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The Americans’ Mecca: Paris and the Beautiful Land of France opened with a stated 

goal: “Here we shall endeavor to direct the activities of the Tourist, be he American or English, 

who often has but a confused idea of localities and distances – and in a strange country, is this to 

be wondered at? – in to a well-ordered scheme of sightseeing.”
1
 This guidebook, published in 

1910, promised its reader that the guide would keep them organized, informed, and seeing truly 

what was best and what needed to be seen in Paris. Guidebooks to Paris written for Americans at 

the turn of the century delineated what was important and what was not in the great wealth of art 

and history that overwhelmed tourists upon their arrival in the “Ville-Lumière.” A survey of 

guidebooks from the era shows that these books served a purpose far beyond being a glorified 

map guiding the tourist to locations. Their advice on what to see and how to see it reflected 

changing class and cultural values, lending insight into the evolution of the tourist class’ 

economic and social status that would distinguish travel and leisure of the nineteenth century 

from the twentieth. 

Guidebooks defined and shaped the travel experience and, by extension, they also played 

a role in shaping the ideas and perceptions of a new breed of tourist. At the turn of the century, 

Western society was in a state of flux because of advancements and dramatic changes in 

technology and political and economic theory. The world was rapidly rushing into what is now 

referred to as “modernity.” Industrial capitalism had increased the availability and decreased the 

price of consumer goods and transportation. As a result of this change, tourist travel, previously 

an activity reserved only for the wealthy elite, was increasingly accessible to the middle classes. 

Tourism was beginning to more closely resemble a mass consumer travel industry. As this 

industry grew so too did the number of guidebooks. 

                                                           
1
 P.J.S. Richardson, The Americans’ Mecca: Paris and the Beautiful Land of France (London: T.M. Middleton & 

Company, 1910), 5. 
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The transitional nature of the era and its evolving society is apparent in how the 

guidebooks give hypocritical and often conflicting advice. Does the tourist want to travel slow or 

fast? Independently or with guides? For pleasure or for study? To see art and monuments or to 

go shopping and eat fine foods? To revel in Paris’ state-of-the-art modernity or appreciate her 

rich history? The guidebooks at the turn of the century were aimed at two different audiences, 

adapting to changes in their readership as travelers no longer belonged solely to the upper 

classes. The ordered lists and recommendations found in the guidebooks reflected modern values 

as well as class divisions, advising the tourist on what should be seen and what they should feel 

or think about the scenes and artifacts before them.  More significantly, however, guidebooks 

reveal how the act and experience of travel blurred the lines of social stratification. Though their 

content was concerned with prescribing exactly how the tourist should travel and interpret the 

sites, guidebooks played a significant role in popularizing high culture and democratizing shared 

public spaces, showing how tourism contributed to the fading class divisions of the modern 

consumer age. 

In the hope of providing a reasonable sample size for the study, research for this paper 

focused on Paris and guidebooks meant for an Anglophone and, when possible, a specifically 

American audience. Although Italy was the most important destination for eighteenth-century 

travelers, the nineteenth century was all about Paris. Paris was and is a diverse city known not 

only for its wealth of art and history but its entertainment and nightlife. In the latter half of the 

century, the city began hosting a series of Universal Expositions, establishing Paris as one of the 

most important European centers of technology and trade. As author Dean MacCannell 

suggested, in light of industrialization and modernization, Paris might be considered the capital 
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of modern consumer culture and the “origin of modern values.”
2
 As well, social critic Walter 

Benjamin designated it the “capital of the nineteenth century.”
3
  

By 1900, the city attracted over forty-eight million visitors a year and was the most 

coveted destination for American travelers.
4
 Its allure as a “Mecca not only of Americans, but of 

Civilization,” inspired Oscar Wilde to write in his 1891 novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, 

“Good Americans when they die go to Paris.”
5
 Here was a city where one could spend their 

mornings studying art and history in famed museums; their afternoons shopping and 

promenading in the Bois de Boulogne; and their evenings at the theatre, dancehalls, bars, and 

clubs. Furthermore, Americans had a substantial effect on guidebooks and the tourism industry. 

They embodied the stereotype of the guidebook-reliant tourist and scholars have credited them 

with creating much of the mass consumer travel industry of the twentieth century.
6
 

The study of travel in Europe is certainly not uncharted territory. Much has been written 

about tourism, Paris, and Americans abroad, from Foster Rhea Dulles’ 1964 Americans Abroad 

to Harvey Levenstein’s more recent Seductive Journeys: American Tourists in France from 

Jefferson to the Jazz Age.
7
 James Buzard’s The Beaten Track looked at class in much the same 

way this paper aims to but with a focus on high literature and travel memoirs.
8
 Dean 

MacCannell’s oft-cited The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class was the first sociological 

                                                           
2
 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Schocken Books, 1976), 60. 

3
 As quoted in MacCannell, 60. 

4
 Andrea Loselle, History’s Double: Cultural Tourism in Twentieth-Century French Writing (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 1997), 57. 
5
 Richardson, 7. However, the quote was originally said by Thomas Gold Appleton, a rich Bostonian traveler of the 

1850s, as quoted in Foster Rhea Dulles, Americans Abroad (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1964), 68. 
6
 American tourism in Europe following World War II was a major foreign policy goal of both America and 

European states. For more on this and mass consumer travel of the twentieth century, see Brian Angus McKenzie, 

Remaking France: Americanization, Public Diplomacy, and the Marshall Plan (Berghahn Books, 2005) and 

Christopher Endy, Cold War Holidays: American Tourism in France (University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
7
 Dulles, Americans Abroad; Harvey Levenstein, Seductive Journeys: American Tourists in France from Jefferson 

to the Jazz Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
8
 James Buzard, The Beaten Track (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). 



5 
 

study to look at tourism as a theory of modernity and to distinguish the tourist from the traveler.
9
 

In discussing tourism’s impact on class barriers, MacCannell said the middle class had a 

“transcendent consciousness,” created in part by the experience of tourism.
10

 Inspired by many 

arguments and observations from these books, this paper looks exclusively at the impact of 

guidebooks on the tourist experience.
11

 

 

 Americans in the nineteenth century went abroad in great numbers to discover the 

treasures of Europe. As many scholars have argued, Americans’ enthusiasm for Europe reflected 

a deep-seated belief that there was a “lack” of culture and history at home.
12

 Harboring 

romanticized notions of travel and discovery, American tourists learned from the rich traditions 

of European art and history, while also conspicuously showing off their wealth and class status. 

Tourism to Europe as an expression of class and with the hopes of bettering oneself began in the 

aristocratic tours of the continent taken by British princes and nobles throughout the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. However, as industrial capitalism began to take shape, America’s 

nouveaux riches, those Foster Rhea Dulles described as “the steel barons, coal lords, dukes of 

wheat and beef,” also began to tour European states.
13

 These travelers, said to be on their “Grand 

                                                           
9
 MacCannell, The Tourist. 

10
 MacCannell, 13. 

11
 For another article focusing on British guidebooks and travelers to the continent, see Jan Palmowski, “Travels 

with Baedeker: The Guidebook and the Middle Classes in Victorian and Edwardian England,” in Histories of 

Leisure, ed. Rudy Koshar (Oxford: Berg, 2002). For guidebooks and national identity as related to urban space, see 

Claire Hancock, Paris et Londres au XIXe siècle: representations dans les guides et recits de voyage (Paris: CNRS 

Editions, 2003). For a somewhat later interpretation of Michelin guides and the impact of the automobile on travel, 

see Stephen L. Harp, Marketing Michelin: Advertising and Cultural Identity in Twentieth-Century France (JHU 

Press, 2001). 
12

 Terry Caesar, Forgiving the Boundaries: Home as Abroad in American Travel Writing (Athens: University of 

Georgia Press, 1995), 43. 
13

 As quoted in Dulles, 128. Though some Americans, notably Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, were 

traveling beforehand, their numbers increased in the mid-nineteenth century after ocean travel got easier: Louis 

Turner and John Ash, The Golden Hordes: International Tourism and the Pleasure Periphery (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 1976), 41. 
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Tour” of Europe “to complete their education,”
 
would cross the Atlantic Ocean on a sailing ship 

journey lasting about three weeks and begin a tour of the continent lasting from a few months to 

a few years.
14

 The trip focused on the study of art, architecture, history, and politics and was a 

form of conspicuous consumption signaling wealth and therefore arrival into the upper class. As 

Dulles explained, travel to Europe served as “a further foundation… for climbing the social 

ladder at home.”
15

 Later in the nineteenth century, rich families would travel together, often 

settling in Paris and purchasing a house or an apartment where they could live for the “season,” 

typically a stay of six months or more.
16

  

Numerous travel memoirs, novels, and dispatches from abroad printed in magazines and 

newspapers reported on the sights and sounds of the exotic locales of the Grand Tour. Well-

known writers, such as Mark Twain, Henry James, and Edith Wharton, recounted their 

experiences abroad, coupled with an often amusing social commentary on travel and the tourist. 

Much has been written about this sort of travel book and the insights they give into society and 

Americans in Paris. Less attention has been paid to the literal and formulaic guidebook, even 

though a tourist boarding a transatlantic ship would more likely have picked up a guidebook than 

a travelogue. The guidebook differed greatly from the romanticized travel memoirs and novels: 

rather than a record of someone else’s travels, it was an instructive compendium of information 

which proved to be far more useful to the active tourist. 

This preference for a guidebook over a memoir mirrored the larger shift in the nature of 

travel that was occurring at the turn of the century. Previously, only the richest people could 

afford the Grand Tour and their focus was more akin to an historical-cultural pilgrimage. By the 

                                                           
14

 Turner and Ash, 33. 
15

 Dulles, 129. 
16

 Levenstein, 99-100; Dulles, 127. 
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end of the nineteenth century and progressively more into the twentieth century, travel became 

part of the mass consumer society. Improvements in transatlantic seafaring and the expansion of 

railways increased the speed and reduced the cost of travel.
17

 Other new tourist institutions, like 

standardized lodging and prepaid package travel, dramatically altered the demographics of those 

travelling abroad. Instead of an aristocrat or business tycoon, the rising standard of living 

allowed middle-class Americans working white-collar jobs to save enough money to afford to 

take a short vacation “across the pond.” Now, American tourists travelled across the Atlantic on 

a new faster ocean liner in as little as one week. Upon their arrival in a European capital, tourists 

transferred to a horse-drawn omnibus that zipped around the city, depositing them at the steps of 

grand cathedrals, castles, and art museums. To keep things affordable, American tourists rushed 

through as many sites as could be fit into their significantly shorter stay abroad. 

These turn-of-the-century tourists would contribute much to the creation of the tourist 

stereotype known today. Guidebooks from this era revealed an ambivalent attitude towards this 

new type of travel and traveler. In About Paris, Richard Harding Davis described the American 

tourist with a tinge of irony: 

The American visitor is not only undaunted by the strange language, but unimpressed by 

the signs of years of vivid history about him. He sandwiches a glimpse at the tomb of 

Napoleon, and a trip on a penny steamer up the Seine, and back again to the Morgue, with a 

rush through the Cathedral of Notre Dame, between the hours of his breakfast and the race-

meeting at Longchamps the same afternoon… He is unsurpassed in his omnivorous 

capacity for sight-seeing, and in his ability to make himself immediately and contentedly at 

home.
18

 

                                                           
17

 The advancements in speed evident in the travel industry were what inspired Jules Verne to write Around the 

World in 80 Days in 1873. 
18

 Richard Harding Davis, About Paris (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1895), 49-51. 
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As Davis illustrated, by the end of the nineteenth century the demographics of the tourist class 

were dramatically different from the era of the Grand Tour. The act of travel and the tourist were 

changing, and this transformation is evident in the guidebooks. 

 

Arriving on the scene simultaneously with the mass consumer travel industry, the 

guidebook became the most important source of information and context for tourists as they 

travelled around overseas. Faced with a foreign language, unknown currency, and unfamiliar 

social norms, tourists were often overwhelmed. While the Grand Tourist arrived with hired 

guides and tutors, the new middle-class tourist arrived only with a guidebook. The guidebook 

became the symbol of the new tourist providing a huge wealth of knowledge, including 

practicalities, recommendations, itineraries, and advertisements. According to author James 

Buzard, guidebooks “preceded the tourists, making the crooked straight and the rough places 

plain for the tourist’s hesitant footsteps; they accompanied the tourist on the path they had 

beaten, directing gazes and prompting responses.”
19

 

One facet of the nineteenth-century modern consumer world was a reliance on expert 

advice and organized lists. Guidebooks directed the traveler, taking everything the tourist wanted 

to know – history, geography, location of the nearest post office – and cleanly packaging it. 

Early guidebooks had been written more in the style of aforementioned travel memoirs. In the 

1840s, guidebooks began to be standardized and mass produced by publishing magnates such as 

Karl Baedeker and John Murray.
20

 The new guidebooks had content rationalized, organized, and 

presented by professionals, scholars, and experts. According to Terry Caesar, they served as a 

strategic reference that with almost military precision presented an “efficient temporal economy” 

                                                           
19

 Buzard, 75. 
20

 Buzard, 31. 
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and “structured cultural sacralizations.”
21 

Within their guidebooks, tourists found itineraries, rail 

schedules, and lists of opening hours for the many museums and sites deemed “culturally 

sacred.” Modern guidebooks offered all the practical information tourists needed to know, laying 

out efficient routes to make the greatest possible use of their time and resources. Buzard 

proposed, “Unlike the privileged travelers of a bygone age, modern tourists were in neither the 

position nor the humour to squander their resources.”
22

 Regularly updated to include the latest 

information, they became a necessity for the modern tourist. As Buzard argued, this type of 

travel book “set a style of bureaucratic efficiency that would render individually produced 

guidebooks idiosyncratic and obsolete.”
23

 

Indeed, Baedeker, the most famous of all nineteenth-century guidebook companies was 

said to be unerringly accurate. Its notoriety was even alluded to in popular theatre: Jacques 

Offenbach’s lyrics in “La Vie Parisienne” wryly noted, “For kings and government may err/But 

never Mr. Baedeker.”
24

 With a guidebook like Baedeker’s, tourists did not have to worry about 

their travel abroad and wasting time or money. Baedeker guides introduced a “star system,” 

determining what the traveler should see in a specially curated list of historically valuable and 

picturesque sites.
25

 One or two stars next to a certain site meant it was particularly recommended 

and therefore most important to a tourist’s travel experience.
26

 In the preface of the sixteenth-

edition Paris and Environs: Handbook for Travellers (1907), Baedeker told the reader that the 

                                                           
21

 Caesar, 64; For more on the relationship between military culture and guidebooks, war and tourism, see Andrea 

Loselle, History’s Double. 
22

 Buzard, 48. 
23

 Buzard, 31. 
24

 As quoted in Dulles, 104. The name Baedeker has become synonymous with guidebook: for more on the 

publisher and his guidebook empire, see Edward Mendelson, “Baedeker’s Universe,” Yale Review 74 (Spring 1985). 
25

 Dulles, 104. 
26

 Stephen L. Harp, “The Michelin Red Guides: Social Differentiation in Early-Twentieth-Century French Tourism,” 

in Histories of Leisure, ed. Rudy Koshar (New York: Berg, 2002), 209. Michelin would later copy Baedeker’s 

system and become more well-known for their rankings of restaurants than for selling tires. 
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use of their guidebook hoped to “render the traveler as nearly as possible independent of the 

services of guides, commissionaires, and innkeepers, and to enable him to employ his time and 

his money to the best advantage.”
27

 Guidebooks cared about their reader and hoped to create an 

independent, rewarding experience, no matter one’s class standing. 

Modern guidebook publishers recognized the tourist class was changing and they adapted 

the material to suit their needs. Baedeker’s Handbook said, 

The cost of a visit to Paris depends of course on the tastes and habits of the traveler. If he 

selects a hotel of a high class, dines at the table d’hote, visits the theatres, drives in the 

parks and environs, and finally indulges in suppers a la carte, he must be prepared to spend 

30-40 fr. a day or upwards. Those, however, who visit Paris for the sake of its monuments, 

its galleries, its collections, and not for its pleasures, will have little difficulty, with the aid 

of the information in the Handbook, in limiting their expenditure to 15-20 fr. a day.
28

 

 

The audience for whom the guidebooks were written was no longer only that with the finest 

tastes. Middle-class readers had less time, money, and, in some cases, less taste and education. 

The guidebook publishers responded by expanding their view of the tourist class, offering more 

options and, as the previous quote shows, validating the desires of the lesser-class traveler who is 

eager to visit Paris to sightsee and study. 

Comparing two editions of the same guide shows how the tourist class and guidebooks 

were changing. Galignani’s New Paris Guide for1877 included a large section on the art of 

social visiting, or “receiving,” devoting a whole page to how the “well-bred stranger of liberal 

tastes and of social habits” might develop good company during his trip to Paris.
29

 In this genteel 

activity, members of the upper class gave out visiting cards to those they met, including tourists 

                                                           
27

 Karl Baedeker, Paris and Environs with Routes from London to Paris: Handbook for Travellers 16
th

 edition 

(Leipzig: Karl Baedeker, 1907), v.  
28

 Baedeker, xii. 
29

 Galignani’s New Paris Guide for 1877 (Paris: The Galignani Library, 1877), iii. The Baedeker is the only book to 

mention the Bottin directory – a guidebook in itself of who’s who in Paris, their addresses, and hours of receiving: 

Baedeker, xxv. 
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in town, advertising which day of the week they would be receiving guests.
30

 These fashionable 

soirées were the keys to climbing the social ladder. As the New Paris Guide advised, 

The greater part of the resident families in fashionable, official, or professional life, and not 

a few of the foreign, domiciled for a longer or shorter time, receive, from the 

commencement to the close of the winter season, once a-week, in the evening, between the 

hours of nine and twelve. Most of the eminent savants and men of letters, chief librarians, 

and directors of the great literary and scientific institutions of the capital have likewise their 

soirées. In addition to these there are numberless private balls and occasional parties, to 

which personal respectability and suitable acquaintance ensure easy access.
31

 

 

In a subsequent section, the guidebook offered advice on servants who could be hired at certain 

hotels and “will be found invaluable for pointing out traces of the olden time.”
32

 The 1877 

edition was clearly written for a more elite, upper class audience who could afford the time and 

money to engage in these sorts of activities. 

The sections regarding upper-class socializing and servants are absent from Galignani’s 

Illustrated Paris Guide for 1889.
33

 This change in the content of the guidebooks shows how they 

were adapting to speak to the middle class as well as the upper class. As the nineteenth century 

came to a close, Galignani’s audience was no longer just the elite and travelling was no longer 

just for socializing with famous academics or princes. Despite guidebooks’ relative uniformity in 

content and layout, the books engaged in a dialogue with readers about class and cultural values. 

With the emergence of a popular travel industry, guidebooks expanded their content and advice 

to meet the needs of a wider range of society.  

 

                                                           
30

 Levenstein, 100. 
31

 Galignani’s New Paris Guide, iii. 
32

 Galignani’s New Paris Guide, 13. 
33

 Galignani’s Illustrated Paris Guide for 1889 (Paris: The Galignani Library, 1889). 



12 
 

Most travelers at the turn of the century were “earnest people seeking a cultural 

upgrading” that was now more affordable than it had been in the days of the Grand Tour.
34

 

Travelling to Europe to see its rich collection of history and art and to culturally better oneself 

was a key reason for the large amount of American tourists in Paris. This upgrade could be in the 

form of touring sites and museums, or in consuming goods at Paris’ celebrated magasins. Paris 

was not only home to world-class museums, it was a museum itself: its streets filled with all sorts 

of people, styles, products, technologies, and more. The new middle-class tourist could now 

afford to travel to Paris and revel in all these wonderful things that were previously only 

accessible to the upper class. Mass-organized travel had opened up the possibility of travel to a 

new tourist class. 

Thomas Cook, creator of one of the first and most successful tour companies, has been 

credited with creating the modern package tourism industry. Cook made it even easier if a tourist 

found themselves inundated by the vast amount of information available in their pocket-sized 

guidebooks. His company, Cook’s Tours, offered travel aimed directly at the middle class, 

evident in their guidebook content as well as breakfast menus to summer vacation schedules.
35

 

He championed prepaid guided tours and believed in providing “the greatest benefit for the 

greatest number at the lowest cost.”
36

 Applied to travel, this meant packaged tours sold at a low 

cost because Cook pressured transportation and hotel companies for lowered group rates. It also 

meant less risk and uncertainty and was appealing to travel newcomers. Cook’s Tours appealed 

to the American tourist as a safe, convenient, and organized way to travel; it decreased the 

amount of things the tourist had to worry about or deal with as reservations for lodging and 

                                                           
34

 Edmund Swinglehurst, Cook’s Tours: The Story of Popular Travel (Dorset, UK: Blandford Press, 1982), 34. 
35

 Levenstein, 159. 
36

 Turner and Ash, 59, 52. 
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transport, as well as a guided tour, were included. To middle-class travelers, Cook’s guided 

tours, despite their low cost, seemed extravagant and high-class as they were “led by an 

experienced guide who served his clients in the same way as the private courier had done for the 

leisured classes of former years.”
37

 With Cook’s, the middle class was granted access to the 

luxury of travel. 

Package travel proved successful and Cook became very popular in the tourism industry. 

He perpetuated the company’s monopoly on the tourist market, writing in the preface to the 

guide, “Visitors to Paris are advised to take no notice of the numerous touts – French, English, 

and American – who infest the centre of Paris. Full information and reliable guides… can be 

obtained at Cook’s Tourist Offices.”
38

 Cook tried to undermine the credibility of his competitors, 

even those of French-origin, by describing them as little more than pests, “infesting” the city. Yet 

the company’s guidebook, Cook’s Guide to Paris (1904), contained a shockingly small amount 

of traditional guidebook content. Most of the pages are filled with advertisements for hotels and 

businesses the company endorsed, while most of the commentary on tourist sites was 

accompanied by reminders that the tourist would be better off to buy a ticket for a tour on one of 

Cook’s “Driving Excursions.”
39

 

Cook’s packaged tour meant predetermined routes taken by hundreds of other tourists.
40

 

Massive groups of tourists, labeled “Cook’s Hordes” or “Cook’s Vandals” by outside observers, 

“infested” the city of Paris. When a group of over one hundred lower- and middle-class tourists 

gathered on a street corner to embark on one of Cook’s guided tours, their presence sometimes 

                                                           
37

 Swinglehurst, 127. 
38

 Cook, 3. Ironically, Thomas Cook sold guidebooks published by his competitors for the first 20 years after 

opening his tourist business. He entered the guide book business late in the game in 1874, after Baedeker, Murray, 

and Gaze had already cornered the market. Swinglehurst, 45. 
39

 Thomas Cook, Cook’s Guide to Paris (New York, 1904). 
40

 Dulles, 107. 
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alarmed local authorities. Historian Harvey Levenstein mentioned one instance where the tour 

group was dispersed by the police, who feared they might be planning a riot.
41

 Despite Cook’s 

previous association with guides and grandeur, travelers who chose this method became more 

and more associated with being low-class uneducated ignorant sheep.
42

 By the early 1900s, 

Cook’s Tours was losing its upper-middle-class clientele as well-heeled travelers decided Cook’s 

method was too fast and therefore not fashionable.
43

 The opinion of Cook’s Tours was likely 

influenced by commentators who described “hideous, ignorant, vulgar” tourists, “who stare and 

gawk and smell, and crowd every street and shop,” in unseemly terms.
44

 Thus, how one 

travelled, whether on a guided tour, in a large group, or at a certain speed were linked with 

definitions of class. 

 

Guidebooks implied these divisions between class and modes of travel in their language 

and recommendations. They also revealed the values and concerns of the tourist. Guidebooks, 

adapting to their expanding middle-class audience, straddled class divisions and cautiously 

endorsed modern values while trying to preserve the grandeur and goals of the era of the Grand 

Tour. Guidebooks attempted to outline exactly how the tourist should travel according to moral 

and social codes, but they also offered conflicting advice on whether appropriate travel should be 

slow or fast, for the historic or modern, or for study or spectacle. The purpose of travel was still 

to “upgrade” the tourist’s status, education, and cultural awareness. How exactly to accomplish 

this was inconsistent as perceptions of class and value systems changed at the turn of the century. 

Nonetheless, as MacCannell and Buzard have suggested, travel and the expanding demographics 

                                                           
41

 Levenstein, 96. 
42

 Levenstein, 182. 
43

 Levenstein, 161. 
44

 According to Henry James and Henry Adams, as quoted in Dulles, 111. 
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of the tourism industry were actually transcending class barriers. The content of turn-of-the-

century guidebooks is evidence of this as well.  

 

GUIDEBOOKS & MODERN VALUES 

Guidebooks, instead of focusing exclusively on the upper class as they previously had, 

offered a variety of itineraries to address the needs of all types of tourist. The length of time one 

could spend travelling was an indicator of status: those who had the money and the leisure time 

to travel for months or years were of the upper class; those who traveled at a quicker pace to 

fewer places were of the middle class; and those who traveled not at all were of the lower class. 

The Cook’s Guide, which was criticized for its quick-paced style and therefore came to be 

frequented only by the lower middle class, assured readers that on their tour they could see “as 

much of Paris in three days as they could otherwise see in a week.”
45

 Cook’s was a little extreme 

as, generally, the guidebooks laid out six to eight day itineraries. The Baedeker, the most 

thorough and highly respected, advised a fortnight at least but preferably longer.
46

 

In addition to class values, the increase in travelling speed reflected new ideas about 

modernity, efficiency, and speed. Guidebook authors offered accelerated itineraries at the same 

time that they were encouraging travelers to slow down. In his Historical Guide to Paris (1900), 

Grant Allen believed it was important to “see little at a time and see it thoroughly. Never attempt 

to ‘do’ any place or any monument.”
47

 In The Americans’ Mecca, author P.J.S. Richardson 

acknowledged that few who arrive in France “can resist entering at once the express-in-waiting 

to be whirled to the capital at fifty miles an hour across some of the fairest portions of the land of 

                                                           
45

 Cook, 36. 
46

 Baedeker, 59-61. 
47

 Grant Allen, Grant Allen’s Historical Guide to Paris (London: Grant Richards, 1900), 10. 
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France.”
48

 Yet he encouraged travelers to “leisurely cross the fertile champaign of Picardy” and 

promised “those who linger a little while will find it not without a charm.”
49

 Though a quick tour 

was possible, the guidebooks implied that seeing Paris and France could not thoroughly be done 

unless one traveled a bit slower and extended their trip a few weeks. The guidebook authors 

cautiously embraced the new paradigm of travel, offering all lengths of itineraries, but only out 

of necessity for their new middle-class audience as it was more strongly recommended to slow 

down. 

Despite these recommendations, many of the guidebooks clearly did not think the 

countryside warranted the traveler’s time or expense. Baedeker’s Handbook said, “The majority 

of visitors to Paris will find comparatively little to interest them in the provinces… The scenery 

is seldom so attractive as to induce a prolonged stay, while the towns are mere repetitions of the 

metropolis on a small scale.”
50

 According to the values of modernity, things that were not 

modern were not as “good” and the provinces were notoriously “backwards” according to urban 

Parisians and their American counterparts. At the same time, Baedeker added, 

The modern taste for improvement, which has been so strongly developed and so 

magnificently gratified in Paris, has also manifested itself in the provincial towns... 

Admirably adapted as these utilitarian changes doubtless are to the requirements of the age, 

it cannot but be deeply regretted that the few characteristic remnants of antiquity… are now 

rapidly vanishing.
51

 

 

The smaller country villages, having repetitive, imitative modern features and fewer historical 

and cultural treasures, were not as worthwhile. The shifting values of society are apparent in the 

conflict between the desires to preserve antiquity and advance modernity. The modern 

                                                           
48

 Richardson, 6. 
49

 Richardson, 12. 
50

 Baedeker, xxxi. 
51

 Baedeker, xxxi. 



17 
 

constructions and apparatus found in Paris were considered stunning technological and 

architectural feats and improvements; when they reached the quaint idyllic countryside modern 

progress was accused of destroying “antiquity.”  

At the turn of the century, class distinctions and values could be seen in the sites that 

were lauded as most important in comparison to those that were a waste of time. The sites listed 

in the books, and their relative importance to other sites revealed, once again, changing 

preferences of the guidebooks’ audience. There was a surprising lack of commentary on some of 

Paris’ most iconic sites, including the Eiffel Tower, showing the relatively low-level of 

importance of these attractions to turn-of-the-century travelers. If the Tower was mentioned at 

all, it was described merely as viewpoint and afforded only a few short sentences. Most books 

described the Tower simply by stating a long list of numbers. For example, Richardson said little 

else beyond “the total height of the Eiffel Tower, which was built by the engineer after whom it 

is called, between the years 1887 and 1889, is 984 feet.”
52

 There was virtually no mention of the 

Tower’s importance or history even twenty years after its construction. The numbers and brief 

comments simply proved its status as a grand spectacle, rather than as an historical monument, 

and were used as filler since the guidebook authors found little else about it worthy of mention. 

The Tower in most itineraries was saved for one of the last days, or not at all. In the Cook’s 

Guide, it mentioned the “Champ de Mars and Ecole Militaire are seen in passing” from an 

omnibus on the fourth day.
53

 The Tower does not even warrant explicit mention, or getting out of 

the omnibus for that matter. Descriptions of the site were equally dismal: “The Eiffel Tower, the 

great skeleton of the departed exposition, disappeared and reformed itself again as drifting clouds 
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of mist swept through it and cut its great ugly length into fragments hung in mid-air.”
54

 

Galignani’s added the Eiffel Tower “may not be handsome, graceful or artistic; but is vastly 

imposing.”
55

 Though today it is the symbol of Paris, at the turn of the century the Tower was 

merely an ugly “skeleton” obstructing the skyline of the city. The structure was not “art” and 

perhaps was too modern for a society conflicted over modern values, who had anticipated the 

Tower would be torn down following the Universal Exposition. Guidebooks played a crucial role 

in creating the Eiffel Tower’s early stigma: if the site was recommended for a later day of the 

tour or received very little mention and description, tourists would interpret the site as being less 

important and in some way not as valid or appropriate. 

 

GUIDEBOOKS AS TOURISTS’ BIBLES 

Guidebooks hoped to tell their readers what of all the attractions was most important and 

how best to interpret them. They were not only delineating where their readers should spend their 

time but, even more, how exactly to see each site or artifact. Allen’s Historical Guide to Paris 

admitted that “Amid the mass of information tendered in the ordinary Guides, the visitor scarcely 

knows how to distinguish the necessary from the optional.”
56

 Later he said “to know what to 

avoid is almost as important as to know what to visit” and advised readers not to waste time at 

the cemeteries, the markets, the Invalides, the Champ-de-Mars, among other things.
57

 Allen 

explained that he would “have little to say about such modern constructions as the Champs-

Elysée or the Eiffel Tower;  still less, of course, about the Morgue, Catacombs, the waxworks of 

the Musée Grevin; and the celebrated excursion in the Paris Sewers. The space thus saved from 

                                                           
54

 Davis, 43. 
55

 Galignani’s 1889, 3. 
56

 Allen, 247. 
57

 Allen, 250. 



19 
 

vulgar wonders I shall hope to devote to fuller explanations” of art and architecture.
58

 Allen’s 

opinion of popular modern sites was quite negative, describing them as “vulgar.” Clearly Allen’s 

guide was of a higher caliber, focused on the fine arts and cultural education, which would have 

appealed to those seeking a class or status upgrade. Of course, his was not the only one to write 

in such a way. 

Although all of the guidebooks expressed class concerns, Baedeker’s books retained “a 

distinct uppercrustness… from its original use by the Grand Tourists.”
59 

The Baedeker more 

often than not recommended only the best places to go, perhaps, as MacCannell concluded, so as 

not to insult readers who, even though they might need to, would be angered by being told to 

“cut corners.”
60

 The Baedeker’s aura of eliteness might also have made middle-class tourists, 

awash in a sea of budget travelers, feel more distinguished. The new tourist seeking a higher 

status would want to know how and where the elite traveled. 

Most guidebooks, in addition to outlining what sites to see, outlined what types of society 

went where. For example, they pointed out what type or class of people frequented certain 

establishments and whether the society was “mixed” or decidedly “undesirable.” Galignani’s 

Illustrated Paris Guide for 1889 warned, “Those who visit the regular ball-rooms of Paris must 

be prepared to meet strange company. The price of admission is the only available standard by 

which to judge of their character, and even that test is hardly to be depended on.”
61

 Restaurants, 

cafes, shops, hotels, and the like were usually followed by a distinction such as “first-class” or a 

description of the clientele who most often visited the place. For example, Baedeker’s Handbook 

took pains to explain the social hierarchies of eating and drinking establishments. Baedeker 
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wrote, “The Wine Shops which are very numerous are frequented almost exclusively by the 

lower classes;” while “the best cafes may with propriety be visited by ladies, though Parisiennes 

of the upper class rarely patronize them. Some of those on the N. side of the Boulevard 

Montmartre should, however, be avoided, as the society there is far from select.”
62

 Additionally, 

guidebooks upheld certain moral codes by informing the reader as to what balls and venues were 

appropriate for the ladies and which were not. Guidebooks like Baedeker’s were more than just a 

guide to the city but a guide to class and culture. 

 

GUIDEBOOKS AS TOURISTS’ TEXTBOOKS 

To be sophisticated and culturally refined, the tourist had to visit museums. Museums 

were known as spaces of taste, connoisseurship, and high culture; they wielded a symbolic power 

of quality and position.
63

 At the turn of the century they were becoming increasingly accessible 

to society outside of the upper class. Before, the Louvre, Paris’ most famous museum, was a 

veritable school for art where Grand Tourists sat and painted for hours, copying and learning 

from the great masters of the Renaissance. In the mass consumer travel era, the Louvre still held 

a privileged position over other sites as a source of cultural education, although tourists were a 

bit more rushed and cursory on their visits. Guidebooks evidenced the class of their audience and 

the new mass consumer travel ethos by how much time they advised their readers to spend at the 

museum. Baedeker’s tourists were encouraged to visit the Louvre over multiple days.
64

 By 

contrast, Richardson’s The Americans’ Mecca advised tourists “to drop in for an hour or two at a 
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time, whenever convenient.”
65

 Cook’s, known for guiding the lowest class of tourist, said one 

needed only to briefly look around at the most famous pieces and then could be done. Still, the 

study of art and architecture was presumed to be the foremost reason for travel to Paris and 

therefore the Louvre was awarded the most attention and print space in the guidebooks.
66

 In 

Baedeker’s Handbook, for example, the discussion of the Louvre comprised over eighty pages, 

plus a list of notable artists in the appendix. The Handbook reminded its readers that the museum 

was the most important public building in all of France “both architecturally and on account of 

its treasures of art.”
67

 

The guidebooks presented art and architecture in an especially meticulous and organized 

fashion, clearly telling their readers what was worthy of being studied and what was not. The 

guidebook authors decided what was of the highest rank and of the most importance, reflecting 

the modern era’s obsession with lists, ranking, and expertise. According to Baedeker, “The 

Collection of Ancient Sculpture, though inferior to the great Italian collections, boasts a number 

of works of the highest rank. We mention only the most important sculptures.”
68

 Art had recently 

been organized into “schools” of painting styles and while the middle class did not necessarily 

understand art analysis, they “did know they were supposed to be looking for more than what 

merely moved them” and guidebooks hoped to educate their audience on these subjects.
69
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Baedeker’s Handbook even included a chapter titled “Sketch of French Art” written by Dr. 

Walther Gensel, an art history professor. Gensel said, 

The earliest achievements of art in France possess but little interest for the majority of 

visitors to Paris; even the monuments of the Gallo-Roman period and of the Merovingian 

and Carlovingian epochs are of real importance only to the professed archaeologist. The 

ordinary art-lover finds little to attract him in French art before the close of the ninth 

century.
70

 

 

The essay told the reader exactly what art was “important” and what was not. 

Despite the overbearing hierarchy of art presented in the guidebooks, the vast amount of 

practical, historical, and interpretive information provided to middle-class tourists made the 

guidebook a great “emancipatory tool,” according to author Jan Palmowski, leveling the pursuit 

of knowledge and culture.
71

 As well, the Louvre was the first major museum to offer a guide 

aimed at the average tourist and to post explanatory texts next to each work of art.
72

 The study of 

art, history, and culture was expanded to all those who could afford the time to purchase a 

guidebook or visit a museum, instead of limited to those who could afford upper-level schooling. 

The guidebook authors thought highly of the intellectual ability of their middle-class readers, 

describing their purpose as “to expound the history and meaning of each work – to put the 

intelligent reader in such a position that he may judge for himself of the aesthetic beauty and 

success of the object before him.”
73
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GUIDEBOOKS AS DEMOCRATIZING FORCE 

Although the guidebooks did create a hierarchy of sites and modes of travel, many of 

their suggested sites to visit had the effect of transcending class divisions because of the 

democratization of space, allowing all types of society to interact in a shared environment, such 

as museums. When museums and monuments became too overwhelming, other shared public 

spaces offered spectacle and amusement instead of study. “’All work and no play, makes Jack a 

dull boy,’” The Americans’ Mecca said, “Likewise a continuous round of visits to churches, 

palaces and museums is apt to become wearying in the extreme unless broken by an occasional 

day wholly devoted to some lighter form of amusement.”
74

 While travel and sightseeing were 

still class-stratified depending on what exactly the tourist saw and how they saw it, many sites 

recommended by guidebooks, such as the morgue, the boulevards, and the magasins, acted as 

mixed spaces. These sites blurred the lines between high and low culture and class differences 

and encouraged the new modern values of an urban consumer society. 

Sites such as the sewers, slaughterhouses, and morgue seem pretty distasteful to the 

modern tourist. But at the turn of the century these sites were considered first-rate examples of 

new technological design and efficiency. Furthermore, as these sites became tourist attractions, 

the tourist class more closely commingled with the working classes who frequented these places. 

For example, Baedeker said that although the slaughterhouse was not commonly visited by the 

middle class, tourists should still try to make an effort to go see it despite its “lower” society.
75

 

The advancements in technology which increased the meat-packing industry’s speed, efficiency, 

and cleanliness were worthy of the tourist’s time, showing that guidebooks were responding to 

changes in class and value systems and endorsing shared public spaces.  
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An even more telling example of these emerging ideas was the morgue, one of the most 

popular tourist sites in turn-of-the-century Paris.
76

 The morgue too was an example of the 

modern influence of science, rationalization, orderliness, and cleanliness. Although clear records 

were not kept, it is estimated that the morgue received over a million (living) visitors a year.
77

 

Located directly behind Notre Dame, the morgue was a place which attracted both Parisians and 

tourists alike from all orders of society. It was opened to the public in 1864 in the hopes that 

visitors could help identify found bodies. As Galignani’s described it: “This is a place in which 

the bodies of unknown persons who have met with accidental death are deposited for three 

days… laid open to the inspection of the public in order that they may be recognized.”
78

 

However, the morgue’s popularity represented much more as it also spoke to society’s interest in 

science and current events, as well as the Victorian fascination with death. The venue was a 

“museum” of catalogued curiosities. In some guidebooks, it was advertised as a place to see both 

corpses and working-class Parisians. In Paris in Four Days (1887), the morgue was described as 

a “chamber of horrors… an irresistible sight to the lower orders, who never pass by without 

looking in.”
79

 It was an attraction for the tourist class to see the Other, the lowest classes. Yet all 

the same the morgue was a place which transcended class boundaries. It attracted wealthy and 

worker alike, and was “a gathering place for all, who despite the obvious markers that signify 
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their social class could share the sight at the morgue.”
80

 This site and spectacle offered a space 

where all classes could gawk at the unfortunate dead together and interact in the same setting on 

equal standing. 

New urban design had also created shared spaces with a variety of activities, contributing 

to changing values and class divisions. The guidebooks agreed that the tourist should spend 

quality time on the boulevards as they were a uniquely Parisian spectacle, which “commonly 

known par excellence as ‘The Boulevards’ constitute the center of Paris life.”
81

 According to The 

Americans’ Mecca, they were “the arteries of the gay life of Paris and lined with cafes, theatres, 

shops and hotels.”
82

 They were the place to see and be seen, as well as the location of nightlife 

and culture. These widened roadways were a result of Baron Haussman’s nineteenth-century 

renovation, redesigning medieval Paris to fit a more orderly, open, and modern aesthetic.
83

 The 

new “fashionable promenades” become a tourist site of their own; tourists were encouraged to 

walk along the café- and tree-flanked boulevards to appreciate the architecture and “general 

character of Paris.”
84

 Cook’s Guide, ever eager to advertise their own offerings, urged their 

readers to take one of their omnibus tours “to see the Grand Boulevards at their best.”
85

 

Although created to help move the flow of traffic, by the end of the century the 

boulevards were a scene of nearly perpetual gridlock: full of pedestrians, vehicles, merchants, 

cafes, and street performers, an “unheard-of mixture of all the human races represented by all the 

                                                           
80

 Schwartz, 65. 
81

 Baedeker, 78. 
82

 Richardson, 79. 
83

 Galignani said the boulevards had “caused many a filthy street to disappear”: Galignani’s 1889, 205. 
84

 Baedeker, 85, 78. 
85

 Cook, 38. 



26 
 

imaginable samples.”
86

 The streets were also home to hundreds of store and vendors, and, as 

author Vanessa Schwartz pointed out, commercial culture in places like the Paris boulevards 

cracked nineteenth-century social stratification.
87

 Charles Taylor wrote in Odd Bits of Travel 

with Brush and Camera (1900), “Wandering along [Paris’s] gay boulevards… one feels that he 

is in an enchanted land, where high and low, rich and poor share alike in the universal beauty and 

happiness.”
88

 Every class of people could be found on the boulevards, operating as more or less 

equals. Nineteenth-century writer Jules Valles said, “Open to all, invaded by businessmen or 

men of leisure, furrowed by all the city’s passions, the boulevard watches on its sidewalk the 

mingling of all of the classes and all the prejudices and hates evaporate in the dust.”
89

 The 

boulevard, like the morgue, acted as a democratized space where all levels of society interacted.  

The commercialization of public space and the proliferation of consumer goods also 

contributed to changing ideas about class and values. Clothing, home goods, and souvenirs from 

abroad served as material evidence of travel and, therefore, status and cultural upgrading. 

Tourists, especially the ladies according to guidebook authors, were enthusiastic to occupy their 

time with shopping. In A Little Journey to France (1902), a book Levenstein noted was aimed at 

the middle class, the author observed, “Ladies visiting Paris for the first time find the shops so 

fascinating that they spend almost as much time in visiting them as in the art galleries and 

viewing the public buildings.”
90

 Davis, in his About Paris, lamented the female obsession with 

fashion, taking pity on the “400 American girls, who never see anything of Paris during their 
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four weeks’ stay there each summer, because so much of their time is taken up at the dress-

makers’.”
91

 Paris was known as the “hub of the World of Fashion,” home to all the latest styles, 

the finest fabrics, and the most talented tailors.
92

 Paris’ dressmakers were considered “the 

world’s best” and fashionable upper-class women travelled to Paris to shop non-stop, on average, 

for four weeks twice a year.
93

 Returning home with suitcases full of Parisian dresses was a sign 

of one’s wealth and class status. 

Yet with industrialization and modern capitalist efficiency, broader sections of society 

were able to afford these same consumer goods.
94

 Shopping malls were increasingly accessible 

to all classes, reflecting the modern consumer culture that would be accelerated by the American 

middle class in the twentieth century.
95

 In guidebooks, shopping was often described with nearly 

the same eagerness awarded to sightseeing. Every guidebook included a section outlining where 

to shop, accompanied by advertisements for a variety of goods and services. The Americans’ 

Mecca included a chapter at the end entitled, “The Best in Shopland;” the already short Cook’s 

Guide devoted its last forty pages to advertisements; while the Baedeker offered a list of “a few 

of the best and most respectable of the innumerable and tempting ‘magasins’ of Paris.”
96

 Like 

travel, conspicuous consumption was no longer the preserve of the wealthy. Cheaper goods 

meant shopping and shopping venues were now activities and places to be enjoyed by the new 

tourist class. Like the morgue and the boulevards, commercial shops were democratized spaces 

of spectacle, amusement, and cross-class interactions. 

 

                                                           
91

 Davis, 185. 
92

 Richardson, 7. 
93

 Levenstein, 150. 
94

 Hahn, 5. 
95

 Schwartz, 19. 
96

 Richardson, 53; Baedeker, 47. 



28 
 

 Davis remarked that “Americans in Paris are a strange and incomprehensible class.”
97

 His 

observation certainly is in part a result of the transition occurring at the turn of the century. 

American tourists in Paris were dealing with an era of evolving societal norms, class values, and 

modern ideals. Guidebooks too were evolving so that their content spoke to more than just 

upper-class tourists as the act of travel began to transcend class boundaries. While guidebooks 

told their readers exactly what and how to see things, as well as recommended where certain 

classes should and should not go, the actual experience of travel and the locations starred as 

worthy of visiting were democratizing tourist spaces. As evidenced in this paper, the material 

and way in which information about sites was presented reflected the audience the authors were 

trying to reach; thus, guidebooks reflected the tastes of their audience while simultaneously 

defining the tastes of their audience, effecting change upon the tourist class. Barriers between 

classes were becoming increasingly flimsy, thanks in part to the values of the late nineteenth 

century and the act of tourism itself. 
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