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The influence of travel literature in popular culture during the fifteenth,
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is self evident; in spite of this (or perhaps
because of it) few scholars have directly discussed the popularity of the genre
and its influence since the “age of discovery.” A few authors acknowledge the
popularity of individual accounts (Penrose 310)' or document the increase in
these types of accounts (Campbell 256)%; this article, however, begins from the
implicit understanding that travel accounts of the period were not only popular
across the population of Europe (as is attested by their wide-ranging
translations) but were also influential (as is shown by both the manipulation and
use of these texts).?

Traditionally travel literature has been viewed as either the reporrage of the
mobile elite or the passive recording of traveler’s experiences (i.e. “that was the
way it was”). Focusing on India in the early modern era, this paper argues,
instead, that this genre of literature constituted a body of “esoteric information™:

Esoteric knowledge is knowledge of the unusual, the exceptional, the extraordinary;
knowledge of things that in some way or another lie beyond the familiar everyday world.
It should not be surprising, then, to find that many domains of esoteric knowledge
include ‘foreign’ elements from geographically distant places, whether it be knowledge
of the customs or sacred texts of foreign peoples, recognition of the contributions of
foreign scholars and culture heroes, or the acquisition of rare and powerful wonders from
legendary or cosmologically potent distances. (Helms 13)

This source of information, in turn, was manipulated and controlled by
individuals and authorities interested in the larger context of global economic
activity. In sum, this paper proposes that travel literature played an important
role in the production of knowledge in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
and provided the public with an illustration, albeit distorted, of the “Other.”

To address these issues, the entire corpus of travel literature that covers
India up to 1761, the year commonly accepted as the beginning of English
control, was stadied.* This includes the work dating from the classical period,
e.g. Megesthenes and Herodotus, though the majority of accounts fall within a
period when European economic activity was beginning to dominate the world,
circa the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
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A crucial aspect of the argument detailed in this paper is a belief that such
travel accounts are really far more indicative of European mores than that of
Indian society. In short, the only means by which to understand the “foreign” is
through conscious and unconscious references to one’s own cultural constructs,
similar to the historian’s understanding that the past is always interpreted in
terms of the present. Likewise, the iconic Eurocentric traveler is really an
extension of this; the disparaging comments, the condescending air, and the
inevitable homesickness. When this understanding of the “Other” is attempted
through the travelers’ indigenous genres (i.e. literature, drama, visual
representation) it becomes what Steven Mullaney (40-67) has termed a
“rehearsal of culture.” Mullaney has shown how the familiar “allows, invites,
and even demands a full and potentially self-consuming review of unfamiliar
things” (49). Consequently, the travel literature of the early modern period can
be viewed through this interpretation as a supremely European vehicle
attempting to make sense of the Indian milieu. In the end, however, such
accounts really are a more successful commentary on the European context than
the Indian.

This article is not an attempt to explore European accounts to India in
extensive detail; instead, its goal is to broadly characterize this genre through
three themes. The title of this article is in no way meant to imply that early-
modern travelers were deliberate liars; the use of such a straightforward term is
merely to draw attention to the slippery and relative nature of veracity. Further,
this paper emphasizes questions of sexuality in exploring these “rehearsals of
culture” because European sexual taboos of the period no doubt influenced the
portrayal of the “Other.” Lastly, this paper proposes that the literature of travel
accounts was tied up with the larger production of knowledge of the period, and
the rise of European hegemony. As Europe came to understand what the world
looked like and what was available for economic exploitation, travel literature
spurred on competing interests to stake their claim.

Travel Literature and its Relationship
to the Rise of the European Domain
Although world economic systems had existed prior to the sixteenth
century,® the commodity relationships that arose in what Immanuel
Wallerstein (66-129) has termed the “long sixteenth century” (approximately
1450-1640)¢ are most likely the origins of our present world context, in other
words, European or western dominance. Wallerstein argues that the social and
economic changes during this period in Europe were profound: rise in
population density, changes in agricultural intensification, changes in labor
organization and, most importantly, a geographic division of labor whereby
the core areas (Europe) lived off the profits from the peripheral regions.
Further, in Wallerstein’s world the power of the state is essential to the
development and mainienance of such a system. The conservative
economist’s understanding of the laissez-faire state is a misnomer given the
importance of the relationship between the rise of the state and the growth of
capitalism.




































