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Scholars and cr i t ics  of  l i terary  forgery and fakery have la te ly  turned the i r  a t tent ion to
inves t i ga t i ng  the  wor ld  o f  impos to rs  -  M ichae l  Keevak ,  f o r  examp le ,  has  wr i t t en
suggestively on the eighteenth-century Formosan, George Psalmanazar, in The Pretended
Asian (2004) .  The Romant ic  per iod has no shor tage of  such characters,  and f igures such
as the radica l  prophetess Joanna Southcot t ,  Pr incess Caraboo (Mary Baker) ,  and even
John  Ha t f i e ld  (as  A lexander  Augus tus  Hope ,  seduce r  o f  t he  Ma id  o f  Bu t te rmere )  ho ld  an
endur ing in terest .  A l l  three feature in  Debbie Lee '  s  Romant ic  L iars ,  a longside severa l
un jus t l y  neg lec ted  cases :  t he  c ross -d ress ing  sa i l o r  Mary  Anne  Ta lbo t  /  John  Tay lo r ,  Ann
Moore the fast ing woman,  Mary Bateman the Wi tch of  Leeds,  and Si r  Thomas Stamford
B ing ley  Ra f f l es .  I n  p resen t i ng  such  d i ve rse  ma te r ia l ,  Lee  sk i l f u l l y  weaves  toge the r
b iog raphy  and  cu l tu ra l  h i s to ry  to  b r i ng  ou t  t he  soc ia l  imp l i ca t i ons  o f  impos tu re :  why  i s
the  impos to r  a  t ransg ress i ve  f  i gu re?  why  do  they  become ce leb r i t i es?  wha t  f  unc t i on  do
they serve? She is  not  a f ra id  to  confront  quest ions of  ident i ty ,  but  admirably  res is ts  the
temptat ion to  produce over-sophis t icated readings of  Romant ic  subject iv i ty .  This  is  an
immense ly  readab le  s tudy :  t he re  i s  no  be t te r  gu ide  to  Roman t i c  impos to rs  than  Debb ie
Lee'  s  fasc inat ing and for thr ight  book.

A lmos t  a l l  o f  Lee '  s  impos to rs  a re  women  who  d i sgu ised  themse lves  to  c rea te  soc ia l
oppor tun i t i es ,  wh ich  they  l acked  th rough  gender  and  c lass  p re jud i ce .  D isgu ise  -  i n  many
d i f f e ren t  gu i ses  gave  the  chance  o f  upward  mob i l i t y ,  money ,  and  i ndependence .  I n
other  words,  a l though impostors are in  one sense myth ic  types ( the t r ickster  t rad i t ion is
as  o ld  as  Wes te rn  l i t e ra tu re ) ,  impos tu re  i s  a  pa r t i cu la r l y  v iab le  ro le  fo r  impover i shed
labour ing c lass or  rura l  wornen.  l t  a l lows them to cross soc ia l  borders.  This  adaptabi l i ty
not  on ly  chal lenges cu l tura l  myths of  power,  but  perhaps more impor tant ly  is  a  way of
rec la im ing  s to ry - te l l i ng ,  o f  na r ra t i ng  the  se l f .  lmpos tu re  read  i n  th i s  way  i s  a  l anguage
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(or  ra ther ,  a  per format ive symptom) of  female psychologica l  t rauma.

Mary  Anne  Ta lbo t ,  f o r  examp le ,  was  fo rced  i n to  a  mascu l i ne  i den t i t y  by  he r  gua rd ian
(Cap t .  Essex  Bowen) .  On  h i s  dea th ,  she  rema ined  a  ma le ,  pass ing  as  a  F rench  so ld ie r
(  ' p l ay ing  

bo th  the  gender  boundary  and  the  na t i ona l  one , "  4 ) .  As  John  Tay lo r ,  s /he
was  g i ven  up  to  the  B r i t i sh  navy ,  t hen  cap tu red  by  the  F rench ,  and  spen t  18  mon ths
impr i soned ,  Go ing  back  to  the  B r i t i sh  navy ,  Ta lbo t /Tay lo r  se rved  on  a  merchan tman
car ry ing ,  app rop r ia te l y  enough ,  t ex t i l es  (  " f ab r i c  made  fab r i ca t i on  poss ib le , "  5 ) ,  and
was  p romoted  to  a  commiss ion .  I n  a  b i za r re  tw i s t ,  s /he  was  then  p ress -ganged  wh i l e  on
leave  i n  London  and  ob l i ged  to  revea l  he r  sex  to  secu re  he r  re lease .  She  de te rm ined  to
se t t l e  down  as  a  woman  -  t ra in ing  he rse l f  t o  f em in ine  behav iou r  -  bu t  w i thou t  success .
Talbot /Taylor  rever ted to  a mascul ine ident i ty  and consequent ly  a l i fe  of  beggary.  By
now, s /he was a sor t  o f  ce lebr i ty .  Talbot /Taylor  d iscovered that  a  pot ted account  of
h i s /he r  l i f e  had  been  p r i n ted ,  and  then  d i scove red  ano the r  woman  who  c la imed  to  be
Mary Anne Talbot  and John Taylor :  

'She 
had so ef fect ive ly  in ternal ized her  dual  se lves,

ma le  and  fema le ,  t ha t  t hey  fo rmed  a  s ing le  cha rac te r  t ha t  was  compe l l i ng ,  and
surpr is ing ly  s tab le,  enough to be the subject  o f  ident i ty  thef t "  (9) .  Despi te  th is ,  s /he
con t i nued  a  downward  sp i ra l  un t i l  be ing  rescued  by  the  p r i n te r  Rober t  K i rby  (pub l i she r

of Kirby's Wonderful and Scientific Museum, 18O2-20), who employed Talbot/Taylor as a
domes t i c  se rvan t .  K i rby  pub l i shed  h i s /he r  memo i r  a f te r  she  d ied  -  a  l i f e  t ha t  i t se l f  has
s ince  been  ho t l y  d i spu ted  as  a  hoax  o r  de lus ion  i t se l f  -  a  hoax  o f  a  hoax ,  How many
l i ( v )es  a re  the re  he re?

Talbot /Taylor '  s  se l f - re invent ion looks decidedly  modest  bes ide that  o f  the prophetess

Joanna Southcot t .  Lee reads Southcot t '  s  fami l iar  career  (or  p l ight )  as an per formance
of  female t rauma -  a  form of  d isp laced sexual  f ixat ion that  he lped to  construct  

*one 
of

h i s to ry ' s  mos t  au then t i c  impos to rs "  (78 ) .  Sou thco t t ' s  mys t i ca l  l anguage  o f  f ema le
psycho logy  was  one  she  wove  f rom fo l k  supe rs t i t i on  and  re l i g ious  rad i ca l i sm,  and  th i s
presents Southcot t  in  a cur ious ly  generous l ight .  In  par t icu lar ,  Lee '  s  reading gains
cons ide rab le  momen tum f  rom the  expe r ience  o f  Ann  Moore ,  a  d i sc ip le  o f  Sou thco t t  who
became a renowned fast ing woman -  or  what  today might  be more sympathet ica l ly
thought  of  today as an abject  v ic t im of  anorex ia nervosa and Munchausen'  s  syndrome.
A t tempts  to  make  sense  o f  Moore ' s  se l f - s ta rva t i on  a t  t he  t ime  wen t  f rom the
spec tacu la r  (mak ing  a  waxwork  o f  he r )  t o  t he  c rue l l y  voyeur i s t i c :  she  was  p laced  under
c lose  su rve i l l ance  and  den ied  any  fo rm o f  nu t r i t i on  -  i nc lud ing  f l u ids ,  w i th  wh ich  she
was occasional ly  re f  reshing hersel f  .  She a lmost  d ied,  saved only  by a forced confess ion
that  she had "occasional ly  taken sustenance for  the last  s ix  years"  (65) .

The p i t iab le s tory  of  Ann Moore ind icates the grav i ty  of  Lee '  s  cases:  imposture was a
l i f e -o r -dea th  a f fa i r .  Th i s  i s  exemp l i f i ed  by  a  Lee  b ra id ing  toge the r  i n  one  chap te r  t he
s to r i es  o f  Mary  Rob inson  the  Ma id  o f  Bu t te rmere  and  John  Ha t f i e ld  /  A lexander
Augustus Hope,  wi th  that  o f  Mary Bateman,  the Wi tch of  Leeds.  Bateman was a
mons te r ,  exp lo i t i ng  l ower  c lass  women  th rough  the  l anguage  o f  f ema le  psycho logy
in i t ia ted by Southcot t  ( indeed,  her  cr imes were used to t ry  and d iscredi t  Southcot t ians) .
Bateman'  s  ch i l l ing s t rategy was to  ident i fy  power less women,  and appear  to  of fer  them
some f  o rm o f  empowermen t ,  t h rough  such  non -  pa t r i a rcha l  t rad i t i ons  as  f  o l k  med ic ine ,
superst i t ion,  and wi tchcraf t .  ln  pract ice,  th is  meant  that  she b lackmai led for  charms and
threatened wi th  curses.

In  the  cou rse  o f  he r  desp icab le  ac t i v i t i es ,  Ba teman 's  acqu is i t i veness  reached  qu i te
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absurd  l eve l s .  I n  add i t i on  to  a  cons ide rab le  sum o f  money ,  t he  i nven to ry  o f  goods  she
acqu i red  f rom Wi l l i am and  Rebecca  Per igo  i nc luded  

' a  goose ,  two  pa i r s  o f  men '  s
shoes ,  a  goose  p ie ,  a  tea  caddy ,  seve ra l  sh i r t s ,  a  coun te rpane ,  a  p iece  o f  woo len  c lo th ,  a
s i l k  handke rch ie f ,  a  s i l k  shaw l ,  a  l i gh t  co lo red  gown  sk i r t ,  two  p i l l ow  s l i ps ,  a  new
waistcoat ,  s ix  pounds of  but ter ,  seven st rokes of  meal ,  s ix  s t rokes of  mal t ,  vary ing
amoun ts  o f  t ea  and  sugar ,  two  hundred  o r  t h ree  hundred  eggs ,  a  pa i r  o f  wo rs ted
s tock ings ,  a  pa i r  o f  b lack  s i l k  s tock ings ,  t h ree  ya rds  o f  kna resb ro '  l i nen ,  a  p iece  o f
beef ,  three bot t les of  sp i r i t ,  two tab le c lo ths,  two barre ls ,  and two napkins"  -  a l l  th is  to
assuage  Rebecca '  s  hea r t  p rob lems ,  Beh ind  such  a  s imp le  t rus t  p laced  i n  the  Wi t ch  o f
Leeds  l i es  rea l  human  pa in  -  t he  despera t i on  o f  t he  d i sen f ranch ised .  And  much  worse
was  to  come than  mere  penury .  Mary  Ba teman  laced  he r  cha rms  and  cu rses  w i th
a rsen ic :  he r  v i c t ims  wou ld  assu red ly  pe r i sh  i f  t hey  b roke  the  d iabo l i ca l  pac t  t hey  had
made  w i th  th i s  n igh tmar i sh  se r ia l  k i l l e r .  When  Wi l l i am Per igo  began  to  ques t i on  the
t ra f f i c  o f  goods  sen t  t o  Mary  Ba teman ,  she  po i soned  h im  and  h i s  w i fe ;  W i l l i am su rv i ved
to press charges,  Rebecca d id not .

The  s to ry  o f  Ba teman 's  v i l e  c r i r nes  cas ts  a  macabre  l i gh t  on  the  seduc t i on  o f  Mary
Rob inson  by  John  Ha t f i e ld .  The  Ma id  o f  Bu t te rmere '  s  au then t i c i t y  was  i n t ima te l y
connected wi th  her  p lace in  the "natura l "  landscape of  Cumbr ia,  but  was i tse l f
const ructed by her  f i rs t  admirer ,  Capt .  Budworth,  and the tour is ts  he inspi red to  v is i t  her
-  wh ich  u l t ima te l y  o f  cou rse  numbered  among  them he r  nemes is .  Ha t f  i e l d  was  an
engag ing  conman  who  had  been  in  and  ou t  o f  d i f f e ren t  i den t i t i es  and  d i f f e ren t  gao ls .  He
was cer ta in ly  popular  among the v i l lagers of  the Lake Dis t r ic t ,  to  whom in the character
o f  t he  Honourab le  A lexander  Augus tus  Hope  MP,  he  seemed  to  rep resen t  a  

' hope"  
o f

se r ious  ru l i ng  c lass  a t ten t i on .  Bu t  h i s  f ake  l a rgesse  l i t e ra l l y  des t royed  h im .  Apar t  f r om
bigamy wi th  Mary Robinson and a ser ies of  bad debts,  he had a lso been forg ing le t ter
f  ranks  by  us ing  Hope '  s  pa r l i amen ta ry  p r i v i l ege .  Tha t  was  enough  to  ge t  h im  hanged ,
and  l i ke  Mary  Ba teman ,  he  ended  h i s  l i f e  on  the  ga l l ows .

In  he r  f  i na l  chap te r ,  Lee  tu rns  to  Mary  Bake r ,  n6e  Wi l l cocks ,  a . k .a .  P r incess  Caraboo ,
con t ras t i ng  he r  l i f e  w i th  tha t  o f  t he  gove rno r  o f  Java ,  S i r  S tamfo rd  Ra f f l es .  Ra f f l es ,
ra the r  po in ted l y  desc r ibed  as  

' f asc ina t i ng l y  
med ioc re "  (140 ) ,  was  respons ib le  fo r  l he

History  of  Java (1817) ,  a  text  r iven wi th  compl icat ions.  Mary Baker '  s  l i fe  usefu l ly  sums
up the issues of  female emancipat ion and empowerment  that  character ize Lee '  s
a rgumen t  -  i n  he r  wander ings  be fo re  he r  se l f -e lec t i on  to  roya l t y  she  took  on  many
ro les,  f rom v i rg in  whore to  gypsy to  anorex ic ,  before she adopted the character  o f  a
p r incess  o f  Java ,  de r i ved  f rom Ra f f l es '  s  book :  "even  though  i t  was  based  on
ins ince r i t y  and  doub le -dea l i ng  . , .  (Ra f f l es '  s  Java )  gave  Mary  Bake r  the  Eng l i shwoman
an  au then t i c  i den t i t y  f o r  t he  f i r s t  t ime  in  he r  l i f e "  (193 ) .

Such contradic t ions are the s tuf f  o f  th is  s tudy as i t  char ts  the ebb and f low of
t ransg ress i ve  i den t i t i es  on  the  g round ,  as  i t  was  man i fes ted  among  the  peop le
themse lves .  Th i s  pe rspec t i ve  f rom p r inc ipa l l y  l ower  c lass  fema le  impos to rs  shou ld  he lp
to cast  s ign i f icant  new l ight  on the cr ises of  ident i ty  suf fered by male wr i ters  such as
John  C la re ,  as  we l l  as  se rv ing  as  an  e legy  f  o r  some o f  t he  f  o rgo t ten  women  tha t
Romantic Liars celebrates.
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