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   An important myth of European history sees the Age of

   Discovery as a time when the world was dramatically stripped of

   false enchantment, when it was measured, assessed, mapped and

   objectively known by Westerners for the first time. Accounts of

   the first official expeditions to China have all the overburden

   of raw data that accompanies a contemporary moon shot and such

   knowledge – it is said – brought economic expansion, scientific

   truth and the global exchange of information that created the

   modern world of our everyday experience.




   Yet, an alternative history can be written, whereby the West

   took its ideas with it as it travelled, transforming and

   projecting them onto the world that it found, so that many of

   the new places visited were not so much ‘discovered’ as merely

   fixed on the map, since they had been invented in European

   thought long – sometimes centuries – before. California, the

   land of Prester John and Patagonia were all ‘known’ as mythical

   places long before they were geophysically located and Columbus

   died still doggedly convinced that he had reached distant

   India. What actually developed in the wake of such voyages of

   discovery was a literature rich in fantasy and metaphor in

   which authors freely copied from each other, exaggerated and

   invented, for the boundaries of the possible had yet to be set

   in stone and the world was still a place of infinite

   possibilities where women could conceive simply by being

   exposed to the heat of the sun and the coconut was really a

   dragon’s egg waiting to hatch. The pages of these works swarm

   with a lavish bestiary of strange creatures, bizarre cultural

   practices, absurd products of Nature and it is impossible to

   predict in advance which would turn out to be ‘true’ and which

   wholly phantasmagorical. Thus, although Stamford Raffles, that

   most sober of natural historians, would be careful to qualify

   exaggerated reports of the deadly qualities of the Javanese

   upas tree – whose exhalations were said to cause birds

   to drop dead from the sky above it – his description of the

   devil’s beetle box (Rafflesia arnoldi) with its stench

   of rotten flesh and carnivorous diet, seems no less improbable

   but just happens to be accurate.




   The intoxicating and romantic possibilities of the exotic

   would be deliberately embraced in the 19th century, and

   cultivated and playfully fashioned into escapist fantasies of

   armchair travel. Balzac’s My Journey from Paris to

   Java clearly belongs to this genre and deserves to be more

   widely known as a classic. Yet its sensuous women, political

   animals and visions of incalculable wealth and extraordinary

   luxury, all have their parallels in allegedly factual works of

   much the same date. Indeed, such phantoms have never been

   banished from our imaginations and dreams. Every high street

   travel agent is a solid testimony to their enduring power and

   Balzac would have been the first to understand that, in the age

   of satellite navigation, we still orient ourselves by such

   mythical maps that alone have the power to nourish and console

   us.


 



 Nigel Barley





    Preface


  


    It would be fair to bet that on picking up this book and

   seeing its title, more than one reader will exclaim in

   amazement: “I never knew Balzac had been to Java!”




   On this point there can be no doubt, as all his biographers

   agree that Honoré de Balzac never travelled to the Far East.




   Our author suggests as much himself on his last page: “if it

   were possible to have been in Java more truly than I, who had

   not been…” This remark is made at the end of the book and it is

   true that after enjoying its fables and fantasies, the reader

   will already have become aware that this was the case, without

   necessarily being an expert on Balzac or on Java.




   The book’s genesis can be found in the meeting between the

   30-year-old Balzac and an honorary Commissioner of Ordnance,

   Monsieur Grand-Besançon, at the home of some friends in the

   town of Angoulême.




   In 1831 the young novelist was no longer unknown. The

   Physiology of Marriage and The Chouans had both

   been published successfully a year earlier. But nonetheless,

   just before undertaking his Human Comedy, Balzac found

   himself fascinated by Grand-Besançon’s evocative tales of his

   oriental travels. Sensing that his audience was hooked,

   Grand-Besançon had no hesitation in embellishing his memories

   of his marvellous travels. When Balzac talks of a reincarnation

   of Sinbad the Sailor we would be tempted to see an anticipation

   of Tartarin.


   Thus it was that, the half-mocking, half-credulous Balzac

   decided to write his fantasy, Voyage de Paris à Java,

   and published it in the Revue de Paris on 23 November

   1832, having spent much time correcting and making additions to

   the proofs.




   The story is written in the first person and would seem to

   indicate that the narrator is Balzac himself. In fact, at the

   very end, Balzac wrong-foots us. He claims to be just the

   narrator’s interlocutor and that the narrator is in fact M.

   Grand-Besançon, who is identified by his initials.




   A certain embarrassment is evident in this retrospective

   attribution of the story to someone else. Balzac knew that this

   high fantasy was not really his style. In addition, a quick

   enquiry had convinced him that Grand-Besançon had made up quite

   a lot. Thus, just to take one well-known example, the book

   describes the fearful upas, the poisonous tree that

   can kill instantly anyone who inhales its vapours.

   Unfortunately, ten years earlier, a genuine explorer, one

   Dumont d’Urville, had exposed the whole story as a myth in his

   book Voyage Pittoresque autour du Monde (“A

   Picturesque Journey Round the World”). “Among these trees,

   there is one that has featured in the most absurd stories, the

   pohen upas, or poison tree. […] These fairy tales now

   make naturalists smile…”.




   Here, then, is a journey to Java recounted by someone who

   has never been there and who has himself been told many stories

   that are just that – what are, in every sense of the word,

   stories. Had his purpose not been so clearly of a different

   order, Balzac’s reputation as a realist would have suffered.

   And let us take note of what the title page says: the book is “

   made according to the methods of Charles Nodier…”, to whit, as

   an armchair traveller.




   Romanticism, dominant in this period, preferred the vast,

   dreamy world of the imagination to the harsh, industrial

   realities of the day. Besides, the references to Robinson

   Crusoe and Sinbad the Sailor clearly place the book alongside

   imaginary voyages rather than with more scientific accounts.




   The protestations of authenticity that appear throughout are

   quite normal in this kind of work. It is thanks to its element

   of fantasy that it provides such a magnificent view of Balzac’s

   imagination. In the pages of Voyage de Paris à Java,

   the young novelist’s entire dream world of the East is

   revealed.




   Every period has its own Orient: for the 18th-century

   Enlightenment China was considered the epitome of wise,

   philosophical government that we should take as a model. (One

   can see that Balzac was not the first to let himself be fooled

   thus.) For this Orient of the Age of Reason, romanticism

   substituted another that was quite the opposite: made up of

   wild passions, despotism, cruelty and also love – where nature

   was stronger and more extreme than elsewhere, that’s to say

   Europe.




   For Balzac, Java was all Orients in one, from India to

   Indo-China. What better territory than an island to serve as a

   distillation of the “soul of Asia” to which Balzac refers in

   his conclusion? Insularity is the epitome of a closed, finite

   world, of a universe in miniature where the image of the entire

   Orient can be found. To European eyes everything is overblown

   on this exotic island: feelings are stronger and purer,

   passions more dangerous but by the same token more authentic

   and more exalted. European society in contrast seems insipid. “

   In Paris you live as you please… and boredom soon sets in. But

   in Java, death is in the air.”




   Paris and Java – two civilizations that the story sets in

   oppo­sition to each other at every turn. Presented with the

   women of Java, the Bengal sparrow, the flower of the Volcameria

   tree – we are to sense, implicitly or not, a comparison with a

   Europe in which “our books, our poets, our women, everything –

   are all just small.” Beyond the fables of Java, Balzac turns

   his pitiless gaze on European society and in this ironic and

   shifting vision the real Balzac appears, the one who shouts at

   the reader, interrupting his narrative to deliver judgements

   and thoughts – in sum, the great Balzac.




   Published at the very dawn of Balzac’s great period,

   Voyage de Paris à Java is nonetheless considered a

   secondary work. Certainly, some passages stretch one’s

   credulity and appear irrelevant. Nevertheless Balzac loved this

   book and often referred to it later in his career. The Javanese

   woman certainly lent some of her sensuality to Paquita Valdès

   in History of the Thirteen. Again, a note on the

   rarity of Macassar oil certainly evokes César

   Birotteau. Specialists have found an echo of this fabulous

   Orient in many of Balzac’s books. What counts is that this

   minor work supplied the oriental references of the great Balzac

   – it forms a library of dreams. There could be a worse fate.




   




 Pierre Janin
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    My Journey From Paris to Java


  


  For many years, like the late Robinson Crusoe, I had been

   tortured by the irresistible desire to go on a long journey.

   Day by day the Ganges peninsula and its islands, the countries

   of the Sunda Strait and Asiatic poetry in particular became the

   objects of my obsessive hopes and desires. Is an obsession a

   good or a bad thing? I do not know. To some we owe new

   political systems or great works of literature, others lead

   straight to the madhouse. Nonetheless, while waiting for an

   answer to this difficult problem let us just note the high

   cost, in everyday terms, of ideas such as these.
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