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In	the	beginning	of	her	travelogue,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France	(1908),	Edith	

Wharton	declares	that	“the	motor‐car	has	restored	the	romance	of	travel.”	Many	scholars	

have	taken	this	statement	as	an	index	to	the	book’s	themes.	However,	my	reading	closely	

examines	particular	moments	of	travel	(specifically	Wharton’s	visits	to	Beauvais	and	Les	

Andelys)	to	critically	interrogate	the	proposed	relationship	between	“romance”	and	the	

motor‐car.	Focusing	on	Part	I	of	Motor‐Flight,	which	details	Wharton’s	travels	in	the	

northwest	of	France,	my	thesis	argues	that	motor	travel	actually	appears	monotonous	and	

uninteresting	compared	to	the	rather	romantic	cathedrals,	rivers,	and	castles	that	she	

visits.	It	appears,	I	argue,	that	Wharton’s	search	for	the	“romance	of	travel”	is	truly	satisfied	

by	these	physical	historical	places	rather	than	the	modernized	motor‐car	and	its	

accompanying	roads.	
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INTRODUCTION	
	

	 The	beginning	of	Part	I	of	Edith	Wharton’s	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France	is	a	

stand‐alone	paragraph	containing	a	single	sentence:	“The	motor‐car	has	restored	

the	romance	of	travel.”1	As	the	opening	to	her	travelogue	of	her	early	twentieth	

century	travels	in	France,	this	sentence	would	appear	to	ring	true	for	all	of	

Wharton’s	reflections	and	descriptions	that	follow.	In	actuality,	this	statement	is	

challenged	by	Wharton	herself	throughout	the	rest	of	Part	I,	indicating	that	the	

motor‐car	does	not	necessarily	equate	to	providing	or	restoring	the	“romance	of	

travel.”		

Many	scholars	have	stressed	the	importance	of	this	first	line	of	Motor‐Flight.	

For	example,	in	the	introduction	to	Edith	Wharton:	Traveller	in	the	Land	of	Letters,	

the	author	states	that	Wharton	“owned	one	of	the	first	automobiles	and	was	

convinced,	as	she	declares	at	the	opening	of	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	that	

‘The	motor‐car	has	restored	the	romance	of	travel.’”2	This	introductory	statement	

serves	as	a	nod	to	the	importance	that	this	first	line	of	Wharton’s	book	holds.	In	

Eleanor	Dwight’s	Edith	Wharton:	An	Extraordinary	Life,	an	entire	chapter	is	titled	

after	this	famous	sentence.3	Dwight’s	introduction	to	Motor‐Flight	states	how	

																																																								
1	Edith	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France	(DeKalb:	Northern	Illinois	
University	Press,	2012),	1.	
2	Janet	Goodwyn,	Edith	Wharton:	Traveller	in	the	Land	of	Letters	(London:	The	
Macmillan	Press	Ltd,	1990),	2.	
3	Eleanor	Dwight,	“The	Motor‐Car	Has	Restored	The	Romance	of	Travel,”	in	Edith	
Wharton:	An	Extraordinary	Life	(New	York:	Harry	N.	Abrams,	Inc.,	1994),	119.	
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Wharton	“collected	her	observations	about	France	in	a	series	of	travel	articles,	

eventually	published	in	book	form	as	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France	(1908),	which	

opens	with	the	sentence,	‘The	motor‐car	has	restored	the	romance	of	travel.’”4	

Dwight	also	claims	“the	motorcar	did	restore	romance—in	many	ways—to	Edith	

Wharton	and	her	friends,”	but	I	feel	the	definition	of	“romance”	needs	to	be	

examined	before	making	this	conclusion.5	Another	scholar	claims	that	this	“opening	

sentence”	of	Motor‐Flight	“offers	the	bold	declaration	that	‘The	motor‐car	has	

restored	the	romance	of	travel.’”6		I	agree	that	the	statement	is	“bold,”	but	I	have	

found	that	this	“declaration”	is	rather	conflicted.	This	thesis,	then,	interrogates	the	

validity	of	the	book’s	opening	sentence.	I	argue	that	the	motor‐car	did	not	restore	

the	“romance	of	travel.”	While	Wharton	may	be	pursuing	romance	via	the	motor‐car,	

it	is	neither	the	vehicle	itself	nor	the	actual	act	of	traveling	that	is	considered	

romantic.		

	 To	fully	interrogate	the	“romance	of	travel”	as	portrayed	in	Wharton’s	Motor‐

Flight,	it	is	helpful	to	more	clearly	define	“romance.”	According	to	the	Oxford	English	

Dictionary,	this	word	has	been	present	in	the	English	language	since	approximately	

the	early	fourteenth	century.7	One	of	the	first	meanings	of	“romance”	listed	is:	“A	

medieval	narrative…relating	the	legendary	or	extraordinary	adventures	of	some	

																																																								
4	Ibid.	
5	Ibid.	
6	Jason	Vredenburg,	“Motors	and	Magic	Highways:	The	Automobile	and	
Communication	in	Twentieth‐Century	American	Literature	and	Film”	(University	of	
Illinois	at	Urbana‐Champaign,	2013),	27.	
7	“Romance,	N.	and	adj.1,”	OED	Online	(Oxford	University	Press),	accessed	August	4,	
2014,	
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.proxy.library.oregonstate.edu/view/Entry/167065.	
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hero	of	chivalry…”8	The	association	of	“romance”	with	“adventure,”	“narrative,”	and	

the	“medieval”	matches	well	with	Wharton’s	romantic	ideals	when	it	comes	to	the	

“romance	of	travel.”	This	definition,	along	with	the	idea	that	“romance”	connotes	

“the	character	or	quality	that	makes	something	appeal	strongly	to	the	imagination,	

and	sets	it	apart	from	the	mundane;	an	air,	feeling,	or	sense	of	wonder,	mystery,	and	

remoteness	from	everyday	life;	…suggestion	of,	or	association	with,	adventure,	

heroism,	chivalry…”	best	describe	“romance”	in	regards	to	Wharton’s	use	of	it	in	her	

first	sentence	of	Motor‐Flight.9	

	 Even	though	this	opening	phrase	is	often	used	to	introduce	Motor‐Flight	in	its	

entirety,	it	seems	best	to	only	consider	this	sentence	in	regards	to	the	first	section	of	

Motor‐Flight	and	not	the	whole	work.	This	is	because	Motor‐Flight	actually	consists	

of	three	separate	parts.	“Major	portions…first	appeared	as	a	series	of	essays	in	the	

Atlantic	Monthly	in	1906,	1907,	and	1908”	but	the	“Atlantic	Monthly	does	not	include	

Part	III”	titled	“A	Flight	to	the	North‐east.”10	Given	that	Wharton	originally	wrote	

these	various	sections	during	different	travels,	of	different	years,	it	is	unlikely	that	

she	intended	the	first	sentence	of	Part	I	to	apply	to	the	entire	collection	of	essays	

when	the	other	two	sections	had	not	yet	been	experienced	nor	written.	This	is	why	I	

have	chosen	to	focus	on	Part	I	of	Motor‐Flight	when	interrogating	the	meaning	of	the	

“romance	of	travel.”		

	 In	regards	to	the	article’s	original	publication	and	background,	the	travels	of	

Part	I	take	place	in	May	of	1906.	Wharton	was	accompanied	by	her	husband,	Teddy	
																																																								
8	Ibid.	
9	Ibid.	
10	Mary	Suzanne	Schriber,	“Introduction,”	in	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France	(DeKalb:	
Northern	Illinois	University	Press,	1991),	xv.	



	

	4

Wharton,	and	her	brother,	Harry	Jones.11		From	Boulogne	to	Amiens,	to	Beauvais	

and	Rouen,	and	eventually	ending	in	Bourges,	their	springtime	travels	are	focused	

on	the	northwest	regions	of	France.	While	the	travelers	visited	various	towns,	I	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

have	chosen	passages	focusing	on	the	upper	half	of	the	highlighted	section	shown	in	

Figure	1.	Much	of	what	Wharton	encounters	in	these	regions	are	different	types	of	

castles,	cathedrals,	and	rivers,	all	dating	back	to	various	points	in	history.	The	

majority	of	the	structures	she	sees	date	back	to	the	Middle	Ages	and	are	often	

examples	of	Gothic	architecture.	This	is	especially	true	since	northern	France	is	

greatly	associated	with	Gothic	architecture	and	is	considered	the	birthplace	of	this	

																																																								
11	“A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France	(1908),”	accessed	May	26,	2014,	
http://public.wsu.edu/~campbelld/wharton/disc/id19.htm.	

Figure	1	‐	Map	of	France	Showing	Area	Traveled in	Part	I	of	Motor‐Flight	



	

	5

structural	style.12	Quite	importantly,	they	were	traveling	to	these	places	in	the	

Wharton’s	1904	Panhard‐Levassor,	a	brand	new	French	motor‐car	they	had	

purchased.13		

In	1906,	the	motor‐car	was	still	a	rather	new	technology.	The	“Panhard‐

Levassor	firm	had	a	history	going	back	to	the	1840s,”	but	even	that	was	less	than	

fifty	years	prior	to	Wharton’s	travels.14	This	motor‐car	company	was	well	known	for	

its	“numerous	successes…in	early	motoring	competitions,	especially	that	of	

Levassor	in	finishing	first	in	the	1895	Paris‐Bordeaux‐Paris	race	(in	just	over	two	

days	of	continuous	driving,	at	an	average	speed	of	15	mph).”15	At	the	turn	of	the	

century,	this	was	the	brand	that	“caught	the	public	imagination	and	for	those	who	

could	afford	it,	a	Panhard‐Levassor	was	the	car	to	have.”16	In	fact,	“up	to	the	early	

1900s,”	there	was	such	a	demand	for	these	cars	that	“there	was	a	significant	waiting	

list	for	new	ones.”17	This	indicates	not	only	the	Whartons’	status	but	also	their	

commitment	to	travel.	Yet,	the	motor‐car	itself,	at	least	for	Wharton,	was	not	

necessarily	romantic.	The	motor‐car	was	even	considered	somewhat	dangerous	at	

the	time.	For	example,	one	of	founders	of	Panhard‐Levassor,	Emile	Levassor,	died	

shortly	after	“an	accident	in	the	1896	Paris‐Marseille‐Paris	race	when	his	car	

																																																								
12	“Gothic	Architecture,”	accessed	August	4,	2014,	
http://www.princeton.edu/~achaney/tmve/wiki100k/docs/Gothic_architecture.ht
ml.	
13	Schriber,	“Introduction,”	xxii.	
14	“Brighton‐Early :	Panhard‐Levassor,”	accessed	December	6,	2013,	
http://www.brighton‐early.com/panhardlevassor.html.	
15	Ibid.	
16	Ibid.	
17	Ibid.	
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overturned.”18	Additionally,	in	the	preface	to	Motor‐Flight,	author	Mary	Suzanne	

Schriber	describes	when	she	and	her	friend	“set	out…on	a	five‐week	motor‐flight	

through	France	with	Edith	Wharton’s	Motor‐Flight	in	hand”	in	1980	and	how	their	

travels	were	considerably	more	comfortable	than	that	of	Wharton’s.19	She	details	

how	they	were	“spared	the	flat	tires,	the	exposure	to	the	elements,	and	the	laryngitis	

that	Wharton	suffered	before	the	invention	of	the	windscreen.”20		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Even	in	moments	where	the	motor‐car	isn’t	dangerous,	it	was	certainly	not	

comfortable	or	beneficial	to	one’s	health	at	this	time.	It	is	negative	qualities	such	as	

these	that	begin	to	conflict	with	the	idea	of	the	motor‐car	restoring	“romance”	to	

travel.		

Of	course,	Wharton	did	not	have	the	comfort	of	the	modern	car	for	

comparison.	But	in	fact	Wharton	herself	points	towards	sentiments	of	

dissatisfaction	and	uninterest	with	the	motor‐car,	the	roads,	and	the	act	of	traveling.	

For	example,	in	direct	contrast	to	her	bold	opening	sentence,	Wharton	describes	

																																																								
18	Ibid.	
19	Schriber,	“Introduction,”	xi.	
20	Ibid.	

Figure	2 ‐ A	1904	Panhard‐Levassor	
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how	the	travelers	“ran	straight	across	a	great	plateau,	with	an	occasional	long	dip	

and	ascent	that	never	deflected	it	from	its	purpose…”21	Here,	the	road	is	depicted	as	

“straight,”	purposeful,	and	rather	unchanging—all	of	which	indicates	a	rather	

monotonous	motor‐flight	on	their	way	to	Arras.	She	continues	the	description	of	

their	arrival	as	follows:	“Arras,	however,	was	full	of	compensations	for	the	dullness	

of	the	approach.”22		

Only	four	pages	after	claiming	the	“motor‐car	has	restored	the	romance	of	

travel,”	Wharton	challenges	this	statement	by	highlighting	the	dull	nature	of	her	

travels	and	how	it	is	only	compensated	by	their	destinations.	As	can	be	seen	

throughout	the	rest	of	Part	I,	it	is	the	treasured	cathedrals,	castles,	and	rivers	of	

these	towns	that	fulfill	her	desire	for	spontaneity,	adventure,	beauty,	and	history.	

These	are	the	qualities—the	qualities	of	her	destinations—that	Wharton	truly	finds	

romantic	about	travel.	She	contrasts	stretches	of	travel	on	these	roads	in	the	

purposeful	yet	uninteresting	motor‐car	with	enthralling	descriptions	of	these	

romantic	and	historical	places	she	visits.		

As	suggested	early	on	in	her	work	with	her	description	of	Arras,	Wharton	

continues	to	juxtapose	her	romantic	ideals	found	in	these	places	with	descriptions	

of	actual	travel	in	a	subtle	and	complex	manner.	Instead	of	aligning	with	her	original	

“declaration”	that	opens	Part	I,	she	finds	ways	to	contrast	this	opening	phrase	with	

her	lived	experience—not	actually	equating	romance	with	the	motor‐car,	the	roads,	

or	travel,	at	all.	Therefore,	I	think	it	is	important	to	closely	examine	specific	passages	

that	help	define	Wharton’s	meaning	of	“romance.”	I	plan	to	examine	this	contrasting	
																																																								
21	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	5.	
22	Ibid.,	6.	
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nature	of	travel	versus	the	actual	destinations	in	close	readings	of	her	travels	to	

Beauvais	and	Les	Andelys,	two	other	French	towns.		 	
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BEAUVAIS	&	THE	CATHEDRAL	OF	SAINT‐PIERRE	
	

	 In	one	of	the	first	motor‐flights	in	Part	I	of	Motor‐Flight,	titled	“Beauvais	and	

Rouen,”	Wharton	 and	her	 companions	 are	 traveling	 to	 the	 town	of	Beauvais	 after	

visiting	Amiens	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 previous	 chapter.	 At	 the	 time,	 the	 population	 of	

Beauvais	 was	 around	 20,000;	 today,	 it	 has	 reached	 almost	 60,000	 total	

inhabitants.23	Either	 way,	 Beauvais	 can	 be	 considered	 a	 reasonably	 small	 French	

town	located	just	about	85	kilometers	north	of	Paris.	In	this	second	chapter	of	Part	I,	

Wharton	 opens	with	 a	 passage	detailing	 their	 arrival	 to	Beauvais.	While	Wharton	

claims	 at	 the	 start	 of	 the	 previous	 chapter	 that	 “the	 motor‐car	 has	 restored	 the	

romance	of	travel,”	she	contradicts	herself	in	her	description	of	their	arrival	to	and	

eventually	their	departure	from	Beauvais.24	In	this	case,	the	only	romantic	piece	of	

their	visit	to	and	from	Beauvais	is	found	in	the	oddly	unfinished	“cathedral	without	

a	nave”	which	she	appreciates	for	its	exemplar	representation	of	Gothic	architecture	

and	the	spontaneous	mindset	associated	with	Romanticism	and	“the	Gothic	spirit.”25	

	 Wharton	 opens	 her	 chapter	with	 “the	 same	wonderful	white	 road,	 flinging	

itself	in	great	coils	and	arrow‐flights	across	the	same	spacious	landscape…”26	In	fact,	

the	road	outside	of	Beauvais	“swept”	the	travelers	as	they	went	along,	indicating	not	

only	 the	 speed	 of	 these	 “arrow‐flights”	 but	 also	 a	 lack	 of	 self‐agency.	 With	 this	

																																																								
23	“Beauvais	‐	Wikipedia,	the	Free	Encyclopedia,”	accessed	June	14,	2014,	
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beauvais#cite_ref‐EB1911_1‐7.	
24	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	1.	
25	Ibid.,	16–17.	
26	Ibid.,	15.	
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sweeping	motion,	 the	 travelers	 are	 unable	 to	 find	 joy	 in	 their	 in	 their	 travels	 and	

instead	find	that	there	“seemed	to	be	fewer	memorable	incidents”	along	their	route	

and	 “perhaps…the	 first	 impression	had	 lost	 its	 edge.”27	The	 same	 familiar	 scenery	

that	Wharton	 can	hurriedly	 view	as	 they	move	 forward	 in	 the	motor‐car	 loses	 its	

sense	of	“general	charm”	as	they	are	“swept”	along	the	road.28	All	of	this	suggests	a	

different,	 more	 ironic	 reading	 of	 the	 road	 as	 “wonderful.”	 The	 power	 of	 the	

repetition	 of	 the	 word	 “same”	 in	 a	 single	 sentence	 is	 enough	 to	 overpower	 any	

wonder	 of	 the	 road.	 Additionally,	 the	 “arrow‐flights”	 appear	 to	 depict	 the	

straightforward	nature	of	the	motor‐car’s	travel	and	the	roads	leading	to	Beauvais.	

Even	 the	 “coils”	 of	 the	 road	 could	 indicate	 a	 machine‐driven	 experience	 from	

Wharton’s	 perspective,	 where	 the	 role	 of	 the	 motor‐car	 is	 associated	 with	

movement,	purpose,	and	action	but	not	with	enjoyment	nor	with	romance.	In	other	

words,	this	road	appears	to	feel	monotonous	and	uninteresting.	Overall,	the	motor‐

car	is	only	able	to	help	the	motorists	catch	“fine	distant	reaches	of	field	and	orchard	

and	wooded	hillside,”	allowing	them	to	get	a	“general	sense”	of	the	land.29	

On	the	contrary	to	this	speeding	blur	of	rather	uninteresting	sameness	found	

on	the	road,	the	Beauvais	cathedral	takes	center	stage	in	Wharton’s	account	of	their	

arrival	to	Beauvais.	Once	at	the	cathedral,	their	travels	to	Beauvais	are	thought	of	as	

“minor	sensations”	that	become	even	more	insignificant	when	they	are	“swallowed	

up	and	lost	in	the	overwhelming	impression	of	Beauvais.”30	Wharton	feels	that	their	

																																																								
27	Ibid.	
28	Ibid.	
29	Ibid.	
30	Ibid.	
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experience	 on	 the	 road	 was	 of	 “minor”	 quality	 and	 she	 quickly	 dismisses	 any	

nondescript	“sensations”	from	their	ride	aside.		

This	 statement	 is	 even	 more	 powerful	 in	 that	 it	 appears	 Wharton	 uses	

“Beauvais”	 in	reference	to	the	cathedral	 located	there	rather	than	the	city	 itself.	 In	

Figure	3,	the	size	of	the	cathedral	compared	to	the	rest	of	the	town	makes	this	quite	

likely.	 Even	Wharton’s	 chapter,	 titled	 “Beauvais	 and	Rouen,”	mainly	 discusses	 the	

cathedral	and	nothing	else	before	moving	on	to	Rouen	and	other	French	towns.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

This	 means	 she	 feels	 that	 the	 town’s	 name	 of	 Beauvais	 is	 equivalent	 to	 the	

grandness	 of	 the	 cathedral	 and	 that	 no	 other	 parts	 of	 the	 town,	 including	 the	

surrounding	 roads,	 are	 as	 significant	 as	 the	 cathedral.	 Instead	 of	 calling	 the	

cathedral	 by	 its	 official	 name,	 the	 cathedral	 of	 Saint‐Pierre,	 Wharton	 chooses	 to	

simply	 call	 it	 “Beauvais,”	 and	 allows	 the	 cathedral	 to	 represent	 the	 town	 in	 its	

entirety.	Even	Wharton’s	description	of	Beauvais	 is	not	very	particular	and	glazes	

Figure	3 ‐Map	of	Beauvais	from	1832



	

	12

over	 the	 “usual	 low	 houses	 across	 the	 way”	 until	 “suddenly	 there	 soared	 before	

[them]	 the	 great	 mad	 broken	 dream	 of	 Beauvais	 choir—the	 cathedral	 without	 a	

nave—the	Kubla	Khan	of	architecture…”31		

Her	reference	to	“the	Kubla	Khan,”	a	late	eighteenth	century	poem	by	Samuel	

Taylor	Coleridge,	creates	an	analogy	between	the	Beauvais	cathedral	and	this	poem	

and	therefore	draws	out	Wharton’s	perception	of	this	cathedral	as	being	romantic.32	

This	poem	is	considered	to	be	one	of	the	most	well‐known	examples	of	Romanticism	

in	 English	 poetry.	 Her	 association	 of	 the	 cathedral	with	 this	 literary	 era,	 and	 this	

particular	poem,	highlights	her	perception	of	the	cathedral	as	representative	of	the	

inherent	qualities	of	Romanticism,	which	include	spontaneity,	imagination,	and	the	

appeal	of	nature.	By	creating	this	analogy,	Wharton	juxtaposes	this	grand	cathedral	

with	 its	 Romantic	 uncertainty	 and	 spontaneous	 nature	 to	 the	 predictable	 linear	

quality	 of	 the	 roads	 that	 she	 previously	 described.	 Equating	 the	 level	 of	 romance	

Wharton	 finds	 at	 this	 cathedral	with	 this	 poem	 indicates	Wharton’s	 enthrallment	

with	it	as	a	romantic	structure.		

Even	 the	 story	 behind	 “Kubla	 Khan”	 is	 associated	with	 this	 passage.	While	

recounting	 his	 dream,	 Coleridge’s	 writing	 process	 was	 interrupted	 by	 a	 “person	

from	Porlock,”	meaning	his	poem	was	never	finished.	Just	as	Coleridge	has	given	his	

poem	a	second	title	of	“A	Vision	in	a	Dream”	and	it	 is	described	as	a	“fragmentary	

																																																								
31	Ibid.,	16.	
32	“Coleridge:	KUBLA	KHAN	or	A	Vision	In	A	Dream	‐	ANALYSIS	by	JM	Schroeder,”	
accessed	June	17,	2014,	
http://www.englishromantics.com/kublakhan/analysis.htm.	
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vision,”	Wharton	 introduces	 this	 cathedral	 as	 a	 “great	mad	 broken	 dream.”33		 She	

even	goes	as	far	to	describe	it	as	“some	climax	of	mystic	vision,	miraculously	caught	

in	 visible	 form,	 and	 arrested,	 broken	 off,	 by	 the	 intrusion	 of	 the	 Person	 from	

Porlock.”34	Here	 the	 cathedral	 is	 seen	 as	 even	more	 romantic,	with	 its	 incomplete	

qualities,	 especially	 in	 association	 with	 this	 fragmentary	 poem.	 The	 author,	

Coleridge,	“explicitly	identifies	‘Kubla	Khan’	as	a	fragment,	and	most	critics	take	him	

more	 or	 less	 at	 his	word,	 as	 fragmentation	 is	 seen	 as	 one	 of	 the	 hallmarks	 of	 the	

Romantic	style.”35	This	description	of	feeling	overwhelmed	and	utterly	impressed	by	

the	romantic	grandeur	of	the	cathedral,	emphasized	by	its	close	ties	to	the	Romantic,	

is	no	surprise,	given	its	magnificence	and	special	circumstances.		

Located	equidistantly	 from	three	 larger	cities—Amiens,	Rouen,	and	Paris—	

Beauvais	lies	“at	the	very	center”	of	this	geographical	triangle	created	by	these	three	

other	 cities	 that	 also	 happen	 to	

have	 well‐known	 and	 grand	

cathedrals. 36 	The	 locations	 of	

these	 four	 cities	 can	 be	 seen	 in	

Figure	4.	

	

																																																								
33	Ibid.;	“Kubla	Khan,”	Wikipedia,	the	Free	Encyclopedia,	June	17,	2014,	
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Kubla_Khan&oldid=609540102.	
34	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	16.	
35	Sean	Sutherlin,	“Coleridge’s	‘Kubla	Khan’	as	Manifestation	of	Romanticism,”	
Academica.edu,	7,	accessed	July	20,	2014,	
http://www.academia.edu/3571716/Coleridges_Kubla_Khan_as_Manifestation_of_R
omanticism.	
36	Aras	Burak,	“Mont	Beauvais,”	2011,	http://montbeauvais.blogspot.com/.	

Figure	4 ‐Map	Demonstrating	Location	of	Beauvais



	

	14

Given	 that	 the	 population	 of	 Beauvais	 is	 quite	 small	 compared	 to	 Amiens,	 Rouen,	

and	especially	Paris,	it	is	no	surprise	why	a	cathedral	of	the	same	magnitude	would	

appear	so	shocking	in	such	a	comparatively	small	town,	as	seen	in	Figure	5.37		

	

	

	

	

	

As	the	smallest	of	these	four	cities,	the	Beauvais	cathedral	is	definitely	on	par	

with	its	surrounding	competitors.	Officially	called	the	cathedral	of	Saint‐Pierre,	it	

“dominates	the	central	city”	of	Beauvais	“today	much	as	it	did	in	the	Middle	Ages.”38	

Most	importantly,	“the	fabric	of	the	cathedral	itself,”	as	Wharton	has	already	noted,	

“is	incomplete.”39	This	cathedral,	with	a	thirteenth‐century	choir	and	a	sixteenth‐

century	transept	is	missing	both	a	nave	and	western	frontispiece	as	seen	in	Figures	

3	and	5.40	In	Figure	3,	it	is	easiest	to	see	the	lack	of	the	nave,	which	would	normally	

extend	out	towards	the	west.	In	Figure	5,	this	is	reemphasized	by	the	images	of	the	

first	three	cathedrals,	in	Amiens,	Paris,	and	Rouen,	showing	the	western	front,	while	
																																																								
37	Ibid.	
38	Stephen	Murray,	Beauvais	Cathedral:	Architecture	of	Transcendence	(Princeton,	
New	Jersey:	Princeton	University	Press,	1989),	3.	
39	Ibid.	
40	Ibid.;	“France,	Beauvais,	Cathedral	of	Saint‐Pierre,”	accessed	June	17,	2014,	
http://www.learn.columbia.edu/ma/htm/ms/ma_ms_image_bc_plan22.htm.	

Figure	5	‐	A	Size	Comparison	of	Nearby	Cathedrals
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the	image	of	Beauvais	instead	shows	the	southern	front.	These	unique	qualities	

indicate	why	Wharton	finds	this	cathedral	intriguing.	Since	it	is	lacking	a	nave,	or	

the	area	where	the	congregation	sits,	the	cathedral	not	only	deviates	from	the	

typical	cross‐shaped	Gothic	architecture	but	it	also	is	therefore	smaller	and	more	

private.	The	uniqueness	and	secluded	quality	of	the	cathedral	would	likely	appeal	to	

Wharton,	who	is	consistently	searching	for	an	individualized	and	adventurous	

experience.	Lacking	the	western	frontispiece,	the	“principal	face”	or	“decorated	

entrance”	of	a	building	such	as	this,	adds	to	the	rarity	of	this	cathedral.41	Wharton	

enjoys	exploring	this	odd	cathedral	that	is	somewhat	unwelcoming	to	others,	

without	its	decorated	entrance	or	nave	to	sit	in.	She	finds	the	cathedral	rather	

mysterious	and	it	therefore	adds	to	the	romantic	experience	of	her	travels	in	

Beauvais.		

The	choir,	which	was	constructed	between	1225	and	1272,	reigned	as	the	

tallest	structure	ever	built	in	northern	Europe.42	Since	always	reaching	for	a	new	

structural	height	was	a	vital	component	of	Gothic	architecture,	this	cathedral	can	

easily	be	considered	one	of	the	most	ambitious	projects	of	the	High	Gothic	era.43	The	

vault,	about	156	feet,	was	quite	an	accomplishment	for	the	time.44	Unfortunately,	the	

cathedral	did	not	keep	this	status	for	long,	as	only	twelve	years	later,	in	1284,	the	

																																																								
41	“Western	Frontispiece	‐	Mapping	Gothic	France,”	accessed	June	17,	2014,	
http://mappinggothic.org/word/9.	
42	Murray,	Beauvais	Cathedral:	Architecture	of	Transcendence,	3.	
43	Ibid.	
44	Jean	Bony,	French	Cathedrals	(London:	Thames	and	Hudson	Ltd.,	1951),	38.	
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majority	of	the	upper	choir	collapsed.45	It	is	this	point	that	most	interests	Wharton	

in	her	visit	to	the	cathedral	in	1906.		

In	Motor‐Flight,	Wharton	is	compelled	by	the	cathedral’s	architecture	to	

imagine	the	past	and	a	“panic‐stricken	mason,	crying	out	to	the	entranced	creator:	

‘We	simply	can’t	keep	it	up!’”46	She	marvels	at	the	cathedral	and	her	account	relates	

to	how	“the	massive	stones	of	the	unfinished	charges	of	the	vaults	and	towering	

uprights	of	the	flying	buttresses	are	a	powerful	expression	of	the	ambitions	of	the	

builders	of	what	was	intended	to	be	the	greatest	Gothic	cathedral	ever	

constructed.”47	Yet,	her	passion	for	this	cathedral	expands	beyond	the	ambitious	

qualities	of	the	Gothic	cathedral.	Wharton	finds	it	to	be	“like	a	great	hymn	

interrupted”	and	one	that	seems	to	“deserve	a	place	among	the	fragmentary	glories	

of	great	art.”48	It	is	this	unfinished	and	unplanned	quality	of	the	cathedral	of	Saint‐

Pierre	that	attracts	Wharton.	She	finds	it	even	more	beautiful	than	if	it	was	

completely	finished	and	intact	because	she	understands	that	“it	is…an	example	of	

what	the	Gothic	spirit,	pushed	to	its	logical	conclusion,	strove	for…”49			

For	Wharton,	it	is	this	“Gothic	spirit”	that	brings	a	sense	of	romance	to	their	

travels	in	Beauvais,	not	the	“same	spacious	landscape”	surrounding	the	city.	Instead	

of	the	monotonous	road,	Wharton	finds	enjoyment	in	how	“the	Gothic	cathedral	

seems	to	proclaim	the	complexity	of	mankind	and	of	the	world.”50	She	is	so	attached	

to	this	cathedral	and	its	magnificence	that	she	feels	“he	who	condemns	Beauvais	has	
																																																								
45	Murray,	Beauvais	Cathedral:	Architecture	of	Transcendence,	3.	
46	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	16.	
47	Murray,	Beauvais	Cathedral:	Architecture	of	Transcendence,	4.	
48	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	17.	
49	Ibid.	
50	Bony,	French	Cathedrals,	5.	
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tacitly	condemned	the	whole	theory	of	art	from	which	it	issued”—meaning	Gothic	

art.51	This	statement,	and	Wharton’s	experiences	in	Beauvais,	quite	distinctly	

hearkens	back	to	John	Ruskin’s	The	Stones	of	Venice,	originally	published	in	the	mid‐

nineteenth	century,	which	describes	this	“Gothic	spirit”	in	detail	in	the	chapter	titled	

“The	Nature	of	Gothic.”52	Ruskin	states	“that	the	architecture	of	the	North	is	rude	

and	wild;	but	it	is	not	true,	that,	for	this	reason,	we	are	to	condemn	it,	or	despise.”53	

Wharton’s	appreciation	for	the	cathedral	of	Saint‐Pierre	echoes	Ruskin	and	is	

clearly	shaped	by	his	belief	“that	imperfection	is	in	some	sort	essential	to	all	that	we	

know	of	life…and	to	banish	imperfection	is	to	destroy	expression,	to	check	exertion,	

to	paralyze	vitality.”54	He	even	mentions	how	“monotony	is,	and	ought	to	be,	in	itself	

painful	to	us,	just	as	darkness	is;	an	architecture	which	is	altogether	monotonous	is	

a	dark	or	dead	architecture.”55	Clearly,	Wharton	highly	relates	to	these	sentiments	

about	the	spirit	of	the	Gothic.	This	is	why	she	feels	so	moved	by	the	Beauvais	

cathedral,	appreciating	its	beautiful	imperfection	and	complex	history,	unlike	the	

modern	monotonous	roads	or	the	mechanical	and	purposeful	motor‐car.		

Importantly,	this	passionate	passage	about	the	Beauvais	cathedral	is	

sandwiched	by	moments	of	dissatisfying	travel.	The	chapter	began	with	the	“same”	

sweeping	road	that	brought	them	to	Beauvais	and,	on	their	departure,	the	

“landscape	became	more	deeply	Norman”	yet	they	did	not	“really	get	beyond	

Beauvais	at	all,	but	travelled	on	imprisoned	in	that	tremendous	memory”	of	the	
																																																								
51	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	17.	
52	John	Ruskin,	“The	Nature	of	Gothic,”	in	The	Stones	of	Venice,	ed.	Jan	Morris	(Boston	
and	Toronto:	Little,	Brown	and	Company,	1981),	118–39.	
53	Ibid.,	119.	
54	Ibid.,	121.	
55	Ibid.,	122.	
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cathedral.56	Their	experience	at	the	cathedral	was	so	overwhelmingly	pleasant	that	

once	they	approach	Rouen	they	find	that	“the	poetry	of	the	descent	to	Rouen	is,	

unhappily,	dispelled	by	the	long	approach	through	sordid	interminable	outskirts.”57	

At	this	point,	the	road	lacks	the	variance	and	wildly	Romantic	qualities	that	Wharton	

so	appreciated	about	the	Beauvais	cathedral.	She	is	disgusted	by	the	“sordid”	and	

unending	country	roads.		

Even	their	arrival	to	Rouen	echoes	this	distaste	for	the	modern,	where	the	

town	itself	is	full	of	“crowded	tram‐lined	quays”	and	one	must	pass	“between	the	

noisy	unloading	of	ships	and	the	clatter	of	innumerable	cafés…”58	Wharton	finds	no	

reassuring	qualities	of	the	Gothic	spirit	that	she	so	recently	witnessed	at	Beauvais.	

Instead,	she	“feels	that	the	old	Gothic	town	one	used	to	know	cannot	really	exist	any	

more”	and	“must	have	been	elbowed	out	of	place	by	these	spreading	commercial	

activities.”59	Her	account	does	not	take	a	positive	turn	until	she	catches	sight	of	the	

Rouen	cathedral.	She	recognizes	the	Gothic	spirit	lurking	“there,	after	all,	holding	

almost	intact,	behind	the	dull	mask	of	modern	streets,	the	surprise	of	its	rich	

mediævalism.”60	Here,	Wharton	can	finally	appreciate	Rouen	for	its	“surprise”	of	

this	historically	magnificent	Gothic	cathedral	that	so	wonderfully	represents	the	

adventure,	spontaneity,	and	symbolism	of	the	past—a	status	the	“long,”	“same,”	and	

“interminable”	roads	could	never	reach.		

																																																								
56	Wharton,	A	Motor‐Flight	Through	France,	17–18.	
57	Ibid.,	18.	
58	Ibid.	
59	Ibid.,	18–19.	
60	Ibid.,	19.	
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Whether	entering	into	the	town	of	Rouen	or	Beauvais,	or	leaving	either	of	

them	for	that	matter,	Wharton	clearly	expresses	little	appreciation	for	these	

moments	of	riding	in	the	motor‐car	along	these	straight,	long	roads.	If	her	apathetic	

and	rather	negative	word	choice	surrounding	these	mechanical	elements	of	travel,	

such	as	“sordid”	and	“interminable,”	does	not	already	provide	clarity	on	her	

interpretation	of	the	motor‐car	and	its	roads,	then	her	juxtaposing	and	engaging	

description	of	the	Beauvais	cathedral	certainly	does.	How	could	Wharton	credit	the	

“motor‐car”	as	restoring	the	“romance	of	travel”	when	she	clearly	does	not	depict	

enjoyment	or	a	sense	of	romance	in	the	actual	act	of	traveling?	Instead,	this	

spontaneous,	imaginative,	unique	sense	of	romance	that	she	seeks	out	so	diligently	

is	easily	discovered	in	the	Romantic	and	Gothic	spirit	of	the	cathedral	of	Saint‐Pierre	

in	Beauvais.	In	her	appreciation	for	the	broken	beauty	of	this	cathedral,	Wharton’s	

search	for	the	“romance	of	travel”	is	that	much	closer	to	completion.	By	valuing	the	

uniqueness,	history,	and	spirit	of	Gothic	architecture,	and	especially	the	Beauvais	

cathedral,	Wharton	indicates	what	her	perception	of	the	“romance	of	travel”	really	

looks	like.	
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THE	ROUTE	DE	PARIS	&	LES	ANDELYS	
	

After	leaving	Rouen,	Wharton	begins	a	new	chapter,	which	is	titled	“From	

Rouen	to	Fontainebleau.”	As	the	travelers	journey	towards	Fontainebleau,	they	

encounter	frustrations	with	the	rather	newly‐invented	motor‐car	and	its	

industrialized	counterpart,	the	auto	route.	In	1906,	the	infrastructure	for	these	

comparatively	fast‐moving	vehicles	was	just	becoming	solidified.	Main	roads	were	

built	to	connect	many	major	cities	in	France	and	make	travel	between	them	as	

effective	as	possible.	Interestingly	enough,	Wharton	appears	to	be	uninterested	in	

the	supposed	efficacy	of	such	straight‐lined	roads.	Instead,	she	searches	for	an	

alternate	and	more	comforting	means	of	guidance,	the	winding	bends	of	the	Seine	

River.	In	fact,	in	this	passage	she	diverts	from	the	main	road	and	forces	the	motor‐

car	to	follow	the	Seine,	whose	adventurous	curves	and	history	eventually	help	her	

reach	the	legendary	Château	Gaillard.			

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

Figure	6	‐	Map	of	France	from	1840	Highlighting	the	“Route	de	Paris”	
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This	period	map	(Figure	6)	helps	to	illuminate	the	surprising	diversion	that	

Wharton	and	her	fellow	travelers	choose.	In	Figure	6,	the	roads	are	not	clearly	

marked	but	according	to	the	legend,	the	main	roads	are	indicated	using	two	thin	

black	lines	with	a	blank	space	between	them.61	While	this	map	does	date	from	1840,	

it	should	still	greatly	reflect	the	area	of	France	that	Wharton	was	traveling	in	1906.	

Two	well‐known	cities,	Paris	and	Rouen,	are	connected	via	a	road	called	the	“route	

de	Paris.”	Highlighted	in	red	on	the	map,	it	runs	directly	southeast	from	Rouen	to	

Paris	in	Figure	6	and	is	where	Wharton’s	journey	to	Les	Andelys	begins.		

While	there	appears	to	be	various	roads	in	France	titled	the	“route	de	Paris,”	

this	particular	one	corresponds	with	the	modern	day	route	nationale	14	(RN	14	or	N	

14)	according	to	the	similarities	found	between	the	direct	nature	of	the	road	in	

Figure	6	compared	to	the	N	14	in	Figure	7.	Up	until	the	1950s,	and	during	Wharton’s	

																																																								
61		(“main	roads”	translated	from	“grande	route”)	

Figure	7	–	Present	Day	Map	Including	Rouen,	Les	Andelys,	and	Paris	
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travels,	this	national	route	ran	all	the	way	between	Paris	and	a	coastal	town	in	

Normandy	called	Le	Havre.62	After	the	mid‐twentieth	century,	the	route	nationale	

14	was	modified	to	run	only	between	Paris	and	Rouen.	Additional	recent	

classifications	have	divided	the	route	into	departmental	sections,	including	the	

D6014	and	the	D14,	as	seen	in	the	modern	day	representation	of	Figure	7.		

Historically,	the	route	nationale	14	contains	parts	of	the	ancient	roman	road	

called	the	Chaussée	Jules	César.63	In	1824,	this	route	became	known	as	the	modern‐

day	route	nationale	14,	which	is	why	it	is	acceptable	to	label	the	route	de	Paris	in	the	

1840	map	of	Figure	6	as	the	“route	nationale	14.”	While	the	route	extended	all	the	

way	to	the	coast	during	Wharton’s	time,	today,	the	route	nationale	14	spans	about	

125	kilometers,	or	77	miles.64	The	route,	especially	the	latter	half	between	Pontoise	

and	Rouen,	is	rather	linear	and	can	be	seen	in	Figure	6.65	With	a	northwest	direction	

from	Paris,	the	route	de	Paris	is	located	north	of	the	Seine	River,	which	is	identified	

in	black	in	Figure	6	and	in	blue	in	Figure	7,	and	runs	parallel	to	this	geographical	

landmark.	Of	course,	the	Seine	is	full	of	river	bends	and	turns	that	vary	greatly	from	

the	linear	nature	of	the	man‐made	route	nationale	14.		

In	a	spectacular	passage	in	Motor‐Flight,	Wharton	details	their	travels	

involving	the	route	de	Paris.	The	travelers	are	leaving	from	Rouen	and	heading	

southeast	towards	the	small	town	of	Les	Andelys	and	the	Château	Gaillard	that	rests	

																																																								
62	“Route	nationale	14	(France),”	Wikipédia,	May	20,	2014,	
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there.	Wharton	is	unimpressed	with	the	route	nationale	14	and	finds	it,	as	well	as	

the	other	nearby	roads,	rather	impractical.	According	to	her,	“France	understands	

and	enjoys	and	lives	with	her	rivers,”	not	its	roads.66	This	is	why,	in	their	attempt	to	

travel	between	Rouen	and	Les	Andelys,	they	“continually	checked	the	flight	of	the	

motor”	by	leaving	the	route	de	Paris	to	confirm	their	desired	trajectory	against	the	

trustworthy	Seine.67	To	Wharton,	this	age‐old	waterway	proves	to	be	much	less	

confusing	than	the	newly	constructed	roads	of	France.		

The	benefit	of	simplicity	that	the	route	de	Paris	provides	is	lost	on	Wharton,	

as	it	does	not	result	in	their	destination.	As	a	main	road,	one	may	travel	directly	

from	Rouen	to	Paris,	but	due	to	the	linear	pattern	of	the	route,	Les	Andelys	is	not	

included	in	the	path	of	route	nationale	14.	In	fact,	Les	Andelys	is	situated	in	between	

the	route	de	Paris	and	the	Seine,	although	it	does	lie	closer	to	the	Seine	than	the	

main	route.	So	this	is	why	she	describes	the	river	in	such	beautiful	terms	and	prefers	

that	the	river,	“by	the	sweetest	curves,”	draw	them	along	to	Les	Andelys.68	Wharton	

feels	that	the	Seine,	“with	her	great	past…has	partly	ceased	to	live”	because	ask	as	

they	may,	they	were	not	able	to	“learn	the	way	to	King	Richard’s	Château	Gaillard.”69	

Wharton	felt	that	since	the	château	is	located	just	“a	few	miles	off”	from	the	Seine,	

that	the	local	French	people	ought	to	have	known	how	to	direct	them	to	the	castle	

located	in	Les	Andelys.	Feeling	frustrated	that	“every	turn	from	the	route	de	Paris	

seemed	to	lead	straight	into	the	unknown,”	and	their	arrival	seemed	continually	
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distant,	the	only	directions	the	travelers	were	able	to	receive	was	the	“invariable	

answer”	of	“‘but	it’s	just	straight	ahead	for	Paris.”70		

This	simplistic	answer	to	Wharton’s	search	for	Les	Andelys	was	not	

satisfactory.	It	is	unknown	in	what	way	or	exactly	in	which	words	the	group	asked	

for	directions,	but	this	response	likely	indicates	a	cultural	stereotyping	or	

misunderstanding.	Instead	of	addressing	the	desired	destination	of	Les	Andelys,	this	

instruction	is	centralized	towards	France’s	capital	metropolis:	Paris.	This	statement	

assumes	Wharton	and	company	are	not	searching	for	a	small	and	rarely	visited	

village	but	rather	that	they	are	in	search	of	the	largest	city	and	major	tourist	

destination	in	France,	as	if	they	are	incapable	of	finding	it	themselves	even	though	

they	are	on	the	“route	de	Paris.”		

Wharton	may	have	also	seen	this	response	as	a	dying	moment	for	the	

majestic	Seine	since	this	answer	involved	phrasing	such	as	“straight	ahead”	which	

would	immediately	indicate	the	use	of	the	industrialized	route	de	Paris	and	not	the	

winding	bends	of	the	Seine.	In	that	case,	there	is	a	total	lack	of	regard	for	the	Seine	

and	its	longstanding	history.	Additionally,	these	instructions	given	to	the	travelers	

are	focused	on	the	general	direction	that	the	group	was	interested	in	and	do	not	

utilize	the	many	possible	geographical	markers	or	road	names	of	the	surrounding	

area.	This	means	that	even	the	local	French	people	were	either	not	accustomed	to	

the	ever‐expanding	roadways	of	their	area	or	they	felt	that	specifics	would	not	be	

useful	to	a	group	of	Americans	traveling	by	motor‐car.	In	any	case,	Wharton	
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practically	mourns	for	the	local	people’s	disregard	for	the	river	in	their	attempt	to	

arrive	at	Les	Andelys.	

The	reason	for	these	simplified	directions	matters	little,	though,	compared	to	

the	general	idea	that	it	was	difficult	for	the	travelers	to	find	their	way	to	Les	

Andelys,	likely	making	this	jaunt	of	their	travels	confusing	and	more	difficult	than	

necessary.	Given	the	group’s	desire	to	visit	Les	Andelys,	and	the	town’s	close	

proximity	to	the	Seine,	it	seems	odd	that	they	would	have	utilized	the	route	de	Paris	

to	begin	with.	It	is	quite	possible	that	the	three	of	them	ended	up	on	this	route	

because	of	instructions	found	in	a	travel	guide	of	the	region.	For	example,	at	the	end	

of	the	previous	chapter,	Wharton	alludes,	rather	sarcastically,	to	“Baedeker”	in	a	

passage	concerning	a	painting	that	“one	trembles	lest	it	should	cease	to	shine	in	its	

own	twilight	heaven	when	it	has	become	a	star	in	Baedeker...”71	Here,	Baedeker	

refers	to	a	common	brand	of	travel	guidebooks,	yet	her	reference	indicates	that	

there	would	be	a	negative	effect	if	the	painting	were	to	enter	the	tourist‐focused	

Baedeker	travel	guide.	In	Wharton’s	eyes,	it	would	lose	its	“intrinsic	beauty”	and	no	

longer	be	kept	“among	the	mysteries”	of	the	“empty	room	of	the	Rouen	gallery”	once	

hoards	of	tourists	came	to	see	it.72	

Very	popular	during	the	nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries,	the	firm	began	

with	Karl	Baedeker,	who	was	one	of	the	first	people	to	produce	travel	guides	in	the	

nineteenth	century,	and	was	continued	by	his	sons	who	helped	“bring	Baedeker	
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handbooks	a	worldwide	reputation.”73	These	guidebooks,	similar	to	those	of	the	

present	day,	were	very	explicit	and	utilized	detailed	road	maps	and	text	to	help	

travelers	see	the	grand	tourist	sites.	Wharton	herself	owned	several	Baedeker	

guides	such	as	Southern	France,	Including	Corsica.74	Given	this	mention	of	Baedeker	

in	Motor‐Flight,	it	is	quite	likely	that	Wharton	and	her	fellow	travelers	had	a	copy	

with	them	during	their	travels.	This	presents	the	possibility	that	the	route	de	Paris	

was	originally	recommended	by	a	guidebook	similar	to	a	Baedeker.	Yet,	considering	

Wharton’s	rather	negative	viewpoint	of	the	popularized	and	routine	travel	guidance	

provided	in	a	Baedeker	guide,	it	is	no	surprise	she	was	not	inclined	to	follow	these	

instructions.	All	in	all,	the	straightforward	and	popularized	manner	of	the	travel	

handbook,	the	local	French	community’s	directions,	and	the	route	de	Paris	would	

not	suffice	for	Wharton	as	they	would	not	bring	her	to	their	desired	destination	

where	her	need	for	adventure	and	romance	would	be	met.		

With	a	choice	between	the	route	de	Paris	and	the	Seine,	Wharton	moves	past	

the	competition	between	these	two	means	of	orientation	and	chooses	the	Seine	for	

its	beauty	and	reliability.	She	“knew	that	if	[they]	clung	to	the	windings	of	the	Seine,”	

those	windings	“must	lead…within	a	few	miles,	to	the	place	[they]	sought.”75	Here,	it	

is	the	river,	not	the	man‐made	roads,	that	can	finally	lead	them	to	the	romantic	

château	that	they	have	been	seeking.	Yet,	the	transition	away	from	the	main	road	

towards	their	destination	is	not	an	easy	one.	Similar	to	the	rest	of	the	confusion	and	
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difficulties	during	their	trip	to	Château	Gaillard,	the	travelers	finally	“having	with	

difficulty	disentangled	[themselves]	from	the	route	de	Paris…pushed	on,	by	quiet	

by‐roads	and	unknown	villages.”76	Wharton	highlights	the	captive	quality	of	the	

straight‐lined	route	de	Paris	by	claiming	that	one	must	“disentangle”	oneself	from	it,	

yet	this	action	is	done	“with	difficulty”	and	one	must	“push	on”	in	order	to	escape	

the	inutility	of	the	route	nationale	14.	The	challenge	of	removing	the	car	from	the	

road	presents	a	direct	opposition	to	the	idea	of	automotive	infrastructure	being	

romantic.		

After	escaping	the	confinements	of	the	overly	simplified	roadways,	the	

travelers	are	able	to	find	comfort	in	following	the	Seine,	which	is	a	much	more	

historically	significant	means	of	travel	and	directionality.	The	travelers	appreciate	

this	physical	representation	of	their	progressive	travels	towards	Les	Andelys,	rather	

than	the	confusing	unknown	qualities	of	the	land	surrounding	the	route	de	Paris.	

With	the	Seine	as	their	guide,	their	motor‐flight	becomes	much	more	relaxed	as	the	

river	“takes	a	majestic	bend	toward	the	Little	Andely	in	the	bay	of	the	cliffs,	and	then	

sweeps	out	below	the	height	on	which	Cœur‐de‐Lion	planted	his	subtly	calculated	

bastions.”77	

By	leaving	the	standardized	main	roads	and	attuning	themselves	towards	

France’s	instinctual	way	of	living	“with	her	rivers,”	they	finally	reach	the	much‐

anticipated	Château	Gaillard.	While	the	act	of	traveling	may	have	been	difficult,	the	

end	result	provides	the	deeply	sought	romance	of	the	group’s	travel	efforts.	

Wharton	believes	that	“the	Little	and	Great	Andely”	are	“two	of	the	quaintest	towns	
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of	France…surmounted	by	a	fortress	marking	an	epoch	in	military	architecture,	and	

associated	with	the	fortunes	of	one	of	the	most	romantic	figures	in	history.”78	In	this	

passage,	Wharton	implements	the	romantically	winding	quality	she	loves	into	her	

own	narrative	construction.	While	she	previously	mentioned	“King	Richard’s	

Château	Gaillard,”	she	later	mentions	this	“fortress”	and	expects	her	readers	to	

make	the	non‐linear	connection	that	these	two	phrases	refer	to	the	same	place.	With	

some	research,	it	is	clear	they	are	one	and	the	same.		

Built	between	1196	and	1198,	this	fortress,	the	Château	Gaillard,	reflects	the	

medieval	history	of	the	region	surrounding	Les	Andelys.	King	Richard	the	Lionheart	

(Richard	I),	the	King	of	England	and	the	Duke	of	Normandy	at	the	time,	constructed	

this	fortress	in	a	rather	short	time	period	to	protect	Rouen	and	the	rest	of	

Normandy	from	

French	King	Philip	

Augustus.79	

Typically,	it	took	

seven	to	twelve	

years	to	build	a	

castle.80	Wharton	is	

likely	impressed	
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Figure	8	–	Wharton’s	Image	of	Château	Gaillard	&	the	Seine	River
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that	this	fortress,	which	was	built	within	only	two	years,	is	still	standing.	The	image	

of	Château	Gaillard	included	in	her	travelogue,	Figure	8,	emphasizes	the	

withstanding	nature	of	this	medieval	fortress.	This	quickly	built	castle	from	the	

legendary	medieval	period	provides	Wharton	with	the	romantic	thrill	she	so	

adamantly	seeks	throughout	her	travels.	

The	same	need	for	conceptual	connection	is	required	when	considering	King	

Richard,	who,	by	association	with	Wharton’s	intertwined	introduction	to	this	castle,	

is	thought	by	Wharton	to	be	“one	of	the	most	romantic	figures	in	history.”	He	was	a	

celebrated	military	leader	and	crusader	in	the	late	twelfth	century	who	died	“while	

besieging	the	castle	of	Châlus	in	central	France.”81	Wharton	sees	these	military	

anecdotes	from	King	Richard’s	medieval	life	as	romantic	due	to	his	continued	

historical	importance.	This	king	“remains	one	of	the	few	Kings	of	England	

remembered	by	his	epithet,	and	is	an	enduring,	iconic	figure	in	England”	and	this	

quality,	just	like	the	historically	rich	Seine,	impresses	Wharton.82	Most	interestingly,	

Wharton	and	Richard	the	Lionheart	share	their	commitment	to	and	love	for	travel.	

Just	as	“Europe	became	so	completely	Wharton’s	home	that	from	1910	until	her	

death	in	1937	she	traveled	to	the	United	States	only	three	times,”	King	Richard,	

“during	his	10‐year	reign…spent	only	six	months	in	England.”83	This	connection	

runs	even	deeper	considering	that	both	of	these	figures	spent	the	latter	part	of	their	
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lives	in	France.	King	Richard	was	so	committed	to	France	that	his	“heart	was	buried	

at	Rouen	in	Normandy,	his	brain	at	Poitou	and	his	body	next	to	his	father	Henry	II	at	

Fontevrault”	and	“England	got	no	souvenir	of	Richard	to	bury…”84	By	claiming	that	

King	Richard	is	one	of	the	most	romantic	figures	in	history,	Wharton	idealizes	this	

kind	of	deep‐seated	love	for	France,	just	has	she	eventually	does	herself	by	living	

out	the	rest	of	her	life	there.		

At	Château	Gaillard,	Wharton	comes	as	close	as	possible	to	a	past	version	of	

France,	where	the	physical	walls	of	the	fortress	represent	all	that	she	admires	about	

King	Richard	and	medieval	France.	No	matter	how	trying	it	was	to	reach	this	place	

filled	with	“eloquence,”	Wharton	steps	back	to	observe	the	château	and	how	it	“lies	

indeed	just	there—in	its	telling	[them]	so	discursively,	so	plaintively,	the	whole	

story	of	the	centuries.”85	She	moves	beyond	the	recent	past	of	the	difficulties	of	their	

own	travels	and	instead	marvels	at	the	distant	history	of	the	fortress	and	“how	long	

it	has	stood,	how	much	it	has	seen,”	and	most	importantly,	“how	far	the	world	has	

travelled	since	then.”86	Here,	Wharton’s	romantic	ideal	is	revealed.	This	medieval	

fortress	that	has	stayed	intact	while	the	world	around	it	“travels”	towards	

modernity	is	what	Wharton	truly	seeks	in	her	own	travels.	This	destination,	reached	

by	the	guidance	of	the	beautiful	Seine,	reminds	Wharton	of	the	legendary	and	

romantic	history	that	precedes	the	fast‐moving	and	structured	modern	culture	she	

lives	in.	
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CONCLUSION	
	

As	can	be	seen	throughout	Part	I	of	Wharton’s	Motor‐Flight,	the	motor‐car	is	

certainly	not	a	romantic	means	of	travel.	She	declares,	once	again,	in	a	chapter	titled	

“The	Loire	and	the	Indre,”	that	the	motor‐car	is	dissatisfactory.		After	leaving	

Fontainebleau,	another	small	city	that	for	the	travelers,	“belonged	to	the	familiar,	

the	already‐experienced	part	of	[their]	itinerary,”	they	find	their	“wheels	were	still	

on	beaten	tracks.”87	This	is	rather	disappointing	to	Wharton	since	their	“morning’s	

flight	across	country	to	Orléans	was	meant	to	give	[them]	a	glimpse	of	a	new	

region.”88	Instead	of	finding	the	road	interesting	or	the	drive	enjoyable,	Wharton	can	

only	comment	that	“the	plain	stretched	on	interminably,	and	the	farther	it	stretched	

the	harder	the	wind	raced	us…”	By	the	time	they	“beat	[their]	way,	spent	and	

wheezing,”	the	only	thing	that	mattered	was	finding	“an	inn	where	[they]	might	at	

last	find	shelter.”89	Not	only	did	Wharton	find	the	roads	and	surrounding	fields	to	

stretch	on	“interminably,”	but	their	ride	in	the	motor‐car	was	marked	by	the	the	

discomfort,	tiredness,	and	difficulty	that	she	associates	with	traveling	in	the	motor‐

car.	

Following	this	account,	Wharton	begins	her	next	paragraph	with	the	bold	

confession	that	“the	above	wholly	inadequate	description	of	an	interesting	part	of	

France	will	have	convinced	any	rational	being	that	motoring	is	no	way	to	see	the	
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country.”90	It	is	here	that	Wharton’s	original	“bold”	statement	that	“the	motor‐car	

has	restored	the	romance	of	travel”	is	completely	derailed,	so	to	speak.	In	this	case,	

their	“flight”	was	so	trying	and	uninteresting	that	the	group	was	unable	to	even	

enjoy	the	normally	“venerable	city”	of	Orléans.91		

So	it	is	neither	the	act	of	traveling	nor	the	motor‐car	that	has	“restored	the	

romance	of	travel,”	but	rather	the	legendary	castles,	cathedrals,	and	rivers	of	France	

that	have	subverted	modern	restoration	and	remain	as	a	glimpse	into	what	Wharton	

considers	a	most	romantic	time.92	There	is	no	need	to	restore	romance	when,	at	

least	to	Wharton,	the	romance	of	these	places	never	declined	even	in	the	midst	of	

the	constantly	changing	landscapes	and	modern	inventions	of	the	early	twentieth	

century.	Her	appreciation	for	Château	Gaillard	is	a	great	example	of	this.	While	the	

foliage	and	infrastructure	of	Les	Andelys	have	changed	since	1906,	and	certainly	

since	the	Middle	Ages,	the	château	still	continues	to	represent	the	romantic	history	

and	narrative	of	the	local	area,	as	seen	in	Figure	9.	

																																																								
90	Ibid.	
91	Ibid.	
92	Ibid.,	1.	

Figure	9	‐‐	Château	Gaillard	in	1906 (left) &	Present	Day (right)	
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For	Wharton,	the	“romance	of	travel”	doesn’t	equate	to	the	motor‐car	at	all,	

even	though	she	originally	suggests	this	at	the	opening	of	her	travelogue.	The	

question	may	be,	why	did	Wharton	propose	this	“bold”	opening	statement	to	begin	

with?	Perhaps	her	goal	was	simply	to	attract	more	readership	in	a	continually	

modern	world,	even	though	she	herself	sought	out	the	romantic	past	instead	of	the	

up‐and‐coming	modern	aspects	of	life.	For	future	study,	it	may	be	interesting	to	

consider	this	opening	sentence	against	the	rest	of	her	travelogue,	Parts	II	and	III,	

even	though	these	were	written	at	a	later	date.	Yet,	these	close	readings	from	Part	I	

clearly	show	a	strong	contrast	between	the	“romance	of	travel”	and	the	motor‐car—

one	is	found	in	the	historically	unique	places	of	France	while	the	other	is	a	modern	

technology	that	she	finds	too	uncomfortable,	disengaging,	and	linear	to	match	her	

romantic	ideals.		
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