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ARTICLE

WANDERLUST IN
LITERATURE
Writers of fiction have always been
preoccupied with travel.

One of the first novels of Western
Literature is the story of a man who
seeks an adventure at sea, and
doesn’t come back until almost four
decades have passed. Two hobbits
long to travel outside the boarders of
the Shire in a best-selling trilogy. The
world’s most watched film is the
story of a young girl who dreams
about travelling ‘over the rainbow’,
then makes a journey along a
‘yellow-brick road’, trying to find her
way home again. 

As readers, whatever we read, it is
difficult to find characters who do not
want to see the world, to travel, to seek
their fortune, to have an ‘adventure’.
But it isn’t a coincidence.

In writing about travel, characters are
immediately given depth, and plots are
given movement. He can go, and come
back a different man. She has an end-
goal she has to reach. They are
gloriously reunited; the perfect ending.
The world is in the hands of the reader
as they see new places, new lands,
through somebody else’s eyes.

 

AUTUMN 2016

"I have a
journey, sir,
shortly to go;
My master calls
me, I must not
say no."

Kent, King Lear,
v.iii
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This desire to travel can be found
amongst the very earliest of plot
structures: fairy tales.

Any collection of Grimm’s tales is
studded with examples of young
sons ‘setting forth’ into the world.
One such tale, ‘The Golden Bird’ tells
the story of three sons, who are each
given a gift as their inheritance, with
which they are to ‘seek out for a land’
where their gift ‘is as yet unknown’
and their ‘fortune is made’. The
oldest receives a cockerel, the
second a scythe, and the third, a cat.
In the end, it is the youngest son who
finds a fortune of ‘gold and jewels’.
He finds an island with a plague of
rats, and is paid to get rid of them
with his mysterious animal. It is the
son who travels furthest who reaps
the largest reward.

And there are many similar stories,
where the hero or heroine has to
travel to some unknown land, or go
further than they have ever dared
before. ‘Dick Whittington’. ‘Little
Red Riding Hood’. ‘The Snow Queen’.
And in these stories, it seems travel
is often an initiation into an
inheritance and adulthood; is what
they have to do to save their necks
or earn their bread (often literally),
reminding us of the raw,
fundamentally human, nature of fairy
tales.

 

But it is not only in fairy tales that
characters have sought a world outside
their home. Writers of 19th century
literature also explored the theme of
travel, and the desire to travel.

‘I don’t know why everyone is infected by
this… wanderlust’, says Mr Woodhouse,
in the BBC’s 2009 adaptation of Jane
Austen’s ‘Emma’. Wanderlust: To Mr
Woodhouse, it is a picnic, on hill, a few
miles away. Traveling the half mile to his
neighbour’s Christmas party. Going
outside the village of Highbury - at all.

As, to most of us, wanderlust summons
quite a different picture- perhaps one of
wildebeest sweeping the horizon comes
closer to it- Mr Woodhouse’s comment
seems almost alarming. It brings to light
the confinement that has been, and still
is, a part of many cultures in the world. In
Austen’s England, travel was slow and
difficult, vehicles were few, roads were
simple, and rutted. The world was a lot
bigger, in a sense. And, although Mr
Woodhouse’s measure of a ‘long
distance’ is somewhat exaggerated
through Austen’s use of irony, it does
highlight the change in what people have
viewed as a ‘trek’. Nowadays, it almost
seems unimpressive to travel to Africa.
Going to the moon is a far worthier of the
label ‘expedition’.

Neither Lizzie nor Emma nor Catherine
nor Elinor nor Fanny nor Anne have a
desire to travel. Their journeys are scarce
and restrained, yet called great exertions
by Mr Woodhouse, and hence Austen
uses irony to point out the restrictions of
19th century life. Charlotte Brontë, on
the other hand, remarked Austen’s
settings as ‘elegant but confined’. Brontë
also explores 19th century limitations in
travel, particularly for women, such as in
her 1847 novel ‘Jane Eyre’, but by
addressing the issue far more directly.
While Jane does not travel to the
Caribbean, she longs to see other places.
She can not travel. But she used her mind
to do so; she reads. In Jane’s own words:
“I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I
am a free human being with an
independent will.”

Wanderlust is a desire to travel. The
reason literature is preoccupied with
travel is because confinement was an
issue in the 19th century, and it is an
issue now, and it was in the early days of
oral story-telling. Humans cannot be
confined to one space, therefore people
wrote and read about different places. It
is as Hans Christian Anderson put it…

‘To travel is to live’.

by Chloe Rurlander
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ENGLISH
SOCIETY
RECOMMENDS:

T H E  G R A N T C H E S T E R  M Y S T E R I E S :  S I D N E Y
C H A M B E R S  A N D  T H E  S H A D O W  O F  D E A T H .
B Y  J A M E S  R U N I C E

‘Sidney Chambers and the Shadow of
Death’ sat on my bookshelf for some
months before I opened it. The cover had
actually made me love it the day I got it
(we all judge books by their cover— it’s a
fact of life) It was in no way imposing or
hefty like many books I feel I ought to
read. That is, the ones that have been on
my to-read-list for years and, I am told,
are MUST reads if I want to call myself a
literature student. This was colourful,
simple, and no one was telling me to read
it. And it was a crime novel.

Now it’s back on the bookshelf and one of
my favorite books, and I’m telling you: it’s
a MUST read. Sorry. Made up of several
short mysteries set in a quiet and quaint
village on the outskirts of 1950s
Cambridge, it’s a fresh, innovative form
of the crime novel. All at the point of view
of protagonist Canon Sidney Chambers, a
clergyman in his thirties, the narrative is
easy-going, and the characters provide all
the contrast and colour of every mystery
story.

‘The Grantchester Mysteries’ is a
thorough recommendation for anyone
wanting something new to read. And
please note ‘mysteries’: there are four
more. And, as with every good novel, a
TV show.

C H L O E :

The best books are the ones that take us
someplace else, be it in mind or spirit. Here are
the English Society's recommendations for books
that do just that.

R O S E :

One of the things that really stayed with
me after reading this trilogy was the
setting. The series takes place in a world
called Primoria that is split into four
kingdoms: the Rhythms (Ventralli,
Cordell, Paisley and Yakim) and the
Seasons (Winter, Summer, Spring and
Autumn). Every kingdom has its own
weather, architecture, political system
and traditions. The main characters
journey through all of Primoria over the
course of the series, and with the
detailed, atmospheric style of writing the
author uses, this allowed for a wonderful
show-not-tell display of the subtle
differences between these kingdoms and
some fantastic world building. 

S N O W  L I K E  A S H E S  T R I L O G Y .
B Y  S A R A  R A A S C H
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A  T R A V E L L I N G  T E M P E S T

The beauty of literature is that it can

take you places beyond your wildest

imagination. The setting of a text - be

it a novel, poem or play - can often be

one of the most vivid and memorable

elements of good quality literature. The

setting is the pasture for the narrative

voice to play in, and crucial to fluent

writing just as much as any plot or

action.

With setting, it’s important to

remember that the strange and

outlandish can often work just as well

as the safe and sensible. This idea was

harnessed and spun into magic by the

legendary director Phyllida Lloyd in her

recent trilogy of Shakespeare classics

with the Donmar Warehouse theatre

company. I was fortunate enough to see

two of the three productions; Julius

Caesar with the  LGGS theatre

students, and The Tempest, which I saw

alone. 

The productions are staged in a

temporary theatre space at Kings

Cross, which for all intents and

purposes looks like a giant warehouse

from the outside. Inside, it’s sterile - the

walls, bars and even the toilets were

grey, square, and sharp. A large metal

door flanks the bar, and everywhere

you look there are prison guards staring

through the swelling crowd. Why?

Because these plays come with an

unusual premise - they’re set in a

women’s prison, the actresses play

prisoners who are putting on their own

production.

By Milly Harrison
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The experience at King's Cross is entirely immersive.

Prison sirens bellow out sporadically and make

everyone jump. Prison guards push through the

crowd, yelling at them to move, as the actresses are

marched through, leering, in single file. The crowd,

too, are bundled into an incredibly tight holding area

and sharply instructed to switch off electronics. By

the time we are allowed into the theatre, we are

bewildered - but it doesn’t stop there.

The theatre is set in the round, plastic blue chairs for

seating, and contained in chain link fencing. No

sooner am I and my fellow audience

members settled (I’m sandwiched at this point

between an elderly lady in a bright orange coat, and

a man in a bowler hat drinking red wine) another

prison siren sounds. The contents of the man’s bottle

nearly end up down his shirt and he barely has

enough time to check for stains before we’re

plunged into darkness, and the action begins. What

follows is a highly comedic and emotive production,

interspersed with clever touches that remind you of

just where you are, and of the limited props available

to the band of prisoners - a cleaning trolley for a

pedestal, a Burger King crown for a coronation, and

empty crisp packets to mark the border between

land and sea.

Now initially I was sceptical, as were many of the

critiques - it was clear Phyllida had wanted to use an

all female cast from the outset for the three pieces

and it seemed at first glance that the women prison

scenario was a highly convenient way to facilitate

that. But on a much deeper level, all three plays

performed have a undercurrent of power and

control; something very much at the forefront of

prison life. Changing the surroundings of these plays

to a setting which mimicked the themes of the

literature worked so incredibly well. The Tempest

itself is built, primarily, on themes of exile,

entrapment, and slavery; the prison setting draws so

many parallels that it’s hard to ignore just how well it

suits. What Phyllida has done here is not a cheap

stereotype, it is an exceptionally philosophical

approach to modernising the works of Shakespeare,

and it is a triumph in every aspect. 
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THAILAND
By  Mar i a  F i j o l

A  T O U R I S T  I N

Welcoming
The Thai have by far the warmest smile and kindest
attitude to meeting new people. I noticed that everyone I
made eye contact with, not just those I spoke to, would
send a kind smile my way. But what struck me the most
was the contrast between the Thai way of doing it versus
how it is here in the UK. We all know the drill - that
dreaded moment when we realise we accidentally caught
the eye of someone across from us. Then comes the tight-
lipped “smile” and immediate aversion of the eyes. None of
that happens in Thailand. When you make eye contact, you
will be surprised at the honesty in the returned grin of the
people. At that point it is virtually impossible not to
reciprocate.

Acceptance of the LGBT+ community
IIn Thailand, there is a widely known phenomenon of so-
called ‘ladyboys’. The phrase can mean any transgender
person, in any stage of their transition, or even just
individuals who blur the lines between genders. It is
completely normalised and accepted along with anyone
else in the LGBT+ community. Seeing so many people able
to express themselves came as such a lovely surprise to
me, as for some reason I had previously thought that
Thailand might be quite the opposite. But it’s always good
to know that where you’re going is accepting of you no
matter what your identity is.

N O M A D I C   |   2 4

During my five weeks in Thailand this summer, I
had the chance to discover a completely new
country and the unique culture that comes with
it.  

While there were some similarities between life in
England and in Thailand, there were also some
significant differences, and those which struck me
the most I noted down along the way. Here are
just six of the things I loved or found quirky or
strange about my stay in South-East Asia.
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Patriotism

Naturally, it is great for the people of a country to be

dedicated, but I have never (maybe with the exception

of America) seen a country as patriotic as Thailand.

And I don’t just mean bald-eagle- tattoos and a flag-

outside-the-house patriotic. These people loved their

recently-deceased king and his wife; pictures of them

stood in almost every window and grand paintings

adorned even roadsides, the colours yellow (for the

king) and blue (for the queen) covering the streets. On

mother’s day I witnessed a huge congregation of

people clad in blue gathered before a large painting of

the queen, celebrating. By far the most surprising of all

these things though, was one evening at the cinema.

Before the film started, a yellow screen was shown

with various images of the king, and a melody started

up. It was only once silence had fallen over the

audience and everyone stood up that I realised the

national anthem was being played. Upon later asking

my older sister about this, she told me it happens

before every screening and also every day before her

school starts, which added yet another piece to the

puzzle that was my impression of Thailand. 

Pregnancy superstitions

On to slightly quirkier things. I noticed many pregnant

women in the country wore what appeared to be a

safety pin pinned into the stomach of whatever

clothing they were wearing. This again

confused me - I suspected that maybe the item was

more than an ordinary pin, and upon researching this I

found I had been right. It turns out that Thai women

who are with child wear safety pins as a sign for

people to be careful around them, but also because it

is said to protect the baby from evil spirits.

Shopping bags

I’m sure that when the new 5p shopping-bag law came

in, many people saw it as a nuisance, but my visit to

Thailand showed why such a rule might be a brilliant

idea. As someone who cares for the environment, I

was appalled at the excessive use of plastic bags used

in shops. No one asks whether you need a bag and

even people who were putting items in their duffels

had them put in plastic bags first. And I don’t just mean

one or two plastic bags: almost every item got their

own, coming in various sizes. If ever you travel to

Thailand, don’t let eyebrows raised in surprise put you

off being more eco-friendly.   

Food
For me personally, the food was delicious. Don’t be
discouraged by the stereotype that Thai food is spicy if
it’s not your thing - while this is true for some dishes,
those who prefer to eat milder will not go hungry. One
thing that particularly surprised me about the food was
how most meals you buy at restaurants or food outlets
contain a decent amount of sugar even when they are
savoury. This was not something I had ever heard
about concerning food stereotypes, so popular food
like Pad Thai (a sweet “savoury” dish with fried noodles
and a choice of meat) surprised me.

I hope I’ve mentioned some things that not many
people cover in their writing about Thailand to help
you get to know the less mentioned things as well. I
highly recommend travelling to as many places around
the country as possible, to develop a sense of just how
close nature is to the heart of the cities, or to see the
interaction between the hubbub of people living in or
visiting Thailand. Now book your tickets, pack your
bags, slap on some sunscreen - and most importantly,
experience and celebrate the differences around the
globe.
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In 2010, Livingstone took up a monumental
personal challenge to walk the entire British
coastline, having stumbled upon a shocking
discovery that more people had climbed Everest
than walked the perimeter of our isles. In
addition, she admitted writing had always been
a dream of hers to pursue – so, upon her
retirement, she combined the two goals. Her
journey began in King’s Lynn, Norfolk, in April
2010, and since then has embarked on 267 days
of hiking (over 2,750 miles) in six years –
documenting the entire route in her blog.

Throughout these years, her joy in writing both
fiction and non-fiction only grew, and so as she
reached the Lancashire section of her coastal
walk in September, she stopped by to share her
experiences with blogging as a medium, the art
of travel writing, and some unfortunate run-ins
with cows…

Travel writing is non-fiction, and thus
fundamentally different to our usual, fictional
predispositions – which can lead young writers to
instinctively shy away from exploring it. 

From as early as Aristotle and his peripatetics
(a word which literally translates to
wanderers), to more recent greats like Dickens
or Wordsworth, countless writers have utilised
travel as a means of inspiration.

The latter, for example, penned many verses
documenting his roams through mountain
ranges and ambles amongst the famous “golden
daffodils”. There may well be a biological basis
for our wanderlust, in the realm of endorphins
and fighting off withering brain cells – but there
is no doubt that walking liberates the mind.

Perhaps especially so in the modern era,

dominated to such an extent by technology and
work that we almost suffocate. Dickens himself
noted that the ‘psychological burden’ of sitting
still for too long made him feel like he would
“explode and perish” – a feeling we can all likely
relate to after a few hours of study. Thus, writers
who walk was the premise of the Society’s first
meeting of the new academic year, as we
welcomed our first speaker, Ruth Livingstone. 

WRITERS WHO WALK
A  V I S I T  F R O M  R U T H  L I V I N G S T O N E
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However, as Ruth revealed, much of
the ideas we need to keep in mind are
the same. First and foremost, literature
in any sense is about appealing to
readers’ interests. Fiction can be a
means of escape for readers – and
non-fiction can work in a similar way.
We seek out the excitement of other
people’s lives to distract us from the
toils of our own, if only for a moment.
Just as with any story, there needs to
be a strong, relatable protagonist –
probably yourself, as the author of the
travel piece – whose thoughts and
emotions penetrate the writing.

Otherwise, it becomes merely a list of
places you have seen and reads more
like a Wikipedia article. Inject into the
writing your own style and personal
reflections; ‘non-fiction’ does not have
to equate to tedious! In a sense, the
author becomes the main character,
and readers become invested in your
journey, just as they would be in the
mythological quest of a tragic hero.

Furthermore, an element of non-

fiction writing that Ruth discussed was
the need to include conflicts or
stresses she encountered on various
parts of her coastline trek, to maintain
readers’ interests. The premise still
stands that if there are no problems,
there is no story to be told. 
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“Me thinks that the
moment my legs

begin to move, my
thoughts begin to

flow.”

Henry David
Thoreau
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This can, however, appear to be a problem in
travel writing, where there are no monsters to
battle or damsels in distress to win over.
Livingstone’s advice: embellish the dramatic
details in your journey, and draw attention to
features you encounter that catch your eye. For
instance, in her blog, Ruth describes the various
occasions on which she has had to venture into
unknown, bovine territory, as her route ran directly
through fields of cows. One feature of her blog is a
page, disconcertingly named ‘Killer Cattle’, on
which she writes: “anyone who walks in the
countryside knows we have to put up with the
creatures and I’ve tried to reduce my anxiety by
thinking about how unlikely it is to be hurt by one
of them”. (The discussion then went off on a
tangent as a number of us recounted some
stressful experiences with herds of cows, including
an account from Mr. Richards that he had been
almost chased at one point.) Moreover, Ruth also
detailed the juxtaposition between the large
stretches of untouched coast she has visited, filled
with greenery and wildlife, and the dominating,

cement-grey outline of Hinkley Point power
stations sticking out beside the beach. A place
surrounded by high fencing and construction, and
likely appearing quite apocalyptic in comparison
to the picturesque views she had beforehand!

Perhaps more worrisome was the anecdote she
then told us: on her way past the power station,

she became aware of a slow-moving Jeep
following her trail – a member of security
personnel, watching her every move like a hawk to
make sure her hike didn’t pose a threat to the
nation’s nuclear safety.

Ultimately, travel writing need not be an account
of a man’s quest to the summit of Everest.
Perhaps we do not always have the means to set
out on some monumental, life-changing journey
that takes the best part of a decade to complete.

Non-fiction, whether through the medium of
blogging or something else, does not have to
document a personal epiphany for it to be an
interesting read by any means. Rather, it could be
through the refining of our creative skills that
leads to great works – and, as we have seen from
historical writers, walking complements the
literary mind perfectly. Any journey can become
fuel for writing – and with the right composition,

maybe even your average dog-walk can become
wrought with rich description and action.

Ruth Livingstone has published a number of
short stories and articles in various magazines,
including BBC’s Countryfile. Her book, “Walking
the English Coast” has recently been published;

she is working on a second, and has two active
online blogs – featuring her travel writing
(https://coastalwalker.co.uk/) as well as general
creative writing, and tips for fellow writers
(https://ruthlivingstone.net/).

By Holly Hamilton
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