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The Routledge Handbook of Literary Geographies provides a comprehensive overview of recent 
research and a range of innovative ways of thinking literature and geography together. It maps the 
history of literary geography and identifies key developments and debates in this field.

Written by leading and emerging scholars from around the world, the thirty‑ eight chapters are 
organised into six themed sections, which consider: differing critical methodologies; keywords and 
concepts; literary geography in the light of literary history; a variety of places, spaces and landforms; 
the significance of literary forms and genres; and the role of literary geographies beyond the academy. 
Presenting the work of scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds, each section offers readers 
new angles from which to view the convergence of literary creativity and geographical thought. 
Collectively, the contributors also address some of the major issues of our time including the climate 
emergency, movement and migration, and the politics of place.

Literary geography is a dynamic interdisciplinary field dedicated to exploring the complex 
relationships between geography and literature. This cutting‑edge collection will be an essential 
resource for undergraduate and postgraduate students in both geography and literary studies, and 
scholars interested in the evolving interface between the two disciplines.

Neal Alexander is Senior Lecturer in Twentieth‑century Literature at Aberystwyth University (UK). 
His publications include Late Modernism and the Poetics of Place (2022), Poetry and Geography: 
Space and Place in Post‑War Poetry (co‑edited with David Cooper, 2013) and Regional Modernisms 
(co‑edited with James Moran, 2013).

David Cooper is Senior Lecturer in English at Manchester Metropolitan University (UK) and the 
founding Co‑Director of the Centre for Place Writing. His many critical and creative publications 
on literary geographies include Literary Mapping in the Digital Age (with Christopher Donaldson 
and Patricia Murrieta‑Flores, 2016) and the pamphlet, The Duddon Estuary: The Myriad Lines of its 
Relations (2021).
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INTRODUCTION
Neal Alexander and David Cooper

Literary geography is a fast‑developing field of research situated at the interface between the hu‑
manities and the social sciences. To adapt yet another spatial metaphor, we might say that literary 
geography is the place where literature and geography converge. Such convergences are often intel‑
lectually fertile, though they can also cause frictions and turbulence. This is perhaps inevitably the 
case where different kinds of disciplinary knowledge, methods, and priorities come into contact and 
mutually informing dialogue. Much of the excitement of literary geography derives from the sense 
of new approaches, ideas, and interpretive synergies emerging. As Sarah Luria remarks, ‘geography 
can help us to understand literature and literature can help us understand geography’ (2011, 67). At 
the same time, misunderstandings or crossed purposes can arise from hitherto unnoticed blind spots. 
For instance, until relatively recently, literary scholars have paid insufficient attention to the long 
tradition of research on literature in human geography (Hones 2022, 23). Equally, geographers have 
sometimes worked on literature without engaging seriously with developments in literary theory, 
leading to naively literal or documentary readings (Brosseau 1994, 336–7). Our focus in this volume 
is upon the more thoroughly interdisciplinary mode of literary geography that has emerged in the 
twenty‑first century, to which geographers and literary critics have each made important contribu‑
tions. Consequently, our contributors are drawn roughly equally from departments of geography and 
literary studies, in order to harness the full range of perspectives and expertise that literary geography 
comprehends. This diversity is also in keeping with our conviction that literary geography is elastic 
enough to include a range of different critical methodologies without seeking some ultimate synthesis 
or creating a hierarchy among them.

What is literary geography?

At first glance, ‘literary geography’ seems a straightforward kind of phrase – an adjective paired with 
a noun; but the more you think about it, the more it slips out of focus. The most obvious interpreta‑
tion is the simplest: literary geography is a kind of geography, one that is concerned with the kinds of 
writing that we call ‘literature’. Or, more pithily, literary geography means ‘geographers doing geog‑
raphy with literature’ (Hones 2018, 147). But this begs the question of what we mean by ‘literature’ 
and ‘literary’. As Terry Eagleton observes: ‘Literature, in the sense of a set of works of assured and 
unalterable value, distinguished by certain shared inherent properties, does not exist’ (1996, 9). That 
is, literature is writing that has been highly valued by certain social groups (as arbiters of culture) in 
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certain places at certain times, which means that the distinctions that we make between ‘literary’ and 
‘non‑literary’ texts are not absolute but rather historical and ideological. Since the Romantic period, 
literature has been associated with ‘imaginative’ writing (Eagleton 1996, 16), while ‘literary’ has 
increasingly come to mean ‘creative’, in the sense of ‘making for the first time’ (Widdowson 1999, 
101). Yet, in the twenty‑first century, human geographers are increasingly interested and engaged in 
exploring the ways in which their own modes of writing and doing geography might also be consid‑
ered ‘creative’ (Marston and de Leeuw 2013; Hawkins 2019). After all, one of the possible meanings 
of ‘geography’ – from the Greek words ‘geo’ (earth) and ‘graphein’ (to write) – is ‘earth writing’, a 
mode of writing on, about, or by means of the earth (Erchinger 2018). Following this line of thought, 
we might say that ‘literary geography’ describes forms of geographical writing that have distinctive 
‘literary’ qualities; however, those qualities are defined.

Both these interpretations of ‘literary geography’ fall on one side of the disciplinary fence: for all 
their differences, they each assume that literary geography belongs to the larger territory of geography 
as such. However, it is also possible to construe ‘literary geography’ as referring to the geography that 
is found in, characteristic of, or that belongs to literature. It is this sense of ‘literary geography’ that 
Sheila Hones has in mind when she writes of ‘the fictional space generated in the event of the text’ 
(2014, 8) – its locations, settings, places, and the shifting network of spatial relations between them. 
This fictional space of the literary text – its literary geography – may be wholly imaginary, what J. 
Hillis Miller calls ‘a metaworld, a hyper‑reality’ (2002, 18), or it may be more or less closely mod‑
elled on real places, spaces, and landscapes. Indeed, Andrew Thacker argues that literary geography 
should not only ‘reconnect’ the ‘representational spaces’ in literary texts with the ‘material spaces’ 
they represent, but also ‘reverse the movement, and understand how social spaces dialogically help 
fashion the literary forms of texts’ (2017, 34). The relationship between literature and geography de‑
scribed here is (at least) two‑fold: literary texts affect how we understand and relate to actual material 
spaces, but those material spaces also influence the narrative form and style of literary texts. Here 
we have a fourth interpretation of literary geography, as a mode of geographically informed literary 
criticism. Coming full circle, we might say that ‘literary geography’ means literary scholars doing 
literature with geography. No doubt there are other permutations to be derived from the convergence 
of literature and geography that literary geography comprehends, but our point is simply that ‘liter‑
ary geography’ has meant different things to different people at different times. Consequently, any 
thorough understanding of this field of research requires that we attend to its complex, many‑stranded 
intellectual history.

A brief history of literary geography

The originator of the term ‘literary geography’ appears to be the Scottish writer William Sharp, who 
published a volume of essays with the title Literary Geography in 1904. Sharp’s text is perhaps best 
understood as part of the wider phenomenon of literary guidebooks, handbooks, and atlases that 
flourished in tandem with modern forms of tourism in the last decades of the nineteenth century (Bul‑
son 2006, 26–7). These provided armchair travellers with the opportunity to familiarise themselves 
with the literary landmarks of particular places or with the regions associated with specific writers 
and their works. Indeed, in his chapter on ‘The Literary Geography of the English Lakes’, Sharp 
admits his ‘embarrassment’ at treading once more such familiar ground (1904, 160). Around the turn 
of the twentieth century, a few geographers also took a renewed interest in literature, among them the 
geologist Archibald Geikie. In his essay ‘Landscape and Literature’, Geikie speculates on the role 
that geology, scenery, and climate play in the growth of national literatures (1905, 76–129). Hones 
also stresses the seminal role played by the geographer John Kirtland Wright (2022, 28–30), particu‑
larly in his 1924 essay, ‘Geography in literature’. Wright is generous in acknowledging the ‘highly 
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developed geographical instinct’ possessed by some writers (1924, 659), though he gives no concrete 
literary examples. More thoroughgoing geographical treatments of particular writers and texts fol‑
lowed in the 1930s and 1940s, notably J.N.L. Baker’s ‘The Geography of Daniel Defoe’ (1931) and 
H.C. Darby’s ‘The Regional Geography of Thomas Hardy’s Wessex’ (1948).

In the late 1930s, Mikhail Bakhtin wrote his long essay on ‘Forms of Time and the Chronotope in 
the Novel’, which one prominent literary geographer regards as ‘the greatest study ever written on 
space and narrative’ (Moretti 2005, 35). The ‘chronotope’ functions as a narrative device in which 
‘spatial and temporal indicators’ combine, knotting together the key existential elements of the text 
and giving concrete expression to certain philosophical concerns (Bakhtin 1981, 84). For instance, 
the chronotope of the road – familiar to readers of picaresque novels – enables the lifepaths of a very 
varied cast of characters to ‘collide and interweave’ (Bakhtin 1981, 243). By comparison, Joseph 
Frank’s roughly contemporaneous concept of ‘spatial form’ applies chiefly to high modernist novels 
and poems, particularly the ways in which their fragmented or dislocated forms encourage readers to 
apprehend these texts ‘spatially, in a moment of time, rather than as a sequence’ (Frank 1945, 225). 
That is, spatial form is an answer to the question of how simultaneity – different things happening in 
different places at once – might be depicted in a (necessarily) diachronic sequence of printed words.

Informed by phenomenology and behavioural psychology, the humanistic geography of the 1970s 
and 1980s sparked renewed interest in literature and the humanities more broadly, often focusing on 
‘the strong subjective meanings that experience gives to place’ (Brosseau 1994, 337). For instance, 
Yi‑Fu Tuan argues that literature’s value lies in its ability ‘to give visibility to intimate experiences, 
including those of place’ (1977, 162); while for David Seamon, it is the writer’s ability to ‘articulate 
the human situation’ by fusing intellect and emotion, perception and imagination that is of most inter‑
est (1976, 287). Around the same time, several literary critics and poet‑scholars took up and adapted 
the ideas of landscape and sense of place that humanist geographers were refining. In John Barrell’s 
study of the poetry of John Clare, ‘sense of place’ refers to the lived experience of local, working 
people and is contrasted with the eighteenth‑century conception of ‘landscape’ as scenery, the coun‑
tryside viewed from a distance (Barrell 1972). As Raymond Williams remarks in The Country and the 
City: ‘A working country is hardly ever a landscape. The very idea of landscape implies separation 
and observation’ (1973, 120). Although these geographers and literary critics seem rarely to have read 
each other’s work, there is clearly a convergence of ideas and interests here, even the beginnings of 
a shared conceptual vocabulary, that helped lay the foundations for recent developments in literary 
geography. Moreover, the work of Edward Said – particularly his accounts of ‘imaginative geogra‑
phy’ (1978, 55), the ‘worldliness’ of texts (1983, 33), and the ‘struggle over geography’ in literature 
and culture (1993, 6) – has clearly been fruitful as a source of ideas for many human geographers 
(Gregory 1995, 2000; Kasbarian 1996; Aijaz 2018) as well as literary scholars.

By the 1980s, literary geography was established as a well‑defined strand of research in human 
geography (Dhussa 1981; Noble and Dhussa 1990), cementing the basis for one contemporary defini‑
tion as ‘the study of literature by geographers’ (Brosseau 2017, 11). At the same time, interdiscipli‑
nary dialogues between geography and literature were deepened by the publication of books such as 
Humanistic Geography and Literature (Pocock 1981) and Geography and Literature (Mallory and 
Simpson‑Housley 1987). Although these intellectual exchanges were ‘largely unidirectional’ (Pocock 
1988, 87), grounded in shared subject matter rather than common methods of evaluation and analysis 
(Hones 2008, 1303; 2015b, 3), literary critics such as Jeremy Hooker (1982), W.J. Keith (1988), and 
Leonard Lutwack (1984) each developed modes of literary criticism that engaged seriously with geo‑
graphical concepts such as place, landscape, and region. A little later, in the 1990s, Marc Brosseau 
pioneered a uniquely sophisticated geographical approach to literature that was thoroughly informed 
by literary theory and sensitive to the text’s own capacity to ‘generate norms, particular modes of 
readability, that produce a particular type of geography’ (1994, 349).
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It was not until the late 1990s and early 2000s, however, that literary scholars developed more 
rigorous models of literary geography as a distinctive, interdisciplinary critical practice. On the 
one hand, Franco Moretti’s version of literary geography has been influential in prompting literary 
critics to make maps that reveal ‘the ortgebunden, place‑bound nature of literary forms’ (1998, 5). 
On the other, Thacker conceives of literary geography chiefly as a hermeneutic strategy, a ‘process 
of reading and interpreting literary texts by reference to geographical concepts’ (2005, 60). For all 
their important differences, Moretti and Thacker both regard literary geography as a complement 
to literary history, essentially a sub‑field of literary criticism, and show little awareness of its roots 
in human geography. This problem – if it is a problem – of the non‑correspondence of different 
versions of literary geography can best be ‘resolved’, argues Hones, by conceiving of ‘an unruly, 
multicentred, and multinetworked academic space‑time for literary geography that allows for the 
simultaneous existence of unrelated trajectories but encourages the recognition of the coeval other’ 
(2014, 171).

During the twenty‑first century, versions of or variations on literary geography have proliferated, 
sometimes under other names: geocriticism, geopoetics, and spatial literary studies. Geocriticism 
is a ‘geocentred’ method of literary criticism in which place is the primary category structuring 
analysis rather than period, author, or theme (Westphal 2011, 112). Geocriticism is a fundamentally 
comparative mode of reading, seeking to apprehend the patterns or trends that emerge from multi‑
ple literary figurations of a single place – New York, the Congo River, the Isle of Wight, or Mont 
Blanc – understood as aspects of an open‑ended and heterogeneous textual assemblage. Eric Magrane 
conceives of ‘geopoetics’ as a practice emerging from the fertile exchanges between contemporary 
poetics and critical human geography. Poetry can ‘enact’ specific geographical, political, or ethical 
concerns in an associational or intuitive register that is a complement to the more ordered, rational 
modes of academic writing (2015, 91). For Magrane, literary geographies of poetry fall within the 
ambit of geopoetics, particularly where they combine creative and critical registers (2015, 92). Fi‑
nally, ‘spatial literary studies’ is Robert T. Tally Jr’s name for the spatial turn in literary criticism, 
focusing on ‘the relations between space and writing’ (2017, 2). Affirming the importance of mapping 
as a figure within spatial theory, Tally distinguishes between the ‘literary cartography’ of the writer, 
who organises their text as though it were a map, and the ‘literary geography’ of the reader, who must 
develop adequate strategies to read such literary maps (2013, 79). Tally’s suggestive model draws 
rather heavily on geographical metaphors but remains primarily concerned with literary representa‑
tions of spaces and places. Other scholars who are closer to the traditions of human geography have 
sought to shift the focus from geographies in literature to geographies of literature. For instance, 
Hones’s theorisation of literary text as a ‘spatial event’, ‘something which happens at the intersection 
of agents and situations scattered across time and space’ (2008, 1302), has been widely influential. 
Similarly, Angharad Saunders’s version of literary geography focuses on ‘scenes of writing’, the 
ensemble of socio‑spatial practices that go into a novel’s making (2018).

There are, then, several routes to the interdisciplinary literary geography that is the focus of this 
Handbook, which sometimes overlap or interweave, but also unfold within a larger set of social, his‑
torical, and intellectual contexts. During the post‑war period, existing geopolitical relationships were 
redrawn as a consequence of decolonial struggles in Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean, though often in 
conditions that perpetuated uneven development (Hobsbawm 1994, 217–22). American hegemony 
was consolidated and the global economy reorganised on the model of US‑style consumer capitalism 
with production outsourced to ‘developing’ countries (Harvey 2010, 31–3). Transnational organisa‑
tions such as the United Nations and the World Bank, as well as multi‑national corporations, increas‑
ingly eroded the sovereignty of nation‑states (Arrighi 2009, 66–70). And the Great Acceleration in 
energy use, particularly fossil fuels, led to a cascade of disasters affecting the environment and global 
climate (McNeill and Engelke 2014).
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By the mid‑1980s, John Urry felt confident enough to declare that ‘it is space rather than time 
which is the distinctively significant dimension of capitalism, both in terms of the most salient pro‑
cesses and in terms of a more general social consciousness’ (1985, 21). Under such conditions, Ed‑
ward Soja argues, ‘geography increasingly matters as a vantage point of critical insight’ (1989, 62). 
The reassertion of space in social theory that Soja champions has its counterpart in the ongoing 
‘spatial turn’ in the arts and humanities (Warf and Arias 2008), where ‘geographical questions’ and 
the conceptual vocabulary of human geography – space, place, mapping, landscape, local, global, 
environment, and region – have gained ‘new currency’ (Daniels et al. 2011, xxix). Roughly con‑
currently, human geography has undergone a far‑reaching ‘cultural turn’, examining the forms of 
geographical knowledge and symbolic representation that are disclosed by film, performance, music, 
popular culture, and everyday life, as well as literature (Scott 2004). More broadly, the emergence 
of ‘geohumanities’ as a ‘zone of creative interaction’ between geography and humanities disciplines 
(Richardson et al. 2011, 3) has created conditions favourable to the further development of interdis‑
ciplinary versions of literary geography.

Interdisciplinarity, collaboration, and a constellation

As Joe Moran has argued, ‘interdisciplinary’ is an intrinsically ‘slippery’ (2010, 14) term which, 
following its initial application to social science research in the mid‑1920s (13), has been used to 
describe a heterogeneous range of scholarly practices. In short, interdisciplinarity can mean very 
different things to different researchers. For Moran, interdisciplinarity can be taken to ‘mean any 
form of dialogue or interaction between two or more disciplines’ (14). The history of literary geog‑
raphy, then, is characterised by interdisciplinarity as individual researchers, from the disciplines of 
geography and literary studies, have placed geographical ideas and literary texts in ‘dialogue’ with 
one another. Hones goes a step further by asserting that the field of literary geography is, in fact, 
characterised by a ‘double [our italics] interdisciplinarity’ (2018, 146). That is to say, ‘the “literary” 
of literary geography refers both to literary texts and literary studies, while the “geography” of liter‑
ary geography refers not only to real and imagined geographies but also to human geography as an 
academic discipline’ (146).

Although a double interdisciplinarity has long been a defining feature of literary geographical 
practice, relatively recent epistemological, cultural, and structural changes to the research landscape 
have created academic spaces for the foregrounding and flourishing of literary geography’s intrinsic 
inbetweenness. Moreover, the growing emphasis that funding bodies have placed on the assembling 
of intellectually diverse teams of researchers has created opportunities for ‘dialogue and interac‑
tion’, to return to Moran’s terms, between people as well as ideas. Writing in 2010, the geographers, 
Gregory L. Simon and Jessica K. Graybill argued for the importance of ‘collaborative inquiry’ for 
‘addressing complex issues at the nexus of disciplinary interests’ (356); and, eight years later, David 
McLaughlin asserted that ‘collaboration in its many guises has been a cornerstone of the current wave 
of literary geographies which has emerged in the past two decades’ (2019, 1).

As McLaughlin points out, a commitment to collaboration underpinned the development of the 
open‑access, interdisciplinary journal, Literary Geographies. An Editorial in the inaugural issue ex‑
plained that the journal ‘was founded and is currently edited by a group of five editors [including 
ourselves] whose specialisations are evenly divided between geography and literary studies’; and 
the editorial board was also ‘set up to be as diverse as possible, both in terms of institutional loca‑
tion and in terms of discipline and approach to a broadly‑defined literary geography’ (Hones et al. 
2015, 1). Moreover, a sense of collaboration across disciplines was deliberately built into the peer‑
review process with each submission being read and assessed by a scholar from geography and a 
researcher from literary studies. Although Hones notes that this approach ‘tends to turn up difficulties 
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in interdisciplinary communication’ (2022, 19), Literary Geographies has nonetheless thrived as a 
collaborative interdisciplinary space. It is also a commitment to interdisciplinarity which has under‑
pinned the creation of an important new book series, ‘Literary Geography: Theory and Practice’, led 
by Hones and James Thurgill for University of Wales Press.

Some human geographers and literary critics have come together to collaborate on the co‑creation 
of new interdisciplinary approaches and methodologies (Brace and Johns‑Putra 2010; Noxolo and 
Preziuso 2013; Merriman and Pearce 2018). The principle of collaborative literary geography is 
perhaps most vividly evident in a wide range of digital literary mapping projects which have al‑
most invariably involved the interweaving of expertise in literary critical scholarship and geospatial 
visualisation (see, for example, Cooper and Priestnall 2011; Donaldson, Gregory, and Taylor 2017; 
Magrane, Buenemann, and Aguirre 2021; Taylor and Gregory 2022). Such co‑authored research is 
often predicated on ‘the poetics of letting go’: an ambition to develop original modes of critical 
enquiry, and fresh forms of scholarly expression, which are ‘untethered’ from disciplinary traditions 
and conventions (Pahl et al. 2023, 4). It is a collaborative approach that goes some way to satisfying 
Laura Dassow Walls’s call for ‘a literary geography of transdisciplinary [our italics] spaces’ (2011, 
871). In such a model, literary geography is not produced by the lone scholar creating ‘a dialogue or 
interaction’ within their sole‑authored textual space. Rather, the field of practice is characterised by 
a shared commitment to ‘co‑production […] where to work together, you have to “unlearn” some of 
what is in your discipline to listen to the other person’ (Pahl et al. 2023, 157).

It is possible to conceive of the work of literary geographers as existing on a spectrum which 
‘runs from a more geographical form at one end, through a strongly interdisciplinary centre (literary 
geography) to a more literary form at the other’ (Hones 2022, 3–4). There is a risk, however, that 
such a linear visualisation would lead to the implicit valorisation of the middle‑ground: a utopian 
ideal of cross‑disciplinary collaboration to which all literary geographers should aspire. Hones has 
also reiterated the argument, first articulated in ‘Text as it happens’ (2008), that literary geography is a 
field of practice in which ‘the binding agent is not a sharply defined centre [our italics] of established 
purposes and methods, but a shared awareness of and respect for the full range of current and emerg‑
ing aims and methods (2022, 61). Accordingly, we propose that it may be more useful to conceive of 
literary geography as a constellation, rather than a spectrum, of interdisciplinary practices; a field of 
different approaches, which exist both as discrete forms of scholarship and in dynamic relation to one 
another. Or, to adapt the language of Walter Benjamin, the ‘constellation’ of literary geography is a 
changeable ‘configuration’ of ‘elements’ drawn from the internally diverse traditions of at least two 
very different academic disciplines (1998, 34). Thinking of literary geography as a constellation of 
interdisciplinary practices acknowledges and affirms the multiple ways in which literary geography 
is conceived and performed. Moreover, it is a model which allows for the fact that individual liter‑
ary geographers have complicated and perhaps even conflicted positions with regards to the (inter)
disciplinarity of their own practices. That is to say, whilst some literary geographers might perceive 
traditional disciplinary frameworks to be anachronistically ‘tethering’, others will conceive of their 
work as ultimately remaining rooted within the intellectual and institutional contexts of their home 
discipline. Clearly, it is vital that a Handbook that focuses on literary geographies endeavours to en‑
capsulate something of this constellated heterogeneity.

Emergent methods and practices

The intellectual vigour of literary geography can be illustrated by the ongoing emergence of new 
methodological practices and critical concerns. In drawing attention to these emergent trends, many 
of which can be traced in the pages of the Literary Geographies journal, it is important to be mindful 
of Hones’s call for scholars to deepen the ‘collective understanding of literary geography’s origins 
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and histories’ (2022, 126). At the same time, new literary geographical practices are increasingly 
characterised by movements outside the twin disciplines of geography and literary studies. As well as 
looking within the interdisciplinary field to reflect on the synergistic relationship between geography 
and literature, many researchers have been confidently looking without to reflect on how their literary 
geographical work might meaningfully connect with other areas of scholarly enquiry and other forms 
of research practice.

Unsurprisingly, as the climate crisis has become a full‑blown emergency, there has been increased 
consideration of how literary geographical research might be imbricated with thinking on the An‑
thropocene condition. For instance, the work of a growing number of literary scholars has been 
characterised by the interdisciplinary braiding of research from cultural geography, literary criticism, 
and environmental thought (Smith 2017; Wyse 2021; Marland 2023) in order to facilitate critical 
readings of texts that are concerned with the more‑than‑human in an age of ‘increasingly visible 
catastrophe’ (Hegglund 2019, 186). There are clear overlaps between such research and the essays 
brought together in Ecocriticism and Geocriticism: Overlapping Territories in Environmental and 
Spatial Literary Studies (Tally Jr and Battista 2016), a volume in which all the essays are writ‑
ten by scholars from literary studies. Yet, geographers have also interrogated the synergies – and 
tensions – between geographical, literary critical, and environmental thought within the context of 
the Anthropocene (Strauss 2015; Harris 2020; Garlick and King 2022). As Jonathan Turnbull, Ben 
Platt, and Adam Searle have succinctly put it: ‘Literary geographies highlight the role that texts offer 
geographers for imagining alternative futures and conceptualising the contemporary socioecological 
condition’ (2022, 1220). The critical interrogation of Anthropocene imaginaries will become an ex‑
ponentially dominant feature of literary geographical practice in the second quarter of the century as 
new ‘ecocentric’ forms of writing offer the reader ‘a post‑literary geography’, by seeking ‘to imagine 
non‑human spatial and temporal scales that can perhaps be intimated but never fully grasped by the 
human mind’ (Bajada 2020, 208).

As Thacker notes, there are obvious synergies between postcolonial studies and literary geogra‑
phy: ‘Quite often a postcolonial reading strategy shades into a geographical approach to texts, and 
the imbrication between the two can probably not easily be disentangled’ (2005, 58). Over recent 
years, there has been a surge of interest in these entanglements as researchers, from both geography 
and literary studies, have brought geographical and postcolonial thinking together. It is an approach 
which can be traced in Patricia Noxolo’s exploration of Caribbean literary geographies (Noxolo 
and Preziuso 2013; Noxolo forthcoming) and Barbara Boswell’s examination of ‘Black feminist 
geography in South African Literature’ (2022), Jak Peake’s writing about the literary geography of 
Western Trinidad (2017) and Irikidzayi Manase’s critical interrogation of ‘depictions of post‑2000 
land invasions in Zimbabwe’ (2016). Manase also co‑edited – with Matthew Eatough – ‘Geographies 
of African Futures’: a special issue of Literary Geographies that explores how ‘works of specula‑
tive fiction can construct imaginative templates to serve as cognitive maps for new, potentially more 
equitable forms of social organization’ (Eatough and Manase 2022, 110). Writing in another issue 
of the same journal, Sophia Bamert notes that ‘literary geography has remained at the fringes’ of 
conversations about critical race (2022, 1); though, as the examples mentioned above suggest, this 
situation is beginning to change.

A growing body of vital literary geographical work has interrogated the complex intersections of 
racial identities and Anthropocene experience. Maxwell Woods, for instance, argues that Josh Neu‑
field’s post‑Hurricane Katrina graphic novel, A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge (2009), imagines 
‘the city in the Anthropocene as a geography of vulnerability in which the poor and communities of 
colour disproportionately suffer’ (2018, 85), whilst Taylor McHolm shows how Mat Johnson’s 2011 
novel, Pym, makes visible the racial ideologies informing Euro‑centric forms of environmental rep‑
resentation (2019, 72). In a key text, A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None, Kathryn Yusoff draws 
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upon a diverse range of scholarly and literary textual sources to excavate ‘the extractive grammars of 
geology’ that are at work in ‘dominant colonial narratives’ (2018, 2). More recently, the geographers 
Alex A. Moulton and Inge Salo argue that ‘Black geographies and Black ecologies’ combine in new 
modes of ‘insurgent ecocriticism’: a ‘challenge to both ecocriticism that is blind to race in the repro‑
duction of literary ecologies, and ecocriticism that does not consider Black environmental literature 
and discourses as worthy of critique’ (2022, 157).

Since William Sharp’s Literary Geography, the practice of literary tourism has been inextricably 
interwoven with the historical evolution of literary geography and has been developed by wide range 
of scholars from both geography and literary studies (see, for example, DeLyser 2003; Johnson 2004; 
Watson 2009; Carrigan 2011; Sanders 2012). It is not new, then, for literary geographers to engage 
with a practice that allows tourists to ‘visit a dazzling array of places where your favourite author was 
born, grew up, courted, lived or died’ or to ‘visit where your favourite books were written, or places 
where they are set, and buy the postcard, too’ (Watson 2006, 2–3). Yet, over recent years, research‑
ers from different points in the literary geographical constellation have been thinking about literary 
tourism in new ways. For some, this has involved fresh theorisations of familiar tourism practices 
and behaviours. Focusing on ‘Sherlock Homes‑inspired literary tourism’, for example, McLaughlin 
has developed the concept of ‘expansionary literary geographies’ to propose that ‘forms of embodied, 
worldly engagement with literature’ can be ‘forms of reading, acts of creative encounters with fiction, 
in their own right’ (2016, 144). Staying with the same genre, Carolien Fornasari and Nicola Gabellieri 
have developed quantitative, empirical methodologies to examine ‘whether and to what extent [Ital‑
ian] detective fiction can promote tourism and affect readers’ attitudes and behaviours towards nar‑
rated localities’ (2023, 285). As well as reflecting on literary tourism, however, literary geographers 
have directly generated tourism. Digital literary geography practices have played an integral role in 
this development (Anjo et al 2021; Arcos‑Pumarolo, Ribera, and Casalderrey 2022). A good example 
is provided by ‘Literary Atlas’, a collaborative project that has involved making digital maps ‘which 
locate the main geographical locations of all English‑language novels in the Welsh collections of 
Cardiff University, Swansea University, and the National Library of Wales and in which the project 
team have created further ‘“distant” and “deep” maps which locate all geographical references (or 
“plotpoints”) in twelve English‑language novels primarily set in Wales’ (Anderson et al. N.D.). The 
interdisciplinary team has directly contributed to tourism by conducting literary walking tours (An‑
derson and Smith, 2022) and providing itineraries for the touristic exploration of literary landscapes 
including ‘Raymond Williams’ Border Country’ (Rogers N.D.). Clearly, such digital literary mapping 
projects and publications go some way towards satisfying the ambition for literary geography to ‘col‑
laborate in the “co‑construction of knowledge, the conceiving of places and their immaterial [our 
italics] heritages’” (McLaughlin 2019, 3).

There has also been a renewed interest in ‘sensuous geographies’ (Rodaway 1994), as literary ge‑
ographers have explored both the textual representation of phenomenological experience and the act 
of reading as an embodied practice. Some interdisciplinary researchers have addressed the cultural 
privileging of ‘vision’ (Cosgrove 2008) by focusing on the literary creation, representation, and/or 
reception of ‘auditory geographies’ (Rodaway 1994, 82). Examples include Hones’s examination of 
‘sound and rhythm in literary space‑time’ (2015a, 81), Jeanette Baxter’s discussion of ‘the sound‑
space‑matter interface’ of J.G. Ballard’s 1974 novel, Concrete Island (2016, 21), and Richard El‑
liott’s ‘auralisation’ of Georges Perec’s Species of Spaces (2017, 71). Other researchers have turned 
their literary geographical attentions to ‘olfactory geographies’ (Rodaway 1994, 61). Hsuan L. Hsu 
draws upon geographical thought, critical race studies, and ecocriticism to explore how writers and 
artists have exposed structural inequalities through a focus on smell (2020); and Sebastian Groes and 
R.M. Francis (2021) have edited a collection of literary critical and creative writings that explore the 
‘smellscapes’ (Henshaw 2013) of the Black Country region in England’s West Midlands.
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Literary geographical thinking about the body has been further advanced by a long over‑due 
emphasis on the intersections of disability studies and literary geographies. Neta Gordon has drawn 
upon a suite of literary mapping techniques, and the conceptual work of Sara Ahmed, to think about 
the representation of the body in Ann‑Marie MacDonald’s 1996 novel, Fall on Your Knees (2023); 
and Susannah B. Mintz and Gregory Fisher have brought together a series of personal essays 
that each explore the experience of disability in particular geographical locations (2023). Other 
literary geographers have reflected on the affordances and limitations of post‑phenomenological 
thought. Braiding the critical thinking of Paul Ricoeur and recent theoretical writing from human 
geography, among other sources, Jonathan Bratt ‘articulates a post‑phenomenology of literary 
production’ to imagine ‘authors and readers […] as bound up with texts and worlds through rhyth‑
mic encounters and immersions’ (Bratt 2016, 182). Similarly, the literary theorist, Lynne Pearce, 
has recently questioned ‘what we may have lost by crossing the line between phenomenology and 
post‑phenomenology’ in an article that explores ‘place memory’ and ‘the way in which we can be 
unexpectedly reminded of one place in another that is, on first inspection, very different’ (Pearce 
2023, 198).

Pearce has also been at the forefront of recent developments in bringing together research on 
mobilities and literary geography (Pearce 2016, 2019; Merriman and Pearce 2018). The volume 
Mobilities, Literature, Culture, for example, gathers essays that interweave postcolonial theory 
and mobilities work by human geographers to explore literary representations of migration and the 
embodied experience of migrants (Aguair, Mathieson, and Pearce 2019). Also in 2019, Dorothee 
Birke and Stella Butter edited a special issue of Literary Geographies that interrogates the traditional 
binary between home and mobility, or place and space, through a group of articles that explore ‘how 
ambivalent [our italics] mobility affects our sense of home as a space and a relationship’ (Birke 
and Butter 2019, 123). For instance, Sarah Heinz’s essay identifies the ‘nexus of home, control, 
power politics and family in literary representations of homeplaces in postcolonial Nigeria’ focus‑
ing in particular on Chigozie Obioma’s 2015 novel The Fishermen (Heinz 2019, 201–2); and Wibke 
Schniedermann’s article examines ‘the forced mobility of homelessness’ in two graphic narratives 
(Schniedermann 2019, 149). Elsewhere, Giada Peterle has expanded the discussion of ‘Graphic Mo‑
bilities’ in her literary geographical monograph, Comics as a Research Practice: Drawing Narrative 
Geographies Beyond the Frame (2021, 99–166).

Researchers have increasingly engaged in thinking about ways of writing literary geography, a 
self‑reflexive awareness that has frequently led to the blurring of traditional boundaries between criti‑
cal and creative practices. Several human geographers have produced accomplished creative works 
that complement their conventional scholarly research (Cresswell 2013, 2015, 2020; de Leeuw 2013, 
2015; Matless 2015). The emergence of the field of ‘creative geographies’ (Hawkins 2013, 2016, 
2019, 2020) – within the wider context of geohumanities (Dear et al. 2011) – has also meant that 
creative writing by geographers is increasingly found in scholarly publications. Some of this work 
has been published without critical commentary (Acker 2015, 185–7), whilst other geographers have 
offered theorised reflections on their creative practices (Madge 2014). In other instances, geographers 
(Stewart 2007; Wylie 2009; MacDonald 2014) have drawn on ‘the raw material of experience to 
produce immersive accounts, passionately attentive to place and penned in the first‑person’ (Lorimer 
2019, 333). The result has been the development of what Magrane – in a discussion of his own mode 
of ‘geopoetics’ – describes as a genuinely ‘hybrid’ mode of textual expression (2021, 11): an ap‑
proach exemplified by Tim Cresswell’s experimental creative‑critical monograph, Maxwell Street: 
Writing and Thinking Place (2019).

Hones acknowledges the innovative work that has been practised by such creative literary ge‑
ographers (2022, 123–5). Equally significant, however, are the creative‑critical experiments of lit‑
erary scholars and creative writers. As with human geographers, some researchers have published 



Neal Alexander and David Cooper

10

geographically focused creative writing in traditional academic spaces: for instance, the inaugural is‑
sue of GeoHumanities features a short piece of creative non‑fiction by Erec Toso (Toso 2015, 207–9) 
and a poem of place by Christopher Cokinos (Cokinos 2015, 177–8), both of the Department of 
English at the University of Arizona. Moreover, as with human geographers, literary critics have 
been drawn to hybridised forms in which the creative, the critical, and the conceptual are interwoven. 
Some of these difficult‑to‑define writings have appeared in academic publications (Morgan 2019; 
Cooper and Green 2020; Moran 2022; Pearce 2023), whilst others have been aimed at the general 
reader (Cooper 2021). In both types of writing, the intention has been to combine autobiographi‑
cal reflections and geographical theory in creative non‑fictional prose that – to adapt Lorimer – is 
‘keenly conscious of the traditions and conventions of literary genre’ (2019, 333). The field of crea‑
tive literary geographies has been enriched further, we argue, through the ways that many writers 
of popular creative non‑fictions explicitly engage with the work of human geographers to nuance 
their understandings of place, landscape, and environment. Robert Macfarlane’s explorations of wild 
places and hidden landscapes – to offer just one prominent example – are frequently augmented by 
his references to the thinking of geographers such as Bradley Garrett, Hayden Lorimer, Yi‑Fu Tuan, 
John Wylie, and Kathryn Yusoff (Macfarlane 2015, 2019).

Ground-plan of the Handbook

Literary geographical practice, as we have already indicated, is characterised by its multiplicity of 
approaches, methodologies, and preoccupations. In an effort to identify some of the principal ways of 
doing literary geography, however, the chapters in this Handbook are organised into six parts. Given 
the emphasis that so many literary geographers place on self‑reflection, meditating upon their own 
research processes and procedures, the book begins with a part dedicated to ‘Critical Methodologies’. 
The essays gathered in this section engage with a range of critical contexts and methods, including 
non‑representational thought and postcolonial theory, ecocriticism and more‑than‑representational 
understandings of maps. In the process, they highlight some of the more influential ways in which 
literary geography can be conceived of, theorised, and practised. Inevitably, as literary geographers 
reflect on their critical approaches, they also refine their cardinal terms: words that serve both as 
common points of reference and linguistic sites of contestation. Drawing inspiration from the work 
of Raymond Williams (1983), the chapters in the second part, then, focus on six ‘Keywords’: ‘space’, 
‘place’, ‘landscape’, ‘region’, ‘mobilities’, and ‘diaspora’. The contributors highlight how these 
words and concepts have been used by previous literary geographers; and, at the same time, they 
articulate new understandings of these terms, particularly as they are refracted through the lenses of 
literary creativity.

The work of other literary geographers has focused on the spatialities associated with specific 
historical periods of Anglophone literature as evidenced by the titles in the ‘Early Modern Literary 
Geographies’ book series edited by Julie Sanders and Garrett Sullivan for Oxford University Press. 
The third part of the Handbook, concentrates on the intersections of ‘Literary Geography and Literary 
History’, examining the spatialities associated with key periods of Anglophone literary production. 
Beginning with the medieval and ending with the contemporary, the chapters in this section combine 
synoptic overviews with focused case studies to offer points of entry for thinking literary geographi‑
cally about particular periods of cultural history. Where time provides the organising principle for 
the previous section, the overarching focus in the fourth part is geographical, as the contributors 
reflect on textual representations of ‘Places, Spaces, and Landforms’. The section begins with a 
series of chapters which ostensibly focus on different material phenomena: ‘the city’, ‘islands’, ‘riv‑
ers’, ‘the sea’, ‘mountains’, and ‘borderlands’. Crucially, though, the contributors reinforce the core 
literary geographical tenet that the human understanding of the world is created through a complex 
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commingling of embodied perceptual experience, geographical knowledge, and cultural imaginaries. 
The importance of the imagination is underlined yet further by chapters which move beyond earthly 
phenomena to examine the literary geographies of ‘utopia’ and ‘outer space’.

The fifth part of the Handbook builds upon the ways many researchers have thought about the lit‑
erary geographies of particular ‘Forms and Genres’. Exploring novels and poetry, drama, and comics, 
the contributors in this section each focus on the imaginative geographies associated with different 
forms of literary expression, each with their distinctive traditions, conventions, and modalities. A 
final essay in the section considers the key formal and discursive features of geographical writing. In 
the sixth and final part, the focus shifts to what McLaughlin has termed ‘public literary geographies’ 
(2019, 3): collaborative projects which have endeavoured to move literary geographical practice 
outside the academy to connect, and co‑create, with wider communities. The chapters in this part are 
concerned with both the application of literary geographical thought and the way its practice might 
be reconfigured through encounters and exchanges with non‑academic partners. The Handbook ends 
with an afterword by Tim Cresswell, the geographer‑poet whose thinking about place, mobilities, and 
creative geographies has influenced the work of so many of the geographers and literary critics who 
have contributed to this collection.

In spite of its breadth, it is impossible for any Handbook to capture the full heterogeneity of con‑
temporary literary geographical practice and we have no doubt that this volume is marked by gaps 
and omissions. Our hope, though, is that it encapsulates something of the dynamism and diversity of 
current research in the field and points the way towards the development of new theories, methodolo‑
gies, and practices. We trust that this Handbook will be of interest to not only to researchers who are 
already familiar with literary geography but also to readers who are thinking about the relationship 
between geography and literature for the first time. Whilst working on this project, we have repeat‑
edly found ourselves imagining a moment, in the not‑too‑distant future, when two undergraduate 
students – one studying human geography, the other literature – might head to their university library 
with the intention of consulting this Handbook. We would be glad if they each could find something 
of interest and use here, perhaps even cross paths among the bookshelves, and keep the conversation 
going as they venture back out into the windswept world.
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