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Scott Carpenter’s book, an erudite analysis of literary “frauds, hoaxes and counterfeits” as entertaining
as its subject matter suggests, is highly recommended reading for cultural historians of nineteenth-
century France. Considering an admixture of writings by canonical literary figures such as Balzac,
Sand, and Baudelaire, as well publications by less esteemed scribblers, including the histories of Prosper
Meérimée, the memoirs of Vidocq, and press coverage of Louis XVI’s interment in the basilica at Saint-
Denis, Carpenter reveals a variegated “aesthetics of fraudulence” that runs through them. The
deceptions, mystifications, and counterfeits revealed by these writings yield a culturally produced a
version of reality, he argues, that characterize nineteenth-century France as much as Romanticism,
realism, or positivist science. What cultural historians have to gain from reading this book is a greater
appreciation for how techniques of literary analysis can help to define a historical period, rather than
talling back on our more standard historical approach of regarding a work of literature as expressive or
representative of'its age. In return, what historians have to offer Carpenter is greater knowledge of the
cultural field he cultivates.

Carpenter’s introduction bears the warning, caveat lector! The literary use of artifice, ruse, concealment,
and word slippage as techniques of falsity to persuade readers about “real” events, he reminds us, spans
the whole of written history from The Odyssey to Baudrillard’s The Gulf War Did Not Take Place. Yet in
the aftermath of an Enlightenment insistence upon transparency, and with a new Romantic emphasis
upon sincerity, he asserts that the problem of using literary mystification to make truth claims took on
critical significance in the early nineteenth century. To qualify as fraudulent writing, Carpenter posits,
an author must intentionally strive to deceive readers and may employ many multiple layers of
talsification to achieve that aim (pp. 4-5). Rather than considering such fraudulent writings “the pariah
of literary history,” Carpenter instead suggests examining them as “an aesthetic practice that plays off,
undermines, or interrogates other major practices of the day” (p. 16). Acknowledging that the sundry
writings analyzed in his subsequent chapters do not constitute a representative field, still he asserts that
they embody the critical activity of the fraudulent in nineteenth-century literature: “This synecdoche of
the culture landscape suggests the generality of the phenomenon: it appears everywhere in order to
challenge the urgency of the authentic” (p. 18). That is, these fraudulent writings are more properly
viewed as challenging the truth claims of the age, rather than being dismissed as false or historically
Inaccurate.

The subjects of Carpenter’s literary analyses are indeed diverse. The first two chapters focus on
writings by Prosper Mérimée, principally La guzla (1827), a fabricated Slavic collection of bloody
ballads and horror stories about vampires, and Les faux Démétrius (1852), an invented history about a
pretender to the throne of the Russian Emperor Ivan the Terrible. Beyond the evident readership issues
of credulity in the former case and irony in the latter (as an allusion to (Louis Napoléon’s coup),
Carpenter skillfully shows how literary techniques of hoax and caricature employed by Mérimée
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reinforced the subject matter of his violent and politically oppositional texts. The next chapter
examines the 1815 exhumation and entombment of the remains of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette in
the Basilica at Saint Denis, an event proliferated in such a variety of incongruous texts and images that
doubts about whose remains were being interred befuddled the authenticity of the commemoration.

The following chapter focuses on Balzac’s short story “Pierre Grassou” (1839), about a second-rate
painter whose renown is achieved through his diligence at winning salon exhibition prizes by means of
pastiche and plagiarism, rather than as a consequence of his artistic originality. While there is an
evident critique of success gained by imitation and ruse directed against the story’s title character,
Carpenter argues that Balzac’s own literary use “skillful disguise” in the Comédie humaine promoted the
use of such techniques so long as they remained undetected. Turning to the Mémoires of Vidocq (1828-
1829), Carpenter shows how counterfeiting, forgery, disguise, and criminal argot are not only the
subject matter of the criminal-turned-detective’s life, but constitute the literary means used by his
ghostwriters to fabricate his “authentic” memoirs. On the theme of transvestism in nineteenth-century
novels and plays, Carpenter explores the use of gender-crossing in Gabriel by George Sand (1840), not
as a standard literary device of denouement, but as the starting point for Sand’s sustained literary
exploration of issues of individual, social, and sexual identity. The final two chapters concern uses of
counterfeits in Baudelaire’s poems and essays, focusing on his unfinished book, Pauvre Belgique! A
diverse collection of “insults, lamentations, and defamations” (p. 157) gathered from Baudelaire’s dismal
sojourn to Belgium in 1865, the literary collage criticizes Belgian emulation of French language,
manners, and culture, while at the same time constituting a kind of effigy of the French themselves.

The great virtue of Aesthetics of Fraudulence tor cultural historians rests in Carpenter’s demonstration
that “while fraudulence may be, as Nodier showed, implied in the production of literature, it can also be
the subject of literary and cultural phenomena” (p. 173). This accords well with Lynn Hunt’s admonition
a little over a decade ago that cultural historians should explore the “convergence between certain kinds
of history and certain kinds of fiction,” beyond the more typical response of historians to treat novels
either as a source of direct evidence or as a reflection of historical reality.[17] Particularly when dealing
with literature, our historian’s toolkit benefits the inclusion of literary modes of analysis and
interpretation. Understanding how texts communicate, beyond a naive reading of what is easily
understood, is invaluable for any cultural historian working with literary sources. In this regard,
Carpenter is a splendid guide to literary techniques of deception, counterfeiting, and mystification.

In a reciprocal manner, Carpenter’s insights into fraudulence as nineteenth-century literary and cultural
phenomena might benefit from a broader historical understanding of his subject. While he has shown
us how to tease fraudulence out of this particular collection of texts, it is useful to keep in mind that
nineteenth-century readers were all too familiar with these techniques, and their uses. The use of
confabulation by authors to play upon readers’ suspension of disbelief in order to sell “authentic” stories,
for example, had been common features of Bibliothéque bleue chapbooks and canard broadsides for more
than two centuries, and these early modern publications continued to be a staple of popular reading in
France well into the 1850s. Given this long familiarity with printed fraudulence, I doubt whether
readers of “Conveyance of the human remains of King Louis XVI and Queen Marie-Antoinette to Saint-
Denis, January 21, 1815,” a canard reproduced by Carpenter (Figure 4.6, 81), ever considered the
engraved block print an authentic depiction of the event. More likely, their enjoyment of the
publication was derived from the lively songs printed beneath the image, recounting the death and
execution of the king, set to familiar tunes. Insolent entertainment, more than interrogating
authenticity, may have been the collective goal.

Further, fraudulence in literary publications was all too well known to the literary elite, publishers, and
politicians of the nineteenth century.[27] While Carpenter identifies Mérimée as a looming figure of
early nineteenth-century literary fraudulence, surely his contemporaries would have identified
Alexandre Dumas for that honor. Not only was Dumas the most celebrated literary fraud of his era,
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celebrated and vilified in nearly equal measure, more recent controversies over his 2002 exhumation and
interment in the Panthéon, one of France’s celebrated lieux de mémoire, suggest that the conflation of
tfraudulence and authenticity has long been set into play in securing French national identity. For while
Carpenter, and by extension we historians, may strive to disentangle confabulation from truth, it is not
necessarily the case that such a distinction has always been important to the French. The nineteenth
century was, after all, the age of Michelet’s histories, virtuoso performances, spiritism, and a “taste for
the real” consumed as newspaper fait-divers, dioramas, wax museums, and early cinema.[37] In all of
these realms, cultural artifacts that might be considered “frauds, hoaxes, and counterfeits” were
confabulated by their nineteenth-century contemporaries into the truth.

To credit Carpenter, he is a literary critic and not a historian. Accordingly, these considerations may
speak more to our concerns than his. He presents us with a marvelous array of less well known literary
texts, and he does a superb job of leading us through their analyses. At the same time, his goal of
rigorously examining the place of fraudulence in nineteenth-century literature might be more fully
realized by situating Aesthetics of F'raudulence in relation to this wider field of cultural and historical
scholarship.
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