Chapter 1
The golden age of the Grand Tour

The Grand Tour, a journey of culture and leisure
through Europe, was a very widespread practice,
its variegated and distinctive characteristics
reflecting the mentality and changes of the age.
Popular in the period from the seventeenth to the
first quarter of the nineteenth century, the Grand
Tour left profound traces in culture, especially in
the novel, the genre with which it sometimes became
intertwined. The reasons that led, especially in the
eighteenth century, the Age of Enlightenment, to
travel books becoming the most widespread literary
genre are bound up with the salient aspects of an
entire epoch. When Joseph Addison claimwed that
no books gave greater pleasure than those
describing journeys, he was giving voice to the
cosmopolitan spirit of the age. An age, or culture,
keen to know the world and which believed in the
idea of the natural man, who, thanks to the
hypothetical uniformity of human nature beneath
any sky, could communicate with different ethnic
and cultural realities, overcome language barriers
and, above all, understand their particular ways
and customs. This latter aspect constituted, in the
Enlightenment, the sense of what was right and
what was not; it promoted a benevolent attitude
towards one’s fellow human beings and made it
possible to appreciate the pleasure of the new, of
variety and diversity, everywhere, with an
optimistic faith in a common language of reference
and understanding. The publication of Laurence
Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey in 1768, a cross
between a travel report and a novel, ushered in a
new way of feeling about and describing the world
around us. The journey made by Yorick, the
protagonist of Sterne’s work, is rooted in an
eighteenth-century perspective aimed at grasping
the supposed shared identity inscribed in the very
nature of man. However, in devoting himself to this
search, Sterne upends the traditional viewpoint of
the old-style traveller, shifting the focus of interest
from man’s exterior behaviour, from his habits and
customs, to his inner life, looking instead at
emotions, sentiments and the impulses of the heart.
In this way, like every other author, he held up a
mirror suited not so much to reflecting the
surrounding world as to projecting in it, altering it
in various ways, the reflection of his own feelings
and his own emotional reactions. In this attitude is
a distant glimpse of the Romantic traveller, who,
unlike his counterpart in the Age of Enlightenment,
was attracted by the irreducible differences in the
culture and customs of the peoples living in the
countries visited. And what was triggered first and
foremost in the face of the landscapes traversed,
whether picturesque, sublime or dreadful, were not
rational reactions but sentiments, which, like the
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aeolian harp — the celebrated Romantic symbol —
sang, described, depicted and, in their own way,
recreated them.

Journeys in Europe on land and water

In the contemporary world, a journey is a quick and
relatively comfortable movement from one place to
another in own’s country, across a continent or
around the world. At the time of the Grand Tour of
Europe, though, the journey made by English,
French, Spanish, German, Russian, Scandinavian
and, later, American travellers was a unique and
fundamental experience that required careful
preparation, shrewdness and, above all,
organisation, beginning with the choice of carriage
and its furnishings. In the Histoire de ma vie, George
Sand recalls that the carriage of her grandmother, an
indefatigable traveller, was a full-blown “house on
wheels”, the pouches of which were always full of
delicacies, fragrances, playing cards, books and
handkerchiefs; while John Ruskin, in Praeterita,
describes mornings spent with his father in the
carriage house at Long Acre in London, to choose the
carriage that would take them to Ttaly. Such was the
passion for travel carriages that in 1816, when
continental journeys resumed following the Congress
of Vienna, the vehicle in which Napoleon had
travelled “like lightning” from one side of the
continent to the other was put on public display in
London. The British press presented it as the
prototype of the travel carriage and as the
embodiment of travellers’ dreams. Irrespective of the
season, the roads in the European countries,
including Italy, were almost always rough and bumpy,
and often flooded in rainy periods. For almost the
whole of the eighteenth century, bridges, especially in
stone, were few and far between. For example, there
were no bridges across the Rhine south of Strasburg.
North of Paris the Seine had to be crossed several
times on rafts, and the Po, after Turin, had no
bridges until the wooden one in Ferrara. Rivers and
canals were not just crossed but also travelled along
as substitutes for land routes. Amongst those most
frequently described and used was the network of
canals and locks that linked Bologna with Ferrara
and Padua. From Padua travellers continued on to
Venice along the Brenta. Italy was a favourite
destination on the Grand Tour, but travellers had to
brave the arduous crossing of the Alps before they
could enjoy its attractions. From Mount Cenis to St.
Gotthard, Sempione and Brenner, traversing the
passes was described as an authentic rite of initiation
carried out in different ways and with varied means
of transport. One element of the material journey
were the inns, where, besides food and
accommodation, travellers could get the fresh horses
they needed to continue on their way. This is why the
routes taken by travellers along the peninsula were
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