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 The Devil in the Holy Water, or the Art of Slander from Louis XIV to Napoleon. By Robert Darnton. (Material Texts). Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009. x + 536 pp., ill. Hb $65.00; £42.50.
 
  Viewed from the present cultural moment, when gossipy infotainment crowds out factbased political reporting, Robert Darnton’s book on ‘the art of slander’ brings to light an eighteenth-century subculture that, while relatively unknown, is not unfamiliar. Pursuing his previous work, Darnton returns to Grub Street, this shady subculture of London, Paris, and other European cities, a world composed of indigent hack writers and pamphleteers, speculative and unscrupulous publishers, and readers avid for a slanderous, indecent read. This world is significant, however, not for what it prefigures. Its story reveals ‘a great deal about authorship, the book trade, journalism, public opinion, ideology, and revolution in eighteenth-century France’ (p. 1). Darnton’s book also illustrates the challenges confronting historians seeking to reconstruct this world and determine its causes. Darnton’s object of analysis is the libelle. Staple of the underground book trade, these slanderous writings — such as Le Diable dans un bénitier, from which the book title is drawn — were tendentious, inaccurate, and indecent, as well as hugely popular. Part I provides close readings of four interlocking libels. With insight and vast contextual knowledge, Darnton analyses the workings of these libels, decoding them in the minutest of details. Libels, he claims, allowed readers to make sense of a complex world by reducing it to a simple narrative involving famous people and the clash of powerful personalities. Part II investigates the relation between libels and politics. Slanderous writing was not seditious or crypto-revolutionary, yet it was an effective weapon in power struggles, causing considerable concern in high places. Darnton examines the role of a corrupt police in suppressing libels and preserving entrenched power, showing how some hack writers made their way by working in collusion with the police. Parts III and IV pursue Darnton’s analysis of the textual workings of libels. Designed to bring to light the hidden and the secret, libels encouraged readers to ferret out buried truths and invisible causality. The anecdotal was seen as possessing a certain evidentiary power, and unveiling the hidden, private life of individuals was a way of unmasking desires and self-interest, understood to be powerful motors of events. All libel literature engaged with politics by illustrating how a desacralized monarchy had degenerated into despotism. Playful and sensationalist at mid-century, libel literature would adopt the rhetoric of denunciation, with moralizing slander serving as propaganda in support of the Terror. What Darnton calls ‘the changes that swept through eighteenth-century France’ (p. 257) are unquestionably the backdrop for the story he tells, yet no claim is made that a ‘straight line of causality’ runs from reading libels to the formation of public opinion (the Habermas thesis), from literature to political theory, or from discourse to revolutionary event (the Furet thesis). The Devil in the Holy Water has already [End Page 95] generated yet another ‘Darnton Debate’ (online, on H-France), with other historians calling for a less artful avoidance of questions of historical causality. Nonetheless, along with his previous work, Robert Darnton’s latest book will remain an important vector in understanding the cultural history of the eighteenth century.
   Daniel Brewer
 University of Minnesota
 
 
 
  
 
  Copyright © 2012 Daniel Brewer
 
 
 
 
 ... 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        [image: pdf]
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1468-2931
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0016-1128
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 95-96
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2012-01-12
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	