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FICTIONS AND FAKES

British Romantic literature descends from a line of impostors,
forgers and frauds. Through a series of case-studies — beginning with
the golden age of forgery in the late eighteenth century and continu-
ing through canonical Romanticism and its aftermath — Margaret
Russett demonstrates how Romantic writers distinguished their fic-
tions from the fakes surrounding them. The book examines canon-
ical and lesser-known Romantic works alongside fakes such as
Thomas Chatterton’s medieval poems and “Caraboo,” the impos-
tor-princess. Through original readings of works by Wordsworth,
Coleridge, Byron, Walter Scott, John Clare, and James Hogg, as well
as chapters on impostors in popular culture, Russett’s interdisci-
plinary and wide-ranging study offers a major reinterpretation of
Romanticism and its continuing influence today.

MARGARET RUSSETT is Associate Professor of English at the
University of Southern California. She is the author of De Quincey’s
Romanticism: Canonical Minority and the Forms of Transmission
(Cambridge, 1997), and of articles published in journals such as
ELH, Studies in Romanticism, MLQ, Genre, Discourse, and Callaloo.
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Introduction

It has long been recognized that eighteenth-century Britain abounded in
sensational literary and cultural discoveries. Markets in novelties and
knowledge expanded to absorb the wonders compassed by the imperial
embrace. And with burgeoning commerce came “all specimens of man, /
Through all the colours which the sun bestows-. . . from remote / America,
the hunter Indian; Moors, / Malays, Lascars, the Tartar and Chinese, /
And Negro ladies in white muslin gowns” (Prelude vir:236—-43). Omai
was neither the first nor the most celebrated exotic informant to reach the
metropole. As early as 1704, the language and topography of East Asia
were authoritatively documented in A Historical and Geographical Descrip-
tion of Formosa, written by a native of that island who had settled in
England after circumnavigating the globe. Nor-were the antipodes the
only fields open to the intrepid. The revival of interest in indigenous
traditions meant that treasures could be unearthed much nearer home.
Gaelic poetry finally received its due with the 1761 translation of a lost epic
dating from the third century Ap. Within a few years of this revelation, an
aristocratic dilettante would find and publish a twelfth-century Italian
romance, while an obscure law-copyist in Bristol disclosed a yet more
remarkable collection of poems, plays, and historical treatises by an
unknown fifteenth-century monk. The greatest scholarly triumph, how-
ever, was reserved for the mid-1790s, when two forgotten plays by
Shakespeare were uncovered in a private gentleman’s cache of discarded
law documents. ’

With the turn of the century, popular sensations took on an increas-
ingly marvellous character. Extraordinary women began surfacing among
the scenes of everyday life. A millenarian preacher conceived at the age of
sixty-three, while another elderly spinster subsisted for years on no food at
all. A waitress from the Lake District became an overnight celebrity,
inspiring ballads, plays, novels and biographies, when she was suddenly
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translated into the wife of a peer. In a replay of eighteenth-century social
history, an Asian princess, evidently kidnapped by pirates from her island
home, mysteriously appeared in the suburbs of Bristol. Fictional women
attracted their own share of attention, some of it untoward; Coleridge’s
scandalous poem “Christabel,” for instance, caused fits and hallucinations
among readers long before it was published — apparently the effects of a
spell found in Walter Scott’s Lay of the Last Minstrel, which Coleridge was
rumored to have copied. Imaginary people could be dangerous in other
ways, too; one killed a London editor in a duel. Another scandal ensued
when the mummified corpse of a century-old suicide, along with a journal
describing its author’s satanic persecution, was disinterred by an illiterate
shepherd and advertised in Blackwood'’s Magazine. Continuing this spate
of well-publicized possessions, the spirit of Lord Byron transmigrated to
the body of a rural laborer who began composing the sequels to Byron’s
unfinished narratives, Childe Harold and Don fuan.

It was indeed an age of wonders, though none of these events transpired
exactly as I have described them. They were occasioned by a number of
inventive and resourceful persons, each of them abetted by a willing
public, during the period that enshrined the ideal of original genius
associated with Romanticism. Retold according to the conventions of
empirical literary history, the anecdotes should go something like this: a
French conman calling himself Psalmanazar, and posing as a native of a
country he had never visited, published a fictitious ethnography complete
with invented language and alphabet; upon his exposure, Psalmanazar
entered on a career of hack-writing that included the article on Formosa
for the Universal Dictionary. James Macpherson, an upwardly-mobile
young Scot hoping to make his name in literary London, pieced together
assorted Scorttish tales and ballads, arranged them into classical epic form,
and attributed them to the bard Ossian who may have lived three
hundred, but certainly not one thousand, years earlier. Horace Walpole
published, anonymously, the first “gothic” novel, The Castle of Otranto,
on Christmas Day of 1764; a few months later, he reissued the story
under his own name, with a preface that described it as “an attempt to
blend the two kinds of romance, the ancient and the modern.” A charity-
schoolboy named Thomas Chatterton won posthumous fame for his
pseudo-medieval poems, painstakingly copied onto “antiquated” parch-
ments, after committing suicide at the age of seventeen. A Chatterton
wannabe called William-Henry Ireland forged a series of legal papers, and
then two plays, widely accepted as the work of Shakespeare; after the
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disastrous single performance of Vortigern and Rowena and a withering
critique by the textual authority Edmond Malone, Ireland survived by
riding the wave of his Confessions. The frenzy of publicity generated by this
last debacle elicited a tribute from the poet William Mason:

Four Forgers, born in one prolific age,

Much critical acumen did engage.

The First was soon by doughty Douglas scar’d,

Tho’ Johnson would have screen’d him, had he dar’d;

The Next had all the cunning of a Scot;

The Third, invention, genius — nay, what not?
FRAUD, now exhausted, only could dispense
To her Fourth son, their three-fold impudence.®

Among the avid followers of the Shakespeare story was Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, who reprinted an article on the discovery in his 1796 periodical
The Waichman and boasted to Robert Southey a few years later that he
had “ample materials for a most interesting Historical & Metaphysical
Essay on Literary Forgery from the Hymns of Orpheus which deceived
Aristotle to the Vortigern of Shakespere that deccived Dr Parr — but
Dr Parr was the greater Booby” (CL 1:585).> Coleridge’s eatliest literary
experiments — Ossianics imitated from Macpherson, a “Monody on the
Death of Chatterton” published in Sharpe’s 1794 edition of the Rowley
poems — attest to his intense interest in the question. The neo-Chattertonian
author of that “ingenious forgery” and fantastic travelogue “The Rime of
the Ancyent Marinere,” Coleridge imbibed from Ireland and his brethren
a lasting fascination with copies, counterfeits, imitations, and the bound-
ary berween “illusion” and “delusion”; he himself figures directly or
indirectly in most of the tales that follow.*

The year 1805, in which Ireland issued his Confessions, also saw the
publication of Walter Scott’s Lay of the Last Minstrel, a pseudo-medieval
romance composed under the spell of Coleridge, although its precursor
would not see print until 1816 — at which point Coleridge feared being
suspected of “plagiarism . . . from [him]self” (CP187). While “Christabel”
languished in manuscript, Coleridge, reporting for the Morning Post,
broke the story of a bigamous forger and impostor who, as “The Hon-
ourable Alexander Augustus Hope,” married a local beauty named Mary
Robinson, herself already a noted tourist attraction. In a climate of media
spectacles like Joanna Southcott’s virgin pregnancy and the miraculous
survival of “the fasting woman of Tetbury,” a runaway servant achieved
unlikely celebrity when, in 1817, she managed to convince the gentry of
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Bristol that she was Caraboo, princess of the imaginary Asian island of
Javasu’ John Scott, editor of the London Magazine, lost his life in a
quarrel over the use of fictional bylines and “personalities” in the rival
publication Blackwood’s. A few years later, James Hogg, an actual shep-
herd as well as a regular contributor to Blackwood’s, published The Private
Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner after a letter announcing the
discovery of a “Scots Mummy” appeared in that magazine. Two decades
further on — shortly before Icodad George Gordon De Luna Byron,
alleged “natural son of the poet,” published his notorious Inedited Works
of Lord Byron — another peasant-poet, John Clare, began writing poems
with Byronic titles under the apparent conviction that he was in fact Lord
Byron, reincarnated.

Some of these stories are better known than others, but a premise of
this book is that each becomes more compelling, rather than less so, when
the manifest narrative is excavated for the truth of its production. Great
deceptions and minor scandals alike offer glimpses of the cultures that
gave rise to them. In the more circumstantial narrations that follow, I
focus primarily on the effects rather than the causes of the epiphenomena
I describe. A short list of contributing factors must surely include the
literal and figurative mobility achieved through international trade and
colonial expansion; the rise of ethnographic discourse consequent on
increasing contact with non-Anglophone cultures both within and with-
out the British Isles; the dramatic material transformations of the literary
market; the accompanying revaluation of the vernacular canon; and the
new model of personhood associated, by J. G. A. Pocock and others, with
the development of a credit economy.® The ideology of self-making
synonymous with commercial society found a philosophical grounding
in Lockean empiricism, a point to which I return in Chapter 1.

Assuming rather than arguing much of this broader context, bur
dealing in turn with an array of particular manifestations, the case studies
that follow examine how factitious discoveries and counterfeit beings
helped to define the frontiers of literary discourse during the period in
which “literature” assumed its modern disciplinary meaning. Beginning
with the so-called golden age of forgery in the 1760s and continuing
through canonical Romanticism and its aftermath, this book explores the
relationship between literary and psychic origins by examining how
fictions of textual creation articulate with the construction of Romantic
subjectivity. The archacology of the spurious clarifies the authenticating
devices of the Romantic literary work, while also suggesting how canon-
ical narratives of individual development naturalized the tropes of forgery



