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Thesis Summary 

Born in Paris in 1972, Sylvain Tesson has established himself today as one of the most 

representative travel writers of contemporary French literature. A geographer by training and a 

passionate explorer, he embarked on a life of adventure immediately after his studies, crossing 

Asia, the Himalayas, and Siberia on foot, by bicycle, or on horseback. From an early stage, his 

field experiences were transformed into a writing practice nourished by direct contact with 

landscapes, peoples, and myths. From On a roulé sur la Terre (1996, co-written with Alexandre 

Poussin), to La Panthère des neiges (2019, Prix Renaudot), and Dans les forêts de Sibérie (2011, 

Prix Médicis for essay), his work has been shaped primarily by travel narratives, complemented 

by essays, short stories, and collections of aphorisms. 

At the same time, Tesson has become a prominent media figure at the crossroads of several 

traditions: he cultivates a contemporary writing of reality, marked by wandering, the search for 

meaning, and confrontation with the frenetic pace of modern life, which he openly criticizes during 

his televised appearances. His travelogues constantly reveal a tension between external adventure, 

introspection, and unease with the present age. His texts combine geographical and ethnographic 

observation, philosophical reflection, poetic lyricism, and political commentary. This polyphony 

of registers positions him as a privileged witness to the current transformations in literature: the 

blurring of genre boundaries, formal hybridity, and openness to both the sciences and the arts. 

Tesson’s originality lies precisely in his ability to put multiple realities into dialogue, weaving 

together spaces, temporalities, and forms of knowledge. From this perspective, his work offers a 

valuable entry point into understanding recent developments in contemporary literature. 



In recent decades, literature has undergone a major shift in perspective, captured by 

Dominique Viart in a telling metaphor: the writers’ ivory tower has turned into a watchtower. This 

image signals the transition from autonomous, self-reflexive literature to one much more 

connected to the world, attentive to its realities and issues, and in dialogue with other disciplines, 

in short, a literature that creates relationships. In his attempt to define contemporary literature, 

Viart notes that multiple aesthetics coexist and communicate. Today’s French literature draws 

from both its own past and from writings beyond national borders, while simultaneously engaging 

with other arts and disciplines and incorporating elements from current events. Intermediality, the 

coexistence of multiple art forms within a single work has thus become a defining feature of 

contemporary literary production. This coexistence brings formal consequences, while at the level 

of content, the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction grow increasingly porous. We also 

observe a tendency toward hybridity and genre mixing. Such openness to different times, spaces, 

and fields led Viart to describe today’s literature as a “literature of relation.” 

According to Viart, the notion of relation has two complementary meanings. The first, “to 

relate” (relater), signals a tendency toward a return to narrative, to the “simplicity of the popular 

tale.” This is a literature “at human height” (Laurent Mauvignier), close to everyday life, one that 

directly involves the author-narrator in social realities and often privileges non-fiction. This 

awareness of social transformations leads to formal renewal, turning writing away from adventure, 

fantasy, or conventional novelistic forms, and toward texts that unveil reality: testimonies, 

accounts of the “infraordinary” (Perec), or experimental forms such as “twittérature” or 

“littératube.” Inevitably, this prompts a rethinking of fiction, genre, and literariness, today marked 

by suspended boundaries. As Alexandre Gefen notes in L’idée de littérature, “we prefer 

hybridizations over substances and ‘generic identities.’” 

The second sense of relation is “to connect” (relier), since contemporary works establish 

networks of connections: between province and center, between present and past, between subject 

and Other, between the self and reality, between cultures and geographies. These networks sketch 

a new portrait of the writer: open to the world and in dialogue with alterity. In this sense, Viart 

introduces the idea of “field literatures,” which immerse the reader in the processes of research 

that underpin them: document gathering, archival exploration, territorial journeys, and formal 

hesitations. From this perspective, the concept of “relational literature” resonates with Gefen’s 

claim that literature is expanding toward interventionist narratives that are more attentive to the 



world and conducive to new forms of sharing. The abandonment of the ivory tower thus leads to 

a de-hierarchization of the world: the writer “participates in reality without dominating it.” This 

participation is expressed through a hyperrealist aesthetic (Gefen), favoring discontinuities, 

collages, documents, and focusing on other modes of existence: rural life, labor, climate crisis, 

animal and plant life, in short, literature has “gained ground.” 

This concept intersects with Édouard Glissant’s thinking in Poétique de la Relation (1990), 

where he proposes a relational approach to the world: identities are no longer defined by rootedness 

in a single soil or origin, but through contact, movement, and “creolization.” For Glissant, relation 

designates the ensemble of dynamic, unpredictable, and non-hierarchical links that connect 

cultures, languages, and imaginaries: “I can change, by exchanging with the Other, without losing 

myself or becoming denatured.” Relation, in this sense, rests on hybridity, networks, and 

rhizomatic connections. 

Between Viart’s critical definition and Glissant’s poetic vision, we see a fertile 

convergence: contemporary literature increasingly becomes a space of crossing, dialogue, and 

passage. It resists rigid boundaries between fiction and non-fiction, between literary genres, and 

between cultural spheres. It becomes, instead, a space of relation, where the world is narrated, 

linked, and placed in tension. 

It is within this conceptual framework that we situate our analysis of Sylvain Tesson’s 

travel narratives, which lend themselves to a relational reading. This is because Tesson explores 

not only peripheral geographies but also modes of engaging with the world that interrogate 

modernity, mobility practices, and ways of knowing. His writings are, simultaneously, attempts to 

narrate a lived world, in an aesthetic of the real and the infraordinary, and to connect the individual 

in motion with texts, traditions, and forms of alterity. Our thesis aims to demonstrate to what extent 

Tesson’s works participate in what may be called a relational literature, at the intersection of 

Viart’s and Glissant’s definitions. 

The first part of the thesis, entitled Une littérature de relation, analyzes the formal, generic, 

paratextual, and intertextual aspects of Tesson’s travel writings, in order to show how his travel 

narratives are inscribed within a literary tradition that, since Antiquity, has nourished transmission 

and dialogue with contemporary travel writing. In this section, the concept of relation is considered 

primarily as an inscription within the history of forms, highlighting both the continuities and the 

tensions with the genre’s past. For this reason, the first chapter, Une traversée historique de la 



littérature de voyage, proposes a chronological overview of the genre, emphasizing both its 

permanences (wandering, the quest for self, the tension between real and imaginary) and its 

transformations (from pilgrimage to tourism, from scientific exploration to personal quest). The 

aim is to assess to what extent Tesson reactivates these traditional motifs, or distances himself 

from them. 

After this historical overview, the second chapter, Arrêts génériques dans les écrits 

viatiques, addresses the difficulty of classifying travel writing, a “porous” genre par excellence. In 

dialogue with recent research on genre boundaries (Philippe Antoine, Christine Montalbetti, 

Jacques Chupeau, Odile Gannier, Gilles Louÿs, Sarga Moussa, Alain Guyot, Marie-Christine 

Gomez-Géraud, and Sylvie Requemora), we show how Tesson combines narrative, philosophical 

reflection, geographical documentation, and subjectivity. This hybridity is analyzed as a tension 

between different discursive registers and as an attempt to balance them. 

Following Gérard Genette, the third chapter, Relations paratextuelles du récit viatique, 

examines the role of paratextual elements (format, title, dedication, epigraph, preface, map) as 

spaces of mediation between author, reader, and the literary traditions of the genre. The fourth 

chapter, Relations intertextuelles : de quelques filiations viatiques, focuses on the connections 

between Tesson and his predecessors, travelers from earlier times. Inspired by the theories of 

Kristeva and Genette, we analyze how the author rewrites or reinterprets older accounts in order 

to question the contemporaneity of travel writing, using intertext as a pretext for a relational 

memory of the genre. 

If the first part of the thesis focuses on relations “outside the text,” the second part, entitled 

Une littérature en relation, explores the themes running through Tesson’s travel narratives, 

privileging an interdisciplinary critical approach. Here, relation will be understood at the level of 

the connections between human beings, space, the environment, and animal alterity. 

Thus, in the first chapter, Des sources et des racines tessoniennes, we examine the link 

between American naturalism, embodied by Henry David Thoreau, and Tesson’s practice of 

retreating into a cabin, through the lens of the concept of wilderness. We also address concepts of 

American counterculture and elements of Russian spirituality that permeate the author’s writing, 

in order to highlight how his works establish a dialogue with other cultural spaces less familiar 

within the Francophone world. 



The second chapter, Éco-pratiques : formes de mobilité dans le récit de voyage 

contemporain, analyzes Tesson’s modes of travel, in dialogue with mobility studies (John Urry). 

Each form of movement (on foot, by bicycle, on horseback, by motorcycle, on skis, by boat, and 

even the “immobile journey”) is interpreted as a way of constructing an ethical and sensory 

relationship with the world, often in resistance to the logics of technologized modernity and against 

the acceleration of the present. 

In the third chapter, De l’écopoétique à la zoopoétique, inspired by the works of Anne 

Simon, Jacques Derrida, and Pierre Schoentjes, we investigate the hypothesis of travel writing as 

a space of relation with the living world, often neglected in this type of literature. We analyze the 

author’s invitation to a dialogue with the Animal-Other, which compels us to move beyond 

anthropocentric frameworks. 

The structure of the thesis follows, in a first stage, the distinction proposed by Viart 

(relation as relater, then relation as relier). However, we found it useful to add a personal 

extension. Thus, we propose a third level of relation, understood this time as the link that the writer 

maintains with the Other and with alterity, but also with the press, through his media posture and 

political positioning. Within this framework, we analyze the public image of Sylvain Tesson in the 

third part of the thesis, entitled L’écrivain en relation. Here, relation acquires a social, media, and 

political dimension, exploring the tensions between image and author, between his televised 

interventions and the colonial legacy of travel writing. 

The first chapter, La relation avec l’Autre : héritages coloniaux dans le récit contemporain, 

seeks to determine whether contemporary travel writing perpetuates or, on the contrary, 

deconstructs certain colonial legacies, particularly through representations of the Other, filtered 

through exoticism, postcolonialism, or an idealized history. Drawing on postcolonial theories 

(Said, Pratt, Clifford, Todorov, Wolff), we analyze the tensions between aestheticization, 

essentialization, and the complexity of the travel writer’s gaze. 

Next, the second chapter, L’ethos du voyageur contemporain : la présence médiatique, 

analyzes the media construction of the author, oscillating between the figure of the romantic 

adventurer and that of a self-declared antimodern. Inspired by Jérôme Meizoz’s works on authorial 

posture, we show how this staging creates an ambiguous relationship between authenticity and 

spectacle, between sincerity and performativity. 



In the third chapter, Sylvain Tesson, un positionnement politique à droite ?, we examine 

the polemical labels attributed to Tesson, such as “reactionary writer” or “far-right.” We analyze 

the accusations formulated by critics and the press to assess the relevance of these categories, and 

we propose our own reading of the “Tesson affair.” The aim is to highlight the complex relations 

currently woven between literary aesthetics and political ideology, in order to provide a 

comprehensive portrait of the author. 

Through this critical journey, we aim to show that contemporary travel writing, far from 

being limited to an aesthetics of elsewhere, becomes a space of relation where major questions of 

our time are revisited: the place of humankind, the confrontation with reality, the circulation of 

texts, the overcoming of anthropocentrism, the political role of the writer, the dialogue with 

alterity, and the question of mobility. 

The choice to focus exclusively on Sylvain Tesson’s travel narratives rests on thematic, 

aesthetic, and methodological coherence. Although the author has also written essays, short fiction, 

and notebooks of reflection, it is his travel narratives that most forcefully express his vision of 

literature and the world. These texts form the core of his oeuvre, both in terms of public recognition 

and in shaping his ethos as a writer-traveler. Their structure, rooted in direct experience of territory, 

grants them a privileged role in exploring contemporary modes of relation to space, time, the Other, 

the media, and the self. 

Regarding the scientific objectives of our research, we believe its main contribution lies in 

proposing an original relational reading of Sylvain Tesson’s travel narratives. We argue that such 

texts should not be viewed merely as accounts of geographical displacement but as spaces of 

multiple relations. Our work has also sought to restore travel writing to a significant position within 

contemporary literary studies. Long marginalized or relegated to a minor genre, travel narratives 

emerge in Tesson’s work as sites of rich formal and critical experimentation. In this sense, our 

thesis revalues the travel genre as a laboratory capable of addressing the key issues of 

contemporaneity. 

The originality of our approach also stems from the systematic analysis of twelve 

travelogues through diverse frameworks, ranging from historical and generic approaches to 

ecocritical and zoopoetic perspectives, as well as authorial posture and political analysis. Our study 

demonstrates that contemporary travel writing advances a new ethics of relating to the world: slow 



travel, immersion in nature, and attention to the living all contribute to an ecological perspective 

that challenges modernity and the race for progress. 

Finally, we aimed for this research to fill a gap in academic studies. Although Tesson is a 

widely read and highly visible media figure, his work had not yet received such extensive critical 

and methodological attention. We hope that by meeting these objectives, we have made an original 

contribution, not only to understanding Sylvain Tesson as an author but also to a broader reflection 

on the roles and stakes of contemporary literature in its multiple and transversal relations with 

other disciplines. 
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