: to accomplish it, I decided to 
connect India to Japan through China, of which, in fact, I knew very little 
at the time of the journey. 

 
Given Germain-Thomas’s “naïf” approach to China, the book cannot but 
show the traces of the divide between his persona and the country. This is 
especially evident in the first of his two books: the text, indeed, is filled 
with episodes that attest to the author’s inevitable cultural distance from 
China, such as when he mentions that “in this place, I feel transparent, but 
my spirit, unfortunately, is unable to derive from it a glimpse of that 
reality that the thickness of myself obstructs” (Germain-Thomas 2003, 
15). Similar to Thubron, here Germain-Thomas frames the impossibility of 
understanding China in terms of lack of familiarity with the surroundings 
and the connected ability to correctly interpret situations. The conclusion 
of the journey brings a rather emblematic agnosticism, which is directed 
towards China as well as to his own persona: 
 

The interesting thing would be to find something that the journey told me 
about myself of which I was not aware. I know that my heart and my 
curiosity are not the same, but is there anything that the journey has 
revealed to me about myself that I ignored? Well… I don’t know, non lo 
so… 

 
For Germain-Thomas, China remains such an elusive country that it is 
difficult for him not only to grasp some aspects of its spirit but also to 
assess how the journey across the country has affected his travelling 
persona. And yet, some incongruences emerge, in this regard, when one 
looks at his other replies about China: while he specified that “I saw 
nothing but the hundredth part of it”, he also said that “I can say that I 
have acquired a better understanding of China, also because when I began 
the journey my knowledge was really limited”. This latter claim, coming 
years after the end of the journey, bears an assessment ex-post of the 
experience that conveys a sort of enlightened apprehension of it, one that 
goes beyond what is written in the book and the way in which the author 
has represented himself in the text. This “enlightened apprehension”, as 
we will see, echoes the “lightening principle” that Germain-Thomas 
applies to his writing whenever he needs to return back with memory to 
the most relevant events of a journey.  

More generally, both testimonies reveal the extent to which these 
authors think of travel as a means through which to get in contact with 
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China’s diversity, especially in its characterisation as being other-than-the-
West. In fact, Robyn Davidson (2001, 2) contends that travel writers tend 
to “create the illusion that there is still an uncontaminated Elsewhere to 
discover”. Most importantly, in so doing, they betray a certain “romanticised” 
conception of travel, which detaches its representation from the material 
conditions that are at its base in terms of time, resources and potential 
limitations on where to go and what to see. While Thubron, recurring to a 
self-flattering captatio benevolentiae, argued that “In the end, the journey 
in itself covers a short period… usually, it is only five to six months long 
[italics added]”, Germain-Thomas explicitly stressed the intrinsic 
unboundedness of his journey: “I have simply bought a Paris—India flight 
ticket, then another one from Japan to Paris. And then I have improvised”. 
This sense of inflated freedom contributes to making authors appear as 
modern adventurers or, at least, as people who can and, indeed, do follow 
the serendipity of their wandering spirits regardless of any concrete 
constraints along the way.  

Concerning the romanticisation of travel, scholars have correctly 
underscored that contemporary travelogues often embed an idealised 
vision of travelling and writing: “Much of this [travel] writing,” Debbie 
Lisle (2006, 10) notes, “would have us believe that the increase in mobility 
brought about by globalisation results in the equal movement of people, 
goods and ideas around the world. The idea that ‘everybody moves freely’ 
in a globalized world is a fallacy”. For Lisle, this fallacy has mainly to do 
with the fact that contemporary travel writers—including those “counter-
travellers” (Huggan and Holland 1998) coming from the periphery, as well 
as the new array of writers who claim for themselves hybrid “cosmopolitan” 
identities (Lisle 2006)—overlook or fail to acknowledge the practical 
conditions that are behind the very possibility of travelling and writing. 

Further strengthening this aspect is the fact that, although in their 
itineraries, many of these authors follow in the steps of earlier travellers, 
there is a widespread tendency among them to overlook or deny such a 
tradition. When asked which travel books they read before the departure, 
many authors replied—somewhat paradoxically—that they are not 
particularly keen readers of travelogues. Thubron, for instance, claimed 
that “None comes to mind. I think that if I thought that another traveller 
had, for instance, written very finely about the Silk Road, then I would 
have been put off, I would have abandoned my project to undertake the 
journey”. On a similar note, Sergio Ramazzotti, who dedicated to China an 
“incidental essay” (as he defined it) titled La birra di Shaoshan (2003), 
declared quite abruptly, “I am not a great travel literature reader”. In a 
way, then, these authors approached China without taking into account 


