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Literary 
tourism

The way we think about some writers is inextricably 
linked to the places where they wrote or the places 
from which they came. So much so that these 

places often become tourist attractions. For example, 
the area around Haworth near the Yorkshire moors is 
often known as Brontë Country. This phenomenon 
is not new: as early as Wordsworth’s death in 1850, a 
guidebook for tourists taught its readers to call the Lake 
District neither Westmoreland nor Cumberland, but 
‘Wordsworth Country’, a term that has been revived 
today by the Wordsworth Trust.

The trust’s website features a map on which users 
can pinpoint places of particular poetic resonance. It 
includes relevant extracts from Wordsworth’s poems as 
well as some nineteenth-century pictures of the places 
that inspired him. We are invited to visit these places, 
ponder the poetry and take our own pictures. While 
some might consider this obsessive, or as allowing 
poetry to get in the way of the landscape, it’s worth 
remembering that, in one sense, without the poetry 
the landscape might not be there. Before Romanticism, 
rugged mountain ranges would have been viewed 
as gloomy and forbidding rather than liberating and 
exciting. It’s not just the mountain landscapes of the 
Romantics that are available for literary tourism. 
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Nature has inspired some of our best contemporary 
writers too.

Many feel that being close to a place that nurtured 
or inspired a writer helps us to feel closer to them and 
to appreciate their work more fully. Students studying 
the poetry of Owen Sheers could take a trip to the edge 
of the Black Mountains in Monmouthshire, Wales and 
climb the Skirrid, the hill that features in the title of his 
second collection as well as in poems such as ‘Farther’ 
and ‘Skirrid Fawr’. On your way around the National 
Trust’s recommended route, you pass an Iron Age hill 
fort, which you could compare to the descriptions in 
‘The Hill Fort (Y Gaer)’ and ‘Y Gaer (The Hill Fort)’.

Authors’ homes also exert a fascination for 
scholars and fans. A trip to Dove Cottage in Grasmere, 
to Wordsworth House or to Rydal Mount, which 
Wordsworth began renting in 1813, would complement 
a trip to the Lakes. The Brontë’s parsonage museum in 
Haworth is well worth a visit if you’re studying their 
work. As well as offering exhibits such as manuscripts, 
letters and clothes, simply going to the parsonage gives 
you an idea of the isolated environment in which they 
lived. Indeed feeling a part of a writer’s imaginative 
world and inhabiting that liminal space where the 
real and the imagined overlap is a powerful part of 
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Luke McBratney explores the landscapes 
and places that shaped the writers we 
study and admire today
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Further reading
Wordsworth’s homes and inspiration:  
www.wordsworthcountry.org.uk  
www.rydalmount.co.uk  
www.wordsworth.org.uk/visit/dove-cottage.html

Details of a walk up the Skirrid (near Abergavenny 
in Wales), the mountain that inspired some of the 
poems in Skirrid Hill by Owen Sheers:  
www.tinyurl.com/jjzwwpq

The Brontë Society:  
www.bronte.org.uk/museum-and-library

Hardy’s home and birthplace:  
www.nationaltrust.org.uk/max-gate  
www.nationaltrust.org.uk/hardys-cottage 

Seamus Heaney Homeplace:  
www.seamusheaneyhome.com

Activities
1 Browse the websites of places associated with a 

writer you are studying. Plan a trip, identifying 
what you would like to see and do and what 
you hope to gain by the experience. If you are 
unable to actually go in person, how might you 
use the internet to go on a virtual trip?

2 Read Heaney’s ‘Shelf Life 1: Granite Chip’ from 
Station Island. In what ways is the speaker 
inspired by a trip to James Joyce’s Martello 
Tower?

3 Read the academic paper on literary tourism at 
www.tinyurl.com/hje4xc9. What are the main 
types of literary tourism and what do tourists 
gain from going to places associated with the 
writers they admire? 
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literary tourism. As a recent paper from Bournemouth 
University notes: ‘the thought that Heathcliff might 
appear’ evoked much excitement in visitors to Haworth.

Past and present
Literary tourists are nothing new. Chaucer famously 
went on a pilgrimage to see the grave of Thomas Becket 
in Canterbury, and, after his death, people began to 
make pilgrimages to see his grave as the first writer 
buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. Literary 
tourism probably reached a peak in Victorian times, 
when writers’ birthplaces (such as Shakespeare’s in 
Stratford) became tourist attractions. The older practice 
of ‘necro-tourism’ (the visiting of burial places) also 
remained popular. Hence Thomas Hardy’s request to 
be laid to rest in the soil of his beloved Dorset was 
not granted fully— only his heart was buried in his 
home village, the rest of his remains were laid in Poet’s 
Corner. 

In September 2016 the Seamus Heaney Homeplace 
Centre opened in Bellaghy, the village of Heaney’s 
birth. Housed in a former police station, the £4 million 
centre includes a performance space, and the exhibition 
includes some of Heaney’s possessions and books. As 
in Hardy’s Max Gate house, one of the most popular 
exhibits is a recreation of the writer’s study.

Visiting a place associated with a writer may not 
directly produce material for your essays, but it will 
probably enhance your appreciation of their work 
in other ways. Seeing something like Wordsworth’s 
suitcase or Heaney’s squat pen helps to bring part of 
them and their worlds alive. In Preoccupations, Heaney 
quotes Carson McCullers to suggest that belonging to 
a place shapes not only a person’s writing, but their 
identity too:

to know who you are you have to have a place to 
come from.

It is also worth remembering just how much of a 
place a writer can breathe into their work. James Joyce 
once joked that if Dublin were destroyed, ‘it would be 
possible to rebuild the entire city, brick by brick’ using 
his novel Ulysses.
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